Setting  up  Re- evaluation Counselling peer support systems in schools in the Midlands, England.                                              Netta Cartwright 

I was one of the first teachers in the UK to innovate peer-counselling in 1985 and since then have set up peer support services in 24 primary, special and high schools and 1 pupil referral unit in Stoke-on Trent, Stafford, Stone, Lichfield, Penkridge, Rugeley, Tamworth, Walsall and  Wolverhampton. Most of these services  have been sustained by trained teachers in the schools. 
I am a school counsellor in three high schools in the Midlands and a freelance consultant active in inset and peer-support training. I have written about peer counselling and equal opportunities education and teach the Re-evaluation Counselling (http://www.rc.org/) model of co-counselling. "Towards Bully Free Schools: Interventions in Action" co-written with Derek Glover is based on our research in Midlands schools for the Keele Anti- Bullying Project and includes case studies of schools with peer-support systems. 
My Re-evaluation Counselling (RC) peer -support systems are usually introduced as part of anti-bullying and stress management strategies in schools and institutions. Students are taught co-counselling using the RC model with the focus on: listening skills; working in pairs; confidentiality; self esteem games; leading and using a support group; supervision; and an understanding of sexism, racism, ageism and disability harassment.
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Teachers in the schools are trained to operate peer support systems in the form of older buddies for younger students; support groups; drop-in-counselling sessions run by peer counsellors; and co-counselling clubs. 
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Peer counselling in this context is when students who have learnt RC counsel one-way students who have not. Co-counselling is when students who have learnt RC take turns to counsel each other. Students are supervised by teachers who have been taught the same model either by me or other RC teachers. Schoolteachers sometimes set up their own support groups. 
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The student training is the equivalent of 5 days and teacher training is a forty-hour course, although this can be shortened depending on the school’s requirements.  Workshops and support groups are included where students and teachers from several schools attend and co-counsel with each other. RC trained young people or RC teachers lead them assisted by teachers in the schools. 

The basic course for peer supporters is 3 days training of about 15-20 students and at least one teacher in the first term with 2 follow on days in the following two terms. 
The course covers a spectrum of counselling techniques including listening skills and the use of directions, commitments, validations and emotional expression. The theory includes the following: behaviour patterns; healing processes; the nature of human intelligence; and young people's issues. The practicalities of setting up a peer support system are also covered.  
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A mixture of: teaching of counselling theory; teacher demonstrations of counselling; and participants practising co-counselling with each other. Strict confidentiality is essential. Students are taught, however, that should any serious disclosure (eg sexual abuse) be made the student or teacher counsellor would be bound by the Children Act to refer on the material to their supervisor. Peer helpers are taught to make this clear at the onset with any students to whom they offer support or counselling.

After the training in the first term the students are ready to set up their peer support service which the trained teacher/s would supervise one session a week. If two or more schools are running a joint project there can be joint workshops in addition to the basic training. Students and teachers wishing to develop further are introduced to the Re- evaluation Counselling Community Network and other organisations such as the LEAP Peer Mediation Network.

RC trainers  work at any one time in a variety of schools which are at various points of progress towards becoming self sufficient with at least one trained teacher who will train the students to become peer helpers. Many schools are running their own programmes led by teachers who have been trained in this way.
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In order to set up a Re—evaluation Counselling peer support system you need to consider the following:

Funding: remember to take account of the costs of the trainer and supply cover for teachers. For information on how to find trainers please visit www.rc.org and www.peersupportworks.com
Training the Peer Supporters: which year group/s and which students? What will be the selection process? What negotiations will be necessary with other staff and parents on when the students can receive the training? 

Monitoring and evaluation: It is essential that the trained peer-supporters are monitored and supervised regularly. It will be necessary for at least one teacher to have time to meet the peer supporters every week for the purposes of supporting them and evaluating and monitoring their work. This teacher will need to keep: a register of the students who report for supervision each week; and a register of students who go into younger tutor groups each week. S/he will need to talk to the tutors to ensure the peer support system is working efficiently. Students will need to fill in a proforma for each student they counsel in the drop-in. At the end of each year tutees can fill in an evaluation of the work that their buddies have have done with them. Evaluations of the training courses need to be filled in by students and teachers. It is possible to get an outside agency such as a university department to conduct an independent survey of students to evaluate the work of peer supporters in a school. One of my peer support systems has been evaluated by Keele University Psychology Dept and the University of Surrey.   
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Case Study 1 : using peer-support in a mediation process

· Peer-support was an important part of resolving a racist conflict in a predominantly white middle class school in a county town in the Midlands. The conflict was between an Asian young man and two white young men. Since year 7 the Asian boy was a victim of racist bullying from several male students in his year group. It had got worse the more he showed he was upset and retaliated by name calling back. The HOY has tried many tactics, which had not worked. Two boys were the ringleaders of the racist attacks. 

