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INQUIRY INTO RESTORATIVE JUSTICE
Legislative Assembly for the Australian Capital Territory
Standing Committee on Education, Training and Young People

Supplementary Submission
Extended Terms of Reference

The Management of Bullying, Harassment and Violence in ACT
Government Schools

Introduction

The Government welcomes the opportunity to provide information to the Standing

Committee in response to the extended terms of reference for its Inquiry.

The Government has taken the opportunity to provide further information around the
different approaches that schools take towards minimising the effects of bullying,

harassment and violence in ACT government schools.

Defining bullying, harassment, conflict and violence

It is important to differentiate between the behaviours of bullying, harassment,
conflict and violence, as these behaviours require different types of responses.
Schools need to know how to identify these behaviours and respond effectively when
they occur. It is the Department’s position that:

. bullying and harassment require non-punitive/restorative approaches

o conflict requires mediation

. violence requires consequences as set out in each school’s student management

and welfare plan.

Definitions used in the Department’s Countering Bullying and Harassment policy are:

Bullying and harassment are products of social dynamics and can be defined as the
repeated negative actions by individuals or groups against a target individual or
group, which involves an imbalance of power. These forms of abuse can take
different forms — verbal, physical, social or psychological. Actions can be observable

and hidden. Bullying and harassment exist in the wider community across all ages



and environments, for example the workplace and the sporting field, and naturally
translate into schools. The important issue is how schools effectively deal with
bullying and harassment when it occurs and how schools foster school cultures that

minimise its occurrence.

Violence involves incidents where a person is intimidated, abused, threatened,
physically assaulted or where property is deliberately damaged by another person. It
is an extreme use of force often resulting in injury or destruction. Violence does not

necessarily involve an imbalance of power.

Conflict involves a disagreement where one or both party’s needs are not being met.
It does not necessarily involve an abuse of power, even if parties do not have

perceived equal power.

National Safe Schools Framework (NSSF)

“Schools are among the safest places in the community for children and young
people. Much good work has already been undertaken and continues to be
undertaken by all school jurisdictions to provide a safe and supportive environment.
The National Framework identifies strategies that can inform practice which

enhances school safety and students’ physical, social and emotional wellbeing.”

(NSSF p.4)

The NSSF is designed to assist schools to identify and address issues of bullying,
harassment, violence and child protection. Schools are required under the framework
to engage parents, teachers, students and the wider school community in a review of

current safe school practices and to take appropriate action as required.

The Department of Education and Training has reviewed its Safe Schools Policy to
reflect the requirements of the NSSF. The ACT Safe Schools Policy emphasises
positive student management and approaches to minimise bullying, harassment and
violence. This policy, along with a number of other policies and procedures related to
student welfare, is currently being updated to ensure compatibility with the ACT
Human Rights Act (2004). Schools use Department policies to assist them in the

review and refinement of their own school processes and guidelines.



Countering bullying, violence and harassment in ACT government schools
ACT government schools adopt a range of approaches to counter bullying, violence

and harassment.

Research evidence suggests that the best approach for countering bullying,
harassment and violence is a whole school approach that addresses whole school
cultural change. Punitive approaches have proven to be ineffective. Rather than using
a punitive approach, it is necessary to provide children and young people with explicit
scaffolding and teaching in order for them to understand the impact of their actions.
Schools require guidelines and procedures that deal with the issues in a more positive

and proactive manner.

Restorative Practices is only one way of dealing with bullying, harassment and
violence in educational settings. It is recommended in the NSSF (page 10), as an
example of a way to provide support to students by maintaining their ‘connectedness
to schooling including facilitating reintegration into the school of those involved in

harmful behaviour’.

However, work had begun on the introduction of restorative practices in ACT schools
before the NSSF was released in 2004. It began in one or two schools and has now
become more widely used across at least 27 schools and is used more as a
preventative approach rather than being confined to facilitating conferences on

reintegration to school after a suspension.

Other approaches used by schools when bullying or harassment occurs or as
preventative strategies include: peer mediation, pro-social skills programs to address
respectful relationships and appropriate behaviour and anti-bullying programs to

address the issue of bystander behaviour and the development of resilience.

