


Schools play a unique role in the 
lives of young people and their fu- 
ture. They can equip them with the 
skills and knowledge needed for a 
job and further study. They can also 
support them if they are having dif- 
ficulties with their families. Schools 
allow students to socialise with their 
peers in a safe supportive environ- 
ment and teach them important life 
skills. 

For some young people, especially 
those with unstable home lives, 
school has the potential to be a 
stable and important focus, and 
their main area of attachment. 

Teaching students to deal construc- 
tively with violence and conflict and 
helping them to participate in school 
activities in meaningful ways can 
make school a much more attractive 
place to be. This in turn can increase 
students' attachment to school and 
reduce the risk of early school leav- 
ing and the potential for home- 
lessness. 

Programs dealing with violence can 
also have positive spin-off effects on 
the home lives of students at risk 
Learning how todeal positively with 
conflict can help students with prob- 
lems at home and programs involv- 
ing student participation can im- 
prove family relationships. 

Anti-violence, conflict resolution 
and student participation pro- 
grams have the potential to reduce 
the risk of homelessness for young 
people both at school and at home. 

The impact of 
violence 
Violence has been identified as a sig- 
nificant contributing factor to the 
weakening of attachments to family, 
school and community-and thus to 
youth homelessness. 

Our world appears as an increasingly 
violent place. F i l m  and television 
programs, news footage, computer 

games and even sites on the lntemet 
can transmit the message that vio- 
lence is a legitimate and inevitable 
part of human interaction. 

Sadly, for some young people, vio- 
lence isn't confined to the computer 
or television screen - it is a part of 
their daily lives. Despite the best 
efforts of teachers, these students 
can experience threats of physical 
harassment, verbal taunts and vio- 
lent incidents. 

For some students what is happen- 
ing at school reflects what is hap- 
pening at home. The home lives of 
these students are marred by physi- 
cal, emotional andtor sexual abuse. 
A young person living with violence 
in the family home may also be 
involved, either as a victim or a per- 
petralor, in violence at school. 
Students with poor parental models 
can 'act out' similar behaviour at 
school, and thus develop difficult 
relationships with teachers and other 
students. 



Gender can play a significant role 
in shaping how young people re- 
spond to violence at home. Young 
males who witness family violence 
are likely to show aggressive, dis- 
ruptive behaviour, including fights 
with their siblings and schoolmates. 
In contrast, girls are more likely to 
become withdrawn and anxious. 

The effects of violence can cause 
low self-esteem, truancy, illness, 
stress, tiredness and lack of concen- 
tration, and can inhibit the educa- 
tional achievement of young people. 
Students who suffer abuse at home 
may have greater difficulty coping 
with the demands of school, such as 
the need to complete homework as- 
signments on time. School violence 
can compound the problems already 
experienced at home, and may re- 
duce young people's attachment to 
school. Students who don't perform 
well in the classroom may suffer 
from low self-esteem, which in tum 
can further diminish their attachment 
to school. 

Research has shown that students 
with a weak attachment to school 
run a greater risk of becoming 
homeless. Young people who he- 

come homeless after escaping from as ABTV 
violent homes are likely to enconn- 
ter further violence while they are 
homeless, and also resort to vio- ' Strengthen young 
lence themselves as a way of life in attachments to their 
order to survive. 

This booklet describes the value of 
two types of programs: the Alterna- 
tive Behaviours to Violence Pro- 
gram (ABTV) and the Peer Media- 
tion Program. Both were carried 
out at Ballarat Secondary College 
between 1995 and 1996. 

This record of their implementation 
and effects is offered as a starting 
point in establishing any school pro- 
gram based on student empower- 
ment and participation. A list of re- 
sources is included for further infor- 
mation. 

While sufficient information is pro- 
vided for schools to assess the pos- 
sible contribution they could make, 
further reading and planning will he 
required for these programs. 



