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About me

• School years living on the urban 

fringe

• Background in public health and 

health promotion

• High-quality public space matters

• How do school environments 

impact mental health?



Background

• Lack of perceived school safety = strongest predictor of mental 
health difficulties in adolescents.[Lamoreaux et al 2021; Nijs et al 2014]

• Bullying or peer victimisation is one of the most common causes 
of feeling unsafe at school.[Mori et al, 2021]

• Bullying = repeated, intentional harm of a 
person who has less power than the 
aggressor. 



Why is bullying problematic?

• Bullying has been linked to physical and 

mental health problems.

• The economic cost of bullying in schools 

in Australia is estimated to be $2.3 

billion for each school year group. 

• 1 in 6 students aged 7-17 years bullied at least once per 
week.



Bullying interventions

• The effectiveness of many school based, anti-bullying 
intervention is mixed and modest. (Fraguas et al, 2021; Gaffney et al, 2021)

• New approaches to prevent bullying are needed.

• Effective anti-bullying interventions 
are often whole-school initiatives, 
comprised of multiple program 
components. (Gaffney et al, 2021)



Built environment

• Built environment = all buildings, 
spaces and objects that are 
created or modified by people.

• A safe and healthy built 
environment has been recognised 
by the World Health Organization as 
an essential component of health-
promoting schools. 
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Building Out Bullying Project

Aim: To explore how the school built, social and policy 

environments influence the bullying behaviour and 

mental health of primary and secondary school students 

in Western Australia.



Building Out Bullying Program

• >7,500 articles published prior to July 2021

• 70 individual interviews with four study samples:

- Policy makers and practitioners (n=22)

- School staff (n=12)

- Students in grades 4-6, 7-8 and 9-10  (n=18)

- Parents of students in grades 4-6, 7-8 and 9-10 
(n=18)



Lighting and windows

School and building design

Crowding and school size

Security cameras

Ventilation

Temperature

Acoustics and noise

Queues

Aesthetics, vandalism, maintenance

Furniture and seating

Collaborative workspaces

- open plan classrooms  

- activities, clubs, equipment

Spaces for reflection/ mood regulation

Inclusive environments

Built Environment Factors

Visibility

Physical and 

psychological 

comfort

Social and 

emotion 

regulation

Supervision

Bullying behaviour



1. Visibility and supervision

Obstructing visibility

[Bullying has] always been associated with things like toilets, or 

in the locker rooms or places where there is the ability to not 

have the teachers or people seeing it. (Policy Maker #11) 

Optimising visibility

We place the teacher's preparation areas - where their desks 

are - in the middle of active hubs where the students are 

during or in-between class time…...we have the walls 

transparent because we want [the teachers] to see 

outside…we find if teachers aren't there, because the hub is 

there, students act differently. (Practitioner #1)

Image:  Parry & Rosenthal Architects

Image:  Parry & Rosenthal Architects



• School and building design
Clarity of order is really important…knowing that you are 

going in the right direction; you’re confident and you can 

clearly see the way from a to b, discourages bullying… even 

for the bully-er, when you’re moving from space to space, 

you have less time to bully and less opportunity to bully. 
(Practitioner #1)

• Population density
What you don’t want is a big conglomeration of 200 

lockers in one small room…[students] are all trying to get in 

and get out…it elevates the risk for some bullying or some 

rough and tumble and it’s hard to supervise because the 

lockers themselves block sight lines. (Practitioner #2)

Visibility and supervision

Image: Brad Griffin; Swanbury Penglase.
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• Acoustics
[The impact of noise and physical discomfort on 

bullying] works in two ways: one, if you are the person 

being bullied, you are already nervous in that space 

and the bullying will affect you more because you are 

not feeling safe and secure....then if you are a person 

who is doing the bullying, already you are grumpy 

from [the noise and discomfort] and [bullying is] what 

you are using to sort of relieve that or express it. 

(Policy Maker #1)

• Ventilation and temperature
The [outdoor] undercover areas are so cold and 

gray… children are having to sit and eat their food on 

a really cold floor ... it's uncomfortable and you tend to 

see the children getting restless and starting to pick 

on each other. (Policy Maker #5)

Image: Sam Noonan; Swanbury Penglase.

