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A B S T R A C T

This is the first study to estimate the association globally between violence in childhood on
educational outcomes, addressing a significant gap in the current evidence base. Systematic re-
views and meta-analyses were conducted to identify 67 and 43 studies respectively from 21
countries to estimate the relationship between different types of violence in childhood on edu-
cational outcomes including school dropout/graduation, school absence, academic achievement
and other educational outcomes such as grade retention, learning outcomes and remedial classes.
Findings show that all forms of violence in childhood have a significant impact on educational
outcomes. Children who have experienced any form of violence in childhood have a 13% pre-
dicted probability that they will not graduate from school. Males who are bullied are nearly three
times more likely to be absent from school and girls who have experienced sexual violence have a
three-fold increased risk of being absent, AOR 2.912, 95% CI (0.904–4.92) and AOR 3.147, 95%
CI (0.033–4.57) respectively. Violence in childhood also has a significant impact on children’s
academic achievement on standardized tests. This study shows how different forms of violence in
childhood contribute to inequalities in education—for both boys and girls and that an increased
investment in prevention is needed in order to meet the global Sustainable Development Goals of
ending violence, raising learning outcomes and creating safe, non-violence and inclusive learning
environments. More work is also needed to further define, monitor and measure the link between
violence in childhood and educational outcomes in order to achieve the Sustainable Development
Goals.

1. Introduction

Addressing violence in childhood is a key development challenge for many countries and a major focus for international de-
velopment since the adoption of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) which include targets specifically aimed
at eliminating, reducing and preventing violence everywhere. While violence in childhood has been shown to impact the health and
well-being of children in every country where it has been measured, there is less evidence of the impact of violence on educational
outcomes (Gilbert et al., 2009; Fry, 2016; Fang et al., 2015) despite the realization that education goals cannot be met when children
live in fear (UNESCO, 2017; UN Secretary General, 2016). This study assesses the impact of a wide range of types of violence in
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childhood on educational outcomes through a global systematic review and meta-analyses. As the first study to do so, it aims to fill a
gap in existing knowledge about this relationship and identify key issues for future research. The study is part of a larger program of
research intended to support the achievement of SDG education Target 4.a which calls for the provision of safe, non-violent, inclusive
and effective learning environments for all.

The past ten to fifteen years have seen substantial improvement in the analysis of both the prevalence and consequences of
violence in childhood as demonstrated by a number of reviews and meta-analyses looking at this field of study which include both a
global (see Barth, Bermetz, Heim, Trelle & Tonia, 2013; Hillis, Mercy, Amobi & Kress, 2016; Pereda, Guilera, Forns & Gómez-Benito,
2009; Stoltenborgh, van IJzendoorn, Euser & Bakermans-Kranenburg, 2011) and regional perspective (see Fry, McCoy & Swales,
2012; UNICEF, 2012). Furthermore, there have been systematic reviews and meta-analyses exploring individual countries where
enough empirical literature exists (see Ji, Finkelhor, & Dunne, M. 2013; Fang et al., 2015). However, fewer literature reviews and
meta-analyses focus on educational outcomes. Those that do typically examine variables such as enrolment, attendance and learning
outcomes as measured by test scores (Cuesta, Glewwe & Krause, 2016; Glewwe et al., 2011; Mitchell, Wylie & Carr, 2008; Snilstveit
et al., 2015). Measuring learning and other educational outcomes such as enrolment is important because enrolment does not ensure
attendance and attending school does not necessarily mean children will learn (Rose & Alcott, 2015). Nevertheless, the measurement
of learning outcomes has become an important focus of policy and programming efforts – including the SDGs – as a means of ensuring
equitable and inclusive education for all (SDG 4), reducing poverty (SDG 1), and improving life skills (a focus area for many goals).
Though there have been improvements in defining and measuring educational outcomes, including learning, there is a clear need to
better understand how violence impacts children’s educational outcomes.

