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Children in sub-Saharan African countries face higher exposure to gender-based violence (GBV) compared to their
counterparts in other world regions (United Nations Children’s Fund [UNICEF], 2014). When GBV occurs in schools, it
severely endangers access to education. Using the third round of data of the Southern and Eastern Africa Consortium for
Monitoring Educational Quality (SACMEQ) from over 60,000 Grade 6 learners across 14 countries, we examined the
relationship between GBV in primary schools and learners’ absenteeism. Findings indicate that sexual harassment
perpetrated by teachers significantly increases learners’ absenteeism. In contrast, effects were less clear when the perpetrator
was a fellow learner. Effects found are similar in magnitude for girls and boys. Violence prevention education programmes
and stricter punishment for offenders are needed to establish a safer school environment and overcome harassment-related
barriers to learning.
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Introduction

With respect to school environments which should be gender-sensitive and safe, school-related gender-based
violence (SRGBYV) severely infringes basic child rights and stands in the way of a child’s access to education.
SRGBY can be 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”
(United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization [UNESCO] & United Nations Girls’
Education Initiative [UNGEI], 2015:2). Gender-based violence (GBV) reflects the deeply rooted social and
cultural contexts that cause inequality and power imbalances between different genders and between adults and
children (UNGEI & UNESCO, 2013). While GBV is present in all societies at the beginning of the 21st century,
it occurs more often in societies where females are accorded a lower social rank and where poverty is more
prevalent (Jones, Moore, Villar-Marquez & Broadbent, 2008; UNICEF, 2014).

Manifold detrimental impacts of SRGBV have been reported on physical and mental health, as well as on
educational outcomes. Victims of SRGBV often suffer from anxiety, depression, and post-traumatic stress
disorder. They may further be exposed to severe physical injuries, unwanted pregnancies, and sexually
transmitted diseases such as HIV/AIDS. Moreover, SRGBV victims are more likely to skip classes, stay at home,
or drop out from school altogether, negatively impacting on their learning outcomes and capabilities (Leach,
Dunne & Salvi, 2014; Psaki, Mensch & Soler-Hampejsek, 2017; UNESCO & UNGEI, 2015).

In many African countries, GBV and discrimination are often taken for granted in school life (Leach,
Fiscian, Kadzamira, Lemani & Machakanja, 2003; Lee, Rhee & Rudolf, 2019). Even though it has been
acknowledged that SRGBV inhibits learners’ attendance, thereby widening the gap between school intake and
completion rates, GBV-related practices continue to persist in educational institutions while schools often
neglect the situation (Harber, 2014; Jones et al., 2008; Leach et al., 2014; Plan, 2008). SRGBV victims are not
only older learners, but the issue is already significant in primary schools. According to the 2007 SAQMEQ Il
of primary schools in 15 African education systems, on average 41% of school heads reported having issues
with learner-to-learner sexual harassment in their schools. Moreover, 16% of school heads reported having
issues with teacher-to-learner sexual harassment. The actual figure is likely to be even higher, given that sexual
harassment tends to be under-reported due to cultural norms, shame, and failure to identify what harassment is
and what it is not (UNICEF, 2014). Schools often implicitly legitimise and maintain destructive gender norms
through the tacit approval of existing violent conditions (UNGEI & UNESCO, 2013). Furthermore, teachers
often neglect the problem, justify the abuse, or become perpetrators themselves. Cases have been reported in
which teachers use their power to force learners to have sexual relations, raising the reason that female learners’
outfits or behaviours are provocative and teachers are in sexual need due to the long distance from home (Harber,
2014; Plan, 2008).

Given the significance of SRGBV, particularly in African countries, the objectives of our study were
threefold: (1) to examine the existence and prevalence of sexual harassment in primary schools across 14
Southern and Eastern African countries; (2) to estimate the effect of sexual harassment on learners’ absenteeism
from school; and (3) to examine whether this effect differs depending on the perpetrator (fellow learner vs.
teacher).
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This study contributes to the literature on
SRGBV in several ways. Firstly, the SRGBV
literature notoriously suffers from a lack of data.
Despite the growing recognition of both the
prevalence of SRGBV and its significance for
learning outcomes, the issue is still largely under-
researched and under-reported (UNGEI &
UNESCO, 2013). Most past studies were
conducted for a single country, used qualitative or
descriptive methods, and sometimes only relied on
anecdotal evidence (Abuya, Onsomu, Moore &
Sagwe, 2012; Bisika, Ntata & Konyani, 2009;
Ncontsa & Shumba, 2013). Hence, the main
contribution of this study is to help fill this gap by
providing quantitative evidence from nationally
representative surveys for 14 Southern and Eastern
African countries. In particular, statistical evidence
from large and multi-country datasets is extremely
rare in the SRGBV literature. To the best of our
knowledge, our study presents the largest scope at
which the effect of SRGBV on absenteeism has
been rigorously tested to date. Secondly, by using
multivariate regression techniques, our study will
be able to control for many confounding factors
that drive absenteeism. Earlier studies, in contrast,
often failed to control for the influence of socio-
economic and other environmental factors. This
will allow us to isolate the effect of SRGBV on
absenteeism more precisely. Thirdly, while several
studies focussed on SRGBV and absenteeism, most
studies investigated learners’ reluctance to attend
rather than actual attendance/absence from school
(Hill & Kearl, 2011; Lipson, 2001). In our study we
measured actual absence from school based on
learners’ self-reports. Fourthly, existing studies
have often dealt with violence against children and
school violence more generally, studying gender
aspects only on the side (e.g. UNESCO & UNGEI,
2015). In contrast, in this article we focus
exclusively on sexual harassment perpetrated by
teachers and fellow learners in order to provide a
more in-depth analysis of the issue of SRGBV.
Finally, with this study we hope to contribute with
tangible evidence to guide SRGBV-related policies
in Southern and Eastern African countries and
beyond.

