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ABSTRACT
Growing evidence from multiple countries in Africa documents
sexual violence in schools. However, when that violence is
committed by teachers it is shrouded in secrecy. This article
identifies disconnects between quantitative and qualitative
research, policy and practice, which have contributed to these
silences. We address some of these silences through a dialogical
analysis of mixed methods data from the Contexts of Violence in
Adolescence Cohort study (CoVAC) with young people in Uganda.
The analysis illuminates girls’ experiences of sexual violence by
school staff, and patterns of discrimination and inequality that
increase vulnerabilities. The data reveal how schools vary in their
institutional responses and, in the absence of institutional
support, girls develop strategies to resist sexual coercion. Overall,
our analysis exposes significant disconnects between policies and
practices of sexual exploitation in schools. We conclude that
dialogical, mixed methods research approaches have strong
potential to better understand and address silences in policy and
practice on highly sensitive topics.
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Introduction

It was not until the 1990s that the existence of sexual violence in schools entered public
awareness, and a cluster of studies around the turn of the century raised alarms about
girls’ safety in schools (Mirsky 2003; Mirembe and Davies 2001). Several of these studies
reported girls’ victimisation by male teachers, including sexual taunts and threats, unso-
licited sexual physical contact, sexual favours in return for goods or grades, or rape and
sexual assault (Jewkes et al. 2002; Leach et al. 2003; George 2001). Much of this work
was located in Sub-Saharan Africa, stemming from research and practice addressing
girls’ vulnerability to HIV/AIDs, and gender disparities in access to school (Leach and
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Humphreys 2007). Synthesising emerging evidence, the UN World Report on Violence
Against Children (2005) stated:

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 particularly
common and extreme in places where other forms of school violence are also prevalent (119).

However, the evidence from research on teacher sexual violence remains sparse.
In this article, we reflect on silences surrounding sexual violence committed by tea-

chers. There are significant ethical, normative and methodological barriers hindering
research on teacher sexual violence. Back in 2001, Ugandan researchers reflected on
the challenges of researching sex with young people:

Studying sexual behaviour is problematic. It is largely hidden and all we have to go on is what
informants tell us about their behaviour. However, people do not talk about sex easily in
formal research settings, particularly when older researchers are interviewing adolescents
(Nyanzi, Pool, and Kinsman 2001, 84)

Sexual activity may be hidden because of its intimate, private nature, and because of dis-
courses circulating about schoolgirl chastity, rendering it a topic to avoid in a research
encounter with a stranger. Sexual violence may be ‘hidden in plain sight’, with comments
on girls’ bodies or touching without consent happening in full view at school, and yet
taken for granted and not recognised as violence (UNICEF 2014). Different terminology
and perceptions about what is or is not sexual violence affect reporting of violence and
the reliability and comparability of research data. In the case of sex between teachers
and pupils, concealment is even more likely, because of the likelihood that sex with tea-
chers is coerced, illegal in many countries, and that its exposure may have harmful reper-
cussions for girls, so silence is enforced and becomes entrenched. It is precisely because
teacher sexual violence is so hidden that research is needed that can better inform policy
and practice to prevent and address violence in schools.

Quantitative and qualitative researchers address this problem in divergent ways,
through lenses that draw on different and seemingly incommensurate ways of under-
standing social phenomena (Greene 2005). Within a positivist paradigm, complexity is
addressed reductively, by dividing social phenomena into manageable variables, and
then studying associations between variables. Although some quantitative approaches
consider how contexts shape social phenomena, positivist approaches also often
reduce the exploration of social phenomena to the individual level. In contrast, interpre-
tive, qualitative approaches to social inquiry view human experience as deeply embedded
within contexts, and seek to describe contextual dynamics of experience, viewing knowl-
edge not as neutral but as imbued with values and subjectivities, including those of the
researchers. In developing research tools for research on gender-based violence, quanti-
tative researchers emphasise careful design of survey questions, additional training for
researchers, and selecting a data collection method designed to increase disclosure
(WHO 2016a), with some evidence that more anonymous methods like a computer-
assisted self-administered screening increased disclosure of intimate partner violence
compared to face to face interviews (Hussain et al. 2015). Qualitative researchers have
taken almost the opposite direction, not reducing but increasing human interaction,
through participatory and ethnographic research designs, that aim to create ‘safe’
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interactions with familiar yet non-judgemental researchers to stimulate open discussion,
in the hope that this will increase disclosure (Chilisa and Ntseane 2010; Moletsane, Mitch-
ell, and Lewin 2015). Perhaps therefore it is not surprising that these different approaches
produce different stories about the nature of violence. But how does each version capture
the lived experiences of young people? Which version has most influence on policy and
practice? How can they be reconciled? Might reconciliation help to produce better
insights into the nature of teacher sexual violence in schools?

In this article, we discuss our attempts to resolve these questions through analysing
quantitative and qualitative data from the Contexts of Violence in Adolescence Cohort
study (CoVAC). This is an ongoing longitudinal, mixed methods study (2017–2023),
which explores violence through childhood, adolescence and into early adulthood with
young people in central Uganda. Our intention is to generate a nuanced analysis of
girls’ experiences of sexual exploitation in schools, and to address some of the silences
at the interface of research, policy and practice. In researching violence in schools,
there are multiple layers of translation and reinterpretation needed, between the
voices of young people, teachers, and their communities, and between policy actors
who frame or enact local, national, and international policies, and between researchers.
Between these layers, we suggest, sexual violence by school staff sometimes emerges
and more often remains hidden. We begin by scrutinising literature on teacher sexual vio-
lence globally, and in Uganda, and identify how gaps in research are echoed by silences in
policy and practice. In reflecting on research approaches that can address these silences,
we draw insights from scholarship on mixed methods (Greene 2005, 2012; Fetters and
Molina-Azorin 2017) and comparative education (Unterhalter 2009) that have articulated
ways of bridging disconnects in research approaches, and policy and practice linked to
gender and education, through dialogue. We discuss quantitative and qualitative evi-
dence on girls’ experiences of teacher sexual violence. Through documenting the dialo-
gue within the research team, our aim is to shed further light on why there are so
many silences, and to show the potential for mixed methods research to better inform
policy and practice on sensitive topics.

