CENTER

FOR

GLOBAL
DEVELOPMENT

CGD BRIEF | JANUARY 2024

Violence in Schools: Prevalence,
Impact, and Interventions

GABRIELA SMARRELLI, DONGYI WU, LINE BAAGO-RASMUSSEN,

SUSANNAH HARES, DIPAK NAKER

With thanks to Kate Adams, Sally Gear, Ali Hendy, Caroline Pritchard, and

Heather Saunders for their contributions.

ABOUT THIS BRIEF

This brief has been developed to support conversations on addressing violence in and through education. It

focuses specifically on violence against children in and around schools, while fully recognising that different

forms of violence are inferconnected, and occur in multiple settings including homes, communities, and online.

The brief provides an overview of the magnitude and effects of violence in and around schools and a review of

evidence-based interventions aimed at eliminating school-related violence. The brief should not be viewed as

an expansive summary. Readers interested in further details are recommended to visit the studies cited in the

references.

GLOSSARY

School-related violence: includes any acts of physical,
sexual, and psychological violence against students
perpetrated by school staff, other students, or persons
unaffiliated with the school, either in school or around
schools.

School-related gender-based violence (SRGBV): defined
as acts or threats of sexual, physical, or psychological
violence occurring in and around schools, perpetrated as
a result of gender norms and stereotypes, and enforced
by unequal power dynamics.

Physical violence: includes any form of physical
aggression with the intention fo hurt perpetrated by
peers or members of the school staff. It includes physical
bullying, physical attacks (with or without weapons),
physical fights between students, and corporal
punishment by school staff.

Psychological violence: includes any form of verbal
abuse and social exclusion, including isolating, rejecting,
ignoring, exclusion from a group, spreading rumours,
name-calling, humiliation, intimidation, and threats.

Bullying: pattern of aggressive behaviour involving verbal
attacks, psychological manipulation, hitting, kicking,
pushing, and stealing or destroying personal belongings
that occur repeatedly against a victim, rather than as
isolated events. Bullying involves an imbalance of power.

Sexual violence: can take many forms, including non-
consensual completed or attempted sexual contact (i.e.,
unwanted touching, attempted unwanted sex, forced
sex), non-consensual acts of a sexual nature not involving
contact (sexual harassment) and any form of coercion
into sexual situations by the school staff and peers.



Executive Summary

Violence against children in and around schools is prevent-
able and the education sector has the opportunity to play a
critical role in driving the change through schools and school
systems. This review provides an overview of the available
data and prevalence of violence against children in and
around schools, research analysing the consequences of
violence, and school-based interventions, policies and laws
aiming to end school violence in and around schools. The

main messages from this report include:

» Prevalence of violence is high. Children face high levels
of physical, psychological, and sexual violence in and
around schools, with girls being more vulnerable to
sexual violence and boys to physical violence by peers
and corporal punishment by teachers. The available data,
however, does not provide the complete picture of the
problem. Around 20 percent of low-and-middle-income
countries do not have data to measure the prevalence of
any form of school-related violence, and significant data
gaps exist on younger children, children with disabilities
and LGBTQ+ children, as well as data to monitor changes

on violence over time.

> Need better data. We need more and better data, both
from surveys dedicated to violence against children in
and around schools, as well as formative research on
the social and behavioural drivers of violence in schools
to inform and continuously enhance interventions and
programming, accounting for the social norms, gender,
identity, and power dynamics that affect the way vio-

lence occurs and who is targeted.

» Violence in and around schools has profound impact.
Violence negatively impacts multiple dimensions of
children’s life and well-being, undermining not only
the child’'s developmental potential, but also schools,
families, communities, and the society’s development as
awhole. This violence is underpinned by harmful social
and gender norms, and it is therefore a critical barrier to

achieving gender equality.

> Violence is preventable. Interventions following inno-
vative approaches in low- and middle-income countries
have shown that violence in and around schools can be
prevented, particularly when involving the school staff
and management, students, family, and community
members. Moving forward, we need to build the skills,
systems, and infrastructure necessary for implementing
interventions at scale, keeping in mind that interven-
tions should be designed considering the whole school,
aiming to transform the operational culture of schools
to achieve sustainable change, and in response to each
context, social norms and behaviours, and specific

needs.

