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What if | think my child is bullying?

This guide is for when you are concerned and
not yet sure whether your child or young person
is engaging in bullying and other harmful
behaviours.

If your child or young person, or any other child,

is in immediate danger, call Triple Zero (000).

This resource will help you make sense of your
concern, work out what may be happening and have
the first conversations with your child. Looking for
guidance takes courage, and that matters.

O

Note

If it has been confirmed that your child or
young person has bullied or harmed someone,
for example, the school has contacted you or
your child has told you directly, go to the ‘My
child has caused harm'’ resource.

This is a behaviour, not an identity

Your child is still growing and developing. Harmful
behaviour can be part of how children learn to
navigate the world. It does not define who your child
is or who they will become.

This does not mean excusing what may have
happened. It does mean staying connected to your
child and supporting them to reflect and make
genuine, positive changes.

Helping to address bullying & other harmful behaviours

The line between causing harm and
experiencing harm is not always clear

Your child may be engaging in harmful behaviour
while also experiencing difficulty, exclusion or bullying
and other harmful behaviours. Both can be true at the
same time. Understanding the fuller picture can make
your response more effective.

Talking with your child is the best
place to start

If you are concerned about your child's behaviour,
approaching the conversation with curiosity rather
than anger is more likely to get you the information
you need. Harsh responses often cause children to
shut down, get defensive or pull away.

When your child feels heard rather than blamed, they
are more likely to open up and reflect on how their
behaviour may have affected others.

‘If a young person hurts someone,
the goal should never just be
punishment. That teaches the lesson of
“don’t get caught”. What we need is to
shift the narrative to “how do your actions
affect the people around you?” Choosing
kindness is a skill that once learned, can
never be forgotten.’

- YOUNG PERSON, 16, PROJECT
ROCKIT NATIONAL YOUTH
COLLECTIVE

Every family is different. Adapt this approach to
suit your family's background, values and what
feels workable for you.

Many things shape how children behave

There is rarely one reason why a child may behave
in a harmful way. Peer pressure, the people around
them, their age and stage of development and the
situations they face every day can all contribute.
Refocus your energy on the needs of your child and
the children involved by taking a calm, open and
supportive approach.

You do not have to navigate your
concern alone

You are not the first parent or carer to face a concern
that your child is engaging in harmful behaviours.
Talking honestly with people you trust, such as a
close friend, another parent, or your child’s teacher
or school leader, can provide practical help and a
wider view of what is going on in your child's world.
If you feel you need more support, speak with a
professional, such as a counsellor or psychologist,
who can guide you through this process too.

Concern that your child is causing harm
does not make them a bad person, and it
does not make you a bad parent or carer
Your child is navigating a complex social world while

they are still learning and developing, and you are a
guardian who is choosing to take that seriously.

The choice to stay engaged is one of the most
important things you can do for them right now,
particularly when a situation has affected others.

‘Most of the time, bullying isn't just a
single person’s fault. It's the fault of the
society and culture that allows it to be so
prevalent.’

— YOUNG PERSON, 16, PROJECT
ROCKIT NATIONAL YOUTH
COLLECTIVE

Using the flowchart

The flowchart on the next page can help you work out
what is happening and what to do next. Move through
each question in order and follow the path that fits
your situation. Some of the guidance applies to all age
groups.

Where guidance is specific to primary or secondary
school, this is labelled.
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Where is . o Does your child show any of these signs? Does the behaviour involve identity-based
thi My child Someone | noticed it t ti . b dh "
is concern told me. told me. myself. argeting or image-based harm?
coming from?
Got . ten 2 Got : ten 2 Got : tep 2 © ldentity-based targeting means your child is targeting
o to step o to step o to step S
9 o o © Behavioural: aggressive behaviour, blames others or shows little empathy. i someone bec?ause of who they arg. Th|s m'th include
2 their race, religion, gender, sexuality, disability, body or

©® Social: talks about peers in a mean or negative way, has frequent conflicts
with friends, is in a friendship group with individuals who display negative
attitudes or behaviours.

© Emotional: insensitive humour, easily frustrated or needs to feel in control.

other factors.
© Image-based harm means sharing, threatening to
share or using images of another person without their

What does the behaviour look like?