Although no systematic review has yet examined the myriad forms of violence in childhood and their impact on educational
outcomes, there have been both literature reviews and meta-analyses conducted on some specific violence types and academic
outcomes. For example, a literature review by Espelage et al. (2013) concluded that bullying and peer victimization are related to
poor academic performance in college. Another review examining violence and aggression in urban minority youth in the United
States concluded that violence adversely affects academic achievement by negatively impacting cognition, school connectedness and
school attendance (Basch, 2011). A further recent review exploring the relationship between violence in childhood and educational
outcomes which utilized 20 articles, of which sixteen were empirical and four were research syntheses, concluded that violence in
childhood frequently impairs academic performance resulting in special education requirements, grade retention and lower grades
(Romano, Babchishin, Marquis & Fréchette, 2015). A recent report by UNESCO (2017) has also shown that school violence and
bullying victimization impacts children’s education in a number of ways, such as being afraid to go to school, difficulties con-
centrating in class and poorer performance in subjects, particularly mathematics. Nakamoto and Schwartz (2010) conducted a meta-
analytic review of 33 studies that explored the association between peer victimization and academic performance. This systematic
approach reported a small but significant negative correlation between peer victimization and academic performance using random
effects and fixed-effects models (Nakamoto & Schwartz, 2010). Clearly these reviews offer important insights about the impact of
violence on academic and other educational outcomes but equally there has been a lack of systematic attempts to explore these
associations.

This paper is the first to comprehensively explore the impact of violence in childhood on various educational outcomes including
learning. A global systematic review was conducted and meta-analyses estimating the impact of violence on educational outcomes
were developed. The meta-analyses calculated the magnitude of associations with school dropout, absenteeism, academic achieve-
ment, grade repetition, engagement and other outcomes, and thereby estimated (at least to the lower bound) the educational burden,
separately for seven major types of violence in childhood: physical, sexual, emotional, and community violence as well as bullying,
neglect, and witnessing parental violence.

2. Methods

2.1. Systematic review of the impact of violence in childhood on educational outcomes

A systematic review was conducted to identify studies reporting on the consequences of violence in childhood on educational
outcomes. The term ‘violence in childhood’ is used to cover violence against children, violence by children towards others (such as
bullying) and violence to which children are exposed (such as witnessing parental violence). Definitions of different types of violence
used in the study are presented in Table 1. Educational outcomes are those specified in the studies included in the review. These
include measures of school performance including academic performance and test scores; student engagement; and attendance,
truancy, absenteeism suspension and expulsion (see Table 2).

We searched PubMed, Embase, PsycInfo, CINAHL-EBSCO, ERIC and SocINDEX for papers published from the start of January
2000 to the end of November 2016 utilizing both free text and controlled vocabulary of subject heading and keyword terms consisting
of population (children); type of violence and type of educational outcome [systematic review protocol with full list of search strings
is available from the authors]. Languages were restricted to English and the geographic scope was global. Two reviewers identified
and screened potentially relevant articles and independently assessed each study against the inclusion criteria. To identify additional
relevant studies; we also hand searched several journals including Child Abuse and Neglect; Child Maltreatment; Child Abuse Review;
Journal of Interpersonal Violence; International Journal of Educational Development and Developmental Psychology.

Based on the methods of previous reviews, studies were included if they were: primary research that explored the relationship
between at least one form of violence in childhood (occurring before the age of 18), regardless of the setting (home, school, com-
munity, institution) where the violence occurred including: (1) sexual violence (including unwanted touching, forced sex, attempted
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unwanted sex, sexual harassment or pressurised/coerced sex), (2) emotional violence (including verbal abuse, psychological abuse),
(3) physical violence (including corporal punishment, violent discipline, and physically abusive behaviors), (4) bullying (including
physical or verbal bullying), (5) adolescent relationship violence (including dating violence in all forms: physical, verbal, sexual and
coercive behaviors), (6) witnessing domestic violence, (7) witnessing community violence, and/or (8) gang violence and its impact on
educational outcomes to include at least one quantifiable main outcome measure of (a) school enrolment, (b) attendance including
school absence, (c) school dropout, (d) progression including failing courses, and/or (e) learning (including basic literacy and nu-
meracy skills, the development of other important capabilities such as critical thinking and problem-solving and knowledge that
promotes well-being).

