
Since 1994 Leap Confronting Conflict has been working in
partnership with Morpeth School, in the London Borough of
Tower Hamlets, delivering a peer education programme in
confronting conflict skills.

Leap Confronting Conflict is a national voluntary youth
organisation which works with young people to enable them
to work more constructively and creatively with conflict in
their lives. Our starting point is that conflict is inevitable and
that what matters is how you deal with it; we work in
partnership with the youth, education and prison services
creating programmes to develop awareness and understanding
of conflict and encourage programme participants to make
positive choices in how they approach conflict in their lives.
In the twelve years Leap has been working in this field there
has been a rapid proliferation of organisations offering
conflict resolution work with young people. Many schools
now have their own peer mediation/mentoring and
counselling schemes, with students taking a pro-active role in
providing a service to other students in difficulties. However,
six years ago when we first began working with Morpeth
these were relatively new concepts, only just starting to gain
ground in the UK as a way of developing students’
responsibilities. In addition, there was not a tradition of
schools working closely with outside agencies, particularly
voluntary sector organisations such as Leap.

Morpeth is a large secondary school situated in Bethnal
Green and in the early 1990s went through a period where
violence and conflict, heightened by racial tension, were
preventing pupils from achieving anywhere near their
potential. Exam results were amongst the poorest in the
borough and, although there was a committed staff, so much
energy was required to maintain some semblance of order
that morale was low and falling. A near riot in the summer of
1993 in a local shopping area prompted the management of
the school to look at ways in which they could move from
being reactive to taking up a more proactive stance. 

At the same time the clerk of the Aldgate and All Hallows
(Barking Exhibition) Foundation (a local East End Trust
Fund) was aware of Leap’s work, in particular with the youth
service and the prison service. Concerned by the rising levels
of racial tension and violence in the borough and its impact
on local schools, the trustees responded positively to a
feasibility study in three schools, with the aim of developing
a ‘confronting conflict’ programme which could be piloted in
one school and then replicated in secondary schools
throughout the borough. Morpeth School was chosen for the
pilot, based on the receptiveness of staff and pupils to looking

at issues of conflict, the strong support for joint work from
the senior management team and the level of commitment to
full consultation and negotiation. 

The first year
The project began with a wide-ranging consultation process
with teaching and non-teaching staff, pupils, local youth
workers, and other agencies and individuals connected with
the school. Several important considerations emerged.

First, our initial thoughts had centred on the introduction
of a peer mediation scheme but neither staff nor pupils felt
confident in pupils’ ability to mediate disputes. This is in a
context where disputes that began between two individuals
could escalate to draw in older family members, friends,
neighbours and estates, where conflicts could easily become
drawn along racial lines and where, for many pupils, English
was their second language.

Secondly, any programme of work needed to focus on
conflict resolution of all kinds, not just racism, and needed
to emphasise the building of a sense of community and
support between pupils irrespective of race or gender.

Thirdly, there was some nervousness within the school of
working with Leap, partly because of a recent experience of
an outside agency working with staff which had not been
well received, and perhaps also due to a fear that focusing on
conflict might increase the school’s existing difficulties
rather than alleviating them.

Bearing all this in mind we embarked on a programme of
intensive two-day workshops with selected tutor groups
across the year bands. The workshops focused on core skills
in confronting conflict, such as listening, exploring different
options in conflict situations, affirmation work, and personal
power – taking responsibility and making choices. Tutors
participated alongside their tutor group and the workshops
were facilitated by a Leap team of trainers, mixed in terms of
race, gender and age. 

Evaluations following the workshops were very positive.
Pupils talked about the high level of listening they had
experienced both from the Leap team and from fellow pupils.
They also remarked on the atmosphere of trust, safety and
cooperation and the opportunity it provided to talk about
feelings with their peers which would not normally be
explored. Staff felt that the workshop had been an intense,
enjoyable experience which had confronted some of the
students’ challenging behaviour in a rigorous yet supportive
way. In addition, they had seen in their students an ability to
be responsible for relationships, both with individuals and
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within the tutor group, that they had hitherto not been aware
of. Staff reflected that possibilities needed to be developed
for students to take more responsibility within the school.