Before going further, it helps to describe what you have seen or heard. These © Online: secretive behaviour with technology use, changes in technology COEEm:
situations are not always straightforward, and uncertainty is normal. behaviour, has multiple or fake accounts. : . J
© At school: reports of harm or behavioural concerns from educators, ~N
© Bullying is one type of harmful behaviour, but it's not the only one. Harmful recent disciplinary issues.
behaviour is anything that hurts a child physically or emotionally. This These signs do not automatically mean bullying or other harmful behaviours Yes, or | think so. No, or | do not think so.
includes things that happen in person or online. are occurring. Some of these signs may point to other challenges for your :
® Any behaviour that affects how safe, confident or included a child feels is child, such as mental health difficulties. If they persist, consider professional )
worth taking seriously. e support options, like talking to your family doctor or a mental health : : :
©® Harmful behaviour may occur once or repeatedly and can include: professional. You know your child best. If something feels out of character or
©® exclusion, gossip or social isolation you have noticed a recent change in their behaviour, these are good reasons
©® name-calling or intimidation to start a conversation.

® online harassment, image-based abuse or group chats
targeting someone

® discrimination and harassment, including racism, sexism, ableism \__ Y, Report illegal and harmful online
and homophobia : content or online abuse to the
® physical aggression or threats e N N\ N pIatform or service first, then
® emotional abuse, conflict or hurtful relationships and interactions. It seems like a one-off. : report it to eSafety at
Disagreements and arguments are a normal part of relationships. But conflict | am not sure. Note: this may be esafety.gov.au/report.
becomes harmful when it causes emotional distress, makes someone feel : . Note: remember, even bullying or other o
unsafe or impacts their wellbeing or learning. Not sure how to describe it? Yes, or | think so. if you are uncertain, it harmful behaviour. : Schools and principals can also
That is normal. Keep going. is important to act. The steps that play a critical role and are often
: follow still apply. required to report and manage
: \_ J U J U ) thesg types of incident_s through
\_ Yy, official student Protectlon :
Go to step 4 e $evrs00G0 10 Step 5reveeveereen Sreeennnnsseeeseneee protocols. Requirements may differ

between schools and jurisdictions.

Contact your school to confirm
Are you concerned Note what applies in your situation.

something happened

Online or both. In person only oo

in person, online or : For advice on harm involving discrimination, including identity-based
both? targeting, contact the Australian Human Rights Commission at : :
: humanrights.gov.au. Go to step 6 Y
' i ettt e e eeeeeee D Go to Step 6
e etteeeererenenaenaenen Go to step freereererererasestnians .*
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Have | spoken with
my child about my No, not yet.

concerns? reasonably well. go well.

Yes, and it went Yes, but it did not

Goto Step 6a e Goto step BDeeeeerecannnieennns

6a v

Preparing for the first conversation

Before you speak with your child, take a moment to consider what you know about their
school life. What do you know about their friendship group? Have you noticed any changes in
mood, behaviour or who they talk about?

It can also help to ask yourself: have | spoken with another adult | trust, who could offer a
different perspective about my concerns?

The purpose of this conversation is to understand what is happening, to resolve it or reach a
verdict. Approach the conversation with curiosity, not accusation.

© Find a calm, low-pressure moment. Avoid starting the conversation immediately after an
incident or when either of you is unsettled.

© Start with what you have noticed or heard, using ‘I’ language. For example, ‘I heard
something that | would like to understand better!

© Avoid leading with blame or a verdict. Your child is more likely to open up if they do not
feel cornered or accused.

© Make it clear that you are on their side, while still taking the concern seriously.

If your child is in primary school: Keep language concrete and simple. Primary-aged children
may not have words for what they did or why.

© Try: I heard that something happened with [name] at school. Can you tell me about it?’
© Avoid: ‘Why did you do that?’ as it may result in defensiveness. Try instead: ‘What was
going on for you at the time?’

If your young person is in secondary school: Adolescents may be more defensive,
particularly if they sense judgement. Acknowledge that social situations at their age can be
complex, without minimising what others who may be involved have experienced. It can help
to name your intention first.

© Try:‘l am not here to get you in trouble. | want to understand what has been happening.

© Avoid: ‘Why would you do something like that? What were you thinking?’

©® For more information about communicating with your child, see the connected resources
listed at the end of this guide.

\

_/
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The conversation did not go well

This is common. It is not the end of the process.
Reapproach your child in a different way. Be honest
about your own feelings and avoid an authoritative
tone. You might say: ‘Il do not think that conversation
went well, and | think that is partly my fault. | want to

try again, because | am on your side, even though | Goto
take this seriously.’ step /
© If the conversation became heated or you reacted >

strongly, say so. Acknowledge this to model taking
responsibility for your reactions.

