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The House of Representatives Standing Committee on Employment, Education and
Training inquire into and report on:

any changes in the nature, level, and incidence of violence in schools;
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the factors influencing violence in schools, including community structures and
attitudes;
the impact of violence in schools on student performance and educational
outcomes for particular groups of students and for students in general;
policies and programs at Federal, State and local levels to address cultures of
violence; and
the range, availability and provision of intervention strategies, particularly
models of exemplary practice.
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" The most untruthful of all schoolboy rhymes is the 'names will never hurt me' adaga."
Headmaster, Mentone Grammar School

Schools provide a safe learning environment for most children. It is erroneous to
conclude that schools are unsafe. In some areas, rather than being places of
violence, schools provide havens and places of safety away from the violent
community. The media in its reporting of isolated incidents of school violence, has
contributed to the community perception that the education system is violent and
chaotic. It is easy to form the view that violence is a regular feature of school life.
It is not.

Schools are part of the community and by and large reflect the behaviour patterns
in the society in which they are located. It is unrealistic to expect that schools alone
can provide solutions to a problem which largely finds its roots in the society.

The Committee's terms of reference restrict the examination of violence to that
which occurs at school. The Committee accordingly has restricted its considerations
to those actions that schools and education systems can take to make their schools
safe places where students and teachers can achieve effective learning outcomes.

The Committee believes that schools must, and can, be managed so that children
learn in a safe and happy school environment, without fear of emotional and
physical abuse. Teachers also have the right to work in a environment free from
violence and intimidation. Some violent incidents cannot be prevented. However,
the Committee saw many examples of schools operating in a manner that ensured
violence was an isolated and infrequent occurrence.

Invariably these are schools where the principal shows strong leadership and where
the principal and teachers recognise that violent behaviour can be changed, and are
dedicated to effecting that change. These schools have developed a whole school
approach to addressing school violence. These schools ensure that students are
aware of their rights. Importantly, however, emphasis is placed on students'
responsibilities to themselves and others. Rules are applied consistently and fairly
and have clearly stated consequences for positive and negative behaviours. The
rules are developed jointly between parents, teachers and the students to create a
sense of ownership. Appropriate behaviour is taught, not as a separate curriculum
item, but as an integral part of the teaching process. Teachers are responsible for
the pastoral care of students in their class, irrespective of the subjects that they
teach.



The Committee visited one school which, within the space of four years, was able to
change from a violent and unsafe place, into a school where violence has decreased,
pupils feel safe and learning outcomes have improved. That school has created a
culture of 'caring' which is evident to even a casual observer. These ends were
achieved within the school's existing human and financial resources. Research into
bullying in Australia shows that where schools have adopted policies involving staff,
parents and pupils, irrespective of how well or poorly resourced they are, lower
instances of bullying occur.

There are numerous programs that address different aspects of school violence
specifically targeted at students, parents, teachers or a combination of these.
Information on the effectiveness of these programs is largely anecdotal. It is argued
by some that many of these programs are intrusive, expensive and compete for
limited education funds.

The Committee accepts that while specifically targeted programs may be required,
it cannot support the introduction of particular programs to address student
behaviour until a proper evaluation of existing programs is undertaken. As a first
step, the Committee believes that an examination should be undertaken of schools
which report low incidences of violence to determine those aspects of the schools'
approaches which have led to success.

The Committee recommends that:

successful approaches adopted by schools to
determine best practice; and

disseminated (Paragraph 4.7).

There is little data relating to the levels and changes in levels of violence in schools.
To some extent violence has always existed in schools and apparent evidence of its
increase may be a change in perceptions about what is considered violent behaviour.
Most principals and teachers who provided written and oral evidence thought that
while physical violence had declined, verbal abuse was increasing. Limited research
has indicated that bullying is prevalent in Australian schools. Teachers are
reporting that junior primary students and girls are now more likely to be involved
in anti-social behaviour.