Based on previous studies which have measured the burden of violence on education and other outcomes such as health and well-
being (Fang et al., 2015; Fang et al., 2016), included studies needed to present the calculation of odds ratios (ORs), relative risks
(RRs) or marginal effects (MEs) disaggregated by the type of violence, or reported results from regression analyses which could be
used to calculate MEs (e.g. those which included continuous outcome variables such as scores or indexes). Studies which sampled on
the basis of the presence of any specified outcome were not included – since this would invalidate the calculation of an OR, RR or ME
for that outcome (Andrews et al., 2004). Both ORs and RRs refer to the ratio of the odds of an event occurring in an exposed group
versus an unexposed group – in the case of this review it being those who have experienced a specific type of violence and those who
have not (Fry, 2014). The odds ratio can be calculated in non-random samples, whereas the relative risk is calculated from popu-
lation-level data. Marginal effects measure how much change in a continuous outcome variable – in this review, educational out-
comes such as test scores – will be produced by a unit change in the predictor variable – in this case, violence (Cameron & Trivedi,
2010).

The abstract of each article of potential interest was screened to see if the article met our inclusion criteria. If so, full articles were
retrieved and again reviewed to ensure the article met inclusion criteria. If insufficient information was presented in the abstract, full-
texts were retrieved for further examination. For each included study, we examined the bibliographies to ensure all articles meeting
the inclusion criteria were located. Key variables related to study design, location and findings were then extracted from the included
studies.

Fig. 1 highlights the search and inclusion process. A total of 9407 records were reviewed through the databases and an additional
88 through manual searching journals. The dataset from one study, the Young Lives study, was also identified as having relevant

Table 1
Definitions of Violence in Childhood Used in This Study.

Physical violence That which results in actual or potential physical harm from an interaction or lack of an interaction, which is reasonably
within the control of a parent or person in a position of responsibility, power or trust. There may be single or repeated
incidents.

Sexual violence Child sexual violence is the involvement of a child in sexual activity that he or she does not fully comprehend, is unable to
give informed consent to, or for which the child is not developmentally prepared and cannot give consent, or that violate
the laws or social taboos of society. Child sexual violence is evidenced by this activity between a child and an adult or
another child who by age or development is in a relationship of responsibility, trust or power, the activity being intended to
gratify or satisfy the needs of the other person.

Emotional violence Emotional violence involves the failure to provide a developmentally appropriate, supportive environment, including the
availability of a primary attachment figure, so that the child can develop a stable and full range of emotional and social
competencies commensurate with her or his personal potentials and in the context of the society in which the child dwells.
There may also be acts towards the child that cause or have a high probability of causing harm to the child’s health or
physical, mental, spiritual, moral or social development. These acts must be reasonably within the control of the parent or
person in a relationship of responsibility, trust or power. Acts include restriction of movement, patterns of belittling,
denigrating, scapegoating, threatening, scaring, discriminating, ridiculing or other non-physical forms of hostile or
rejecting treatment.

Neglect Neglect can be defined as the failure to provide for the development of the child in all spheres: health, education, emotional
development, nutrition, shelter, and safe living conditions, in the context of resources reasonably available to the family or
caretakers and causes or has a high probability of causing harm to the child’s health or physical, mental, spiritual, moral or
social development. This includes the failure to properly supervise and protect children from harm as much as is feasible.

Witnessing domestic violence The systematic review included studies, which measured childhood exposure to violence in the home, as perpetrated by
family members towards others.

Bullying Bullying involves repeated exposure over time, to negative actions on the part of one or more other persons, and the victim
has difficulty defending himself or herself. This systematic review includes studies on both bullying perpetration and
bullying victimization, as well as cyber-bullying and peer-to-peer victimization.