> Policy and laws as a crucial first step. Beyond specific
interventions, national, regional, and local governments
need well-implemented and enforced national laws and
policies that protect children from all forms of violence,
including, laws banning corporal punishment and effi-

cient reporting and referral mechanisms.

» Violence and learning. Globally we need to recognise
that the learning crisis is inextricably linked with the
prevalence of school-based violence and urgent action

for both is required.

> Resources and accountability infrastructure. We
also need mechanisms that build funding for making
violence in and around schools a priority through the
education budget and an engaged and resourced civil
society who hold governments accountable and demand

schools free of violence.

Urgent and sustained action is needed to end violence
against children, and the education sector could drive
change through schools and school systems. It must seize

this opportunity and eliminate violence in schools.
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Introduction

Schools should be safe learning environments, but instead,
high numbers of girls and boys experience violence in and
around schools. Violence against children is a major obstacle
to learning, affecting children’s brain development, as well
as children’s likelihood of school completion, physical and

mental health, employment, and earnings potential.

The dynamics of violence are complex, explained by institu-
tional, community, interpersonal and individual factors that
are inextricably linked to restrictive social norms, gender,
identity, and power dynamics that affect the way violence
occurs and who is targeted. Girls, for example, are more
likely to experience high levels of sexual violence, and boys
are more likely to experience physical bullying from peers
and corporal punishment from teachers. Children with dis-
abilities and LGBTQ+ children are also particularly vulner-
able, and many remain invisible as we have limited data on

these populations.

The magnitude and devastating consequences of violence
in and around schools calls for urgent action and there is a
particular opportunity to act through the education sector.
Schools can play a crucial role in ending violence by fos-
tering children’s socio-emotional development, enhancing
their understanding of human rights, gender equality and
respectful relationships, and shaping their beliefs, attitudes,
and behaviours towards violence. It is therefore of vital
importance that we invest in well-implemented interven-
tions, policies and laws that create the conditions to improve

systems of education and end violence.

In the remainder of the document, we review the magnitude
of school-related violence and its consequences and discuss
evidence-based promising actions to end violence in and
around schools. We highlight existing data, research, and

evidence gaps throughout.

1. Violence in schools: What the
available data tell us

In this section, we review the available data on violence
against childreninand around schools and provide summary
statistics using data from the Violence Against Children and
Youth Surveys (VACS), Global School Health Surveys (GSHS),
Program for International Student Assessment (PISA), PISA
for Development, Young Lives Surveys and the Regional
Comparative and Explanatory Study (ERCE). We observe
that children and adolescents experience unacceptably high
levels of violence in and around school, and that girls and
boys are targeted and affected in different ways, with girls

being more vulnerable to sexual violence.

Wenotethattheexistentdataisunlikelytorevealthereal prev-
alence of the problem as many countries lack data on some
forms of violence, particularly sexual violence. For example,
astudy reviewing all international surveys collected between
2013 and 2023 with questions on school-related violence,
shows that 20 percent of low- and middle-income coun-
tries do not have data on any form of school-related violence
and only one-third of low- and middle-income countries
have data to measure all three categories of violence—
physical, psychological, and sexual violence! We also lack
data on younger children, children with disabilities and
LGBTQ+ children. And the violence levels we observe are
likely to be underestimated, as many victims do not disclose
their experiences of violence. Gender, identity, restrictive
social norms, and fears of retaliation all affect whether vio-

lence is reported.

1.1. Physical bullying

Worldwide, a third of adolescents aged 13 to 15 years old
self-report being bullied by their peers.?® Physical bullying is
a common form of violence in schools (and the one for which
we have the most data), with more boys than girls report-

ing being hit, kicked, or beaten by other students (Figure 1).
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Source: Estimates from UNESCO (2019)2, which build on GSHS data for 13-15-year-olds, an in-school survey which does not cover students who
may have dropped out. Physical bullying refers to being hit, kicked, or pushed around in the last 12 months. Physical attacks refer to actions when
one or more people hit or strike a student (including with a weapon such as a stick, knife, or gun).