The Relationship between School-related Gender-
based Violence and Absenteeism

Conceptual framework

Children have the right to live free from fear and
abuse, as well as to receive basic education to
enable them to lead an informed and cultivated life.
In 1989, the United Nations (UN) Convention on
the Rights of the Child acknowledged a child’s
right to education (Article 28) and called for the
protection of children against all forms of abuse

and neglect (Articles 19 and 34). Inspired by the
UN Convention, a year later, in 1990, the African
Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child
(IACRWC], African Union, 1990) stipulated in
Article 11 that “[e]very child shall have the right to
education.” In Article 16 it further calls for the
protection of children against all types of abuse and
torture, including “psychological and mental injury
or abuse” and “maltreatment including sexual
abuse.” Both GBV and school absenteeism had
been officially acknowledged to represent major
infringements of basic child rights. In a recent
review on child rights in Africa, UNICEF (2020)
concludes that the ACRWC has helped to enhance
awareness of child rights, trigger legislative change,
and improve accountability during the past 30 years.

Why child rights matter for human
development has been further conceptualised by
Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum (Nussbaum &
Sen, 1993). Education and the freedom from abuse
are important prerequisites in order to achieve
higher states of human capabilities. Sen and
Nusshbaum define capabilities as what a person is
capable “to be and to do” in life. Among the central
human  functional capabilities defined by
Nussbaum (2001), bodily integrity, freedom from
fear and anxiety, and access to an adequate
education play key roles. Sen and Nussbaum have
further stressed how various functional capabilities
are interrelated. For example, both authors have
argued that in societies that strongly discriminate
based on gender, females’ access to education and
income are undermined, limiting females’
capability space.

Motivated by both the child rights approach
and the capability approach, with the empirical
analysis in this article we aim to shed new light on
the prevalence of GBV and its impact on access to
education across Southern and Eastern Africa.

Past evidence

Research on school violence has been growing over
the past decades in both developed and developing
countries. While most studies have focussed on the
issue of bullying and violence in general, the
number of studies that have dealt with the gender
issue in school violence is rather limited. Most
existing studies have employed qualitative methods,
and quantitative evidence from large-scale data sets
is particularly rare. Even when such quantitative
data were available (particularly in OECD
countries), analyses have often relied on
“superficial analysis” of the data (Leach et al.,
2014:11). Existing studies on school-related GBV
are usually scarcer for the Global North compared
to developing countries (Research Triangle Institute
[RTI] International, 2016; UNGEI & UNESCO,
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2013). Some countries have collected data on GBV
at schools but have not analysed the effects or
consequences of such violence on education
outcomes (Girlguiding, 2017; Ranchod & Boezak,
2016). A notable exception is the American
Association of University Women (AAUW), which
has consistently conducted research on secondary
schools in the United States of America, with
sample sizes of between 1,600 and 2,000. Their
findings indicate that sexual harassment caused
learners to stay home from school or skip classes
(Hill & Kearl, 2011; Lipson, 2001). Other studies
from advanced countries found associations
between sexual harassment and reduced school
adjustment (Felix & McMahon, 2006) and feelings
of discomfort and unsafety in schools (Gadin,
2012; Ormerod, Collinsworth & Perry 2008;
Timmerman, 2003).

In the developing world, especially in sub-
Saharan Africa, most existing analyses have
employed smaller case studies and it is particularly
hard to find statistical evidence from large samples
(Dunne, Humphreys & Leach, 2006; Leach et al.,
2014). Using one of the larger samples for Malawi
in 2004, Bisika et al. (2009) found that of 1,496
teenage females in their sample, 43.9% reported
that someone had touched their breasts, buttocks or
genitals inappropriately and  without their
permission. More than 60% of these incidents had
taken place in the 6 months prior to the interview.
The largest proportion of these assaults (48.7%)
had taken place on school premises. According to
the study, the majority of perpetrators of this kind
of GBV were fellow learners (52.2%), while
teachers only represented a small portion of
perpetrators (3.8%). Moreover, 39% of the harassed
girls reported that sexual harassment adversely
affected their education and 3% dropped out of
school. In a more recent study in Malawi, Psaki et
al. (2017) used longitudinal data to examine the
relationship between violence in schools and at
home and education outcomes for 869 females and
884 males aged 14 to 17. Unlike other studies, the
authors did not find significant associations
between school violence, absenteeism, and dropout
for girls; in contrast, male victims were 50% more
likely to be absent from and drop out of school than
their female counterparts. For girls, rape and
pregnancy are among the most severe
consequences of GBV. According to Leach et al.
(2003), 44% and 63% of the study participants
reported knowing a girl’s pregnancy case by a male
peer in schools in Malawi and Ghana, respectively.
As for the prevalence of rape related to secondary
schools in Lesotho, 10.7% (7%) of learners had the
perception that rape perpetrated by children
(educators) had occurred in the 12 months prior to
the interview (De Wet, 2007). In further studies
from Zimbabwe, South Africa, Nigeria, Ethiopia,
and Kenya it was found that sexual abuse and

harassment resulted in victims feeling insecure,
lowering their participation, limiting their
movement in school, and ultimately absenteeism
and dropout (Abuya et al., 2012; Altinyelnken &
Le Mat, 2018; Leach, Machakanja & Mandoga,
2000; Ncontsa & Shumba, 2013; Onaoyase, 2020).
Using the same dataset used in our study, Saito
(2013) finds an increase in the perceived
prevalence of sexual harassment and other forms of
violence at schools across Southern and Eastern
African countries between 2000 and 2007. It is
unclear, however, whether this represents a real
increase or increased reporting due to higher
awareness of the issue. In her study she further
examined the relationship between sexual
harassment and various learning outcomes
(including absenteeism). While she found no
correlation between a violence index and
absenteeism, the analysis was a rather simple cross-
tabulation and did not control for the numerous
other factors affecting absence rates.

