
Sudan, 2006, Children outside their classroom at Comboni Primary School in Rumbek, in Southern Sudan.
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Introduction

Children spend more time in the care of adults 
in pre-schools, schools, vocational training 
centres and other places of learning than they 
do anywhere else outside of their homes. Like 
parents, the adults who oversee, manage and 
staff these places have a duty to provide safe 
and nurturing environments that support 
and promote children’s education and devel-
opment. They also have a duty to make sure 
such development prepares children for life as 
responsible adults, guided by values of non-
violence, gender equality, non-discrimination, 
tolerance and mutual respect. These are the 
values that Governments embrace when they 
ratify the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (CRC) and other international human 
rights conventions, along with obligations to 
protect children from all forms of violence, in 
schools and elsewhere, including providing a 
clear framework of law prohibiting and deter-
ring all forms of violence, and taking all other 
necessary measures to prevent violence.

Violence in schools can be prevented and must 
not be tolerated. The reality for many mil-
lions of children is that schools (used hereafter 
as the generic term for all education settings 
for children) expose them to violence and, in 
so doing, children are denied of their rights, 
including to education. In all of the Regional 
Consultations conducted for the Study, and in 
many of the reports received, children attested 
to the impact of violence on their ability to get 
to and from school, to learn effectively while 
in school, and to remain in school long enough 
to reap the benefits of education.1,2,3

The public image of violence in schools has 
been coloured by the media’s focus on extreme 
events, such as school shootings; the targeting 
of schools for attacks and mass kidnappings. 
However, such events are very rare. More 
common are forms of violence that go unre-
ported and may be so tolerated and perhaps so 
actively condoned by the public and by offi-
cial policy and law that they are not deemed 
worthy of study, discussion or debate.

Where the social and physical environment of 
the community is hostile, the school environ-
ment is unlikely to be spared. The levels and 
patterns of violence in schools often reflect the 
levels and patterns of violence in countries, 
communities and families. These, in turn, 
reflect prevailing political and socio-economic 
conditions, social attitudes, cultural traditions 
and values, and laws and law enforcement. 
Where it is legal, considered acceptable and 
perhaps even commendable for men to control 
women, and the wealthy or privileged to con-
trol the poor and disadvantaged, and parents 
to control children through violence and the 
threat of violence, then it is likely to be legal, 
considered acceptable and perhaps even com-
mendable for both adults and children to use 
similar methods in schools.4,5,6 By being vic-
tims, perpetrators and witnesses of violence, 
children learn that violence is an acceptable 
way for the strong and aggressive to get what 
they want from the comparatively weak, pas-
sive or peaceful.

“To avoid violence we need to be listened to, we need economic,  
work and educational opportunities. We need the chance to improve our quality  

of life and have the right to live in a violence free environment.”

Adolescent boys, Latin America I
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Schools are uniquely placed to break the pat-
terns of violence by giving children, their 
parents and communities the knowledge and 
skills to communicate, negotiate and resolve 
conflicts in more constructive ways. However, 
patterns of violence are often entrenched in 
school culture, sometimes as a matter of policy 
supported and promoted by certain theories 
about childhood development and learning.

Whether perpetrated by adults or children, 
almost all violence in schools reflects a ‘hidden 
curriculum’ that promotes gender inequal-
ity and stereotyping. For example, boys taunt 
each other about their lack of masculinity and 
harass girls with verbal and physical gestures 
that are sexual in nature. Corporal punish-
ment of boys is more frequent and harsh than 
corporal punishment of girls. Sexual aggres-
sion by male teachers and boys is often dis-
missed as ‘just boys being boys’, while girls are 
blamed for ‘asking for it’. The implicit mes-

sages are that males should be tough, generally 
and sexually assertive and ready for life in a 
rough-and-tumble world but females should 
be passive, sheltered, and unassertive, particu-
larly sexually. These stereotypes often make 
schools unsafe and uncomfortable for girls 
and are prominent among the reasons why, in 
some countries girls, particularly during ado-
lescence, are less likely to attend school than 
adolescent boys. 7,8,9

Ensuring access to quality education for all 
children is integral to the Millenium Develop-
ment Goals, and the related efforts detailed in 
the Dakar Framework for Action.10,11,12  To do 
this, schools must provide a safe and welcom-
ing environment for girls and boys, which is 
free of the threat of violence (see box).

Education for All and the Millennium Development Goals

In April 2000, the World Education Forum in Dakar, Senegal, adopted the Dakar 
Framework for Action to achieve six Education for All (EFA) goals.13,14,15 In September 
2000, the Millennium Declaration established two of the EFA goals as being two of 
the eight Millennium Development Goals. Goal 2 states that, by 2015, all children 
should have access to free and compulsory primary education of good quality. Goal 3 is 
to, by 2005, achieve gender equality in primary and secondary education and, by 2015, 
achieve gender equality in all levels of education. These two goals constitute a specific 
timetable for achieving “the right of the child to education … progressively and on the 
basis of equal opportunity” required by the CRC.

Human rights INSTRUMENTS

Reflecting article 13 of the International Covenant on Economic and Social Rights 
which enshrines the right of everyone to education, article 28 of the Convention on 
the Rights of the Child (CRC) recognises “the right of the child to education … with 
a view to achieving this right progressively and on the basis of equal opportunity.” The 
first paragraph of article 28 lists States parties’ obligations, which include making pri-
mary education compulsory and free for all, encouraging the development of different 
forms of secondary education that will be free or financially assisted in case of need, 
and making higher education accessible to all on the basis of their capacity. Article 28 
(2) states that: “States parties shall take all appropriate measures to ensure that school 
discipline is administered in a manner consistent with the child’s human dignity and 
in conformity with the present Convention.” Conformity with the CRC requires, for 
example, protecting the child against “all forms of physical or mental violence, injury 
or abuse, neglect or negligent treatment, maltreatment or exploitation, including sexual 
abuse” (article 19) and from “cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment” 
(article 37).

Article 29 of the CRC addresses the aims of the child’s education. Paragraph 29 (1.b) 
calls for “development of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms” and 
paragraph 29 (1.d) calls for “preparation of the child for responsible life in a free soci-
ety, in the spirit of understanding, peace, tolerance, equality of sexes, and friendship 
among all peoples, ethnic, national and religious groups and persons of indigenous 
origin.” In 2001, the Committee on the Rights of the Child issued General Comment 
No. 1 on the aims of education (CRC/GC/2001/1), emphasising that the education 
process itself should be based on and promote the rights guaranteed by the Conven-
tion. This means that States parties should take measures to ensure that all schools 
respect, for example, the child’s rights to non-discrimination (article 2), to freedom of 
expression (article 13), and to protection from all forms of sexual abuse and exploita-
tion (article 34). States must also ensure that children are fully protected from expo-
sure to bullying and other forms of violence by other students. The Committee has 
noted that failure to protect students from such forms of violence could deny children 
their right to education (articles 28 and 29).16
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Education for All and the Millennium Development Goals

In April 2000, the World Education Forum in Dakar, Senegal, adopted the Dakar 
Framework for Action to achieve six Education for All (EFA) goals.13,14,15 In September 
2000, the Millennium Declaration established two of the EFA goals as being two of 
the eight Millennium Development Goals. Goal 2 states that, by 2015, all children 
should have access to free and compulsory primary education of good quality. Goal 3 is 
to, by 2005, achieve gender equality in primary and secondary education and, by 2015, 
achieve gender equality in all levels of education. These two goals constitute a specific 
timetable for achieving “the right of the child to education … progressively and on the 
basis of equal opportunity” required by the CRC.

Human rights INSTRUMENTS

Reflecting article 13 of the International Covenant on Economic and Social Rights 
which enshrines the right of everyone to education, article 28 of the Convention on 
the Rights of the Child (CRC) recognises “the right of the child to education … with 
a view to achieving this right progressively and on the basis of equal opportunity.” The 
first paragraph of article 28 lists States parties’ obligations, which include making pri-
mary education compulsory and free for all, encouraging the development of different 
forms of secondary education that will be free or financially assisted in case of need, 
and making higher education accessible to all on the basis of their capacity. Article 28 
(2) states that: “States parties shall take all appropriate measures to ensure that school 
discipline is administered in a manner consistent with the child’s human dignity and 
in conformity with the present Convention.” Conformity with the CRC requires, for 
example, protecting the child against “all forms of physical or mental violence, injury 
or abuse, neglect or negligent treatment, maltreatment or exploitation, including sexual 
abuse” (article 19) and from “cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment” 
(article 37).

Article 29 of the CRC addresses the aims of the child’s education. Paragraph 29 (1.b) 
calls for “development of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms” and 
paragraph 29 (1.d) calls for “preparation of the child for responsible life in a free soci-
ety, in the spirit of understanding, peace, tolerance, equality of sexes, and friendship 
among all peoples, ethnic, national and religious groups and persons of indigenous 
origin.” In 2001, the Committee on the Rights of the Child issued General Comment 
No. 1 on the aims of education (CRC/GC/2001/1), emphasising that the education 
process itself should be based on and promote the rights guaranteed by the Conven-
tion. This means that States parties should take measures to ensure that all schools 
respect, for example, the child’s rights to non-discrimination (article 2), to freedom of 
expression (article 13), and to protection from all forms of sexual abuse and exploita-
tion (article 34). States must also ensure that children are fully protected from expo-
sure to bullying and other forms of violence by other students. The Committee has 
noted that failure to protect students from such forms of violence could deny children 
their right to education (articles 28 and 29).16

>>>
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“I have seen the harsh behaviour of teachers in schools and colleges. Every day there are severe 
punishments by teachers, so we remain very afraid in class. The teacher often makes a student stand up 

in class, scolds him with ugly words and teases him for being naughty or for not learning the lessons.  
It is very shameful as well as painful.”

Boy, 17, South and Central Asia, 2005 II

Human rights INSTRUMENTS

General Comment No. 1 also states that: “…Children do not lose their human rights 
by virtue of passing through the school gates. Thus, for example, education must be 
provided in a way that respects the inherent dignity of the child, enables the child to 
express his or her views freely in accordance with article 12(1) and to participate in 
school life. Education must also be provided in a way that respects the strict limits on 
discipline reflected in article 28(2) and promotes non-violence in school. The Com-
mittee has repeatedly made clear in its concluding observations that the use of corporal 
punishment does not respect the inherent dignity of the child nor the strict limits on 
school discipline…”17

The Committee has reflected this interpretation in its concluding observations on 
States parties’ reports under the CRC, recommending that they should prohibit all 
corporal punishment. In June 2006 the Committee adopted its General Comment No. 
8 on the right of the child to protection from corporal punishment and other cruel or 
degrading forms of punishment (articles 19, 28(2) and 37, inter alia; CRC/C/GC/8). 
The Committee states that the purpose of the General Comment is “to highlight the 
obligation of all States parties to move quickly to prohibit and eliminate all corporal 
punishment and all other cruel or degrading forms of punishment of children and to 
outline the legislative and other awareness-raising and educational measures that States 
must take.”

The Committee comments: “Addressing the widespread acceptance or tolerance of 
corporal punishment of children and eliminating it, in the family, schools and other 
settings, is not only an obligation of States parties under the CRC. It is also a key strat-
egy for reducing and preventing all forms of violence in societies.”18
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Background and 
context 

Historically, many cultures have had hierar-
chical social structures where those higher 
up have controlled those lower down through 
violence and threat of violence. These struc-
tures and practices have extended to families 
and the relations between men and women 
and between parents and their children. They 
have also extended to schools and the relations 
between school staff and children.

In both families and schools, corporal punish-
ment and other forms of cruel or degrading 
punishment have been widely favoured meth-
ods of ‘discipline’ perceived as ‘taming’ the 
unruly child, training the presumptuous child 
to take his or her ‘proper place’ in the social 

order, and hardening the unseasoned child 
to the difficult, brutal and abrasive world. 
In Europe and North America, the idea of 
universal education, paid for by the State or 
subsidised by the State, to equip children for 
the working world, for their civic and family 
responsibilities and for their personal fulfil-
ment did not emerge until the mid-19th cen-
tury, when the industrial revolution was well 
advanced. From then until well into the 20th 
century, beating, humiliation and isolation 
were routinely used as methods of teaching 
and discipline. 

Since the 1990s, the global economy and the 
economies of many nations have been expe-
riencing unprecedented rates of expansion. 
The industrialised nations have moved into 
an era where knowledge-based industries are 
predominant and where economies benefit 
from all the workers they can get, if those 
workers are well-educated and flexible, ready 
to absorb new knowledge, adjust to new tech-
nology, move from job to job and place to 
place, and work with people of many differ-
ent backgrounds. It is now widely recognised 
that everyone loses when people are excluded 
on the basis of gender, race, religious belief 
and other factors unrelated to their capability 
and potential. It is also widely recognised that 
the free-enquiry-and-personal-growth model 
is one that best serves everyone’s interests and 
that it requires safe and nurturing school envi-
ronments.

Human rights INSTRUMENTS

General Comment No. 1 also states that: “…Children do not lose their human rights 
by virtue of passing through the school gates. Thus, for example, education must be 
provided in a way that respects the inherent dignity of the child, enables the child to 
express his or her views freely in accordance with article 12(1) and to participate in 
school life. Education must also be provided in a way that respects the strict limits on 
discipline reflected in article 28(2) and promotes non-violence in school. The Com-
mittee has repeatedly made clear in its concluding observations that the use of corporal 
punishment does not respect the inherent dignity of the child nor the strict limits on 
school discipline…”17

The Committee has reflected this interpretation in its concluding observations on 
States parties’ reports under the CRC, recommending that they should prohibit all 
corporal punishment. In June 2006 the Committee adopted its General Comment No. 
8 on the right of the child to protection from corporal punishment and other cruel or 
degrading forms of punishment (articles 19, 28(2) and 37, inter alia; CRC/C/GC/8). 
The Committee states that the purpose of the General Comment is “to highlight the 
obligation of all States parties to move quickly to prohibit and eliminate all corporal 
punishment and all other cruel or degrading forms of punishment of children and to 
outline the legislative and other awareness-raising and educational measures that States 
must take.”

The Committee comments: “Addressing the widespread acceptance or tolerance of 
corporal punishment of children and eliminating it, in the family, schools and other 
settings, is not only an obligation of States parties under the CRC. It is also a key strat-
egy for reducing and preventing all forms of violence in societies.”18

PERU, 2002, Two boys do arithmetic using calculators and 
coloured blocks in a school in the village of Los Angeles in the 
north-eastern department of San Martín in the Amazon.
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There are still countries where many leaders, 
educators and parents believe that education 
which teaches children to question and think 
for themselves brings children into conflict 
with the established customs upon which the 
family and community have been based for 
generations.19

Change in disciplinary practices in schools has 
been especially slow in some countries where 
resources for education are severely stretched at 
the same time as education systems are being 
asked to absorb ever-increasing numbers of 
school-goers. Laws are gradually improving20 
but even where laws ban corporal punish-
ment they are not always effectively enforced 
and often not initially supported by prevailing 
social attitudes. Prohibition of corporal pun-
ishment needs to be accompanied by effective 
initial and in-service training in behaviour 
management and school organisation which 
respect children’s rights.