Much of the data we have, focuses on adolescents, but a few
studies suggest that physical bullying by peers starts from an
early age and that it can be higher among primary-age chil-
dren than among adolescents."*° For example, data from the
ERCE shows that in Latin America and the Caribbean, 37 per-
cent of 3rd graders, compared to 26 percent of 6th graders,

have been victims of physical bullying.®

1.2. Corporal punishment

Corporal punishment by teachers is legal in 63 countries—

including the six most populous countries in the world’

i Differences by age groups must be interpreted with caution as willing-
ness to report incidents of violence may differ by age group, with older
children (and particularly boys) being more likely to underreport.

Even where it has been banned, it remains common across
many low- and middle-income countries. The prevalence
of corporal punishment by teachers varies across coun-
tries, reaching up to 90 percent in some settings.® Analysis
of the VACS shows differences in the prevalence of corporal
punishment against girls and boys aged 13 to 17 years old
by country (Figure 2). Data from the Young Lives Survey for
India, Ethiopia, Peru, and Vietnam?® indicates that boys are
more likely than girls to experience corporal punishment,
with younger children being more vulnerable to corporal

punishment in schools relative to adolescents.
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Source: Analysis of VACS data reported as experienced in the last 12 months by children aged 13-17. Differences between girls and boys are

statistically significant (p=0.000) in Nigeria, Malawi, and Uganda.

1.3. Sexual violence

Sexual violence is pervasive, especially for girls, but obtain-
ing reliable data on the prevalence of sexual violence in or
around school is difficult. In part, this is due to confidential-
ity concerns, fears of retaliation and stigma that affect chil-
dren’s decision to speak up about sexual violence incidents.
This is often particularly the case for girls in contexts where
gender inequality is deeply entrenched in society. Data from
VACS for seven low- and middle-income countries show
that sexual violence against boys and girls is highly prev-

alent: up to 25 percent of adolescents report experiencing

sexual violence, and among those that experience it, up to
40 percent experience it in schools and girls are particularly
vulnerable to forced sex.® Data also shows that adolescents
in Africa are more vulnerable to sexual harassment relative
to other regions (Figure 3). In Senegal, 12 percent of adoles-
cents sexual harassment

report perpetrated by

teachers, and almost 20 percent report sexual

harassment by peers. Coercive sex also takes place in
educational settings, including cases where teachers
pressure young women into presuming sexual favours in

return for passing grades.”®
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1.4. The differential experience and impact
of violence for girls and boys

Violence affects boys and girls in different ways. Boys are
more likely to be victims of corporal punishment from
teachers and physical violence from peers, a dynamic that
is influenced by gendered stereotypes and expectations
about masculinity. Girls are systematically disadvantaged
as a result of their gender and are particularly more vul-
nerable to the most severe forms of sexual violence and, as
a result, may suffer detrimental consequences, including
unwanted pregnancies, rejection and loss of social support
networks. Many children do not feel comfortable reporting
their experiences of violence, and some evidence suggests
that boys are less likely to speak up. Data from the VACS
survey in Malawi, Nigeria, Uganda, Zambia, and Zimbabwe
indicate that 43 percent of girls and 58 percent of boys do not

disclose their experience of sexual violence to anyone. This is

explained largely due to fears of relation, rejection, and gen-
der-specific norms and stereotypes. An adequate response
to violence in and around schools has to consider how girls
and boys are affected by different types of violence, and we
need policies and interventions that can change the tradi-

tional norms that endorse the use of violence.