In summary, past studies have shown that
SRGBYV in sub-Saharan Africa is a substantial
problem which endangers child rights and access to
education. SRGBYV is perpetrated by peer learners
and — to a lesser extent — by teachers. In particular,
past evidence indicates a clear link to exist between
SRGBYV, mental health, and access to learning. In
the following section we investigate this link for 14
Southern and Eastern African countries, controlling
for a broad set of potentially confounding factors,
and distinguishing SRGBV effects by the type of
perpetrator. Based on the existing literature,
through the analysis in this study we examine the
following hypotheses: (Hi) Learner absenteeism
and sexual harassment are common problems at
primary schools in Southern and Eastern African
countries; (Hz) Sexual harassment in schools
increases learner absenteeism; (Hs) The impact of
sexual harassment on absenteeism may differ
depending on the perpetrator.

Data and Methodology

Data

In this study we used secondary data analysis
relying on data collected by the SACMEQ I
Project in 2007. SACMEQ Il collected data in
SACMEQ member countries covering 15 education
systems in total: Botswana, Kenya, Lesotho,
Malawi, Mauritius, Mozambique, Namibia,
Seychelles, South Africa, Swaziland, Tanzania
(mainland), Tanzania (Zanzibar), Uganda, Zambia,
and Zimbabwe. Although the fourth round of
SACMEQ had been implemented between 2012
and 2014, SACMEQ IV data has not been publicly
released and national reports were only available
from four countries at the time of this study. Clearly,
SACMEQ |11 data are no longer able to provide the
latest accuracy in terms of the prevalence of
SRGBYV and absenteeism. Nevertheless, it can help
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us shed new light on the relationship between
SRGBV and absenteeism which is unlikely to
change over time. According to international
organisations, the prevalence and significance of
the issue has not decreased since 2007 (UNESCO,
2017; UNICEF, 2014).

Data for the SACMEQ IIl project were
collected during the last quarter of 2007 by
interviewing learners, teachers, and school heads.
SACMEQ III assessed the schooling conditions
and the performance levels of both learners and
teachers in literacy, numeracy, and basic health
knowledge. The desired target population was “all
learners at Grade 6 level in 2007 (at the first week
of the eighth month of the school year) who were
attending registered mainstream primary schools.”
Among the total targeted population, learners in
schools with fewer than 20 learners in Grade 6 or
in schools for special educational needs were
excluded, which accounted for 3.6% of the total
targeted population. Stratification was carried out
on the regional level, i.e. national sampling frames
of schools were separated into regional lists of
schools prior to undertaking the sampling.

SACMEQ Il surveyed 2,779 primary schools,
8,026 teachers, and 61,396 learners in Grade 6
following a two-stage clustered sampling design.’
At the first stage, schools (clusters) in the target
population were selected based on a probability-
proportional-to-size (PPS) technique. At the second
stage, 25 learners were sampled from all the
Grade 6 classes in each sampled school (cluster) by

computer-generated random numbers. In particular,
this random selection of the learner sample at each
school level was carried out by trained data
collectors. It was not acceptable to permit school
principals or classroom teachers to select learners,
as those might have had an interest to select their
best learners. Sampling design was carried out in
accordance with international standards. In fact, the
predecessor of SACMEQ in the 1990s was initiated
by the International Institute for Educational
Planning. Hungi, Makuwa, Ross, Saito, Dolata, Van
Cappelle, Paviot and Vellien (2010) provide further
details regarding data collection. The final sample
used in this study comprised 60,805 learners, 4,303
reading teachers, and 4,259 mathematics teachers
from a total of 2,745 schools across 14 countries.

Methodology

Using multiple regression analysis, we employed
probit estimation to examine the relationship
between GBV in schools and learners’ absenteeism.
Starting with a simple regression specification,
additional sets of independent variables were added
in sequence until the full model controls for all
observable aspects of a learner’s decision to attend.

The dependent variable is the binary variable 4,,.,_,

which indicates the absence from school of learner
i from class k in school I in country ¢, and is

defined as follows:

0 if never being absent from school in the past month

kie — . . .
e {1 if ever being absent from school at least once in the past month

Equation 1 presents the simplest regression
model that includes only harassment variables and

P(Absence = 1| harassment) = 4,

country dummies.

= a + harassment,_f§ + country.8 + £;,,,

Equation 1

Sexual harassment, the SRGBV measure used
in this study, is defined as “any unwelcome sexual
advance, request for sexual favour, verbal or
physical conduct or gesture of a sexual nature, or
any other behaviour of a sexual nature that might
reasonably be expected or be perceived to cause
offense or humiliation to another” (UNSG, 2008:1).
In the model of Equation 1, the vector

harassment,, includes a set of dummy

variables reflecting the head of the school’s
perception of sexual harassment targeting learners

in school 1in country ¢ at the time of the interview.