Nature and extent  
of the problem

While the status of every country’s progress 
toward abolition of corporal punishment in 
homes, schools and penal systems has been 
mapped, research and analysis pertaining 
to other forms of violence in schools is not 
nearly so far advanced.21 Most studies have 
looked at one or, at most, two forms of school 
violence and not at the multiple dimensions 
of that violence and the links between school 
violence and phenomena outside of schools, 
such as violence in families and society as a 
whole.

Forms of violence in schools

The forms of violence found in schools are 
both physical and psychological, and usually 
occur together. Forms perpetrated by teach-
ers and other school staff, with or without the 
overt or tacit approval of education ministries 
and other authorities that oversee schools 
include corporal punishment and other cruel 
and humiliating forms of punishment or treat-
ment, sexual and gender-based violence, and 
bullying.

Forms of violence perpetrated by children 
include bullying, sexual and gender-based vio-
lence, schoolyard fighting, gang violence, and 
assault with weapons. Technology provides a 
new medium for bullying using the Internet and 
mobile phones, and has given rise to new terms 
such as ‘cyber-bully’ and ‘cyber-bullying’.

Physical and psychological 
punishment

The Committee on the Rights of the Child 
defines ‘corporal’ or ‘physical’ punishment as 
any punishment in which physical force is used 
and intended to cause some degree of pain or 
discomfort, however light. Most involves hit-
ting (‘smacking’, ‘slapping’, ‘spanking’) chil-
dren, with the hand or with an implement. 
But it can also involve, for example, kicking, 
shaking or throwing children, scratching, 
pinching, biting, pulling hair or boxing ears, 
forcing children to stay in uncomfortable 
positions, burning, scalding or forced inges-
tion (for example, washing children’s mouths 
out with soap or forcing them to swallow hot 
spices).22

“The teacher slapped the students that skipped his lesson because they wanted to go to the library to do 
some research. The noise was really loud in the corridor. I witnessed the scene and was scared. I still 

cannot forget the sound of the slaps on their face.” 

Student, 16, Indian Ocean subregion, 2006 III
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In the view of the Committee, corporal pun-
ishment is invariably degrading. In addition to 
the physical aspects defined above, there are 
many other non-physical forms of punishment 
which are also cruel and degrading and thus 
incompatible with the CRC. These include, for 
example, punishment which belittles, humili-
ates, denigrates, scapegoats, threatens, scares or 
ridicules the child. Corporal punishment, and 
other forms of cruel or degrading punishment 
used by school heads and teachers, were fre-
quently brought to the attention of the Study 
by children during all nine Regional Consulta-
tions. The Children’s Consultation in Slovenia 
headed its list of messages to be taken forward 
to the Europe and Central Asia Regional Con-
sultation with: “That there should be a prohi-
bition of every kind of violence that happens in 
schools in every country and … schools should 
be happy places in which children are eager to 
learn.”23 Similar messages came from children 
all over the world.

The key set of studies on corporal punish-
ment24 and a series of regional reports devel-
oped for the Study25 demonstrate a clear trend 
away from corporal punishment in schools in 
all regions, most notably in Europe. Of the 
223 States and dependent territories tracked 
by the Global Initiative to End All Corporal 
Punishment of Children, 106 now have laws 
banning corporal punishment in all schools 
and another seven have laws banning it in some 
parts of the country, for example where prov-
inces of a federal State have their own laws, or 
in some schools, such as only those funded by 
the State.26 However, laws banning corporal 
punishment are often not effectively enforced, 

even in countries such as China where they 
have been in place for many years.27 In Cam-
eroon, a 1998 law bans corporal punishment 
in schools but a study covering four of Camer-
oon’s provinces, published two years after the 
ban, found teachers made no secret of using 
it for “cheekiness, disobedience and academic 
mistakes” and 97% of students reported that 
they had been physically punished.28 The con-
sequences of non-enforcement can be serious.

Other forms of cruel or degrading punishment, 
not involving physical violence, have been much 
less studied. The Children’s Consultations 
informing the Study revealed that other forms 
of humiliation are very much on the minds 
of children and lodged in the minds of many 
adults with painful memories of how they or 
their classmates were humiliated by the words 
and actions of school heads and teachers.

Cases have been reported of the use of corpo-
ral punishment for reasons entirely beyond a 
child’s control, such as failure of parents to pay 
school fees,29 and also for academic failure or 
to correct misbehaviour. In many situations, 
it is not easy to disentangle these two motiva-
tions. Studies in Egypt,30 Lesotho31 and Togo,32 
and from Indian Ocean Island nations33 show 
that corporal punishment is widely used to 
punish unsatisfactory academic performance, 
as elsewhere. Studies of seven Middle East-
ern and North African countries reported 
that one-third of students said they had 
been caned because their class or school had 
not done well on examinations.34 Collective  
punishment for unsatisfactory performance of 
a whole class or whole school was also com-
monly reported.

“She [the teacher] knows she is doing wrong, but she feels impunity.  
She will go unpunished and she knows this.”

Girl, 15, Europe, 2005 IV
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Links to discrimination and gender-
based violence

There is evidence to suggest that corporal 
punishment in schools is sometimes admin-
istered with greater severity or frequency 
to children from groups that are subject to 
stigma and discrimination in the whole of 
society. In India, the 1998 Public Report on 
Basic Education (PROBE) found that higher 
caste teachers were inclined to humiliate chil-
dren from Dalit (‘untouchables’, or the lowest 
of the four castes) and other lower castes by 
labelling them as dull and incapable of being 
educated.35 In the 23 states of the USA where 
corporal punishment in schools is still lawful, 
African-American children are more often vic-
tims than others.36 Refugee children in Angola, 
Zambia and South Africa also feel singled out 
for corporal punishment.37

In general, boys experience more frequent and 
more severe corporal punishment than girls 
but girls are far from immune. Surveys have 
found that in Egypt, 80% of schoolboys and 
67% of schoolgirls had experienced corporal 
punishment in schools; in Barbados, 95% of 
interviewed boys and 92% of interviewed girls 
said they had experienced caning or flogging 
in school.38 A survey covering 3,577 students 
in six provinces of China found that 17.5% 
had experienced one or more forms of corporal 
punishment by teachers before they were 16 
years old; 15% had been hit, kicked or oth-
erwise punished without the use of an object; 
7% had been beaten with an object; 0.4% had 
been locked up in a small place, or tied up 
with ropes or chains; 0.1% had been choked, 

burned or stabbed. The percentage of male 
students (26.9%) who had experienced one or 
more of those forms was more than 2.5 times 
the percentage of female students (10.1%) who 
had done so.39

School heads and teachers may apply corporal 
punishment and other forms of cruel or degrad-
ing punishment in different ways, according 
to the sex of the child, and by so doing convey 
messages about what is expected of children 
and adults of each sex. In Botswana, for exam-
ple, no male teacher but the head teacher can 
administer corporal punishment to a girl; and 
in primary schools, boys can be beaten on the 
buttocks but girls only on the backs of their 
calves and palms of their hands. Boys and 
girls may also be punished for different mis-
demeanours so that, for example, a boy might 
be punished for failure to perform an athletic 
feat in a physical education class whereas a 
girl might be punished for rowdy and ‘unla-
dylike behaviour’ that might be forgiven in a 
boy. The fact that there are explicit or implicit 
gender policies applying to corporal punish-
ment suggests that any strategies to eliminate 
corporal punishment should address gender 
differences, too.40

Sexual and gender-based violence 

Gender-based violence stems from gender 
inequality, stereotypes and socially imposed 
roles. Sexual violence, including sexual harass-
ment towards girls may be motivated by the 
desire to punish or humiliate girls because of 
their sex or sexuality, or by sexual interest and 
bravado. It also serves to intimidate, humili-
ate and diminish girls. This is demonstrated by 
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the widespread practice of blaming girls who 
are victims of rape, and that where gender dis-
crimination is an unquestioned norm, blaming 
girls may extend to almost any kind of sexual 
harassment, assault or exploitation.

Studies suggest that sexual harassment of 
schoolgirls is common throughout the world, 
to varying degrees by teachers themselves as 
well as by students, and that it may be par-
ticularly common and extreme in places where 
other forms of school violence are also preva-
lent.41,42,43,44,45 Teachers often see the sexual 
harassment among students – most often girls 
– as a normal part of school life, and there-
fore ignore it. Under these circumstances 
it is difficult for students to report it. In the 
Middle East, sexual harassment of girls is not 
commonly reported, perhaps because girls are 
commonly separated from boys in schools, 
or also perhaps because girls are reluctant to 
speak out.

Until recently, there was almost no public dis-
cussion of sexual abuse of schoolgirls in Japan 
and victims rarely came forward. Their shame 
was profound and they knew that if they 
talked about what had happened, their reputa-
tions would have been tainted for the rest of 
their lives.46 Similar attitudes are still common 
in many countries. A study in Ethiopia, for 
example, found that students attributed the 
sexual harassment of girls to the way the girls 
dressed and not to boys’ attitudes toward 
girls.47 In West and Central Africa, teachers 
justified sexual exploitation of female students 
by saying that their clothes and behaviour 
were provocative, and that the teachers were 
far from home and in sexual need.48

In Europe and North America, revelation of 
the widespread sexual abuse of boys by male 
teachers (often clerics) in church-run schools 
has only occurred since the 1990s in the pres-
ence of better protections against, and systems 
of, reporting abuse – often decades after the 
abuse took place. Previously, children who 
were sexually assaulted or exploited by teach-
ers were too ashamed to tell anyone what had 
happened, knowing that their stories would not 
be believed or that, if believed, they would be 
blamed for attracting the sexual attention of 
other males. A recent study found that nearly 
4,400 priests (4% of all priests ministering 
during that period) had been accused of sexu-
ally abusing nearly 10,700 children, in acts that 
took place between 1950 and 2002, and that 
the vast majority of the children were boys.49

Harmful cultural stereotypes that demean 
children because of their sex or their known 
or suspected sexuality create environments in 
which children can be abused with impunity, 
including by adults in positions of trust and 
authority such as clerics in religious schools. 
In 2004, Pakistan’s Minister of State for Reli-
gious Affairs stunned the nation by reporting 
that, so far that year, 500 complaints of sexual 
abuse by clerics in religious schools had been 
registered and that, in the previous year, 2,000 
complaints had been registered, although there 
had been no successful prosecutions so far.50, 51

“Violence against children has incalculable costs to present and future generations and it undermines 
human development. We recognize that virtually all forms of violence are linked to entrenched gender 

roles and inequalities, and that the violation of the rights of children is linked to the status of women.”

The African Declaration on Violence against Girls, 2006 V
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HIV and sexual violence

In sub-Saharan African countries, the aver-
age rate of HIV prevalence among girls and 
young women 15 to 24 years old is now three 
times higher than the average rate among 
boys and young men of that age.52 Sexual vio-
lence is increasingly recognised, although still 
under-studied, as an important factor in these 
increases.

An analysis of data from the Global School-
Based Student Health Survey (GSHS) found 
that in Namibia, 19% of both boys and girls 
answered ‘yes’ when asked if they had “ever been 
physically forced to have sex.” In Swaziland, 9% 
of boys and 10% of girls said ‘yes’; in Uganda, 
13% of boys and 25% of girls; in Zambia, 30% 
of boys and 31% of girls; in Zimbabwe, 11% 
of boys and 14% of girls.53 In 1999, research 
based on a sample of 10,000 schoolgirls in 
Kenya found that one-third were sexually active 
and that, of those, 40% said their first encoun-
ter was forced, usually by a male student.54 
More recent research in Burkina Faso, Ghana, 
Malawi, and Uganda found, however, that 
forced sex and vulnerability to HIV infection 
were more prevalent among married adolescents 
than among unmarried adolescents.55 In many 
sub-Saharan African countries, the majority of 
adolescent girls are not in school and between 
one-quarter and one-half of them are married, 
often to much older men.56 In Ethiopia, girls 
often see attendance at school as a way to avoid 
early and unwanted marriage.57

Forced sex is a risk factor for HIV/AIDS. This 
is a growing concern in the context of schools 
In Eastern and Southern Africa (as in other 

regions), the Regional Consultation held for the 
Study identified sexual harassment and abuse 
by students and teachers, usually male, against 
female students as major problems. Participants 
of the Consultation attested to cases of teach-
ers promising higher grades in exchange for 
sex with girls, and also that girls who become 
pregnant as a result of sexual abuse by teachers 
or students are often expelled from school. In 
some countries, marriage of a pregnant girl to 
her abuser may absolve him of legal responsi-
bility, increasing the risks of forced marriage.

A study conducted by UNICEF found that 
such sexual abuse was common in all countries 
of West and Central Africa, and that Minis-
tries of Education were aware of it and con-
sidered it to be one of the main reasons why 
girls drop out of school.58 A Human Rights 
Watch study found that sexual harassment 
and abuse of girls by teachers and students 
in South African schools was widespread and 
that girls were raped in school toilets, empty 
classrooms, dormitories and hostels.59 In a 
recent survey in Ghana, 6% of schoolgirls 
said teachers had blackmailed them, threaten-
ing to give them lower grades if they refused 
to have sexual relations. Two-thirds of them 
had not reported the incidents due to feelings 
of shame, advice that they should be toler-
ant, and their belief that no action would be 
taken against the culprits. A small percentage 
of boys had experienced sexual harassment, 
too. Of the boys, 24% admitted they had par-
ticipated in rape, including gang rape. Of the 
girls, 14% said they had been raped by boys 
close to them.60
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Elsewhere, more general studies into sexual 
abuse have found that teachers are among those 
who sexually coerce or abuse children and young 
people. In one such study, 6% of more than 
2,000 college students in the Hong Kong Special 
Administrative Region of China said they had 
been abused before they turned 17. Eleven was 
the average age at which the abuse had occurred 
and teachers were the abusers in 7% of all cases, 
although family members or family friends 
were more commonly identified as abusers.61 
A UNICEF study covering Nepal found that 
9% of children had experienced severe sexual 
abuse (kissing of sensitive parts, oral sex and 
penetration), and that 18% of the perpetrators 
were teachers.62 In a submission to this Study, 
the International Rescue Committee reported 
that sexual abuse against girls is a significant 
problem in refugee schools where the teachers 
are male.63 The Regional Consultation in Latin 
America reported that girls in the Dominican 
Republic, Honduras, Guatemala, Mexico and 
Panama Nicaragua experience sexual coercion 
from teachers, sometimes with threats that their 
grades will suffer if they do not cooperate.64

On the positive side, the Regional Consulta-
tion in Eastern and Southern Africa found 
that countries are responding with changes in 
law, policy and practice. In South Africa and 
Zambia, for example, ‘defilement’ of under-age 
girls is treated as a serious offence by courts of 
law, and may result in sentences of up to life 
imprisonment, while pregnant girls are given a 
leave of absence from school.65

Bullying

Since the 1970s, there has been growing rec-
ognition of the threat posed by bullying in 

schools to children’s well-being, and a increas-
ing body of literature examining its causes, 
prevalence and impacts on both victims and 
perpetrators.66,67 Although bullying is a world-
wide problem, the literature pertains mostly 
to the industrialised world. Emerging from 
Scandinavia in the 1970s and then from the 
UK, Japan, Australia, and the USA, this body 
of literature has analysed the characteristics 
of bullies and victims, and the range of per-
sonal and social risk factors that contribute 
to bullying. It has also broadened the defini-
tion of bullying to include more subtle and 
complex forms of psychological violence, 
and extended analysis beyond examining the 
characteristics of bullies and victims to look-
ing at their upbringing and their family and 
social environments, including school envi-
ronments. Bullying is also distinguished from 
other forms of violence because it represents 
a pattern of behaviour rather than an isolated 
event. The literature also reveals how almost 
all bullying is sexual or gender-based. This has 
changed the way bullying is perceived, so that 
responses also target the pattern.

