
Students with Chronic Negative Behavior Patterns. 

Some adults were very concerned about what they perceive as 

a small portion of students who appear to be almost 

exclusively peer affiliated, unresponsive to adult 

interventions and exhibiting behavior perceived as 

chronically negative. As they described it, nothing seems 

to matter to these students except the approval of their 

peers. Debbie, a White faculty member said: 

But, I think the thing that has changed radically 
in the last decade, for me as an educator, is the 
fact that I no longer exist for kids. I don't 
exist. My voice does not interrupt what they are 
doing, usually. I have to physically interpose 
myself without physically touching, in 
situations, I didn't have to used to do that. 
Actually we are talking about that smaller 
portion of kids in school, who react in 
assaultive ways. 

Charles, a White teacher, works with a few students 

who he said do not accept his authority. 

I see that sort of behavior with, not all kids, 
but an isolated number of kids...They don't 
understand if I go through a discipline hierarchy 
with them about giving them a warning and then 

eventually sending them out - you're stupid, why 
are you doing that? 

Carlos, a Latino parent, talked about the five percent 

of the student population that continually acts in 

resistance to the demands of the system and who appear 

impervious to the discipline system in this school. 

The problem that I see is that there is a segment 
of the population, maybe five percent of the 
kids...who are chronic discipline problems, who 
don't respond to this negative air-tight 
controlled, you know, if you wear your cap you 
get this, if you chew gum you get that, if you do 
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this again, you know, the fighting and all that. 
So that small percentage of the population is 
chronically offending the same way. They are 
cutting classes, they are violating the rights of 
others, they are disrespectful to teachers, they 
are not working. They have serious discipline 
problems. And the negative discipline and the 
controlling discipline to keep the building safe 
doesn't work, it doesn't help them. Since they 
are there and they see no reason to be there, 
they have nothing better to do than to cause 
trouble in the building, outside the building, 
after school. They just know how to play the 
system so that they avoid, they will take an "F", 
they won't do the work and they will get to look 
good in front of their peers and they will go 
play. That's what they are there for every day... 
The school system fault part of that (is that)... 
they've got to pass the kid, they've got to get 
him through the course. They've got to somehow 
with enough reminders and pushes and crutches get 
him through and out of the building, graduated or 
whatever. So these kids just play the system. 

George's perception was that many of the students who 

feel alienated from the school are students of color and he 

is very concerned about that. 

...there are any number of students who 
are..alienated from the school...and don't buy 
into the school as an institution which is 
hopeful to them or that they are really a part 
of...or that meets any of their goals. And the 
thing that very much concerns me is the 
impression I get from my son...that a 
large...percentage of the students of color fall 
into that description...and that concerns me a 
great deal. Both about what we as a town are 
doing to serve those students all through the 
school and also, what kind of message does it 
means my son gets as a result about students of 
color, about relationships among the races, about 
any number of things. 

Daniel Webster of the Injury Prevention Center at 

Johns Hopkins in his article in Health Affairs (1993) 

agrees with Carlos, when he talks about students who are 
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chronic behavior problems gaining status among their peers 

by resisting the system. Webster said: 

aggressive youth tend to believe that aggressive 
behavior increases status among their peers, 
particularly in the short term, and provides 
tangible rewards.... adolescents are in a 
developmental stage characterized by defiance of 
adults. (Webster, 1993) 

This segment of the population is one that while 

perhaps most likely to be involved in conflict is 

paradoxically among the least likely to choose to avail 

themselves of it, seeing it as one more arm of the school. 

What these adults are describing matches this analysis by 

Hocker and Wilmot in their book Interpersonal Conflict and 

helps to explain why these students would not be likely to 

choose to go to mediation. 

When one reaches the stage where "nothing 
matters" (you cannot attain your goals through 
accepted means), violence or despair is spawned. 
It is the person who feels powerless who turns to 
the last resort—giving up, aggression or 
violence. {Richmond, et al., 1984; Kipnis, 
Schmidt, and Wilkerson 1980; Falbo and Peplau 
1980}. Too much losing does not build character; 
it builds frustration, aggression or apathy. 
(Hocker & Wilmot, 1995, pp. 83, 85) 

A number of issues were raised regarding the negative 

impact of students' attitudes, feelings and behaviors in 

school on the use of mediation. Name-calling and spreading 

rumors occur with the most frequency of all types of 

conflictual behavior. Given the concern students report 

about rumors leaking from mediation sessions this would 

appear to discourage the use of mediation. Female and 
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non—White students in this school saw harassment as a much 

more frequent occurrence than did White and male students. 

Interviews with teaches, students and parents revealed more 

data about the negative impact of student attitudes, 

feelings and behaviors on the use of mediation. 

Developmental issues that negatively impact on the use 

of mediation include the volatility and impulsiveness of 

early adolescence, particularly in the area of social 

interactions and students discomfort with waiting for 

resolution. Peer pressure is another developmental issue 

which in this school inhibits the use of mediation as do 

power imbalances, such as those in victim-victimizer 

relationships. A small group of students with chronic 

negative behavior patterns, appears to hold little 

investment in this school as a source of success for them 

and therefore appears to be less interested in utilizing 

resources of the school such as mediation. This group while 

perhaps most likely to be involved in conflict is among the 

least likely to choose to avail themselves of mediation, 

given the status that accrues to them from rebellion and 

their alienation from the school. 

Factor 4: School Dynamics 

School dynamics that emerged from the data as 

inhibiting the use of mediation include faculty methods of 

handling conflict; the ways in which relationships between 

students and faculty are perceived, particularly regarding 
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the issues of respect and the need for more adult guidance 

of students; feelings of safety and well-being or lack of 

it in the building, including issues related to race, 

cultural group and gender; the system of discipline; the 

options available for resolving conflicts and pressures of 

time and space. 

Of all 57 parents surveyed, 70.18% brought up an issue 

related to school dynamics; 76.19% of all White parents, 

75% of all bi/multi-racial and 50% of all parents of color 

indicating concern among all races of parents. Of the 8 

parents interviewed, all of them raised issues related to 

school dynamics. Faculty responses were similar with 73.91% 

of the 23 faculty surveyed and ten of the twelve faculty 

interviewed (83.33%) raising issues related to school 

climate. Of the faculty, 70.59% of the White and 100% of 

the multi-racial faculty raised this factor (there were 

only White and multi-racial respondents). Only 8.62% of all 

students surveyed mentioned school dynamics while over half 

of the students interviewed (55%) raised this point. This 

figure includes 6 of the 7 students of color and five out 

of the 13 White students. The adults are the ones 

expressing concern about the dynamics of this school, 

perhaps because this issue is more abstractly related to 

the issue of mediation. 

This over-crowded junior high school, with its rich 

mingling of many cultures, and its intense concentration of 

early adolescents exploring their personal, sexual and 
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group identities is a challenging place to teach. Parents, 

many of whom are highly educated, can be very critical of 

teachers, administrators and staff who in turn are burdened 

with over-crowded classrooms, high student-teacher ratios, 

too little time, too many students with complex needs and 

too much to teach. With this many people crowded together 

in one building, conflict is inevitable. Tension has risen 

as passing times to and from classes have been shortened 

and halls have become more crowded. In this atmosphere, 

issues of safety and control are critically important. 

Faculty Methods of Handling Conflict. With limited 

resources for dealing with the range of adolescent emotions 

and behaviors (there are only three guidance counselors to 

serve over 1000 students) there are inevitably going to be 

limitations in how effectively the faculty responds to 

daily conflict; however faculty methods of handling 

conflict when it arises are significant determinants of how 

effective a mediation program will be. 

Given the lack of a system wide mediation program, 

students are not generally knowledgeable about mediation 

skills when they enter this school nor have faculty as a 

whole ever been trained. Although faculty described 

themselves as supporting mediation (see the section on 

encouraging factors) questions were raised about how much 

the adults in the building actually use and encourage the 

use of mediation as a way of resolving conflicts. To the 
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degree this is true it reflects a discrepancy between 

attitude and behavior. 

The first aspect of faculty attitudes, feelings and 

behaviors that arose from the data was the perception that, 

according to a number of respondents, this school has not 

yet created a "culture of mediation" among the adults; an 

atmosphere in which mediation is consistently taught, 

modeled and encouraged. The following comments by parents 

and faculty all speak to this issue. Jean, a White faculty 

member explained: 

...we use other ways of dealing with conflict all 
the time...and there are some quicker ways to 
deal with conflict... So, unless it's within our 
culture, as adults... just because it's a student 
mechanism, sometimes we forget that we're the 
adults here and these are children and unless we 
do it... it ain't gonna work. 

Another White faculty member said: 

Students need to see demonstrations of it. Adults 
need to use it for students to use it. I'm not 
sure there has been real active support of the 
technique. 

Diana, a Latina parent wondered how much the 

administration trusts, actively encourages or uses 

mediation saying: 

if the whole administration is not using it, not 
practicing it...you know to be a good sponsor you 
have to really believe in it. So I don't know how 
much that happens. I feel that... the whole 
administration is not that much into it. It's 
like it has to be backed up by the whole school 
administration...And I don't know if the adults 
in the school really trust the process. Or use 
that kind of process. I am not that familiar with 
it. But the times that I have been mediating for 
my son...in issues and things that have happened 
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at school...I feel that that's not the whole 
scope of the administration. 

A number of parents called for more encouragement and 

expansion of the mediation program. "The mediation program 

needs to be much bigger; mediation between angry students 

and the principal and Dean; parents and staff..etc," wrote 

a White parent. Another White parent said: 

Encourage teachers and principals to provide 
mediation as a first step in conflicts instead of 
giving out punishments. If parties to a conflict 
can come to agreement in mediation (and abide by 
it), punishment is avoided. 

A White parent who would prefer to see mediation 

offered as an option rather than adult escalation of the 

conflict said: 

Kids are much more comfortable and orderly if 
they feel that adults are in control and will be 
rational. I think that administrators need to 
present mediation fairly to students as one 
option available. Too often it sounds as if they 
just get angry and hand out detentions all 
around. This often just increases the hostility 
between parties and adds new anger at the school 
or at adults. 

George, a White parent, also brought up the importance 

of creating a high visibility culture of mediation in the 

school, beginning with the administration using mediation 

with the staff. 

...thinking about creating a culture of 
mediation...one of the guestions is what's the 
style of the administrator in the building...when 
there are conflicts amongst staff. Is it a 
mediating type of style or not? What experiences 
the adults in general have with mediation... I'm 
sure affects the kind of culture around which 
adults do or don't think of suggesting it to 
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students... Well, I think for students to sort of 
expect to think of mediation or to turn to 
it...that it needs to be very visible. And they 
need to be reminded of it frequently. So that I 
would assume in order for it to work, it would 
have lots of adults frequently suggesting that it 
is a possibility... and I don't know whether that 
happens or not, I've never heard of that 
happening. 

Paul, an African-American parent, would like to see 

mediation expanded among parents and faculty as a way to 

explore concerns about school wide issues. 

I think that mediation with regards to the Jr. 
High needs to take place at several different 
levels. I don't know that it necessarily needs to 
be only be a program designed for the young. I 
think that it would be more worthwhile actually, 
if some of the families in school, 
administrators, and teachers begin to speak about 
this whole issue of climate. 

A White faculty member agreed with the need for change 

beginning at the top and pointed out that students pick up 

on the degree of adult commitment to the program: 

Until adult attitudes change the kids never 
will... administrators need to be more honest in 
their assessment of the value of mediation. We 
need to truly create a workable program, then 
blanket staff and students with it... Kids read 
adults very well. They clearly know that this is 
not a true mediation school. The changes in 
understanding, training etc. must occur top down 
or the hypocrisy of the program will continue to 
the benefit of none. 

Edward had a different perspective, questioning 

whether it was even appropriate for the school to embrace a 

"culture of mediation" and the ideological changes that go 

with it. 
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It's not an end in itself and it cannot replace 
the culture of wellness...Mediation must not be 
part of a ideological package, which 
unfortunately it often is. 

A White parent described this school as having, not a 

culture of mediation but a "culture of conflict" and stated 

that until more use of positive discipline and conflict 

resolution occurs on the part of adults there is little 

hope for a successful mediation program. In this parent's 

words 

The junior high is a culture of conflict...Many 
teachers deal with minor misdemeanors in an 
authoritarian manner. Kids see the difference 
with teachers who respect them and attempt more 
positive ways to resolve disputes. I don't hold 
out much hope for significant effects of 
mediation until the culture changes to support 
it...Most conflict my child experiences is with 
teachers who seem to us not to understand or 
attempt to help instead, imposing rigid rules. 

Maria, a Latina parent, thought the reason that 

mediation is not used more in the school is that the 

administration does not want to relinquish power to the 

students. She says: 

I think the administrators still want to be in 
charge of what's going on in the school...And I 
think that they should know that they should also 
let students take responsibility. I don't think 
they want to do that. 

A parent of Asian/Indian descent worried that 

conflicts are "hushed up" rather than dealt with openly, 

which would discourage the use of mediation, since 

mediation requires open acknowledgement of conflict. 
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There is a feeling among students that the adults 

in school do not support them in their conflict 

resolution... there is a feeling of always hushing 

everything and not openly discussing it and 
solving it. 

George, a White parent, said that a key element of 

mediation and of conflict resolution is the act of 

listening to the other person's point of view and wanted to 

see more listening on the part of the adults responsible 

for discipline. He said: 

...mediation involves listening. And that seems 

to me to be a central element of what's needed in 

conflict situations. And I might add, is not 

always provided by the adults responsible for 

discipline at the Jr. High School. 

Eric, a White mediator in the ninth grade, agreed that 

often the student perspective is not listened to and said: 

Teachers having problems, don't always solve the 

problems, they just assign detentions and things 

like that. And it doesn't really help the 

problem. They don't really work things out with 

the kids and let them tell their sides of the 

story all the time. 

A second aspect of faculty attitudes, feelings and 

behaviors discouraging the use of mediation is that there 

has never been a school wide training in mediation or 

conflict resolution skills. Students were not generally 

knowledgeable about mediation skills when they entered this 

school nor had the faculty as a whole ever been trained. 

Comments about a lack of faculty training in and 

understanding of how mediation works were cited by a number 

of faculty members. Some typical examples selected from 
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surveys include the following comments: A White faculty 

member wrote of "frustrating responses from uninvolved and 

uninformed staff". "Neither the administration nor staff 

understand or truly believe in the process" was the 

response of a second White faculty member. "Teachers need 

to be trained or believe in the concept...use it in their 

classrooms when possible" added a third White faculty 

member. 

A White parent pointed out that teachers need training 

and support in order to handle the challenges of their job. 

Great teachers have a lot to share. The stresses 

of junior high can turn good teachers, like 

students, into defensive, even offensive 

people...The administration needs to be realistic 

about how to help the teachers help the students. 

