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Thinking inside the square
Bullying: some students 
just don’t like Mondays

THE COMMON perception that
bullying in Australian schools is a rel-
atively normal and harmless expe-
rience that children go through has
been challenged within the last two
decades as it becomes increasingly
clear that bullying is a problem that
requires intervention and prevention.

Bullying impacts on students’
enjoyment of school and of the
learning process. These negative effects
may include reduced motivation,
impaired academic performance and
student behaviour problems. Thus,
understanding and reducing school
bullying is crucial for creating
academic environments that facilitate
learning.

A recent Victoria University study
examined bullying in Year 7 and 8
students aged 12 to 15 years at a co-
educational school in Melbourne. The
highest levels of bullying have been
observed among these year levels,
where students are establishing new
friends and forming their peer hier-
archies. The school’s community is
extremely diverse with students from
a range of cultural and ethnic back-
grounds. The sample is large enough
to reflect students’ attitudes to bullying
at most metropolitan state secondary
schools.

The study was conducted to
determine if students’ attitudes had
changed after an anti-bullying
program had been introduced at the
school in 2001. Students anonymously
responded to questionnaires in 2000
before the program was implemented
and again in 2002 after the program
was introduced. Few evaluative
Australian studies have been com-
pleted on school anti-bullying
programs.

The study showed that the school
improved on only some measures of
bullying. It was evident that there was
an increased sensitivity among
students as to what constitutes bullying
due to the effects of the program.
Although the majority of students in
this study were rarely directly involved
in bully/victim problems, a substantial
minority of students were periodically
involved. This may have serious con-
sequences for their physical and psy-
chological wellbeing.

Verbal forms of bullying are the
most common form of this behaviour,
especially name-calling and cruel
teasing. Both boys and girls experience
this about equally. Physical bullying is
the least common form of bullying,
and is more prevalent among boys.
However, girls were more likely to
report indirect methods of bullying,
such as exclusion. Furthermore,
bullying is more prevalent among boys
than girls.

Teachers and other school personnel
are generally unaware of the extent of
bullying problems, and students are

either reluctant to get involved or
simply do not know how to help. The
majority of students in this study, both
boys and girls, were supportive of
victims and would like to see action to
stop bullies in their schools.

Although the responsibility for
action tends to be placed more often
than not on teachers, the majority of
students believe that students them-
selves should act to stop bullying.
However, most students believe that
students and teachers should work
together.

Unfortunately, few students seem
to believe that adults will help and
most believe adult intervention is
infrequent and ineffective. They believe
that telling adults will only bring more
harassment from bullies. A surprising
finding was that students report that
teachers seldom or never talk to their
classes about bullying.

There has not been any direct
evidence in Australia supporting the
suggestion that victimisation is more
common for children of some ethnic
groups than others.

The VU study showed that ethnicity
does in fact influence students’ expe-
riences of being victimised, and that
victimisation is more common for
children of some ethnic groups than
others.

It found that before the anti-bullying
program was implemented, derogatory
comments about family, country of
birth or religion occurred. Of the four
groups (Australian, Asian, European
and Arabic), students from an Arabic
background reported the highest rates
of this form of bullying, followed by
students from an Asian background
and then European background.
Australian students were least likely
to report being bullied. There was no
significant effect for ethnicity in the
2002 Year 8 cohort, suggesting that
this was due to the effects of the anti-
bullying program.

So what can be done? Staff need to
undertake major responsibilities to
address bullying in their schools.
A number of activities may be used to
enhance students’ empathy and under-
standing of what it feels like to be
bullied, such as stories and films.

But what forms of intervention
actually work in reducing bullying?
As yet, in Australia carefully conducted
evaluations are sparse and often reveal
difficulties in drawing firm con-
clusions.

It is clear that there has been much
development in both research and
practice relating to bullying in
Australian schools. However, much
remains to be done.

Nichole Pisasale’s research supervisor
is Gerard Kennedy of the Department of
Psychology. For enquiries about 
Ms Pisasale’s research, email npisasale@
lycos.com ◆

Probationary psychologist Nichole
Pisasale reveals some of the findings of
her extensive research into schoolyard
bullying. Nicole Pisasale
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SIMONE Bodella has an enviable role.
As program manager for events at
Federation Square, she organises
activities ranging from tours of the
precinct to international fashion shows
and exhibitions. But her broader aim
is to attract the public to this relatively
new Melbourne icon, including their
participation in events.

