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ABSTRACT

Objective We explored the experiences and perceptions
of school staff and students with the EmpaTeach
intervention to prevent teachers’ violence against school
students.

Design This qualitative study involved in-depth interviews
with 58 and 39 participants at midline and endline,
respectively, with Burundian and Congolese intervention
schools in Nyarugusu refugee camp. They comprised three
education coordinators of primary and secondary schools,
29 EmpaTeach intervention coordinators, 14 stakeholders
including headteachers and discipline teachers, 25
classroom teachers and 26 students. Thematic analysis
was used to develop codes by examining the content of
quotes to capture key themes in line with the key elements
of the programme theory.

Results Coordinators and teachers widely reported
positive experiences with the EmpaTeach programme.
The intervention sessions enabled teachers to reflect on
their own values and experiences of corporal punishment
and equipped them with useful and acceptable classroom
management and alternative discipline strategies.
Teachers adopted the use of counselling, praise and
reward, and joint discussions with students and parents.
On the other hand, several teachers reported persistent
use of corporal punishment which they attributed to
children’s (mis)behaviours and strong beliefs that beating
was a positive approach to disciplining students.
Conclusion The majority of coordinators and teachers
widely accepted the EmpaTeach intervention as it offered
useful and relevant knowledge and skills on alternative
disciplinary methods. Students noticed some positive
changes on the way they were being disciplined by
teachers, where non-violent methods were used. Further
research is needed to understand how violence prevention
interventions can successfully lead to reductions in
violence in fragile settings.

Trial registration number NCT03745573.

INTRODUCTION

Violence against children is a global public
health concern, whose consequences can
harm children, families, communities and
nations.! Physical violence in school settings

STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS OF THIS STUDY

= The qualitative methods used to evaluate the in-
tervention helped to get detailed information which
could have been difficult to capture quantitatively.

= Using of data collectors conversant with Burundian
and Congolese language facilitated gathering rich
data because of smooth communication.

= The study recruited few participants, hence it
was difficult to generalise findings to the whole
population.

= Adding and/or replacing some of the participants
may have limited our ability to compare perspec-
tives and insights over time.

is one of the most visible forms of violence
against children, and can be perpetrated by
teachers and other school staff in the play-
ground, classroom or any place within school
premises.! Physical violence from teachers
can include corporal punishment aimed at
imparting discipline and sanctioning misbe-
haviours.”® In Tanzania, the use of corporal
punishmentis rooted in the belief that it plays
a key role in shaping students to conform
to society’s rules and norms and steer them
towards achieving good academic outcomes.”*
Yet, severe physical punishment can result in
physical harm and affect children’s mental
health.” Consequently, the elimination of all
forms of violence against children, including
corporal punishment, is included in Sustain-
able Development Goals 5 and 16.°

Several interventions have been conducted
in non-humanitarian settings aiming to
prevent violence from teachers to students. A
cluster randomised controlled trial evaluated
the Irie Classroom Toolbox in Jamaica, and
showed that teacher training on classroom
behaviour management, using a combination
of workshop and in-class support sessions,
helped to reduce teachers’ perpetration of
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physical violence against children.” The Good School
Toolkit (GST) in Uganda, also found to be effective at
reducing teacher violence,® intervened at the whole-
school level and focused on changing schools’ opera-
tional culture.” The intervention employed behaviour
change strategies for schoolteachers, administration and
students, aiming to encourage empathy by reflecting on
experiences of violence, imparting new knowledge on
alternative non-violent discipline, and creating opportu-
nities for practising new skills. In addition to reducing
physical violence from school staff, qualitative research
suggested that the intervention strengthened student—
teacher relationships, improved students’ voices and
reduced fear of teachers.'"’ There is suggestive evidence
that the Interaction Competencies with Children for
Teachers (ICC-T) was also effective at reducing teacher
violence through strategies to improve teacher—student
interaction, including reflections on maltreatment, alter-
native discipline strategies, and support for students."'