Sexual harassment problems within schools as
perceived by heads of schools were the main
independent variables used in this study.’

Two types of sexual harassment variables
were used in this study: harassment perpetrated by
learners (s_lharass) and harassment perpetrated by
teachers (s_tharass). School heads were asked how
often the school had to deal with a number of
behaviour of learners and teachers, including
sexual harassment. Responses were categorised
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into three options: “never”, “sometimes”, and
“often.” Unfortunately, SACMEQ does not ask
learners about their individual experiences of
sexual harassment. Only school heads are asked
about the average occurrence of sexual harassment
in their school. Therefore, the coefficient vector j
in Equation 1 should be interpreted as the effect of
sexual harassment occurring in school on all
learners’ average likelihood of absence. This
average effect of harassment on all learners’
absence will be lower than the effect on only the

victim’s absence, given that it averages over
victims, bystanders, and non-victims. The term

country, is a vector of country dummies and

Eix1c 1S the error term. Given that we used

clustered survey data, standard errors were adjusted
for clustering of observations at the school level.

The simple regression model in Equation 1
could then be augmented to more complete models
until the full model.

Ay, = a + harassment, f + learner,, y + household,,, .6 + teacher,, .x +

school, A + country 8 + =, .

Equation 2

where learner;,; and household,,,, indicate

vectors of individual and household characteristics
of learner £, respectively. Moreover, teacherjm

refers to a vector of teacher characteristics of both
reading and mathematics (“math” hereafter)

teachers of class k, and school,, is a vector of

school characteristics of school 1. Table 1 provides

a detailed description of all variables used in this
study.
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Table 1 Description of variables

Variable name

Description

Learner absenteeism
Absence

Sexual harassment
Learners harass never

Learners harass sometimes

Learners harass often
Teachers harass never

Teachers harass sometimes

Teachers harass often
Learner characteristics
Female

Age

Read score

Math score

Repeat class

Household characteristics

Mother schooling
Father schooling
SES

No of books

No of siblings

Fetch water

Help family business

English at home
Distance to school
Teacher characteristics
Female read teacher
Female math teacher
Age read teacher

Age math teacher
Schooling read teacher
Schooling math teacher
Training read teacher
Training math teacher
Read teacher meeting
Math teacher meeting
School characteristics
Homework

Free meals

Urban

Resources index
Female toilet ratio
Disturb class
Vandalism

Theft

Teacher absence
Country dummies

Being absent from school at least once during past month (Yes [Y] = 1; No [N]=0)

Sexual harassment of learners by other learners never occurs (Y =1; N = 0)
Sexual harassment of learners by other learners occurs sometimes (Y = 1; N = 0)
Sexual harassment of learners by other learners occurs often (Y = 1; N = 0)
Sexual harassment of learners by teachers never occurs (Y = 1; N = 0)

Sexual harassment of learners by teachers occurs sometimes (Y =1; N =0)
Sexual harassment of learners by teachers occurs often (Y =1; N =0)

Gender (female = 1; male = 0)

Age in years

Reading score

Mathematics score

Repeated a year at least once (Y =1; N =0)

Education of mother in years of schooling

Education of father in years of schooling

Socioeconomic status of learner’s family

Number of books at home for learner

Number of siblings at home for learner

Frequency of fetching water for learner (never = 0; some days = 1; most days = 2)
Frequency of helping in a family business for learner (never = 0; some days = 1; most
days = 2)

Learner speaks English at home (Y = 1; N = 0)

Distance to school from home in kilometres

Reading teacher’s gender (female = 1; male = 0)

Mathematics teacher’s gender (female = 1; male = 0)

Reading teacher’s age in years

Mathematics teacher’s age in years

Education of reading teacher in years

Education of mathematics teacher in years

Teacher training of reading teacher in years

Teacher training of mathematics teacher in years

Reading teacher meets parents of learners once a month (Y =1; N = 0)
Mathematics teacher meets parents of learners once a month (Y = 1; N = 0)

Frequency of homework (no homework = 0; once a month = 1; once a week = 2; most
days of a week = 3)
School free meals per day

School location (urban = 1; rural = 0)

Availability of resources in school (out of 22 items)

Percentage of female flush toilets out of whole female toilets in school

Frequency of classroom disturbance by learners (never = 0; sometimes = 1; often = 2)
Frequency of vandalism by learners (never = 0; sometimes = 1; often = 2)

Frequency of theft by learners (never = 0; sometimes = 1; often = 2)

Frequency of teacher absenteeism (never = 0; sometimes = 1; often = 2)
Dummy variable (1 = yes; 0 = no) for each country

Regressions  can

further be estimated
separately for girls and boys." While much of the
discussion around SRGBV has been focussed on

the impact on girls, lately there is growing
recognition of violence targeting boys and
non-binary gender children (UNICEF, 2014). Some
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evidence exists that girls are more likely to
experience GBV, while boys are more likely to
experience corporal punishment (UNESCO, 2017).
Besides gender-specific effects of SRGBV on
attendance, other gender-related factors exist that
can lead to a difference in average school
attendance by boys and girls. On the one hand,
school absenteeism of females in Grade 6 can be
expected to be elevated due to girls’ monthly
menstrual processes and their responsibilities in the
home (Miiro, Rutakumwa, Nakiyingi-Miiro,
Nakuya, Musoke, Namakula, Francis, Torondel,
Gibson, Ross & Weiss, 2018). On the other hand,
boys can be distracted from attending school
because they are often expected to work for pay
besides school in order to complement family
income (Wolf, McCoy & Godfrey, 2016).

