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TEACHING TEEN GIRLS TO SOAR
Marina Passalaris started her self-empowerment program for teenage girls on the Sunshine Coast – and now she’s going global. WORDS: Leigh Robshaw

“You could
speak about
any problems
you had and
the other girls
understood
you weren’t
there to be
judged…”
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t the tender age of 11, Paige
Gardner was having a rough time.
She was copping daily bullying
from girls at school and when she
went home, the bullies continued to wrap
their toxic tentacles around her through
social media. It felt like there was no reprieve.
“It wasn’t physical bullying but just the
words they used,” says the Caloundra
student. “They would always gang up on me,
say mean things about my body and about
me. I was quite upset at how these girls were
treating me; they were stepping all over me
and I didn’t know how to react. When they
text you something mean, you just can’t
ignore it.”
Paige’s parents Michelle and Greg
were concerned enough to send her on a
three-day Beautiful Minds course in
Maroochydore. Founded by Marina
Passalaris on the Sunshine Coast in 2007,
the self-empowerment and etiquette courses
give girls aged 11 to 17 tools to help navigate
the tumultuous years of adolescence. Word
has spread and Beautiful Minds now runs
programs nationally and overseas.
Michelle and Greg sent their eldest
daughter Saffron to a week-long Beautiful
Minds course in Maroochydore four years
ago at the age of 12 and now at 16, she’s a
confident and happy teenager. Both girls say
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the course changed their lives.
“I feel a lot more confident now,” says
Paige. “Marina told me to just let it go. To
confront the bullies, but in a natural way, not
in a rude way. She helped me to learn how to
just ignore it and walk away, but also how to
not put up with it. Marina told the girls if
we’re being bullied on social media to just
delete it. I deleted all my social media and
ignored everyone, but now I have it back, but

cooking, fashion, makeup and did some yoga
classes. Marina told us information we’ll
never forget in our lifetime – she understood
our girl problems.”
Saffron says she loved the fun side of the
course – like getting her makeup done and
having professional photo shoots. But it’s the
serious side of what she learnt that has stuck
with her.
“I guess at the time I was having a lot of

“We recently ran a program in
Sydney and 90 per cent of the girls
in the room were suffering from
panic attacks on a regular basis”
Marina Passalaris

my parents closely monitor it and I don’t
engage in what’s happening as much and
when I do, I don’t let it affect me like it did.
“It was a really fun course. I was a bit
nervous at first, but it was a really safe
environment to be in. You could speak about
any problems you had and the other girls
understood you weren’t there to be judged,
you were there to be open. We learnt about

self-doubt with the way I looked and what
people thought about me. Most of the girls
there had a lot of self-doubt and cared a lot
about what people thought. Marina reassured
us all that whatever we look like, skinny, fat,
it’s just ourselves. Everyone’s beautiful no
matter what they look like. One girl told us
how she cared so much about what people
thought, she literally changed everything

about herself and it still wasn’t good enough.”
According to beyondblue, the top three
issues of concern for young people in 2015
were coping with stress, school or study
problems and body image, and this has not
changed since 2013. Half of all lifetime cases
of mental health disorders start by age 14,
and one in six young Australians is currently
experiencing an anxiety condition. Perhaps
most shockingly, suicide is the biggest killer of
our youth, according to research from the
Australian Bureau of Statistics. In 2015, it was
the leading cause of death of children
between five and 17 years of age.
“When I did the course, we had a lesson
about suicide and a lady came in and told us
her story and it really just opened our eyes,”
says Saffron. “The stuff she had been through
when she was 14 or 15 was horrible. She was
in her mid-20s and told us she had thought
about suicide and was scared to say
something, but her parents and friends
helped. She told us it’s not the only choice.”
“Schools are scared to address it,” says
Marina. “Our current education is not
working, we need an overhaul. It’s not the
teachers, they’re incredible. We need to look
at changing the curriculum so it sets them up
for life. There’s no point leaving Year 12 and
knowing how to dissect a frog and not
knowing how to read a bank statement or not
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knowing anything about yourself.”
While Saffron says she’s only experienced
mild bullying, she knows what it’s like to want
to shut down and shut people out.
“When people say things about you, you
really don’t want to tell anyone. But once you
do, you feel so much better. When I was going
to do the course, I did talk to a lot of my
friends and they were just like, we don’t need
it, we already know stuff. But I feel like
everyone should do it, because you learn so
many life lessons.”
“The biggest thing right now is anxiety,”
says Marina. “Currently with the new stats,
the average eight-year-old girl experiences
the same level of anxiety as a mental patient
from the 1950s. It’s absolutely frightening.
“It’s not just social anxiety, but young
people suffering full-blown panic attacks and
being medicated at the age of 12 and 13. We
recently ran a program in Sydney and 90 per
cent of the girls in the room were suffering
from panic attacks on a regular basis. I put it
down to the fact the girls are at the forefront
of what’s happening in the world because of
social media and there is an enormous
amount of fear. You can say it’s far removed,
but young people under the age of 18 can’t
distance themselves from it.
“The second biggest problem is their
friendship groups. There’s a lot of bullying
and breakdown of friendship groups at
school. Girls are cruel to each other and it
creates so much sadness and tension. The
third is body image and how they see
themselves and compare themselves to the
images on social media. As much as they are
very savvy and know the images are
airbrushed and are so over talking about that
topic, subconsciously it still seeps in.”
Alexandra Headland nurse, Caroline
Wallace, 22, did the program nine years ago.
“We watched the videos of how the
women on the front covers are manipulated,”
says Caroline. “I was 13 and I’d been looking
at magazines my entire life but I’d never once
seen the video of what actually goes behind
that one picture. I learnt not to try and look
like the model on the cover of the magazine,
because she doesn’t even look like that. It
really put things into perspective. We were all