While these trial findings are encouraging and show
that it is possible to reduce teacher violence, no study
to date has focused on teacher violence in humani-
tarian settings. The risk of violence in humanitarian
settings is exacerbated by a variety of factors at each
stage of the social-ecological model;'* * specifically
students in refugee camps are likely to suffer from
the double burden of corporal punishment in school
and the trauma of having been uprooted from home.
To address this evidence gap, the Preventing Violence
against Children in Schools study was designed to eval-
uate the EmpaTeach intervention to reduce teacher
violence in Nyarugusu Refugee Camp in Tanzania.
EmpaTeach is a behavioural intervention for teachers
aimed at reducing their use of corporal punishment
in the classroom, designed and implemented by the
International Rescue Committee (IRC) in collaboration
with the Behavioral Insights Team. The study consisted
of a cluster randomised controlled trial to assess the
effectiveness of the intervention, and embedded qual-
itative and quantitative process evaluations focused on
assessing intervention implementation and mechanisms
of action. " ' The trial found no evidence that the
intervention reduced student self-reported experiences
of physical violence from teachers in schools, and simi-
larly found no effect on any of the secondary outcomes
such as students’ experiences of emotional violence
from teachers, student depression symptoms and school
attendance. However, additional analyses of the trial
data showed that the intervention improved some inter-
mediate outcomes for teachers, such as using alternative
discipline strategies and lowered their acceptability of
violence; teachers in intervention schools also reported
improved self-regulation compared with those in control
schools."”” In this paper, we aim to explain these trial
findings and provide further evidence on the experi-
ences and perceptions of the EmpaTeach intervention
among school staff and students and its perceived effects
in line with the programme theory.

METHODS

Study setting

The study was conducted in Nyarugusu Refugee Camp
in Kigoma region, Tanzania. The camp was established
in 1996 to host 80000 refugees from the Democratic
Republic of the Congo. Between April and October 2015,
the camp expanded to host an additional 70000 Burun-
dian refugees. The latest United Nations Human Rights
Council figures estimate the total population of the camp
to be 150000.'® Tanzania’s Refugees Act No. 9 of 1998 stip-
ulates that refugees are not allowed to engage in formal
employment and restricts the movement of refugees after
being settled in a designated area.'” Consequently, the
camp’s population largely relies on relief food supplies
and commodities from non-governmental organisations
and United Nations agencies active in the camp.

The United Nations High Commission for Refugees
and the Tanzania Ministry of Home Affairs run and
administer the camp. Meanwhile, the IRC is responsible
for all educational activities in the camp, in addition to
providing gender-based violence support services. The
camp population is generally divided by country of origin.
There are 27 schools in the camp, which use either a
Congolese or Burundian curriculum. These schools face
numerous challenges, such as poor teacher attendance,
shortages of qualified teachers, and inadequate infra-
structures leading to difficulties in implementing quality
education.

EmpaTeach intervention

EmpaTeach is a behavioural intervention that aimed to
reduce and prevent teacher’s use of corporal punishment
in schools. Through a series of 12 peer-guided group
sessions, the intervention sought to shift teachers' attitudes
and behaviours leveraging approaches from cognitive
behavioural therapy. The weekly group sessions focused
on (1) teaching participants positive classroom manage-
ment and alternative discipline practices by engaging
teachers in reflection and planning exercises and role
plays that allowed them to practice these newly acquired
methods. (2) Group activities were designed to develop
teachers’ self-regulation, self-efficacy, openness to change
and empathy towards others to facilitate teachers' adop-
tion of the new strategies and ultimately improve teacher
well-being and ability to effectively manage students. (3)
The group setting, and social support offered by peers
were supposed to sustain teachers throughout the process
of change and promote the adoption of new norms less
accepting of violence.

The content of the EmpaTeach intervention differs
from other trialled school violence prevention interven-
tions for its specific focus on self-control and impulsive
use of violence, in addition to promoting teachers’ use of
alternative discipline strategies without explicitly discour-
aging the application of corporal punishment. The inter-
vention implementation and content are described in
further detail elsewhere."” Box 1 describes the EmpaTeach
strategies for teachers.
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Box1 EmpaTeach recommended strategies

Alternative discipline methods

= Disciplinary (move closer, lower voice, sudden silence, change
seats, polite pose, clapping, calling headteacher, calling parents,
stay after schools and apologise) and praise practices (cheering,
singing, additional homework and student of the week).

Classroom management strategies

= General classroom management and teaching practices (lesson
objectives, feedback, opportunities to practice, questioning tech-
niques, classroom rules and use of space).