Results

In the following section we present the results of
this study, starting with descriptive statistics,
followed by main regression results, and a
heterogeneity analysis by gender.

Descriptive Statistics

Table 2 presents summary statistics for all variables
used in this study. On average, learners were 13
years old, had 4.2 siblings, and their mothers and
fathers had 7.3 and 8.1 years of schooling
respectively. Eighty-two per cent of learners spoke
English at home. The sample was further equally
distributed across sex; 51% of the sample was
female. Moreover, 41.5% of learners attended a
school in an urban area. Teachers were on average
37.4 years old.
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Table 2 Summary statistics

Variable No of observations M SD Min Max
Learner absenteeism

Absence 60,805 0.45 0.50 0 1
Sexual harassment

Learners harass never 60,805 0.59 0.49 0 1
Learners harass sometimes 60,805 0.30 0.46 0 1
Learners harass often 60,805 0.11 0.31 0 1
Teachers harass never 60,805 0.84 0.36 0 1
Teachers harass sometimes 60,805 0.07 0.25 0 1
Teachers harass often 60,805 0.09 0.28 0 1
Learner characteristics

Female 60,723 0.51 0.50 0 1
Age 60,723 13.02 1.74 9 26
Read score 60,723 511.39 101.54 63.04 965.70
Math score 60,723 508.44 95.94 11.46 1090.39
Repeat class 60,723 0.38 0.49 0 1
Household characteristics

Mother’s schooling 48,483 7.31 4.55 0 16
Father’s schooling 48,483 8.12 4.69 0 16
SES 48,483 505.79 100.76 211.79 802.23
No of books 48,483 17.27 56.35 0 900
No of siblings 48,483 4.19 3.27 0 60
Fetch water 48,483 1.07 0.81 0 2
Help family business 48,483 0.53 0.70 0 2
English at home 48,483 0.82 0.39 0 1
Distance to school 48,483 2.01 1.62 0.5 5.5
Teacher characteristics

Female read teacher 46,350 0.54 0.50 0 1
Female math teacher 46,350 0.41 0.49 0 1
Age read teacher 46,350 37.37 9.24 19 66
Age math teacher 46,350 37.42 9.07 19 68
Schooling read teacher 46,350 12.39 2.75 6 16
Schooling math teacher 46,350 12.33 2.73 6 16
Training read teacher 46,350 3.55 1.20 0 5
Training math teacher 46,350 3.54 121 0 5
Read teacher meeting 46,350 0.23 0.42 0 1
Math teacher meeting 46,350 0.22 0.42 0 1
School characteristics

Homework 46,350 2.36 0.84 0 3
Free meals 46,350 0.45 0.53 0 2
Urban 46,350 0.41 0.49 0 1
Resources index 46,350 9.20 5.25 0 22
Female toilet ratio 46,350 33.66 46.15 0 100
Disturb class 46,350 1.05 0.71 0 2
Vandalism 46,350 0.86 0.69 0 2
Theft 46,350 1.01 0.61 0 2
Teacher absence 46,350 0.89 0.67 0 2

Across the entire sample, 44.9% of learners
were absent from school at least once during the
past month (girls 43.8%; boys 46.6%). School
heads reported learner-to-learner sexual harassment
to be an issue in the schools of 40.5% of learners in
the total sample (in 29.6% of cases school heads

reported the problem to occur “sometimes™; in
10.9% of cases it was reported it to occur “often”).
Teacher-to-learner sexual harassment was reported
to be an issue in the schools of 15.5% of learners
(6.9% reported “sometimes”; 8.6% “often”). While
no internationally comparable statistics exist for
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sexual harassment in primary schools, it can be
expected that these numbers are high given that
SACMEQ countries are among the highest in GBV
experienced during teen age (UNICEF, 2014:67).
Table 3 presents the average occurrence of
absenteeism and sexual harassment by country
according to SACMEQ Il data. The prevalence of
both phenomena were substantial, lending support
to hypothesis Hy. Substantial differences existed in
learner absence rates across education systems.
Mauritius (74%), Zambia (68%), and Uganda

(65%) recorded the highest prevalence of school
absenteeism during the past month. While in
Mauritius, 74% of all learners were absent at least
once during the past month; this was only the case
for 16% of learners in Botswana, the country with
the lowest absence rate in the region in 2007. These
rates confirm earlier literature that found high
prevalence of truancy in sub-Saharan African
countries (e.g. Onyeaka, Kugbey, Ayanore &
Asante, 2020).

Table 3 Learner absence and sexual harassment occurrence (mean values by country)

Learner absence

Learners harass

Teachers harass

(dummy
Country variable) “Sometimes” “Often” “Sometimes” “Often”
Botswana 0.16 0.25 0.04 0.02 0.02
Kenya 0.41 0.41 0.08 0.08 0.04
Lesotho 0.50 0.20 0.03 0.04 0.02
Malawi 0.52 0.34 0.09 0.10 0.07
Mauritius 0.74 0.12 0.03 0.02 0.01
Mozambique 0.41 0.19 0.00 0.08 0.00
Namibia 0.39 0.31 0.07 0.06 0.04
Seychelles 0.55 0.62 0.00 0.00 0.00
South Africa 0.37 0.34 0.06 0.03 0.03
Swaziland 0.19 0.32 0.08 0.05 0.06
Tanzania (mainland) 0.51 0.28 0.09 0.10 0.09
Uganda 0.65 0.31 0.27 0.17 0.20
Zambia 0.68 0.43 0.05 0.17 0.04
Tanzania (Zanzibar) 0.55 NA NA NA NA
Zimbabwe 0.48 0.31 0.11 0.08 0.11
All countries 0.46 0.30 0.11 0.07 0.09

Note. Means adjusted for sampling weights. Total number of observations: 60,805. Zanzibar’s sexual harassment prevalence
cannot be reported due to a translation problem in the questionnaire (Saito, 2013).

