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Three national studies of school 
bullying in Australia

• 1. Rigby and Slee developed and employed the Peer Relations. 

Questionnaire (PRQ) in the 1990s with approximately 38,000 Australian 
students aged 7 to 17 years.  

• 2. Donna Cross et al surveyed  7, 418 students aged 8 to 14 years in 2007.

• 3. Rigby and  Cox began a national study funded by the Department of 
Education and Training in 2014, completed  by Rigby and Johnson in 2015. 
This included 1,688 students in Years 5 to 10 across 36 schools. 
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Study sample

Primary     Secondary   Combined* Total

N =25 N=17 N=4 N= 36

Girls 466 282 165 913

Boys 360 264 151 775

Total 826 546 316 1,688

Students in years 5-10 were from 36 schools in mainstream schools 

in 6 State/Territories. 

*Combined schools catered for children of all ages. 



Defining bullying 

• ‘You will all have noticed that people sometimes do 
unpleasant things to each other, such as name calling or 
hitting them. When they keep on doing so and the other 
person can’t stop them and it is unfair we call it ‘bullying.’

• ‘Bullying can take different forms, as illustrated in the 
following pictures.’

• Following the procedure adopted by Donna Cross et al (2009) 
in an Australian national study















Questionnaire answered online

How often have you been bullied this year?

1. Ignored, left out on purpose
2. Hit, kicked or pushed around
3. Lies or nasty stories told about you
4. Made afraid of getting hurt
5. Made fun of or teased
6. Sent harassing texts or emails
7. Cruel things said online
8. Sexually harassed by a student
9. Harassed because of race

Responses:
Never Sometimes Quite often Often 



Reported frequencies of being bullied ‘often’ in the current year
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Reported frequency of being bullied in the 
current year
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Reported levels of bullying prevalence  2007-2015 in Australian schools, 

based on reported being bullied every few weeks or more often. 
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On current estimates 
one would expect 
approximately 3 
children in such a 
group reporting being 
bullied ‘every few 
weeks on more 
often.’ 
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Some correlates of reporting being bullied at school

• Reportedly significantly  bullied more often than others:

– Students reporting a disability (N =81,  or 5.1%) for which help is 
being provided by the school

– Students reporting greater material deprivation* – a recognized index 
of socio-economic status (Main and Bradshaw,2012)

* An 11-item scale: examples, Having pocket money to spend; the 
right kind of clothes to fit it; family holiday away each year.

• Bullied equally often

– Students of ethnic background   (270 = 16%; - These were students 
who always or mostly spoke a non-English language at home.

– Aboriginal students  ( N= 97  or 6.7% of the sample)  except in one 
area – racial harassment) 
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A measure of how the ‘bullied students’  felt

• Question: At the time you were bullied which of these words best describe you 
feelings?

Not angry a bit angry quite angry very angry

Not upset a bit upset quite upset very upset

Not sad a bit sad quite sad very sad

Not frightened A bit frightened quite frightened very frightened



Reported effects of bullying on  
emotional state

Percentages of bullied students reporting being ‘quite’ or’ very’ angry, upset, sad 
and frightened  after being bullied:

Angry Upset Sad Frightened

Boys (N = 253-254) 51.8 40.6 39.1 24.1

Girls (N=  407-412) 49.8 61.4 67.3 25.1

p ns < .001 <.001 ns 

For each emotional reaction the correlation with reported  frequency of 
being bullied was positive and significant (p < .001) :  Angry (.29) Upset 
(.36) Sad (.32) Frightened (.39) 



Reported effects (qualitative) 

• Want to move school and never come back

• Nobody cared for me and nobody wanted me to be alive

• Pissed off with them and wanting to punch them in the face

• Not welcome at the school 

• Like I had no purpose

• Nobody would play with me

• Nauseous all the time and probably suicidal

• Mad and  scared

• Can’t trust these people any more

• Felt like a drop of water on the ground



Do students who are not bullied appreciate 
what it is like to be bullied?