Enhancing teachers’ well-being

= Stress and emotional management techniques (count to 10, recog-
nise triggers, positive sentence to self, take a quick walk, reading
story books and praying).

Study design

Qualitative data were collected at three time-points: base-
line before the intervention in January to February 2019,
midline soon after the 10week of intervention from June
to December 2019 and endline conducted 6 months after
the end of the intervention from September 2020.

Patients and public involvement in research

Patients and the public were not involved in study design.
Teachers, coordinators and students from the schools
that received EmpaTeach intervention were involved in
the interviews as study participants.

Sampling and recruitment of study participants

Participants were purposively selected based on the level
of violence experienced in Congolese and Burundian
primary and secondary schools in the intervention arm
and were interviewed at baseline, midline and endline.
They include teachers, students, and EmpaTeach inter-
vention coordinators. Notably, some stakeholders such
as education coordinators, discipline teachers and head-
teachers were interviewed once at midline. The camp
education coordinator facilitated the recruitment. In
this paper, we draw data mainly from the midline and
endline due to the focus on changes deriving from the
intervention.

A total of 58 and 39 participants were interviewed at the
midline and endline phases, respectively (table 1). These
participants comprised three education coordinators for
primary and secondary schools, 29 EmpaTeach coordina-
tors, 14 stakeholders including headteachers and disci-
pline teachers, 25 classroom teachers and 26 students.
Some participants who were unavailable at follow-up
rounds of data collection were replaced by participants
with similar characteristics, while some of the participants
were interviewed twice including five coordinators, three
teachers and three students. There was no refusal.

Data collection procedures
Data were collected via face-to-face in-depth interviews.
Interviewers included males and females with bachelor

Table 1 Research participants

Congolese Burundians
Categories Midline Endline Midline Endline
EmpaTeach 8 7 8 6
coordinators
Education 2 = 1 =
coordinators
Headteachers 4 - 4 -
Discipline teachers 3 - 3 =
Class teachers 7 8 5 5
Students 6 6 7 7
Total 30 21 28 18

EmpaTeach coordinators were the teachers who acted as group
coordinators during intervention sessions.

Camp coordinators were overall coordinators for primary and
secondary Burundian and Congolese schools.

Discipline teachers and head teachers fall under the group of
stakeholders.

Class teachers were regular teachers.

degrees in Social Sciences who were familiar with Kirundi
and Congolese Swahili. Having experience in conducting
qualitative work, they received training on research
methods, techniques for working with children, and on
child protection referral procedures. They piloted the
tools before the actual fieldwork.

Interview guides focused on topics such as experi-
ence of teaching, emotional self-awareness and growth
mindset, discipline and violence in school experiences,
reflections on perceived changes in schools following
the EmpaTeach intervention and any challenges during
EmpaTeach implementation. These interviews were
conducted in Congolese Swahili or Kirundi, audio
recorded and transcribed verbatim. Field notes were also
taken during the interviews. A private place for inter-
views was sought within the schools to ensure freedom of
expression. Participants’ consent to participate was given
with knowledge that disclosures of abuse may be passed
on to child protection officers. Saturation was observed
and so interviews stopped when no new information was
coming from the interviewees. For example, when asking
about alternative disciplinary methods or rewarding
mechanisms, similar information was reported repeti-
tively, indicating that the saturation point was achieved.
Each interview lasted between 30 and 45 min.

Data management and analysis

Senior researchers re-read the transcripts and compared
them with audio recordings to familiarise themselves with
the data. Data analysis was thematic in identifying themes
and patterns, by examining the underlying ideas, assump-
tions and conceptualisations on the use or non-use of
alternative disciplinary methods."® Analysis involved
developing codes through examining the content of each
sentence or sequence of texts by two coders to capture the
predefined key themes in each section of the interview
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guide using excel spreadsheets. Codes were then sorted
into main themes and subthemes, focusing on key aspects
relevant to this study, including aspects of the EmpaTeach
intervention such as behavioural changes from practising
alternative disciplinary methods; changes in the general
school environment; different techniques in classroom
management; improved well-being through enhancing
teacher—teacher and teacher-student relationships; chal-
lenges encountered; and positive and negative outcomes
among students consistent with the components of the
programme theory.