Teacher sexual violence in research-policy-practice

Since the 2005 UN Report, there has been a growing impetus among international organ-
isations and NGOs to implement policy and programmes on violence in schools, and its
gender dimensions. This work has its roots in two major strands, one concerned with chil-
dren’s rights, the other with women’s rights. The first strand, associated with the UN Con-
vention on the Rights of the Child (1989), and, more recently SDG 16.2, ‘end abuse,
exploitation, trafficking and all forms of violence against and torture of children’, is exem-
plified by the World Health Organisation’s influential INSPIRE framework (WHO 2016b),
which presents seven strategies for ending violence against children. The second
strand, associated with the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
Against Women (CEDAW), and SDG Target 5.2: ‘eliminate all forms of violence against all
women and girls in the public and private spheres, including trafficking and sexual and
other types of exploitation’, has generated the RESPECT framework, with seven strategies
to prevent violence against women (WHO 2019). Although both frameworks recognise
the complexity of violence, and the need to intervene across multiple sites, including
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within schools, in neither is there any mention of teacher sexual violence. Nor has teacher
sexual violence featured prominently within interventions within these strands. For
example, none of the 67 trials using the WHO Health Promoting School Framework
focused on violence interventions in low or middle-income countries, nor had teacher
sexual violence as a primary outcome (Langford et al. 2015). Of the 16 interventions eval-
uated using RCTs and quasi-experimental studies for the UK FCDO’s flagship programme:
What Works to Prevent Violence Against Women and Girls, which infomred the WHO
RESPECT framework, two were school-based interventions of dating violence and peer
violence, but the report makes no mention of teacher sexual violence (Kerr-Wilson
et al. 2020).

Attempting to bridge these strands is a third strand, focusing on school-related
gender-based violence (SRGBV) – sexual, physical or psychological acts or threats of vio-
lence, in and around schools, as a result of gender norms and stereotypes, and enforced
through unequal power dynamics (UNESCO and UN Women 2016). With its more explicit
focus on gender-based violence in schools, interventions to prevent SRGBV have paid
some attention to sexual violence by school staff, including through guidance on
Codes of Conduct (UNESCO and UN Women 2016; UNGEI 2019), and a Connect with
Respect curriculum tool for teachers (UNESCO 2018). These guidance documents draw
from a wide range of evidence sources, not limited to experimental research designs
and trials, and often grounded in NGO practice. Missing from their reports, however, is
robust evidence on the scale or dynamics of teacher sexual violence.

Robust quantitative data are elusive on teacher sexual violence. Currently, there are no
routine international and comparable surveys that ask specifically about forms of teacher
violence within school environments. There are several large-scale national surveys that
have been used to inform work on violence in childhood and adolescence, but only
two include questions on sexual violence by teachers: Demographic and Health
Surveys (DHS) and Violence Against Children surveys (VACS). Though their country
reports do not report findings on teacher sexual violence, there have been occasional sec-
ondary analyses to examine sexual violence by teachers. Jewkes et al. (2002) analysed the
1998 DHS in South Africa, and reported that 1.6% of women (aged 15-49) had been raped
before the age of 15 years, with teachers the largest group of perpetrators (33%) (Jewkes
et al. 2002). In a series of factsheets on SRGBV drawing from VAC surveys with 13–24 year
old young people, Together for Girls reported 2% of girls and less than 1% of boys sur-
veyed in Uganda in 2016 had experienced sexual violence by teachers (Together for
Girls 2021). Both DHS and VACS are household surveys that were not explicitly developed
to ask questions about teacher sexual violence in schools. Both surveys ask whether par-
ticipants have experienced forms of sexual violence, and then include teachers as one
option in a list of perpetrators, which may lead to lower prevalence estimates compared
to asking specifically about teacher violence (Tanton et al. 2022). The low numbers
reported in surveys mean that researchers tend therefore to present overall sexual vio-
lence figures rather than reporting separately on sexual violence by teachers. Perceptions
of low prevalence may in turn help to explain why explicit mention of teacher sexual vio-
lence is missing from the intervention strategies, like INSPIRE and RESPECT, that draw pri-
marily on evidence from trials. Interventions seek robust evidence to underpin their
designs, but by relying on quantitative methods that do not adequately capture this evi-
dence, they reinforce the silences around teacher sexual violence.
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Accounts of teacher sexual violence in qualitative studies contrast sharply with the
quantitative evidence in presenting a picture of the normalisation of sexual violence in
schools. While qualitative evidence has grown on how schools provide environments
that condone or foster sexual harassment between pupils, there are, however, relatively
few in-depth analyses of sexual violence committed by school staff, which remains
shrouded in a culture of silence (Chikwiri and Lemmer 2014; Turner 2020). A study
using interviews and focus groups to discuss SRGBV with young people in 14 secondary
schools in western and central Uganda traced the unequal power relations and sexual
double standards operating in schools that rendered girls vulnerable to sexual harass-
ment, particularly when they refused sexual advances of male pupils and teachers,
though teachers denied this (Muhanguzi 2011). An ethnographic study on gender vio-
lence in two primary schools in central Uganda, which involved the researcher spending
several months using a range of interviews, participatory activities, observations and
informal conversations with children and school staff, revealed how some male teachers
used their institutional positioning to exercise authority in sexualised ways and to sexually
exploit female pupils (Turner 2020). An earlier ethnographic study of gender socialisation
in six secondary schools in Botswana and Ghana traced gendered inequitable practices,
including sexist remarks and innuendos in male teachers’ communications with female
pupils, and rumours of teachers seeking sexual favours (Dunne 2007). One study using
interviews and focus groups with teachers in an Ethiopian secondary school, discussed
how male teachers narrated sex between teachers and female pupils as commonplace,
though none of them admitted to engaging in these practices themselves (Altinyelken
and Le Mat 2018).

