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Abstract Original Article

Background and aim: Schools are pivotal for socialization but also serve as arenas where power relations and daily
interactions can foster violent experiences for children. Children’s voices, especially in sociological research, remain
marginalized. This qualitative study addresses this gap by exploring the contexts of school violence from the
perspectives of third- and fourth-grade students in Shiraz, Iran. It aims to move beyond adult-centric analyses by
centering children as active social agents to provide a nuanced portrayal of the phenomenon.

Data and method: Using a qualitative approach, in-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted with 18 primary
school students (boys and girls) from grades three and four in Shiraz. Participants were selected via purposive and
convenience sampling to maximize socioeconomic diversity. Data were analyzed through thematic analysis, involving
initial coding and the extraction of basic, organizing, and global themes. Member checking was used to enhance
trustworthiness.

Findings: The analysis identified six principal organizing themes that constitute the contexts of violence: 1)
Overcrowded educational spaces, 2) Inflexible rules, 3) Teacher characteristics and practices, 4) Violence-facilitating
physical structures, 5) Systematic child-negating attitudes, and 6) Incoordination among school authorities.

Conclusion: The findings reveal school violence as a multi-dimensional phenomenon woven from structural, cultural,
and interpersonal factors. It is reproduced within a matrix of power relations and historical educational structures,
perpetuating symbolic, structural, and direct violence. Consequently, the study underscores the urgent need to re-
evaluate educational policies and structures, advocating for reforms that place children’s voices and experiences at their
core.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Schools, as primary sites of childhood socialization, are complex arenas where learning intersects
with power relations and disciplinary practices that can engender violence. As a social
phenomenon, violence is both recognizable and conceptually fluid, its forms dynamically shaped by
socio-structural contexts (Walby, 2013; Wieviorka, 2009). Analytical frameworks often distinguish
between its physical, psychological, sexual, and structural manifestations (Galtung, 1969;
Heitmeyer & Hagan, 2003), with a core element being the intentional use or threat of force or
power leading to harm or deprivation (WHO, 2002).

Within schools, children’s subordinate position renders them particularly vulnerable. The
institution, through its curriculum, rules, and structure, legitimizes adult authority in ways that can
naturalize or escalate into overt violence (Meadow, 1393: 213 & 216). This violence—perpetrated
by both staff and peers—encompasses bullying, threats, fights, and other forms (Miller, 2008; Duru
& Balkis, 2017), with documented consequences including psychological distress, academic
decline, and the intergenerational transmission of violent behaviors (Furlong et al., 1993, cited in
Madani, 1401: 43). School violence is thus deeply intertwined with broader patterns of child abuse
(Madani, 1401: 41).

Despite its significance, qualitative inquiries centering students’ own perceptions and experiences
of school violence remain limited. Addressing this gap, this study investigates the following
question among third- and fourth-grade students in Shiraz: What are the causes and contexts of
school violence as perceived and experienced by these students?

Methods and Data

This study adopted a qualitative approach and employed thematic analysis. The field of study was
elementary schools of Shiraz, and Participants included 18 students from the third and fourth grades
of elementary school (12 girls, 6 boys; 9 from each grade) recruited from Center No. 1 of the
Institute for the Intellectual Development of Children and Young Adults through purposive and
convenience sampling, with maximum variation in socioeconomic status. Despite efforts to gain
direct access to schools, administrative barriers and non-cooperation from educational authorities
led the researchers to the mediating space of the Institute—an informal setting that provided a safer,
less tense environment for discussing experiences of violence. Data were collected through semi-
structured in-depth interviews, which continued until theoretical saturation was reached. Data
analysis followed thematic analysis in three stages: initial coding, identification of basic themes,
and the extraction of organizing and overarching themes. The credibility of the findings was
enhanced through member checking. Ethically, informed consent was obtained from both parents
and children, participation was entirely voluntary, and the confidentiality of participants’ identities
and information was fully protected.

Findings
The analysis yielded six organizing themes, each comprising several basic themes.
1. Overcrowded Educational Spaces: Students identified high density as a primary catalyst
for violence. It results in insufficient supervision and collective punishment, while also
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providing anonymity that emboldens aggressors. The resulting friction in cramped
classrooms and yards escalates into verbal and physical conflicts.