Adolescent relationship violence Often called teen dating violence or intimate partner violence, adolescent relationship violence entails the perpetration
and/or victimisation of violence between intimate partners during teenage years, which can take many forms – physical,
sexual or emotional, or a combination of these.

Community violence This systematic review includes studies on exposure to community violence, which can involve witnessing, perpetrating or
direct victimisation of interpersonal violence in any space used or occupied by children other than homes, schools,
institutions or organised workplaces. Different forms of community violence include physical violence, sexual violence,
assault by authority figures such as the police and violence associated with gangs and traffickers.

Definitions are from the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, the World Report on Violence and Health, World Health Organization, 2002, and the UN Secretary-
Generals’ World Report on Violence against Children, 2006. The sexual violence definition is from the Report of the Consultation on Child Violence Prevention, 29–31
March 1999. Geneva, World Health Organization, 1999 (document WHO/HSC/PVI/99.1). The bullying definition is from Olweus, D. (1995). Bullying at school: What
we know and what we can do. 1993. Malden: Blackwell Publishing, as used by UNESCO. The adolescent relationship violence definition is from the CDC’s Division of
Violence Prevention.
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information that was not yet accessible through the search engines. Of these, 629 abstracts were further reviewed to assess whether
they met the inclusion criteria. Of these abstracts, 377 full-text articles were retrieved and reviewed. A total of 67 studies (re-
presenting 68 publications: 2 from the 1 Young Lives study) met the inclusion criteria. Of these, 14 were studies exploring sexual
violence, 16 on physical violence, 36 on bullying, 6 on neglect, 10 on witnessing domestic violence, 6 on emotional violence, 2 on
adolescent relationship violence, 5 on community violence and 10 on any form child maltreatment (e.g. those that did not dis-
aggregate by type of violence) and their links with educational outcomes (see Table 2 for a full list and further details of included
studies). The majority of studies explored multiple types of violence and multiple educational outcomes.

2.2. Meta-analyses to estimate the impact of violence in childhood on educational outcomes

2.2.1. Effect sizes
Two types of effect size were used in the meta-analyses, adjusted odds ratios (AORs) and marginal effects (ME). Over half of

studies identified through the systematic review reported ORs or AORs (36 studies). If only the ORs and not AORs, which adjust for
confounders, were available for a study, we produced corresponding estimates of AORs using an adjustment factor calculated from
studies that had both AORs and ORs. If both ORs and AORs were not available in any given study, the average of the adjustment
factors was derived from other outcomes within the same general category of outcomes (e.g. academic achievement, dropout, etc).
The adjustment factor was calculated by using the following formula:

=U OR
OR

A

U

Where ORA represents the adjusted odds ratio and ORU represents the unadjusted odds ratio, the U is the bias produced from failure to
control for the confounders. Most studies that reported ORs or AORs had corresponding 95% confidence intervals (CIs). Those studies
that did not report 95% CIs (for ORs or AORs) were excluded from our study (Study No.2, 12, 13, 14, 19, 26, 32, and 37) and an
additional 3 studies (No.17, 21, and 28) only reported RRs, these 11 are studies were excluded.

Records identified through database 
searching

(n = 9,407)
Sc

re
en

in
g 

In
cl

ud
ed

 
E

lig
ib

ili
ty

Id
en

ti
fi

ca
ti

on

Additional records identified through 
other sources 

(n = 89)

Records pulled to assess eligibility 
(Abstract met inclusion criteria or did not 

provide enough information) 
(n = 629)

Full-text articles assessed 
for eligibility 

(n =377)

Articles excluded - did not 
meet inclusion criteria (did 

not report OR/RR/ME; 
sample size too small; 

violence was outcome rather 
than predictor, etc.)

