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A Circle in a Room Full of Squares is a significant collection of writing by young people about their lives and experiences at school and in the world. It deals with issues such as bullying, body image, transgenderism, “being cool”, mother -daughter/father-son relationships, self-harming behaviour, death, abuse and the effects of the pressure to fit in. While this may lead some to categorise this important work as typifying the teenage angst genre of writing, what this collection offers is piercing insights into the everyday realities and lives of young people who speak into existence the very material effects of power and its effects, as they struggle to cope in a world where normalization is enforced. This collection will do much to further the understandings of those in schools who continue to treat bullying as a depoliticised practice which foregrounds individual differences and behaviours as the source of the problem. As Claire Dalgliesh writes in this book, bullying is often a consequence of “not being yourself”: 

“You have to be pretty and slim. If you are fat or ugly and have a different personality, people will bully you.” 

And Zoe Barron ends her piece with: “If you don’t belong, you don’t exist.”

While these statements may seem like truisms to many people who work in schools, these students draw our attention to the ways in which bullying is part of a much larger social system and hierarchy of power relationships, involving what it means to be “normal” or “cool” and who decides this. Both boys and girls talk about their experiences of pain and isolation, about being targeted for being different, a difference which often revolves around body image, sexuality, and race/ethnicity.  

In an era that has been characterised by what has been termed “backlash” and in which the problems of boys have taken centre stage, this collection, through its inclusion of girls talking about their lives, makes a significant contribution. The girls highlight the pressing need to address the problems of exclusion, the differing forms of harassment perpetrated  by boys and other girls, body-image and eating disorders, all of which continue to impact in significant ways on their mental health and well-being. These experiences need to be included alongside the accounts of boys who talk about exclusion and the power of the “cool” group to determine the status and worth of those who are different. Aidan Waite, Luke Hartwell and Ronnie Mizen highlight these kinds of issues for readers. Others talk about the pain of being neglected by their fathers (Adam Goodes). Their stories also highlight the very detrimental impact of certain kinds of role models and behaviour by adult men on their lives. So many of the contributions leave one with a powerful sense of injustice and pain felt by these young people. But pieces like those written by Jared Porter, Clancy Travers and Hannah Fenwick are powerful in highlighting the strength and resilience of these young people to fight against discrimination and to “stand tall”.  

This collection attests to the power of student voices and the need to create spaces for young adults to talk and write about their lived experiences. Kendall Mather’s poem and that written by Pia Quinn have left an indelible mark on me. All point to the power of writing about the pain of abuse and its capacity to inform our understanding and deepen our knowledge of these young people’s lives or views of the world. I am also left with a strong sense of the capacity of this kind of writing to disrupt the stereotypes. David Bruford’s poem, “Angel Face”, is an excellent example of a powerful piece of writing which captures the sensitivity of a young man and his capacity to write about intimacy between two human beings who care deeply for one another.

Suzanne Covich is an amazing educator and social activist who is to be commended for creating a public space for these young people to write about what matters to them and in terms and a language which is their own. She has been a catalyst and conduit for what I consider to be very important and affirming work which has the capacity to transform dominant understandings and adult-centric constructions of youth. Her commitment to social justice and anti-oppressive education is exemplified in this project. She has demonstrated the importance of advocating the need to support, listen to and respect the right of students to articulate what they think and feel about living in the world so that we may grow in our understandings of what the social and political issues are for youth in schools. 