2. Inflexible Rules: The arbitrary and rigid enforcement of rules by adults establishes unequal
power dynamics. Rituals like the morning assembly can become sites of collective stress and
humiliation. A teacher’s idealized image of a perfect student often rationalizes punitive or
exclusionary measures, framing punishment itself as a pedagogical tool.

3. Teacher Characteristics: Teachers’ personal and professional traits critically shape the
school climate. Advanced age and entrenched experience can perpetuate traditional, violent
methods, while a teacher’s reputation may legitimize harmful conduct. Impatience with
academic weakness triggers labeling and models aggression, and mismanagement of
conflicts (e.g., favoritism) breeds resentment and retaliatory violence among students.

4. Physical Structures Facilitating Violence: Inadequate infrastructure actively constrains
development and heightens risk. Unsuitable play areas, unsafe equipment, and hidden
unsupervised zones become hotspots for conflict. Poor classroom conditions (overcrowding,
bad ventilation) and unsanitary environments (like substandard toilets) impose both physical
and psychological stress, while humiliating graffiti directly targets mental well-being.

5. Systemic Anti-Child Attitudes: A deep-seated historical perspective justifies child control
as intrinsic to education. This manifests in the normalization of violence, a hierarchical
mindset that invalidates children’s voices, and derogatory language that strips them of
individuality. Stereotyping (e.g., labeling victims as liars) discredits accounts, while
suppressing natural behaviors and restricting recreation ignores developmental needs, often
under the guise of preserving institutional reputation.

6. Discord Among School Authorities: A lack of coordination among staff exacerbates
violence. Dismissive attitudes toward counseling sideline key resources for resolution.
Unequal power structures between teachers, supervisors, and principals obstruct grievance
redressal, and inconsistent responses to incidents send contradictory messages, perpetuating
the cycle of violence.

Conclusion and Discussion

This study explored the causes of violence in primary schools through the perspectives of third- and
fourth-grade students. The findings conceptualize school violence as a multidimensional and
structural phenomenon, reproduced within a matrix of power relations, cultural norms, and
institutional practices.

Children identified overcrowding and poorly designed physical spaces as key factors creating
unsupervised, violence-prone environments. Inflexible and arbitrarily enforced rules exemplify
Bourdieu’s symbolic violence, naturalizing domination as being for the child’s “own good.”
Individual teacher characteristics—such as age, reputation, and aggression—often perpetuate
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traditional punitive methods, reflecting Freire’s “banking model” of education where interaction
gives way to domination. The school’s hierarchical power structure operates as a Foucauldian
disciplinary apparatus, regulating bodies and minds while discrediting children’s voices. Discord
among authorities and the marginalization of counseling resources lead to inconsistent responses,
while institutional reputation serves as symbolic capital that can legitimize violent practices.

In conclusion, school violence is a legitimized, multilayered phenomenon. Mitigation requires
multi-level interventions: establishing independent complaint bodies at the macro level, reforming
teacher training through workshops on non-violent discipline at the meso level, and strengthening
parental collaboration and child participation in rule-making at the micro level. Centering children’s
lived experiences is essential for dismantling the mechanisms that reproduce this structural
violence.

Ethical Considerations

Given the age of the participants, written informed consent was obtained from their parents or
legal guardians prior to the commencement of the data collection process. Furthermore, to secure
the children’s verbal assent, the research objectives, the voluntary nature of their participation, the
right to withdraw from the study at any stage, and the procedures regarding data protection and
management were explained to them using age-appropriate and comprehensible language.

All participants were explicitly assured of strict adherence to the principles of confidentiality and
anonymity. Accordingly, all personally identifiable information was removed and replaced with
pseudonyms. To mitigate the risk of any potential psychological distress or harm, the interviews
were conducted in a secure and familiar setting (the Institute for the Intellectual Development of
Children and Young Adults), in the presence of an observer highly skilled in the nuances of
interacting with children. Finally, the participants were informed that the data extracted from this
research would be utilized exclusively for academic and scientific purposes.
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