The Committee believes that it is important for qualitative and quantitative data on
school violence to be collected on a national basis. Existing Australian research
efforts have related to particular aspects, States or schools. A well designed and
coordinated national survey would provide comprehensive and comparable data,
allowing the development of effective preventative measures for use nationally.



The Committee recommends that:

The Committee received conflicting evidence concerning the causal relationship
between violence, self esteem and learning outcomes. Some teachers link violent and
anti-social behaviour with poor academic achievement and low self esteem. They
believe that students exhibiting inappropriate behaviour, are students who have low
self esteem as a result of low literacy and academic achievement. These students
become frustrated and act out their frustrations in various violent ways.

Others contend that students who are bullies are seen to be average or above
academic achievers and think well of themselves. It is the victim who generally
lacks self esteem and fails to achieve. On balance the Committee believes that those
who engage in overt physical violence, are generally students that have difficulty
with literacy and the subsequent learning difficulties this creates across the
curriculum.

Many students who have not enjoyed academic success would previously have left
school at the completion of Year 10. The curriculum in the later years of schooling
does not adequately reflect the change in the student population, and fails to prepare
some students adequately for a life after school. Some students believe the chances
of not getting a job are high and a consequent cycle of depression and anti-social
behaviour follows.

Austudy has encouraged a number of poorly unmotivated students to remain at
school. Attendance is the only criterion for payment.

The Committee recommends that:

Training review the attendance and performance
eligibility criteria for Austudy for students in Years
11 and 12 (Paragraph 3.35).

While the Committee notes that a great deal can be achieved without additional
resources, the achievement of positive outcomes places often unreasonable pressures
on teaching staff. In its previous report The Literacy Challenge, the Committee
recommended an increase in Commonwealth and State Government funding to the
primary sector to the equivalent per student levels of the secondary sector. The
current inquiry confirms the Committee's view that it is essential that primary
schools receive increased resourcing.



Through this inquiry, the Committee has come to the view that the provision of
increased funding to the primary sector would not only allow literacy to be
addressed, but would also allow for the development and introduction of other early
intervention programs and strategies to address behaviour and socialisation issues.
The majority of evidence suggests that inappropriate behaviours are identifiable in
children as early as pre-school and kindergarten. Changing a child's behaviour
patterns after the age of eight requires significantly more resourcing, with reduced
chances of success, than if the problem is addressed in the earliest schooling years.
Not all behavioural problems are evident in primary school and effective strategies
and programs to address violence in high school years are also required.

The Committee recommends that:

the Minister for Employment, Education and
Training discuss with the State and Territory

intervention strategies to address violent and anti-
social behaviour in students (Paragraph 4.63).

The essential teaching skill of behaviour management is best developed in the school
environment. While preservice training can provide trainees with a theoretical
background, it is only practical experience which will equip them to deal with
disruptive students. States and Territories must ensure that ongoing professional
development programs are available to all teachers so that these skills are
maintained and upgraded.

Principals, teachers and community groups identify the portrayal of violence by the
media and entertainment industries as a specific cause of school violence. Negative
modelling and lack of balance act to reinforce negative values and contribute to
violence. The Committee accepts that the media and entertainment industries are
outside the control of the school. It is for parents to control the programs children
watch and the video games they play.

The Committee recommends that:

the Minister for Communications and the Arts
commission a national research project to examine
the effects of television, video, film and video games

The influence of parents and family on student behaviour cannot be ignored.
Dysfunctional families, in which there is violence and other aggressive behaviours,
influence the way children behave. It is essential that our Governments respond to
the needs of families so that all children receive the support necessary for success
in the school environment. The Committee supports the concept of positive
parenting programs. Parents' programs help parents to deal with family conflict and
assist them to establish rules, to deliver consistent punishment and to provide
positive reinforcement for appropriate behaviour.



The Committee recommends that:

The Committee notes that services provided to students and their families are often
dispersed across many Government agencies and services are delivered in a manner
which does not meet the needs of the client.