1.5. The data challenge

This level of violence is shocking. What's more, the data we
have are also likely to underestimate the problem, as many
victims do not report their experiences of violence. Gender,
identity, restrictive social norms and fears of retaliation all
affect whether violence is reported. We also lack data on
school violence trends over time; the prevalence of violence
among young children; violence on the way to or from school,
and the characteristics of the perpetrators.! Data from mar-

ginalized groups is also lacking, with the few data sources
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that exist revealing that children with disabilities and
LGBTQ+ children are particularly vulnerable. In a survey of
3,706 primary school children from Uganda, 24 percent of 11
to 14-year-old girls with disabilities reported sexual violence
at school, compared to 12 percent of non-disabled girls®* A
study by UNESCO found over 60 percent of LGBTQ+ children

in Chile, Mexico and Peru had been victims of bullying.?

We need more and better data, ideally from surveys dedi-
cated to violence against children. To end violence, we also
need more research on the social and behavioural drivers
of violence in schools to inform and continuously enhance
policy, interventions, and programming. Violence is a result
of complex dynamics and multiple interlink factors at the
institutional, community, interpersonal and individual lev-
elsthat are exacerbated by harmful social and gender norms,
stereotypes and cultural practices that support violence.® At
the institutional level, weak child protection systems, poor
school governance and weak legal structures create condi-
tions in which violence is more likely to occur. At the com-
munity, interpersonal and personal levels, social codes of
silence around some forms of violence, family early experi-
ences of violence and conflict, shared community beliefs on
gender roles, and lack of interpersonal and socio-emotional
skills are some of the factors that affect the likelihood of vio-
lence occurring. In section 3, we discuss interventions and

policies addressing these risk factors.

2. The Detrimental Effects of
School Violence

Despite the limited data availability, the prevalence of vio-
lence in and around school shows alarming concerns, as it
has detrimental implications on multiple aspects of chil-

dren’s lives and on society as a whole.

2.1. Violence in school has an alarming
impact on learning outcomes
Measuring the causal impact of violence on learning out-

comes is a challenge due to multiple interlinked factors

affecting both violence and learning. For example, a teacher
who offers students better grades in exchange for sex might
also be ineffective in the classroom. In this scenario, the
correlation between violence and learning might be driven
partly by the experience of violence, and partly by the teach-
ers’ poor teaching skills. There might also be a reversed cau-
sality between bad learning outcomes and violence, as peers
and teachers might exert more physical and (or) emotional

violence towards students struggling in class.**

Despite these difficulties, a range of studies has demon-
strated that violence in school (including corporal punish-
ment, bullying, and sexual violence) is harmful to children’s
learning outcomes. Among these studies, corporal pun-
ishment is proven to be consistently associated with lower
learning outcomes, especially in literacy and numeracy. This
runs counter to the intuition of many parents and educa-
tors, who have defended the use of corporal punishment to
maintain discipline in schools. A recent study in India found
that teacher-perpetrated corporal punishment had endur-
ing negative impacts on English and maths scores.* Another
study in India confirmed those impacts and showed that
they were worse for the poorest (low caste) students® Evi-
dence from Jamaica,” Pakistan,® Ethiopia, India, Peru, and
Vietnam? all show a negative association between corporal

punishment and student learning outcomes.

Bullying also affects learning outcomes negatively. Sev-
eral multi-country studies in Latin America®?*? and Sub-
Saharan Africa? show adverse associations between bully-
ing and students’ reading and math scores. Relatively fewer
studies have examined the impact of sexual violence on aca-
demic performance. In Malawi, boys who experienced sex-
ual violence in school had worse reading outcomes; girls had

worse numeracy outcomes.?

