
South African children, particularly girls, are not safe in schools and communities. According 
to the recent  “State of the South African Child Report” one in five cases of reported sexual 
abuse occurs in schools. Of greater concern, 51% of children falling victim to sexual abuse 
are under the age of 15 years1. It has also been reported that  about  12.2 % of high school 
learners feel unsafe at school and have been threatened or experienced some form of 
violence2

Research suggest that children do not feel safe in schools and communities1. It is therefore 
important to understand the factors that place adolescent girls at risk of sexual and gender 
based violence and HIV in all settings, particularly as explored from their perspective. Part of 
the GAP YEAR Programme, a cRCT which seeks to empower school going adolescents as 
they transition through secondary school in  the Western Cape (Khayelitsha) and Gauteng 
(Soweto and Tembisa) in 26 schools among grade 8 learners; this formative research was 
conducted  with learners in Soweto and Khayelitsha. 

The objectives of this formative assessment were: 
• To inform the implementation of the implementation approach prior to the intervention 

launch in the 3 townships. 
• To explore possible practical challenges experienced by adolescents in these townships 

so as to inform the GAP year curriculum development, and program. 
• To explore perceptions of school and neighbourhood safety among adolescent boys and 

girls in two largest townships in South Africa.

Although issues of safety have been explored, there is a dearth of qualitative studies that 
explore the  subject of safety among school going adolescents boys and girls from their 
perspectives. 

Background

Methods

Perceived school and neighbourhood 
safety

The results highlight the need for strengthening adolescent programmes that address issues of safety in 
school and communities. A multipronged strategy is required to change the tide of neighbourhood and 
school safety and violence. In particular, create an enabling environment for adolescent girls by 
transforming schools into hubs of safety and support (in line with the NSSF) and increasing advocacy for 
safe spaces in the community which is what the GAP Year program seeks to achieve. 

Qualitative research :

The participants reflected on their perceptions of safety and lack of protection and security in 
school premises, home and the community at large. Across all the groups, female participants 
reported feeling unsafe at school and the community. While their male counterparts reported 
feeling unsafe in the community, and public spaces such as parks.

Figure 1: Breakdown of  Focus areas 
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Results

Recommendation

Tembisa :
- Population ~ 463,109
- 12.2% between 10-19
- 46% females years
- 20 High Schools

Soweto :
- Population ~ 1 271 

628
- 14.7% between 10-19 

years
- 50.4% females
- 29 High Schools

Khayelitsha :
- Population ~ 391 749
- 16.5 between 10-19 

years
- 51.1% females
- 18 High Schools
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Figure 2 Thematic map: emerging themes 

“At school because outside in the community there are people who are gangsters if 
perhaps you beat their friend up, they will want to beat you up” (Male participant, 
Khayelitsha). 

“Yoh here at school I feel safe sometimes but eish if I have to go to the toilet yoh I have a 
problem like our toilet has boys inside, they smoke inside and some ….when they fight, 
they break the windows and they stab each other. “(Female participant, Soweto)

“I feel safe when I am in the classroom only but first day when we came here they told us 
that they stab each other, we must be mindful and like they told us those things that are..., 
and then I started feeling anxious. In our classroom, they also stole they stole chairs and 
when we go to fetch them then grade 10 and grade 11 pupils came with belts and they 
beat us and take our furniture. “(Female participant, Soweto)

“I am afraid to get in the toilet, I don’t go alone to the toilet…“boys smoke dagga, you know 
why they smoke in the girls’ toilet” (Female participant, Soweto). 

Our schools are not safe, right, because there are fences that are this thing…, the fences 
are not intact and then it’s easy for the gangsters to go in and to look for people they want 
in their respective classes (Female participant, Soweto).

Data Collection Sampling Data Analysis 

1. Purposive
2. Females (13 -16 

years old) n =62
3. Males (14-16 

years old) n= 50

Thematic analysis 1. Eleven 
Homogenous 
focus group 
discussions 
(FGD)

2. Six female and 
five male 

The study findings confirm the results of the recent report released about the safety of children in South 
Africa. Adolescent girls and boys generally expressed that they do not feel safe in the school premises and 
neighbourhood.

Conclusion

“In the park is not safe they found an old woman the park, they raped and woman, they 
stabbed her, she is in hospital, can you imagine”. (Female participant , Soweto).

During the week we are safe in the community but we are not safe during the weekend 
since for instance my brother was stabbed last week, he nearly died inside the house, I 
was in a bath, so the doors…, I heard the doors being pushed so I think there were 12 
people, right neh they were many about 12 they stabbed him three wounds at the back, 
my brother nearly died last week, I rushed him to KDH hospital, it’s not safe during the 
weekend” (Female participant, Khayelitsha).

“Gangsterism if you are a girl maybe you stay at Y if you go to K, they ask you where you 
stay, they will beat you up just because you are not allowed to enter at K ((section)) 
perhaps boys here are against M boys at Y”. (Female participant), Khayelitsha).

“When you go to the shops yoh it’s very dangerous. (Male participant, Soweto). 
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