Students who were not bullied (about 56% of the sample) answered this  

questions:

‘Imagine you were being bullied this year by a more powerful 
person or group and you were unable to handle it. How do you think you 
would feel?’

Exactly the same possible response categories were provided as for 
bullied students.   
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Comparing bullied and non-bullied students 
regarding further effects

• Bullied students were asked whether they had ever stayed 
away from school after being bullied. Non-bullied students 
were asked whether, if bullied, they would stay away.



Percentages of  bullied children reporting they HAD stayed 
away from    school – and percentages of non-bullied children 
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Reported and imagined effects of 
bullying on school work 

• Bullied students were asked whether being bullied 
made it hard for them to do their schoolwork well, 
Non-bullied students were asked whether, if bullied, 
it would make it hard for them to do their 
schoolwork well



Percentages of  bullied students who reported that 
bullying had made it hard for them to do their

school work and of non-bullied children who think 
they would find it hard if bullied  
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Student views on what the school is 
doing to counter bullying

• 1. What did students think of the school anti-bullying policy?

• 2. What did students think of what was being done in classrooms to 
address bullying? 

• 3. What did students think of the actions taken by schools to stop cases of 
bullying from continuing?  



Student views on the school anti-
bullying policy?

• A surprisingly large proportion of students (52%) did NOT know whether 
their school had a written anti-bullying policy.

• This is despite that every school (N =25) in the study reported that they 
had such a policy and all but one had discussed it with students in class! 

• Among those who knew about the policy about some 45% said it was 
‘quite’ or ‘very useful’.



Student views on anti-bullying work 
conducted in classrooms

• Students were asked to report on what work was being done in 
classrooms to prevent bullying and how helpful it was.

• Some findings:

A. In general students reported that a good deal was being done, 
especially in Primary Schools, for example in seeking to improve 
interpersonal skills and  their peer relations. 

B. The main criticism was that not enough was being done (i) to 
address risks associated with risks in using cyber technology and 
(ii) to facilitate students discussions of issues of concern to them, 
eg., through Circle Time.     



What help did students seek when 
they were bullied?

Just over half did seek help, sometimes from a variety of people

– Other students 52.3%

– Parents 51.4%

– Teachers/school counsellors 37.7%

– Counselling services outside school 10.2%

– Police 4.2%

Teachers were much more likely to say that students were 
much more likely to tell them than anyone else!



Reported outcomes from students after informing a 
teacher or counsellor of being bullied
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Percentages of students in different countries reporting that 
informing a teacher actually reduced the bullying
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On seeking help

• As noted earlier in 2 cases out of 3 reported to staff some improvement 
occurs 

• Yet only 38%  do so 

• Why?



Reasons for not seeking help from teachers

• 1. The bullying is not serious enough.

• 2. There are others that could probably help more – other students, parents, out 
of school counsellors.

• 3. Teachers are  seen as not  interested - or capable of helping and may make 
matters worse.

• 4. Telling a teachers is contrary to how I (and other kids)  feel I should behave.

• 5. Doubts about the role of teachers/counsellors in relation to bullying. Quote: 
‘What the hell are they supposed to do!’

• See: Bauman et al (2016) Targets of peer mistreatment: Do they tell adults? What 
happens when they do?  



Summary of  6 points

• 1. Bullying remains a serious problem in Australian school, despite 
some improvements in recent years

• 2. A substantial number of children are severely affected emotionally 
and in terms of their ability to study at school.

• 3. Generally those  students who are not bullied recognize this fact
• 4. The  proactive  classroom work of teachers in discussing bullying is 

generally well appreciated, especially in primary schools.
• 5. Compared with some other countries Australian schools are 

somewhere in the middle in dealing effectively with cases – but still in 
only about 1 case in 3 is stopped from continuing.

• 6. Most students still are averse to asking teachers for help, despite 
being asked by teachers to do so. This constitutes a major problem   



THE END