2.2. The far-reaching impacts of sexual
violence and gender-based violence,
especially for girls

Sexual violence on its own has far-reaching and gen-

der-based consequences for the victims. Several studies? 2
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have documented that in the aftermath of sexual violence,
victims are confronted with stigmatization and negative
social consequences such as abandonment, rejection and
loss of social support networks, as well as worse mental
health symptoms related to depression and posttraumatic
stress. Another direct consequence of forced sex relates to
early pregnancy,® which has been found to result in a higher
likelihood of dropouts among adolescent pregnant girls.?”282°
In many countries, school dropouts are also associated with
negative perceptions of safety, with evidence3®3!32 suggesting
that girls are withdrawn from school at an early age to prevent
them from experiencing sexual harassment on the way to or
from school. Negative perceptions of safety in and around
school also increases the likelihood of early marriage, as
families may consider early marriage as a safeguard against
premarital sex and transfer the responsibility to protect
daughters from sexual violence from the family to the hus-
band.*34 Sexual violence victimisation is also associated with
absenteeism. A study with SACMEQ data on Sub-Saharan
African countries® suggests that sexual harassment perpe-
trated by teachers significantly increases learners’ absentee-
ism. A meta-analysis®* reviewing 43 studies from 21 countries
found that girls who are victims of sexual violence have a

three-fold increased risk of being absent from school.

2.3. Long-lasting effects on higher educa-
tion and labour market outcomes

Childhood experiences of school-related violence are asso-
ciated with altered labour market outcomes in adulthood. In
the short run, violence in schools is correlated with a higher
probability of early labour force participation. A study in
India, Peru, Vietnam, and Ethiopia found that being bullied
during adolescence reduces the likelihood of an individual's
enrolment in tertiary education and increases the likelihood
of early labour force participation.?” Victims of bullying were
also found to be working longer hours with lower hourly
wages, compared to those who had not experienced bullying.
In the long run, various longitudinal studies in the United

Kingdom,*® the United States® and Greece*® have found that

bullying is associated with lower employment rates, mid-life
income and accumulated wealth. On the macroeconomic
level, school violence imposes huge costs on society. A World
Bank report® estimated that violence in and around schools

implies a loss of $11 trillion in lifetime earnings.!

2.4. Impact on mental health

The severe and enduring impact of school-related vio-
lence on education and labour market outcomes is partly
explained by its effect on student’s mental well-being. There
is solid evidence that victims of school-related violence
tend to internalise the adversity they encounter, leading to
a higher risk of mental health problems. Multiple studies,
mostly conducted in high-income countries (Italy,”* United
States,*? % Australia*), have documented the impact of peer
victimisation on anxiety, depression, feelings of loneliness
and withdrawal. A meta-analysis* of 18 longitudinal studies
also found consistent linkages between peer victimisation
and internalising problems. The impact on mental health
is different by gender*¢ The direct association between bul-
lying victimisation and depression, as well as the indirect
association between victimisation and lower academic per-
formance, were found to be significantly stronger among

girls than boys.

There is also emerging evidence on the impact on men-
tal health from low and middle-income countries. A study
using data from the GSHS for Indonesia, Laos, Philippines,
Thailand, and Timor-Leste*” found bullying victimisation to
be associated with anxiety, loneliness, suicidal ideation, and
suicide attempts. Two other studies using GSHS data from
Bangladesh and Nepal*® and from Pakistan, Sri Lanka and
Myanmar“ both found similar results in suicidal behaviour,

loneliness and sleeping disorders.

iiThis estimate, however, has to be interpreted with caution. As stated by
the report, the results are sensitive to important assumptions and other
parameters related to data quality. These estimates are rather “broad
orders of magnitude”, as they are not meant to be precise or definitive
given the many assumptions involved.
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Existing studies—in the United Kingdom,*® Finland*® and
the United States*>—also suggest that experiences of bully-
ing during childhood have an enduring impact on mental
health, even in adulthood. And school violence is not only
detrimental to the victims. Studies in the United Kingdom®
and the United States? found that observing bullying at
school predicted risks to mental health over and above the

one predicted for the perpetrators or the victims.

2.5. Impact on social-emotional skills

Studies have also found significant associations between
school violence involvement and altered socio-emotional
skills (e.g. empathy,* self-esteem®), as well as increased
substance use.*® %58 % It is worth noting that most of these
studies found reciprocity in the correlation, meaning that
the negative effects of bullying on these outcomes, reinforce
and predict bullying perpetration at later points in life. Such
reciprocity has alarming implications, as it is suggestive of a
self-perpetuating loop. In the absence of interventions, the
perpetration and victimisation of school-related violence

are likely to persist.