2. Physical and psychological comfort



• Aesthetics, vandalism and maintenance

There were some schools where the upkeep was so 

poor that the kids saw no value for the school and they 

also saw no value then in the children who were 

attending it…If the culture is one of neglect of the 

school, then it's one of neglect of the students as well.
(Policy Maker #9)

• Furniture and seating

The power of a chair cannot be understated...People 

often arrange gardens so that they are aesthetically 

pretty, rather than thinking about the social dynamics 

of that environment. Straight-line walls are terrible 

because that encourages all the kids to sit on the wall 

and judge all those that are going by …a curved-

wall… encourages conversation…more children are 

welcomed in. (Policy Maker #7)

Physical and psychological comfort

Image: Swanbury Penglase
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• Collaborative workspaces

If you …create a break-out space, then suddenly you can see 

these teachers can collaborate more, the pedagogy can 

become more stream directed, curriculum can be more 

integrated, and the sense of community extends beyond the 

classroom. (Policy Maker #08)

• Equipment

[Students] that feel left out are the ones that are going to 

be either picked on because they're not doing anything, or 

they're going to be the ones that are trying to get in and 

cause those issues in the first place. [Preventing bullying]… 

is definitely having things for them to keep them occupied.
(Parent #18)

3. Social and emotional regulation

Image: Parry & Rosenthal Architects
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• Quiet spaces for reflection and mood

Places need to teach children how to regulate their 

emotions... children who get really angry, really quickly 

...are often children who have been victimised 

themselves… sometimes these self-soothing rooms and 

reflection rooms are fabulous for children who are 

reactive bullying or bully-victims. (Policy Maker #7)

Image: Parry & Rosenthal Architects

Inclusive environments
There's been this development of male toilets, female toilets, and then a 

unisex toilet. So there's a choice…for some transgender [children] who feel 

that they are girls, they may well feel quite victimised going into a male toilet 

because that's probably a site of bullying. (Policy Maker #9)

Social and emotional regulation

Quiet spaces for reflection and mood regulation



Image: Parry & Rosenthal Architects

Enhancing perceived safety

• Increase in physical security measures

• Excessive security measures can negatively 

impact perceived safety. (Lamoreaux et al., 2021)

• Connected and welcoming environments 

perceived as safer. (Lamoreaux et al., 2020)

• School design needs to balance physical 

safety and psychological wellbeing.



Safe spaces

Image: Parry & Rosenthal ArchitectsImage: Parry & Rosenthal Architects



Safe spaces: Libraries

Image: Parry & Rosenthal Architects

[The library is a safe space 

because] first and foremost, it's 

heavily monitored by staff, by 

older people…. the silent and 

heavy presence of staff to enforce 

rules, I think that’s what makes a 

safe haven. (Parent #08)

The library is a welcoming environment if 

[students] are feeling sad or lonely ... I 

think that's a safe environment because 

you do always have people in there, but 

you can also be alone. (Parent #05)



Safe spaces: Classrooms [The classroom pods are] 

normally set up really cosily. They 

have a couch, they have carpet, a 

coffee table, some plants… class 

library books. So it's a very calm 

space.  Lots of soft materials as 

well. (School staff #02)

Image: Parry & Rosenthal Architects

There must be activities where the children are 

relating to each other. It's critical that there 

aren't computers, so it’s not a computer room 

at lunch time, because the lonely children will 

sit in front of a computer and never build their 

social skills. But if board games are put out, 

there's another lonely child that they’d be sitting 

across that might start to build a relationship. 

[These spaces need to facilitate] relationship 

building because children are less likely to be 

bullied or targeted if they've got friends. (Policy 

Maker #07)



Safe spaces: Outdoors

Images: Parry & Rosenthal 

Architects

You’re generally more calm when 

you're in nature.  So it'll only make 

sense that if you've got greenery, 

trees, plants, shade, it's going to 

make [students] calmer. (Parent #10)

A lot of [students]… use up all their energy in the 

classroom interacting with people and they need 

that time [outdoors] to withdraw and re-

energise by being on their own or in a very small 

group… I think that some cosier spaces in high 

schools are important …a tree with overhanging 

branches…a little rock cubby where you have a 

few rocks placed in a semicircle and you can step 

on the rocks and clamber over them… anything 

where I feel like my back is safe and I don't feel 

like this space is too big for the size of the 

group I am in. (Policy Maker #03)



Safe spaces: Wellness rooms
There was a school that I worked at…that had something called a 

"breathe easy room"… a room that they sent children who were 

behaving badly…it was filled with bean bags, soft lighting. It was 

a gentle room. It had no hard edges…There was music going on in 

the background, it was soft. It was always supervised by a gentle, 

kind teacher who had a lot of banked credit with children and the 

whole purpose of that room was to help the child to learn to 

soothe themselves…it was taking them into a place that was, by 

its design, dictating the kinds of behaviours that children should 

be thinking about. And when they felt suitably calm, they were 

allowed to go out and join the group. And often that person who 

was in there might give them a couple of little activities, some 

deep breathing, some mindfulness stuff. So it wasn't writing 

lines. It was learning how to regulate your emotions. And I 

thought that was such an important space to create for children. 