It is a hard job that needs specialized 

training-something teachers, especially secondary 

teachers are rarely given. 

High quality training of staff with time and resources 

available for follow up training and support is mentioned 

by Greenwald and Johnson (1986), Araki (1990), Pilati 

(1994), and Metis Associates (1988) as a form of 

administrative support that is closely tied to the success 

of a program. The lack of specialized training in mediation 

is clearly a discouraging factor in terms of the overall 

success of the program. 

Teachers face time pressures to cover their subject 

matter and are alone in the classroom with 28 or 30 

students. Limited time and the privacy to guide students to 

mediated solutions to problems is a third aspect of faculty 

159 



attitudes, feelings and behaviors that discourages the use 

of mediation. Rick, a White faculty members thinks that 

teachers 

triage in dealing with problems. I don't think I 
look for troubles because I don't have a lot of 
time and I don't necessarily want to be pulled 
into a problem. I mean if it's something that I 
can address right away, but if it means leaving 
my class of maybe 28 students and taking two or 
one students down to the Dean, because the phones 
generally don't work, and leaving these kids up 
here for who knows how long, not having anybody 
to talk to, I'm not about to do that....now if 
something gets really blatant, you have to 
address it, but if it's a marginal thing where 
"hey stop running in the halls," that's as far as 
you go with it ... sometimes that's the 
appropriate response in my opinion. I think some 
teachers take things too seriously and they make 
a small mole hill into a major mountain where 
kids really, I think, sometimes aren't trying to 
kill each other. They aren't. 

"I don't think there's enough time to promote it and 

utilize it the way we should. I think that we should take 

more time," said a second White faculty member. "Tough 

because of time restraints" added a third White faculty 

member. 

Although the attitudes of faculty were overall very 

encouraging towards the use of mediation their behavior 

within the context of the school was not perceived as 

supporting the use of mediation by a number of respondents. 

Faculty and parents expressed the feeling that this school 

had not yet created a "culture of mediation" among the 

adults; one in which mediation is consistently taught, 

modeled and encouraged. Active support and encouragement of 

the use of mediation is cited by Carpenter and Parco 
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(1993), Greenwald and Johnson (1986), Araki (1990), Pilati 

(1994), and Metis Associates (1988) as necessary to the 

success of a mediation program. By this definition, the 

behavior of the faculty appears to have a discouraging 

effect on the use of the program. The need for more 

training in mediation as well as the time and space to 

address these issues combine with the lack of a climate of 

mediation to hamper the effectiveness of the program. 

Respect Revisited. One theme that emerged from survey 

and interview data about school climate was a concern about 

the issue of respect. Respect, while a concern for 

students, faculty and parents, was viewed differently 

depending on which group responded. Many faculty members 

perceived a growing lack of respect on the part of many 

students towards adult authority figures as reported in the 

previous section on students attitudes, feelings and 

behaviors in school. There were parents and students who 

were equally passionate in their comments about what they 

perceived as a lack of respect towards students on the part 

of faculty. 

A White parent commented on the tone set by the 

administration: 

Does the school administration set an example for 
students by dealing with them in a respectful 
manner and getting them to express their 
opinions? I think not, and this sets a tone that 
is not conducive to fostering mediation. 

A second White parent raised a concern about the " 

lack of respect for students and their ability to behave 
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responsibly. "I feel the kids often aren't shown respect 

anywhere in society including school, which leads to 

conflict and violence at school and the situation is 

escalating" added a third White parent. 

Some parents were upset about what they described as 

the use of "intimidation" by adults in the building as a 

way to maintain order. A White parent expressed strong 

feelings about how intimidation negatively affects the 

fragile self confidence of adolescents. 

This use of intimidation is reinforced by the 

example set by staff and administration, many of 

whom use intimidation... to lower student self 

image in order to keep them under control. ...My 

child's ego suffers most at the hands of his 

teachers. I am more concerned with adult behavior 

than teenagers... Try to encourage staff to 

understand the fragile nature of the teenage ego. 

Set an example of kindness and patience and the 

students will be much more likely to follow. Help 

kids take responsibility for their actions rather 

than trying to intimidate them into doing so. My 

child is a normal, well adjusted kid who seems to 

be in a system that is determined to make him 

into a miserable, self conscious child. Being a 

teenager is hard enough-why have a system that 

makes it harder? 

"I am also very concerned about the inherent creation 

of conflict in using intimidation as a way to solve 

problems," echoed another White parent. A White/ 

African-American faculty member called for the school to 

"create a culture where authorities (teachers) are not 

perceived as enemies forcing kids to do what they don't 

want." Fred, a White mediator in the ninth grade agreed 

with this perception that students and teachers are in 
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conflict, saying, "Ever since I came into this school I've 

been feeling like it's been kind of kids against teachers." 

One parent acknowledged the pressures that faculty are 

under while articulating concerns about teacher respect for 

students. 

Teachers need to adhere to the same standards of 
social appropriateness expected of students. 
Students are hyper-alert to double standards. 
Teacher swearing, sarcasm, insulting comments 
about children's work and shouting have been 
experienced by my children in a few classes. 
Teachers need to find ways to deal calmly with 
the sometimes difficult, challenging behavior of 
students. This is not easy 

wrote a White parent. 

The issue of respect speaks to Folger et al.'s 

analysis which opens this chapter. Folger et al. (1993) 

points out that the level of support that people feel from 

each other is an integral part of the climate of a school; 

the context within which all conflict resolution occurs. 

Feeling intimidated and wondering whether you are respected 

as a person can have a dampening effect on the use of 

mediation if it leads to students feeling less comfortable 

and safe in school and therefore less likely to risk 

opening up in front of others. One way for adults to 

connect in a positive way with students is to be available 

to listen to students' problems and difficulties and to 

provide guidance. The need for more adult guidance is 

another issue that parents, students and faculty brought up 

as a concern. 
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More Adult: Guidance Needed. To what degree are the 

adults in the building able to be available to listen to 

student problems, build one on one relationships with and 

serve as resources to students in their daily struggles 

outside of the academic arena? The following parents all 

called for a stronger sense of connectedness and community 

and wanted the adults in the building to be more connected 

to the student body. 

I wish the junior high could develop (a) stronger 
sense of community so students saw faculty and 
administration as resources when they felt 
troubled 

wrote a White parent. "Maybe school staff needs to 

cultivate more personal relationships with students through 

which they can encourage mediation," echoed a second White 

parent. "If a child does not get into trouble he or she 

never meets the Dean of students or a counselor. All 

students should be given more personal contact with 

teachers" was the observation of an Asian parent. "I don't 

feel that students feel supported in any way and that they 

don't feel comfortable approaching ANYBODY in the school," 

adds a parent of Asian-Indian descent. According to a 

parent of American-Indian descent: 

There is no ongoing student discussion with adult 
support to help find out what are daily issues 
that need attention. No rapport. No camaraderie. 
A climate of hostility exists in this school. 
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Sara, a mediator in the ninth grade, wanted a place to 

go and get some support during a difficult day when 

personal issues spill over into her learning. As she said: 

For example, if you're having a problem at home 
... you can't go sit in the bathroom and cry 
without getting a detention, you know, and 
sometimes things go on that are more important... 
that you consider more important than school... 
and it just interferes and they don't have any 
way to deal with it yet. 

A bi-racial faculty member worried that with noplace 

to work out their difficulties, students would turn this 

energy against themselves or others and says: 

My greatest concern is that kids have no 
opportunity to work out their conflicts so they 
get bottled up... creating explosions or neuroses. 

With large classes, limited support services, jam- 

packed schedules and many students with complex needs, the 

adults in this school have real limitations in terms of 

time, space and energy to relate one on one and provide out 

of classroom support to students; a situation that can be 

as frustrating for faculty members as it is for parents, 

given that teachers usually enter this field to relate to 

young people in a positive way. Mike described the 

pressures from a teacher's perspective: 

If a kid walks into your room obviously looking 
upset, I don't think as many teachers are willing 
enough now to take one minute, and not leave your 
class...but just watch the doorway out of kids 
earshot and say "is there something up?" And, I 
think that many times just by doing that you can 
defuse what could potentially become a larger 
problem if a kid just gets to vent it, and you 
might not even make a suggestion, you might just, 
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you know, listen...we're all in such a rush to 
get in to teach our material. 

Rick added, 

Well, we're being told to be out in the hall, 
teach your class, do this, I mean, you know, it's 
just not possible. Kids, I think kids, we all 
want someone to listen to us. We're always 
talking. I know I'm guilty of it all the time. 
We like someone to just hear us. 

"It could just be that five second thing," added 

Mike. 

According to Folger et al.'s (1993) research, climate 

or atmosphere is also affected by the degree to which 

people experience themselves as interconnected with each 

other and as a part of a larger community. All of these 

climactic conditions have an impact on how people choose to 

resolve their conflicts. The comments in this section speak 

to their point about connectedness and community and 

indicate clearly how much these relationships affect the 

climate of the school and the resolution of conflict within 

these walls. People want more time to connect, more 

opportunities for the adults to provide guidance and 

nurturance for students, more time to talk, listen and be 

there for each other. What these respondents were talking 

about is a culture of mediation. 

Concerns about Conflict and/or Threats of Violence. 

The choice to use or not to use mediation is affected by 

the larger context of relationships and interactions that 

exist within the school. The level of safety versus fear, 
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comfort versus intimidation that people experience is a 

factor in whether they are willing to address conflicts and 

to bring them to mediation. Some parents reported few or no 

concerns about conflict and/or the threat of violence while 

others were very concerned. Most of the following responses 

came from parents, who are not regularly in the school 

observing and therefore are interpreting the situation 

based on what their children and children's friends tell 

them or what they hear in the community. The first set of 

comments are from those surveyed who had few or no concerns 

about conflict or the threat of violence. 

"My child has not spoken of violence in the school 

this year nor has he expressed fear of it on a personal 

level," said one parent. "Relatively few (concerns)," wrote 

another parent, "I am not more concerned about (this 

school) than any other school. I think my children are 

pretty well prepared for any but the most random violence," 

said a White/African-American parent. "None really," was 

the comment from a White parent. "None with respect to my 

child," was the response of another White/African-American 

parent. "No immediate concerns (my child is a 7th 

grader)...so far has had no problems in this area," a White 

parent reported. 

Many more comments came from those concerned about 

what they perceive to be conflict and/or the threat of 

violence. The following comments were selected as typical 

of many of the responses to the survey question asking if 
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parents had any concerns about conflict or the threat of 

violence. "Conflict is evident daily. There seems to be 

constant, thoughtless violence occurring at the school," 

was the response of a White parent. Another White parent 

said, "My impression is that conflicts/threats of violence 

occur frequently." An Asian parent wrote, "I am very 

concerned. I have heard of many violent incidents." A 

concerned White parents said, "My daughter has related 

several incidences of threatening encounters... some 

directly involving her and some she has witnessed." 

Tying conflict at the school to conflict in the larger 

society, a parent summed it up by writing of a concern , 

"that students are increasing their use of violence as are 

the adults in the world around them." Wrote another parent: 

"Conflicts and threats of violence exist in terms of 

differences in religion, race, gay/lesbian relationships, 

etc." Another parent pointed out that fighting is often a 

spillover from adolescent fun that goes too far, and wrote: 

It is always a concern-of course we want the 
safest-healthiest environment for our youngsters. 
The boundary between playful rough housing and 
unkind/malicious teasing and rough physical 
contact is often hard to determine and often 
crossed. 

Another parent wrote of a concern about violence, 

intimidation and threats happening daily. 

I'm very concerned about actual violence taking 
place such as fighting. I'm equally concerned 
about the non-verbal and verbal intimidation that 
goes on. I think the actual acts of violence or 
threats of some type of violence happen on a 
daily basis. 
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The growing diversity of the population adds a 

richness and energy to this school that is very exciting 

but which also creates challenges. Issues of class and 

racial differences/tensions as a source of conflict were 

raised as a concern by a number of respondents from 

different perspectives. A few White parents expressed 

concerns about harassment of White students by students of 

color. Both White parents and parents of color raised 

concerns about racism. Another aspect of diversity is the 

variation in social groups, with some groups having more 

status and power than others. Several people spoke of the 

separateness of different groups in the school and of 

segments of the school community who they perceive as 

feeling disconnected from the mainstream. 

Ann, a White faculty member, described the increasing 

class differences that she has observed over a long career 

in education and the impact that this has had on the 

students with the least class privilege and those with the 

most: 

Well, the class issues are getting much more 
dramatic. That's another thing I've seen in 
twenty years is that we're losing a middle and 
that middle used to be pretty extensive here and 
what's happening is a narrowing of the middle and 
a ballooning of the - at least the lower end. But 
there's certainly a larger distance between the 
classes....and you can imagine how this child 
feels also in the classroom with kids who have 
computers, tutors, books, trips, clothes, 
whatever.... and I think it's scary for the 
children who have and who look at those who don't 
have. 
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Maria, a Latina parent, reported that some students 

feel excluded from school activities that they would like 

to participate in because of class differences and said: 

some students do not feel a part of what's 
happening in the school... I have talked to kids 
who would probably be very interested in being a 
part of something there ... but don't feel 
welcomed...in any school activity... Because they 
might not be a part of the group, or they'll feel 
left out because they're at a lower end of the 
student population...not being part of the crowd 
in a group that's running the activity. 

Other people spoke of feelings of exclusion by peers. 

"My child experiences the general tone of criticism of 

peers, exclusion (and) discrimination on an institutional 

level," said a White parent. Another White parent described 

what she sees as a preponderance of cliques saying: 

I have heard it said by many students... that 
there are too many cliques and this makes things 
difficult for independent thinkers. People don't 
integrate, there's the "Homey G" group, the 
"preppies" and the "grunge". These groups don't 
mix and it's making the school segregated, 

agreed a White female in the eighth grade, pointing out a 

type of cultural diversity based on identification with one 

aspect of youth culture to the exclusion of others. 

The issue of race was addressed from several different 

perspectives indicating that this is a major issue but one 

that evokes very different responses in different people. 

Some faculty members pointed out that the mix of race, 

class and nationality has not brought about understanding 

or respect for differences. A White parent agreed and wrote 
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of her distress that many of the cliques in the school are 

racially divided saying: 

I find it very sad, too, that many of these 
groups form along lines of race. With all our 
hard efforts... the African-American kids, in 
particular, seem to separate themselves. 

A White parent wrote of concerns about a group of 

Latino students threatening White students. The concern in 

this parents' words was about "threats of (an) Hispanic 

gang against White/White students." "I'm especially 

concerned about race issues and gang issues" said a 

White/Native American parent. 

A multi-racial parent described taunting and 

threatening behaviors directed against White students by 

African-American students and worried about how to bring up 

this issue without being called a racist. In this parent's 

words: 

A lot of other kids initiate taunting 
behaviors-pushing hard at the water fountain, 
cutting in line, threatening if you look at them, 
hitting with towels. This is often Black kids 
towards Whites. What do we do? How do you react 
without being called racist? Very troublesome and 
very real problem. 

