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Consider the following challenges and opportunities for school psychology and school psychologists:

1. A child says something during a psychological evaluation that leads the psychologist to think the child might have been sexually molested?

2. Corporal punishment continues to be used in the school by teachers and administrators.

3. Obese children in the schools and community are being persecuted and discriminated against by peers and others, leading to suicide attempts and violence. The school board is considering eliminating requirements for physical education/physical fitness programs.

4. Local child protective services and the schools have no protocol for cooperation between the two. Resulting poor communication and relationships appear to be weakening the ability of each to protect children.

5. The national/state system of dealing with child protection cases is primarily punitive rather than restorative and therapeutic. A national/state panel has been convened to provide guidance toward better practices.

All of these scenarios embody existing and/or potential violence against children – and the probability of it being spread to distort and corrupt the lives of many persons. What could/should a

school psychologist do such in situations? What have professional education and ethics to contribute to such situations? What can/should the profession contribute to resolving such issues?

On 11 October, 2006, the UN General Assembly was presented with ‘The report of the independent expert for the United Nations study on violence against children.’ The Study on Violence Against Children (from here forward referred to as the Study) is of high relevance to school psychology, has relevance for all the scenarios presented above and more, and sets before school psychology, and all professions working for and with children, the challenge to do a better job of protecting children.

The Study was undertaken at the request of the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child following discussion days it held on the theme of violence against children in 2000 and 2001. The Chairperson of the Committee stated that the study “should lead to the development of strategies aimed at effectively preventing and combating all forms of violence against children, outlining steps to be taken at the international level and by States to provide effective prevention, protection, intervention, treatment, recovery and reintegration” (for the background of the study see: http:// www.violencestudy.org/r13) . The General Assembly, in 2001, requested that the UN Secretary General conduct ‘an in-depth study on the question of violence against children.’ Processes related to the Study have been underway since that request was made.

‘Independent expert’ Paulo Sergio Pinheiro (previously Brazil’s Secretary of State for Human Rights) was appointed to lead the Study. The Office of the High Commissioner on Human Rights, the World Health Organization, and UNICEF were primary collaborators in the Study process. The purpose of the Study was to examine child abuse as defined generally by agreement of experts participating in the WHO Consultation on Child Abuse Prevention in 1999: “child abuse or maltreatment constitutes all forms of physical and/or emotional ill-treatment, sexual abuse, neglect or negligent treatment or commercial or other exploitation, resulting in actual or potential harm to the child’s health, survival, development or dignity in the context of a relationship of responsibility, trust or power (see http://www.violencestudy.org/a36).

The Study gathered information from multiple sources throughout the world, including   governments that completed questionnaires on related topics. It was a highly participatory

process that incorporated regional, subregional, and national consultations, expert thematic meetings, and field visits. The perspectives of non-governmental organizations were solicited

not only through these processes but also through a close relationship between the Independent Expert, the Study Secretariat, and the NGO Advisory Panel for the Study. The Advisory Panel included representatives from many international organizations and agencies, including UNICEF, SAVE, World Vision, ISPCAN, and ISPA (represented in this case by the author of this article). The Advisory Panel, which integrated highly successful participation by child/youth members, met frequently with the Paulo Pinheiro and the Director of the Study Secretariat, Amaya Gillespie, with quite constructive results embodying mutual respect and making it clear that NGO’s were valuable allies in the Study.

The Report of the Study can be found at the following Internet website:  http://www.violencestudy.org/IMG/pdf/English.pdf. It will be followed by a book. The Report clarifies the enormity of the problem of violence against children: estimating high levels of children dying from homicide (53,000 according to WHO), suffering from physical punishment in their homes (up to 80 to 90 per cent), being bullied physically or verbally (20 to 65 per cent of school-aged children), experiencing sexual violence (150 million girls and 73 million boys) including

female genital mutilation (100-140 million girls and women), and being subjected to child labor (218 million) including hazardous work (126 million) and prostitution and pornography (1.8

million).

The Report is divided into six sections: Introduction; A global problem (including hidden, unreported and under-recorded violence); Settings in which violence against children occurs;

Progress achieved; Conclusions; and Recommendations.

Here are a few excerpts from the Introduction that underline the importance of The Study and the values it espouses.

• No violence against children is justifiable; all violence against children is preventable.

• In every region, in contradiction to human rights obligations and children’s developmental needs, violence against children is socially approved, and is frequently legal and Stateauthorized.

• There can be no compromise in challenging violence against children.

• Every society, no matter its cultural, economic or social background, can and must stop violence against children.

As previously indicated, all of the Study is of relevance for school psychology. School psychology is capable of making contributions to the way forward in virtually all areas/ sectors of concern to the Study. Consider the Report’s presentation of settings in which violence occurs, recommendations for improvements, and categories of setting-specific recommendations, as follows.