(n = 310) 
Included studies in the 

systematic review  
(n = 67) 

Duplicates removed 
(n = 252) 

Records screened 
(n = 9,496) 

Included studies in the 
meta-analysis  

(n = 43) 

Articles excluded from the 
meta-analysis (n=24)  

Did not report a measure of 
standard error (n=21) 

Only reported RRs (n=3) 

Fig. 1. PRISMA flow chart.
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Another 31 studies identified through the systematic review reported MEs and most of them were the marginal effect of different
types of violence in childhood on standardized academic achievement. We also excluded the ME studies that did not report 95% CIs
or a measure of standard error (such as t-statistics) of coefficient estimates. Thirteen studies that did not report 95% CIs or standard
errors were excluded, (Study no. 38, 40, 43, 44, 46, 47, 52, 53, 59, 60, 63, 65, 66).

2.2.2. Outcome and violence types
The educational outcomes were divided into four different outcome types based on the findings of the systematic review: (1)

school dropout/graduation (including high school dropout/incompletion and school graduation/completion, the impact directions of
these two are opposite), (2) school absence, (3) academic achievement/performance (reporting both low and high academic
achievement, with the impact directions of the two also being opposite), and (4) other educational outcomes including grade re-
tention/remedial class, etc.

Since limited studies were found related to the impact of community violence, gang violence, and adolescent relationship violence
on educational outcomes that reported AORs or MEs in the systematic review, the types of violence in childhood were divided into 7
different violence types for the meta-analysis: (1) sexual violence, (2) physical violence, (3) emotional violence, (4) neglect, (5)
witnessing parental violence, (6) bullying, and (7) other.

2.2.3. Meta-analyses strategy
Since several estimates provided under one outcome type and one corresponding violence type could exist in the same study

(because of different control variables, different subtypes of the outcome types and violence types), we first calculated only one
estimate for each study under one outcome type and one corresponding violence type. Two strategies were adopted to address this
issue.

2.2.3.1. Double meta-analyses. A two-step double meta-analysis was the first strategy adopted. First, for those studies that reported
more than one estimate under one outcome type and one corresponding violence type, we conducted a meta-analysis for this study
(under the outcome type and violence type) to obtain one estimate and its corresponding 95% CI. If the P value of the Q test was
under 5%, then the estimates reported are from random effect results, otherwise they are from fixed effect results.

Secondly, we merged the data from step 1 and those studies that reported only one estimate under one outcome type and one
corresponding violence type and did meta-analyses the second time, and from this obtained the results of the overall impact of
different types of violence in childhood on different educational outcomes.

2.2.3.2. Classified meta-analyses. The second strategy was to obtain estimates by hand, using a two-step process. The first step
involved excluding the estimates for those studies that reported more than one estimate under one outcome type and one
corresponding violence type by excluding the estimates that did not control most covariates and those that reported measures of
severity and only retained those estimates that reported abuse or not (for example: removing estimates of severe physical abuse (0/1)
and retaining (non)physical abuse (0/1)). For those estimates where it was difficult to decide whether to exclude or retain the
estimates, we chose to include the medium estimates of all estimates.

This article presents the findings from the double meta-analysis strategy but findings for the classified meta-analyses are also
available at: [http://datashare.is.ed.ac.uk/handle/10283/2762].

3. Results

Tables 3–6 present findings from the double meta-analyses for studies reporting AORs presented in a format similar to other
studies in this field (see for example Abajobir, Kisely, Maravilla, Williams, & Najman, 2017). We provide the fixed and random effect
AOR of the association between different types of violence in childhood according to the educational outcome groupings. An overall
estimate of the impact of violence in childhood on educational outcomes is also provided. For educational outcomes related to school
absence and also for the ‘other’ category, gender differences were provided since these were present in the included studies.

Table 3 presents the findings specifically on the association between forms of violence in childhood and school dropout (8 studies
with 18 different outcomes) and school graduation (3 studies with 6 outcomes). For school dropout the findings highlight that all the
various forms of violence in childhood increase school dropout with those who experience ‘other’ forms of violence, mostly in the
form of being engaged in community violence, being at a two-fold increased risk of also dropping out of school, AOR 2.277, 95% CI
(1.644–2.91). Similarly, emotional violence also increases a child’s risk of dropping out of school twofold, albeit with a limited
number of studies measuring this type of violence and its relationship to school dropout.