Other studies have discussed how teacher sexual violence mirrors practices of violence
or transactional sex in the communities outside schools. In a focus group study with six
girls in a low income township neighbourhood in South Africa, girls reported enduring
experiences of sexual violence in and out of the school, involving boyfriends, male tea-
chers, and men in the neighbourhood and at home (Bhana 2012). Girls’ attempts to exer-
cise agency were constrained in the context of structural and social inequalities and
pervasive gender norms through which male sexual violence was asserted. In post-
conflict settings, including Liberia, Burundi and Sierra Leone, studies have reported heigh-
tened sexual violence (Steiner et al. 2021; Hendriks et al. 2020). For example, a study invol-
ving interviews and focus groups in six intervention areas by Plan International in Sierra
Leone found sexual exploitation by teachers in junior secondary schools took the form of
sex for grades, with girls without financial means to pay bribes to progress to the next
class particularly vulnerable (Reilly 2014).

The emerging qualitative evidence paints a picture of commonplace teacher sexual
violence, with risks to girls elevated in contexts with high levels of poverty, food insecurity
and gender inequality, with poorly managed and resourced education systems (Leach,
Dunne, and Salvi 2014). But the evidence remains limited, with case studies too small
scale to provide reliable data about prevalence and patterns. The Human Rights Watch
study ‘Scared at School’, for example, which was cited in the UN World Report as demon-
strating that abuse of girls by teachers and students in South African schools was ‘wide-
spread’ (120), based its evidence on interviews in 3 provinces with 36 girls reported by
NGOs to have experienced sexual abuse or harassment by teachers or students
(George 2001). Often the reports of teacher sexual violence are second hand, sometimes
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based on rumour and hearsay. While the secrecy surrounding such violence may make
this inevitable, there can be a tendency to over-infer, that, for example, teacher sexual vio-
lence is ‘pervasive’ in Ethiopia (Altinyelken and Le Mat 2018, 648), or that data from 20
sexual abuse cases provides a ‘comprehensive picture of gender-based violence in
primary schools’ in Zimbabwe (Chikwiri and Lemmer 2014, 95). Though the emerging
qualitative evidence from diverse locations is compelling, it is important not to compen-
sate for the lack of quantitative evidence by over-generalising from qualitative studies
that have not been designed to draw conclusions about other contexts, or to be gener-
alised across contexts. In turning to how one mixed methods research project has
attempted to tackle the silences surrounding teacher sexual violence, we begin by dis-
cussing the Ugandan context.

Teacher sexual violence in policy and research in Uganda

Article 24 of Uganda’s Constitution (1995) protects every person from any form of torture,
cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment, and gives children a right to be edu-
cated without humiliating and degrading treatment. Since this time, the Government of
Uganda has signed and put in place a significant number of international and national
legal and policy frameworks and instruments to protect children (MoESTS Uganda 2015,
8–10). One of the most notable frameworks is the National Strategic Plan on Violence
against Children in Schools (2015–2020), developed by the Ministry of Education, Science,
Technology and Sports (MoESTS) together with the Ministry of Gender, Labour and
Social Development (MGLSD). The strategic plan, at the time of writing still being revised
for the period of 2021–2025, provides clear instructions for implementing the national strat-
egy on violence in schools, including sexual violence. It identifies key actors (involving inter
alia school officials or local councils) and key instruments (policies or legal institutions) and
specifies their roles in the reporting, tracking, referral and responses chain (MoESTS Uganda
2015, 18, Figure 2.2). The plan does not, however, discuss the penalties specifically on
teacher sexual violence. The code of conduct (Government of Uganda 2012) lists sanctions
(from warnings/reprimands, to withholding increments, to dismissal), but does not provide
guidance on which sanction should be implemented for specific offences. More generally,
Uganda’s Penal Code (Amendment) Act 8 (2007) abolishes corporal punishment and sets
out strong measures against defilement. Under point 129 (1) of the Penal Code (Amend-
ment) Act 8, any person who attempts to perform a sexual act with another person who
is below the age of 18 years commits an offence and is on conviction, liable to imprison-
ment not exceeding 18 years. Uganda’s Children Act (Amendment) 2016 (Government of
Uganda 2016) specifies mandatory reporting of child abuse (including sexual abuse) by
medical practitioners, teachers and social workers or counsellors, but the penalties are
only vaguely specified, with the stipulation under point ‘8A Prohibition of sexual exploita-
tion’ (9), that a person who commits a sexual offence (against children) is liable, on convic-
tion, to a fine not exceeding 100 currency points or to a term of imprisonment, not
exceeding five years.

Uganda has also had a large number of NGO programmes working to prevent violence,
some of which have been supported by in-depth research. As with the research globally
discussed above, there is a disjuncture between qualitative and quantitative evidence in
relation to teacher sexual violence in Uganda, with the very limited quantitative data
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indicating low prevalence (Together for Girls 2021), while it is a recurrent theme of quali-
tative studies. One strand of the Ugandan research, stemming from work in public health
linked to HIV/AIDs along with women’s rights, has focused on community-based interven-
tions to reduce intimate partner violence and transactional sex (Abramsky et al. 2014).
Some of these studies have argued that girls have some agency in transactional sex,
through using sexual relationships to improve their material situation (Nyanzi, Pool,
and Kinsman 2001; Bell 2012). Others have traced how gender norms constrain girls’
agency, with men’s control of resources and norms about feminine submissiveness
restricting girls’ capacity to negotiate safe sex (Ninsiima et al. 2018). Though mostly focus-
ing on transactional sex in communities, a few studies cite male teachers among the per-
petrators (Nyanzi, Pool, and Kinsman 2001; Kyegombe et al. 2020), though not the role of
school institutions. Another strand has focused on violence in schools, documenting
widespread use of corporal punishment, and that school-based initiatives can significantly
reduce violence (Devries et al. 2015). While teacher sexual violence has not been a central
theme, several qualitative studies of violence in schools in Uganda have reported male
teachers coaxing girls into sex, and institutional disregard for sexual harassment by
boys and teachers (Jones 2011; Muhanguzi 2011; Turner 2020). There appears therefore
to be a disjuncture between the legislative and policy framework, which regulates
against sexual violence by teachers, and practices at school level, where sexual violence
by school staff persists, though its prevalence remains unclear.