trying to strive for something that was
completely unattainable. It was okay to be us
with our little insignificant flaws we thought
we had and go ahead with the things that
made us happy.”
Caroline’s parents sent her on the course
hoping it would help with her anorexia, but it
was too far advanced and she was admitted
to hospital for seven months.
“Unfortunately my anorexia was already

“I learnt not to try and
look like the model on the
cover of the magazine
because she doesn’t even
look like that”
Emma, Bec and Caroline Wallace
too far gone,” she says. “I was pretty far down
to be honest by that point, but we did a photo
shoot at the end where we got our makeup
done and got presented with photos. When I
got admitted to hospital a couple of months
after the course, my mum brought my photo
in with my makeup done nicely and my
portfolio from Beautiful Minds, which talked
about getting from your head onto a piece of
paper what makes you happy, good self-talk,
the bullies from the outside and the bullies
from within. Just having that support of a
mentor was beyond helpful.
“I had a particularly close relationship
with Marina and she’s stayed in my life ever

since. I met her a decade ago and I’ve always
known she would have my back, even now.”
While Caroline and her sister Emma, who
also did the course, loved the fun stuff like
learning about hair and makeup, it was the
more confronting parts of the course she has
gained the most value from.
“At one point we had to write down one
thing we were self-conscious about. There
were about seven girls and we all had to write
something we were embarrassed about. It
was really confronting at that age, to write it
on a piece of paper and share it. Once we all
shared, it was quite liberating.”
Caroline’s mum Leonie says the diversity
of life skills learnt made it money well spent.
“As parents we can talk to our children
about these things, but teenagers only listen
to so much from their parents. They take it on
board more when it comes from somebody
else. Listening to Marina and the people she
gets to come in has an impact on them.”
Paige and Saffron’s mum Michelle agrees.
“I would definitely recommend anybody
putting their daughters through the course. It
seems today that teenagers are looking for
external validation, which social media
perpetuates, for happiness and acceptance.
What I love about Marina’s courses is that she
is helping the girls to realise their own inner
potential through loving and accepting
themselves, and that this is what will lead to
true happiness, not how many likes you get
on a photo.”
With Passalaris now educating 33,000
teens each year in NSW alone, she works
non-stop, but says it’s not work, it’s a passion.
“I would just love young girls to believe in
themselves, to have much better friendships
and relationships with each other, to support
each other more and for young girls to just
understand that life is really short. You’ve got
to hit the ground running and do the best
with what you have. Every single person out
there has got something incredible to offer
the community. That’s what they have to work
out – what have they been put on this earth to
do? If you approach life with an attitude of,
how do I make the best of it and how do I give
back, you find your passion and your life’s
work and you become a happier person.”

SPREADING THE LOVE
Originally from South Africa, Marina spent
14 years as a model and worked in South
Africa and Europe before moving to
Australia and spending 10 years on the
Sunshine Coast, where she met young
models who were experiencing difficulties
in their personal lives. She developed her
Beautiful Minds program in conjunction
with experts from a variety of fields and ran
them initially in Maroochydore, Noosa
and Caloundra.
“It was the perfect place to start a
business like this, because the locals
supported it,” says Marina. “I think if I
had started it in a city I wouldn’t have been
as successful. The Coast is home and
it’s where it started and I love the fact
that it’s gone from there to an
international business.”
While Marina still owns a home in
Currimundi, she now lives in Sydney where
her head office is based, and has 60
educators on board who run programs
around Australia. The program has now run
in Europe and is launching in Singapore
in November.
There are four arms of the business – a
school program, signature weekend and
school holiday courses, an online program
called BU Online, which features celebrity
videos and Be You Day, a one-day event
which launched in Sydney three years ago
and will go national in 2018.
Marina has been inundated with
requests to develop a program for boys and
will trial a one-off event for boys next year.
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KAWANA WATERS 224 Centre, Nicklin Way Ph: 5493 5252
MAROOCHYDORE Sunshine Coast Home (old bunnings centre)
100 Maroochydore Road Ph: 5443 9944
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