The normalisation of violence in and around schools is par-
ticularly detrimental to girls as it exposes them to life-long
risks of violence. As a part of the socialisation process, chil-
dren learn about dominance and control through observa-
tion and experience of the behaviour of teachers, peers, and
parents. Evidence suggests that boys’ experience of bully-
ing is related to later dating violence and IPV perpetrations
while girls’ exposure to bullying puts them at higher risk of

victimisation later in life 6% &

2.6. Persistent violence is especially bad
for brain development

Chronically experiencing violence has adverse effects on
children’s brain structure and functional development. Early
childhood exposure to adversity and toxic stress can leave
a long-lasting impact on the genetic predispositions that
affect emerging brain architecture and long-term health.? A

study with longitudinal data from the Netherlands showed

that bullying involvement in young children was associated
with differential cortical morphology.®® Specifically, the fusi-
form gyrus, often involved in facial processing, showed a
thicker cortex in victims of frequent bullying. Other clinical
studies®* > % showed that frequent exposure to bullying as a
“social stressor” could alter the functioning of the HPA axis,
producing lower cortisol levels and resulting in one’s inabil-

ity to manage stress.

3. Taking action to end violence in
and around schools

The size of the problem and the far-reaching negative con-
sequence of violence against children call for urgent action
and schools and education systems more broadly provide
an opportunity to take action. In this section, we review
school-based interventions, laws and policies aimed at cre-
ating safer school environments and ending violence in and

around schools.

3.1. Evidence-based interventions

We review school-based interventions designed to prevent
violence in schools and prioritize 33 interventions” (and
43 studies) that have been rigorously evaluated in high-,
low- and middle-income countries (see Appendix). Two-
thirds of the interventions were designed and implemented
in high-income settings, 25 percent in middle-income coun-
tries and just a tenth of the evidence comes from low-in-

come settings.

There are multiple ways of categorizing interventions as
these follow different approaches, cover different topics, and

target different stakeholders. Overall, most interventions

iie focus on school-based interventions, but family-level and commu-
nity-level interventions targeting violence against children also play a
role in preventing violence in and around schools.

VWe review existing reports and systematic reviews on what works to
reduce violence against children. The review only considers interventions
that have been rigorously evaluated using randomized control trials and
quasi-experiments. Moreover, we prioritized interventions with higher
statistical power by choosing those with higher sample sizes (more than
30 schools or 500 students).
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cover five thematic areas: (i) building life skills, (ii) building
knowledge and awareness, (iii) providing psycho-social sup-
port, (iv) providing skills training for the school staff, and

(v) promoting a whole-school approach.

Half of the evidence is from interventions that promote a
whole-school approach. Most of these interventions show
reductions in peer-to-peer violence—either physical or
emotional forms of violence— as well as reductions in cor-
poral punishment. Programs with a whole-school approach
aim to achieve structural sustainable change by following
comprehensive actions that involve the participation of the
entire school community, including students, principals,
teachers, parents and -in some cases- even the community

members and leaders.

One example from low-income countries is the Good
School Toolkit (GST)¥ intervention in Uganda which pro-
vided behavioural-change techniques to the school staff
and students related to goal setting, development of action
plans, positive discipline, and reflection and practice on new
behavioural skills. The intervention achieved a 42 percent

reduction in the risk of physical violence from the school staff.

Another example relates to the Right to Play®® program in
Pakistan, which was rigorously evaluated through the For-
eign, Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO)’s
What Works to Prevent Violence Programme and was found
to reduce peer-to-peer physical and verbal victimization
by 5 and 37 percent among boys and girls, respectively, and
improved children’s mental health and gender-equitable
attitudes. The structure of this program is different to the
GST as it uses play-based learning activities with students to
build confidence, empathy, and resilience, and to encourage
children to reflect critically on norms relating to gender and
the use of violence. The program also includes communi-
ty-based events and teacher training on positive discipline

and child protection.