Bullying that targets the child’s sex  
or sexuality
Teachers and other children commonly put 
pressure on children to make them conform to 
cultural values and social attitudes that define 
what it means to be ‘masculine’ or ‘feminine’. 
A widespread method is to use words suggest-
ing that a boy is acting like a girl or may be gay, 
and that a girl is acting like a boy or may be 
lesbian. Such words may be used jokingly, but 
nevertheless convey the message that it would 
be very bad or wrong if it were true. Such jibes 

“I took a folder, wrote down dates and times every time I was harassed. I took it down to the principal. 
He said, ‘Son you have too much time on your hands to worry about these folders.  

I have more important things to do than to worry for what happened two weeks ago’. I told him, 
 ‘I wanted to give you an idea of what goes on, the day-to-day harassment. 

’ He took the folder away from me and threw it in the trash.” 

Student, North America, bullied for allegedly being gay, 2005 VI
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may be used maliciously, to punish or bully 
children because they are ‘too effeminate’, ‘too 
masculine’, or known or suspected to be gay 
or lesbian, or else just different in other disap-
proved ways.

When boys call girls ‘sluts’, ‘lesbians’ or simi-
lar terms that question girls’ sexual morals or 
sexuality, they may be expressing resentment 
of girls in general or anger, frustration or jeal-
ousy. A study in South Africa found that girls 
who complained of being sexually harassed 
or abused by male students were often called 
lesbians.68 Similarly, boys may be called gay if 
they show too much respect for girls and do 
not participate in other boys’ sexual harass-
ment of girls.

Bullying of known, suspected or alleged gay 
and lesbian students can take the form of 
taunts, obscene notes or graffiti, unwelcome 
sexual advances, and mock rapes and can lead 
to brutal physical attacks. Though such bul-
lying is known to be common in many coun-
tries, most of the literature on the subject 
pertains to Europe and North America.69,70 
In many countries, homosexual activity is 
a criminal offence or, at least, highly stig-
matised with the result that bullying and 
other forms of violence towards these groups 
receives little official attention, and are driven 
underground.71

The extent of bullying
The 2001/02 Health Behaviour in School-
aged Children (HBSC) survey in developed 
and transitional countries in Central and 
Eastern Europe found that 35% of schoolchil-
dren said they had been bullied within the 

past two months, with the percentage ranging 
from 15% in Sweden to 64% in Lithuania (see 
Figure 4.1).72 Recent surveys done in devel-
oping countries as part of the ongoing GSHS 
found similarly wide-ranging percentages of 
children saying that they had been bullied 
within the past 30 days (see Figure 4.2).73 
The differing ‘past two months’ and ‘past 
30 days’ time-frames mean that the findings 
are not strictly comparable but even where 
time-frames are the same, country compari-
sons should be made with caution because 
the reported incidence of bullying tends to 
increase as specialists in education and child-
hood development make the public more 
aware of the issue.74

The 2001/02 HBSC survey found that bully-
ing decreased as children grew older and that, 
while similar percentages of boys and girls said 
they had been bullied, more boys admitted 
to bullying others. While bullying within sex 
groups is common, when it occurs across sex 
groups girls are much more likely to be bullied 
by boys than vice versa.75 Recent studies sug-
gest that around half of all children involved 
in bullying are both victims and perpetrators, 
and that they are the most troubled of all chil-
dren involved in bullying.76

Bullying is just beginning to emerge as an issue 
in the Philippines, Thailand and other coun-
tries of the East Asia and the Pacific region. 
In a survey in the Lao People’s Democratic 
Republic, 98% of girls and 100% of boys 
said they had witnessed bullying in schools 
and, while the precise nature or seriousness 
of the bullying was not clear, the victims were 
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mainly girls or children from ethnic minori-
ties.77 A study among primary school students 
in the fourth grade in the Republic of Korea 
concluded that bullying is common in schools 
and arises from social conditions and bullies’ 
emotional problems.78 Reports from South 
Asia indicated severe discrimination in the 
classroom, amounting to abuse and exclusion, 
against children from minorities or low castes. 
A consultation on violence in schools held 
through UNICEF’s Voices of Youth forum 
also confirmed the widespread experience of 
bullying in schools in the Middle East and 
North Africa, and led to calls from children 
to stop it.79

The most common forms of bullying are 
verbal and, if left unchecked, verbal bully-
ing can lead to extreme violence. Some of the 
recent impetus for studies of bullying came 
from the notorious school shootings in the 
USA and Canada during the late 1990s. One 
investigation found that an inability to cope 
with social ridicule and personal rejection 
may have fuelled those outbursts.80 A study in 
Israel found that bullies’ feelings of suffering, 
humiliation and anger often explain why they 
move from verbal to physical violence.81 

The Internet and mobile phones have pro-
vided new opportunities for bullying through 
e-mails, online chat lines, personal web pages, 
text messages, and transmission of images.82,83 
A survey of students in Canada found that 
boys confessed to cyber-bullying more often 
than girls, and were also more frequently the 
victims of cyber-bullying.84 Unique aspects of 
cyber-bullying are that it allows perpetrators 

to remain anonymous, it allows for quick dis-
tribution and replication of messages, and it 
can turn masses of children into bystanders or 
witnesses of non-physical bullying of a highly 
malicious nature as perpetrators hide behind 
their anonymity.

How schools fail to discourage bullying
Strong leadership, an ethos of caring, and 
clear and consistently enforced policies can 
reduce the incidence and severity of violence 
in schools of all kinds and even prevent it from 
happening. Unfortunately, most schools apply 
quick-fix solutions or deal with the problem 
superficially. They may expel perpetrators 
rather than attempt to change their behaviour, 
which only transfers the problem to another 
school or the wider community. They may 
include anti-violence material in non-compul-
sory courses or ad hoc lessons, but it is usually 
insufficient to impart the knowledge and skills 
teachers and students need to understand and 
prevent violence.85

School bullying usually occurs when no teach-
ers are present and when student bystanders 
neither intervene nor inform teachers or other 
school staff. A Canadian study found that in 
57% of cases where bystanders intervened the 
bullying stopped.86 North American children 
participating in Children’s Forums held as part 
of this Study suggested turning bystanders into 
defenders through peer support schemes.

Fighting, physical assault, and gangs

Fighting generally involves conflict generall 
involves two or more people where it is not easy 
to make distinctions between perpetrators and 

Schools, that are supposed to be “places of learning, turned out to be a nightmare because there is 
violence and it is unbearable.” 

Child, Eastern and Southern Africa, 2005 VII
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FIGURE 4.2

The percentage of children aged 13–15 who had been 
bullied at least once within the last 30 days

Source: Analysis provided to the Study by the Global School-Based Student Health Survey: 
The World Health Organization (http://www.who.int /chp/gshs or http://www.cdc.gov/gshs) 
for surveys conducted in 2003-5

FIGURE 4.1

The percentage of children aged 11, 13 and 15 years who reported  
having been bullied within the past couple of months

Source: Analysis of data from the Health Behaviour in School-Aged Children: a WHO Cross-National Study 2001/2  
(http://www.hbsc.org) and Currie C et al. (2001). Health Behaviour in School-aged Children: A WHO Cross-National study.  
Research Protocol for the 2001/2002 Survey. Edinburgh, Child and Adolescent Health Research Unit, University of Edinburgh.

15

17

22

23

26

27

27

28

29

30

31

31

31

32

32

33

34

35

36

38

40

40

40

41

42

47

48

50

52

56

65

15

15

23

24

23

21

25

21

24

18

25

25

32

27

32

27

36

30

33

37

34

30

35

46

39

42

41

48

45

44

64

0 20 40 60 80 100

Sweden (N=3828)

Czech Republic (N=4970)

Slovenia (N=3936)

Hungary (N=4145)

Greece (N=3788)

Finland (N=5336)

Spain (N=5785)

Croatia (N=4384)

Ireland (N=2830)

Malta (N=1945)

Former Yugoslav Rep. of Macedonia (N=4145)

Italy (N=4353)

Denmark (N=4646)

Netherlands (N=4230)

United Kingdom (N=14122)

Poland (N=6351)

France (N=8103)

Norway (N=4955)

USA (N=4956)

Canada (N=4331)

Germany (N=5582)

Belgium (N=10556)

Russia (N=8026)

Greenland (N=832)

Switzerland (N=4652)

Estonia (N=3979)

Austria (N=4440)

Ukraine (N=4038)

Latvia (N=3442)

Portugal (N=2919)

Lithuania (N=5630)

Females

Males



4

V
io

le
n

c
e

 a
g

a
in

s
t 

c
h

il
d

r
e

n
 in

 s
c

h
o

o
ls

 a
n

d
 e

d
u

c
at

io
n

a
l 

s
e

t
ti

n
g

s

125

FIGURE 4.2

The percentage of children aged 13–15 who had been 
bullied at least once within the last 30 days

Source: Analysis provided to the Study by the Global School-Based Student Health Survey: 
The World Health Organization (http://www.who.int /chp/gshs or http://www.cdc.gov/gshs) 
for surveys conducted in 2003-5
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FIGURE 4.1

The percentage of children aged 11, 13 and 15 years who reported  
having been bullied within the past couple of months

Source: Analysis of data from the Health Behaviour in School-Aged Children: a WHO Cross-National Study 2001/2  
(http://www.hbsc.org) and Currie C et al. (2001). Health Behaviour in School-aged Children: A WHO Cross-National study.  
Research Protocol for the 2001/2002 Survey. Edinburgh, Child and Adolescent Health Research Unit, University of Edinburgh.
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victims. Bullying can lead to fighting, with or 
without weapons. Physical assault can occur 
as a separate phenomenon, as in the case of 
an attack by one person on another driven by 
inflamed feelings of anger or jealousy. It may 
also be driven by general feelings of rage, frus-
tration or humiliation unprovoked by anything 
the victim may have done, as in the case of vio-
lent sexual assault and random shootings. 

Analysis of data from the 2001/02 HBSC 
survey revealed that anywhere from 25% of 
school-aged children in Finland to 49% of 
school-aged children in Lithuania had engaged 
in physical fights during the past 12 months 
and that physical fights were far more common 
among boys than girls (see Figure 4.3).87 Anal-
ysis of data from more recent surveys done as 
part of the GSHS suggests that, in develop-
ing countries, fighting is more common, and 
girls from developing countries are more likely 
to participate in it than girls in developed and 
transitional countries (see Figure 4.3).88 

Boys tend to engage in physical fighting and 
assault against each other as they seek to live up 
to stereotypes of males as being powerful and 
strong.89 Students at a Kenyan university were 
asked to record their ‘Memories of Childhood 
Violence’. What they recalled most vividly was 
violence by teachers, but they described bully-
ing and fighting among children in ways that 
suggested they were barely worthy of recollec-
tion and just accepted parts of school culture.90

Homicide and serious injury

Homicide and assault resulting in serious 
physical injury– is comparatively rare in 

schools, and accounts for only a tiny propor-
tion of criminal violence in the whole of soci-
ety. Media attention to extreme events such as 
knifings or shootings in schools has created a 
distorted impression of the prevalence of such 
violence, but it has also prompted enquiry into 
the connections between violence in schools 
and criminal violence by juveniles and adults 
outside schools. 

The testimony of children, parents, teachers 
and others during the Children’s Forums and 
Regional Consultations held as part of this 
Study suggests that extreme violence in schools 
needs to be studied more thoroughly. A study 
in Jamaica found that 61% of students had 
witnessed acts of violence at school, 29% of 
those acts had caused injuries, and that many 
children felt unsafe in schools.91 In Jamaica, 
the homicide rate was 55 per 100,000 in 2004, 
and 25% of those arrested for all violent crimes 
were school-aged children, mainly boys. Most 
of those crimes took place away from schools; 
however, a separate study has concluded that 
crimes that did occur in schools were due to 
factors in wider Jamaican society, suggesting 
the need for comprehensive solutions.92 

Weapons in schools

A recent nationwide study in the USA found 
that from 3% to 10% of students carried weap-
ons on school property, while 12% to 25% 
carried weapons outside school. The same 
study found that 13% of students had been 
involved in fights on school property at least 
once in the previous year and 33% had been 
involved in fights outside school. The study 
found that 5% of all students had stayed away 

FIGURE 4.3

The percentage of children aged 11, 13 and 15 years old who reported  
having been in a physical fight within the last 12 months

“Two kids were fighting and one of them pulled out a gun…because there were too many people around 
them…he didn’t do anything, but I think he would have shot him if there was no one around.” 

Boy, 11, North America, 2005 VIII
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FIGURE 4.3

The percentage of children aged 11, 13 and 15 years old who reported  
having been in a physical fight within the last 12 months
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from school for at least one of the previous 
30 days because they were worried about their 
safety.93 In the USA, some research has sug-
gested that in schools where boys are carry-
ing weapons, girls are also more likely to carry 
weapons.94

Studies from Canada suggest weapon-carrying 
in schools is as common in Canada as it is in 
the USA.95 An analysis of school suspensions 
in Nova Scotia found that around half were 
due to carrying a weapon. Whether weapon-
carrying is a rising or decreasing phenomenon 
in North American schools is a subject of 
debate. The same is true of Western European 
schools, though evidence suggests that physi-
cal violence of all kinds has remained fairly 
constant.96 In other regions, weapons are often 
associated with gang violence.

The development of peer groups is a natural 
part of school life, but gangs also develop in 
the school environment. These groups are dis-
tinguished from other peer groups by more 
formal structures and rituals. Gang violence 
in schools would appear to be most prevalent 
in places where violence in the whole of soci-
ety is common. Participants in the Caribbean 
Regional Consultation for this Study reported 
that gangs, gang violence outside schools and 
gang violence in schools have all grown in par-
allel. These participants reported that gang 
violence in schools includes severe beatings, 
stabbings and shootings, and tends to be more 
severe than other forms of violence in schools 
because it is associated with trafficking of illicit 
drugs.97,98 Participants in the Latin American 
Regional Consultation reported similar par-

allel growth in gang violence in and outside 
schools.99 (See the chapter on violence against 
children in the community.)

Impacts of violence  
at school

This section outlines the possible impacts of 
violence at school. However, it is important to 
note that these consequences are not inevitable. 
In fact, they are largely preventable and can be 
significantly reduced by effective interventions, 
which are discussed in subsequent sections.