Table 3 further presents the average
prevalence of sexual harassment issues reported by
the heads of primary schools by country. Mauritius
(15%; “sometimes” + “often”) and Mozambique
(19%) reported the lowest incidence of learner-to-
learner harassment, while the highest incidence was
reported in the Seychelles (62%), in Uganda (58%),
in Kenya (49%), and Zambia (48%). Reported
teacher-to-learner harassment was the highest in
Uganda (37%) and Zambia (21%), while it was the
lowest in the Seychelles (0%), in Mauritius (3%),
and Botswana (4%).

Regression Results

Table 4 shows the results of estimating the models
laid out in Equations 1 and 2. Column 1 shows the
marginal effects between sexual harassment and
absenteeism when only controlled for country fixed
effects.Y In Column 2, learner-level control
variables were added, which is followed by
household-level controls in column 3. In column 4,
teacher- and school-level variables were further
added to the model.

Table 4 Sexual harassment in school and learner’s absenteeism

Absence (Y =1;N=0)

1 2 3 4
Learners harass
Sometimes 0.00295 -0.000542 0.00525 -0.000928
(0.00939) (0.00458) (0.00513) (0.00545)
Often 0.00967 0.00214 0.00212 -0.0186
(0.0214) (0.00999) (0.0112) (0.0121)
Teachers harass
Sometimes 0.0222 0.0207*** 0.0186** 0.0332***
(0.0160) (0.00803) (0.00886) (0.00928)
Often 0.0454* 0.0400*** 0.0516*** 0.0563***
(0.0240) (0.0113) (0.0125) (0.0133)
Learner characteristics
Female -0.0160*** -0.0159*** -0.0234***

(0.00387)

(0.00433) (0.00663)
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Absence (Y =1;N=0)
2 3 4
Age 0.0228*** 0.0167*** 0.0166***
(0.00131) (0.00152) (0.00155)
Read score -0.000276*** -0.000215*** -0.000214***
(2.97e-05) (3.44e-05) (3.56e-05)
Math score -0.000202*** -0.000163*** -0.000163***
(3.17e-05) (3.56e-05) (3.64e-05)
Repeat class 0.0289*** 0.0319*** 0.0292***
(0.00427) (0.00482) (0.00493)
Household characteristics
Mother schooling -0.00223*** -0.00270***
(0.000680) (0.000696)
Father schooling -0.000539 -0.000192
(0.000637) (0.000651)
SES -0.000253*** -0.000228***
(3.94e-05) (4.27e-05)
No of books 4.44e-05 3.34e-05
(4.21e-05) (4.31e-05)
No of siblings 0.00283*** 0.00262***
(0.000729) (0.000749)
Fetch water -0.00762** -0.00835***
(0.00303) (0.00313)
Help family business 0.00684** 0.00617*
(0.00310) (0.00317)
English at home -0.0113* -0.00827
(0.00588) (0.00603)
Distance to school 0.0151*** 0.0140***
(0.00133) (0.00136)
Teacher characteristics
Female read teacher -0.00596
(0.00704)
Female math teacher 0.0177**
(0.00722)
Female*Female read teacher 0.0124
(0.00963)
Female*Female math teacher -0.00216
(0.00980)
Age read teacher -0.000923***
(0.000282)
Age math teacher -0.000424
(0.000285)
Schooling read teacher -0.000182
(0.000943)
Schooling math teacher 0.00218**
(0.000942)
Training read teacher 0.00273
(0.00236)
Training math teacher 0.00144
(0.00235)
Read teacher meeting -0.0150**
(0.00586)
Math teacher meeting -0.00525
(0.00598)
School characteristics
Homework -0.00900***
(0.00285)
Free meals -0.0410***
(0.00590)
Urban -0.0335***
(0.00562)
Resource index -0.00196***

(0.000745)
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Absence (Y =1;N=0)

1 2 3 4
Female toilet ratio 0.000253***
(8.33e-05)
Disturb class 0.0147***
(0.00399)
Vandalism -0.0100**
(0.00446)
Theft 0.0157***
(0.00482)
Teacher absence -0.00623
(0.00417)
Country dummies
KEN 0.271*** 0.255%** 0.220%** 0.202%**
(0.0209) (0.0112) (0.0133) (0.0147)
LES 0.374*** 0.310*** 0.289*** 0.295%**
(0.0215) (0.0111) (0.0132) (0.0139)
MAL 0.378*** 0.296*** 0.258*** 0.233***
(0.0239) (0.0123) (0.0142) (0.0160)
MAU 0.590*** 0.654*** 0.657*** 0.648***
(0.0225) (0.0116) (0.0136) (0.0144)
MOZ 0.277*** 0.213*** 0.164*** 0.150***
(0.0230) (0.0119) (0.0141) (0.0161)
NAM 0.225*** 0.186*** 0.172%*** 0.158***
(0.0200) (0.0105) (0.0127) (0.0135)
SEY 0.410*** 0.462*** 0.465*** 0.422%**
(0.0234) (0.0146) (0.0168) (0.0179)
SouU 0.235*** 0.218*** 0.217%** 0.217%**
(0.0186) (0.0100) (0.0120) (0.0123)
SWA 0.0440** 0.0209* -0.00838 -0.00540
(0.0221) (0.0122) (0.0147) (0.0153)
TAN 0.346*** 0.329*** 0.300*** 0.264***
(0.0223) (0.0113) (0.0135) (0.0159)
UGA 0.496*** 0.437%** 0.404*** 0.376***
(0.0212) (0.0108) (0.0129) (0.0149)
ZAM 0.531*** 0.453*** 0.423*** 0.387***
(0.0232) (0.0127) (0.0146) (0.0181)
ZAN 0.349*** 0.325*** 0.298*** 0.255***
(0.0265) (0.0137) (0.0156) (0.0173)
ZIM 0.357*** 0.358*** 0.340*** 0.309***
(0.0245) (0.0121) (0.0145) (0.0159)
Observations 60,805 60,723 48,483 46,350