The Committee recommends that:

to examine the manner in
Government services are delivered to students and
families requiring support from more than one

Finally, the Committee finds it unacceptable that a few students can disrupt the
learning of others. Expulsion and exclusion must remain an option for schools. The
Committee believes, however, that all systems must develop appropriate alternative
education programs to assist these children. To exclude students and offer no
support, is to condemn many of them to unemployment, social exclusion and the
prison system, with subsequent costs to the individual and to the community.
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1.1 The Committee accepts the view supported by the majority of evidence,
that it is not only those violent acts which result in physical harm to people and
buildings which is school violence. It is also those subtle and invisible acts of
bullying which have the greatest detrimental impact on students, their emotions and
their educational outcomes.

1.2 Both violent acts and bullying are therefore the two elements of school
violence. It is the right of every child to learn in a safe and happy environment
without fear of emotional and physical abuse. It is the right of all teachers to work
in an environment free from violence and intimidation.

1.3 The Australian Education Union (AEU) provided the following definition:

Violence in schools is present in any situation where a member
of the school community (teacher, student, other education
worker, parent, or visitor) is intimidated, abused, threatened, or
assaulted or their property deliberately damaged by another
member of that community or the public in circumstances
arising out of their activities in a school.1

1.4 In offering this definition, the AEU emphasised to the Committee that
violence in schools was not confined to the more dramatic instances of clear physical
violence which attracted media attention. However, this view of physical violence,
as portrayed by the media, appeared to be the commonly held view about violence
in the community.

1.5 A definition was suggested similar to that of the AEU but including:

...and which occurs within normally accepted school hours and
within normally accepted school boundaries and situations.2

1.6 This definition specifically excludes acts of violence which occur outside
these normally accepted bounds, situations and times, or which represent acts
perpetrated against the school by persons outside the school community.

1.7 Violent student behaviour largely has its influences outside the school and
solutions cannot be found in isolation from those causes. It is unrealistic to draw
a line at the school gate and suggest that what happens inside that boundary is the
school's business, and what happens outside that boundary is the community's
responsibility. However, this Committee's terms of reference limit it to an
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examination of violence which occurs within schools. The Committee believes that
schools, and the community within which they operate, must form strong and
mutually beneficial ties to make schools places of safety.

1.8 Successful schools provide safe learning environments through the
introduction of a school wide ethos of non-violence to manage student behaviour.
These schools create an environment in which students feel secure and have a sense
of belonging.

1.9 Such an ethos is developed when principals and other senior school
personnel demonstrate highly developed leadership skills and their management of
the school leads to successful outcomes for both students and teachers. They are
leaders who recognise that student behaviour can be changed and encourage and
support teachers and school personnel to effect that change.

1.10 The Committee was told that the management of violent student
behaviour was not a matter of control, discipline, sanction and the addition of
greater punitive school policy. It was about providing students with understanding,
support and intervention and the provision of educational alternatives for those
students who needed specialised teaching and counselling. Dealing with violence in
schools was about anticipation and prevention, and about creating a caring learning
environment in which students developed an identity, and sense of achievement,
were respected and could grow and mature. It was stated that strategies in dealing
with violence were necessary, but in the end were secondary, to the mission of
education.3

1.11 The Committee observed in many schools it visited, the implementation
of the concept of the supportive school environment. One submission described the
supportive school environment as an approach which was based upon the principles
of social justice, participation and the facilitation of the development of pro-social
behaviour.4

1.12 A whole school approach to student behaviour necessarily involves a
number of elements:

the provision of a caring environment;
the establishment of firm behaviour limits where students' rights and
responsibilities are clearly stated;
the implementation of fair and consistent sanctions when rules are transgressed;
monitoring of children's behaviour both in the classroom and playground;
the adoption of a method of 'mediating' poor student behaviour;
the training of staff in 'mediation'; and
the encouragement of parental involvement in their children's lives.