Another parent wrote about how stunned her White child 

was to encounter harassment by students of color and the 

mixed emotions it stirred up in him: 

I am very concerned about violence and (the) 
threat of violence. Since my son entered the 
junior high there has been harassment by Blacks 
and Hispanic groups. He, who is very aware of 
racism, was shocked to learn how harassed the 
White children are. He'd come home daily with 
stories saying "its crazy, this makes you hate 
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kids different from you." There would be teasing 
and no recourse because it would be made clear 
that the gang would get you after school. 

A White parent, concerned about "intolerance" in a 

town with growing diversity said that: 

There is a growing mix of a wide variety of 
economic and ethnic background students who have 
come to a small college town of "White, well 
educated people" with big city behaviors and this 
is not fully addressed. 

Paul explained the sense of urgency he felt as an 

African-American parent to intervene when there is a 

conflict involving his son: 

I am at school immediately... To make certain that 
there is at least some sense of equality in how 
we look at what occurred. Because there have been 
too many situations where assumptions were made 
just simply based on who was involved. 

A multi-racial parent wanted the issue of 

discrimination to be addressed from an historical 

perspective. 

The issue of racial discrimination is one of 
the main conflicts that needs to be addressed in 
different ways, e.g., its roots, the role of 
other races besides the White Europeans in the 
past and present time. 

A White parent had "concerns about racism" and feared 

"structural or systematic violence". Martin, an 

African-American student in the eighth grade wondered why 

there is so much hate and suspected that students bring it 

from home into the school. In Martin's words: 

There's a lot of hate in the school. I don't know 
why. But it's more or less problems that might 
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have been brought from home. Kids are still mad 
about that or things that happened a while ago. 

Martin described the dynamics among Whites, Latinos 

and African-Americans as a "triangle". The image of a 

triangle implies instability and tension among these 

groups. "With the student population at school becoming 

more diverse, the conflicts are on the increase", agreed a 

White faculty member. A White parent expanded on this 

point, upset that her son was acquiring a "racist" 

perspective based on his experiences at school and asked 

"What can we do about children like my son who are actually 

harboring racist views due to what he sees at school?" This 

parent then went on to ask what can be done to create a 

climate of full acceptance in this school, asking "If what 

he sees is what's going on, how can we make this a school 

where each and every student feels accepted and valued?" 

Another White parent worried about a perceived escalation 

of conflict across racial lines. 

It seems violence and conflict are increasing. 
Kids don't know how to deal with it, are becoming 
increasingly racist and reverse racist and it 
forebodes a frightening future....My concerns are 
that violence seems to consistently cross racial 
lines, on a few occasions weapons (i.e., knives) 
have been involved and the situation is 

escalating. 

How much of this perceived conflict is based on and 

fueled by misunderstandings and misread cues among people 

of different racial and ethnic groups? Another White 

faculty member is concerned about "cultural connections/ 
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miscommunications." Jean, a White faculty member, spoke to 

the need in this school for more understanding of the 

meaning behind the language, attitude and behavior of those 

different from oneself: 

The increased diversity has contributed to 
increased misunderstanding and increased 
differences in attitude and behavior that is 
culturally based and therefore not understood by 
people of another culture. 

Carlos, a Latino parent had a different analysis about 

students fighting with each other. He saw this fighting as 

a symptom of a larger conflict between the students and the 

administration. 

And what we're getting when kids fight each other 
is a symptom, it's a reflection of...the kids who 
conform verses the ones who don't-and the ones 
who don't kind of resent the ones who do- 
because they're making it. It's a symptom and you 
are constantly dealing with a symptom. 

The range of responses to this question reveals that a 

wide spectrum of feelings exist in this school regarding 

feelings of physical and emotionally safety. Parents were 

particularly outspoken about this issue? some parents had 

few or no concerns while many had major concerns about 

conflict and/or violence. The data further illustrate how 

perceptions in this school vary with individual experience. 

It may well be that some students do not feel threatened 

while others do; certainly a six-foot-tall basketball 

player in the ninth grade would be more likely to feel safe 

than a bookish seventh grader who hasn't hit his growth 

stride. Another issue that surfaced is a concern about 
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increasing racial tension which some attribute to 

misunderstanding and misreading of cues and meanings by 

people in different racial and ethnic groups. To those who 

feel the climate is unsafe, that feeling operates as an 

inhibiting factor for the use of mediation. This is because 

people who feel threatened or intimidated (the one-down 

position in a relationship) are not likely to initiate 

mediation. Another aspect of school dynamics that emerged 

from the data as an inhibiting factor, also related to 

feeling one-down in relationships, is the system of 

discipline and rules. 

System of Discipline and Rules. The system of 

discipline implemented by a school has an impact on the 

climate and thus on the use of mediation. According to 

Folger et al.'s (1993) analysis, climate or atmosphere is 

affected by how power is distributed and the way decisions 

are made. 

A number of respondents commented on the "rule 

orientation" of this school, referring to the tightly 

structured code of conduct and the consequences resulting 

from behavior straying from this code. Others described it 

as a "punishment oriented discipline system", in which the 

assumption is that given a problem, the student is at fault 

unless he or she can prove otherwise. 

The context for this policy dates back to a period of 

time when there were widespread and serious concerns in the 

community about a lack of safety in this school. A strong 
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administration was brought in to resolve this problem and 

this tightly constructed disciplinary system has remained 

in place ever since. 

A number of parents commented on the emphasis on 

punishment and rules in this school. The following comments 

were typical: "Tone set by the administration, as gleaned 

from the student handbook and newsletters is one of guilt 

and blame", wrote one parent. "There is more violence than 

I would like to see but I don't believe punishment and more 

rules are the solution" said another parent, "...admin¬ 

istrative response is punitive and ineffectual. I feel the 

(school) has an atmosphere in which students are considered 

bad unless proven otherwise," stated a White parent. A 

White faculty member explained it from his perspective "we 

don't mediate between adults and kids. Adults are right 

unless their facts are proven wrong." 

Carlos, a Latino parent made a strong plea for the 

disciplinary system to be less rule oriented and punitive 

and to provide more opportunities for students. 

The teachers and the administration could start 
to be less rule punitive in their approach to 
discipline and have... opportunities for 
mastering control because what I see there is 
that the administration has this iron-fist 
...It's like a person who is juggling ten things 
at once...And they are saying don't mess with 
what I'm doing because the whole thing will come 
down...They feel like they've got to take care of 
every little episode with every little rule 
enforcement about baseball caps and chewing gum 
and petty things just as forceful(ly), because 
otherwise they will lose the respect of the 
kids_The system that they have, which is all 
based on punitive negative discipline... doesn't 
work for a certain percentage of the population. 
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And they are spending a ton of resources and time 
and money putting out meaningless fires....it's 
like a dictatorship over the system, which just 
doesn't go with the times, it doesn't work. 

George, a White parent, saw a contradiction between a 

"rule orientation" in which problems are defined as 

existing between a student and the rules of the institution 

and the concept of mediation, which is based on the idea 

that conflicts are between people. George saw mediation as 

"counter to the culture at the Jr. High School." 

From reading the Jr. High... hand book...it seems 
to me that there's a sort of rule orientation 
toward managing behavior. And a rule orientation 
tends to leads to a perception that problems are 
between a student and the school or a student and 
the rules. Mediation is more based on the notion, 
as I understand it, that underlying problems or 
conflicts are between individuals... if I punched 
somebody, I've broken a rule. And they can deal 
with me about breaking the rule. Or you can say 
"what was the conflict between me and the person 
I punched?" ...The general response to behavior 
as "you broke a rule therefore we deal with you 
as a rule breaker"... is a major roadblock toward 
using mediation. 

Mary, a White mediator in the ninth grade, understood 

the need for keeping the large student population "in line" 

but pleaded for relying more on mediation as an antidote to 

relying on rules and punishment. 

Everybody's always setting rules on you and not 
respecting you as a person. I think if you have 
more kids dealing with other kids' problems it'll 
work a lot better...a lot of people aren't 
terribly kind and considerate. And I think that 
if mediation isn't a big deal, just a part of 
every day life, that people go to and use a lot, 
I think it would help, because sometimes the 
school seems really... authoritarian because 
there's so many kids, you know trying to keep 
them in line, like these are the rules and this 
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is what you have to do. And you know people are 
always... called to the Dean for doing all this 
stuff. 

A White parent would like to see clear limits but less 

"repressive" restriction which could ultimately create a 

backlash. 

My major concern is that the response of the 
school is to tighten up every rule and regulation 
so that the school feels ever more restrictive 
and repressive. This can lead to more resentment, 
anger and violence on the part of kids. Limits 
are essential but military law is not. 

The issue of power imbalance is an underlying theme in 

many comments, especially from parents. As conflict tends 

to illuminate any power imbalance in a relationship, any 

discussion of the mediation program in this school 

inevitably comes to this discussion of power. As Hocker and 

Wilmot say in their 1993 book Interpersonal Conflict 

Conflict behaviors high-light different levels of 
power and allow participants to see the 
discrepancy (Rummel, 1976; Dahl, 1963; Rollins & 
Bahr, 1976) in Hocker and Wilmot (1993). 

Paul, an African-American parent, described his 

perception of the power imbalance succinctly. "Where there 

is fear, there is no mediation...Where there is fear, there 

won't be any negotiation." Other parents touched on this 

issue in the following comments: "I think it is hard for 

mediation to co—exist with a punishment-oriented 

disciplinary philosophy," said one parent. Another White 

parent wrote: 
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I feel a mediation program won't be successful 
unless...(there is a change in) the direction or 
attitude of the school. As long as students 
aren't respected and discipline is a priority 
over learning then changes will not occur. 

Bob, a Latino parent, was worried that the power 

asymmetries inherent in a punitive, guilty until proven 

innocent approach to discipline may contribute to acting 

out behavior on the part of some students. 

Just because somebody is in a certain position, 
it shouldn't mean they have the right not to 
listen to somebody else or oppress them because 
there is a parallel process. If I'm in a position 
of power and I treat you in a way that you feel 
not listened to and pushed around and hurt by and 
I have no recourse, I'm going to act out. If I 
don't have any more maturity than these kids do, 
I'm going to either break a glass somewhere, or 
steal a radio, or take it out on a kid, or take 
it out on a dog. It's going to go somewhere. 

As Bob pointed out, power imbalances inhibit the use 

of mediation. Power imbalances are an inhibiting factor due 

to the mutual mistrust and fear that may be engendered 

under these conditions. For those who have power there is 

always the fear of losing it. For those who chafe under 

feelings of powerlessness there are many ways to undermine 

the powers that be. Hocker and Wilmot point out that those 

in the one-down position do have access to sources of power 

which reverberate throughout the system. In their words: 

If one party has more power than the other, the 
conflict is unbalanced; many of the choices the 
parties then make are attempts to alter these 
imbalances. Keep in mind that power is always a 
relative judgement-each party has sources of 
power even during times of imbalance. Such power 
asymmetries have predictable effects on both the 
higher and lower—power parties, and the imbalance 
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produces systemwide effects on the relationship. 
(Hocker & Wilmot 1993) 

McCormick, whose work is cited in the literature 

review, points out that students will not use conflict 

resolution and mediation skills until they have 

internalized them and experienced them as part of the 

overall school structure. School mediation programs need to 

be institutionalized to work effectively in reducing 

aggression. He goes on to say that mediation programs in 

schools where students lack understanding and experience in 

conflict resolution and where the programs exist in 

isolation and separate from the culture of the school as a 

whole will not decrease violence and aggression in the 

schools. 

Most students will not use collaboration 
(formally or informally) until they have 
developed the requisite skills or until a 
structure has been established to assist them... 
we can effectively lessen student to student 
aggression in our schools not by adhering to the 
traditional mass of penalties for in-school 
aggression, but by properly institutionalizing 
school-based peer mediation. (McCormick, 1988, 
pp. 74-75) 

Concerns were raised, primarily by parents, about what 

many perceive as the "punitive, rule oriented" discipline 

system in this school and its negative effect on students. 

One of these effects, it was pointed out, is a sense of 

fear and/or powerlessness among some students which is not 

conducive to the use of mediation. Fear does not always 
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ensure control and some students may act out in unhealthy 

ways in an attempt to redress power imbalances. 

Overcrowding. Overcrowding of the building is another 

significant issue adding to stresses among people and 

contributing to conflict. Joseph, an African-American 

faculty member described the relationship between these 

crowded conditions and the potential for conflict in the 

school. 

The hallways are very crowded. People are very 
excited to see one another... So, the hallways can 
be extremely congested and, you know, as the day 
goes on and as people become a little itchy and 
touchy and it's crowded and everyone's trying to 
continue that socialization-type concept that we 
got here, it can create a hazardous situation, 
particularly if one student ran down the hallway, 
okay, or the corridor doors being open and 
shut... if one instance, one case of conflict 
ever breaks out in the hallway, you automatically 
have a circle of people, on-lookers. It's 
extremely important for teachers to be out doing 
a change of class or step in the corridor so that 
students can visibly see that there is 
supervision there and that's very, very 
important... it can be a hazardous situation...if 
one person just ran down the hallway, then it 
becomes a safety issue. 

Many parents expressed concerns about the overcrowding 

of the building. A sampling of their comments: 

"Overcrowding... must be eased dramatically-it's a recipe 

for increased irritation, impersonalization, petty fighting 

etc.," said a White parent. Another White parent said 

My concern is that with large numbers of kids 
crammed together that an atmosphere is created 
that might foster violence or at least, 
heightened aggressiveness. 
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"Classes too large in a school too large to properly meet 

the needs of puberty age kids" was the comment of another 

parent. A teacher added, "We're a crowded building. We have 

a mixed population. There are going to be stresses. There's 

going to be strains in that situation." Rick, a White 

faculty member described the impact of tight schedules and 

everyone being in a rush, on the level of conflict in the 

building. 

Well, you know, a lot of the conflict occurs in 
hallways and lunch periods. Everybody in this 
building is in a hurry. We're all rushing to get 
somewhere. Even teachers can't stop to deal with 
a problem in the hallway, they'll be late to a 
class. So kids who have problems - oh, I've got 
to get to class, I'll beat you up later or 
something, you know. I think that's part of the 
problem. 

In this building, time is at a premium and 
incidents can happen quickly in crowded corridors 
while rushing to class. Overcrowding and tight 
schedules can inhibit the use of mediation as 
they contribute to a feeling of pressure which is 
not conducive to the measured pace of the 
mediation process. Mediation takes time and 
thought. 

Six major issues related to the dynamics of the school 

emerged from the data as inhibiting the use of mediation. 