CoVAC study methods

The analysis for this paper was conducted as part of a broader research project: Contexts of
Violence in Adolescence Cohort Study (CoVAC) (2018–2023). CoVAC is a research collabor-
ation led by the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine (LSHTM), UCL Institute of
Education (IoE) and the Ugandan NGO, Raising Voices, in partnership with the Medical
Research Council/Uganda Virus Research Institute (UVRI). CoVAC is a mixed methodology
longitudinal cohort study that aims to build understanding on how family, peer, school
and community contexts affect young people’s experiences of violence in adolescence
and early adulthood. Young people from 42 primary schools in Luwero District, Uganda
were invited to participate in 2014 following a school-wide violence prevention interven-
tion. More information about CoVAC’s study design and ethics protocol is available else-
where (Devries et al. 2020). Briefly, quantitative data were collected at three time points
(2014, 2018, 2021/2022). 3820 young people participated in the first wave of data collection
in 2014, and 2773 of these young people (1445 girls and 1328 boys) participated in the
wave 2 face to face survey in 2018. In this paper, we analyse data collected at wave
2. We describe the prevalence of teacher sexual violence overall, and then explore if, and
how, teacher sexual violence varied by age, poverty, disability, and connectedness to care-
givers, peers, and teachers. We then investigate how teacher sexual violence varied by the
primary school the participant attended in 2014, describing the percentage of girls report-
ing sexual violence grouped by their primary school and then exploring how much of the
variation in sexual violence at wave 2 was attributable to the primary schools girls attended.
Analyses were conducted using the statistical software package, Stata 16. Qualitative data
were collected for 2–3 months each year from 2018 to 2022, with 36 core participants (18
female, 18 male), aged 15–17 (in 2018), and with their teachers, caregivers, peers, and other
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stakeholders. The young people have engaged in a series of biographical narrative inter-
views, focus groups, community walks and unstructured discussions with their ‘key’
researchers, with whom they have built strong research relationships through multiple
encounters. After each period of fieldwork, data were translated (from Luganda to
English), transcribed, with pseudonyms, coded thematically using NVivo, and with biogra-
phical narratives co-constructed over time for each participant.

Dialogical analysis

The analysis for this paper began with discussions between the quantitative and qualitat-
ive research teams on preliminary analyses of 2018 data from young people on sexual vio-
lence. Our research team is interdisciplinary, combining the fields of public health, gender
and education, and violence prevention practice, and from research and practice insti-
tutions in Uganda and the UK. Recognising both the power and the limitations of the posi-
tionality of some team members within knowledge systems of the global north,
throughout the research there has been an emphasis on dialogue and processes of learn-
ing across the project teams, as we attempt to understand the multiple dimensions of vio-
lence, how acts of violence are linked to gendered identities, and embedded within larger
structures of power and intersecting inequalities.

Reflecting on the immense difficulties of translating meanings of ‘gender’ across
different spaces of education theory, policy and practice, Unterhalter (2009) argued
that processes of dialogue between different positionings are possible, through ‘transver-
sal dialogue’. Drawing on Yuval-Davies’ writing on transversal politics (Yuval-Davis 2006)
and Sen’s work on dialogue and justice (Sen 2012), she identifies three steps to support
mobility of ideas. The first step is rooting, which entails reflective knowledge of one’s own
positionality and identity. Reflexivity has become increasingly central in comparative edu-
cation debates on decolonising research and the implications of ‘foreignness’ of research-
ers, from the contexts in which they work (Kim 2020). Within this paper, we are also
concerned with positionality within particular research traditions and methodologies.
The second step is shifting, which involves recognising and respecting other positions,
and acknowledging vertical and horizontal differences in social, economic and political
power, including within research processes. The third step is the practical evaluation of
what may make one approach better than another. Dialogic approaches have also
been advocated in writing on mixed methods, where too researchers seek pragmatic
ways to bring together seemingly incommensurate ways of understanding complex
social phenomena. While for some the different world views associated with positivist
and interpretivist research make the approaches irreconcilable, others argue for inte-
gration through mixed methods (Fetters and Molina-Azorin 2017). In relation to edu-
cational research, Greene (2005) argues:

A mixed method way of thinking seeks not so much convergence as insight; the point is not a
wellfitting model or curve but rather the generation of important understandings and dis-
cernments through the juxtaposition of different lenses, perspectives, and stances; in a
good mixed methods study, difference is constitutive and fundamentally generative. (208)

She suggests that working across these paradigms, methodologies and methods requires
‘a dialogic, respectful, and educative conversation across difference’ (Greene 2012, 755).
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Mixingmethods, anchored in values of toleration and respect, has the potential to deepen
insights into complex social and educational phenomena.

Fetters and Molina-Azorin (2017) trace howmixing methods can take place at all stages
of research. Here we focus on the interpretation of data from qualitative and quantitative
strands, to the fit or coherence between these. Comparing data can be confirmatory,
when qualitative and quantitative findings seem to point to similar conclusions; or comp-
lementary, telling different but non-contradictory stories; or expansive, through layering
or overlapping understanding; or it can be discordant, when data conflict with each other
(Fetters and Molina-Azorin 2017). Discordance may lead to digging further through re-
analysing, explaining using theory, collecting more data, and through reflexive question-
ing on rigour. Though we present our data as separate quantitative and qualitative blocks,
the process of analysing and interpreting has been dialogical, involving multiple discus-
sions within and between the research teams. Each stage of the analysis required ‘trans-
lations’ of the different languages associated with quantitative and qualitative, positivist
and interpretive research paradigms, as we discuss further below. First, however, we
present synthesised findings of the quantitative and then the qualitative data.