1.13 This approach has been adopted widely in Australia and was in use in
many of the schools visited during the inquiry. One State primary school5 visited,
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for instance, drew its student population from families where seventy per cent of
parents were unemployed. As recently as four years ago, the playground at that
school was considered unsafe. The introduction of the supportive school
environment approach eliminated these problems. The program which operated
throughout the school, was not an isolated program, but an integral part of every
aspect of school life.

1.14 The recognition by the principal and teachers that violent behaviour could
be changed, and their dedication to effecting that change, largely contributed to the
turn around in behaviour which the school experienced.

1.15 The program endeavoured to promote the well-being of all those who
worked within the school community. Throughout the program, children in
particular, learned skills in behaviour management and conflict resolution. Students
learned mutual respect and cooperation. Students in Year 6 provided guidance and
support for younger pupils and all students were responsible for observing and
reporting incidents which were contrary to the philosophy of the school. By being
successful, children gained confidence and felt positive about themselves and others.

1.16 The school had developed a clear set of rights as well as responsibilities.
These were developed between the teachers, pupils and parents and were considered
to be owned by the whole school community. The school had developed rules
relating to learning, movement, treatment, problem solving, safety and talking and
communication.

1.17 While there was concern about the lack of resources, the environment in
the school was improved immeasurably, without the allocation of additional
resources. The school had clearly stated consequences for behaviour. These
consequences were positive for positive behaviour and negative for inappropriate
behaviour. The rules were also applied consistently. In all academic streams the
children were taught appropriate behaviour as an integral part of the teaching
process.

1.18 The Committee also visited a Catholic boys' high school where over
seventy-six per cent of the school's population came from non-English speaking
backgrounds. As an older school, the school lacked many of the physical features
which would now be an integral part of a modern school, such as roomy grassed
playing areas.6

1.19 The school had overcome the potential for violent and disruptive behaviour
and had created a positive and peaceful learning environment.

1.20 The school saw itself as part of the community and encouraged parental
involvement. It had stated policies relating to the provision by teachers of positive
role models for students, and teachers were actively involved in many aspects of the
students' lives. The aim of the teachers was to teach the students and not the
subject. Discipline was characterised by justice and consistency.
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1.21 Each teacher was responsible for the pastoral care of the students in their
class, irrespective of the subjects they taught. The school considered that positive
reinforcement was one of the most powerful tools available to a teacher and they
constantly recognised and encouraged the efforts and achievements of students.

1.22 The whole school approach to student behaviour included a policy which
said that a student may not touch another student - a 'no hands' approach. Because
of the limited amount of space available to students, this approach was effective in
reducing violence which flowed from congestion.

1.23 Most witnesses and submissions advised that while any violence in schools
must be viewed with concern, in general, violence was not out of control and schools
were coping. In many instances schools were havens from the violence which
existed in the wider community.

1.24 The NSW Teachers' Federation identified the need to put reported
incidence of violence in perspective:

In New South Wales we have in the order of three-quarters of
a million students in the school system. So, when you see
reports of fifty or one hundred incidents of violence reported in
a term or semester, it is a very small proportion of the number
of students involved and the number of students affected.7

1.25 These views were shared by the National Committee on Violence which
in its report Violence: Directions for Australia did not support the Australian media
view that school violence was a serious and growing problem. Rather the Committee
agreed that:

...there are disciplinary problems within many schools and that
there are offences of various kinds and degrees of seriousness
committed in and around schools, but that they are not
necessarily cause for alarm or for vigorous reaction.

1.26 The Director of the Australian Institute of Criminology cautioned against
accepting the general view that violence was a problem in Australian schools. He
suggested that Australia experienced a 'flow on' effect from publicity surrounding
violence in American schools. He argued that there were aspects of school life in
America such as metal detectors and strategies to provide protection from firearms,
which, it was hoped, would never become part of the Australian scene.9

1.27 The Committee notes the views of the Director. The Committee believes
however that the community perceives that violence is common and is increasing in
schools. There is a danger that because current levels of school violence do not
match those of the United States, appropriate preventative strategies may not be



considered necessary. This may mean Australia could face similar problems to those
in the United States in the future.

