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Introduction  

According to article 19 of the UN Convention of the Rights on the Child (CRC), a child has the right to 

special protection and care. The CRC was signed by 140 nations and 178 are party to the protocol. 

Nevertheless, according to UNICEF data, more than one billion children experience violence in one 

form or another. More initiatives need to be taken in order to ensure children’s safety in all facets of 

life. Due to its prevalence in childhood (the average time spent in primary classrooms is around 779 

hours a year), the education system can and should become a key factor in children’s safety. On 

principle, the education system helps children develop abilities to help protect themselves all the 

while actively ensuring their safety. This research report will put forward the failings of this system 

and the efforts made to remedy it.  

 
Definition of Key Terms  
 
Child (Minor) 

 According to the Convention on the Rights of the Child, a child is any person under 18. 

Education system 

 Set of essential institutions that allow students to receive a public education, generally from 

kindergarten to high school level.  

School 

 An educational institution designed for teaching and learning by providing appropriate 

learning spaces for children.  

Bullying 

  The behavior of a person who hurts or frightens someone perceived as smaller or less 

powerful through repeated verbal, physical, or social behavior. 

Child abuse 

  The physical, sexual, or emotional/verbal maltreatment or neglect of a child. 

Homeschool 
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 When a child receives an education at home and is generally taught by their parents. 

Mental health 

 The emotional, psychological, and social well-being of an individual.  

LGBTQ+ 

 Abbreviation for “Lesbian, Gay, Bi, Transgender, Queer, and more.”  
 
 
General Overview 
 

Creation of safe spaces 

     For children to be able to learn safely in the best conditions, the school building itself should be 

adapted to children and their needs. The importance of appropriate urban planning is not to be 

dismissed. Certain private primary schools in the United Kingdom have decided to forgo playgrounds 

(the Guardian). However, according to children’s experts, playgrounds are necessary for      a child’s 

well-being and development; providing an adapted outlet and creating a positive environment for 

children. There is additionally the matter of making the surrounding school environment equally safe, 

as a lack of appropriate school streets and road security can pose a serious danger. 

 

Moreover, a growing issue for schools has also been poor air quality. In Britain, more than 25% of 

schools are in an environment where levels of fine particulate matter (PM2.5) are above guideline 

limits recommended by the World Health Organization. This is a non-negligible safety hazard as this 

air pollution can lead to an increased risk for respiratory illnesses and asthma. Fine dust from diesel 

vehicles is a principal cause of this air pollution and while certain countries such as South Korea and 

Belgium have made efforts to reduce this (notably by ensuring air quality control), it remains an issue 

for much of the world, especially as pollution levels continue to rise.  

 

Furthermore, the COVID-19 pandemic represents a new factor to manage to ensure safety. The 

lockdowns have given a more prominent role to digital spaces in the education systems through the 

now widespread use of online schooling. Teachers and school staff must now also ensure the 

creation of digital spaces. Cyberbullying is on the rise with virtual learning. According to a worldwide 

survey (L1ght), there has been a notable 70% increase in hate among online users under 18. This 

spike is in part due to the isolation that quarantines have imposed, more time spent in digital 

environments, and generally less adult supervision. Cyberbullying has always been a notoriously 

vicious form of bullying that many children grapple with. It has a greater reach than in-person 

bullying because the internet makes it more accessible, allows bullies to share harmful material more 
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easily, and allows them to operate anonymously. In 2021 in the US, 15% of students aged from 12-18 

reported being cyberbullied, but few ever report these incidents. 

 

 
 

 

Protecting from abuse at school 

Despite the appearance of new forms of bullying, in-person bullying is still very much an issue. 

According to OECD data, 23% of students experienced bullying at least a few times a month with 8% 

reporting being frequently bullied. Bullying rates do appear to vary depending on certain countries 

and how strictly bullying is reprimanded. 40% of students experience bullying in Brunei, the 

Dominican Republic, Indonesia, Morocco, and the Philippines while less than 15% of students in 

Korea, the Netherlands, Portugal, and China.  