Ethical considerations

Permission to conduct the study was obtained from the
Tanzania Ministry of Home Affairs, the IRC and the camp
authorities. Participants offered informed consent, and
the voluntary nature of their participation was empha-
sised so that they could withdraw from the study at any
time if they wished. For students under 18 years, head-
teachers, who stood on behalf of parents/guardians in
their respective schools, provided initial written consent
for their participation, and students offered their written
assent. Study participants over 18 years provided written
informed consent. Privacy, anonymity and confiden-
tiality were maintained throughout the study, except
in cases when the study team came across disclosures
of child abuse raising immediate protection concerns.
Participants were informed during the consent process
about conditions under which confidentiality would be
breached so that they could retain control over what they
disclosed. We confirm that all the methods used in this
study were in accordance with relevant ethical guidelines
and regulations.

RESULTS

We examine participants’ perspectives of change in their
schools and their experiences with the intervention in
relation to the three components of the EmpaTeach
intervention programme theory: (1) teachers practice
EmpaTeach strategies; (2) teachers use emotional regu-
lation and well-being techniques and (3) teachers feel
supported in their process of behavioural change.

Intervention implementation

Study participants reported the intervention to be success-
fully implemented. However, teachers and coordinators
reported contextual challenges that affected their atten-
dance. These included difficulties in balancing coordina-
tion work alongside teaching responsibilities as one of the
coordinators reported:

To be a coordinator and a teacher at the same time
was not easy, because of our situation or environ-
ment, sometimes you prepare a lesson, and you do
not find the ones to teach at the proper time. It is
tiresome but if you work hard, you can shoulder both
responsibilities. (Coordinator, midline)

The rainy season also interfered with the timely and
effective delivery of intervention activities. There were
disruptions to intervention implementation caused by
a temporary firing and rehiring of new teachers which
contributed to the lowering morale among teachers and
may have affected both attendance and internalising
some of the techniques taught.

Teachers practice alternative disciplinary and classroom
management strategies

Study participants, whowere class teachersand EmpaTeach
coordinators, mentioned strategies covered during the
intervention sessions as part of EmpaTeach that they
found useful. These strategies included providing advice
and counselling students, using non-abusive language,
participatory development of class rules and regulations,
use of praise and reward and classroom management
strategies.

We learned some techniques that are positive includ-
ing non-corporal punishment methods, rewarding
students who perform well in the class and knowing
how to control students in a classroom. (Teacher,
endline).

Teachers described applying alternative discipline
strategies that they had learnt during the intervention
sessions. One of the teachers explained how in the past
he used to stop teaching and start caning students if they
misbehaved in class but after EmpaTeach such behaviour
changed. This was substantiated by the following quote.

In the past when were some misunderstandings be-
tween a teacher and a student, the latter used to be
threatened and beaten. But soon after attending the
training, teachers increased awareness on the use of
alternative disciplines and realised that beating stu-
dents is not a solution, but they can advise students
and understand subjects well (Coordinator, endline)

Advising and counselling students

Counselling or providing advice to misbehaving students
was reported to be an integral part of changing teaching
practice; this strategy was used primarily with students
who missed class or refused to follow teachers’ instruc-
tions. Teachers reported that they used these methods
instead of whipping or caning students. One of the head-
teachers confirmed providing advice:

When a student has refused to follow what I have or-
dered to do during the lesson, I just sit down with that
student and give him/her advice instead of beating,
when seems impossible for him/her to change, I re-
port to the school disciplinary committee for more
advice. (Headteacher, midline).

A discipline teacher also testified:

I have to advise students, for example, let us say a stu-
dent is out of class or out of school with a boy when
the subjects are going on I have to give advice on the
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effects of staying out with this boy when it is class time
(Discipline teacher, midline)

Teachers described EmpaTeach recommended prac-
tices and a change in their behaviour around positive
interactions with students:

Now, the only discipline that I give them (students)
is through counselling and advising them to change
their behaviours. For example, when they have dirty
clothes, I tell them to go and change or wash them
instead of beating them (Teacher, midline)

These positive perceptions of a change in the use of
corporal punishment occurred across both Congolese and
Burundian schools. Some students also felt that beating
was not common, although it was less clear whether this
was related to the intervention itself or not:

Students in this school are not beaten. I think it is not
good to beat someone, when one can only advise him
or her via a word-of-mouth without beating him or
her. Beating students destroys our relationship with
teachers (Student, endline)

Praise and rewards

Both school staff and students discussed the technique of
using praise and rewards extensively. Schools developed a
system of recognising outstanding students, and teachers
included praise practices such as singing positive songs,
clapping and announcing outstanding and exemplary
teachers before others as an expression of goodwill:

There are changes since praising students is not just
necessarily giving them a gift but can also be about
something saying, ‘well done’ and others clapping
hands are enough and he or she appreciates such
recognition. (Headteacher, midline).

Many teachers from Burundian and Congolese schools
mentioned clapping to applaud and encourage good-
performing students in class as one of the strategies they
employed. Singing a good song to students who did well
in class in front of their fellow students brought about
a feel-good factor, making it an important motivational
approach; this was also reported by the EmpaTeach
coordinators. The system of rewarding students for their
academic performance also featured at endline, as the
participants mentioned clapping, congratulating, appre-
ciating and recognising outstanding students in front of
their peers, as reflected in the quote.

When the teacher asks questions in class, the one who
raises his/her hand and answers the question correct-
ly is praised by his/her fellow students by clapping of
hands. (Student, midline).

Classroom management practices

Some school staff described finding the classroom
management aspects of EmpaTeach useful and listed a
range of techniques learnt during the intervention that

they subsequently used in their teaching practice. These
included participatory ways of developing rules and regu-
lations, which were mentioned by teachers at midline and
endline as a positive technique for managing students
inside and outside the classroom who complied with what
they proposed to be included in the rules and guidelines.

We were taught some techniques that are positive
including the use of non-corporal punishment and
learnt how to prepare collaborative rules and regula-
tions in the class and know how to control the class-
room, so those are the various benefits that we have
gained. (Teacher, endline)

Teachers also saw revising different topics as a posi-
tive strategy to keep students engaged in class. Teachers
perceived this approach to have led to improvements in
understanding among students of the lesson content,
hence reducing chances of attracting undue punishment:

Yes, there are changes... before we got training,
when you teach a lesson, the students were likely to
forget since their brains are not mature enough for
the whole lesson to stick in. However, this training
has made us learn that if a student fails to respond
to the question asked in class as a teacher you cannot
just beat him or her instead you make a simple revi-
sion to remind the lesson just learned. (Coordinator,
midline)

However, these practices were not as widespread as
others, such as the use of praise, and not all teachers
described using them.

Teachers’ skills development: learning self-regulation and
well-being techniques to control emotions and manage stress
Emotional regulation and well-being techniques

Generally, teachers hailed the EmpaTeach programme
for imparting them crucial skills and knowledge on
methods and mechanisms for improving their mental
health by controlling and managing stress and emotions.

During the training sessions, teachers reflected on their
own values, experiences with using corporal punishment
and their ability to change. Phrases such as ‘EmpaTeach
intervention helps to change or correct teacher’s bad behaviour’,
‘(It) intends to alter types of punishments given to schoolchil-
dren’, and (It is) a good programme that provides skills to enable
leachers to control/manage their classes’ emerged during
interviews with EmpaTeach coordinators.

Teachers and EmpaTeach coordinators described
having learnt skills and techniques during the interven-
tion, which helped them to control their emotions and
manage stress. They reported praying to be one of the
useful strategies before acting when students annoyed
them.

When I feel stressed out, I try as much as possible to
avoid it through praying. (Coordinator, midline)

However, teachers went further in explaining their ways
of controlling emotions, including playing with students,
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reading books and walking around outside the class.
Others ways that were not directly linked with the inter-
vention included singing songs and listening to music.

Nowadays we have been given techniques and guide-
lines to follow to control our emotions, for example,
when a student annoys you, you can go outside the
class and walk around by the time you return to class
your mood will have changed and you feel good and
your emotions disappeared (Coordinator, midline)

Some teachers also reported finding these strategies
helpful even when outside school, such as at home.
Despite the learnt techniques and own ways to control
emotions and manage stress, some study participants also
described that life hardships were such that it was hard to
avoid stress.

