Peer Mediation: Student Peacemaking Leadership
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The Idea
Mediation is one process for facilitating conflict resolution: negotiation with assistance. An
unbiased third party (mediator) helps disputants to clarify and resolve their mutual problem by
talking about it and identifying alternative ways of proceeding. Mediators do not blame, judge, or
counsel: they just facilitate peers’ negotiation process. Mediation is voluntary: individuals or
groups seek mediators’ assistance to talk through problems — instead of either fighting or going
through a formal discipline procedure. Peer mediators are trained student facilitators of conflict
resolution dialogue. Peer mediation, along with the basics of conflict resolution on which it is
based, may be taught in classrooms as part of the curriculum for all students (complementing
language arts, health, or social studies), or in co-curricular leadership contexts. Quality peer
mediation programming fosters nonviolent leadership among diverse young people, giving them
tangible responsibility to initiate and guide peer conflict management dialogue.

Why It Matters
Conflict is inevitable in human life: it can be a positive force for learning, development, and change.
The goal of conflict resolution education programming, including peer conflict mediation, is not to
eliminate conflict: this is impossible. It is to reduce the disruption and harm that can arise when
conflicts are mismanaged — by helping students and educators to develop skills, inclinations,
relationships, and experiences that support constructive nonviolent conflict resolution. Peer
mediation creates active roles for young people, and helps them to develop capacities for
democratic citizenship (such as communication, critical reasoning and shared decision-making)
and to help create peaceful school communities.

What We Know
Peer mediation follows a simple 5- or 6-step process like this:
(1) Preparation & introduction to process
(2) Gathering information: Telling the stories
(3) Understanding the problem
(4) Creating solutions: Brainstorming ideas
(5) Negotiating to decide on a solution
(6) Closing: Confirm agreement (later, follow up)
Solid research evidence confirms the effectiveness of well-implemented peer mediation
programming in schools (especially at the elementary and middle school levels). Both curriculuminfused and co-curricular leadership peer mediation programs can improve diverse students’
capacity and inclination to handle conflict nonviolently, their relationships with peers, and their
attachment to school. Furthermore, such programs can reduce suspensions from school for violent
activity, and help to increase achievement in literacy and citizenship. At the same time, good
training is not enough: School-based program development requires support and clarity of
purpose, to build programs that can grow and be sustained over time.
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