Quantitative data on teacher sexual violence

The quantitative survey asked about specific acts of violence from a teacher. Young
people were asked whether they experienced any of the following from a teacher ever,
in the past week, and in the past year: sexual comments about their breasts, genitals, but-
tocks; sexual touching; money to do sexual things; threats or pressure to have sex or do
sexual things; forced sex. Overall, 4.9% (41 of 844) girls who were in school at wave 2 had
experienced lifetime sexual violence from a teacher and 4.2% (35 out of 844) reported
experiencing teacher sexual violence in the past year. Among girls in school, the
overall prevalence of sexual violence from any perpetrator was 23.8% (201 of 844 girls)
compared to 14.3% (87 out of 681) among boys. Girls who had experienced
lifetime sexual violence reported peers (16.0%), partners (6.3%), and then teachers as per-
petrators. Fewer than 2% of girls reported caregiver (1.8%) or employer (1.4%) sexual vio-
lence. Among boys, 1.8% (12 out of 681) reported lifetime and past year sexual violence
from a teacher, and 14.2% (97/681) reported lifetime sexual violence from any perpetra-
tor. Boys reported sexual violence from partners (7.9%) and peers (5.9%) most often, fol-
lowed by teachers. Less than 1% of boys reported sexual violence from a caregiver (0.4%)
or employer (0.9%).

Among girls who experienced lifetime teacher sexual violence, 36/41 (87.8%) were
aged 13–18 years in wave 2, 38/41 (92.7%) were in households in the highest two asset
clusters, and 26/41 (63.4%) reported no difficulties. Table 1 shows that a greater pro-
portion of older adolescent girls and young women had experienced lifetime teacher
sexual violence compared to the younger age group (9.6% vs 4.6%) and that a greater
proportion of girls with low peer connectedness had experienced lifetime sexual violence
compared to the high peer connectedness group (6.2% vs 3.8%), however these associ-
ations were not statistically significant. Levels of asset ownership, a measure of socio-
economic status, was not associated with teacher sexual violence victimisation among
girls who were in school. We observed some evidence for an unadjusted association
between disability and lifetime sexual violence: among girls in school at wave 2, having
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a disability was associated with higher odds of teacher sexual violence and among girls
with disabilities, 16% (5/41) experienced teacher sexual violence. Finally, we found evi-
dence for an unadjusted association between lifetime sexual violence and both low
school and low family connectedness

Variability between schools in teacher sexual violence has received surprisingly little
research attention, given its potential for generating insights into how institutions can
prevent and protect from violence. Figure 1 shows the percentage of girls who reported
lifetime sexual violence at wave 2 in 2018 from (a) any perpetrator (b) from teachers,
grouped by the primary school of the participant in 2014. The quantitative data does
not include data on the secondary schools of participants so we grouped participants
by the primary school they were attending at wave 1, to explore the role of primary
school contexts. At wave 2, girls from 40 out of 42 wave 1 primary schools reported
sexual violence from any perpetrator which ranged from 8.3% to 48.2%. At wave 2,
girls from 21 out of 42 primary schools, reported experiencing teacher sexual violence
either in their primary school or in any other subsequent school, which ranged from
3% to 30%.

With regard to how school contexts affect sexual violence, among girls who were in
school in Wave 2, we found that 2.3% of the variation in lifetime sexual violence from
any perpetrator was due to between school variation in the primary schools of partici-
pants, and 7.4% of variation in lifetime teacher sexual violence is due to between
primary school variation. Primary school environments and contexts may not have a
bearing on lifetime experiences of sexual violence from ‘any perpetrator’ (employers,
caregivers, partners, peers, teachers) as many of these experiences of violence occur

Table 1. Sexual violence among girls in school at wave 2: overall prevalence and by girls’ characteristics.

Wave 2 (2018)

Lifetime teacher sexual violence among
girls in school (n=844)

No (n=803) Yes (n=41)

OR (95% CI)n % n %

Average 803 95.1 41 4.9
Age

13-18 years 756 95.5 36 4.6 REF
19-25 years 47 90.4 5 9.6 2.23 (0.84, 5.96)

Asset cluster
A few household items or electronic goods 85 96.6 3 3.4 REF
Some electric goods and household items 541 95.1 28 4.9 1.47 (0.44, 4.93)
High ownership of all items and good housing 177 94.7 10 5.4 1.60 (0.43, 5.97)

Difficulty
No difficulties 555 95.5 26 4.5 REF
Some difficulties 222 95.7 10 4.3 0.96 (0.46, 2.03)
Disability 26 83.9 5 16.1 4.11 (1.46, 11.55)

Family connectedness
Low 231 92.8 18 7.2 1.94 (1.03, 3.66)
High 572 96.1 23 3.9 REF

Peer connectedness
Low 346 93.8 23 6.2 1.68 (0.89, 3.16)
High 455 96.2 18 3.8 REF

School connectedness
Low 386 93.0 29 7.0 2.60 (1.31, 5.16)
High 415 97.2 12 2.8 REF

Note: Violence was measured using the ICAST-CI and the CADRI. For information about these and other variables see
(Devries et al. 2020). All outcomes were constructed as binary variables. Missing data were excluded from analyses
with that variable. Odds ratios are unadjusted. REF indicates the reference group for analysis.
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outside of school. However, primary schools do matter for lifetime teacher sexual vio-
lence. They appear to make a difference to girls’ experiencing teacher sexual violence
not only when they are at primary school, but also afterwards when they are in secondary
schools. Further research is needed, however, to understand how institutional processes
at primary level are having a bearing on girls’ safety in the next phase of their education.
Although our analysis is descriptive and does not adjust for any confounding variables,
this finding further affirms the importance of changing school environments, including
early in life, to prevent teacher violence and of opportunities for institutional action at
the school level.