Human beings cannot live without money, and we
work to earn at least a little money to get rid of life’s
hardships. Now the stress comes when you do not
have money or (subjected to) low salaries and this is
a big problem for me...This training has helped us to
change because first when I leave home, I move with
only one goal to go and teach students. Our training
has focused us not on having other things occupying
our minds when teaching. (Coordinator, midline)

Improving empathy and relationships to support behaviour change
After participating in EmpaTeach, some teachers reported
reaching an agreement that, in cases of students’ misbe-
haviour, a discussion should be held between teachers,
students and, where necessary, with parents as well, who
would be invited to the school for discussions. Both at
midline and endline, study participants perceived the
approach to have reduced fear and brought students
closer to their teachers:

We do sit with the students and ask them about their
problems because sometimes they might be having
family problems. We do invite respective parents to
come to school to discuss the development of the
students. I learn this strategy from the trainings
(Coordinator, midline)

Students also reported that teachers were closer to
them and listened to their concerns in addition to allo-
cating time to discuss different issues pertaining to school
performance and their health status:

Yes, we do discuss academic issues, for example, when
a teacher is teaching and in case there is a part I do
not understand, I can raise my hand and say I do not
understand, and the teacher will repeat and elabo-
rate more so that I can understand well (Student,
midline)

Staff reported that such positive communication
allowed teachers to support students with challenges they
faced in their lives. A few students also acknowledged

benefiting from such changes. As one of them pointed
out:

I have started seeing them (teachers) changing.
Previously, they were treating us badly but nowadays
they sit with us and talk to us in a good way (Student,
midline)

Peer and social support in the process of behavioural and
attitude change

Participants reported that EmpaTeach sessions allowed
teachers to reflect on their strengths and ability to change,
which facilitated changes in attitudes and encouraged
good practices. Teachers confirmed the sessions to have
stimulated changes of norms from their usual practice to
‘oneness’ or ‘togetherness’ as they started treating them-
selves equally and increased co-operation in problem-
solving which finally enhanced and sustained good
relationships among teachers and students. School staff
utilised the skills gained from the EmpaTeach programme
to orient peers from the intervention who has missed
some of the sessions.

In the past, teachers had no habit of building each
other’s capacity. After the training programme they
started some group discussions to build each other’s
capacity. For example, the capacity to teach some of
the subjects (Discipline teacher, endline)

This support was deemed a positive move in bringing
about the desired changes with implications on students’
behaviour and performances.

School staff declared to have received support from
their leaders through recognition of their outstanding
performance and acknowledgment which boosted their
working morale during implementation of EmpaTeach
activities. Overall, support from leaders contributed to
a positive experience with the EmpaTeach intervention
and suggested activities were well received:

When you pass anywhere people may mention your
name, for example, those people whom I have taught
may say someone taught us good (EmpaTeach) pro-
gramme and taught us to behave well. And we real-
ised that in daily life these (teachings) are useful, and
wherever you pass people say the programme went
well (Coordinator, midline)

Persisting norms around corporal punishment
Despite these positive experiences with the interven-
tion and useful strategies learnt, teachers continued to
support the use of corporal punishment. For example,
some teachers insisted on using such corporal punish-
ment based on their past experiences:

If a child is punished without using a stick or beaten,
he/she tends not to listen. As I said when I was study-
ing, we were punished with sticks, but I never heard
of anyone who died because of being beaten using
sticks. I am convinced to continue the behaviour
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because children of nowadays do not listen to ad-
vice.... (Discipline teacher, midline).

Teachers also feared that some students had lost respect
for their fellows and claimed their behaviour had become
less manageable without corporal punishment. Some
students were reported to be lazy or aggressive and rude
to the teachers because they knew that even if they misbe-
haved, they would not be whipped or caned:

School children now do not fear anymore after learn-
ing that it is their right to stay free from whips. Some
even say If you beat me, I will report you to the law
enforcing authorities. (Discipline teacher, midline)

Teachers felt that students would refuse to follow
their instructions which was one of the reasons behind
the desire to continue using corporal punishment. This
perception generally emerged more often in Congolese
than in Burundian schools. Students’ misbehaviour and
attitudes made it difficult for some teachers to enter the
class without a cane as testified below.