Issues related to faculty include the need for more 

training and education and the very real limitations of 

time and space. An overarching limitation is that this 
| 

school at present does not have a culture of mediation 

infused throughout the system in which the use of mediation 

is modeled and encouraged at all levels. 
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While faculty members reported a growing lack of 

respect on the part of students towards adult authority 

figures there were parents and students who were equally 

passionate in their comments about what they perceive as a 

lack of respect towards students on the part of faculty. 

Parents and faculty want to see the adults in the building 

become more available to listen to student problems, build 

one-on-one relationships with and serve as resources to 

students creating more connectedness and community. 

Concerns about conflict and/or threats of violence and 

the current system of discipline are also emergent issues. 

A number of respondents perceive a conflicting agenda 

between the current rule oriented disciplinary system and 

the mediation program. Issues of physical safety, with 

large numbers of adolescents crowded into a too-small 

building, have resulted in a tightly developed disciplinary 

system based on negative consequences for infractions. When 

rules are broken, safety as well as adult control are 

threatened. As the school has grown, the complexity of 

problems that students bring to school has grown as well. 

The disciplinary system, which was well received at a 

different time in this community's history, has outgrown 

itself according to many, but not all, of the respondents. 

Numbers of chronic offenders have increased as has their 

resistance to rules and consequences. Together these 

factors affect the school climate in dramatic ways. 

According to many respondents, rather than a "culture of 
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mediation", a rule oriented, tightly structured 

disciplinary system appears to set the dominant tone. 

Factor 5: Structure of the Mediation Program 

Limitations related to the structure of the mediation 

program revealed by the data include three aspects. The 

first is lack of information about how to access and 

utilize the program, the second relates to the organization 

of the program and its relationship to the rest of the 

school and the third relates to issues of diversity. 

Of all 23 faculty surveyed, 78.26%, along with 51.72% 

of the 58 students, said that structural aspects of the 

mediation program inhibit students from using the program. 

Only 26.32% of the 57 parents surveyed mentioned this 

issue, not surprising given that parents are not well 

informed about the program. Nineteen out of the 20 students 

interviewed (95%) raised this point as did 10 of the 12 

faculty members (83.33%) and all of the 8 parents 

interviewed. Clearly the way that this program is organized 

and structured within the school provides inhibitions to 

its use. A major reason is that people lack information 

about and do not know how to access this program. 

I Don't Know How It Works. A major reason why people 

don't go to mediation, according to many students and 

faculty members, is the lack of information about the 

program: how it works, how you go about getting mediation 

and what is involved. Four typical examples of what many 
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students had to say about this point are: "I think very few 

use it because they don't know a lot about it," from a 

White eighth grader. "I don't have much info on the 

program...I would use it...it's just I don't know about it" 

written by a Latino eighth grade student. A ninth grade 

female who described herself as Middle Eastern/American was 

mystified by the whole process. She said: 

It's hard to find out how to do it (when, where, 
how)...If mediation was suggested more and more 
known about...I don't know who to talk to and I 
don't know where it is held. 

A White female in the ninth grade wanted to know what 

types of conflict are appropriate to bring to mediation, 

how quickly the program can be accessed and what the 

process is. 

It's not well known. I don't quite know how to us 
it -if somebody calls me a name, what do I do? Is 
it a big enough deal? When can/should I use it? 
When I'm in a fight I like to work it out right 
away-how soon can we mediate?... Show us real 
situations of how it is useful. Show us how to do 
it. Show us what are good situations. Tell us the 
benefits of it. Make it known how and where we do 
it-what's the process? What exactly could our 
peer mediators do to help us in conflict? 

A White teacher said that the mediation program needs 

a "higher profile...Hey, just how and who is contacted?" A 

White faculty member attributed its limited use to meager 

information about the mediation program and said that it is 

"still in (its) start up phase (and it) needs a clear 

route." A White faculty member wanted statistical and 
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practical information about the program. In this faculty 

members' words: 

I have not heard anything about the number of 
mediations done, reasons for mediations etc...I 
know it exists from flyers and announcements and 
a demonstration done two years ago, perhaps, by 
teachers at a faculty meeting. 

Parents indicated an interest in the program but said 

that they lacked information. As one Latino parent said: 

I can help to evaluate if I know what the program 
is all about. Should be more info for the parents 
about the mediation program so we can discuss it 
at home. 

Students, faculty and parents spoke of not having 

enough information about the mediation program and all 

three groups asked for more information about how to access 

it and for data about how effectively the program was 

working. There is no doubt that lack of information about 

how to access the mediation program is an inhibiting factor 

as people cannot use a program if they lack information 

about how to access it and how it works. This lack of 

information is directly related to the organization of the 

program. 

Organization of the Mediation Program. Several 

organizational issues came out in the data analysis. An 

Asian female in the 8th grade pointed out that students 

want to go through other students and not through teachers. 

If teachers make the appointment and are the ones 
receiving the sheets you fill out then that makes 
students not want peer mediation. I think you 
should have students do that. 
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Jasmine, an African-American eighth grader, is 

concerned that it would make her look "bad" to the Dean to 

ask for mediation. 

And also, don't you have to go to somebody to get 

a mediator? Because the Dean before was telling 

somebody to get a mediator. So, then he (the 

Dean) would think that you did something bad...I 

don't like that. 

A number of faculty members agreed that it was unclear 

who to contact for mediation and that the process seemed to 

be too cumbersome. Typical responses included the 

following: "Process (requests for mediation) for immediate 

referral." One faculty member pointed out the tension 

between students wanting immediate resolution of their 

conflicts and the need for the mediator to attend classes. 

The process seems complicated and is not 

immediate enough. These kids don't want to wait 

for anything. Peer mediator's are not immediately 

available. I'm not sure this can be addressed 

adequately without having an adverse effect on 

the mediators' education. 

"Difficult to arrange time for it", agreed a White 

faculty member and another White faculty member said that 

students: "haven't got the habit yet." Another White 

teacher pointed out that it is easier for teachers to refer 

students to the Dean's office than to mediation, which 

encourages a punitive rather than a problem solving 

response. A Latino student, grade 9, echoes several of the 

above comments in his response. 

You have to go through a whole process to get 

mediation. You have to fill out forms and see 

teachers, etc. Stop making it so hard, find a way 
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so that people can get mediation as soon as 
possible and with the least amount of work. 

Mary and Sara, White mediators in the ninth grade 

complained about not having enough opportunities to use 

their skills because there were not enough mediations. 

Most people have forgotten all their mediation 
skills because we never got to use them...And 
that's one of our problems with the mediation 
team taking off, is that there needs to be 
mediations #1, there needs to be people doing 
mediations #2, and then that will all connect 
together and get more publicity and a group 
going. A real team going. 

Oh, I'm yeah, I'm forgetting everything...I could 
probably go and do mediation but I'd be focusing 
more on the mediation itself than the problem. 

The fact that mediation is handled through the Dean's 

office which deals with discipline and behavior problems is 

another sensitive issue raised by Mary, a White mediator, 

who would rather see it handled through the guidance 

office. She described being paged to go to the Dean's 

office every time she does a mediation. 

I also don't think that you should have to go to 
the Dean to do a mediation, I think you could 
work through guidance. Because guidance is to 
guide and the Dean is for trouble, to deal with 
problems. Right. If someone's called to the Dean, 
you say, what did you do?...Whether that's true 
or not, so I have to tell people, so they don't 
think I go to the Dean like all the time...It 
should be through guidance because guidance is 
about making...yourself better. 

At the time of this study the administration had 

initiated a policy of giving students, in certain cases, 

the option of going to mediation or receiving an internal 
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or in-house detention. This change provided the mediators 

with more cases to mediate but created a fundamental shift 

in the nature of the process. Students were not necessarily 

going to mediation on a voluntary basis. Rather, they were 

choosing "the lesser of two evils," that is to go to 

mediation rather than receive in-house detention. The 

mediators I spoke with found it confusing and counter to 

what they had been taught as well as a change that made 

their jobs more difficult. One mediator felt that mediation 

was being used as an "alternative discipline" rather than 

as a form of conflict resolution. On the other hand, this 

change provided the mediators with a source of disputants 

and the opportunity to use and refine their skills. Rick, a 

White faculty member, hoped that this change would increase 

the number of mediations while providing alternatives to 

suspension yet worried that this approach undermines the 

voluntary nature of mediation. 

We're looking for ways to get kids into mediation 
and one way is giving them alternatives, 
potential suspension or mediation. So, you might 
start to see more of that kind of reason to take 

mediation - it's not voluntary.... If a student is 

suspended - let's say there's a problem between 

other students, the condition for re-entry is 
maybe mediation...But...that's against all the 
ideal settings that mediation talks about...But 
it's also partly being done because we're trying 
to help our student mediators have mediations, so 
we have to almost resort to this. Maybe if things 
picked up as they would in the ideal world, that 
wouldn't happen. So, it might just be a temporary 

fix. 

Mary, White and in the 9th grade, provided a 

mediator's perspective on this issue, expressing her 
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frustration at attempting to mediate behavioral problems 

and questioning the use of mediation as an "alternative 

punishment." 

I've been to mediations where people say "I don't 
want to be here"...that's one of our rules, if 
you really don't want to be here, you don't have 
to be, and we went and talked to the Dean, and he 
said, no, they have to do mediation or they're 
going to be suspended....his only choice was to 
be there or have an internal, and obviously he 
chose to do a mediation...And he was not open to 
working with the problem....when kids get into a 
fight, I think it's the major reason why there's 
mediation, there's not many requests.... he was 
not cooperative at all....It was a behavioral 
problem, and mediation was not gonna solve it. 
And we had to do it, what, two or three times 
before we finally gave up and told the Dean, we 
can't do this....it's not used as a conflict 
resolution but as a way, an alternative 
punishment...Mediation punishment is totally 
different. 

Eric, a White mediator in the eighth grade agreed with 

Mary that mediations done through the Dean's office can be 

awkward and counterproductive. 

I think that the misuse of mediation kind of 
gives mediation a bad reputation because I did a 
mediation..there wasn't a problem, the kids got 
into the fight, they talked about it, and they 
resolved the problem right then and there. After 
they resolved the problem they got blue slips, 
went down to the Dean and had a mediation and the 
problem was really already solved. 

Despite Mary's criticisms she could see some 

usefulness in this approach in that some people, although 

initially pressured into doing a mediation might realize 

that it works. 

I think sometimes you have to make people who 
don't want to do mediations do it because it's 
gonna really help them. So there should be a 
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certain amount of "say you guys have to go to 
mediation..but, you can't do that to 
everybody. Because sometimes it just won't work. 

At the time of this study there was no room set aside 

for doing mediations and mediators worked in the library, 

the cafeteria or wherever they could find space. The 

mediators spoke of only limited support for the program and 

expressed frustration about it. Mary, who had a lot to say 

about being a mediator, was particularly upset about the 

issue of not having a mediation room. 

If there was a separate room, like a mediation 
office and all of the teachers were really 
educated about mediation, then....if they saw 
people having a problem, they wouldn't have given 
them a blue (detention) slip....They could say 
"go to the mediation room"...we don"t have a 
permanent room because it changes all the time, 
they don't have room for us in school and it's 
not a priority in the school therefore they 
haven't made the room for mediation. We take 
whatever room is left over and if there's none at 
the time... there's just no room in the school 
and there's no place where we can have our 
headquarters, and so we end up doing it in the 
cafeteria ...And you'd have to stop, because kids 
would come down for lunch. ..it just really 
interrupts the mediation because we had to extend 
it over a couple of days because there wasn't 
time...It causes problems with it not being a 
priority in our school. 

Eric also complained about this problem. 

I've done a couple of mediations in the library 
and I really didn't feel comfortable... there's 
people listening... the room, I think, affects it 

a lot. 

At the time of this study teachers were leading the 

program voluntarily, as an extra-curricular activity on top 

of their full load as faculty members. They were 
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responsible for all aspects of the program, including 

training, outreach and publicity, administration/ 

organization of the program and providing leadership to the 

students. Several of the mediators spoke of wanting more 

adult support in organizing and building the program. Mary, 

again, had several comments, this time about the need for 

adult leadership of the program. 

I think it's necessary to keep going to the 
meetings if we want the program to keep alive and 
it's just really hard for us to do everything 
when we're not in charge, yet we have to take all 
the control...It can't be up to the students. We 
can only take on so much of the responsibilities 
because we are only the students in this 
school.... 

Mary was upset because the teachers in charge were 

also responsible for training the new mediators, a large 

responsibility, and at times a conflict with running the 

existing program. 

And they (the teachers leading the mediation 
program) were really involved in the training and 
they couldn't do meetings and I kept asking "when 
are we gonna have a meeting?"... And it's just 
really tough because the students are willing to 
do things. I mean we could have a really great 
program if we just got someone to take control of 
it. 

Fred agreed with the need for more adult leadership, 

particularly in arranging large events like assemblies. 

Last year we didn't start a publicity campaign 
until half way through the year. I mean we always 
say "well we need an assembly." Our grade has 
never had an assembly about mediation...But the 
thing is that, I, I feel like they should be 
going in there and saying we have to have an 
assembly and they should be doing it the first 
thing the 7th Graders get there. 
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Diversity and The Use of Mediation. Given the 

diversity of the population at this school, an optimal 

situation for the mediation program would be for the 

mediators to reflect this diversity. In the start-up phase 

of the project, there was a more diverse group of 

mediators. During the time of this study the mediators were 

primarily female and White, with five students of color and 

three males out of approximately 35 mediators. This lack of 

diversity among mediators was of concern to many teachers, 

parents and students that were interviewed. Robert, an 

African-American faculty member, says that students of 

color are not using the mediation program because of this. 

We haven't had enough diversity in the pool of 
students who were trained so that those segments 
of the community which are not taking advantage 
of it (are not) because of some bias and 
suspicion issues. I think initially when the 
training started there were some other kids, some 
students of color, who were trained but they 
graduated from here and went to the high 
school.... Yeah, but we need more here. I think 
there was an active attempt to get some folks 
involved and for whatever reason not enough 
people came forward. 

Rick, a White faculty member, also worried that 

mediation is seen as a "White thing" and spoke of trying 

unsuccessfully to recruit students of color. 

I thought that there were people who were 
beginning to see this as a "White" thing... .that 
the Afro-American kids, the minority kids, 
weren't seeking out mediation because it was 
"White" and if you look at our mediators right 
now, we haven't had a lot of minority kids. We 
tried this year to really coral kids and we had a 
few and they slipped through our fingers and 
that's what I'm afraid of. 
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Megan, a White mediator, wanted to see increased 

diversity among mediators because it allows for more 

sensitivity about the impact of race and gender on 

conflict. 