V vio 

'My  mum and I used to fight 
all the time ... ajter I did the 
course I kind of started 
talking to her ... 
We're communicating now- 
we haven't beenfighting 
since about Term 1 ' 

How did the program 
come about? 
The program arose from research car- 
ried out by the PYHP which found 
that: 

violence was a key issue for 
homeless young people and 
those at risk of homelessness; 
and 

. young people were keen to work 
on curriculum activities with a 
real-life focus. 

What were its aims? 
The ABTV program aimed to: . broaden students' 

understanding of violence; 

. give them non-violent options 
for responding to violence; and 

. strengthen their attachments to 
their schools and their families. 

Who was involved? 
The program involved Year 7 and 8 
students and teachers from the 
Ballarat Secondary College East 
campus. The group consisted of 41 
students-22 girls and 19 boys rang- 
ing from 12 to 14 years of age, and 
three of their teachers. These teach- 
ers and students were chosen be- 
cause of problems with student con- 
flict in the two classes the teachers 
taught. 

Although the program had the po- 
tential to become a whole curricu- 
lum unit, it was decided to make it 
part of existing subjects such as So- 
cial and Environmental Studies. 

PYHP workers held planning sessions 
with teachers dealing with the issues 
of: 

working with students in 
empowering and collaborative 
ways; 

. setting mutual expectations in 
relation to school and outside 
agency collaboration; and 

- identifying resources necessary 
to successfully implement the 
program. 

The program brought in a consult- 
ant with experience in promoting and 

implementing student participation. 
Workshops were held involving the 
consultant, teachers, and the PYHP 
workers. 

Students began the program by tak- 
ing part in an Adventure Ropes course 
at the Ballarat Aquatic Centre. This 
course played a vital role in helping 
students to bond with each other. 

The PYHP workers ran sessions with 
the students to: . provide input about different 

types of violence; 

. develop a definition of violence 
in collaboration with the 
students; and 

. discuss non-violent alternatives 
to situations of conflict with 
them. 

How was it carried out? 
The program took place over a 14- 
week period. 



Camments about 

The students chose their own topics, 
decided what type of research they 
would undertake and how they 
would present the end product. They 
worked on the following range of 
topics: 

family violence; 

schoolyard bullying; 

alcohol and violence; 

sexual harassment; 

Violence Awareness 
week 
As a culmination of the students' 
work a special week was held in 
Term 4. One of its highlights was a 
launch to acknowledge their work. 
The launch included displays and 
demonstrations of students' work and 
the presentation of certificates ac- 
knowledging successful completion 
of the program. 

Alternative Behaviours 
to Violence and 
Peer Mediation projects 

What teachers said: 
"About one-third of 
students showed some 
improvement in their 
attachment to the school." 

"About one half showed 
improvements in their 

violence in sport; 
relationships with other 

self-mutilation; and Results of the program 
'Well I've changed and I've 

drugs and violence. 
stopped teasing ... I think, 

"There are not as many well, doing this project has 
Workmg in groups, the students un- 

broadened my view.' fights ... and ifthey try peer 
dertook a range of actlvmes, mclud- mediation they sort it out." 
Ing: 

visiting community agencies; 

interviewing experts in the field 
such as workers at the local 
Centre Against Sexual Assault; 

gathering information from 
community agencies and 
libraries; 

interviewing welfare staff at 
school; and 

Almost all students said their under- 
standing of violence had broadened 
and: 

half said there had been a 
significant change in their 
understanding of violence; 

one-third showed some 
improvement in their attachment 
to school; 

about one-half showed 
improvements in their 

undertaking research into 
relationships with other students; 

students' perceptions of school 
violence. about one-quarter indicated that 

relationships with family 
From these activities, they submitted 

members had improved; and 
a variety of products for assessment, 
including: - almost all of the students said 

a video on family violence; that they preferred the subiect 
matter and activities they 

a rap song on drugs and 
undertook as p m  of the program 

violence; 
as compared to their normal 

a hoard game on alcohol and schoolwork. 
violence; 

Students said they had: 
comic strips depicting different . increased their knowledge about 
forms of violence; different types of violence; 

an information kit on anorexia; come to a better understanding of 
and the meaning of the word violence 

andlor their specific topics; 
an audio-visual presentation on 
schoolyard bullying, presented at ' learned some of the precipitating 
a whole school assembly. factors to violence; 

"Almost all the students 
said their understanding oj 
violence had broadened." 