Qualitative data on sexual exploitation by teachers

Instead of asking whether girls had experienced specific acts of violence perpetrated by
teachers, the qualitative discussions focused more on the contexts and relationships sur-
rounding violence, with, over time, dialogue with young people about the emerging evi-
dence, including their perspectives on data on sex between teachers and pupils from
previous rounds of fieldwork. Our qualitative data suggested that sexual exploitation of
girls by teachers was both more commonplace and took more varying forms than
reported in the quantitative data. Though none of our 18 female core participants
reported having sex with teachers themselves, some narrated their personal experiences
of repudiating teachers’ sexual advances, and many reported incidents disclosed to them
by friends. Discourses around gender, sexuality, age and authority could be deployed by
male teachers in ways that were sexually exploitative and that constrained girls’ freedoms

Figure 1. Lifetime sexual violence and teacher sexual violence among girls in school at wave 2 by
primary school.
Figure shows (a) lifetime sexual violence from any perpetrator and (b) lifetime teacher sexual violence at wave 2 grouped
by participant’s primary school at wave 1. We also specified a null two-level random intercepts model with participants
nested in schools to calculate the Variance Partition Coefficient (VPC). The VPC was 2.3% for lifetime sexual violence and
7.4% for lifetime teacher sexual violence.
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to refuse sexual advances, as narrated by Otim (age 16) in discussion with her key
researcher, Rehema:

Rehema: What challenges have you encountered at school?
Otim: The challenge I am seeing comes from the teachers mostly the male teachers. He

can approach you seeking for an intimate relationship with you and when you
turn down his offer, he can start under marking you with the aim of failing
you. He does that so that you can fall into his trap and he gives you good marks.

Rehema: Has such a thing ever happened to you?
Otim: Yes, it has happened to me recently when I was in S.3 and it was the computer

teacher who was seeking for an intimate relationship with me. We 10 students
in total who were doing his subject of only 1 was a boy the rest of were girls. I
used to perform so well in his subject as I was always in the 2nd position. So
he one time in class asked me about my family details, he then offered to pay
my school fees but I told him I had a sponsor. He then offered to buy me all
the scholastic materials I need but I told him my mother was able to provide
for me, he told me that he wanted to support my education and after school
he makes me his wife. When I gave him no for an answer, he gave me zero in
his subject at the BOT [Beginning of Term] exams.

Rehema: Hmmmm
Otim: I took my complaint to this teacher that I wasn’t satisfied with the marks and he

told me that he will continue to give me these marks until I accept his offer. He
told me he was willing to wait until I finish my O level then we go for marriage,
when I threaten to report him to relevant authority.

Otim’s narrative portrays how a teacher could coax and coerce through offering to pay
school fees, award high grades, or marriage, and through threatening low grades for
rejecting his advances. Nakafeero (age 15), who like Otim was a high achiever, narrated
how after she rejected her teacher’s sexual advances, she was frequently caned:

Whenever he would give an assignment as a class and I happened to fail even just a single
number, he would jealously beat me. There are times I would score 60% and he would beat
me more than even those who scored the worst.

Atala (age 15) reported how her friend had faced the prospect of having to repeat the
school year if she refused to consent to sex with the art teacher:

There is a girl who brought her art course work for submission because it is a requirement for
us to do Art coursework before the actual final O level exams. So this girl brought her course-
work for submission late and when she greeted the teacher he demanded that she first gives
him a hug, to which the girl refused. This teacher told her that he won’t receive her course-
work until she hugs and kisses him. He said that to her knowing that she will give in because if
he doesn’t submit her coursework this means that she would get X grade in Art subject and
this simply means one has to repeat S.4.

Girls spoke of how teachers would sometimes manipulate female pupils into locations
where they would be alone with the teacher, as happened to another of Atala’s friends
with the Geography teacher:

The other time that very old man asked a girl to come with him to the Geography room and
he give her past examination papers for revision. The girl followed him because towards
exams such papers are very helpful to prepare ourselves for final exams. On reaching this
room, this teacher locked it and asked her to first give in to having sex with him for him
to give her these past papers.
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Ruth (age 15) spoke of a teacher who ‘used to ask students to see him privately for revi-
sions and he would instead caress the students’. Rose (age 15) told how she and her
friends were warned by her teacher to keep secret their witnessing his advances to
older pupils who had been sent to fetch water from the bore hole.

As well as illustrating the abuse of institutional authority by these teachers, these examples
show how difficult it can be for girls to refuse teachers’ advances. The material benefits are
significant, in a context where many young people are compelled to drop out because of
the costs of schooling and the requirement to repeat school years if achieving low grades
in examinations. In contrast to the quantitative data, the qualitative data more clearly sig-
nalled that risks of exploitation could be amplified for girls with fewer economic resources.
The deference expected of girls towards authority figures makes it difficult to say no, and
when they did refuse consent, they could be punished with beatings or unfair grades.

While mostly girls were repelled by teachers’ sexual advances, occasionally they spoke
of attraction, particularly to young male teachers. Apio (age 15), for example, was critical
of the school authorities for employing an attractive, young male doctor, now rumoured
to be in a sexual relationship with a female pupil at the school:

It is even their fault that they employed such a youth to work in a secondary school. These
girls in my school get so excited when they see a young handsome man passing by. Even
when they see him when it is classroom or during chapel, they all get disorganized.

Such narratives were rare among girls, however, perhaps because they recognise that it is
not legitimate for teachers to enter into sexual relationships with pupils and because the
widely circulated discourse of schoolgirl chastity makes it difficult to speak about their
sexual desire (Ninsiima et al. 2018). Though some boys also spoke of abstaining from inti-
mate partner relationships, others identified with a discourse of masculine virility, and
spoke about the sexual rivalry between them and young male teachers. In a focus
group discussion, boys spoke of how a teacher might find excuses to punish them if
they suspect that they are rivals. One of the boys explained:

He can’t chase you out over the reason of a girl, he will find other minor reasons like he can
ask you why you haven’t written the date on your work for that day and chases you out of
class and he causes you to miss classes or he can wait at the end of the lesson and say
such a student told me this and that and because he is among fellow teachers you as a
student can’t go on defending yourself to every teacher. He can say you are undisciplined
and you are sent home for like two weeks suspension but all that originates over a girl if
he suspects you like a girl that he also likes.

Boys’ criticisms of the teachers were not only about their exploitation of girls, but also
referred to perceived mistreatment of the boys, who could be punished unfairly if they
were seen as a sexual rival, or could, they felt, be treated less favourably than girls.
Kayondo (14), for example, criticised the teachers who, in their performance of sexualised
behaviour with girls, lent girls but not boys their mobile phones, as well as touching them
inappropriately. Sometimes boys also seemed resentful of the advantage their insti-
tutional position awarded male teachers in this sexual rivalry.