Look at ...the ratio of girls to guys in the 
mediation program. There's ...five.... male 
mediators....I agree that it's important to have 
mediators of different races and backgrounds. 
Because I think that for some people who might be 
really sensitive about who is what race and how 
it made them act towards each other, it might 
make them feel better if one of the mediators was 
African-American if they were, of their own race, 
because you don't want anything in mediation to 
seem like us against them. And if somebody is 
used to a race difference being a big difference 
then it might seem like that. And having, just 
having mediators from all different races, just 
like there are people from all different races in 
the school, I think it's a good idea. 

Anne, a White faculty member, agreed that the lack of 

diversity can contribute to "distress" on the part of 

students of color, and related this to the "polarization" 

present in both the school and the larger society. She was 

concerned about her perception that students believe they 

need a mediator of their own race in order for the process 

to be fair. 

(This issue) is more reflective of the general 
polarization of this society and the school 
community... If you're Black do you go to a Black 
mediator? If you're Hispanic do you get a 
Hispanic mediator and so, and in general, an 
unfortunate belief that you have to have someone 
of your cultural or racial background in order to 
have someone who would be fair and that's sort of 
a troubling idea, but I think it's there. 
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Maria, a Latina parent, thought that the program would 

be utilized more if a more diverse body of students were 

included in mediation. She spoke of the need to include 

students who feel less a part of the school as well, as 

they might better understand some of the issues brought to 

mediation. 

It could be more effective if there was a 
diversity of students...doing the peer mediation. 
But I think that some of the students who do 
participate (in mediation) feel like they are 
part of the school. And feel obligated to the 
school. And I think that some of the kids who 
don't feel like that would be much better 
mediators (and) would probably understand a lot 
of the issues going on.... I think that if there 
was a diverse (group) of students doing the 
mediation...and students that are familiar to 
some of the minority students... it would be 
utilized more. Students would be able to say 
"well I know this person who's in there and I 
trust them." 

Paul spoke eloquently about the connection between 

race and the use of mediation. Drawing on his own 

experiences growing up in this culture, he described what 

it is like for him as an African-American parent to raise a 

male in this society and in this town and described the 

caution with which he approaches the use of mediation for 

his son, although he is open to the process of mediation, 

itself. 

There's a piece to how you raise a little Black 
boy, that is significantly different...he is not 
a very valued part of society. And you've got to 
be really careful with what happens in terms of 
mediation. You've got to be really careful about 
who's mediating... you've got to be careful about 
what you've given up... I was once a little Black 
boy and am now a Black man. And I have a very 
tainted view of society based on how it treated 
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me as a child, it treated me as an adolescent and 
how it treats me as a man...And as he turns 13 
and is again, approaching that issue of manhood, 
the attacks upon him as a human being are going 
to increase. Simply because of the way he dresses 
and simply because of the color of his skin. And 
I need to be certain that he is aware of that. 
But aware of it in a manner that doesn't hurt him 
but makes him feel good about himself.... one 
would normally say "you need to take advantage of 
this option over here."..I may say "you need to 
talk to me about that".... So that my sense is 
that there are other parents of, not just little 
Black boys, but little Asian children, little 
Cambodians, people of Latino background (that) 
may in fact be viewing it in the same way.If 
a little 11 or 12 year old kid is using racial 
[epithets] or things of that nature...he didn't 
just wake up one morning and decide to say these 
things. He heard them from somewhere. The safest 
assumption that I'm going to make is that he 
heard them at the dinner table and therefore I 
have to be very cautious about the fact that 
simply because this is peer mediation...that 
could be just as destructive as anything else. So 
I am very cautious about allowing the mediation 
process to be the end all. I am not cautious 
about allowing him to participate in 
it.But if it (mediation) does not 
represent the cross section population in the 
town then you can't expect it to be used by the 
entire population of the town. 

Paul also talked about how mediation is not a concept 

that is familiar in the cultures that some students at this 

school were raised in. 

You're also dealing with a cultural thing. You 
have kids coming from cultures where...there is 
no negotiation. Or you come from cultures where 
negotiation takes on almost a ritualistic kind of 
a pace. And there are certain people who are 
allowed to act as mediators and others who are 
not...you have not arrived at a point where you 
have the right to even do that. So that kids then 
get two messages. They're getting a message at 
home that speaks to the culture from which they 
were raised and then they get the culture of the 
school which is...a hodgepodge of many different 
pieces. And that can be somewhat confusing. 
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There_is No System Wide Program in Place to Teach 

Mediation Skills. There is no school district wide program 

in place to teach mediation skills and conflict resolution 

although individuals have taught these skills to students 

in some classrooms in the district. Faculty as a whole have 

never been trained in this area although some faculty 

members are knowledgeable and experienced in this field. 

Several respondents pointed out the importance of beginning 

in the early years to teach these skills. Robert pointed 

out that the training needs to begin in elementary school. 

It's not part of their (students) regular lexicon 
of skills. It's, unfortunately, still a fairly 
new concept for them, although I understand some 
elementary schools have worked at it. That's when 
it really needs to begin, as soon as possible. 

A White parent wrote of the importance of beginning in 

the early grades to teach these skills, integrating the 

lessons into the life of the school at every level 

including classroom behavior and incorporating parents and 

young children into this process. 

The most effective curriculum is on-going, 
starting in pre-school. Large blocks of time 
devoted to mediation at the JH and HS levels can 
backfire. Weave the skills into the every day 
life of the school with some introductory 
sessions...(Introduce) early intervention 
programs for parents and very young children to 
learn positive ways of guiding children along 
respectful social paths and for forming a strong 
foundation of language skills that they will need 
to find success in school and in social 
interactions. Problem solving, fairness and self 
control evolve slowly over the 12-13 years it 
takes to get to (the junior high). When stronger 
children arrive in grade 7, the more effective 
verbal mediation will become...A strong 
elementary and secondary social program that 
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focuses on fair and mutually respectful classroom 
behavior (is needed). Such a social underpinning 
for school interactions will teach how to behave, 
will set standards of behavior and will nip in 
the bud substandard behaviors before they become 
behavior patterns. 

This perspective is backed up by Daniel Webster, 

quoted in the literature review, who emphasizes that brief 

interventions with no opportunity to practice new skills 

will not result in behavior change. Students need practice, 

long term reinforcement and training in a comprehensive 

program, starting when they are in elementary school, if we 

are to be successful in creating behavior change (Webster, 

1993) . 

Sheila, a White parent, thought that junior high was 

too late to begin teaching these skills. She wanted to see 

it made a priority throughout the school system because she 

sees these skills as ones of lifelong importance, 

particularly on the job. 

But see to me Jr. High's too late.... I think 
that we make decisions on what to teach kids 
based on some sense of priority somewhere... and 
that mediation hasn't hit that list....even when 
you finish graduate school and go to work and 
come to an office as lovely as mine with people 
as lovely as the people I work with, there are 
times that we run into conflict and we don't 
always know what to do about it...because we 
haven't been trained. So what if we started at an 
early age giving kids these kind of skills?...I 
don't remember how to do trigonometry. But I talk 
to people every day. It's a very a compelling 

need I think. 
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"Not enough education for students around conflict 

resolution," agreed a bi-racial faculty member. Gina, a 

White faculty member said, "We need a lot more training in 

communication. Again, that should start in 

kindergarten...it depends on what people value." Martin, an 

African-American 8th grader thought students need to be 

prepared in junior high school for what they must deal with 

in junior high school. 

I think they should start talking about mediation 
when kids are in elementary school. Not start at 
Jr. High...since it took me a while to get used 
to it in elementary school. But there are less 
kids in elementary school and I guess you hang 
out with a smaller group of kids. Once you get to 
the Jr. High...there's a lot more people around. 
A different variety of people. Not everybody is 
going to be nice...And you're going to have to 
know how to deal with your anger when someone 
isn't nice. 

Robert, an African-American faculty member, added his 

thoughts about the need for this training to begin in 

elementary school and to include parents as well. 

We talked about the need for this to begin in 
elementary school and I think the need is to 
train parents about its value in elementary 
school so that they begin to promote that as a 
concept at home early on. 

Daniel Webster agrees. "Late starters" whose 

antisocial behavior patterns begin during adolescence 

usually do not lack social skills. Different types of 

interventions are necessary for different adolescents, 

depending on where they fit into the spectrum of early, 

late starters and "typical" adolescents. He emphasizes that 
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middle/high school is too late to be beginning primary 

prevention programs which should begin in elementary 

school. 

Several key issues emerged from this section. Some 

respondents spoke of wanting mediation to be a more 

accessible process and one that does not involve adult 

intervention. Concern was expressed, particularly by 

mediators, about having to work through the Dean's office, 

thus associating mediation with the disciplinary system. 

There is controversy about using mediation as an 

alternative to suspensions. On the one hand, some 

respondents see it as providing the mediators with 

disputants and more opportunities to use their skills. On 

the other hand, mediators I interviewed felt strongly that 

it runs counter to a basic premise of mediation, that 

mediation is a process willingly entered into by both 

parties. Other concerns at the time of this study included 

the lack of a headguarters or at the very least, a regular 

private space in which to hold mediation sessions and the 

need for more adult supervision and guidance of the 

program. The lack of diversity among mediators was raised 

as a significant issue by a number of respondents. 

Initiating early intervention and a district wide program 

were concepts raised by several respondents as being 

integral to the success of a mediation program. 
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Factor 6: Societal Issues 

The larger societal context was not raised by any 

students in the surveys and only 8.7% of faculty and 8.77% 

of parents bringing up this issue. Although only 3 out of 

20 students interviewed raised this issue, three quarters 

of the 12 faculty interviewed brought up larger societal 

issues as did one half of the 8 parents interviewed. 

The adults who did raise this point spoke of how 

schools today are increasingly involved in socializing 

children, about the negative effects of the media and the 

general decrease in civility and polite behavior. 

Schools Teaching Civility. Anne described a type of 

rage combined with a lack of civility that she was seeing 

in the larger society and among her students. 

There's a rage. There's sort of a free floating 
rage in society at large and these children are 
kind of immersed in it and I think most of us go 
in and out of it because we really are basically 
socialized not to do it... when I'm out driving 
or I'm out shopping or out with people at large, 
I'm almost always amazed by the lack of civility 
and how minor instances can just suddenly explode 
into major emotional reactions. 

Gina, a White teacher, said that students are coming 

to school without having learned appropriate behavior at 

home. 

I think that we are definitely, as teachers, now 
taking over that role because it doesn't happen 
at home, and I don't want to sound old and I 
don't think I would have said this 15 years ago, 
but I think the kids have, you know, definitely 
changed and they're coming in here without that 
kind of modeling at home. 
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Rick, a White teacher, agreed and pointed out that 

there are fewer and fewer places for children to learn 

appropriate behavior today. 

But like you said, I think it's modeling and it's 
a message that very often isn't being heard 
enough places. In the old days, you heard it from 
Mom and Dad and Grandpa, Grandma, Uncle Harvey, 
you also heard it in your religious house of 
worship, you also probably heard it from other 
civic organizations, you probably even heard it 
on some television, in the old days "Father Knows 
Best" covered those things. Now, what do you see? 
What do you hear? 

Jean also agreed that, as a whole, there has been a 

shift in the behavior patterns of students in this school. 

Her perception was that, as a whole, students have less of 

a sense of appropriate behavior and internalized boundaries 

and rules. 

When I first came here there was sort of an adult 
acknowledgment that some kids were in real 
trouble and that they were effecting the entire 
school environment, but they were...identifiable 
and... the majority of the kids, were going about 
their business. Then, I think, we went through a 
safer, healthier period.... an increasing concern 
that I have is that, through a variety of outside 
factors in our society as a whole, our kids have 
less of a sense of boundaries and rules and 
expectations... than they've had before. They're 
not getting a clear message from anybody about 
how to behave and they're not behaving. The "good 
kids" are doing bad things. The "good kids" are 
disrespectful sometimes and there's less of a 
clear message to all of our kids about 
appropriate behavior in our world. 

A White parent felt strongly that schools must teach 

appropriate behavior and values such as honesty and 

kindness. In this parent's words: 
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Communication is essential... Basic values must be 
taught... Small violences, nastiness, sarcasm, 
insults, stolen pencils, and calculators etc., 
need to be taken very seriously. The lines need 
to be drawn often and early. 

David, a ninth grade disputant, added his voice to 

that of the adults, agreeing that he has seen changes in 

behavior over his school years as well. 

It's like the change of the years. I see it in 
kids, a change ... one kid pushes or bumps 
another kid by accident and the other kid will 
turn around and punch him in the face. 

Robert attributed some of the problem to the fact that 

"Maybe everybody's nerves are a little bit shorter and 

their sensitivities to conflict are a little more 

heightened as part of the societal drift." 

Counter to Mainstream Culture. Some respondents 

pointed out that the processes involved in mediation are 

not congruent with the values of the larger society. Gina 

said that communication and relying on others for support 
/ 

are not mainstream values. 

Communication in our culture isn't, I don't think 
it's highly valued...a lot of the problems come 
from not knowing how to communicate... mediation 
focuses on communication.... in our culture we 
haven't gotten to the point where kids really 
know that they can get support when they need it 
...and that's not a value...so helping others or 
not having to have your own - your problem isn't 
necessarily your own problem, and so I think 
we're trying to bridge that in a system that 
isn't really preaching that, so that's another 
small obstacle. 

Joseph, an African-American faculty person, describes 

the self involvement that he sees among students. 
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Unfortunately, in our culture, in 1994-95, our 
young people are referring to violence and the 
sense of "I got to protect myself." It's not 
about the next person, it's about me and that's 
what's unfortunate. 

Gina, a White teacher, agreed with this point and 

expanded on it by describing a kind of narrow focusing on 

self rather than an attitude of looking out for each other. 
/ 

Kids are so much involved with their own struggle 
or their own success and if it was ...your 
success is everybody else's success, so if 
someone is failing you are not succeeding, but 
that's not really what we're doing. Each kid is 
very narrow channeled-I need to do this, I 
need...the more we get across the feeling that 
you need to look out for everybody because we're 
all in the boat together and if somebody has a 
lot of problems then eventually those problems 
are going to affect us. 

Edward, a White faculty person, pointed out that 

people are neither born with mediation skills nor do they 

learn them in the culture. 

Well, the (skill) of mediation is something that 
is acquired,... one is not born with it. We are a 
fight or flight organism in most cases. And the 
cultural imperatives that would support voluntary 
or immediate or easily result in mediation are 
just not there, especially in early adolescence. 

George summed up how these issues are related to 

mediation with these words..."mediation is counter to the 

general culture...in the U.S." According to these 

respondents the values of communication and of both helping 

others and of asking for help, all of which are cornerstone 

values of mediation, are in contradiction to the everyday 

behaviors they see in students. 
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The Media. Anne, a White teacher, wondered about the 

impact of television and film violence. "I think it would 

be interesting to look at how the T.V. programs they watch, 

what are the popular movies? How are conflicts resolved in 

those areas? Are they resolved?" Joseph added to this point 

by describing the dilemma inherent in the combination of 

parents who are at work and inappropriate offerings on 

television. 