Other types of interventions focus on a narrower set of
agents. A third of the evidence is from interventions tar-

geting mainly the students through activities that enhance

life skills (e.g., communication skills, problem-solving skills,
empathy) and provide information on violence, its effects
and what to do as victims or witnesses of violence. These
interventions have also shown effective results in reducing
peer-to-peer victimization, except for a couple of interven-
tions focusing only on building knowledge and awareness

that did not reduce victimization.

Involving parents is also crucial. In China,* an intervention
that fosters empathy among students by coaching their
parents was found to reduce bullying incidents. Another
key action involves training the school staff on classroom
management, positive discipline, and identification and
management of different forms of violence. Evidence from
Tanzania” and Peru” shows that training principals and
leaders is an important step towards reducing teacher-per-
petrated violence and increasing the likelihood of reporting
cases of violence when they happen. Evidence on imple-
mentation fidelity and beneficiary responsiveness is scarce
but shows that low attendance of teachers to intervention

activities can result in null effects on violence reduction.

Impacts on sexual violence are rarely measured. Only three
of the 43 studies measured sexual violence and only two
interventions—following a whole-school approach—gener-
ated decreases in sexual violence. We urgently need more
research about how to effectively address the drivers and
roots of sexual violence, ideally models following compre-
hensive approaches.” Comprehensive Sexuality Education
(CSE) models may be a promising approach for prevent-
ing sexual violence perpetrated by teachers or pupils, even
though these type of programs could be challenging to
implement in some settings due to cultural and normative
factors” 7 CSE are curriculum-based programs consisting
of teaching about cognitive, emotional, and physical aspects
of sexuality. CSE models are designed to have an integrated
focus on gender, provide knowledge and skills on sexual and
reproductive health, gender equality, and empowerment,
and aim to create safe and healthy learning environments
with zero-tolerance policies against violence.”” Evidence sug-

gests these programs can improve sexual health knowledge
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and safer sexual practices,’” reduce early marriage,” and
reduce intimate partner violence’”” There is potential in
evaluating whether well-implemented CSE models can also
have impacts in reducing sexual abuse, and other forms of

gender-based violence in and around schools.

Evidence beyond violence indicators is also scarce and
mixed. Of the 12 studies that measured learning, only five
showed improvements in learning. Similarly, there is mixed
evidence on the effect on mental health, socio-emotional
skills, and adoption of risky behaviours (e.g., smoking, drug
abuse), with around a third of studies showing improve-
ments in at least one of these outcomes. An after-school
program in El Salvador also showed effects in reducing
delinquency behaviour outside school. The program used
cognitive behavioural therapy to build students social and
conflict management skills, and, in addition to reducing
delinquency behaviour outside school, the program reduced
misbehaviour at school and improved learning outcomes

potentially by improving students’ emotional regulation.®®

Evidence shows pathways to reduce violence in schools,
but several questions remain unanswered, and we need
concrete actions to address them. Four urgent actions
include (i) applying social and behaviour change approaches
informed by data, evidence and formative research on the
social and behavioural drivers of violence in school, (ii) the
generation of more evidence on intervention impacts on
educational and wellbeing outcomes and the sustainability
of effects in the medium and long term, (iii) assessment of the
cost-effectiveness of different school violence approaches,
and (iv) generation of evidence on how to implement inter-
ventions at scale. New interventions should be designed
considering the whole school, aiming to transform schools’
operational culture and social environment to achieve sus-
tainable change, and in response to each context, social and

gender norms, behavioural drivers, and specific needs.®

3.2. Laws and policies

Beyond specific interventions, national, regional, and local

governments need well-implemented and enforced national

laws and policies that protect children from all forms of vio-
lence, as well as an engage civil society and youth activists
that hold governments accountable and demand schools
free of violence. Laws banning corporal punishment in all
settings are an important step towards ending teacher-per-
petrated violence. In the last decade, the number of coun-
tries that have enacted new legislation banning corporal
punishment more than doubled, with the most recent legis-
lation being enacted in Pakistan and Sierra Leone. However,
in 63 countries corporal punishment in schools is not fully
prohibited and, where it has been banned, the practice of
corporal punishment has not always been eliminated. Even
though some evidence® suggests drops in the use of corpo-
ral punishment, the lack of enforcement means that in some
settings teachers continue to use this practice. In addition to
laws prohibiting corporal punishment, anti-bullying strate-
gies and laws are also important. Evidence from the United
States®® shows that bullying and suicide rates significantly
dropped in the states that enacted laws that had clear guide-
lines on how to resolve incidents of bullying, implemented
strict investigatory procedures and sanctions and provided

training to the school staff.