1.28 The NSW Teachers' Federation also suggested that schools were much
more likely to report violent episodes to the police than previously, if only to act as
a deterrent to the perpetrator in reinforcing the notion of unacceptable behaviour.
The Federation believed this increased reporting was leading to a greater recording
of the levels of school violence. Data which was available, showed that a child's
chances of being assaulted outside a school was far greater than at the school.10

1.29 One submission argued that if a definition of violence was used which
excluded acts perpetrated against the school by persons outside the school
community and which discounted acts of violence occurring outside school hours and
outside school boundaries and situations, then:

It is my belief that if this definition were used it could be readily
shown that the level and incidence of violence in schools is
remarkably low.11

1.30 There is little data relating to the level and changes in the levels of
violence in schools. The AEU advised that violence had to some degree always
existed in schools. The AEU had become aware, however, of increasing concern
amongst teachers that the problems being brought into schools were increasing both
in quantity and degree.52

1.31 The Australian Institute of Criminology commented that currently, given
the lack of comprehensive and consistent national data, it was difficult to ascertain
changes in the nature level and incidence of violence in schools. In the absence of
comprehensive data, public perceptions about school violence were often shaped by
media reports.13

1.32 Statistics from the New South Wales Bureau of Crime Statistics pointed
to an increase in school violence reported to the police between 1990-1992. The
statistics were drawn from police reports for all schools including private, primary
and secondary level. However, the number of students reported as violent in 1992
represents only 0.04 per cent of students in New South Wales. In 1990, 282 cases
of violent assaults (not including threats or sexual assaults) were reported and that
figure increased to 408 in 1992, the biggest increase being in the most serious
category of aggravated assault from 50 in 1990, to 80 in 1992.u

1.33 The Committee was advised that any data on school violence
underestimates the levels of violence because of disincentives to report violence by
students and school authorities. One submission suggested that teachers in New
South Wales were somewhat cynical about New South Wales Department of School
Education figures which identified that in the first five months of 1993, 59 incidents
of school violence occurred. When these figures were quoted:

...the spontaneous question of some teachers was as to which
school on which day did these 59 incidents occur?15
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1.34 One of the few sources of information on school violence were school
suspension or exclusion reports. A study of suspension reports of Australian Capital
Territory Government schools between 1990-1992, found an increase in female
participation in acts of violence such as 'physical abuse', 'misuse of property' and
'vandalism'. The data for 1990, 1991 and the first half of 1992, suggested that there
was an upward trend in violence-related or victim-oriented behaviours such as
physical abuse, sexual harassment and vandalism and that acts of violence accounted
for at least sixty per cent of all the reasons for suspension in that period.1 The
total number of suspensions in 1991 was 447 out of a total Australian Capital
Territory Government school population of over 40 000 students.

1.35 The usefulness of suspension data was limited because schools differed in
their definition and classification of offending behaviour. The Committee was also
told that many students were excluded from school and those exclusions did not
appear in official statistics.17

1.36 It was suggested that while violence was increasing at all levels of the
system it was particularly so in junior primary school with many four to six year old
children involved in acts of violence.18 The trend was difficult to explain but
highlighted the need for intervention strategies to be developed and applied in the
earliest years of schooling.19

1.37 The majority of teachers and principals who provided written or oral
evidence thought that while physical violence had declined, verbal abuse was
increasing. Some however thought physical violence was also increasing. One
principal advised that:

I am dealing with violent acts at an increasing rate. Many
incidents are more violent - greater injury or damage is inflicted
- than they have been in the past.20

1.38 There was a perception by teachers that they were having to deal with
increases in violence both in quantity and degree. One educator advised of
marauding gangs entering schools and attacking pupils and knifings at school bus
stops.21

1.39 While acts of overt physical violence were rare events in most schools,
bullying was prevalent. Australian research found that one child in seven reported
being bullied at least once a week by others at school and while distribution amongst
schools was uneven, in some schools the incidence was one in four.22 A survey of
South Australian teachers concluded that:

While acknowledging that the most frequently reported
misbehaviours are relatively minor breaches of classroom
discipline, it is disturbing to note that pupil to pupil verbal
abuse and physical aggression occur in about one in six classes
almost daily, or daily. It seems that the harassment of pupils by
other pupils in classrooms is relatively common.23
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1.40 The Committee was told that one of the biggest unrecognised aspects of
violence in schools was gender harassment. As a component of violence, it was
widespread in schools and was largely unrecognised as a violent act. One survey
found that, as part of their day to day routine, girls in co-educational classrooms and
school yards suffered sex-based harassment from boys and sometimes teachers.24

The Committee was also advised that physical violence amongst girls was more
likely to occur than it was in the past.25 Harassment and violence is also directed
towards gay, lesbian and bisexual students.26

1.41 Racist attitudes of some students, parents and teachers expressed as
violent acts, harassment, discrimination, name calling and vilification added to the
wider culture of school violence. The Committee was told that racist attitudes
appeared widespread, and were a significant contributor to school violence, however,
not to the extent that bullying impacted on students. The principal of a school with
children from varying ethnic backgrounds advised that any violent behaviour
occurred within ethnic groups rather than between them.27 Informal evidence
suggested that in one major capital at least, the conflict between ethnic gangs was
based on territorial jurisdiction rather than on racist grounds.

1.42 The Committee also received evidence of violence by students on teachers.
Levels were not known, but surveys suggested that violence against teachers by
students and parents was at an unacceptable level and increasing.

1.43 The Australian Institute of Criminology believed that a comprehensive
national data collection and mandatory reporting of school violence, based on the
consistent use of an agreed definition, was necessary to determine more accurately
the level and nature of violence in schools.

1.44 While extensive research evidence in Australia does not exist, it appears
from the Committee's discussions and evidence presented during the inquiry, that
apart from serious isolated incidents, the violence is primarily non-physical.
Literature points to low levels of reporting of any form of violence.

1.45 The Committee agrees with the three broad strategies for addressing
violence, developed by the National Committee on Violence, namely to:

change the culture which tolerated violence;
tackle issues which were likely to exacerbate violence; and
ensure accurate, uniform and immediate information on violence was available
on a regular basis.28

1.46 The Committee believes that the existence of any school violence justifies
the attention and the commitment of resources, irrespective of its nature and level.
The many programs which have been developed to address violence have not been
properly evaluated for effectiveness. The Committee is also disturbed that the



responsibility for addressing anti-social behaviour in students is fragmented across
a multiplicity of agencies, and services are delivered in an uncoordinated manner.

1.47 The Committee is also concerned that some of the violence which exists
in schools is a result of the failure of education systems to provide proper resources
and to develop a curriculum which is relevant to the needs of students who would
previously have left school at the completion of Year 10.

1.48 Schools are generally staffed by highly trained and dedicated professionals.
The effectiveness of teachers however, is influenced by the support provided by the
system as a whole.

1.49 The Committee is aware of the positive influence of multi media campaigns
addressing public health issues such as smoking, AIDS and healthy lifestyles (Life
Be In It).

1.50 It is outside the Committee's terms of reference to make recommendations
addressing levels of violence in the wider society. The Committee notes, however,
a recommendation made by the National Committee on Violence, which states:

The Federal Government should undertake a national multi-
media public awareness campaign conveying the message that
violence is not acceptable. Campaigns directed at target
audiences should be designed and pilot tested prior to full
implementation.29
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2.1 The Committee agrees with views expressed that schools are part of
society and by and large reflect the violence in the society in which they are located.
Young people bring problems experienced outside the school to the classroom and
playground. The Committee considers that it is the responsibility of all schools and
their communities to address the question of student violence.