Health impacts

Violence in school can have a physical impact, 
cause psychological distress, permanent physi-
cal disability and long-term physical or mental 
ill-health. Physical impacts are the most obvi-
ous and may include mild or serious wounds, 
bruises, fractures, and deaths by homicide or 
suicide. Sexual assault may lead to unwanted 
and early pregnancy and sexually transmit-
ted infections, including HIV/AIDS.100 The 
psychological impacts may include immedi-
ate impairment of emotional development and 
long-term mental distress and ill-health, which 
can contribute to physical ill-health as well. 

A number of studies have shown correlations 
between corporal punishment and poor mental 
health.101 While most have focused on corpo-
ral punishment within families, some have 
focused on corporal punishment in schools. 
One European study on personal histories of 
depressed children found that corporal pun-
ishment in schools was the strongest past pre-

FIGURE 4.4

The percentage of children reporting to 
have a ‘high life satisfaction’ and  
‘excellent health’ among children aged 
11, 13 and 15 years

Source: Analysis of data from the Health Behaviour in 
School-Aged Children: a WHO Cross-National Study 
2001/2 (http://www.hbsc.org) and Currie C et al. (2001). 
Health Behaviour in School-aged Children: A WHO 
Cross-National study. Research Protocol for the 2001/2002 
Survey. Edinburgh, Child and Adolescent Health Research 
Unit, University of Edinburgh.
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dictor of their current depression.102 It is now 
recognised that peer violence among school-
children also has significant impacts on both 

physical and mental health, especially if that 
violence is repeated or severe, and if victims 
lack adequate support.103,104

A study of bullying in 28 European countries 
found that physical symptoms of being bullied 
included headache, stomachache, backache, 
and dizziness, while psychological symptoms 
included bad temper and feeling nervous, 
lonely and helpless. The same study found 
that, according to children’s own reports, the 
more often they had been bullied, the more 
symptoms of ill-health they had. This ‘dose–
response’ relationship was similar in boys and 
girls.105 An analysis of data from 30 industri-
alised and transitional countries covered by 
the HBSC study found that children who said 
they were bullies or the victims of bullying 
were significantly less likely than other chil-
dren to say that they enjoyed ‘excellent health’ 
and a ‘very satisfied life’ (see Figure 4.4).106 
Children who said they were both bullies and 
victims of bullying were the least likely of all 
to say they enjoyed either of these things.

Social impacts

Studies from many different countries confirm 
that the social impacts of corporal punishment 
and all other forms of violence against chil-
dren at school are invariably negative. A recent 
study in Cameroon, for example, found that 
corporal punishment in home and school is 
likely to block the development of social skills. 
Victims of corporal punishment are likely to 
become passive and overly cautious, and to 
fear free expression of their ideas and feelings 
while, at the same time, they may become per-
petrators of psychological violence.107 

FIGURE 4.4

The percentage of children reporting to 
have a ‘high life satisfaction’ and  
‘excellent health’ among children aged 
11, 13 and 15 years

Source: Analysis of data from the Health Behaviour in 
School-Aged Children: a WHO Cross-National Study 
2001/2 (http://www.hbsc.org) and Currie C et al. (2001). 
Health Behaviour in School-aged Children: A WHO 
Cross-National study. Research Protocol for the 2001/2002 
Survey. Edinburgh, Child and Adolescent Health Research 
Unit, University of Edinburgh.
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“Tolerance of violence against children is a major obstacle to health and development in Europe. We 
cannot afford to let this violence continue unchallenged; we must act now to change the conditions that 

lead to the victimization of children.” 

Dr Marc Danzon, Regional Director for Europe, WHO
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Some research suggests that children who are 
physically punished are less likely than other 
children to internalise moral values. They are 
less inclined to resist temptation, to engage in 
altruistic behaviour, to empathise with others 
or to exercise moral judgement of any kind.108 
They are more inclined to engage in disorderly 
and aggressive conduct such as hitting their sib-
lings, parents, schoolmates and boyfriends or 
girlfriends.109 And they may become adults who 
use corporal punishment against their own chil-
dren, and so pass on the habits of violence.110

North American and European studies suggest 
that school bullying, whether the children are 
victims or perpetrators or both, can be a predic-
tor of future anti-social and criminal behaviour, 
including intimate partner violence, involve-
ment in fights and self-destructive behaviour 
such as smoking and drinking to excess.111,112

Educational impacts

In the Regional Consultations for this Study, 
physical and psychological punishment, verbal 
abuse, bullying and sexual violence in schools 
were repeatedly reported as reasons for absen-
teeism, dropping-out and lack of motivation 
for academic achievement. In a Save the Chil-
dren submission to the Study, children from 
Bangladesh said that physical and cruel or 
degrading punishment affected their school 
performance and that they valued kind and 
comforting teachers who explained rather than 
drilled.113 The educational impacts of bullying 
have been less well researched than other psy-
chological and social impacts, but it is known 
that both victims and perpetrators tend to get 

lower marks than other children.114 There also 
appears to be a relationship between bullying, 
absence of bonding with other children, and 
absenteeism.115 

An analysis of data collected by the Trends in 
International Mathematics and Science Study 
(TIMSS) focused on eighth and ninth grade 
maths and science students in 49 countries, 
and found that in schools where there was a 
heavy emphasis on competition and large gaps 
between high and low scorers, students were 
more likely to engage in violence against each 
other.116 Another analysis of the same data found 
no strong relationship between this violence in 
schools and the patterns of violence or lack of 
social integration in the wider society.117

A number of studies in South Asia indicate that 
violence at school, notably corporal punish-
ment, leads to students dropping out of school. 
A study in Nepal, where harsh corporal pun-
ishment is routine, found that 14% of school 
dropouts can be attributed to fear of teachers.118 
A Save the Children submission to this Study 
found that children in South Asian countries 
were unanimous in their opinion that corpo-
ral punishment is a major reason why children 
drop out of school. They also said that regular 
beatings result in a loss of interest in studies, 
and a drop in academic performance.119

Studies have found that, in South Africa, vic-
tims of sexual violence are greeted with such 
hostility after they report the violence that 
they leave schools for periods of time, change 
schools or quit schools entirely, while the teach-
ers or students accused of abusing them remain 
in place.120,121,122,123 In most African, Asian and 

“I didn’t go back to school for one month after I came forward. Everything reminds me,  
wearing my school uniform reminds me of what happened. I have dreams. He is in the classroom 

laughing at me. I sometimes have to pass down the hall where his classroom was.  
I thought I could see him, still there. I was scared he’ ll still be there.” 

Girl, South Africa, 2001 IX
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Caribbean countries, pregnancy resulting from 
sexual assault and coercion often forces girls to 
quit school and miss out on opportunities for 
education and compromises their future. 

Factors contributing 
to violence

Risk factors

Risk factors make it more likely that a child 
will be a victim or perpetrator of violence in 
schools, while protective factors make it less 
likely. Both individual and external characteris-
tics (including beyond the school), are relevant 
to increasing or decreasing the likelihood that a 
child will be involved in school violence or seri-
ously harmed by it when it occurs.124,125,126

Research on risk factors for violence against 
children specific to schools is lacking for the 
full range of international contexts, and tends 
to focus on peer violence. In general, research 
from mainly industrialised countries suggests 
that influences tend to change with develop-
mental stage: for example, the influence of 
family is stronger for young children, while 
the influence of peers is stronger for adoles-
cents.127 Consistently emerging from research 
as significant risk factors specific to schools 
are poor academic performance, high absen-
teeism, leaving school early, and unstructured 
free time.128,129 In addition, many of the factors 
identified in research about other aspects of life 
are also likely to be relevant to schools – for 
example, pro-violence attitudes, risk-taking, 
weak social ties, affiliation with anti-social 
peers, poor parent–child relationships, drug 

abuse, harsh, lax or inconsistent discipline, or 
poor parental monitoring.

A study in the USA interviewed 1,467 children 
from 12 to 17 years old about experiences of vic-
timisation over time. The study suggested that 
some children may be ‘poly-victims’ (victims 
of different types of violence), who reported, 
for example, corporal punishment by parents, 
sexual abuse by a relative, physical assault by 
a peer, and bullying by peers in school. Persis-
tence of poly-victimisation was associated with 
the child scoring high on anger and aggres-
sion scales, family problems, and having expe-
rienced recent life adversities. Having more 
friends was associated with decreased levels of 
violence.130

Violence in schools tends to be less about iso-
lated incidents and more about patterns of vio-
lence. Without proper systems in place, these 
patterns become normalised and can escalate. 
No single factor or combination of factors 
protects children from violence. Risk factors 
do not operate in isolation, and their impact 
can be mediated by protective factors. The 
concept of resilience involves a number of pro-
tective factors, and has emerged in the litera-
ture as important in preventing violence and a 
number of other risk behaviours.

Resilience and other 
protective factors

A child’s resilience can be defined as the child’s 
capacity “to cope successfully with everyday 
challenges including life transitions, times of 
cumulative stress and significant adversity or 
risk. Typically, resilient children are recog-
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nised by their high self-esteem, internal locus 
of control, optimism and clear aspirations, 
achievement and goal-orientation, reflection 
and problem-solving capacity, healthy com-
munication patterns, and the capacity to seek 
out mentoring adult relationships.”131

Schools can play a critical role in building 
children’s resilience and feelings of well-being, 
which have also been linked to the reduced 
likelihood of being victimised.132 Adults and 
peers in children’s families and communities 
begin building, or failing to build, children’s 
resilience from birth. Good parenting in stable 
family units is critical. The power of early 
parent–child bonds established within warm 
and supportive family relationships, along with 
high levels of parental care during early child-
hood, are important in building resilience.133 
But even when families or communities fail, 
schools can compensate, especially when they 
provide strong support from the early years. 
Schools can also provide bridges between 
children and their families and communities, 
helping families and communities to under-
stand how they affect children and to acquire 
the skills to become more supportive.

Studies from Australia suggest the impor-
tance of comprehensive and whole of school 
approaches in reducing risk factors and increas-
ing protective factors simultaneously. Support 
from teachers, parents and other adults has 
been identified as important, as well as having 
supportive peers and belonging to support-
ive pro-social groups. Such a whole of school 
approach has also shown improvements in stu-
dent mental health.134,135

Many of the protective factors identified in 
other settings are also relevant to the school 
environment, although research across inter-
national contexts is lacking. For example, rela-
tionships with caring and mentoring adults 
appear to promote resilience through model-
ling of pro-social behaviour, providing guid-
ance, and offering protection – all of which 
good teachers do on a daily basis.136. Having 
the perception that clear sanctions will follow 
transgressions at school is also protective, 
underlining the importance of having clear 
codes of conduct and making sure they are 
enforced. In addition, schools can promote the 
development of strong peer group and social 
bonds to build resilience, as well as build 
empathy, conflict management skills and criti-
cal thinking.137,138

Systematic response  
to patterns of violence

While support from their families and peers 
is critical to making children less vulnerable 
to violence in schools, an increasing body of 
research confirms that the systematic attention 
to the behaviour of the school heads, teachers 
and other school staff is also critical. If they 
engage in abusive behaviour and show dis-
respect for the rights, comfort and safety of 
others, then children will follow their exam-
ple. Many North American studies have found 
a direct correlation between their lack of firm 
intervention and the prevalence of violence 
among children.139 A study in Yemen found 
the same correlation.140 Studies in Botswana 
and Ghana have found that when teachers tol-
erate sex segregation and tension between the 

“If they [kids] are beaten at home, they are going to beat, that is, if their parents ill-treat  
them or don’t talk to them, kids will beat others because they are beaten.  

They are going to drag with them what they see at home. This is the basis of violence.”

Adolescent girls, Latin America, 2005 X
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sexes, they help to sustain cultures of bullying 
and sexual and gender-based violence.141

In the Americas, South Africa and places 
of violent civil conflict such as Nepal and 
Sierra Leone, however, much of the violence 
among children in schools enters from the 
violent world surrounding the schools. Social 
upheaval and displacement combined with low 
academic achievement may lead to students 
becoming violent. In the Occuppied Palestin-
ian Territory and Algeria, boys who transfer 
from other schools and repeat grades are more 
prone to violence than their peers.142

There is evidence to suggest that fierce peer 
competition, gender-based violence and gang 
violence within schools are all, to some extent, 
related to the stresses that go with moderni-
sation and industrialisation. These phenom-
ena are all more commonly reported from the 
urban areas of industrialised or rapidly indus-
trialising countries than from rural areas of 
less developed countries. Country responses 
to questionnaires distributed to Governments 
by this Study indicate that countries in rap-
idly industrialising regions, such as East Asia, 
are just beginning to become concerned about 
bullying and other forms of violence among 
children.143 

Children who are vulnerable 
to violence

Children’s vulnerability to violence changes 
as they grow older. During infancy and young 
childhood the child’s cognitive ability is less 
developed and activity level is high, so train-
ing to avoid danger and self-harm or to behave 

in a manner acceptable to adults is more likely 
to be administered by threats, slaps and other 
physical means.144 As early as pre-school age, 
children develop attitudes to others, includ-
ing discriminatory attitudes, and these tend 
to become more pronounced during primary 
school, perhaps evolving into bullying (or being 
victimised). There may also be gender-based 
violence of a verbal nature at early ages, and it 
may evolve until, towards or after puberty, it 
becomes threats of physical violence. Simon’s 
story illustrates how each child’s experience of 
violence is unique but changes over the years 
(see box).

Individual characteristics of the child can also 
increase vulnerability. According to North 
American researchers, children with disabili-
ties and learning difficulties are often targeted 
for exclusion, discrimination and bullying.146 
Children with speech defects or whose move-
ments are affected by conditions such as mul-
tiple dystrophy are also frequent targets of bul-
lying. Much of the evidence, however, derives 
from schools for children with special needs. 
Schools with explicit policies of integration 
and inclusion tend to focus more on reducing 
stigma, discrimination and bullying of these 
children, although conclusive evidence is not 
yet available.147 Data from developing countries 
are sparse, but a study from South Asia found 
that children with disabilities are sometimes 
referred to by their disability as if it were their 
name.148 Studies covering seven countries in 
the Middle East and North Africa found that 
children with learning difficulties were at high 
risk of being both the victims and perpetrators 
of bullying inside and outside schools.149

“I am disabled and I hate children {who} tell me so.” 

Child, of 8-10 years, South Asia, 2005 XI
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Simon’s story: A case study on a child’s life- 
cycle and violence in schools

Day-care centre: “I hated the girls and used to tease them.”
“My mother enrolled me in a nursery school. Immediately I became rational, I preoccupied 
my mind with constructive things, (like) building my own toy cars as I had learnt from 
other children. I hated the girls and used to tease them. On seeing me, they would run away 
because I could beat one for no reason. A Catholic sister came to our nursery to teach. She 
introduced common games like hiding and seeking, songs in which we played together with 
the girls. Surprisingly, I came to love all the girls and even sang songs praising their names 
and comparing them to roses.”

Middle primary school: “We always anticipated being beaten for the slightest 
error.”
“Sometimes we were beaten for having dirty collars on our shirts, (or) long nails. The punish-
ment was very severe. (It is impossible for) the shirt of an active standard 4, 5, 6 student to 
be sparkling white at 4 p.m. unless the boy/girl is sick. My maths teacher in class eight made 
us kneel on a Saturday for 2 hours for failing a sum. We could be told to kneel on pebbles.”