While the qualitative data suggest widespread sexually exploitative practices by male
teachers, variations between school institutions identified in the quantitative data were
also evident in the qualitative data. Despite the coercive practices deployed by teachers
to ensure girls’ silence, girls told researchers how they refused or evaded teachers’
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advances, with varying levels of institutional support and redress. Otim resisted directly by
threatening to report the teacher:

I would first report to the school head, then to my parents and finally to police. But he
pleaded with me not to and I also warned him not to bother me again, this teacher hated
me until I left that school.

Nakafeero told the researcher how she avoided being alone with the teacher:

He told me that if I date him I will not need to work so hard to score high in his subject. I
fooled him that I was accepting all that he was telling me but I wasn’t taking it at heart.

While appearing to comply with his instruction to collect books in class and take them to
his office, which she recognised as him ‘tricking me to meet him in his office’ she collected
the books but then passed them to another pupil to convey them to the office. She went
on to report him to the headteacher:

This teacher was seriously warned against that and they threatened to fire him from his job. It
was later discovered that he had dated so many children in school, there are even twins he
was dating at the same time, he even used to keep us in class until late in the evening just
because he wanted to escort some female students back to their homes and he could take
advantage of them.

The teacher kept his post, and Nakafeero suffered repeated punishments for her actions.
Both Otim and Nakafeero managed to deter the teacher’s sexual advances, but in both
schools, girls were left unprotected as the teachers did not face any consequences for
their actions. In several cases, girls were ‘rescued’ by passers-by, including a school secur-
ity guard on his routine patrol, a cleaner, and in another case, several pupils in the next
room overheard and intervened. But in all these cases, the actions of individuals protected
girls at that moment, without further institutional responses.

In other cases, there were institutional mechanisms in place, but not functioning effec-
tively. For example, in Cathy’s school, though she is aware of teachers at the school who
have sex with pupils and punish girls if they refuse sex, girls do not report cases to the
disciplinary committee:

Cathy: I have not heard of any student who has come up to report such cases in our
school. The best thing these girls do, they just seek for advice from their
friends who in most cases advise them not to give such teachers an ear

Rehema: What do you think about that whole thing of teachers dating their students?
Cathy: It is a very bad thing and if possible I would like such teachers to be handled in

the disciplinary committee but it is so sad these girls they approach don’t come
out to report

Without confidence in or perhaps knowledge of the system for holding teachers accoun-
table, girls relied on friends’ advice, with the system that is in place then being under-
used – in a cycle that deters effective responses.

There were, however, schools wheremore effective actions were taken. Ruth, for example,
explained that a teacher’s practice of ‘caressing students’ stopped after girls reported:

Ruth: They wrote notes and dropped them in the suggestion box. This box is opened so
often, so when this issue was brought to the attention of the school admin then it
was handled.
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Rehema: Is there anything in particular that was done to the teacher?
Ruth: I don’t know what exactly was done to him but I think they sat him down or if

they warned him against repeating this very mistake. But for us as students we
noticed a change in his conduct since the issue was raised in the suggestion box.

In this case, the system of confidential reporting appeared to give girls the confidence
that cases would be followed up. At Kayondo’s school, which he described as having a
Muslim ethos, in which males and females were deterred from mingling, the two teachers
who lent girls phones and touched them inappropriately were suspended. Nankoma
reported that at her boarding school a teacher was dismissed after another teacher
found he had left a condom in the girls’ boarding house.

Reflections on quantitative and qualitative data through a dialogical
analysis

The process of analysis that generated the quantitative and qualitative findings we have
presented has involved multiple translations, between research participants and
researchers, and between qualitative and quantitative researchers with differing
world views, methodologies and methods. Our preliminary comparisons of the quanti-
tative and qualitative data indicated both confirmatory and discordant findings. While
both data sources revealed commonplace experiences of sexual violence, the preva-
lence data showed that most commonly this was perpetrated by peers or intimate part-
ners. In the qualitative data, however, girls much more frequently raised concerns about
sexual exploitation by teachers, with accounts that were so recurrent that we began to
suspect that some sexually exploitative practices by school staff were not being picked
up in the survey. Dialogical analysis requires reflexivity on our positionality, and recog-
nising and respecting other positions, while recognising the power they carry. Across
the research, we have conceptualised gender violence as multi-dimensional, with acts
of violence linked to gendered identities, embedded within larger structures of
power and intersecting inequalities (Merry 2009). Acculturated in the world views of
our scholarly communities, for those with epidemiological roots core questions
concern how to get the most accurate data on prevalence of violence, while those of
us with interpretive roots are more concerned with the subjective meanings and con-
textual dynamics surrounding violence. The divergence in the datasets we have pre-
sented can be accounted for partly by the different questions asked, with the
quantitative questions focusing on acts of violence, while the qualitative accounts
were about feelings, situations and relationships.

The headline figure, that 4.9% of schoolgirls experienced sexual violence by a teacher,
bears the power of numbers that may have most weight for policy makers. The dialogue
within the research team, and interrogation of the qualitative and quantitative data,
reinforced our suspicions that these figures, though shocking, are likely to under-estimate
prevalence. The qualitative data remind us that there may be stigma and shame in speak-
ing about such experiences, or girls may fear repercussions of the coercive practices they
have described. Quantitative questions about violence may not capture sex with teachers
that is perceived as consensual, nor the sexualised atmosphere fostered by some tea-
chers, which creates the conditions for sexual harassment to be normalised in school
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spaces. Quantitative data also do not capture experiences that participants witness or the
experiences of their friends. However, the qualitative findings reveal that girls are discuss-
ing their own experiences, their role in supporting friends, and experiences they have
seen or heard about in their schools more broadly.