 

Generally, less than half of victims ever report the incident to an adult. Victims often fear that 

reporting bullying will lead to nothing but retaliation from their bullies. This fear is not helped by 

schools that lack a confidential reporting system and generally will not hold these children 

accountable due to the fear of having their parents complain. It is imperative that more effective 

systems are implemented through a better legal framework that will also hold schools accountable 

for how they treat the abuse experienced by their students. Bullying is incredibly damaging to all 

parties involved as it contributes to a higher risk of depression, anxiety, and low self-     esteem. 

According to an OECD study (PISA 2018), in schools with high bullying rates, there will generally be a 

Figure 1: The type of bullying experienced by age in the US (Huffpost, 2017) 
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poor disciplinary environment and students will be less likely to form strong social bonds with their 

classmates.   

 

Yet abuse is not only perpetuated between students. Teachers can also abuse their students in some 

way. It is important for students to form good relationships with their teachers and it has been 

proven that it has led to better support and stress management for students. However, the issue is 

that there are many cases of teachers forming inappropriate relationships with their pupils. Data is 

somewhat limited on this topic as there is a low number of reported cases as a result of victims not 

willing to come forward with allegations, but a Canadian study identified 750 cases between 1997 

and 2017 involving a minimum of 1,272 students. Another study showed that at least 8% of American 

students reported receiving unwanted sexual contact from their teachers and 10% had been the 

victim of sexual misconduct (exhibitionist conduct included). 

 

Abusive teacher-student relationships also take the form of emotional abuse. 44% of American 

students reported experiencing at least one occurrence of emotional abuse. One-third of students in 

South Korean middle schools reported being victims of emotional or physical abuse by teachers. 

Additionally, many countries still allow corporal punishments, such as spanking or slapping, in school 

(around 68 according to UNESCO data). Disabled children are at more risk than any other child due to 

a lack of understanding and training from teacher’s incapable of accommodating these children. For 

example, teachers often hold down autistic children having meltdowns, which is dangerous for both 

parties involved. 

 

When it comes to the American education system, it fails in one particular area more than any other 

country in the world. The U.S. has had 2,032 school shootings since 1970 and 948 of these have 

taken place since the Sandy Hook Elementary shooting in 2012. Since 1999, nearly 300,000 students 

have been on campus during a school shooting, experiencing life-changing trauma. The lack of 

adequate and effective security in schools is a prevalent factor. Active shooter drills, which simulate 

school shootings in order to prepare students, have been widely criticized. In many states, they are 

carried out with fake blood and weapons, all the while remaining mandatory for all students. Many 

advocates are now calling for less traumatizing and more educational training exercises, which would 

actually be effective in preparing students. There is also much debate on American gun laws as      

they have been a clear contributing factor to gun violence in schools. Mass shooting rates have been 

directly linked to levels of gun ownership. It is imperative that, in some way or another, minors' 

access to firearms is controlled or even banned to ensure children’s safety.  
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Protecting from abuse at home 

As established, the education system plays an instrumental role in children’s safety, the question is 

whether or not it should intervene in home life. 

 

UNICEF data affirms that around a billion children aged from 2-17 have been victims of some form of 

violence (physical, emotional, or sexual) and neglect. Child abuse perpetuated by their own parents is 

particularly damaging to a child’s mental health. It has a negative physiological impact on brain 

structure change and leads to slower development as well as difficulties focusing in school     . 

Schools usually serve as a safe place for these children, allowing them respite from the abuse at 

home. Even so, schools and their staff need to take a more proactive role, as they usually fail to take 

notice and contact appropriate social services. 

 

Then again, schools serving as a safe place for these children do call into question the safety of 

homeschooled children. Isolation is a risk factor for abuse and may explain a correlation between 

homeschooling and an increased risk for ongoing neglect and abuse. It means that some children are 

at the mercy of their parents. For instance, there have been cases of parents physically confining 

their children (tying them down, locking them in their rooms) and restricting their access to food. 

Nevertheless, empirical evidence is limited on the topic. Only a confirmed 1% of homeschooled 

children have experienced some form of abuse in North America, therefore it could be argued that 

children are at more risk in public schools than when homeschooled.  

 

One study (Knox 2014) did take another approach to the matter and found that 47% of children (later 

confirmed to be victims of abuse) were removed from school to be homeschooled, and another 29% 

were never enrolled in school. It could be inferred that there still is a correlation between the two.  

