
Alienation 

Clearly Jake Bilardi was targeted and radicalized but the first step in this 

process was extreme alienation (1). A video has surfaced from his school days 

which shows Jake Bilardi being 'happy slapped' - a bullying tactic which sees 

a group of people slap their victim, film it and upload it on-line to humiliate 

him. (5) Jake clearly had problems at school with alienation and bullying, and 

at home where his parents divorced and later his mother died from cancer. 

His teachers and relatives hoped his problems would ease, but instead, they 

manifested themselves in a schoolboy who was a loner, frequently 

aggressive, and bullied at school for being different. (6) ‘The teasing that the 

skinny, buck-toothed geek endured at school may also have made him crave 

group approval.’ (6)  

 

His former classmates at Craigieburn Secondary College have described Jake 

Bilardi’s time at school: “At school he was a ‘loner’. He only really had two or 

three friends from memory but they weren't the type of friends that if he was 

in need of some help were good at helping,” a former classmate told Daily 

Mail Australia. “He was obviously a kid that needed some help or guidance”. 

(5)  

 

We wonder if he received any understanding, support or guidance to handle 

his grief and prevent the bullying at school?  

 

Tim Mayfield, ABC reporter says “If one thing is clear, it is that his 

disillusionment and isolation came about prior to his conversion, not because 

of it. Nor is he alone in this regard. Lorenzo Vidino, a senior researcher at 

Zurich's Center for Security Studies, estimates that more than 20 per cent of 

Belgian and German fighters in Iraq and Syria are converts and it is more 



than likely that the figures are similar for other Western nations, including our 

own.” (1) 

 

 

What is alienation? 

Lisa Schulz says (7); 

In education, alienation refers to the lack of belonging and engagement of 

students in a school setting. Mau (1992) identified four dimensions that have 

guided the research of alienation in schools. They are: powerlessness, 

meaninglessness, normlessness, and social estrangement. 

 

Powerlessness. Powerlessness manifests when a student places value on a 

goal, but at the same time has low expectations of realizing that goal. 

According to Brown et al. (2003), "when students believe that there is little 

they can personally do to influence their future in school, they disengage 

from the process" (p. 4). Students learn that their complaints and concerns 

go unheard and eventually rebellious behaviors such as skipping class, not 

doing or turning in homework, and thwarting school norms and rules replace 

efforts to learn (Mau, 1992). 

 

Meaninglessness. Meaninglessness refers to the issue of relevancy. 

Students may perceive a limited relationship between the present 

expectations of school work and the future requirements of identity, 

adulthood, and work. Students who do not feel important or significant in 

positive ways will often look for importance in negative ways (Edwards & 

Mullis, 2001). 

 

Normlessness. Normlessness refers to the belief on the part of students 



that socially disapproved of behavior (e.g. cheating) is necessary to achieve 

academic success and social acceptance. Brown et al. (2003) provide 

examples such as cheating on a test in order to get a good grade or praise 

from an adult, or believing that a D is an acceptable grade. 

 

Social estrangement. Social estrangement is the result of a student's 

inability or unwillingness to integrate into the school's existing network 

(Brown et al., 2003). A student who feels estranged typically does not accept 

the goals and values of a school and tends to reject school and all that it 

stands for. Brown et al. describe socially isolated students as those who 

cannot name anyone at school that they trust or can confide in and rarely find 

an adult to whom they can turn for support, either at school or at home. 

 

Historically, students at risk of alienation and non-completion are those 

"whose appearance, language, culture, values, communities, and family 

structures do not correspond to those of the dominant white culture that 

schools were designed to serve and support". (7) 

 

Behaviors that indicate a student may feel alienated could include: 

disruptiveness in class, absenteeism, missing homework, poor grades, lack of 

involvement in the learning process, belligerent attitude, social withdrawal, 

and suspensions.. A school environment may become toxic for some 

students, a constant source of failure and frustration.  