If the parents are forced, in our system, to be 
at work and not able to work with their children 
on values more, than the values that they're 
being exposed to is coming from the T.V. or the 
movies or the mall or the talk shows.... I see 
students not handling as well as we would expect 
and that is because we have to really understand 
how our students, young people, are being 
indoctrinated by your music industry, your T.V. 
industry and then your motion picture industry.. 
How do they relate to real life situations when 
they leave here and they go home and look at 
these talk shows, okay?...This is a different 
culture that our kids are being exposed to, so 
how... they handle conflicts is based on what 
they're exposed to...Maybe if there were more 
real life people that were in their lives at the 
school, other than some talk show host who has 
some unbecoming guests or topic on... 

Anne had a poignant analysis of the relationship 

between students' lack of investment in the mediation 

program and the school itself and the larger societal 

issues. She described it as a "dislocation in a way of any 

kind of social contract." 

I just think about Kenneth Clark when he was 
doing his civilization series, years and years 
ago, and he started out talking about moving from 
the lowest part of the Middle Ages, called the 
Dark Ages, when nothing much goes on but anarchy 
and when it begins to move out into a building 
period when they're building big cathedrals and 
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he makes a point that what's required in order to 
engage in great building programs is a confidence 
in the future and when I try to think about why 
I'm seeing this change in society, I think that's 
part of it, that when I was this age and when I 
was first teaching, predominantly the community 
had a very strong confidence in the future... and 
they got this from all sides, they got this from 
the media, they got this from school, they got 
this from peers, a sense that if you played the 
game, you'd wind up in a good place or things 
would be better, and I don't believe children 
believe that anymore and I think it's 
particularly true for children who have not seen 
success, just in terms of the class system. For 
children who dramatically see they have the short 
end of the stick, there's no confidence in 
society and so without a confidence in society, 
without a strong affiliation with the group, you 
have absolutely no reason (to try to be 
successful). So he issue here is that the people 
in the group have to have the same social 
contract or it won't work. 

A number of issues related to the larger society and 

inhibitions to the use of mediation were raised. Among them 

are peoples' concerns about a decrease in civility among 

students and in the society at large and a resulting need 

to teach civility in schools; the perception that values 

and practices of mediation are counter to the values of 

main stream culture, the influence of the media and what 

one respondent termed a "dislocation of the social 

contract," meaning that young people in general and 

particularly those who are poor and in the working class no 

longer have a faith that hard work alone will bring them 

success. 
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Summary of Inhibiting Factors 

The findings of this chapter illustrate the ways in 

which conflict resolution within a school is influenced by 

the climate or atmosphere of this school and in turn 

influences this climate or atmosphere. In this chapter the 

six major factors inhibiting the use of mediation in this 

school were explored within the context of both the climate 

of the school and the larger society which in turn infuses 

the climate of this school. 

This analysis of the factors inhibiting the use of 

mediation began with an exploration of students' attitudes, 

feelings and behaviors regarding mediation. Students in 

this school perceive their peers' attitudes, feelings and 

behavior as major deterrents to the use of mediation and in 

fact, the adults surveyed do not realize the degree to 

which students' attitudes, feelings and behaviors are 

inhibiting them from using the mediation program. Themes 

emerging from surveys and interviews indicate that when 

looked at more closely there are several specific issues 

that inhibit students from using mediation. Students are 

wary of mediation, a process they have little experience 

with, don't grasp and rarely think of in the heat of 

conflict. By this age, students have internalized social 

messages about the importance of solving problems on their 

own rather than seeking help from others. They attend 

closely to messages from their peers' and, perceiving 

mediation as "uncool" they hesitate and stay away. 
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Introducing mediation at this particular developmental 

stage, during a time of adjustment to a large new school 

and amidst the tumultuousness of adolescence is not the 

optimal time. 

The second factor looked at is student methods of 

handling conflict. How students are resolving their 

conflicts is intimately related to their use or lack of use 

of mediation. Passive and avoidant responses by students 

appear to prevail in this school which would indicate that 

students frequently feel intimidated by the conflicts they 

encounter. Active/assertive responses in the form of 

relying on friends to help or talking it out with each 

other are often employed. Pre-assaultive and assaultive 

responses to conflict such as namecalling, threats and 

physical fighting are more common than is the use of peer 

mediation, which appears to be the least employed of all of 

these approaches to resolving disputes. 

The third factor examines the overall attitudes, 

feelings and behaviors of students in school. A number of 

issues were raised regarding the negative impact of 

students' attitudes, feelings and behaviors in school on 

the use of mediation. Name calling and spreading rumors 

occur with the most frequency of all types of conflictual 

behavior. Given the concern students reported about rumors 

leaking from mediation sessions this would appear to 

discourage the use of mediation. Female and non-White 

students in this school see harassment as a much more 

208 



frequent occurrence than do White and male students. 

Developmental issues that inhibit the use of mediation 

include the volatility and impulsiveness of early 

adolescence, particularly in the area of social 

interactions and the tendency for people in this age group 

to seek immediate results. Vulnerability to peer pressure 

is another developmental issue which in this school 

inhibits the use of mediation. Power imbalances, such as 

those in victim-victimizer relationships are also 

inhibiting factors. 

A small group of students with chronic negative 

behavior patterns, appears to feel disconnected from and to 

hold little investment in this school as a place where they 

can meet with success. This group, while perhaps most 

likely to be involved in conflict is among the least likely 

to choose to avail themselves of mediation. 

The fourth factor focuses on the dynamics of this 

school. Six major issues related to school dynamics emerged 

from the data as inhibiting the use of mediation. Although 

the faculty is supportive of mediation-no one is actively 

blocking it and attitudes are strongly positive towards the 

use of mediation, issues related to the faculty include the 

need for more training and education and the very real 

limitations of time and space. An overarching inhibition to 

the use of mediation at this school is the lack of a 

"culture of mediation" infused throughout the system. This 

school has not yet created a "culture of mediation" among 
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the adults, in which mediation is consistently taught, 

modeled and encouraged. 

While faculty members reported a growing lack of 

respect on the part of students towards adult authority 

figures there were parents and students who were equally 

passionate in their comments about what they perceive as a 

lack of respect towards students on the part of faculty. 

Parents and faculty want to see the adults in the building 

become more available to listen to student problems, build 

one on one relationships with them and serve more as 

resources to students, resulting in more of a sense of 

connectedness and community. 

Although many concerns about conflict and/or threats 

of violence were raised, a number of respondents described 

what they see as a conflicting agenda between the current 

rule oriented disciplinary system and the mediation 

program. Issues of physical safety, with large numbers of 

adolescents crowded into a too-small building, have 

resulted in a tightly developed system of discipline, based 

on negative consequences for infractions. As the school has 

grown, the complexity of problems that students bring to 

school has grown as well. Numbers of chronic offenders have 

increased as has their resistance to rules and 

consequences. Together these factors affect the school 

climate in dramatic ways. According to many respondents, 

rather than a "culture of mediation", an "authoritarian, 

. 
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rule oriented", tightly structured disciplinary system 

appears to set the dominant tone. 

The fifth factor relates to the structure of the 

mediation program. Several key issues emerged from this 

section. Respondents spoke of wanting mediation to be more 

accessible and of not involving adults. Concern was 

expressed, particularly by mediators, about having to work 

through the Dean's office, thus associating mediation with 

the disciplinary system. There was controversy about using 

mediation as an alternative to suspensions. On the one 

hand, some respondents see it as providing the mediators 

with disputants and more opportunities to use their skills. 

On the other hand, mediators I interviewed felt strongly 

that it runs counter to a basic premise of mediation, that 

mediation is a process willingly entered into by both 

parties. Other concerns at the time of this study included 

the lack of a headquarters or at the very least, a regular 

private space in which to hold mediation sessions and the 

need for more adult supervision and guidance of the 

program. The lack of diversity among mediators was raised 

as a significant issue by a number of respondents. 

Initiating early intervention and a district wide program 

were concepts raised by several respondents as being 

integral to the success of a mediation program. 

The sixth factor covers societal issues. A number of 

issues related to the larger society and inhibitions to the 

use of mediation were raised. Among them were peoples' 
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concerns about a decrease in civility among students and in 

the society at large and a resulting need to teach civility 

in schools; the perception that values and practices of 

mediation are counter to the values of main stream culture, 

the influence of the media and what one respondent termed 

the "dislocation of the social contract", meaning that 

young people in general and particularly those who are poor 

and in the working class no longer have a faith that hard 

work alone will bring them success. 

Although the emphasis of this study and the 

predominance of the data focus on those factors which 

inhibit the use of mediation, some encouraging data emerged 

as well. In terms of factors, the encouraging data included 

students, parents and teachers attitudes, feelings and 

behaviors regarding mediation as well as aspects of the 

mediation program itself including: the peer helping 

aspects of the program; the quality of the peer mediators 

(and the high quality of the training for the mediators 

themselves); the usefulness of the skills in the mediators' 

own lives and the fact that mediation is a confidential 

process. Parents, faculty and students had a number of 

excellent suggestions which have been grouped by theme and 

appear next, at the close of this chapter. 

Suggestions 

All faculty, students and parents who were interviewed 

or surveyed were asked to give their suggestions for 
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improving the mediation program. Respondents' suggestions 

appeared to be grouped into three major themes. These 

themes include changes in the organization of the program, 

more effective outreach and publicity and intensified 

education about conflict resolution and mediation. 

The first theme speaks to the need for changes in the 

structure and organization of the mediation program itself. 

Integrating mediation into the school as a whole rather 

than running it as an add-on program was an ongoing thread 

throughout all of these comments. Respondents wanted an 

official room that was always available for mediation and a 

faculty person whose job it was to be in charge of the 

program at least half time. In order to remove the 

association of mediation with punishment, it was suggested 

that the guidance office be the conduit through which 

mediations be channeled rather than the Dean's office. To 

draw in more mediators, it was suggested that a broader 

range of students be invited in as mediators and that 

either a portion of health class or an elective class be 

offered in mediation skills. Given that parent-child 

conflict is a major issue at this age, it was suggested 

that an option for parent-student mediation be created. 

Follow up after the mediation session in order to monitor 

agreements for compliance was also suggested. 

Stronger outreach to the school community was the 

second theme around which suggestions emerged. A publicity 

committee was suggested whose job it would be to promote 
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the program in an ongoing way. Educating parents about the 

mediation program, perhaps by sending home notes or holding 

educational meetings was suggested. High visibility and 

reminders and encouraging of students by faculty and other 

students to use the program was a frequent suggestion. More 

clarification about how the program works was called for. 

Respondents wanted students to better understand the 

confidential nature of the program and to see it as an 

accessible and acceptable means of resolving conflicts. It 

was suggested that popular role models, such as athletic 

figures and high school students, come to the school to 

boost the program. 

The third theme, more education and training in 

conflict resolution and mediation, included comments 

focusing on integration of skills and concepts into the 

curriculum and opportunities for small group discussion 

and training in conflict resolution and related matters 

such as handling emotions, civility and communication 

skills. Holding discussions in social studies classes 

about societal conflicts and in homerooms about behavioral 

rules and expectations were suggested as ways of providing 

more guidance to students about appropriate behavior and 

strategies for handling difficult situations. All of these 

comments spoke to a felt need for more connection between 

students and faculty and the need for more adult guidance 

in students' lives. 
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Suggestions for trainings ranged from routinely 

teaching mediation skills to chronic offenders to classroom 

role plays of mediation sessions and whole school trainings 

conducted simultaneously in classrooms and/or via 

assemblies. System wide training, beginning in kindergarten 

and including all faculty students and parents in the 

system was the most comprehensive and inclusive of the 

suggestions. 

215 



CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Developmental Stage of This Program 

In this study the perceptions of parents, students and 

faculty have revealed how the climate or atmosphere of this 

school is a primary context within which conflict 

resolution occurs and how, paradoxically, the participants 

and the structure of this system shape this climate. In 

reviewing Folger et al's (1993) analysis in their book, 

Working Through Conflict, the four factors they describe as 

having major impact on climate include how power is 

distributed, the way decisions are made, the level of 

support that people feel from each other and the degree to 

which people experience themselves as interconnected with 

each other and as a part of a larger community. 

In looking at the first two factors, how power is 

distributed and the way in which decisions are made, the 

data reveals that in this school, there is what could be 

termed a "conflicting ideological agenda" between what 

currently exists and what is needed to create a school 

infused with a "culture of mediation". 

At the time of this study, the developmental stage of 

this mediation program in relation to the school could best 

be described as one of "dissonance", meaning a lack of fit 

between the traditional tone and structure of the school 

and the radically different collaborative nature of peer 
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mediation. This dissonance or lack of fit is a source of 

conflict between these two very different ideological 

agendas and requires either change on the part of the 

school or the acceptance of a certain level of discomfort 

and contradiction between the school and the program. 

However, this dissonance can also be viewed as a 

signpost of change that has already taken place. Existing 

alongside of the traditional punishment oriented system in 

which all power emanates from the top of the hierarchy, the 

peer mediation program represents "news of a difference"; 

an example of a small but meaningful change in the 

distribution of power and the handling of conflict. The 

very process of self examination and reflection and the 

willingness of people within this school community to be 

explicit about work that needs to be done and problems that 

need to be solved speaks to shifts that have already 

occurred and an openness to change that rumbles beneath the 

surface. This process of self reflection and study has 

revealed needed shifts in emphasis and key recommendations 

that are preconditions for building vital and effective 

peer mediation programs in schools. 

Power and decision making with regard to rules and 

discipline are currently concentrated at the top of an 

authoritarian, rule oriented system. This is a model with 

the weight of tradition behind it; however it conflicts 

with the collaborative framework of a culture of mediation 

in which students are directly involved with the resolution 
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of conflict and mediation is actively modeled and utilized 

as a way to resolve differences at every level of the 

system. An effective mediation program for this school 

requires both an ideological and an organizational shift in 

the balance of power; a sharing, to at least some degree, 

of power and decision making with students and with 

parents. There will always be a need for rules and for 

consequences for infractions but a culture of mediation 

would mean that students were involved across the board in 

more decision making and would hold more responsibility for 

the functioning of the school. This conflicting agenda 

contributes to the frustration and sense of dissonance 

experienced by many of the respondents who spoke to this 

issue. One question that emerged from the research is 

whether this school and this community are willing to 

accept the dissonance which results from the conflict 

between the early stages of a change to a culture of 

mediation and the current system. 

The second set of climactic conditions cited by Folger 

includes the degree to which people experience themselves 

as interconnected with each other and as a part of a larger 

community. Feeling a positive identification with the 

school and a sense of mutual respect among different groups 

of people (respect between racial groups, between the 

genders and among the parents, faculty and students in this 

school) are two examples of ways people could feel 

interconnected and more a part of the school community. 
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In this school, there is a significant group of 

disaffected and/or disconnected students who are not 

defined as "successful" by the standards of the school. 