And it was a school that had children with high learning needs, 

and so particularly important, but all schools have children who 

can't regulate their behaviour. (Policy Maker #07)



• Soft music

• Comfortable seating and 

furniture

• Adequate equipment and 

activities

• Images and colours inspired 

by nature 

• Supportive staff members

• Co-locating rooms with other 

services to enhance privacy 

I would have a room where [students] can just go 

and relax if they’re getting worked up or 

stressed…I’d probably just have some soft music 

going with a couch and carpet and not very 

bright lights.  They might have stuffed animals in 

there for them…Because then they can just give 

them a hug and just talk to them, then they feel 

like someone’s listening…probably one of the 

helper teachers for a little while. And then they 

could just go and sit outside the room and let the 

person have a little bit of time for themselves.

(Student #17, 12 years)

Features of safe spaces



Co-location of safe spaces

One of the best designs I've seen is where the kids actually 

walk into this big open space where there's beanbags and 

books and Wi-Fi access, like a drop-in centre. And then the 

offices for the psychologist and the nurse and the year 

coordinators are actually off that space. So, they can then 

go and visit who they need to, but they’ve got that nice 

open space that they can just chill out in. And it also means 

that people like the psychologists can wander out and just 

touch base with them, “Oh, do you want to come for a 

chat?”...it’s a lot more casual for the kids and takes a lot of 

the stigma away from it…it can be like a drop-in place 

where those kids who are really struggling at recess and 

lunchtime can come and feel safe. But if it's right up where 

the admin building is the kids aren’t going to go there 

because they don’t want to feel like they're in trouble. It 

has to be somewhere like the library that’s quite centrally 

located, that is quite relaxed, and they can just feel safe 

going in there. (Policy Maker #18)Image: https://mpys.com.au/youth_centres/y-lounge-youth-centre/



All-gender toilets

• Toilet avoidance can result in dehydration, urinary tract or bladder 
infection, urinary leakage, and poor concentration. (McBride et al, 2022, Hardacker et al, 

2019; Herman 2013)

• Introducing all-gender toilets in schools may be a strategy to prevent 
bullying and assault of LGBTQ+ students.

• School toilets = least safe spaces for 
LGBTQ+ students. (Kosciw et al, 2018)

• Especially hostile for trans and gender-
diverse students; sites of verbal, physical 
and sexual assault. (James et al; Murchison et al, 2019; McBride et al, 

2022)



What is an all-gender toilet?

All-gender toilets are accessible to all 

students regardless of gender identity.

Some configurations allow students to 

occupy a shared space, while others are 

single, self-contained spaces with a toilet 

and a hand basin.

Self-contained toilet

Multi-stall toilets









Our findings

• School toilets were potential 

bullying hotspots for trans and 

gender-diverse students.

• Increased request for all-

gender toilets.

• Widespread support for all-

gender toilets.

I used to think it was okay to 

have the disabled toilet, but my 

Principal corrected me the other 

week and said “Absolutely not, 

they should be able to go into 

the toilet of the gender which 

they identify”. (School staff #09)



Barriers

Financial and 

spatial costs

Cultural

appropriateness

Resistance from 

parents and 

students

I can’t see us putting in gender-

neutral toilets into a primary 

school….It would be great but also 

with challenges. Parents wouldn’t 

allow it. (Policymaker #11)

There’s some cultures where 

mixing males and females is seen 

to be very culturally inappropriate.
(Policymaker #11)



Barriers

Privacy and 

confidentiality 

concerns

Building code 

compliance 

restraints

[Trans students] didn’t disclose the 

bullying because it might lead to a 

disclosure about their gender identity, 

which would stigmatise them or make 

them more of a subject of bullying.
(Policymaker #9)

There are some code compliance issues 

around gender-neutral toilets because 

under the National Construction Code 

there are stipulated numbers of female, 

[disabled], or male toilets and it doesn’t 

accommodate things like non-gender.
(Policymaker #11)



Conclusions

• Interrelationship between individuals and 

built, social and socio-cultural environments.

• Educating students and staff.

• Schools need to balance physical safety with 

psychological safety.

• Schools need to provide students with a 

range of toilet design and access options.



Conclusions cont.

• Prioritising budget allocation to schools with: 

- maintenance and repair needs

- significant histories of violence or behavioural problems

- higher rates of property crime

- population risk factors, such as low SES.

• Cost-effective anti-bullying interventions.
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