Note. Probit estimation; coefficients reported are marginal effects. Standard errors in parentheses are corrected for clustering
at the school level; ***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1. Reference categories for harassment are “s_lharass_never” and
“s_tharass_never.” The reference for country dummies is Botswana.

Keeping everything else constant, estimated
coefficients reveal a statistically significant
relationship  between sexual harassment and
learners’ absence from school when harassment
originates from teachers. However, no significant
effect on absenteeism was found when harassment
originated from fellow learners. Furthermore,
effects of teacher harassment on learner absence
were significantly higher when harassment
occurred “often” compared to “sometimes.” In the
full model (4), marginal effects were 0.0332 (p =
0.00035) for “sometimes” and 0.0563 (p =
0.000024) for “often”; both being highly

statistically significant. Estimated coefficients
indicate that a learner’s likelihood of absence
during a given month rises by 3.3 percentage points
when the school has problems with teacher-to-
learner harassment occurring “sometimes”, and by
5.6 percentage points when harassment occurs
“often.” The evidence from Table 4 lends support
to hypotheses H, and Hs. It can further be observed
that absence from school tends to be lower for
female learners, for learners from better-off
families, if the learner’s mother is more educated, if
learners live closer to the school, and if a free meal
is offered at school.
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Table 5 Gender-specific estimations

Absence (Y =1;N=0)

1 2
Girls Boys
Learners harass
Sometimes 0.00764 -0.00948
(0.00770) (0.00770)
Often -0.0202 -0.0181
(0.0169) (0.0172)
Teachers harass
Sometimes 0.0337*** 0.0320**
(0.0131) (0.0132)
Often 0.0518*** 0.0615***
(0.0187) (0.0190)
Observations 23,453 22,897

Note. See Table 4. Estimations include the same set of control variables as the full model in Table 4, Column 4.

In a next step, the full model in Equation 2
was estimated separately for girls and boys to
examine potential heterogeneity in effects by
gender. The results of these estimations are
summarised in Table 5. Interestingly, estimated
coefficients suggest that no significant difference
existed in how sexual harassment affected girls
compared to boys. Both genders were negatively
affected by SRGBV, and sexual harassment
increased absenteeism for both girls and boys at a
similar order of magnitude.

Discussion

Summarising the above results, the analysis in this
study points towards a high prevalence of sexual
harassment in primary schools in SACMEQ
countries. It further shows a strong relationship
between teacher-to-learner harassment and school
absenteeism, while this effect was not found to be
significant  for learner-to-learner  harassment.
Moreover, effects found were not only significant
for girls, but similarly important for boys.

GBYV, including both physical and verbal
abuse, yields impairment of  emotional
development, mental distress, and low self-esteem
(Altinyelken & Le Mat, 2018; Ncontsa & Shumba,
2013). Victims may be discouraged from active
participation in class and pursuit of academic
excellence because they fear to attract unwanted
attention from teachers and peers for an
inappropriate purpose. The occurrence of GBV
creates an intimidating and stressful learning
environment and disengagement from schools. In
turn, it hinders learners’ attendance and causes
dropout (Bisika et al., 2009; Jones et al., 2008;
UNESCO & UN Women, 2016). With respect to
physical harm, especially for girls, learners may
become pregnant which usually signifies the end of
a girl’s education (Leach et al., 2014). An
intimidating learning environment is not only an

issue for victims themselves. Bystanders of
violence may also suffer from mental distress, such
as helplessness, nightmares about being the next
target, and guilt for not taking action (Flannery,
Wester & Singer, 2004; Janosz, Archambault,
Pagani, Pascal, Morin & Bowen, 2008). Rivers,
Poteat, Noret and Ashurst (2009) found empirical
evidence that observing peer victimisation can
negatively impact witnesses’ mental health. That is
to say, GBV in school adversely affects the whole
school environment by inhibiting direct and
indirect victims’ learning.

The findings in this study suggest a
significant impact of sexual harassment on
absenteeism, in particular when the former
originates from teachers. This is in line with results
from Timmerman (2003) for the Netherlands, Psaki
et al. (2017) for Malawi, Chitsamatanga and
Rembe (2020) for South Africa, Onoyase (2020)
for Nigeria, and Johnson Ross and Parkes (2020)
for Ethiopia and Zambia, who found that GBV
increased absenteeism and school dropout. The
findings in our study are contradictory to the
findings by Saito (2013), who also used SACMEQ
data and did not find a significant correlation
between a violence index and absenteeism.
However, her analysis was a rather simple cross-
tabulation and did not control for the numerous
other factors affecting absence rates. The
distinctive contribution of our study is that it
provides quantitative evidence from nationally
representative surveys for 14 Southern and Eastern
African countries. In particular, statistical evidence
from large and multi-country datasets is extremely
rare in the SRGBV literature. To the best of our
knowledge, our study presents the largest scope at
which the effect of SRGBV on absenteeism has
been rigorously tested to date.