Upper primary school: “Students had to speak English all the time to avoid teach-
ers’ wrath.”
“In my fourth year in my primary school, there was a declaration that all students of upper 
level (4–8) had to be speaking English. On speaking mother tongue, one’s name was writ-
ten down by the class prefect and the list of those who spoke Kiswahili or mother tongue 
forwarded to teachers. A meeting was called and those appearing on the list punished by 
receiving six strokes of the cane for class 4 pupils, 7 for class 5 and 10 for class 6 to 8. The 
teachers stood in a row and each could whip you with all his might. Surprisingly, no female 
teacher could join the male teachers nor be around. Tears could be shed and all forms of 
struggle and screams. There was nothing but fear and hatred.”145
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‘Outsider’ children, including those who are 
refugees or from indigenous minorities, are 
especially likely to be excluded, discriminated 
against and bullied. Evidence from Australia 
suggests that Aboriginal students are more 
likely to be recipients of verbal abuse from 
teachers and from non-Aboriginal peers than 
the others.150 In Botswana, research by authori-
ties has found that the dropout rates of Basarwa 
(or San) children are unusually high, and that 
they drop out largely because of prejudice and 
bullying, though also because the corporal 
punishment meted out in schools is alien to 
their culture.151 Children from nomadic com-
munities may miss formal schooling altogether 
or else be excluded, discriminated against, or 
bullied.

In South Asia, children from official castes and 
indigenous tribes suffer from exclusion, dis-
crimination and bullying in schools. In Latin 
America, as elsewhere, indigenous children are 
frequently banned from wearing traditional 
clothing and hairstyles.152 In industrialised 
countries, children of minorities or those who 
wear faith-related garments, such as a hijab 
or burka, also face discrimination by State or 
educational authorities. Such discrimination 
may be called a form of psychological violence 
insofar as it conveys the message that children 
are somehow less worthy because they are dif-
ferent, and that what makes them different 
must be suppressed.

Orphaned children are more likely to drop out 
of school or to repeat grades, and the contrast 
between the attendance of orphans and non-
orphans is greatest in countries where atten-

dance is already low. 153,154 In Africa, children 
orphaned or otherwise affected by HIV and 
AIDS may suffer stigma in school while they 
are also shouldering extra burdens of grief, 
poverty and sibling care. A recent Human 
Rights Watch report into the impact of HIV 
and AIDS on affected children’s access to edu-
cation in Kenya, South Africa, and Uganda, 
documents how stigma in school leads to 
taunting, and makes it difficult for children 
to communicate with their teachers about ill-
ness in the family.155 Within the context of 
silence and shame that surrounds HIV infec-
tion, the fear of stigma, discrimination and 
possibly violence can lead to HIV-infected and 
affected children withdrawing from school or 
being excluded, as reported not only in South-
ern Africa but elsewhere, including Bolivia, El 
Salvador, Ghana, Haiti, India and Nepal.156

The special situation of girls

In many places, there are local schools for 
young children, but children have to leave 
home for boarding schools, or to live with rel-
atives for the higher primary grades and sec-
ondary school. This is often the case in regions 
where populations are scattered through rural 
areas, perhaps in mountains or other hard-to-
access locations. Parents fear that their girls 
may be assaulted on the way there or back, on 
the road, or in crowded buses. A World Educa-
tion study in Peru found that as the distance 
a girl travels to school increases, so does her 
chance of being molested. The risks of sexual 
harassment, rape and unintended pregnancy 
keep many Peruvian girls home and increase 
absenteeism, grade repetition and dropout.157

Simon’s story: A case study on a child’s life- 
cycle and violence in schools

Day-care centre: “I hated the girls and used to tease them.”
“My mother enrolled me in a nursery school. Immediately I became rational, I preoccupied 
my mind with constructive things, (like) building my own toy cars as I had learnt from 
other children. I hated the girls and used to tease them. On seeing me, they would run away 
because I could beat one for no reason. A Catholic sister came to our nursery to teach. She 
introduced common games like hiding and seeking, songs in which we played together with 
the girls. Surprisingly, I came to love all the girls and even sang songs praising their names 
and comparing them to roses.”

Middle primary school: “We always anticipated being beaten for the slightest 
error.”
“Sometimes we were beaten for having dirty collars on our shirts, (or) long nails. The punish-
ment was very severe. (It is impossible for) the shirt of an active standard 4, 5, 6 student to 
be sparkling white at 4 p.m. unless the boy/girl is sick. My maths teacher in class eight made 
us kneel on a Saturday for 2 hours for failing a sum. We could be told to kneel on pebbles.”

Upper primary school: “Students had to speak English all the time to avoid teach-
ers’ wrath.”
“In my fourth year in my primary school, there was a declaration that all students of upper 
level (4–8) had to be speaking English. On speaking mother tongue, one’s name was writ-
ten down by the class prefect and the list of those who spoke Kiswahili or mother tongue 
forwarded to teachers. A meeting was called and those appearing on the list punished by 
receiving six strokes of the cane for class 4 pupils, 7 for class 5 and 10 for class 6 to 8. The 
teachers stood in a row and each could whip you with all his might. Surprisingly, no female 
teacher could join the male teachers nor be around. Tears could be shed and all forms of 
struggle and screams. There was nothing but fear and hatred.”145

“My classmates knew my parents had died, they caused problems for me. I was segregated. I was known 
as ‘The Son of AIDS’ and ‘TASO Child.’ The kids wouldn’t want to sit next to me.”

Boy, receiving assistance with school fees from the AIDS Service Organization, 2004 XII
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The EFA campaign has shone a spotlight 
on the fact that girls still have less access to 
schooling than boys in most developing coun-
tries, that the discrepancy increases sharply 
after the primary grades, and that there is a 
strong correlation between low levels of edu-
cation for girls and women and low levels of 
national development. 158,159

In some societies with low levels of girls’ educa-
tion, the seclusion of girls at home after puberty 
is still common, and the same is true of early 
marriage, for example, in many parts of South 
Asia and the Middle East. Even where seclu-
sion is not practised, research shows that par-
ents fear for their girls’ sexual safety in school. 
In sub-Saharan Africa, this fear is exacerbated 
by fear of HIV infection. In 2001, a Human 
Rights Watch study on gender-based violence 
in schools found alarming levels of sexual vio-
lence against schoolgirls, and a frightening 
degree of tolerance and collusion by teachers.160 
Such evidence all too often results in pressure 
on girls to leave school.161

Responses to violence 
against children 
in schools and 
educational settings

In the many children’s forums, Regional Con-
sultations and submissions that contributed 
to this Study, clear messages came from the 
world’s children:

•	 They want the violence to stop.
•	 They want teachers and other school 

staff to give them firm guidance while 

accepting them for whom they are, 
respecting their rights and helping them 
to express themselves constructively and 
to develop their full potential.

•	 They want teachers and other school 
staff to help them get along with each 
other and to develop the habits of 
mutual respect and empathy that will 
see them through lives of constructive 
citizenship.

AZERBAIJAN, 2004, Two children from an ‘ internat’ 
(boarding school) in the town of Sheki. 
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At a glance: Children out of school

•	 115 million or 18% of children of primary school age were not in school in 
2001/02. Of these, 61.3 million (53%) were girls, 45 million (39%) were in 
sub-Saharan Africa and 42 million (36%) were in South Asia. Most likely to 
be out of school were children in West and Central Africa (45.3%), Eastern 
and Southern Africa (38.5%), South Asia (26%) and the Middle East and 
North Africa (18.7%) and in all of these regions girls were more likely to be 
out of school than boys. The greatest disparity between boys and girls was in 
the Middle East and North Africa, where 15.4% of boys but 22.1% of girls 
were out of school.

•	 Boys and young men still have far better chances of going to school than 
girls and young women. Of the 86 developing countries for which data are 
available, 50% have achieved gender parity (where a girl’s chances of going to 
school are equal to a boy’s) in primary education but only 20% have achieved 
gender parity in secondary education and 5% in tertiary education.162

•	 In much of the world, secondary schooling is a luxury. Gross enrolment in 
secondary education (number of children and adults of any age in secondary 
school as a percentage of the number of children of official age for secondary 
school) is less than 40% in many countries in sub-Saharan Africa, South and 
West Asia, East Asia and Pacific, and North Africa and Middle East and less 
than 60% in many other countries in these regions and in Latin America and 
the Caribbean.163

“As my father could not go to pick up my sister from school one day, she had to come home alone.  
On the way home four boys touched her but she could not talk to her father about that.  

But she told me, and even I could not tell father.”

Boy, South Asia, 2005 VIII
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•	 They want their parents and other 
adults outside schools to play 
constructive roles in their education, 
promoting and supporting violence-free 
schools and giving them violence-free 
homes and communities.164

The many contributions to this Study have also 
shown that there is good reason for hope that 
the dreams of these children can and will be 
realised, if only countries will commit them-
selves to accelerating and sustaining their prog-

ress toward violence-free schools. There is now 
widespread and rapidly growing awareness of 
violence in schools and of the harm it is doing 
to children and to all of society. Many coun-
tries in all regions are taking action to counter 
that violence, and there is mounting evidence 
to suggest which approaches work best.

Unfortunately, there are no simple or single 
strategy solutions. To be effective, it is important 
that approaches address overall prevention, for 
example through life skills-based education, as 

At a glance: Children out of school

•	 115 million or 18% of children of primary school age were not in school in 
2001/02. Of these, 61.3 million (53%) were girls, 45 million (39%) were in 
sub-Saharan Africa and 42 million (36%) were in South Asia. Most likely to 
be out of school were children in West and Central Africa (45.3%), Eastern 
and Southern Africa (38.5%), South Asia (26%) and the Middle East and 
North Africa (18.7%) and in all of these regions girls were more likely to be 
out of school than boys. The greatest disparity between boys and girls was in 
the Middle East and North Africa, where 15.4% of boys but 22.1% of girls 
were out of school.

•	 Boys and young men still have far better chances of going to school than 
girls and young women. Of the 86 developing countries for which data are 
available, 50% have achieved gender parity (where a girl’s chances of going to 
school are equal to a boy’s) in primary education but only 20% have achieved 
gender parity in secondary education and 5% in tertiary education.162

•	 In much of the world, secondary schooling is a luxury. Gross enrolment in 
secondary education (number of children and adults of any age in secondary 
school as a percentage of the number of children of official age for secondary 
school) is less than 40% in many countries in sub-Saharan Africa, South and 
West Asia, East Asia and Pacific, and North Africa and Middle East and less 
than 60% in many other countries in these regions and in Latin America and 
the Caribbean.163
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well as early intervention when problems arise, 
and safe and supervised activities and facilities 
for children and young people.165

This Study has concluded that the most effec-
tive approaches to countering violence in schools 
are tailored to the unique circumstances of the 
schools in question, but that they also have key 
elements in common. Specifically, they are based 

on recognition that all children have equal rights 
to education in settings that are free of violence, 
and that one of the functions of education is 
to produce adults imbued with the non-violent 
values and practises.

The overall approach can be called ‘rights-
based’ and ‘child-friendly’. It is consistent with 
the CRC, other international conventions on 

The United Nations Girls’ Education Initiative (UNGEI) role 
in promoting girls’ participation

In 2000, UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan showed his strong commitment to girls’ 
education by launching the United Nations Girls’ Education Initiative (UNGEI), a part-
nership for girls’ education and gender equality. It is emerging as an effective strategy for 
the prevention of violence against girls. In countries where UNGEI is established, part-
ners work together to strengthen interventions that promote girls’ access to quality educa-
tion. Interventions which include those that accelerate and encourage the participation 
of girls and boys in their own empowerment. For example, the Girls’ Education Move-
ment (GEM) operates in Botswana, Lesotho, Kenya, Uganda, South Africa, the United 
Republic of Tanzania, Zambia and Zimbabwe as an important aspect of UNGEI. When 
GEM was launched in 2001, it was conceptualised as a pan-African education initiative 
through which girls would become leaders in the transformation of Africa and agents in 
the decision-making processes concerning their educational chances. In Uganda, GEM 
is very active in making sure that orphans and other vulnerable children access school, 
and work with local authorities and traditional leaders to address the issue of early mar-
riage. In Botswana, GEM has done a baseline study on safety in schools which is being 
edited for publication. In South Africa, GEM works through Public–Private Partnerships 
to support the education of girls in mathematics, science and technology and, sponsored 
by UNICEF, has a number of different activities for ensuring that the voices of girls and 
young women are heard, particularly in relation to policy-making. Girls’ Parliaments, 
sponsored by GEM, in conjunction with the National Department of Education in South 
Africa, have offered girls the opportunity to contribute to policy-making around issues 
of sexual violence in schools. The first Girls’ Parliament in South Africa took place in 
2003. It is worth noting that GEM in South Africa has also developed posters addressing 
gender violence, and a chat line for girls to speak out.168
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human rights and the EFA goals, and widely 
endorsed by international organisations. Most 
importantly, it answers children and young 
adults around the world who say they want the 
violence to stop.

The basic principles of a rights-based child-
friendly school are that it should be166,167:

1.	 Proactively inclusive. The school seeks 
out and enables the participation of all 
children of both sexes, and especially those 
who are different ethnically, culturally, 
linguistically, socio-economically and in 
their abilities or disabilities.

2.	 Academically effective and relevant. It 
meets children’s needs for life and liveli-
hood knowledge, attitudes and skills.

3.	 Gender-sensitive. It creates environments 
that foster gender equality, and it meets 
the needs for knowledge, attitudes and 
skills that ensure gender equality.

4.	 Healthy and protective. It promotes and 
protects children’s emotional, psychologi-
cal and physical well-being by providing a 
healthy and protective educational climate.

5.	 Engaged with the family and the com-
munity. It seeks out and enables the par-
ticipation of children’s families and the 
community in the development and imple-
mentation of all aspects of school policies 
and programmes, including those designed 
to protect children from harm and to teach 
children to appreciate the rights of other 
children to the same protection.

Laws and law enforcement

International conventions, regional agreements 
and national laws that address corporal pun-
ishment, sexual harassment and assault, and 
other forms of violence are essential steps in the 
movement toward violence-free schools. Experi-
ence has shown, however, that many countries 
are slow to meet their international and regional 
obligations and slow to enforce their own laws. 

Since the UN General Assembly adopted the 
CRC in 1989, a substantial number of coun-
tries have taken steps to ban corporal punish-
ment in schools, even though they have often 
been lax in enforcing their laws. High-level 
courts in many regions and countries includ-
ing Namibia (Supreme Court, 1991), South 
Africa (Constitutional Court, 2000) and in 
the courts of various parts of federal coun-
tries – for example, Delhi, India (Delhi High 
Court, 2000), and Canada (Supreme Court, 
2004)169 – have condemned corporal punish-
ment in schools and required its prohibition. 

The Committee on the Rights of the Child 
notes in its recent General Comment No. 
8: “Where, despite prohibition and positive 
education and training programmes, cases of 
corporal punishment come to light outside 
the family home – in schools, other institu-
tions and forms of alternative care for example 
– prosecution may be a reasonable response.” 