At the national level, it is also crucial to create safe and con-
fidential reporting mechanisms to enable victims and wit-
nesses to report cases of violence. Reporting mechanisms
include school-based focal points, telephone helplines,
school complaint boxes and online platforms for report-
ing. These reporting mechanisms must be accompanied by
agreed protocols for dealing with reports and strong systems
of support and referral implemented through multisectoral
collaboration from the public health, justice, education and
social services sectors. Examples of national reporting sys-
tems exist in Colombia® and Peru,®® where Ministries of
Education have created online platforms that allow victims
and witnesses to report cases, and designated school staff,
officials of the education ministers, and the national police

to view, act and monitor the status of the reported cases.

A broad range of stakeholders—including governments,

non-governmental institutions, and donors—have taken
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action to reduce violence in schools but more needs to be
done to achieve sustainable change at scale. Ending violence
against children in and around schools must be a global and
national priority. We need mechanisms that build funding
for this priority through education budgets, national and
global tracking indicators to monitor changes in violence and
learning mechanisms for the prevention of violence such as
the FCDO’s What Works to Prevent Violence Programme. We
alsoneed an engaged civil society that is a partner in making
it happen, demanding and holding governments account-

able to end violence in schools.

4. Conclusion

This brief reviewed the available data on school-related vio-
lence, research analysing the consequences of violence, and
school-based interventions, policies and laws aiming to end
school violence in and around schools. Key messages from

this brief include:

» Children face high levels of physical, psychological, and
sexual violence in and around schools, with girls being
more vulnerable to sexual violence and boys to physical
violence by peers and corporal punishment by teach-
ers. The available data, however, does not provide the
complete picture of the problem. Around 20 percent
of low-and-middle-income countries do not have data
to measure the prevalence of any form school-related
violence, and significant data gaps exist on younger chil-
dren, children with disabilities and LGBTQ+ children, as

well as data to monitor changes on violence over time.

» We need more and better data, both from surveys
dedicated to violence against children in and around
schools, as well as formative research on the social and
behavioural drivers of violence in schools to inform and

continuously enhance interventions and programming.

» Violence negatively impacts multiple dimensions of

children’s life and well-being, undermining not only

the child’s developmental potential, but also schools,
families, communities, and the society’s development as
awhole. This violence is underpinned by harmful social
and gender norms, and it is therefore a critical barrier to

achieving gender equality.

» Innovative interventions in low- and middle-income
countries have shown that violence in and around
schools can be prevented, particularly when school staff
and administration, students, family, and community
members are involved in the approach. Moving forward,
we need to build the skills, systems, and infrastructure
necessary for implementing interventions at scale,
considering the whole school, aiming to transform the
operational culture of schools to achieve sustainable
change, and in response to each context, social normes,

behaviours and specific needs.

» Beyond specific interventions, national, regional, and
local governments need well-implemented and enforced
national laws and policies that protect children from
all forms of violence, including, laws banning corpo-
ral punishment and efficient reporting and referral

mechanisms.

» Globally we need to recognise that the learning crisis is
inextricably linked with the prevalence of school-based

violence and urgent action for both is required.

» We also need funding for making violence against chil-
dren in and around schools a priority through the edu-
cation budget and an engaged youth activities and civil
society who hold governments accountable and demand

schools free of violence.

Urgent and sustained action is needed to end violence
against children, and the education sector could drive
change through schools and school systems. It must seize

this opportunity and eliminate violence in schools.
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Appendix: Database of
Interventions

List of interventions available at https://www.cgdev.org/sites/

default/files/database-of-interventions.xlsx.
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