Simone completed the Bachelor of

Arts in Recreation at Victoria University
in 1994, majoring in Recreation
Management and Recreation
Leadership (now two separate courses).
After graduation, she worked for local
government in recreation and com-
munity festivals, before joining the
Federation Square team.

Simone values her time at VU, for the
learning environment as well as the
course content.

“I particularly enjoyed the style of our

classes,” she says. “Lectures often ran
with big group discussions and much
student input. My year had a really
high percentage of mature age students
from an amazing diversity of back-
grounds, and this format really
provided me with broad perspectives.

“I know that learning the basic prin-
ciples of good recreation programming
has held me in good stead in all my
employment roles and is knowledge
that I rely on in my current position.”

While the public opening of
Federation Square involved a lot of
prior planning, Simone now has the
time-consuming task of “making 
events work”. She gets a buzz out of
seeing the different ways the public is
able to use the space, whether for a
peace march or new Melbourne
activities such as the Festival of Trees.

“It is wonderful to see people reading
a book in the sun, having a coffee in the
Square or groups of schoolchildren
sitting on the pavers eating lunch and
bustling in and out of the gallery. People
really just enjoy being in the space
before they even get to the great facilities
housed here.”

When asked about her time outside
work, she joked: “Hobbies? What are
they?”

Alongside her busy schedule and
long work hours, Simone finds time to
fit in a game of basketball and the occa-
sional surf on the coast. She went skiing
in New Zealand last month. Sounds
like a well-deserved break. ◆

Taking the ‘harmony’ out of community

An eventful life: Simone Bodella thrives on the variety of her work at
Federation Square.

Niki Koulouris

EVA Cox does not mince words. Her
formula for building a better society is
threefold: do not tolerate others,
encourage disharmony and mind your
compassion.

According to Ms Cox, ‘tolerance’
implies looking down on people.

“It does not mean you think of them
as equal,” she says.“Respect but do not
tolerate differences. When you respect
people you can argue with them and
treat them as equals.”

Ms Cox is one of Australia’s leading
theoreticians on social capital. She was
sharing her recipe for a successful
society at a Victoria University ‘Creating
a Better Community’ seminar pre-
sented in conjunction with the
Victorian Council of Christians and
Jews at City Flinders Campus in June.

She also hates the word ‘harmony’.
“How do you get harmony in a choir?
You listen to the other voices and try to
fit in. If you sing too well or badly, you
are out.”

She prefers the word ‘cacophony’.
“By hearing lots of different noises we
can find commonalties and respect
differences. Let’s assume there will be
discord.”

And in understanding differences,
she says people should be compas-
sionate – but for the right reasons.“We
should be treating people with com-
passion, not because we have to be
nice, or because we feel sorry for them,
but because they are entitled to it.”

The seminar was part of a series that
provides a forum for prominent indi-
viduals in the community to discuss a
better and fairer way of living. Ms Cox
– the second woman speaker in the

series – drew on personal experience.
She was declared non-human and

stateless by Hitler in Vienna in 1938,
shortly after her birth. She grew up as
a refugee in England until 1946, lived in
Rome until 1948 and arrived in
Australia aged 10.

“In England, I was an ‘enemy alien’.
In Italy, my father worked for the UN
so I went up a scale. Then I came back
down again when I came to Australia
where I was called ‘a bloody refo’.”

Because she knows what it is like to
be an outsider, Ms Cox said she is very
passionate about making sure such
things do not happen to others.“Some

people think of refugees as ‘illegals’,
and others wonder how they can be
treated like this.”

But Ms Cox said that trust was an
essential element for a fair community.
“If you trust people they are more 
likely to behave as trustworthy, but if
you don’t they are less likely to behave
in a trustworthy manner.”

She said self-interested communities
that did not allow for differences 
should be criticised.“We need diverse
communities. Where unanimity exists
some form of coercion exists.

“We should worry when people stop
disagreeing.” ◆

Exercise hungry: Victoria University’s new gym at Footscray Park
Campus was in full swing when representatives of Hungry Jack’s visited in
mid June. VU’s Dr Richard Baka took national marketing manager Jim
Wilson (left) and marketing promotions manager Melanie Wright on a tour
of the facilities to mark Hungry Jack’s major sponsorship of VU’s sports
camps over the past five years. The camps, run during school holidays,
offer children and teenagers the chance to develop or refine their skills in a
number of sports. Enquiries: (03) 9688 4370.