After this first year the relationship between Leap and the
school had developed enormously. Although we had not
produced the team of peer mediators initially imagined, staff
were expressing a strong sense of confidence in our material
and approach, and it was clear that we could contribute
something qualitatively different, and of value. The school
gained confidence in realising a staged approach would
produce more effective and lasting results than a quick-fix
solution. Work with Leap became part of the school
development plan and with the staff we designed a
programme to develop pupil responsibility through the
formation of a team of peer trainers in confronting conflict
skills. 

This programme consists of intensive one-day workshops
with every tutor group in Year 9 in the summer term. In the
autumn term a group of twenty new Year 10 pupils volunteer
and are selected to train as peer trainers. After a weekend
residential course the Year 10 trainers deliver confronting
conflict skills sessions into the Year 7 PSHE curriculum and
into primary feeder schools for Morpeth.

Since the programme began the school has undergone a
major transformation. Levels of conflict and violence have
been reduced dramatically and exam results have improved so
much that in 1998 Morpeth was ranked 4th in the entire
country in terms of improvement over a three-year period.
Several factors have contributed to this change and it is
extremely difficult to disaggregate them. However, it is clear
that the work with Leap has directly benefited the pupils
involved in the programme in terms of their ability to
understand and resolve conflict. The indirect benefits are
harder to measure but it may also be that the work has had an
impact on pupils’ academic achievement through the
improved quality of relationships in the school.

The learning for Leap
As an organisation we have learnt some important lessons
about working within institutions such as schools and the
factors which contribute to a programme being fully effective.

The first and overriding factor is the environment of
the school itself and the particular set of beliefs and values
that it demonstrates through its policies, procedures and
practice. Morpeth has a clear set of beliefs in relation to
what education is about and how an institution such as a
school can provide an enriching educational experience.
Therefore, the programme of conflict resolution work is
supported by other aspects of the school and the way other
relationships within its immediate community are managed. 

For example, important features of the school’s work
include:

• a strong focus on teaching and learning

• clear systems for dealing with incidents of conflict and a
consistency in how they are implemented

• high expectations of pupils in terms of attendance,
uniform, equipment, achievement and behaviour

• a clear behaviour management strategy which is
implemented consistently, with staff modelling the kind
of behaviour which is expected in pupils

• a management style which reinforces and reflects the
above

The Leap programme has made significant demands on
the school in terms of pupil time off, curriculum, staff cover
and management time. At times this has placed a strain on
the school’s resources, or clashed with other demands of the
curriculum or staff time. Managing this is a complex process
both for the senior management within the school and for
Leap. It has been important to remain as flexible as possible
around these issues whilst not compromising on them to the
point where the quality of the experience offered is diluted,
thus lessening the impact of the programme. Being clear
about what we can offer to the school that is qualitatively
different and complements what the school already offers has
enabled the school to value the specialism that we bring. It
can also be argued that by meeting those demands the school
has demonstrated to us and the school community its
commitment to the programme, and therefore its commitment
to putting conflict resolution work high on the agenda. 

Understanding of process is an important aspect of
Leap’s work both in the workshop context and in relation to
creating partnership with other agencies, organisations and
institutions. Being process oriented is a quality that we can
bring to the partnership. One of the benefits of being outside
the usual school environment is that we can be an empathetic
mirror to the school, feeding back to them what they already
know but have stopped seeing. Work with both staff and
pupils encourages them to step back, consider their role, and
look at their personal experiences of race, culture and class
and how these have shaped their values and expectations.

Working in partnership involves taking the long-term view,
a shared commitment to the work, being willing to learn from
each other, tackling funding difficulties together, and being
guides for each other in terms of helping each other to
understand each other’s processes and priorities.

Next steps
In the spring of 2000 we intend to extend the programme
within Morpeth to include a mediation element where Year
10 trainers will work in teams with Year 7 tutor groups.

On the strength of our work in Morpeth we have been
pleased to initiate work in two more schools in the borough,
which, through Single Regeneration Budget funding, is
offering all schools in the borough the opportunity to develop
a conflict resolution programme.

� Jo Broadwood is Head of Training for Leap
Confronting Conflict. The author would like to
acknowledge the help of Laura Worsley, Deputy Head of
Morpeth school, in compiling this article.

Leap Confronting Conflict, The Leap Centre, 8 Lennox
Road, Finsbury Park, London, N4 3NW. 
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