EMPOWERING STUDENTS

THROUGH

PEER MEDIATION AND STUDENT COURT

As local and national events have demonstrated in recent weeks, public school students are involved in life and death issues. The risk of violence to students and teachers is greater now than at any point in public school history. The ability of school personnel to meet the psychological, social, and behavioral needs of today's students, particularly under these governing factors, is increasingly difficult. Despite concerns of education officials, parents, and community members, many school programs do not provide students with specific educational experiences that facilitate adequate personal and social development. In most instances, seemingly insignificant signs and symptoms foreshadow a devastating event, like the death of a student.  However, if we as educators can be proactive and sensitive to the telltale signs, we can promote positive behavior and attitudes in our students.  At Hamlin Middle School we have instituted Peer Mediation and Student Court as ways to empower students.  By participating in these two measures of managing behavior, students have ownership in some of the methods by which their school life is determined.  Both of these practices provide real opportunities for students to practice following rules, to be responsible for their own behavior and to respect themselves and each other.  We encourage students to follow rules by being motivated intrinsically, rather than extrinsically.

Both Peer Mediation and Student Court stem naturally from the CCISD’s adopted belief that students should be accomplished and productive citizens upon graduation.  Moreover, students must make conscientious efforts to follow school rules and maintain a code of self-discipline.  Lastly, the CCISD has established the 3-R Discipline Program that promotes the conviction that all campuses will be safe, secure and violence-free places in which students can learn. This belief system is the foundation from which Hamlin Middle School has determined its direction and design for a better school community.  Every morning after announcements, students recite part of the mission statement of the school: 

“A real Rebel is a thinker, a doer and a good citizen.  A real Rebel succeeds and is patriotic”.

Embedded in these words is the belief that every student is important, every student can achieve his or her goals, and every student can follow those rules that lead to a successful society. Peer Mediation and Student Court are effectual results of the expectations of the district and of our campus.

Peer Mediation is a sensible means of resolving conflicts; it is a way of empowering students to resolve problems rationally and practically. The role of the mediator is to assist the disputing parties in settling their differences. Mediation holds no one right or wrong, no one guilty or innocent. The mediator remains neutral, an observer of the situation, and a guide to conflict resolution. Peer Mediation requires that disputing parties meet to discuss their differences. Once those differences have been put into words, the disputing parties can begin to understand each other's point of view. It does not necessarily mean that the two parties will agree immediately but with that understanding and the help of the mediator, the conflict can be resolved. The atmosphere for mediation encourages the parties involved determining their own course of action. With the help of the mediator, the solutions to conflict are found by the parties themselves, unlike in a formal court hearing where the judge and jury determine guilt or innocence and impose punishment. The mediation is non-judgmental. The goal of mediation is successful conflict resolution.

Student Court is a campus-wide punitive sentencing court for students who commit minor classroom offenses. Student Court is a means of encouraging students to take responsibility for following secondary but equally important school rules. Students receive violation slips from their teachers after it is clear that a lack of cooperation from the student and a phone call home is not procuring desired results. After an accumulation of 10 Violation Slip points from any of his or her teachers, a student may be summoned to appear in court where he or she faces four students trained in Peer Mediation: one bailiff and three judges. A first-time offender may select his or her own punishment from a specific list. However, if the student has appeared in the Court before, he or she is assigned a punishment. Students return the required letters of apology and consequence agreements to the court on a designated date. The goal of Student Court is to empower students to make responsible choices and to face a panel of their concerned peers who are working towards the betterment of the school community.

Both Peer Mediation and Student Court have had significant and far-reaching effects on students.  Though the results are only preliminary, these systems promise to be very important in a teacher’s arsenal of programs that help students reach their goals.  

The philosophy and description of each of these programs is provided for you.  Additionally, a brief discussion of the everyday practical use of each system and a presentation of how they have effected students are included.
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