ACT schools are well placed to deal with behavioural issues and use a range of social
skills programs that aim to improve student behaviour and learning. Attachment A
outlines the range of programs used in schools in the ACT. Schools generally adopt

or tailor existing programs to ensure they are relevant and appropriate to their



students. Established programs such as: Bounce Back, You Can Do It, and M and M
Pathways are examples of sound programs commonly in place in ACT schools.

Schools also access the Bullying: No Way website for ideas and strategies.

Currently, the Department is trialling two new social skills programs, namely PATHS
(Promoting Alternative Thinking Strategies) and Second Step, which are both
evidence-based programs. PATHS and Second Step are whole school programs that
have been extensively evaluated in the United States and have been proven to reduce
aggression and increase social competency in students. The trials were not
undertaken to address gaps in approaches that schools are using. They support the
ongoing exploration of evidence-based programs, to enhance what is currently being
done. It is expected that these programs are embedded in curriculum and are not add-
on programs. The PATHS program in particular has a focus on prevention and early
intervention. If the evaluation of these programs indicates success in addressing the
issues of bullying, harassment and violence, professional learning and advice will be

provided to schools to further advance the Department’s work in this area.

The Department provides many professional learning opportunities for staff in schools
to inform them and enhance their skills about strategies to use when dealing with
bullying, harassment and violence. These opportunities have included a
mini-conference where specific issues such as the role of the bystander in countering
bullying were presented. Erin Erceg, Director of the Friendly Schools and Families
Project in Western Australia, was a keynote speaker and presenter. Ms Erceg has
been involved in the trial of Friendly Schools and Families, which is a project that has
achieved positive results in addressing bullying in Western Australia. Workshops

were presented for teachers and people from community agencies.

As aresult, several schools have become interested in using the resource in 2007 and
awareness has been raised in the wider community. Research has shown that the

actions of bystanders play a significant part in the reduction in incidences of bullying.

Data collection
The Department collects data on suspensions of students and injuries to students.

This data may include incidents where bullying, violence and harassment have



occurred. The clearer definition of what constitutes bullying, harassment and
violence contained in the Department’s Countering Bullying and Harassment Policy
will assist in gaining a consistent understanding of these issues in schools. This may

assist in the collection of valid data.

In 2007 it is intended to conduct a small study of some key schools using restorative

practices, which should provide a measure of its impact on student behaviour.

Additional relevant information

Student Management Protocols have been developed by the Department to assist
schools in dealing with students who are presenting with behavioural difficulties.
These protocols were reviewed in 2006 and will be reissued to schools in 2007 with a
greater emphasis on early intervention practices and programs for students with

behavioural problems.

A Complex Needs Team has been created to respond to critical incidences in schools
and to enhance the potential for teachers and schools to support all students with

challenging behaviours.

A Departmental working party is currently looking at policies and procedures around
the transfer of student information, including data on incidents of bullying and
harassment, between schools and between states. This will facilitate the transfer of

critical information between schools, while respecting and preserving student privacy.

In 2006 the Department conducted a research report into the importance of
school/community connectedness, “Engaging families and building home-school
connectedness”. This is a high quality report that provided research about how
connectedness reduces alienation and conflict and supports the improvement of
education outcomes for students. This report will be used to guide and support school
principals, especially those serving the most disadvantaged communities, to build
capacities in schools and amongst teachers to optimise learning outcomes for students,
enhance communication with parents and to work collaboratively with community

agencies and key individuals.



ACT government schools have reported on their implementation of the NSSF since
2004 and these reports include the range of approaches, policies and programs that are

consistently employed to create safe learning environments for school communities.

While the NSSF is a useful document, it alone is not going to solve issues of bullying,
harassment and violence in schools. It is up to jurisdictions and individual schools to
determine the programs and policies implemented in each setting. The NSSF is a
relatively recent program and as yet there is not sufficient evidence to indicate its
effectiveness in reducing the targeted behaviours. The Department will continue to
gather the data and will use the information to provide professional development to
schools and support staff to more effectively manage and prevent bullying,

harassment and violence.

Conclusion

ACT government schools operate within a school-based management and decision-
making model. Schools have a level of autonomy that enables them to determine, in
consultation with their community, programs that best suit the individual school
dynamics and environment. Educational research has provided no evidence to
suggest that any one particular program can be applied successfully across all schools

to effectively manage and prevent bullying, harassment and violence.
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