2.2 The National Committee on Violence cautioned against advancing
simplistic explanations for violent behaviour. The report stated that violence is
complex, and while certain traits, characteristics or other factors may be associated
with violence, they are not necessarily the cause.1

2.3 This Committee agrees with the view that violence does not arise from a
single cause. The interaction of a number factors manifest themselves in school
violence. The Committee found that factors contributing to school violence closely
mirrored those identified by the National Committee on Violence, although with
different emphases. Evidence suggested the following influences in the school
context:

the family;
cultural factors - especially social and economic inequality;
media influences; and
aspects of the school environment.

2.4 An understanding of the theories on violent behaviour are helpful in
understanding its causes. Theories explaining violence can be categorised as intra-
individual, social psychological and socio-cultural.2 A brief outline is at Appendix

2.5 In the absence of national data on school violence, it is not possible for the
Committee to categorically state the extent of school violence, nor to say whether
there has been any increase. There was widespread concern both about a perceived
increase in bullying and gender harassment, and the incidence of the more extreme
forms of violence. While overt acts of violence causing physical harm and damage
may not be the overriding feature of Australian schools, the Committee is concerned
at the apparent high levels of bullying behaviours.

2.6 Teachers' unions believed that violence was increasing at all levels, but was
particularly noticeable at junior primary levels. It appeared that levels of bullying
in primary schools was prevalent and increasing, and violence amongst girls was also
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rising. The unions also noted that violence by students on teachers was at levels
which gave cause for concern.

2.7 It was clear from submissions that bullying was seen as prevalent in the
Australian school system and the views of teachers and principals was supported by
research data, the only detailed data which was available on any type of school
violence in Australia.

2.8 Bullying was defined as repeated and unprovoked negative behaviour (both
physical and non-physical) directed by more powerful students or groups of students
against less powerful students. Bullying included harassment (sexual and racial) but
also covered more personal aspects of aggression and violent behaviour directed
towards individuals.3

2.9 Bullying does not include acts of violence between individuals or groups
of approximately the same strength. In order for there to be bullying there needed
to be an imbalance of strength. Therefore, while all bullying can be viewed as
violence, not all violent and anti-social behaviour can be viewed as bullying.

2.10 Detailed studies on school bullying, involving more than ten thousand
students and over thirty schools, were conducted in South Australia. More recently,
limited studies were undertaken in Tasmania, Queensland and Victoria. The results
of the studies indicated that about one in seven students were bullied and that
approximately five per cent of the student population were bullies. The studies
indicated that bullying tended to decrease with age. Nevertheless violent bullying
behaviour in secondary schools was only slightly less common.5 Other data
available to the Committee confirmed these results for other areas of Australia.6

2.11 It was found that there was no difference between rural and urban schools
in terms of the amount of bullying. There was however a wide variation between
schools in the extent to which bullying occurred. In some schools the percentage of
students who reported bullying was as low as four per cent and in other schools it
was as high as thirty or forty per cent. What seemed to affect the extent to which
bullying occurred, was the extent to which school staff were involved in the students
lives.7

2.12 The commonly held view that the aggressive behaviour of bullies towards
their environment could be explained as a reaction to failure and frustration was not
supported by the research data. The Australian studies and those conducted
overseas indicated that while there could be an association between poor academic
achievement and aggressive behaviour, the results did not show that the behaviour
of the aggressive bullies was a consequence of poor academic achievement and
failure at school. Nor was there any indication that the bullies lacked self esteem.8

Some researchers however argued that the anxiety and insecurity bullies felt were
repressed and difficult to identify.9
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2.13 The studies found however that the children who were victimised had
significantly lower levels of self esteem. Typically one fifth of the students in the
South Australian studies reported that they felt unsafe at school. Sixteen to twenty
per cent of students truanted because they were being bullied on a regular basis.
Many more students advised that they would stay away if they could.10 The
researcher did not assess the impact these effects had on learning outcomes.