We see the opposite relationship with school graduation: experiencing any of the forms of violence in childhood is associated with
not graduating from school. The ‘other’ category for type of violence which accounts for community and gang violence, among other
forms of violence not listed in the other categories, has the largest association with school graduation, such that those who experience
these forms of violence are less likely to graduate from school, AOR 0.385, 95% CI (0.212–0.558).

Table 4 highlights the findings related to the association between absenteeism and violence in childhood, covering a total of six
studies and 14 outcomes from the global systematic review. These findings are also disaggregated by gender since all the included
studies for this outcome reported gender differences. The findings indicate that rates of absenteeism as a burden of violence in
childhood are higher for males than females and, according to the studies from the review, driven mostly by bullying experiences.
Males who experience bullying are nearly three times more likely to also be absent from school as compared to males who do not
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experience bullying, AOR 2.912, 95% CI (0.904–4.92). After bullying, physical violence and sexual violence in childhood have the
strongest associations with absenteeism for males. For females, the largest impact on absenteeism is experiencing sexual violence
during childhood: girls who experience sexual violence are three times more likely to be absent from school than girls who have not
experienced sexual violence, AOR 3.147, 95% CI (0.033–4.57). For girls, the second highest impactful form of violence in childhood
on absenteeism is bullying which is associated with a two-fold risk of not attending school, AOR 2.301, 95% CI (0.033–4.57).

Table 5 showcases findings related to both low and high academic achievement primarily through standardized test scores with
findings from 16 studies representing 26 outcome variables. The findings highlight that all forms of violence in childhood impact on
academic achievement fairly equally, AOR 1.22, 95% CI (1.105–1.34), with children who have experienced violence being less likely
to achieve high grades and test scores (4 studies with 7 outcomes).

Table 6 focuses on other educational outcomes such as repeating grades and needing to take remedial classes, based on overall
findings from 3 studies with 4 outcomes and findings from 5 gender disaggregated studies with 11 outcomes reported. Overall, all
forms of violence impact on these additional educational outcomes with physical violence in childhood having a slightly higher
association, AOR 2.202, 95% CI (1.363–3.356). These studies also disaggregated by gender and findings show that all forms of
violence impact on these educational outcomes for both boys and girls yet for girls emotional violence appears to have a larger
association. Girls who have experienced emotional violence in childhood are at a 2.5 times increased risk of experiencing these
negative educational outcomes (grade repetition, taking remedial classes, etc.) than girls who have never experienced emotional
violence, AOR 2.526, 95% CI (1.698–3.758).

Tables 7–9 present the findings from the double meta-analyses for the studies reporting MEs. Table 7 includes the findings related
to dropout and graduation. Overall, based on 12 studies reporting 21 different outcome relationships, students who experience any
form of violence of childhood have a 5% predicted probability of dropping out of school, 0.058 ME, 95% CI (0.028, 0.087). This
ranges from a low of 4% probability for children who experience bullying to a high of 15% predicted probability for those who
experience sexual violence in childhood, 0.045 and 0.152 ME, 95% CI (0.026, 0.064 and −0.199, 0.504 respectively). For children
who experience physical, emotional or other forms of violence, the predicted probability is that an additional 8% will drop out over
their counterparts who have not experienced violence.

The results are even starker for graduation rates. Children who have experienced any form of violence in childhood have a 13%
probability of not graduating from school compared to those who have not experienced violence, based on eight studies reporting 15
outcomes, −0.137 ME, 95% CI (−0.227, −0.047). In these findings, children who experience physical violence have a negative
predicted probability of 20% and those who have experienced sexual violence have a probability of 14% for not graduating, −0.206
and −0.142 ME, 95% CI (−0.403, −0.009 and −0.31, 0.025 respectively).