170 The threat to the perpetrator of other dis-
ciplinary action or dismissal should also act as 
a clear deterrent. It is essential that the pro-
hibition of all corporal punishment and other 
cruel or degrading punishment, and the sanc-
tions that may be imposed if it is inflicted, 

The United Nations Girls’ Education Initiative (UNGEI) role 
in promoting girls’ participation

In 2000, UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan showed his strong commitment to girls’ 
education by launching the United Nations Girls’ Education Initiative (UNGEI), a part-
nership for girls’ education and gender equality. It is emerging as an effective strategy for 
the prevention of violence against girls. In countries where UNGEI is established, part-
ners work together to strengthen interventions that promote girls’ access to quality educa-
tion. Interventions which include those that accelerate and encourage the participation 
of girls and boys in their own empowerment. For example, the Girls’ Education Move-
ment (GEM) operates in Botswana, Lesotho, Kenya, Uganda, South Africa, the United 
Republic of Tanzania, Zambia and Zimbabwe as an important aspect of UNGEI. When 
GEM was launched in 2001, it was conceptualised as a pan-African education initiative 
through which girls would become leaders in the transformation of Africa and agents in 
the decision-making processes concerning their educational chances. In Uganda, GEM 
is very active in making sure that orphans and other vulnerable children access school, 
and work with local authorities and traditional leaders to address the issue of early mar-
riage. In Botswana, GEM has done a baseline study on safety in schools which is being 
edited for publication. In South Africa, GEM works through Public–Private Partnerships 
to support the education of girls in mathematics, science and technology and, sponsored 
by UNICEF, has a number of different activities for ensuring that the voices of girls and 
young women are heard, particularly in relation to policy-making. Girls’ Parliaments, 
sponsored by GEM, in conjunction with the National Department of Education in South 
Africa, have offered girls the opportunity to contribute to policy-making around issues 
of sexual violence in schools. The first Girls’ Parliament in South Africa took place in 
2003. It is worth noting that GEM in South Africa has also developed posters addressing 
gender violence, and a chat line for girls to speak out.168
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should be well disseminated to children and 
to all those working with or for children in all 
settings. Monitoring disciplinary systems and 
the treatment of children must be part of the 
sustained supervision of all institutions and 
placements. Children and their representatives 
in all such placements should have immedi-
ate and confidential access to child-sensitive 
advice, advocacy and complaints procedures 
and ultimately to courts where necessary, and 
legal assistance. In institutions, there should 
be a requirement to report and to review any 
violent incidents.

Many countries have laws or, at least, policies 
that prevent sexual harassment in the work-

place and these often apply to educational 
workplaces, such as schools, and may serve to 
protect both teachers and students. In South 
Africa, for example, the Promotion of Equality 
and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act 4 
(2000), defines harassment as “unwanted con-
duct which is persistent or serious and demeans, 
humiliates or creates a hostile or intimidating 
environment or is calculated to induce submis-
sion ... and which is related to sex, gender or 
sexual orientation.” The Government of South 
Africa has taken steps to make the investiga-
tion of alleged rapes more sensitive to the con-
cerns of victims and, therefore, more likely to 
result in successful prosecutions. In addition, 
South Africa’s Department of Education has 

South Africa’s guidelines to stopping teachers from 
sexually abusing students

In 2000, South Africa’s Department of Education issued guidelines noting the preva-
lence of sexual abuse of students by teachers and the consequent high risk of HIV trans-
mission. The guidelines explain the law and the consequences of violating the law:

–	 Educators must not have sexual relations with learners. It is against the law, 
even if the learner consents. Such action transgresses the code of conduct for 
educators, who are in a position of trust.

–	 Strict disciplinary action will be taken against any educator who has sex with a 
learner.

–	 Sex that is demanded by an educator without consent is rape, which is a serious 
crime, and the educator will be charged. If an educator has sex with a girl or 
boy who is under 16 years, he or she will be charged with statutory rape and 
may face a penalty of life imprisonment.

–	 If you are aware of a colleague who is having sexual relations with a learner, 
you must report them to the principal or higher educational authorities, and 
if the boy or girl is under 16, to the police. If you do not do so you may be 
charged with being an accessory to rape.172

Two countries where national committees  
develop and enforce anti-violence measures

The Republic of Korea’s Act on the Prevention of School Violence requires that a new 
plan for preventing school violence be drawn up every five years. A National Com-
mittee has responsibility for coordinating and monitoring implementation of the plan 
and for overseeing the five-year reviews and updates. Every school is required to hold 
regular sessions to review their contributions to the implementation of the plan, and to 
recommend whatever actions may be called for within the school or beyond.

In Cyprus, the Ministry of Education requires all schools to establish committees to 
address needs for “prevention and confrontation of violence in the family and school 
environment.” These committees are empowered to receive and investigate complaints 
of violence before passing them on to the appropriate authorities.174
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South Africa’s guidelines to stopping teachers from 
sexually abusing students

In 2000, South Africa’s Department of Education issued guidelines noting the preva-
lence of sexual abuse of students by teachers and the consequent high risk of HIV trans-
mission. The guidelines explain the law and the consequences of violating the law:

–	 Educators must not have sexual relations with learners. It is against the law, 
even if the learner consents. Such action transgresses the code of conduct for 
educators, who are in a position of trust.

–	 Strict disciplinary action will be taken against any educator who has sex with a 
learner.

–	 Sex that is demanded by an educator without consent is rape, which is a serious 
crime, and the educator will be charged. If an educator has sex with a girl or 
boy who is under 16 years, he or she will be charged with statutory rape and 
may face a penalty of life imprisonment.

–	 If you are aware of a colleague who is having sexual relations with a learner, 
you must report them to the principal or higher educational authorities, and 
if the boy or girl is under 16, to the police. If you do not do so you may be 
charged with being an accessory to rape.172

Two countries where national committees  
develop and enforce anti-violence measures

The Republic of Korea’s Act on the Prevention of School Violence requires that a new 
plan for preventing school violence be drawn up every five years. A National Com-
mittee has responsibility for coordinating and monitoring implementation of the plan 
and for overseeing the five-year reviews and updates. Every school is required to hold 
regular sessions to review their contributions to the implementation of the plan, and to 
recommend whatever actions may be called for within the school or beyond.

In Cyprus, the Ministry of Education requires all schools to establish committees to 
address needs for “prevention and confrontation of violence in the family and school 
environment.” These committees are empowered to receive and investigate complaints 
of violence before passing them on to the appropriate authorities.174

issued special guidelines applying to sexual 
relations between students and teachers in 
schools (see box).171

Under-reporting of all forms of violence is a 
chronic problem in most countries. Reasons 
include lack of confidence in the capacity of 
authorities to intervene in constructive ways, 
and fear of repercussions to victims and their 
families and even to perpetrators, since so 
much violence occurs within circles of people 
who know each other.

Government responses to the questionnaire 
sent out as part of the Study173 show that a few 
countries have reformed laws and improved 
law enforcement to address school violence in 
more holistic ways, as part of broader efforts 
to promote and support rights-based child-
friendly education for all children (see box).

Rights-based school policies 
and programmes

A large number and variety of policies and pro-
grammes to counter school-based violence have 
been introduced in all regions of the world. 
Only a few of these have been rigorously eval-
uated – and mostly in industrialised countries 
– but the results are encouraging, and show 
that effective solutions exist, although they are 
not widely implemented. 

UNESCO has found promising anti-school-
violence programmes in eight countries –Aus-
tralia, France, Israel, Japan, Northern Ireland, 
Norway, South Africa and the USA. These 
programmes are well-regarded by administra-
tors, teachers, students and parents and show 
early indications of being effective in reducing 
violence in schools. A small body of research 
evaluating these programmes indicates that 
they not only reduce violence, but help students 
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develop better social skills, higher self-esteem 
and a greater sense of personal control over 
their lives, and also help students attain higher 
levels of academic achievement.175

During the past 10 years, profound concern 
about violence in North American schools has 
led to considerable research and experimenta-
tion with different interventions, and there is 
now a large body of literature documenting 
and evaluating different approaches.176,177 As 
a result, there is now evidence of approaches 
that work in Canada and the USA. Similar 
research and experimentation is underway in 
many other countries and, where there are 
evaluations, they are demonstrating that these 
countries are finding approaches that work, 
too. There is no reason to doubt that, with the 
will and resources (often minimal), any coun-
try, community or school can find effective 
ways of reducing violence in schools.

The following discussion focuses on particular 
areas of intervention and provides examples 
of promising practices from all regions of the 
world.

Leadership and policy 
development

Policies to tackle school violence should recog-
nise that schools are, above all, places of learn-
ing and can play an important role in equal-
ising power and eliminating abuses of power. 
Schools can be guided by the highest human 
rights standards in everything they do, and use 
alternative, non-violent methods of communi-
cation, negotiation and conflict resolution.

A growing body of research has considered 
schools as social systems and sought to iden-
tify parts of the systems that might be changed 
to reduce violence. The conclusion has been 
that effective school leaders (e.g. the heads 
of education authorities and of individual 
schools) can go a long way toward improving 
the quality of school life by working with the 
other stakeholders to develop and implement 
policies governing the conduct and discipline 
of teachers and students and building com-
munity confidence in schools.178,179 A study of 
schools in Botswana and Ghana found that the 
most common feature of safe and high-achiev-
ing schools is strong management.180

A review of programmes to address violence 
in Latin American and Caribbean schools 
pointed to the importance of building positive 
attitudes and behaviours from as early an age 
as possible, sustaining the effort to build those 
values right through school, and doing this 
through such means as giving students oppor-
tunities to participate in making the deci-
sions that shape their school environments.181 
Ensuring such continuity calls for action by 
authorities that oversee all schools, whether at 
national, district or local level.

A longitudinal study in Norway has found a 
causal link between good classroom manage-
ment techniques and reduced peer violence.182 
In addition, the curriculum should promote 
the values of social equality, tolerance toward 
diversity and non-violent means of resolving 
conflicts.

What happens outside the classroom is also 
critical. Education authorities should pro-
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vide guidance and support to school heads 
and teachers, helping them shape the climate 
outside the classroom by changing the way in 
which the school is managed. Codes of conduct 
should be developed and enforced through 
processes that give a voice to every stakeholder, 
for example through student councils and par-
ents’ associations. The climate thus created 
within the school can spill over into the wider 
community when, for example, students carry 
home the values and habits they learn in school 
and then carry them through their lives, into 
their workplaces, relationships, and so on.

Supporting school staff

There are almost 43 million teachers at the pri-
mary and secondary school levels around the 
world, in addition to an unknown number of 
teachers in pre-schools and other educational 
settings, and their potential to act as role 
models is immense.183 Teachers are among any 
country’s most important agents of social devel-
opment and change, since they make essential 
contributions to the emotional and cognitive 
development of current generations of children 
and thus to future generations of mature and 
responsible citizens. Even when children are 
subject to violence in their homes and commu-
nities, teachers can provide them with models 
of non-violence from a very early age.

Good teacher recruitment and training should 
be at the very root of any country’s long-term 
and comprehensive strategy to reduce vio-
lence, not just in schools but in the whole of 
society. In reality, however, many countries 
undervalue teachers, pay little attention to 

recruiting the best candidates, and then offer 
them insufficient pre- and in-service train-
ing, low salaries and poor working conditions, 
often in overcrowded and ill-equipped schools 
and classrooms. In most countries, teachers 
are already overburdened, but they are under 
increasing pressure to take on more responsi-
bility for addressing violence in their schools, 
though they often lack the training and exper-
tise for this added responsibility. If, despite all 
this, schools attract good teachers, they then 
have difficulty retaining them. 

All of these factors should be taken into 
account when assessing needs to change 
the way teaching candidates are recruited, 
trained, and supported. Teachers cannot carry 
the whole burden, so any assessment of their 
needs should look at ways in which educa-
tion authorities, school heads and other school 
staff, parents and communities may be under-
mining teachers’ work, and at ways in which 
they could be doing more to support it.

Most Governments that responded to the Study 
questionnaire184 reported that they, NGOs or 
partnerships between the two were supporting  
teacher training programmes that addressed 
violence. However, this training was often not 
continuous, systematic and sustainable. Most 
of the training programmes addressed preven-
tion and protection; some addressed rehabili-
tation of victims or offenders; only a few coun-
tries mentioned redress (Gambia, Nigeria, the 
Seychelles, Singapore, Switzerland, and Thai-
land), penalties (Cameroon, Singapore, Sri 
Lanka, Switzerland, and Thailand), methods 
for educating students in violence prevention 

“If teachers talk badly to us, if they do not take care about what they say and do not respect us,  
how do you expect us to respect them? They are not good role models for us.” 

Student, Indian Ocean subregion, 2006 XIV
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and protection (Bulgaria, Estonia, Indonesia, 
the Netherlands), or methods for integrat-
ing human rights and non-violence into the 
school curriculum (Brazil and the Seychelles). 
While these efforts are all moving in the right 
direction, clearly more radical and sustained 
improvements in teacher training for non-vio-
lence are needed.

The Participation of children

Involving children in developing and imple-
menting programmes is important in build-
ing personal knowledge, attitudes and skills, 
ensuring programme relevance and ownership, 
and ultimately in improving programme out-
comes.186,187 A study by the United Kingdom 
Department for International Development 

In Croatia, a campaign for ‘Safe and Enabling’ schools 
achieves early results

In the spring of 2004, after broad consultations with Government ministries, civil soci-
ety organisations and others, UNICEF launched a five-phase campaign ‘For a Safe and 
Enabling School Environment’ in Croatia. Before the launch, a national survey cover-
ing students, parents and teachers established baseline data on violence in schools. The 
campaign was scheduled to last for 18 months. After 12 months, an evaluation found 
that it was surpassing expectations.

More than 4,500 teachers, twice the number targeted, had received training in non-
violent methods of teaching, discipline and intervention in violence among children. 
The campaign had covered 121 schools including more than 60,000 children, 20% 
more than targeted, and this had been achieved with 15% less than the projected 
budget. More than 92% of Croatian citizens had become aware of the campaign, while 
more than 80% of funding was now coming from individual donors and corporations 
within Croatia. Most importantly, there had been significant decreases in some forms 
of violence and increased awareness of others. For example, children and teachers were 
better able to recognise all forms of bullying and better prepared to stop it. More than 
80% of students knew the rules against school violence, and knew of an adult they 
could turn to for help.