The dialogue on these headline figures also generated questions about the integrity of
our interpretation of the qualitative data, and the power of the quote. Young people’s
narratives about violence evoke emotional responses, and in research just as in media
reports there may be a tendency to focus on extreme examples, to over-infer about
the normalisation of violence, and to over-claim what can be drawn from qualitative
data. It is also important to recognise the silences in qualitative data. While sustained
relationships with familiar researchers, open-ended questions and flexible research instru-
ments may help to facilitate discussion on sensitive topics and erode some of the power
imbalances in research relationships, they also enable young people to choose not to dis-
close experiences of violence. The taboos, threats and secrecy surrounding teacher sexual
violence help to explain why girls and boys may prefer not to admit to such experiences in
both surveys and informal research discussions.

There were two further pivotal moments in the analysis, both stemming from these
processes of reflexivity and dialogue on the veracity of our data sources. The first began
with reflections on the intersecting discourses around gender, sexuality, age, socio-
economic status and authority that suffused the qualitative data on sexual exploitation
in schools. This prompted further analysis of quantitative data on intersecting vulner-
abilities, generating illuminating findings on how disability, school connectedness
and family connectedness intersect with gender in increasing risk of teacher sexual vio-
lence – dimensions that are missing from other studies on teacher sexual violence. The
other pivotal moment emerged from the finding on school connectedness, that most
girls who experienced teacher sexual violence also reported low school connectedness.
Experiencing teacher sexual violence could affect and reduce feelings of connnected-
ness to school. And, at the same time, in schools where girls feel a sense of belonging
and safety they may be less likely to experience teacher sexual violence. Our analysis
does not allow us to untangle the directionality of this link, raising important questions
for future research. This finding prompted further quantitative and qualitative analysis
of variations between schools, including the interesting quantitative finding that
primary school environments could make a difference to teacher sexual violence
several years later, when the girls have moved to secondary schools. The qualitative
data reveal girls’ resourcefulness in the actions they take to protect themselves, and
marked variability in institutional processes that hold school staff accountable. While
our data suggest that in some schools, laws and policies are being translated into
the institutional cultures, more fine-grained analyses of the processes entailed are
needed.

Transversal dialogue, recognising the complexities of translating between different
perspectives on gender, education and violence, stresses reflexivity and respect for
other positions (Unterhalter 2009), and mixed methods researchers also stress the impor-
tance of toleration and respect (Greene 2012). To these we add humility, recognising the
limits of our positionality and our tools in understanding silences around sexual violence
and exploitation by school staff of girls.

16 J. PARKES ET AL.



Conclusion

Although the impetus to address violence in schools through policies and practice has
grown, we have shown how sexual violence committed by teachers is often missing
from these interventions, or, when it is included, the interventions are not well served
by the existing research base. There are many ethical and methodological challenges in
researching a topic that is shrouded in secrecy, shame, stigma and coercion, and, we
have argued, privileging narrow research designs, such as reliance only on survey data,
has contributed to the gaps in knowledge. Through a dialogical analysis of quantitative
and qualitative data from a longitudinal study in central Uganda, a fuller picture
emerges of girls’ experiences, patterns of discrimination and inequality that increase vul-
nerabilities, and varying institutional responses.

Echoing other studies from Uganda (Muhanguzi 2011; Turner 2020), our findings reveal
disconnects between policies and practices of sexual exploitation in schools. They show
that many girls endure sexual exploitation by school staff, with discourses around gender,
sexuality, age and authority deployed by male teachers to coerce girls for sex, and con-
straining girls’ freedoms to refuse these sexual advances. Risks of exploitation are particu-
larly high for girls who have disabilities, or who have fewer economic resources, including
struggling to pay schooling costs, while supportive family relationships may be protec-
tive. With a lack of institutional support, girls rely on their own resourcefulness, and
their informal social networks, to deter sexual violence, facing risks of further punishment
for their refusals to submit. However, there are variations between schools, with some
schools developing systems to encourage reporting and to hold staff accountable.
More broadly, our findings suggest that a sense of belongingness and connectedness
in school may be protective, though further research is needed to look more closely at
the processes entailed. Though the extent of sexually exploitative practices is deeply con-
cerning, that some schools are taking steps to tackle this provides a foundation for dialo-
gues coordinated by Raising Voices, with school staff and policy actors in the next phase
of the research.

Mixed methods research is immensely challenging, and our analysis shows how what-
ever methods are used, some sexual violence by school staff will remain hidden; young
people will feel constrained or choose not to speak about their experiences. However,
when mixed methods research designs build in dialogical analyses they have, we
suggest, rich potential for research on gender violence, where the scope for misunder-
standing is amplified by secrecy, coercion, deception, contestation, power imbalances
and abuses. These dialogues entail reflexivity with humility on our knowledge systems,
and our ties to particular methodological systems, alongside respect for other positions.
Longitudinal research designs are particularly valuable, as setting multiple methods in
dialogue with each other helps to avoid reifying particular forms of knowledge, and
they allow time and flexibility to reflect on silences and disclosures, and to refine and
shift their methods and questions as the dialogues unfold.

Our analysis has focused on dialogues with young people, notably how to learn from
them about sexual violence committed by teachers. A challenge for policy and practice
remains how to ensure that schools are indeed ‘safe spaces’, where sexual violence in
its multiple guises is not tolerated. A key area for dialogue moving forward will be
working with teachers, to help fill knowledge gaps concerning changes and continuities

COMPARATIVE EDUCATION 17



in practices of teacher sexual violence over time, how these relate to legislative and policy
developments, and to professional identities, institutional cultures, work conditions, and
gender discourses in schools and communities. Relationships built up over time between
violence prevention practitioners and teachers may help to erode some of the barriers to
speaking out that have stymied research with teachers on this topic. Our findings affirm
the importance of engaging with young people and of building opportunities for insti-
tutional action at the level of the school, including early in life, to prevent these forms
of violence. While global policy concerns with girls’ education have increasingly recog-
nised the need to tackle gender-based violence, these efforts, we argue, have not paid
enough attention to teacher sexual violence. Tackling sexual exploitation of girls in
schools requires multiple dialogues, building connections between differently positioned
research, policy and practice partners, acknowledging and valuing the knowledges they
bring, to support work in schools that disrupts the silencing of girls’ voices and tackles
sexual violence and exploitation in school spaces.
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