Only one study reported the marginal effects relationship between violence in childhood and school attendance with 3 different
outcome variables (see Table 8A). The overall findings indicate that there is a 2% predicted probability that children who experience
community/gang violence or other forms of violence will be absent from school, −0.028 ME, 95% CI (−0.034, −0.022). Further
studies are needed on other forms of violence in childhood and the resulting effects on school attendance.

Table 8B covers both low and high academic achievement as well as findings related to standardized and raw test scores. Overall,
all forms of violence that have been measured impact negatively on academic achievement including learning outcomes. Children
who experience violence before the age of 18 have a 9% predicted probability of performing poorly in school compared to their peers
who have not experienced childhood violence, 0.09 ME, 95% CI (−0.005, 0.185). Much of this poor performance, in the limited
number of studies that measure low academic achievement, appears to be driven by children who have experienced sexual violence,
0.192 ME (0.013, 0.053). On the other hand, all the studies measuring high academic achievement (four studies with 11 outcome
relationships) were focused on the relationship between school performance and bullying. Children who have experienced bullying
have a 10% predicted probability of also not being high performing students, −0.107 ME, 95% CI (−0.179, −0.035).

Findings show that all forms of violence in childhood impact negatively on standardized test scores (Table 8B). Children who have
experienced sexual violence show the largest predicted probability of scoring lower on standardized tests (by 29 percentile points)
compared to children who have not experienced violence. Other forms of violence have similar negative impacts on standardized test
scores with physical violence (25 percentile point reduction in standardized test scores), other forms of violence (12 percentile point
reduction), witnessing parental violence (8 percentile point reduction) and bullying (5 percentile point reduction) when compared to
children who have not experienced violence. Experiencing violence in childhood also leads to a predicted probability of a decrease in
raw test scores.

When exploring the marginal effects of other educational outcomes such as engagement on bullying, the findings show a strong
relationship (Table 9). For children who experience bullying, there is a 35% predicted probability that other educational outcomes
such as engagement and participation will be negatively impacted, −0.354 ME, 95% CI (−1.071, 0.363).

3.1. Limitations of the study

There are several limitations that should be highlighted. First, very few studies disaggregated their findings by gender. For those
that did, they were also disaggregated for the meta-analyses and important gender distinctions were found. For example, boys who
experienced bullying were more likely to be absent from school, whereas for girls, sexual violence was the most influential form of
violence on their absenteeism. In addition to gender, understanding the impact of a child’s age on the relationship between violence
and educational outcomes is crucial. The concept of the developmental life course impacts on both the types of violence that children
may experience but also how this violence may impact on their developing brains (Chong, Hallman, & Brady, 2006; Lansdown, 2004).

Second, both the violence in childhood and education fields have similar challenges in definitional agreement and use of
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consistent measures for key variables such as different types of violence or various educational outcomes. These differences across
studies make comparisons difficult. Furthermore, many studies will report multiple outcome relationships making meta-analyses
more difficult to calculate. This study undertook two strategies to solve these limitations and found no significant difference between
the double meta-analysis versus the classified meta-analysis approaches as specified in the methods section. However, these chal-
lenges point to the need for commonly agreed measurements that can be used across studies.

Thirdly, the systematic review included studies that reported AORs, RRs and MEs only based on previous research from the field.
This may have excluded studies that reported other types of effect sizes. Furthermore, this study is based on quantitative data and
because of the approaches used does not include qualitative data, which is critical for understanding and contextualizing ways in
which and why violence in childhood has these impacts on education. Further reviews exploring qualitative data to unpack pathways
through which violence in childhood impacts on educational and especially learning outcomes are needed.

Fourthly, this study did not disaggregate findings to various levels based on the lack of disaggregation within the primary studies.
For example, findings were not disaggregated by the setting in which the violence occurred (home, school, community) and it may be
that the particular setting has a larger impact on educational outcomes. This study only disaggregates by gender for studies that
reported that information and important gender-specific differences did emerge in the data. Future studies should also disaggregate
by age to further understand the developmental aspects of childhood on these outcomes. Lastly, this data includes low-, middle- and
high-income country data, but the majority of the studies are from high-income countries. The impact of schooling, government
policies more broadly, existing interventions and other key aspects of educational policy would be important to explore further in
relation to these relationships in order to make targeted recommendations.