2.14 The Committee has little Australian data available to determine the impact
of bullying both on the perpetrator and the victim. It received one disturbing
example where a student committed suicide, allegedly because he was bullied
throughout his high school education.11

2.15 Some overseas data indicated that young students who were aggressive
and bullied others in school ran a clearly increased risk of later engaging in other
problem behaviours such as criminality and alcohol abuse. It was found that
approximately sixty per cent of boys who were characterised as bullies in Years 6 to
9 had at least one conviction at the age of twenty-four. Even more dramatically, as
many as thirty-five to forty per cent of the former bullies had three or more
convictions at this age.12 Statistics do not exist on the numbers of former bullies
who are in Australian prisons. However, in those areas where Australian studies
replicated overseas studies, the results were similar. It is possible, therefore, that
the number of Australian offenders who were bullies, is similar to those in other
countries. As it costs an average of $45 000 per year to maintain a prisoner in
Australia, efforts directed to reducing bullying in school have the potential of
reducing the costs to the Australian community.

2.16 The extent of bullying in the Australian school system was not always
recognised by the school community. While students were aware of the degree of
bullying in schools, the school community typically under-estimated the extent to
which it occurred. While individual schools were adopting policies to address the
problem, the Committee was told that generally this was not happening at the
system level.13

2.17 The Committee was told that one of the biggest unrecognised aspects of
violence in schools was gender harassment. As a component of violence it was very
widespread in schools and it was largely unrecognised as a violent act.14

2.18 The National Gender and Violence Project, coordinated by the Department
of Employment, Education and Training (DEET), surveyed a sample of schools in
every State and Territory and concluded that as a part of their day to day routine,
girls in co-educational classrooms and schoolyards suffered sex-based harassment
from boys and sometimes teachers. Girls accommodated this harassment in
different ways. Some reacted with hostility and anger, but it caused many to be
passive and docile, restricted their access to space, equipment and the attention of
the teachers, and undermined their feelings of safety, self confidence and worth. It
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was found that the teaching profession was not unanimous in recognising that this
was a serious educational problem, but the rising weight of opinion was that
harassment needed to be reduced, and some pioneering work to adapt school policies
and practices was under way.15

2.19 Surveys indicated that violence based on gender, together with bullying,
were the most systematic and constant forms of violence within schools. In the
majority of cases men and boys were the perpetrators of violence based on gender
and girls, women and boys their victims. While girls perpetrated some forms of
violence it was argued that they were reacting to a whole range of constraints that
were placed on them because of their gender.16

2.20 Sexist structures, particularly in primary schools, where in the majority
of cases, female teachers were supervised by male principals, inculcated in students
a view of women as nurturers and teachers rather than as capable of exercising
authority. The Committee understands that while eighty per cent of teachers in
primary schools are women, only twenty to thirty per cent are principals.

2.21 For many boys being 'tough' was their understanding of what it was to be
male. Aggressive play by boys towards girls was often described as 'typical1 or 'boys
will be boys1 behaviour. It was even encouraged. It was the acceptance of this
behaviour as normal which was most damaging in the school environment. It was
this use by boys of aggression to gain power and dominate which was intimidating
and threatening to girls and undermined their whole experience of school.

2.22 Violence in schools reflected the same gendered patterns as violence in the
broader community. Statistical and anecdotal evidence identified boys as the main
perpetrators and victims of violent acts and bullying in schools. In Western
Australia boys were suspended for physical assault twenty-five times more often
than girls, and four times more often for verbal assault. In Victoria eighty-three
per cent of those suspended were boys. Boys were being suspended largely for
physical and verbal abuse, while girls were suspended for smoking. Preliminary
results from research into sexual harassment and violence in primary schools in
Queensland strongly supported the contention that the majority of violent
behaviours were committed by boys and that many girls and some boys were targets
of that violence. Boys' aggressive behaviour in the classroom was responsible for an
emphasis being placed on the curriculum to meet boys' needs, rather than the needs
of both boys and girls, as teachers sought to achieve a more manageable
classroom.17

2.23 The Committee believes that the educational opportunities for girls must
be equal to those of boys. The link between violence and masculinity must be
addressed and alternatives to aggressive and threatening behaviour learned. It is
essential to deal with the issues of power and control in any attempt to eliminate
violence based on gender.