Several  potential  interpretations  are
considered for our results. GBV is rooted in power
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relations and teachers are generally positioned
superior to their learners in schools (Onoyase,
2020; Psaki et al., 2017). Since teachers can
commit GBV by wielding their authority (Dunne et
al., 2006), teacher-to-learner harassment could
involve a more distinct power relation compared to
learner-to-learner relations. Learners usually don’t
have the power to decide whether to consent to a
teacher’s  coercive  behaviour  (International
Women’s Human Rights [IWHR] Clinic
Georgetown University Law Center, 2018).
According to Leach et al. (2014), in sub-Saharan
Africa, there are widespread reports that teachers
demand sexual favours from girls in exchange for
preferential treatment, such as money, good grades
in exams, protection from corporal punishment,
private tutoring, and promises of marriage. What is
more serious is that they threaten learners with
punishment, exam failure, or public ridicule if
learners don’t accept their favours. Teachers also
take it for granted to use free learner labour and
force girls in particular, to perform personal errands
in their homes where they can avoid other people
witnessing (Parkes & Heslop, 2011). In research
conducted in Cape Town, South Africa, high school
girls pointed out male teachers’ staff rooms as one
of the unsafe places in schools (Mandela, 2012).
Furthermore, punishment for the teacher’s
perpetration is often too light (Chitsamatanga &
Rembe, 2020; IWHR Clinic Georgetown
University Law Center, 2018). In sub-Saharan
Africa, when an occurrence of GBV is revealed,
even in the case when a learner is pregnant,
teachers are hardly expelled from their careers. At
most, the perpetrating teacher is transferred to
another school (UNESCO, 2017).

Furthermore, contrary to most previous
studies, findings show no significant relationship
between sexual harassment by peer learners and
absenteeism, which is surprising. This can in part
be explained by the nature of the dataset. Since
sexual harassment was measured at the school-
level, not the individual level, estimated effects are
averaged across victims, bystanders, and non-
victims, which tends to water down the direct effect.

Regarding gender-specific regression,
findings indicate similar negative effects of
teachers’ harassment on absenteeism for both girls
and boys. This is in contrast to several previous
studies suggesting stronger impacts on girls than on
boys (Gruber & Fineran, 2008, 2016; Hill & Kearl,
2011). However, it is in line with Psaki et al. (2017),
who found only significant impacts of sexual
harassment for boys and not girls in rural Malawi.
Our results support a recent trend in the GBV
literature to look beyond girls as main victims.

Limitations of the Study
This study was not without limitations. Firstly,
information on sexual harassment was self-reported

by the school head. Considering a tendency that
sexual harassment is usually under-reported and
that school heads tend to be reluctant to report
GBV problems in their schools, the frequency of
sexual harassment reported is likely to
underestimate the actual magnitude of the problem.
Secondly, SRGBYV should best be measured at the
individual level. SACMEQ Il only asked school
heads about the average incidence of sexual
harassment in their school as a whole. Learners
were not asked questions related to GBV. This
complicates the estimation of the actual effect of
such violence on the victim. Rather, our results
estimate the impact of sexual harassment cases on
school absenteeism averaged across victims,
bystanders, and non-victims. The coefficient
estimates in our study can therefore be viewed as
the lower bounds of the impact of SRGBV on
absenteeism of victims.

Concluding Remarks

Schools should be safe havens where learners can
study freely and without fear. However, school-
related GBV not only presents a severe
infringement of basic child rights and the very role
of schools, it further jeopardises children’s access
to education and thus to basic human capabilities.
GBV can lower learners’ self-esteem and
motivation which leads to disengagement from
school and an increase in learners’ absenteeism. In
this study we investigated the relationship between
SRGBV and learners’ absence from school for
more than 60,000 Grade 6 learners across 14
Southern and Eastern African countries. Forty-one
per cent of schools reported to have problems with
learner-to-learner sexual harassment, while 16%
reported to have problems with teacher-to-learner
sexual harassment. South Africa has shown
comparatively less teacher-to-learner  sexual
harassment compared to the region (6%), yet the
same prevalence of learner-to-learner harassment
remains (41%) although dedicated programmes
towards safer and more gender-sensitive schools
had been running since 1999 (Republic of South
Africa, 2020). Our findings indicate significant
effects of sexual harassment perpetrated by
teachers on learners’ absence from school. In
schools where the head of the school reported the
issue to occur “sometimes”, learners were on
average 3.3% more likely to be absent from school
at least once during the past month. When the issue
occurred “often”, this likelihood increased by 5.6%.
No significant effects were found for sexual
harassment perpetrated by fellow learners. In
addition, results found were similar in size for boys
and girls.

These results have profound policy
implications. Poor attendance easily extends to
dropout and the end of education. Failure to
complete primary education renders it impossible
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to pursue further education and to acquire job-
related skills. Given its importance, it is necessary
to protect the child’s rights to human dignity,
bodily integrity, and to education. A combination of
stronger law enforcement and effective awareness-
raising programmes in schools is needed in order to
create more gender-sensitive learning environments
across Southern and Eastern Africa. Succeeding in
these endeavours would signify a key step forward
in realising the goals of the ACRWC.
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