· As the school counsellor I did relationship counselling (a type of mediation process ) with the Asian boy and the two boys. I counselled each of the disputants for half an hour each in the morning.  In that time they decided what they wanted to say in the group session under the headings: What I have not liked about your behaviour in the past; what I have liked about your behaviour in the past; and how I want you to behave toward me from now on.  I wrote down what they wanted to say. During their individual sessions I encouraged them to release their emotions about the behaviour of the other boys so that they could think more clearly what they wanted to say. They all agreed to confidentiality and no discussions with each other before the group session. 

· Each boy had a peer- supporter after an initial meeting with all six to set it up. My role was neutral facilitator and the role of each peer- supporter was to support one of the boys. The Asian boy had an Asian male peer- supporter and the other two each had a peer supporter who shared something in common with them. I explained the process to the peer- supporters beforehand and also encouraged them to express beforehand with me any emotions about the conflict between the boys. 

· We got together and everyone agreed to take turns and not interrupt each other. Each boy had a turn to say what he had not liked about the other two boys’ behaviours using my notes and giving examples. Each boy had a chance to say how he felt after the list of negative behaviours sited about himself. The peer- supporters sat next to each of their clients to give moral support and also had a turn to say how they felt about the negative behaviours toward their client. The same process again but this time each boy saying what he had liked about the other two boys’ past behaviours with the chance for them all to say in turn how they felt about what was said. Finally each boy said what behaviour he wanted from the other two and agreements were made with the help of the peer- supporters.  The agreements were written down and copied for each boy and the peer- supporters and follow up weekly group sessions arranged with the peer – supporters to monitor progress. The role of the peer supporters was to check out their own clients regularly as well as go with them to the joint meeting. During the process the boys got upset, angry and cried about the various name calling that had taken place. The Asian boy was very distressed by subtle as well as racist teasing and harassment.  One of the other boys was upset by teasing and harassment related to his disabled brother and the other boy was angry about insulting comments and name-calling relating to his working class background. They all agreed to stop the above harassment toward each other. 

· There were two or three follow up sessions with the peer supporters and as a result the three boys got on better together for several months. It flared up again later and the boys came to me as a group asking if I could set up the group meetings again, which I did. After a few more flare ups and meetings they have now settled down and get on with no more reports of racism from the Asian boy. 


Case Study 2 : small support group led by peer-supporters . 

· An example from the same school was a peer- support group set up for four year 7 boys who were racially harassing a girl in their tutor group. 

· Two peer- supporters attached to their tutor group took the four boys out from registration period for one 15 minute session week for 4 weeks. They played self esteem games with them and each boy had a turn to talk in front of the group and express his feelings about being accused of racism. 

· The boys loved having the extra attention and having their side of the story listened to. The racism against the girl stopped. In this way the boys were unlearning racist and bullying behaviour. Regardless of the reasons for their behaviour, the boys were enabled to understand the seriousness of their actions and attitudes but also listened to so that they could voice their feelings of injustices towards them. 
 


Case Study 3 : an Asian Peer –Support system . 

· An inner city school in Stoke- on Trent has a history of racial conflict fuelled by a few white families and British National Front in the local community. There was a serious flare up earlier this year between Asian and white students outside the school gates resulting in an Asian girl being attacked with a knife. 

· As the school counsellor I had already been training students as peer supporters for several years in this school but only a few Asian students volunteered for training and those who participated dropped out after the first day saying they felt uncomfortable being in the minority. 

· They said they would like an Asian only class so last summer term I trained a group and they have set up their own service for year 7 and 8 Asian students. Each of the trained students are buddies to 2 year 7 and 2 year 8 Asian students. They all have group sessions about once every half term in PSE lessons and maintain informal contact the rest of the time. 

· I followed this up with a workshop day for white and Asian buddies where they decided to have a joint drop-in for white and Asian students in the school. 