For example, there are three students making noises
while teaching. You order one student to stand up
and shift to another chair, but he refuses to shift and
tells you that he will not shift. Therefore, I cannot ad-
vise a student like that; instead, I cane him even if the
programme does not allow us to use corporal punish-
ment. There are types of misbehaviours which when
they exceed the (tolerance) limit, I cannot tolerate
[them. Any student who goes beyond the teachers’
instructions will get strokes of the cane. That is why
I am saying that I do not accept other disciplinary
methods (Discipline teacher, endline)

Some EmpaTeach coordinators reported that parents
also supported corporal punishment as they believed it to
be a good way of disciplining students.

It is from parents who said that if you don’t beat your
child, you discipline him/her in a bad way and will not
understand what you are telling him. (Coordinator,
midline).

Teachers reported that using non-corporal punishment
was perceived by parents as an insufficient way of disci-
plining students who would not understand what was
being taught to them without use of violence.

DISCUSSION

The study findings revealed how behavioural change
interventions can facilitate change among schoolteachers
in disciplining students. Teachers declared to have
attended several EmpaTeach sessions facilitated by group
coordinators and acknowledged the positive role that
the intervention played in influencing the way they disci-
plined students and behaved in class. Teachers reported
using a variety of alternative discipline strategies learnt
during the sessions including teaching practices to keep

students focused, reward and praise methods to rein-
force positive student behaviours. They also perceived
the techniques for managing stress and controlling their
own emotions as beneficial in facilitating avoidance of
corporal punishment. Although we know from our trial
analyses'” that the intervention overall did not lead to a
reduction in students’ experiences of corporal punish-
ment, this process evaluation shows that, school staff felt
that there had been positive changes in their disciplinary
approaches, including their relationships and communi-
cation with students.

Students’ responses also depicted a generally positive
picture, although their experiences were less consistent
and less clearly linked to the intervention itself. These
findings are generally consistent with our previous
study results;"” specific techniques were not consistently
mentioned and teachers’ accounts of new strategies were
sometimes vague and not always linked to EmpaTeach
content. This suggests that, while the intervention may
have fostered improvements in the school environment
among school staff, it was not successful at consistently
developing teachers’ skills along all the intervention
components.

The study offers important insights into student and
teacher experiences of the intervention and represents a
first attempt to reflect on the implementation and path-
ways of a school-based violence prevention intervention in
a fragile setting. Data collection was delayed by COVID-19
restrictions in the camp which may have affected partici-
pants’ ability to respond adequately to all sections of the
interview due to a lack of continuity in practising what
they learnt in the intervention sessions. It is important to
note that while the EmpaTeach intervention helped to
change some teachers’ behaviour and attitudes towards
the use of corporal punishment, during the implemen-
tation of the intervention there were challenges. Difficul-
ties in balancing coordination responsibilities alongside
teaching and the rainy season, which interfered with
timely and effective delivery of intervention activities,
may have prevented teachers from fully engaging with the
intervention content.

Lack of external continued supportand supervision may
have contributed to lack of clarity of certain strategies and
compromised the internalisation of specific techniques.
This study plays a crucial role in intervention evaluations
by providing detailed information on how the interven-
tion was perceived and experienced. Through in-depth
exploration, contextual understanding and ability to
uncover underlying mechanisms, qualitative research
offers valuable insights that quantitative methods alone
cannot produce. Additionally, conducting research with
the support of research assistants who shared the cultural
and linguistic background of the participants greatly
enhanced the quality of the data collected during the
evaluation, ensuring smooth communication and facili-
tating the acquisition of rich data. In this process eval-
uation of the EmpaTeach intervention, valuable insights
were obtained by directly engaging with stakeholders,
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including teachers and students who were directly
involved in the environments where violence may occur.

However, the study counts some limitations as it
recruited a small sample size that prevents the generali-
sation of study findings. Finally, recruitment or replace-
ment of new study participants at midline and endline
made it difficult to capture continuity in the stories as
related to the EmpaTeach intervention. The study faced
additional limitations, such as an incomplete explora-
tion of the intervention theory and contextual factors in
interviews with students and teachers, which hindered
a comprehensive understanding. Additionally, reliance
on participants’ subjective accounts restricted our ability
to assess all potential mechanisms of action within the
interventions.