Issues of class, race and of social/academic stratification 

emerge in relation to this group. These students do not 

feel a part of the "social contract" and do not buy into 

the notion that this society offers rewards to those who 

work hard. 

The sense of community among students, faculty and 

parents in this school appears to be fragile and 

fragmented. Concerns were expressed by all three groups 

about the lack of respect they have encountered. 

Misperceptions and misunderstandings as well as tensions 

among various racial and social groups and class 

differences among students contribute to this 

fragmentation. 

Applying the Principles of Mediation to This Project 

One of the most important principles of conflict 

resolution and mediation theory is that conflict is not 

necessarily a negative or destructive process and that it 

can often be a positive force or catalyst for change and 

growth. Assuming that the conflict is between, on the one 

hand, the collaborative mediation model and, on the other 

hand, the authoritarian climate and punishment-oriented 

system of discipline in this school, how could the 

principles of mediation be useful in moving this problem 
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towards a positive resolution? The first step is for people 

on both sides of this conflict to truly hear what the 

"others" are saying and understand what they are feeling; 

in other words, to understand the conflict from the 

disputants' perspective. 

For those respondents who are critical and angry about 

the climate and structure of this school, it might be 

useful to reflect on what it must be like to be an 

administrator of this or any public school today, bearing 

in mind the many larger social problems that schools by 

default must deal with, the limitations and difficulties 

created by overcrowding and budget cutbacks, and the 

tendency of both individuals and institutions in this 

society to blame schools for problems whose roots lie in 

the wider context of social and economic injustice and the 

failings of the larger political system. Imagine being an 

administrator in a school today, faced not only with these 

problems, but with the very pressing need to create a 

physically safe environment in an increasingly violent and 

uncivil society, while ensuring that a diverse range of 

students gets their academic and socialization needs met. 

Administrators are charged with keeping not only their 

students safe, happy, and thriving academically, but also 

must keep their faculty members feeling safe and taken care 

of, even as both the numbers and the problems of their 

students multiply. In addition, administrators must contend 

with the parents of these students, whose primary concern 
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is the well-being of their individual child, who is only 

one person in a large institution. From this perspective, 

it is perhaps easier to understand how rules came to be so 

central, why negative consequences and punishments are used 

as a means of maintaining control over the building. 

From the perspective of a teacher whose class sizes 

are ever growing, who is dealing with an increasing number 

of profoundly alienated students, and who encounters the 

range of societal distress in every classroom, how can one 

find the time or energy to deal sensitively with every 

conflict, hurt feeling, unhappy child, or indignant parent? 

This perspective is the one that is not heard as much 

in the voices of the respondents but is critical to 

understanding the problem and ultimately crafting a 

solution. Those, like many of the respondents heard from in 

the previous chapter, who passionately call for a "climate 

of mediation" (which implies listening and respect, 

responsibility, and power given to students to help their 

peers to resolve their conflicts, flexibility, and 

sensitivity to minor transgressions, the use of problem¬ 

solving and positive discipline rather than punishment and 

blame when disputes and misbehavior arise and an increase 

in the sense of community and collaboration) can take a 

first step towards creating a climate of mediation by 

understanding the other perspective. On the other hand, 

there is much to be learned by listening to these 
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passionate voices calling for a different climate in this 

school, many powerful insights, and heartfelt suggestions. 

Along with listening to and understanding both 

perspectives and coming up with a definition of the 

problem, it is central to the mediation process to explore 

the interests that both parties have in common, as it is 

these common interests that form the basis for a mediated 

agreement. Examples of common interests are the physical 

safety of all those in the building and the desire of 

everyone in the school community to be treated with 

respect. Despite various degrees of alienation among 

segments of the student population, I think it is fair to 

say that everyone in this school community wants to see a 

student body that has been educated to work successfully in 

and cope effectively with an increasingly complex society. 

Despite different opinions about the degree to which rules 

and punishments should prevail, no one wants to see chaos, 

anarchy, or the cessation of adult guidance and authority. 

After exploring these and other common interests, a 

mediator might work with both sets of disputants to 

discover what it is that they truly need in order to feel 

comfortable in reaching an agreement and what it is that 

they might be willing to compromise on in order to get whet 

they need. I would propose as a next step in this school, 

or in any school experiencing this dissonance between its 

current climate and its mediation program, that there be a 

dialogue along these lines, perhaps facilitated by both the 
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students and the adults who are trained in mediation or 

perhaps by an outside mediation team. This is not a 

proposal for a "quick fix". Instead, it is a long-term plan 

that gives this school community a positive way to begin 

implementing the principles of mediation as a means by 

which an organic and workable structure can evolve over 

time which will better meet the needs of everyone in this 

school community. 

Recommendations Based on This Study for School-Based Peer 
Mediation Programs 

If a program is to be utilized effectively and to have 

a significant impact on the climate of the school, then the 

school system as a whole, including administration and 

faculty, needs to make a commitment to conflict resolution 

and mediation throughout the system, in effect creating a 

system wide culture of mediation. A significant aspect of a 

culture of mediation is the modeling and encouragement by 

administration and faculty of mediation and conflict 

resolution skills in their interactions with students, 

parents and each other. Parents must be included in this 

equation and parent/faculty mediation needs to be actively 

encouraged. Students need to see people using these skills 

effectively in real life and at this age are still in need 

of adults to provide guidance and direction, even though 

this may not always be apparent in their words and 

behavior. 

223 



A culture of mediation requires not only modeling and 

encouragement of mediation and conflict resolution skills 

but an active commitment on the part of the administration 

at all levels of the system to provide both leadership and 

financial support for the program. Leadership that models 

the use of mediation by those in charge of the school and 

the school system helps to address the paradox raised by 

Pilati (1994) regarding mediation programs that are 

centralized at the administrative level and are "imposed" 

on the faculty. It is unrealistic and unfair to expect the 

administration in one school building to take full 

responsibility for a program of this scope and magnitude. 

Administrative leadership includes public statements of 

support and clearly expressed expectations of utilization 

to the faculty, students and the community and 

clarification to the staff that this program is a priority 

and that release time will be granted to ensure that 

faculty have the time to make the program work effectively. 

Administrative resources are also critical to the success 

of a program in the form of a headquarters, ongoing adult 

leadership and commitment of other necessary resources. 

Training is another critical aspect of this support. 

There are three different ways to implement this training, 

one of which involves only minimal expenses. The most 

costly model utilizes outside trainers who are brought in 

to teach the whole faculty or a portion of the faculty, who 

in turn teach the rest of the faculty members. Another 
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model is to hire one or more people whose job it is to work 

throughout the system to train faculty and students in 

conflict resolution and mediation and to provide ongoing 

support for the implementation of these programs. A third 

alternative, the least costly, is to bring together current 

faculty, perhaps with the assistance of parents and/or 

community members, who are qualified to do training and 

program implementation and have this group orchestrate the 

program system wide. No matter which model is chosen it is 

of the utmost importance that there be one or more people 

in each school who hold a deep commitment to the program 

and are willing to serve as advocates on a long term basis. 

Policy decisions alone are not enough to keep a program 

going; each program needs to be nurtured by faculty members 

who care deeply about it. Community support, in the form of 

an advisory board, is another strategically important tool 

for implementing and preserving these programs and can 

provide additional sources of encouragement, feedback, and 

assistance. 

Training needs to be far more comprehensive than 

teaching a handful of student to be mediators. Conflict 

resolution skills need to be taught and encouraged in 

elementary school, beginning with the primary grades, a 

time when students are maximally open to learning a common 

language and set of strategies about how to relate to their 

peers. Peer mediation programs should be available, as 

well, with peer mediators being trained beginning in the 
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fourth or fifth grade and with mediators from the junior 

and senior high school systematically visiting elementary 

schools throughout the system to teach and model the skills 

and concepts. With this approach, students will be 

experienced in using both conflict resolution and peer 

mediation before they enter junior high school, a time when 

their openness to learning these skills is far lower and 

the stakes of their conflicts can be far higher. 

Developmentally appropriate school wide training in 

conflict resolution, mediation and anger management need to 

be infused throughout the curriculum and made available to 

all students, especially those new to the system or who are 

chronic offenders. Part of a comprehensive program which 

will help to create a climate of mediation throughout the 

school system is the inclusion of parents, all staff 

members including paraprofessionals, bus drivers, lunchroom 

and recess aides and administrators in comprehensive 

training. Curriculum and/or staff training days could be 

used, system-wide, to do this training. Courses could be 

offered through the school and/or through adult education 

programs which students, faculty and staff members can 

participate in for academic and/or continuing education 

credit. These trainings and courses could be led by faculty 

members in the system, or by community mediation agencies. 

A truly comprehensive program would provide for small 

group training, support and dialogue for students, parents 

and faculty, structured along the lines of a developmental 
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guidance program. For students, these groups can take the 

form of mini-courses taught by the counseling staff and/or 

health educators. Faculty members could teach them after 

school as a club or activity. Local colleges or 

universities could provide students who could run these 

groups for credit, an internship, or as a community service 

project and/or local health care providers could provide 

staff people to run these groups as part of their public 

health/community service mission. In these small and 

emotionally safe groups, issues related to understanding 

and appreciating differences in race, gender, cultural 

backgrounds and learning styles could be explored. 

Communication and social skills, training in how to deal 

with harassment, insults and aggressive behavior, 

strategies to handle potentially violent incidents and 

strategies for anger management could all be incorporated. 

These groups could assist in the building and strengthening 

of ties for students with positive adult role models, and 

could result in the development of positive activities such 

as community service projects and outreach to younger 

students. They would also serve to strengthen ties between 

students, parents, and the school and faculty with each 

other. However, overburdened faculty members cannot be 

expected to take on this critical piece unaided. Outside 

support personnel such as those suggested above or 

increased counselor time constitute a necessary 

precondition for these groups to be effective. These 
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efforts could go far towards building the sense of 

community and trust that is crucial for developing 

effective mediation programs. 

Given that safety needs to be the first priority and 

that large, overcrowded schools create inevitable risks and 

tensions, the issue of size needs to be addressed in order 

to shift to a school climate reflecting both a sense of 

community and a fully integrated mediation and conflict 

resolution program. Breaking large schools down into 

smaller communities or subgroups or creating middle schools 

with more adult guidance and positive intervention are two 

ways to approach this problem. 

The students in this study have been clear in their 

feedback that mediation needs to be an accessible and 

confidential process and one that does not involve adult 

intervention. Associating all mediation with the Dean's 

office and thus the disciplinary system is problematic. 

There is a need for separation from a punitive disciplinary 

system for those mediations that are requested by students 

themselves. Although it is a very positive thing for 

disputants who have entered the disciplinary system to seek 

mediation as part of their disciplinary procedure, it is 

important that these students be motivated and willing to 

actively engage in this process rather than going through 

the motions in a meaningless fashion in order to avoid 

further punishment. Along with the inappropriateness of 

using mediation in this way, it is unfair to ask student 
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mediators to be providers of alternative discipline. The 

pool of mediators needs to reflect the diversity in the 

population in terms of race, gender, learning styles, 

academic track and social group. Efforts must be made to 

reach out to a diverse group of students. This may involve 

inviting students to participate and providing incentives 

for becoming a mediator, such as team jackets, 

opportunities to attend conferences, and the chance to earn 

academic credit. 

Reflections on This Study 

This study reveals the impossibility of understanding 

the nature of a school based program that attempts to deal 

with a larger social problem such as conflict and violence 

without also studying the context of the school itself, the 

community in which the school is based and the 

socio-economic and political system as a whole. School 

mediation programs do not exist in a vacuum. The factors 

that inhibit their success are reflections of broader 

community and social issues and problems. 

It is equally impossible to conduct a research project 

such as this one and hope to find an absolute "truth" or 

reality base from which to draw conclusions. In listening 

to the many voices of the respondents, I was struck by how 

differently the same institution and its issues are viewed 

depending on who is doing the looking and the speaking. 
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Another one of the broader social issues that emerged 

in doing this research was the difficulty of respecting and 

holding onto peoples' particular racial or other group 

identity such as country of origin while maintaining their 

confidentiality and avoiding the pitfall of meaninglessly 

small categories of one or two. 

The surveys contained a question asking people, "What 

is your cultural group or groups? (Hispanic/Latino/Latina; 

Caucasian/White; African-American/Black; Asian- 

American/Asian; Native American/American Indian; Other 

group not included in this list)", giving people five 

choices and including the option of writing in their own 

definition. During the interviews, I asked people, "What 

cultural group/nationality do you feel the most connected 

to?" This question, in retrospect, could be perceived as 

meaning, "Who do you feel most comfortable with?", rather 

than "what is your own background, race, or country of 

origin?", but, being present, I was able to explain it to 

them if I sensed any confusion. The purpose of providing 

all of these options was to give people the opportunity to 

define themselves according to their own social/cultural/ 

racial/ethnic identity, rather than limiting or boxing them 

in. However, it also meant that the responses were very 

varied and diverse (as is the population at this school). 

Some respondents described themselves as members of three 

or four different groups; a reflection of the rich mingling 
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of cultures, nationalities, and races that is occurring in 

our society. 

However, as a researcher this posed two dilemmas for 

me. The first was the struggle between holding on to these 

rich descriptions while maintaining confidentiality when 

describing respondents' written or spoken comments, 

particularly in the case of those who described unusual 

combinations that might be revealing of their identities. 

The second dilemma was that I ended up with many different 

groups, some with only one or two members, which became 

meaningless in terms of comparing percentages. 

The compromise that I arrived at was that, when 

quoting someone, I used their self-definition, except in 

instances where I thought it might reveal their identities, 

in which case I used the term bi/multi-racial. However, 

when working with the numerical data, I used three 

categories, white, people of color, and bi\multi-racial. In 

this way, I was able to maintain the identities of 

individual respondents, preserve their confidentiality, and 

also come up with categories for the percentages that 

allowed for more meaningful interpretation. 

It was always a primary goal of mine to create a study 

that could be useful to anyone involved in school based 

mediation or conflict resolution programs. One of the 

reasons for the focus on inhibiting factors was to provide 

an honest look at the roadblocks to successful programs in 

order to strengthen the programs that already exist as well 
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as to support emergent programs. The close up look at 

inhibiting factors will hopefully be useful as a guide and 

an evaluation tool for others designing or hoping to 

improve school based mediation programs. 

Directions for Future Study 

Although this is a study of one program in one school, 

many of the findings that have been cited are applicable to 

programs in other schools. One major assumption held by a 

number of respondents in this study is that students are 

more likely to actively use conflict resolution and 

mediation skills during adolescence if they learn and use 

them in elementary school. A longitudinal study of two 

different school systems, one of which had a comprehensive 

conflict resolution program which began with the youngest 

students and the other in which these skills were 

introduced in middle school or junior high school would be 

useful in examining the assumption that early intervention 

is the most effective strategy. A study looking at how to 

teach conflict resolution and mediation in developmentally 

appropriate ways would also be a very beneficial study. 