 

The need to belong is powerful, and when feeling rejected an adolescent is 

not likely to respond well to adult intervention. Bullying, teasing, and 

harassment are intentional and can be considered precursors to teen suicides 

and homicides. In a hostile or toxic school climate, many students become 



victims to such abuse unchecked or unobserved by adults, become isolated, 

untrusting, and alienated. (7) 

 

In the case of Jake Bilardi, he was clearly alienated and Tim Mayfield says 

“it is difficult to shake the feeling that here was a misguided teen who could 

have been redeemed if only someone, anyone, had realised the gravity of his 

slide into extremism earlier.”(1) 

 

Alienation in our boarding residences? 

There are about 240 school-student boarding residences in Australia and 

these include residences catering for ‘students at risk’, gifted students, and 

those from the most elite and privileged families in Australia. None of these 

residences are immune from alienated students. On March 6th 2015, two 

students from an academically selective boys school in Sydney were stopped 

at the airport – apparently on their way to join ISIS. 

Alienation is not a switch –alienated or not alienated. It is more like a 

continuum, where some students may not be alienated, some are slightly 

alienated, some are more alienated and so on. Most residences will have 

effective and well-considered strategies in place for identifying alienation and 

dealing with alienation. 

While up to 150 Australians may be fighting with ISIS (9) and more than 20 

have already died, the problems of alienation are much broader than the 

radicalization of young people to fight with ISIS. Clearly if Australia is to have 

a healthy positive community of citizens, alienation at the school level needs 

to be addressed with effective strategies. 

 



In a research study in the USA, it was found that three quarters (71%) of 

young attackers in school shootings had felt bullied, persecuted, threatened, 

attacked or injured by others. Few had been diagnosed with any mental 

disorder prior to the incident, and less than one-third had histories of drug or 

alcohol abuse. ( Ref: Preventing, Preparing for Critical Incidents in Schools by 

Beth Schuster, 2010,  National Institute of Justice Journal 262) 

 

How do we combat alienation?  

1. School connectedness - the belief held by students that adults and 

peers in the school care about their learning as well as about them as 

individuals—is an important protective factor.  

 

Research (10) has shown that young people who feel connected to their 

school are more likely to engage in healthy behaviors and succeed 

academically, and less likely to engage in many risk behaviors, including 

violence and gang involvement. 

 

Research is revealing several factors that can influence school connectedness: 

  

 - Having meaningful connections to caring adults, such as boarding 

personnel and teaching staff 

  

- Belonging to a positive, stable peer group or a support group 

  

- Commitment to education on the part of both students and adults 

  

- A safe school/boarding environment and supportive psychosocial climate 



  

Muslim community leaders say that all Australians have a role to play in 

abandoning the "us and them" approach. Otherwise, warns youth leader 

Fadi Rahman: "You are creating a generation that has deep-rooted hatred 

and anger and frustration towards the very place that they're supposed to 

call home, and this is quite dangerous." (10) 

 

2. Other positive strategies 

 

• Taking a strong stand against bullying and discrimination  

• Working to create a residence climate of acceptance and inclusion,  

• Residence and school personnel make efforts to reach out and 

connect with disconnected students  

• Education providers budget to allocate resources and employ 

adequate staffing for provision of extra services for young people at 

risk. 

• Extra time allocated to communicate with families  

• Connect at-risk young people with school psychologists and 

counselling services,  

• Develop care plans for at-risk students 

• Work to ensure that all youth have at least one positive relationship 

with a supportive adult in their education environment.  

• Psychologists conduct a school-wide assessment of students to 

determine which students are not connected in a meaningful way. 

• Staff address mental health and well-being in the Residence program. 

Include positive role models and motivational guest speakers. 

• Involve young people in creating positive environments through 

leadership and mentoring approaches.  



• Peer mediation training - problem solving by youth with youth. 

Trained student mediators assist students involved in a dispute meet 

in a private, safe and confidential setting to work out problems.   