Despite the limitations faced during the intervention
implementation, our study found that support and facil-
itation by peers, and the self-guided nature of the inter-
vention package may have contributed to the positive
responses of school staff. Whereas the quantitative find-
ings stemming from the trial showed that there was no
evidence that students’ reports of physical violence from
teachers decrease on average, this qualitative study showed
that overall teachers perceived the intervention as useful
to improve their teaching abilities and reduce their use of
corporal punishment. This contrast in findings might be
attributable to several possibilities. To begin with, our trial
outcome was the calculated as the proportion of students
reporting any experience of corporal punishment in
the past week, not accounting for frequency or severity.
Second, there is some suggestion in our qualitative data
of improved relationships between teachers and students
and a more positive and friendly classroom environment;
it is possible that some teachers did use less violence, or
less severe violence, without stopping. Other studies have
shown that participants in Uganda, for example, under-
stand ‘corporal punishment’ to refer to only excessive
beating."’

In reflection, EmpaTeach is different from other
successful violence prevention interventions in its focus
on stress reduction and prevention of impulsive violence,
and because it does not explicitly seek to confront
teachers on the use of corporal punishment. Instead,
the intervention seeks to enhance teachers’ repertoire of
techniques for classroom management and intended for
these to replace the use of corporal punishment. Other
interventions which have some evidence of reductions in
corporal punishment are thought to have different mech-
anisms of effect. The ICC-T intervention, implemented
in Tanzania, provided training on teacher—student inter-
action and guided teachers to reflect on child maltreat-
ment. The intervention was found to have resulted'" in
a significant change in the use of physical and emotional
violence among teachers to students in intervention
schools, as reported by both teachers and students. The
Irie Classroom Toolbox intervention was implemented
in Jamaican preschools through the provision of training
to teachers in classroom behaviour management and

focused on creating an emotionally supportive classroom
environment; preventing and managing child misbe-
haviour; strengthening teacher social and emotional skills;
promoting individual and class-wide behaviour planning.”
In Uganda, the GST intervention aimed to change the
schools’ operational cultures through the involvement
of the school administration, teachers and students and
surrounding communities. The GST’s main mechanisms
of action appeared to relate to improved teacher—stu-
dent relationships, which then improved students’ voices,
reduced fear through rewards and praise, and encour-
aged good behaviour."” Similar changes have been noted
in the EmpaTeach intervention whereby the reward and
praise were perceived by school staff as a positive mech-
anism for fostering behavioural change among students.
However, teachers percevied parents to be supportive
of the use of corporal punishment, as reported in other
settings.* 'Y Attitudes supportive of corporal punishment
and old practices continued to coexist alongside new
intervention strategies that were implemented.

Our data also highlight the variation in use of corporal
punishmentacross schools, and in what teachers perceived
as factors responsible for such practice. In some schools,
teachers saw students’ reluctancy to change or obey to the
instructions given, and parents’ belief that beating is the
best way to discipline students, as the main reasons why
corporal punishment continued. Teachers also perceived
that the use of alternative discipline would only be effective
for certain students, and ‘lazy’ and ‘misbehaved’ students
were thought to only respond to corporal punishment.
Similar perceptions were reported in other contexts.?’ *!
As such, there is a need for further contextual analysis of
what is perceived as violence, whose findings will inform
specific strategies for intervention development. For
future testing of the intervention, there is a need to criti-
cally review the components of EmpaTeach including the
sessions content, delivery modality, contextual character-
istics and duration.

CONCLUSION

The EmpaTeach intervention to reduce physical violence
from teachers to students was widely accepted by teachers
in Nyarugusu refugee camp. Some intervention tech-
niques, especially alternative discipline practices and
classroom management strategies, were widely imple-
mented, and teachers were familiar with stress reduction
and emotional regulation methods. However, it appears
that the norms sustaining the use of corporal punishment
persisted among teachers as they kept referring to their
past personal experiences of school violence from when
they were studying and to the belief that physical violence
is the best way to discipline students. These qualitative
findings revealed high acceptability among teachers and
coordinators of the alternative disciplinary and classroom
management methods included in EmpaTeach, thus we
recommend for the intervention to be further adapted
and tested, potentially also in non-humanitarian settings.
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