There were, however, challenges ahead. Teachers felt they were more competent to 
deal with violence but, while students felt safer, they still did not consider that schools 
provided them with enough protection against violence. The evaluation concluded that 
there was need for more parent involvement and for the strengthening of peer support 
for non-violence among students.185

Child Rights Clubs empower Zambia’s schoolchildren

The Zambia Civic Education Association (ZCEA) works to promote and protect chil-
dren’s rights through civic education. Through its Child Participation Programme, it 
supports Child Rights Clubs that empower children by raising their awareness of their 
rights under the CRC, the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child, 
and other instruments. At least 300 Child Rights Clubs in primary and secondary 
schools operate throughout Zambia.195
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covering Bangladesh, Kenya, Nepal, Sri Lanka, 
Uganda, and Zambia found that teaching envi-
ronments that put children at the centre of the 
learning experience, so that teachers listen to 
their concerns and needs, are more likely to 
address violence effectively than other schools.188 
Another international study by World Vision 
found that, in communities where children 
participate in discussing and addressing vio-
lence, discussion is more open and more likely 
to result in specific strategies.189

Save the Children has had a number of first-
hand experiences working with partners in the 
establishment and support of child-led organisa-
tions and initiatives whereby children hold adult 
decision-makers and caregivers accountable, 
and work with them on addressing school vio-
lence.190 Research in the USA suggests that the 
best initiatives tend to be those in which students 
and teachers work together on developing and 
implementing strategies to make schools safe for 
everyone. Peer mediation and peer counselling, 
for example, are more effective when students 
and teachers work together in developing and 
assessing appropriate mediation and counselling 
methods.191

Exploratory studies and experience in all regions 
have identified benefits, some unexpected, of 
involving children in the development and 
implementation of programmes to address 
violence in schools.192 Children can provide a 
comprehensive snapshot of their experience of 
violence in their schools, thus giving staff infor-
mation they need to take action. Involving chil-
dren serves as effective intervention in itself, in 
that it helps to heal children through the disclo-
sure of experiences and sharing of feelings, and 
it teaches the staff about children’s experiences 
and feelings, and this in turn changes staff atti-
tudes and behaviours.193,194

Working with parents  
and communities

Many countries have a tradition of involv-
ing parents and communities in school life. 
In North America, there is a long tradition 
of Parent–Teachers’ Associations (PTAs). 
Typically, these have branches in every public 
school within a community, plus an umbrella 
PTA covering the whole community, and they 
enable parents’ rights to monitor schools and 
intervene as they see fit. In the USA, the Safe 

In Croatia, a campaign for ‘Safe and Enabling’ schools 
achieves early results

In the spring of 2004, after broad consultations with Government ministries, civil soci-
ety organisations and others, UNICEF launched a five-phase campaign ‘For a Safe and 
Enabling School Environment’ in Croatia. Before the launch, a national survey cover-
ing students, parents and teachers established baseline data on violence in schools. The 
campaign was scheduled to last for 18 months. After 12 months, an evaluation found 
that it was surpassing expectations.

More than 4,500 teachers, twice the number targeted, had received training in non-
violent methods of teaching, discipline and intervention in violence among children. 
The campaign had covered 121 schools including more than 60,000 children, 20% 
more than targeted, and this had been achieved with 15% less than the projected 
budget. More than 92% of Croatian citizens had become aware of the campaign, while 
more than 80% of funding was now coming from individual donors and corporations 
within Croatia. Most importantly, there had been significant decreases in some forms 
of violence and increased awareness of others. For example, children and teachers were 
better able to recognise all forms of bullying and better prepared to stop it. More than 
80% of students knew the rules against school violence, and knew of an adult they 
could turn to for help.

There were, however, challenges ahead. Teachers felt they were more competent to 
deal with violence but, while students felt safer, they still did not consider that schools 
provided them with enough protection against violence. The evaluation concluded that 
there was need for more parent involvement and for the strengthening of peer support 
for non-violence among students.185

Child Rights Clubs empower Zambia’s schoolchildren

The Zambia Civic Education Association (ZCEA) works to promote and protect chil-
dren’s rights through civic education. Through its Child Participation Programme, it 
supports Child Rights Clubs that empower children by raising their awareness of their 
rights under the CRC, the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child, 
and other instruments. At least 300 Child Rights Clubs in primary and secondary 
schools operate throughout Zambia.195
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Schools Coalition of Washington was set up 
out of concern about violence against gays and 
lesbians in Seattle schools, but it and similar 
Safe Schools Coalitions in a number of other 
states now serve as public–private partnerships 
through which many Government organisa-
tions and NGOs collaborate to address vio-
lence and other safety issues in schools.196 
Many other countries have similar organisa-
tions through which parents and community-
based organisations address a wide range of 
issues in schools, in collaboration with educa-
tion authorities, school heads and teachers.197

Elsewhere in this section, a number of exam-
ples are given of ways in which parents and 

communities get involved in addressing the 
full range of violence issues in schools. Where 
such involvement is not already taking place, 
there may be existing mechanisms for secur-
ing that involvement. In Lesotho, the United 
Republic of Tanzania and a number of other 
sub-Saharan African countries, for example, 
there are now local committees that involve a 
broad range of stakeholders in addressing the 
full range of issues related to HIV and AIDS. 
Mexico City, Nepal, and Kenya provide exam-
ples of what major cities or whole countries 
can do to involve parents and communities 
(see boxes).

In Mexico City – ‘Combating Violence:  
Education for Peace’ project

In Mexico City, social inequalities, poverty and other factors have contributed to 
increasing violence in homes, schools and the whole city, and school violence has been 
linked to high rates of early dropout. Currently, more than 1,500 of the city’s schools 
and 450,000 of the city’s students are participating in a project called “Combating 
Violence: Education for Peace – For Me, You, and the Entire World.” The project con-
sists of training workshops that build the capacity of school administrators, teachers, 
students and parents to resolve conflicts in a non-violent manner. Follow-up in schools 
aims to ensure that the lessons have been absorbed and put into practice, and to pro-
vide support to individuals charged with the responsibility for continuing to build the 
capacity of each school’s population to resolve conflicts peacefully. The project owes its 
launch and success to leadership and enthusiastic support from the Secretary of Educa-
tion and, mostly importantly, from school heads. The hope, now, is that the project 
will become a permanent programme after the city’s next general elections.198

In Nepal – Girls taking action to end sexual harassment

In Surkhet, Nepal, Save the Children has supported girls as they educate men and boys 
and make their schools and community safer. Boys and male adults (including educa-
tion officials and village leaders) were unaware that girls perceived their ‘innocent teas-
ing’ as sexual harassment and discrimination until the girls mapped the places where 
they felt unsafe. By examining and discussing the maps, males were able to recognise 
that these were the places where girls were regularly subject to such teasing. In addi-
tion, the girls have developed networks throughout the village and district, with links 
to girls’ groups in other villages, local police, teachers’ and women’s groups, and the 
district child welfare committee.199

In Kenya – ‘Be a Champion for Children’ campaign

In the spring of 2006, a campaign to stop violence against children was launched in 
Kenya, with support from UNICEF. The campaign called upon families, schools, faith-
based organisations, the private sector, the mass media and all other elements of Kenyan 
society to collaborate (with financial and other support) in efforts to ensure that every 
home, school and community in the nation was committed to stopping violence against 
children. The campaign aims to rally everyone against violence and to empower them 
with information about what they can do to help create environments in which all 
Kenyan children can reach their potential. It has also raised funds to support:

•	 A core package of child protection services for the most vulnerable 
communities.

•	 Hotlines where both children and adult victims of violence can call for help.
•	 Safe houses for those who need to escape violence in their homes.
•	 Training for counsellors to help victims and also to help families and other 

perpetrators of violence break their patterns of violent behaviour.
•	 Training for teachers, health workers and police in how to reduce violence and 

intervene when it occurs.
•	 School-based programmes and youth programmes to reduce violence.
•	 Publicity to raise awareness and mobilise ever greater commitment.200
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In Mexico City – ‘Combating Violence:  
Education for Peace’ project

In Mexico City, social inequalities, poverty and other factors have contributed to 
increasing violence in homes, schools and the whole city, and school violence has been 
linked to high rates of early dropout. Currently, more than 1,500 of the city’s schools 
and 450,000 of the city’s students are participating in a project called “Combating 
Violence: Education for Peace – For Me, You, and the Entire World.” The project con-
sists of training workshops that build the capacity of school administrators, teachers, 
students and parents to resolve conflicts in a non-violent manner. Follow-up in schools 
aims to ensure that the lessons have been absorbed and put into practice, and to pro-
vide support to individuals charged with the responsibility for continuing to build the 
capacity of each school’s population to resolve conflicts peacefully. The project owes its 
launch and success to leadership and enthusiastic support from the Secretary of Educa-
tion and, mostly importantly, from school heads. The hope, now, is that the project 
will become a permanent programme after the city’s next general elections.198

In Nepal – Girls taking action to end sexual harassment

In Surkhet, Nepal, Save the Children has supported girls as they educate men and boys 
and make their schools and community safer. Boys and male adults (including educa-
tion officials and village leaders) were unaware that girls perceived their ‘innocent teas-
ing’ as sexual harassment and discrimination until the girls mapped the places where 
they felt unsafe. By examining and discussing the maps, males were able to recognise 
that these were the places where girls were regularly subject to such teasing. In addi-
tion, the girls have developed networks throughout the village and district, with links 
to girls’ groups in other villages, local police, teachers’ and women’s groups, and the 
district child welfare committee.199

In Kenya – ‘Be a Champion for Children’ campaign

In the spring of 2006, a campaign to stop violence against children was launched in 
Kenya, with support from UNICEF. The campaign called upon families, schools, faith-
based organisations, the private sector, the mass media and all other elements of Kenyan 
society to collaborate (with financial and other support) in efforts to ensure that every 
home, school and community in the nation was committed to stopping violence against 
children. The campaign aims to rally everyone against violence and to empower them 
with information about what they can do to help create environments in which all 
Kenyan children can reach their potential. It has also raised funds to support:

•	 A core package of child protection services for the most vulnerable 
communities.

•	 Hotlines where both children and adult victims of violence can call for help.
•	 Safe houses for those who need to escape violence in their homes.
•	 Training for counsellors to help victims and also to help families and other 

perpetrators of violence break their patterns of violent behaviour.
•	 Training for teachers, health workers and police in how to reduce violence and 

intervene when it occurs.
•	 School-based programmes and youth programmes to reduce violence.
•	 Publicity to raise awareness and mobilise ever greater commitment.200
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Constructive child discipline

The rights-based, child-centred approach 
requires that there be codes of conduct accepted 
by all members of the school community, estab-
lishing moral and social reference points and 
emphasising the values that underpin them, 
including the values inherent in the CRC and 
in other human rights conventions. Discipline 
should aim at positive reinforcement, construc-
tive criticism, clear guidance and instruction. 
Except in extreme cases it should not promote 
measures that may impede a child’s cognitive 
and emotional development. 

Recent research on disciplinary regimes has 
made a distinction between what are termed 
pro-active and reactive regimes. Those that are 
pro-active focus on prevention, and are gener-
ally based on careful research into what works, 
and they establish a legal framework, clear poli-
cies, clear rules of conduct and mechanisms for 
enforcement. Those that are reactive are often 
based on ill-informed ‘blanket statements’ or 
assertions, and call for ‘zero tolerance’ and 
harsh punishments. They often involve sus-
pending or expelling children, which only dis-
places the problem to another school or to the 
wider community while doing little to help the 
child. Such measures contravene a child’s right 
to education. Firm but fair discipline can cor-
rect unacceptable behaviour without resorting 
to violence.201 The consensus among leading 
educationalists is that reactive regimes are 
ineffective in the long term.202 In this context, 
UNESCO has outlined basic principles which 
should govern school discipline of children 
which emphasise constructive criticism, clear 
guidance and instruction as well as the prin-
ciples of the CRC.203

Bullying: prevention and 
intervention

With its Olweus Bullying Prevention Pro-
gramme, Norway has been a pioneer in efforts 
to stop bullying in schools. Monitoring of 
four cohorts of 600–700 elementary school 
students each found that, within two years, 
the programme had reduced bullying by 50% 
or more. It also had reduced rates of truancy, 
theft, vandalism and other antisocial behav-
iour, and the reductions were consistent across 
genders and grades.204 The Olweus approach 
has been tried and proven to work in several 
other countries, including Australia, Germany 
and the USA.205 It has not been tried in non-
industrialised countries, mainly because bully-
ing has not risen to prominence as a matter of 
public concern in these countries.

The Olweus approach has achieved a consider-
able degree of success and also identified impor-
tant issues requiring ongoing attention, such 
as, the need to build the commitment of stake-
holders, to sustain leadership over time, and 
to monitor and understand motivations and 
interlinking causes of violence while address-
ing all forms of violence at school. Introduc-
ing a human rights framework into bullying 
prevention programmes can also  meet these 
challenges.206 (see box).

For children who are at high risk of bullying, 
whether as victims or offenders, it may be desir-
able to provide intensive one-on-one strategies 
that involve home visits, counselling and skills 
development for both children and parents.

Key elements of effective, rights-based and child-centred 
anti-bullying programmes

While anti-bullying programmes may vary widely in specific details, the most effective 
programmes are rights-based and child-centred. Common characteristics include:

•	 They involve children at an early age, before their attitudes and behaviours 
become fixed in permanent patterns.

•	 Schools involve all key stakeholders and focus on prevention of violence – 
heads, teachers, students, parents and the wider community – in development, 
implementation and monitoring. 

•	 There is a leadership group that sustains momentum and initiates adjustments 
in the light of changing circumstances.

•	 There are educational components that increase the knowledge and improve 
the skills of all key stakeholders; and components are integrated into the 
regular curriculum, so that children learn about human rights and develop the 
skills to communicate and resolve conflicts in a non-violent manner.

•	 There is increased monitoring of student behaviour, with thoughtful attention 
paid to how students relate to each other, especially when there is evidence that 
bullying may be taking place.

•	 There are mechanisms for reporting, intervention, recovery of victims and 
rehabilitation of offenders.

•	 Interventions are consistent, so there can be no perception of negligence or 
unfairness.207,208
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Sexual and gender-based  
violence: prevention  
and intervention

The whole school climate should welcome girls 
and all children who may be considered dif-
ferent because of their known, suspected or 
alleged sexuality. Schools should be safe and 
comfortable places, and all children encour-
aged to take full advantage of all opportuni-
ties for cognitive and emotional development. 
To do this, sexual and gender-based underpin-
nings of violence must be addressed directly, 

providing children with an understanding of 
the issues, attitudes, and a grasp of the skills to 
avoid it or cope with violence when it occurs.

The concern that sexual coercion and abuse put 
girls and young women at extremely high risk 
of HIV infection has given rise to many differ-
ent responses globally, especially in Southern 
Africa. Some of the initiatives by international 
NGOs extend beyond schools. For example, 
ActionAid’s ‘Stepping Stones’ training pro-
gramme aims to prevent HIV transmission 
and, in doing so, addresses related sexual and 

Key elements of effective, rights-based and child-centred 
anti-bullying programmes

While anti-bullying programmes may vary widely in specific details, the most effective 
programmes are rights-based and child-centred. Common characteristics include:

•	 They involve children at an early age, before their attitudes and behaviours 
become fixed in permanent patterns.

•	 Schools involve all key stakeholders and focus on prevention of violence – 
heads, teachers, students, parents and the wider community – in development, 
implementation and monitoring. 

•	 There is a leadership group that sustains momentum and initiates adjustments 
in the light of changing circumstances.

•	 There are educational components that increase the knowledge and improve 
the skills of all key stakeholders; and components are integrated into the 
regular curriculum, so that children learn about human rights and develop the 
skills to communicate and resolve conflicts in a non-violent manner.

•	 There is increased monitoring of student behaviour, with thoughtful attention 
paid to how students relate to each other, especially when there is evidence that 
bullying may be taking place.

•	 There are mechanisms for reporting, intervention, recovery of victims and 
rehabilitation of offenders.