 

Mental health 

School is a determining factor in a child’s mental health. Heavy workloads and pressure can lead to 

degrading mental health. On the other hand, some teachers do provide invaluable support and 

encouragement to their struggling students. Even so, they often lack the material or immaterial 

resources needed to satisfy a pupil’s needs, such as proper knowledge and training when it comes to 

dealing with mental illness. In 2019, it was estimated that one in seven adolescents experience 

mental disorders, therefore around 170 million children.  

 

Additionally, it is hard for many parents to get school administration to recognize the role of mental 

health disorders in relation to the difficulty their child is having. They are unable to guarantee a 
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mentally ill child the proper accommodations and support needed. In the US, only 40% of students 

with mental health disorders graduate (compared to the national 76% average of students with no 

disorders). 

 

 
 

 

Suicide remains a leading cause of adolescent death in the world (WHO estimates). The education 

system is partly to blame and should take more measures to help. In particular, LGBTQ+ youth are 

the most at risk of suffering from mental illness. Of course, some children still live in countries where 

the same-sex attraction is punishable by death, but even in countries where it is considered socially 

acceptable, they are particularly vulnerable. Almost half of them have considered ending their lives in 

the past 12 months (Trevor Project survey) in the US. There seems to be a correlation with the set of 

laws passed recently in the country, such as the Florida “Don’t Say Gay” law, which enables parents 

to sue school districts if they think their child has had inappropriate instruction on gender and 

sexuality. The bill was highly debated and contested by many LGBTQ+ advocates who have indeed 

claimed that it is dehumanizing, increases stigma and directly leads to the erasure of LGBTQ+ 

identity. In any case, experts have stated that the politicization of a child’s identity increases stress 

and mental health risks, and causes internalized self-hatred.  

 

Figure 2: Depression, Anxiety, Behavior disorders by age in the US (CDC 2016) 
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A school must make its environment safe for all students. However, in the US, a study (Kosciw et al. 

2008) found that nearly 100% of LGBT students claimed to have heard homophobic remarks in their 

school, and over 75% heard them frequently or often. In France, there has been a significant increase 

in transphobic remarks made toward transgender children. However, the French government has 

launched awareness campaigns and begun to offer resources and needed services for LGBTQ+ youth. 

Many western European countries are beginning to do the same, following the Scandinavian 

countries which have always been the first to accommodate LGBTQ+ students.  

 
 
Timeline of Key Events  
 
Date     Event 

14th December 1960   Convention against Discrimination in Education formed 

2015      Goal 4: Quality Education. Education 2030 

19th December 2016   Resolution 71/177 Adopted – Rights of the Child 

 
 
Major Parties Involved 
 
UNICEF 

Founded on December 11th 1946, the United Nations International Children’s Emergency 

Fund (UNICEF) works collaboratively with institutions within all member states to encourage fair and 

equitable education and safety for all children.  

 
United States of America (USA) 
 In 2022 alone, the USA saw 51 school shootings that resulted in casualties. This statistic does 

not count shootings without physical casualties; however, it remains vital to acknowledge the mental 

and emotional scars this leaves on all those involved. The USA remains the nation with the most 

annual school shootings worldwide and is a major contributor to student and educational threats. 

 

Afghanistan 

 Afghanistan, under the rule of the Taliban, is the only nation that bans girls from attending 

secondary school and/or any form of higher education. This poses a threat to society in a major brain 

drain, and also to all the girls who attempt attending such institutions.  

 
 
Possible Solutions 
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[1] Every school must have a minimum of two licensed and qualified counselors. Students must 

have one 30-minute session per school term/semester. 

 

[2] Schools must not be affiliated with specific political agendas and must ensure that rights to 

freedom of speech and expression are upheld. Abuses of these rights may include: a) Silencing of 

students b) Hate speech 

 

[3] Ensure that all students and staff are aware of necessary drills regarding but not limited to: fires, 

shootings, and earthquakes. Frequently test alarms and responses.  

 

[4] Wellness classes from Year 5 to Year 10 to educate students on bodily functions and areas of 

mental, physical, and emotional well-being to encourage mutual respect and understanding. 
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