Settings in which violence against children occurs:

A. Home and family
B. Schools and educational settings
C. Work settings
D. The community
Overarching recommendations
1. Strengthen national and local commitment and action
2. Prohibit all violence against children
3. Prioritize prevention
4. Promote non-violent values and awareness-raising
5. Enhance the capacity of all who work with and for children
6. Provide recovery and social reintegration services
7. Ensure participation of children
8. Create accessible and child-friendly reporting systems and
       services
9. Ensure accountability and end impunity
10. Address the gender dimension of violence against children
11. Develop and implement systematic national data collection
       and research
12. Strengthen international commitment
Setting-specific recommendations
1. In the home and family
2. In schools and other educational settings
3. In care and justice systems
4. In the workplace
5. In the community
Here is where perspective on the spheres of present and potential influence by school psychology should be brought into focus. Arguably, within the school community, school psychology is the professional orientation most knowledgeable in regard to human needs, child development, and learning, both intra- and interpersonal relations, and the monitoring and measurement of the human condition. It is probably easy to get agreement that school psychologists should be involved in preventing violence against children and promoting their full and health development in the school community. This position is made particularly strong by
recognizing the opportunities educational environments provide to monitor development and relevant influencing conditions, and to intervene. If however, consideration is given to the potential influence of not only the school psychologist as a practitioner, but also of school psychology as a profession and the school psychologist as a citizen-professional, a strong case can be made for much broader influence. As illustrations: school psychologists can help the school and community support improved and nonviolent child rearing (see for example the UNESCO book ‘Eliminating corporal punishment: The way forward to constructive child discipline,’ 2005, with contributions by ISPA President Nora Katona and the author of this article) ; school psychology in its professional association role can encourage and reward/recognize pre- and continuing-service education for school psychologists in violence prevention and research in
associated areas; school psychologists can both serve in and consult with child/youth workplaces, care settings, and justice settings to achieve rights respecting practices, and advocate locally and national for the formal application of standards to support such practices.

The opportunities are great for school psychologists in practice, in their expert-as-citizen roles, and through their professional associations to make significant contributions to all
settings, conditions, and issues. As the challenges and opportunities inherent in this position are considered, it is worth remembering ISPA’s long standing support for children’s rights and its relevance. The Study was conducted because the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child recognized that violence against children is a violation of their rights as established by the
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (see for examples Articles 6, on survival and development; 19 on protection from all forms of violence; 34, on protection from sexual exploitation and abuse; and 29, on the aims of education to achieve full development of all talents and preparation for responsible life in a free society). School psychology and school psychologists approach the issues of violence against children from a base of understanding and commitment to foster respect and support for the special relationships between human needs and potential, human rights, and the conditions necessary to fulfill them. School Psychology and ISPA have a rich history of commitment, projects, and actions relevant to protecting children
from violence and it effects. The ISPA website(www.ispaweb.org) identifies some of these – e.g., establishing and joining crisis response teams in cases of illness, death, natural disasters, war, and terrorism affecting children; and teaching peer mediation, conflict resolution and social skills to children to encourage alternatives to violence. The ISPA cross national research on children’s rights involved teams in 21 countries and provided illuminating information about the degree to which children/youth felt they were protected from physical and psychological violence in their homes and schools (see School Psychology International, 2001, 22, 2). The International Study
on Violence in the School Community, intended to contribute to the UN Secretary General’s Study, was a cooperative project of ISPA, ISPCAN, and Education International, with generous
leadership and resource support from Shane Jimerson (Chair of the ISPA Research Committee; University of California – Santa Barbara). Also specific to the Study, ISPA formally endorsed
several positions promoted by the NGO Advisory Panel for the Study, including the recommendation that corporal punishment should be prohibited. As ISPA builds on this history, it is worth noting that leadership in ISPCAN (the International Society for the Prevention of Child Abuse and Neglect) have recently expressed support for infusing a child rights approach in all child protection work. This presents the possibility of an alliance between ISPCAN and ISPA to prevent violence against children in ways that fully respect them as rights bearing citizens. 

In summary, ISPA, school psychology, and school psychologists can make substantial contributions toward ending violence against children. Our knowledge base, competencies,

values, practical experiences, and spheres of influence are charged with possibilities. Every school psychologist, school psychology organization, and education/training center for school
psychologists should give serious consideration to the Study Report and its implications for them. All parties can be assisted in such endeavors by having ISPA do some strategic planning in this
area. In this regard, consideration should be given to having ISPA establish a ‘prevention of violence against children’ task force and to including a plenary session and planning process on this topic in the 2007 Colloquium in Finland.
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