Another question needing further exploration is 

whether programs may need to be designed differently 

depending on whether the system is located in a rural, 

urban or suburban area. Each type of school community has 

its own challenges depending on its' particular 

demographics therefore the types of conflicts faced by 
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students and the range of their responses will be 

different. 

Several other studies come to mind as next steps in 

this work. A study focusing on disputants and asking who 

goes to mediation and why, would be very useful. A 

longitudinal study of mediators and how this role has 

affected their studies, their self-image and their behavior 

in school is another potential direction to move in. An 

analysis of the relationship of learning disabilities and 

the special education population, race, gender and who it 

is that gets caught in the system of discipline in a school 

would be another significant topic. Stresses faced by 

faculty and how conflict resolution and mediation programs 

can be set up without further contributing to teacher 

stress and overload is another area of critical importance 

that remains to be studied. Clearly this field is in its 

infancy and enormous amounts of research are waiting to be 

done in order to advance the work. 

Data from the Edges 

There is an inherent danger, as a society, in putting 

all of our problem solving efforts regarding conflict and 

youth violence into school-based conflict resolution and 

mediation programs. Focusing on schools alone removes 

attention from the underlying sources of conflict in our 

society that stem from class, racial and gender inequality 

and an overall need to focus on society wide issues of 
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social justice. The danger lies in using school based 

conflict resolution and mediation to divert attention from 

these larger issues. These programs can potentially serve 

to contain, privatize and sweep under the rug what are in 

actuality larger and far more intractable issues of social 

justice. 

School based conflict resolution and mediation 

programs are only one aspect of what must be a far more 

comprehensive approach to violence in society. Schools are 

already charged with responsibilities far beyond the 

teaching of math, reading and science. Today, more and more 

children are coming to school needing to learn basic social 

skills such as listening, taking turns and managing their 

emotions. Increasingly, school personnel are responsible 

for protecting children from physical, emotional and sexual 

abuse. Personal safety and education aimed at prevention of 

alcohol and drug use and abuse and pregnancy have all, by 

necessity, become part of the curriculum; all of this in 

the wake of increasing fiscal restraints and rising 

criticism of those who work most directly with society's 

most vulnerable members. It is both unfair and unreasonable 

to expect public schools to solve all of their students' 

problems, many of which result from economic, political and 

social injustices that are a part of our entire 

socio-economic system. It is the responsibility of 

government, large corporations and the business community, 

religious organizations, the media and the communities 
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within which school systems reside to work together if we 

are to be successful in tackling the very complex issue of 

violence in our society. 
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QUESTIONS TO EXPLORE WITH DISPUTANTS 
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Questions to explore with disputants (students who have 
been through mediation). 

1) How did you find out about mediation? 

2) Why did you choose to go to mediation? 

3) What was the experience like for you? 

4) Were you satisfied with the outcome? 

5) What kinds of conflicts do you and your friends have? 

6) How do you resolve them? 

7) Which of your conflicts/problems do you think you and 

people you know would consider bringing to mediation? 

8) Which of your conflicts/problems do you think you and 

people you know would not consider bringing to 

mediation? 

9) Why do you think so few students use mediation? 

10) What do you think is most effective about mediation? 

11) What ideas or suggestions do you have that might 

encourage more students to use mediation? 

12) Is there any other information that you think would be 

helpful for us to know? 

13) What is/are your cultural group or groups? 
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APPENDIX B 

QUESTIONS TO EXPLORE WITH STUDENTS WHO HAVE NOT BEEN 
THROUGH MEDIATION 
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1) What do you know about mediation at this school? 

2) How did you find out about mediation? 

3) What kinds of conflicts do you and your friends have? 

4) How do you resolve them? 

5) Which of your conflicts/problems do you think you and 
your friends would consider bringing to mediation? 

6) Which of your conflicts/problems do you think you and 
your friends would not consider bringing to 
mediation? 

7) What do you think is most effective about mediation? 

8) Why do you think so few students use mediation? 

9) What ideas or suggestions do you have that might 
encourage more students to use mediation? 

10) Is there any other information that you think would be 
helpful for us to know? 

11) What is/are your cultural group or groups? 
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QUESTIONS TO EXPLORE WITH STUDENT MEDIATORS 
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1) How did you find out about mediation? 

2) Why did you become a mediator? 

3) How do you feel about being a mediator? 

4) When you mediate a dispute how satisfied are you, as a 
mediator, with the outcome? 

5) What parts of your training have you found most useful 
to you as a mediator? 

6) Has the bias awareness part of the training helped you 
work with students who see themselves as different 
from one another? 

7) What kinds of conflicts do you and your friends have? 

8) How do you resolve them? 

9) Which of your conflicts/problems do you think you and 
your friends would consider bringing to mediation? 

10) Which of your conflicts/problems do you think you and 
your friends would not consider bringing to mediation? 

11) What do you think is most effective about mediation? 

12) Why do you think so few students use mediation? 

13) What ideas or suggestions do you have that might 
encourage more students to use mediation? 

14) Is there any other information that you think would be 
helpful for us to know? 

15) What is your cultural group or groups? 
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1) How would you describe the mediation program? 

2) How did you find out about mediation? 

3) What kinds of conflicts do you notice students having? 

4) How do you see students handling their conflicts? 

5) Which of their conflicts do you think students would 
consider bringing to mediation? 

6) Which of their conflicts do you think students would 
not consider bringing to mediation? 

7) Why do you think so few students use mediation? 

8) What do you think is most effective about mediation? 

9) What ideas or suggestions do you have that might 
encourage more students to use mediation? 

10) Is there any other information that you think would be 
helpful for us to know? 

11) What is your cultural group or groups? 

********** 

Extra Questions for teachers, staff and administrators who 
have been through mediation training. 

a) What is the impact of the teacher/staff training on 
the program as a whole? 

b) Has the bias awareness part of the training helped you 
work with students who see themselves as different 
from one another? 
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INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR PARENTS 
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1) What do you know about mediation at this school? 

2) How did you find out about mediation? 

3) What kinds of conflicts do you notice your junior high 
school aged child and his/her friends having? 

4) How do they resolve them? 

5) Which of these conflicts do you think your child and 
his/her friends would consider bringing to mediation? 

6) Which of these conflicts do you think your child and 
his/her friends would not consider bringing to 
mediation? 

7) What do you think is most effective about mediation? 

8) Why do you think so few students use mediation? 

9) What ideas or suggestions do you have that might 
encourage more students to use mediation? 

10) Is there any other information that you think would be 
helpful for us to know? 

11) What is/are your cultural group or groups? 

i 
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Confidential Student Survey 

Please circle Grade: 789 

Gender: Female Male 

1) Please circle any of the following types of conflict 
that you see occurring at ARJHS: 

a) spreading rumors 

b) name calling/teasing/taunting/insulting 
c) threats 
d) physical fighting 
e) harassment due to (please circle any that apply): 

gender, race, sexual orientation 
f) arguing/disagreeing 
g) fighting about girlfriends/boyfriends 
h) other_ 

2) Where in school can students go for help in dealing 
with conflict and/or the threat of violence? Please 
circle as many as apply. 

a) Guidance Counselor 
b) Teacher 
c) Dean of Students 
d) Principal 
e) Instructional Director 
f) Peer Mediation 
g) Other_ 

3) What kinds of conflicts do you and people you know 

have at school? 

a) spreading rumors 
b) name calling/teasing/taunting/insulting 

c) threats 
d) physical fighting 
e) harassment due to (please circle any that apply): 

gender, race, sexual orientation 
f) arguing/disagreeing 
g) fighting about girlfriends/boyfriends 

h) other_ 
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1) What concerns, if any, do you have about conflict 
and/or the threat of violence at ARJHS? 

2) Where in school can students go for help in dealing 
with conflict and/or the threat of violence? Please 
circle as many as apply: 

a) Guidance Counselor 
b) Teacher 
c) Dean of Students 
d) Principal 
e) Instructional Director 
f) Peer Mediation 
g) Other__ 

3) Which of these options would you encourage your child 
to use? Please circle as many as apply: 

a) Guidance Counselor 
b) Teacher 
c) Dean of Students 
d) Principal 
e) Instructional Director 
f) Peer Mediation 
g) Other_ 

4) Would you like to see a portion of the curriculum 
focused on conflict resolution, mediation, and/or ways 
to handle anger and frustration? 

Please circle Yes No 

5) Do you know about the peer mediation program at ARJHS? 

Please circle Yes No 

6) If so, how did you find out about peer mediation? 
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7) What kinds of conflicts does your child and/or his/her 
friends have at school? 

a) rumors being spread 
b) name calling/teasing/taunting/insulting 
c) threats 
d) physical fighting 
e) harassment due to (please circle any that apply) 

gender, race, sexual orientation 
f) arguing/disagreeing 
g) fighting about girlfriends/boyfriends 
h) other_ 

8) For which of these conflicts would you encourage your 
child to use mediation? 

a) rumors being spread 
b) name calling/teasing/taunting/insulting 
c) threats 
d) physical fighting 
e) harassment due to (please circle any that apply) 

gender, race, sexual orientation 
f) arguing/disagreeing 
g) fighting about girlfriends/boyfriends 
h) other_ 

9) For which of these conflicts would you discourage your 
child from using mediation? 

a) rumors being spread 
b) name calling/teasing/taunting/insulting 
c) threats 
d) physical fighting 
e) harassment due to (please circle any that apply) 

gender, race, sexual orientation 
f) arguing/disagreeing 
g) fighting about girlfriends/boyfriends 
h) other_ 

10) What ideas or suggestions do you have to increase the 
effectiveness of the mediation program? 
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11) Is there any other information that you think would be 
helpful to us in evaluating the current mediation 
program? 

12) What is/are your cultural group or groups? Please 
circle as many as apply: 

Hispanic/Latino/Latina; Caucasian/White; 

African-American/Black; 

Asian-American/Asian; Native American/American 
Indian; 

Other group not listed_ 

/ 
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Dear Faculty Members, 

I am conducting a study of the Peer Mediation program 

at the Junior High School in order to get feedback about 

how to make the program more responsive to the needs of all 

of the school community. This study is part of the research 

for my Doctoral Dissertation and is being done at the 

request of the Mediation Project, the organization that 

trained the mediators. I would greatly appreciate your 

taking the time to fill this form out. Please note that 

this is an anonymous survey so do not include names or 

other identifying information. Completed surveys can be 

returned to the Junior High office or mailed to me at 250 

Shutesbury Road, Amherst, Ma 01002 by December 21. Please 

feel free to contact me at 253-2161 if you have any 
/ 

questions. Copies of the completed report will be available 

through the office. 

Thank you, 

Susan Theberge 
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1) What concerns, if any, do you have about conflict 
and/or the threat of violence at ARJHS? 

2) What kinds of conflicts do students have at school? 

a) rumors being spread 
b) name calling/teasing/taunting/insulting 
c) threats 
d) physical fighting 
e) harassment due to (please circle any that apply) 

gender, race, sexual orientation 
f) arguing/disagreeing 
g) fighting about girlfriends/boyfriends 
h) other_ 

3) Where in school can students go for help in dealing 
with conflict and/or the threat of violence? Please 
circle as many as apply: 

a) Guidance Counselor 
b) Teacher 
c) Dean of Students 
d) Principal 
e) Instructional Director 
f) Peer Mediation 
g) Other_ 

4) Which of these options would you encourage your 
students to use? Please circle as many as apply: 

a) Guidance Counselor 
b) Teacher 
c) Dean of Students 
d) Principal 
e) Instructional Director 
f) Peer Mediation 
g) Other_ 

5) Do you know about the peer mediation program at ARJHS? 
Please circle Yes Mo 
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6) If so, how did you find out about peer mediation? 

7) For which of these conflicts would you encourage 

your students to use mediation? 

a) rumors being spread 

b name calling/teasing/taunting/insulting 
c) threats 
d) physical fighting 
e) harassment due to (please circle any that apply) 

gender, race, sexual orientation 
f) arguing/disagreeing 
g) fighting about girlfriends/boyfriends 
h) other___ 

8) For which of these conflicts would you discourage your 

students from using mediation? 

a) rumors being spread 
b) name calling/teasing/taunting/insulting 
c) threats 
d) physical fighting 
e) harassment due to (please circle any that apply) 

gender, race, sexual orientation 
f) arguing/disagreeing 
g) fighting about girlfriends/boyfriends 
h) other_ 

9) Have you referred students to mediation at your 

school? 

Please Circle Yes No 

10) If so, please describe any feedback you have 

received. 

11) What is most effective about mediation at ARJHS? 
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12) Why do so few students use mediation? 

13) What ideas or suggestions do you have to increase the 
effectiveness of the mediation program? 

14) Would you like to see a portion of the curriculum 
focused on conflict resolution, mediation, and/or 
ways to handle anger and frustration? 

(Please Circle) Yes No 

15) Is there any other information that you think 
would be helpful to us in evaluating the current 
mediation program? 

16) What is/are your cultural group or groups? 

Please circle as many as apply: 

Hispanic/Latino/Latina; Caucasian/White; 

African-American/Black; 

Asian-American/Asian? Native American/American 
Indian; 

Other group not listed_ 
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D: I think there are the kind of normal public school, if 

you will, pettinesses, the petty thievery, the kids 

this age are very quick to lie on other kids, and 

perhaps very quick to do themselves. Some kid finds 

something in the hallway, and pockets it. Maybe 

thirty or forty years ago you took that down to the 

lost and found. Today you take it and somebody else 

sees that and so, so and so is looking for the ring 

she lost. "Oh, I saw so and so pick up something in 

the hallway, I wonder." And pretty soon there is an 

accusation going on. There aren't a lot of controls 

and processes in twelve and thirteen, fourteen year 

olds, emotions are very immediate. 

ST: (4) How do you see students handling their conflicts? 

What do you observe? 
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D: Obviously, the whole continuum, which ranges from 

ignoring, withdrawing, to some pretty violent assault. 

But, I think the thing that has changed radically 

again in the last decade, for me as an educator, is 

the fact that I no longer exist for kids. In the days 

when you walked down the hallways in school and you 

did something wrong, and "Ms. Wright said, 'Susan, 

stop doing that!'" I don't exist. My voice does not 

interrupt what they are doing, usually. I have to 

physically interpose myself without physically 

touching, in situations. I didn't use to have to do 

that. 

ST: Now, is that across the board, or is that there are 

more kids that are like that? 

i 

D: That is a situation that was absolutely rare. Now, it 

is common. Actually we are talking about that smaller 
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portion of kids in school, who react in assaultive 
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