• Intensive training programs such as Kids Matter, Stride or Conflict 

Solvers peer mediation workshops teach students to resolve low-level 

conflicts using their peers as mediators.  

3.      Understand needs and risk factors 

Much of the aggressive behaviour displayed by young people is their 

method of coping with or solving problems in their lives. For example, young 

people may engage in aggression to mask their need for attention, or to 

avoid embarrassment or shame. When residence personnel are alert to a 

student’s needs and triggers and assist them in meeting these needs, they 

build connection and help reduce potentially risky situations. 

There are many useful tools for helping our awareness of a student’s needs 

and therefore helping us understand their behaviour: 

·      Dreikurs’ categories, (The social discipline model of Rudolf  Dreikurs)  

·      The Compass of Shame, developed to assess the four shame-coping 

styles described by Nathanson (1992): Attack Self, Withdrawal, 

Attack Others, and Avoidance.   (11)  

• The Circle of Courage, to build resiliency and self-esteem in all 

young people - a model based on four core principles of 

belonging, generosity, independence, and mastery. By 

Brendtro, Brokenleg and Van Bockern (12) 

4. Assess risk factors 



An organisation’s prevention of crises depends to a large degree on accurate 

and timely risk assessment of factors connected with the at-risk young 

person: Factors within the young person eg health, mental illness, learning 

disabilities, or the home and family e.g. relationship breakdown, death of a 

parent, or the community. 

Information that may give us indicators of a student’s needs, risk factors and 

triggers: 

·      a previous school or residence report, 

·      the student application interview, 

·      the health section on the student application form, or 

·      a school behaviour or incident report of concern, 

• An external agency or service report e.g. Juvenile Justice 

Department, Department of Children and Families (Child 

Protection) 

Any indicators in the application process (or later, subsequent behaviour) of 

possible concern at school or in the residence should trigger a pro-active 

alert to the residence, that causes a preventative response by a pastoral care 

team and/or the boarding staff. Ignoring these indicators is often to the 

detriment of the student and the residence. 

The organisation should have a good process for evaluation of a young 

person’s needs and risk factors, which could include, on a matrix, the 

following issues/factors: 

A) Family eg family break-up, access issues, abuse 



B) Physical health eg anaphylaxis, diabetes, epilepsy, HIV, rheumatic 

heart, etc 

C) Mental health eg substance use, self-harm, attempted suicide, 

depression, ADHD etc 

D) Social - interpersonal eg victim of bullying, low self-esteem, peer 

pressure vulnerability, resilience, leadership, relationship breakup, 

E) Behavioural eg school suspension, involvement with Juvenile 

Justice/criminal system, expulsion from previous school, bullying, anger 

management/violence, 

F) Educational eg special needs, pressures of attainment,  

4.     Prevention (safety) plan 

An effective student-centred, preventative response is to develop a 

prevention or care plan in conversation with the student. Any hint of a 

risk of aggression, self-harm, bullying, lack of anger management or an 

unpredictable health issue in a student, should be taken seriously, and talked 

through with a residence staff member, student health/welfare team, or 

mental health counsellor. Developing a plan will depend on the 

organisation’s capacity to have appropriate staff available, and the severity of 

the risk. 

 A prevention/safety plan asks the young person to identify: 

1.     the behaviors or symptoms that put them at risk of harm, 

2.     the triggers; those events, situations, people, thoughts or feelings 

that trigger those behaviors or symptoms, 



3.     what they can do to respond to the triggers in ways that will keep 

them safe, or calm them down (a list of coping skills they use or can 

try), 

4.     what the staff (and their friends and family) can do to best support 

them and de-escalate them in those moments of crisis, 

5.     how they can make a commitment to their own safety plan. 

The prevention plan should also clearly state the organisation's contingency 

plans, detailing what strategies to use if the coping approaches do not work 

and a crisis situation is entered.  There should also be a decision made on 

how regularly the plan should be reviewed and assessed. 
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