What students said: 
"lf I'm calling someone 

l 
names I now wonder 
whether I'm hurting them." I 

"I'm not really as violent I 

I as I used to be." l 

"There are not as many 
l 

fights ... because people 
are realising that they're 
fighting over stupid things 
and i f  they try peer 
mediation they sort it out ... 
most of the time they want 
to be friends anyway." 



improved their understanding of 
what behaviours were violent, 
and had greater ability to reflect 
on their own potentially violent 
behaviour; 

. increased their knowledge of 
community agencies which can 
assist victims of violence; and 

+ gained an understanding of 
gender and age differences in the 
experience of these types of 
behaviour. 

About one-third of students 
showed some improvement in 
their attachment to school, with 
approximately one-half showing 
improvements in their relation- 
ships with other students. 

The teachers reported: 
. a reduced level of physical 

violence; 

more problem-solving by the 
sludents; 

. increases in students' self- 
esteem; 

. students had become more 
involved in other extra-curricula 
activities around the campus and 
college; 

students worked more effectively 
as a group during the program; 

students were more open in 
talking about what they would 
like to see changed in the school 
and how teachers and parents 
could go about it; 

- levels of cohesiveness among the 
two classes improved; and 

+ students in the classes had come 
to identify themselves more 
closely as a group. 

Teachers also noted their own incon- 
sistencies in relation to violence. For 
example, some teachers commented 
that they may have been unwittingly 
reinforcing students' attitudes to vio- 
lence by speaking about their enjoy- 
ment of violent movies and engag- 
ing in 'friendly stirring' from time 
to time. 

A group of teachers and two groups 
of s tudei~ts  from the Wendouree 
campus of Ballarat Secondary Col- 
lege were involved. In the first 
group, eight students from Years 8 . selecting m 
to 10 and in the second group, 18 each mediati 
students were trained. The students 
were aged from 12 to 16 years. 
Twelve teachers also undertook me- 
diation training. . determining who 

take longer-term follow-up w ~ t h  
To ensure the program was accepted dlsnutants. 
among all the students, a mixture of 
students was chosen. They included ArO 
students performing well at school or  - 
who were well-liked as well as stu- bringing the program to the notice 
dents at risk of leaving school early, the school communit 
some of whom may have been less 
popular. Both disputants and me 

involved in the evaluation pr 

was it carried out? The PYHP worker was involved wit 

The first group of students undertook teacher discussions about '  the 

training in 14 sessions over a period progress of the program. 

of six months, while the second group 
of students attended an intensive 
three-day training camp. Teachers 
took part in three training sessions 
over a one-month period. The  
training of both students and teach- 
ers emphasised: 

. experience and views of conflict; 

the theory of conflict manage- 
ment; 

the practice of mediation; and 

. experiential learning and group 
discussion. 

In the final session of the teachers' 
training, some of the trained student 
mediators took part in role plays, 
provision of critical feedback and 
debriefing of teachers. 

The program was monitored in its 
early stages by the PYHP worker, who 
followed up on any difficulties or 
problems Management of the pro- 
gram was then handed over to teach- 
ers who were heads of school units. 

Peer medration was also incorpo- 
rated into the school's suspension 

pohcy, a s~gnificant whole-school 
inlt~atlve. 

Between Anril and December 1996. 
20 medrat~ons wele completed. 

What were the results? 
'She was always out of class 
but now she is more on 
track, more focused in doing 
things. ' 

The program Improved the abihty of 
students to resolve confl~cts among 
themsel.ies 

The student mediators improved their 
ability to resolve, conflicts between 
disputing parties. 

Disputants to the mediation process 
also nnproved theuabllity to respond 
appropriately to situations of conflict 
m whlch they were involved. 