4. Discussion

This article reports on the first study to estimate the global burden of violence in childhood on educational outcomes. Despite the
limitations described above, this study represents a significant new contribution to the understanding of how and to what extent
different forms of violence in childhood contribute to inequalities in education. The findings provide robust evidence that all forms of
violence in childhood significantly impact on a variety of educational outcomes. In particular, bullying appears to have a strong
influence on school attendance and participation through school engagement and less of an impact on academic achievement
compared to other forms of violence. This is an area that needs further research, especially given the high prevalence of bullying in
every country where it is measured (UN Secretary General, 2016). The findings also show that sexual violence has a significant
impact on educational outcomes, especially on standardized test scores where those who have experienced sexual violence in
childhood scored 25 percentile points lower than their peers who have not experienced sexual violence. Other forms of violence in
childhood, including physical violence, neglect and community violence are also shown to impact significantly on standardized test
scores. These are important findings that support the idea that prevention of violence in childhood can be viewed as a key strategy for
raising attainment and improving educational outcomes globally for both boys and girls.

Increased investment in violence prevention is an important strategic aim for ending all violence against children, enhancing
educational outcomes and ensuring that students are learning in safe, non-violent and inclusive environments. One step in this
direction would be to link effective approaches to preventing violence in childhood (WHO et al., 2016) more explicitly to SDG 4. The
work of the Global Partnership to End Violence Against Children, launched in July 2016 with the overall aim of supporting SDG
Target 16.2: the end of abuse, exploitation, trafficking, torture and all forms of violence against children by 2030, has led on the
development of new, unified efforts to develop a package of seven evidence-based strategies to reduce violence. These are focused on
the need to:

1. Implement and enforce laws to protect children (including those on ending corporal punishment in schools).
2. Value social norms and values that protect children.
3. Sustain safe environments for children.
4. Provide parent and caregiver support.

Table 9
Fixed Effect and Random Effect ME of the association between Violence in Childhood and Other Educational Outcomes.

Other Educational Outcomes (School Engagement, etc)

Subgroup n of studies n of outcomes Fixed Effect Random Effect dQ P value I-squared

ME 95% LL 95% UL ME 95% LL 95% UL

Sexual Abuse
Physical Abuse
Emotional Abuse
Neglect
Witnessing parental violence
Bullying 2 6 −0.003 −0.005 −0.001 −0.354 −1.071 0.363 24.47 0 95.90%
Other
Overall 2 6 −0.003 −0.005 −0.001 −0.354 −1.071 0.363 24.47 0 95.90%
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5. Empower families economically.
6. Raise access to response and support services.
7. Help children develop life skills and stay in school.

The WHO has emphasized that these seven strategies should be complemented by robust monitoring and evaluation and multi-
sectorial coordination (WHO et al., 2016) and this can be achieved in part by linking where possible to indicators associated with SDG
Target 4.a: building and upgrading education facilities that are child, disability, and gender sensitive and provide a safe non-violent
and inclusive and effective learning environments for all. Safe, non-violent and effective learning environments are important spaces
that can be enhanced and supplemented by buildings and facilities, but are not be limited by them. As Cobbett, McLaughlin and
Kiragu’s (2013) work on sex education in Kenya, Ghana and Swaziland reminds us, space is created by what happens in it.

As several regional systematic reviews on the burden of violence in childhood have highlighted, there is a lack of comprehensive
data on the relationship between violence and educational outcomes (Fang et al., 2015; Fry et al., 2016; Gilbert et al., 2009). To this
end, it will be important to link the growing literature on educational outcomes and how they can be improved, to what we can learn
from this systematic study of the effects of violence in childhood on these outcomes. More work on what these educational outcomes
are, how they are defined and how they are measured is also now urgently needed.
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