© If your child is denying the behaviour you are
concerned about and you cannot confirm it,
pause. Speak with another trusted adult, such as
someone who may know about the incident or
someone who can offer another perspective.

© Keep communication open between you and your
child.

If a report has been made to the school, the school
will manage the situation through their processes.

The conversation went reasonably well

Your child has engaged with the conversation. That matters.
Move toward the next steps:

® Acknowledge their willingnesstotalk. ... B
©® Contact the school if the behaviour you are concerned :
about occurred at school or involved your child’s peers.

For more information about guiding your child to take
responsibility for their actions, see the connected resources
listed at the end of this guide.

Has your child
Yes, at

acknowledged :

. . least in No.
an incident has

part.
occured?
é H

4 N\ ([

If it is clear that harm
has occurred, go to the
connected resources at

the end of this flowchart
for next steps. Support
your child to understand
the impact of their
behaviour and consider
what repair could look
like. Work together
with the school where
relevant.

Accept their response for
now and do not force the
conversation. Stay connected.
Keep having ongoing
conversations about friendship,
kindness and making mistakes.
Continue using strategies to
stay connected with your child
without forcing the issue.
Work with school staff to
monitor the situation and keep
communication open. This is not
the end of the process.

4

- _ J

."""GO to step 8

v

Goto fstep 8
v

Ongoing actions

There is no single endpoint here. These steps continue for as
long as they are needed.

® Continue having low-pressure conversations with your
child about their friendships and how things are going at
school.

©® Engage with the school and ask for a collaborative
approach to supporting your child’s ability to take
responsibility and their growth.

© Make sure you have support too. Consider whether your
child would benefit from additional professional support,
such as a counsellor, psychologist or your family doctor.

Anti-bullying resources for parents and carers
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Where to get more help

If you need further support, help is available:

For parents and carers
Parenting support lines

ACT: 02 6287 3833

New South Wales: 1300 1300 52
Queensland and Northern Territory:
1300 30 1300 or parentline.com.au
South Australia: 1300 364 100
Tasmania: 1300 808 178

Victoria: 13 22 89

Western Australia: 08 9368 9368

For children and young people

Kids Helpline: 1800 55 1800 or kidshelpline.com.au.
Free, confidential counselling for bullying and other
harmful behaviours, school issues, online harm and

For all ages

Beyond Blue: 1300 22 4636 or
beyondblue.org.au. Mental health support for stress,
anxiety and overwhelm, available 24/7.

Dolly’s Dream Bullying Support Line:

1336 55 (13 DOLLY) or

dollysdream.org.au. Free, confidential bullying support
for children, young people, young adults, parents and
carers, available 24/7.

Lifeline: 13 11 14 or lifeline.org.au. Crisis support
and counselling if things feel overwhelming,
available 24/7.

13YARN: 13 92 76. Culturally safe 24/7 support
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander parents
and carers.

QLife (LGBTIQA+ young people):

1800 184 527 or glife.org.au. Free, anonymous
peer support and referral service, available

3 pm-9 pm daily.

1800RESPECT: 1800 737 732 or 1800respect.org.au.
Available for free 24/7 to support people impacted by
domestic, family and sexual violence.

eSafety Commissioner:

esafety.gov.au. Report cyberbullying, get advice, and

request content removal support.

Australian Human Rights Commission: humanrights.

gov.au. Support for cases involving discriminatory
harm. Reports can be made via the website or by
emailing infoservice@humanrights.gov.au.

Connected resources

©® Strategies to connect with your child or
young person

® Protective and risk factors for children and
young people

©® Working with schools early on

® Something does not seem right: Early signs
of harm

©® What comes next? Navigating the period
after you've reported

wellbeing, available 24/7.

1State, territory and non-government education sectors will reflect the expectations of the National Framework for Addressing Bullying in Australian schools in their policies
and procedures by Term 1 2027. This includes making reasonable efforts to initiate a response to bullying and harmful behaviour within two school days, recognising that
further time may be required to fully address the issue. By Term 12027, all schools will also publish or link to policies and procedures that align with the National Framework
(or equivalent contemporary jurisdiction specific Frameworks) and their local polices and school context.

headspace/eheadspace:
1800 650 890 or headspace.org.au. Mental health,
wellbeing and early intervention support, available

9 am-1 am daily.
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