•	 Interventions are consistent, so there can be no perception of negligence or 
unfairness.207,208
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gender-based violence in hundreds of com-
munities in Africa, Asia, Latin America and 
the Caribbean.209 Parallel workshops are held 
for males and females in order to provide safe 
and supportive environments in which both 
can feel comfortable talking about sensitive 
issues, but participants from male and female 
workshops also come together periodically to 
share concerns and insights. Themes include 
“why do we behave as we do” and “how can 
we change.” Results have included safer sexual 
behaviour, reduced domestic violence, more 
sharing of household tasks by men, improved 
communications between couples and parents 
and children, especially about sensitive issues 
that pertain to sexual health.

In Ethiopia, communities have taken the ini-
tiative in establishing Girls’ Education Advi-
sory Committees (GEACs) that address the 
whole problem of providing girls with access 
to education of a high standard. GEACs have 
established Girls’ Clubs that serve as safe places 
for girls to talk, encourage them to report 
problems about harassment and abuse. Other 
GEAC initiatives include disciplinary com-
mittees to hold teachers accountable, ‘police’ 
to protect girls on their way to and from 
school; constructing separate latrines for girls; 
insisting on female teachers in schools; train-
ing boys and girls on how to treat each other 
respectfully; providing counselling for girls in 
safe places; and enlisting religious and clan 
leaders to stop abductions and child marriages. 
As a result, in one primary school the dropout 
rate for girls fell from 57% to 19%.210 

Curriculum: What should  
be taught and how?

The curriculum, teaching methods and the 
whole school climate should teach, illustrate 
and reinforce the principles of gender equality, 
human rights and non-violence and the skills 
to apply these principles in day-to-day life. 
They should also serve to increase children’s 
resilience, so they can cope with violence and 
recover when it occurs.

Traditionally, school curriculum has been very 
‘content’ focussed (what), with less attention 
paid to learning skills and processes (how), 
such as inquiry, problem-solving, and decision-
making. There is increasing recognition that, 
in a rapidly changing world, it is necessary to 
teach children the how of constructive human 
behaviour so that they can protect themselves 
from harm, and take action to avoid harm to 
others. This kind of education is often called 
‘life skills-based education’.

Life skills-based education should be part of a 
package that includes education on the prin-
ciples of gender equality, human rights and 
non-violence and how and why these principles 
have evolved and can be put into practice.211,212 
This may involve dealing with highly personal 
and sensitive issues relating to the unique char-
acteristics of each child, that child’s family 
background, religious and cultural traditions, 
and subjects that were once considered taboo 
in discussions involving children. Dealing with 
such issues requires development not only of the 
curriculum but of appropriate teaching meth-
ods. This involves going beyond traditional rote 
learning to encouraging children to ask ques-

“Curriculum is far more than what is taught.”

Mary Joy Pigozzi, Director, Division for the Promotion of Quality Education, UNESCO XV
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tions, including of their teachers, to relate their 
own experiences, and to express their own feel-
ings and ideas as part of the learning process. For 
example, in South Africa, the Curriculum 2005 
programme emphasises flexible teaching meth-
ods that encourage and accommodate children’s 
active participation in learning experiences and 
helps them develop critical thinking skills.213

From 1998 to 2004, the Special Rappor-
teur on the Right to Education collaborated 
with UNESCO to produce the Manual on 
Rights-based Education: Global Human Rights 
Requirements Made Simple.214 It states that the 
child has both a right to education and rights 
in education. This means that schools have to 
protect the rights of their students, and also 
teach them how to respect the rights of others. 
The rights-based approach to education makes 
education the very foundation of the long-
term campaign against violence of all kinds, 
including violence against children. Children 
raised in schools free of violence and taught 
to respect the rights of everyone to live in vio-
lence-free environments are the best hope for a 
violence-free future.

In the USA, for example, an NGO called The 
Committee for Children has developed three 
sets of curricula – Second Step, Steps to Respect 
and Talking about Touching – designed to give 
children the knowledge and skills necessary 
to prevent bullying, sexual abuse and other 
forms of violence. These sets aim to help chil-
dren stand up for themselves, talk rather than 
fight, and think about issues from others’ per-
spectives. A 1997 assessment of the impacts 
of Second Step in more than 10,000 elemen-

tary schools in Canada and the USA found 
that it had decreased aggressive behaviour and 
increased positive social behaviour in class-
rooms, playgrounds and cafeterias.215

Some sensitive issues might best be addressed 
in a wider context. When asked their opin-
ion about how best to address sexual abuse, 
for example, children in Canada, Columbia, 
Bangladesh, Brazil, Mozambique, Nepal, 
Nicaragua, Romania, Rwanda, South Africa, 
Spain, Syria, and Uganda said that the subject 
of sexual abuse should be raised in the con-
text of learning about children’s rights and 
child protection, rather than singled out on 
its own.216,217 A feature of effective life skills-
based education is that the teaching and learn-
ing methods are interactive and allow children 
to share their ideas. Effective life skills educa-
tion often involves children in addressing real 
issues in their own schools and contributing to 
the development of policies and programmes.

Creating safe and welcoming 
physical spaces

A number of studies have asked children to 
map danger or safety zones in their schools 
and school playgrounds and these have pin-
pointed areas where girls feel unsafe, such as 
areas where boys congregate or where male 
teachers who sexually harass them have their 
classrooms.218,219,220 A study of a high school 
in Durban, South Africa, found that its spaces 
were extremely gendered. There were many 
private spaces for boys, where they were left 
alone and transgressions such as smoking were 
tolerated, and for male teachers, who declared 
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their spaces strictly off limits to female teach-
ers and girls. The only private spaces for girls 
were the toilets, and their privacy was com-
promised by missing doors. Female teachers 
found it difficult to find spaces that were not 
policed, or intruded upon, by males.221

Where a school is not welcoming or visually 
appealing, it is more difficult to build staff 
morale and help children develop a positive 
outlook towards learning. Improving schools 
does not necessarily require significant expen-
diture of money, and can be done also as an 
extra-curricular activity involving school staff, 
students, parents and others in the community. 
In low-income areas of rural India, for exam-
ple, staff and students have worked together to 
redecorate classrooms and develop school gar-
dens using the simplest of materials at hand, 
though they have found that this works best 
when schools are secured and protected from 
vandalism.222

Research and evaluation

All functioning education systems have mech-
anism that gather data, down to the individual 
school level, and many have regular inspec-
tions that provide additional opportunities for 
gathering data. The quantity and quality of 
this data vary widely, however, and rarely pro-
vide sufficient basis for making even the most 
approximate estimates of the prevalence of 
different forms of violence in schools and how 
the prevalence may be increasing or decreas-
ing over time. One reason for this is that most 
schools have no staff trained in data collec-
tion and analysis, and the same is true of most 

local and district school authorities and some 
national school authorities. Since such data are 
essential in order to evaluate interventions and 
whether they are contributing to reductions in 
violence, it is highly recommended that dis-
trict school authorities develop their capacity 
to collect, analyse and report data for monitor-
ing and evaluation purposes.

Agreed standards, universally accepted defini-
tions and classifications of different forms of 
violence in schools are needed, but local issues 
should be integrated into these as well. There 
are models for such definitions and classifica-
tions, including the International Classification 
of External Causes of Injury.223 There are also 
Injury Surveillance Guidelines that would help 
any education authority at national, district or 
at school level, to develop its own definitions 
and classifications and, also, simple forms 
and mechanisms for gathering, analysing and 
reporting data.224

The most widely applied instruments for gath-
ering global and national data on violence in 
schools are the GSHS,225 covering an increas-
ing number of developing countries, and the 
HBSC study, covering mostly industrialised 
countries and some transitional countries.226 
Other existing instruments are Demographic 
and Health Surveys and similar surveys peri-
odically undertaken by ministries of health 
(and other sectors) in order to determine, for 
example, the prevalence of HIV infection and 
behaviour that may contribute to infection.

Monitoring and evaluation will help to iden-
tify which interventions work best and how 
interventions might be improved. Also needed 

“When children grow up they keep what was done to them in mind and in the end they also do the same 
to those younger than them, especially at school. Some people become mentally disturbed.” 

Boy, 14, Eastern and Southern Africa, 2005 XVI
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are more in-depth studies into particular 
forms of violence and the links between differ-
ent forms of violence, their risk and protective 
factors, and the effectiveness of intervention 
programmes.

Recommendations

Education is a key agent of change capable of 
breaking the cycle of violence, not just against 
children but among adults, too. It can encour-
age children to learn self-respect, respect for 
others and how to express their feelings and 
negotiate for what they want without resort to 
physical or psychological violence.

The following recommendations are intended 
to support Governments, education authori-
ties, school heads, teachers, students, parents 
and communities as they seek to create non-
violent schools. The recommendations are 
guided by the UN Convention on the Rights 
of the Child, and informed by Regional Con-
sultations for the Study, expert inputs, public 
submissions, and an evidence-based under-
standing of the causes of violence and its 
prevention, including its virtually universal 
link with gender. The recommendations are 
designed to ensure that education methods, 
curricula, programmes and services uphold 
the norms established by the CRC, and that 
their design and implementation are consis-
tent with social and cultural diversity, as well 
as economic and practical realities.

Prioritise prevention

1.	 Ensure universal access to violence-
free learning environments, where the 
rights of all children are respected and 
promoted. Consistent with the global call 
for ‘Education for All’ (i.e. EFA), Govern-
ments must ensure that primary and sec-
ondary schools are rights-based, and offer 
safe and healthy, gender-sensitive, inclu-

IRAQ,2003, Children at Youth House in the Adhamiya 
neighborhood, Baghdad.
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sive, and effective learning environments 
for girls and boys. Promoting non-violence 
in and beyond the school should be a clear 
goal with policies and well-publicised pro-
cedures for enforcement.

2.	 Prohibit violence in schools. Govern-
ments have the obligation to explicitly pro-
hibit violence against children by law, and 
to ensure the implementation of related 
policies and procedures at the school level 
– specifically putting a stop to corpo-
ral punishment and other humiliating or 
degrading treatment, bullying and other 
sexual and gender-based violence.

3.	 Prevent violence in schools with spe-
cific programmes which address the 
whole school environment. Governments 
should implement violence prevention pro-
grammes comprehensively across the edu-
cation setting for all staff and students, 
while being sensitive to the special needs of 
vulnerable children.

4.	 Prioritise attention to gender issues and 
their links with violence. Governments 
must acknowledge the pervasive impact 
of entrenched gender stereotypes on the 
nature of violence in and around schools. 
Male students, staff and community mem-
bers, must be actively encouraged as stra-
tegic partners and allies; and along with 
female students, staff and community 
members, must be provided with oppor-
tunities to increase their understanding of 
how to stop gender discrimination and its 
violent manifestations.

5.	 Give special attention to vulnerable 
groups. Governments must implement 
specific strategies to ensure that the special 
needs of vulnerable children are addressed, 
and that discrimination in particular is 
stopped. Staff must understand and be able 
to systematically respond to the situation 
and particular risks experienced by minor-
ity groups, children with disabilities, chil-
dren without parental care or affected by 
HIV, or children reintegrating into school 
communities such as refugee and displaced 
children, or former child soldiers.

6.	 Provide safe physical spaces. Govern-
ments should ensure that safe physical 
spaces are provided to ensure that both girls 
and boys have equal access to facilities and 
can participate fully in school life. Schools 
must have adequate toilet facilities for girls 
and boys. All facilities must be clean and 
safe, accessible by girls and boys, and free of 
negative interference from the community.

Build capacity

7.	 Establish and implement codes of con-
duct reflecting child rights principles. 
Clear codes of conduct reflecting child 
rights principles, which are harmonised 
with the law, should be established and pro-
moted widely for all staff, students and their 
families and communities. It is the Govern-
ment’s responsibility to put in place mecha-
nisms and protocols to ensure that schools 
have trained and trusted adults, within or 
independent of the school, to whom stu-
dents can safely and confidentially report 
incidents of violence and receive advice.
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8.	 Ensure that school heads and teachers 
use non-violent teaching and learning 
strategies and disciplinary measures. 
Governments should ensure that teaching 
and learning strategies and disciplinary 
measures are used that are not based on 
fear, threat, humiliation or physical force. 
All school staff should be trained and 
supported in the use of non-violent and 
respectful classroom management strate-
gies, as well as specific skills to prevent pat-
terns of bullying and other gender-based 
violence and to respond to it effectively.

9.	 Listen to students and encourage par-
ticipation. Governments and their part-
ners should actively promote and sup-
port the involvement of students in the 
design, development, implementation, and 
monitoring of policies and programmes, 
including through access to confidential 
complaints or reporting mechanisms. Par-
ticipatory, gender-sensitive, and inclusive 
school management structures should be 
promoted and students should be equipped 
with the necessary skills and given oppor-
tunities to be involved, with special atten-
tion given to the participation of vulner-
able children.

Strengthen knowledge and skills for non-
violence

10.	Revise the curriculum to model non-
violence and gender equity. Govern-
ments should ensure that the curriculum, 
textbooks and teaching methods promote 
child rights, support diversity and indige-
nous knowledge, and emphasise tolerance, 

respect, equity, non-discrimination, and 
non-violent conflict resolution.

11.	Implement life skills education to enable 
students to build personal skills. Govern-
ments should ensure that rights-based life 
skills programmes for non-violence should 
be promoted in the curriculum through 
subjects such as peace education, citizen-
ship education, anti-bullying, human 
rights education, and conflict resolution 
and mediation; with emphasis placed on 
child rights and positive values such as 
diversity and tolerance, and on skills such 
as problem-solving, social and effective 
communication, in order to enable girls 
and boys to overcome entrenched gender 
biases and to prevent and deal with vio-
lence and harassment, including sexual 
harassment.

12.	Promote school–community partner-
ships, and present schools as a resource 
to the community. Governments should 
acknowledge the school as a community 
resource and facilitate closer school–com-
munity linkages to address violence in and 
around schools, involving students, staff, 
parents and other partners such as police, 
health services, social services, faith-based 
groups, community recreation groups, and 
cultural groups.

Build information systems

13.	Strengthen data collection systems on 
all forms of violence against girls and 
boys. Data collected should ensure that 
the views of students and potential stu-

“There  is new awareness about the prevalence of violence against children in Africa, and its effects, 
both on those who experience it, and on the society at large. We need to translate this awaremess  

into  prevention, based on successful strategies from this and other regions.  
To delay this response is to betray the trust invested in us to protect the vulnerable.”

Dr Luis G. Sambo, Regional Director for Africa, WHO
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dents are considered along with those of 
teachers, parents, and the wider commu-
nity, with a special focus on the experi-
ences of vulnerable children. Governments 
should ensure that the information yielded 
should be disaggregated by age and sex at 
a minimum, and should be incorporated 
into existing education management infor-
mation systems established at local, district 
and national levels.

14.	Develop a national research agenda on 
violence in and around schools. Govern-
ments should put in place a set of national 
priorities for research that can supplement 
data collection systems (described above) 
with in-depth qualitative and quantitative 
research that is ethical and child-centred. 
Data must be disaggregated to make vis-
ible the scale and scope of the experiences 
of girls and boys of different ages related 
to violence and overcoming it, their situ-
ations, and to make their risk and protec-
tive factors more evident.
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