
1 
 

Creating safe and gender sensitive teaching and learning environments  

 

Education Unions take Action  
to End School-Related Gender-Based Violence  

 
Background 

In 2013, the UN Girls’ Education Initiative (UNGEI) and Education International (EI) established a 

strategic partnership focused on transforming inequitable gender norms in educational settings, through 

action taken by the education union movement. At the heart of the EI/UNGEI partnership is recognition 

that putting teachers, education support personnel and education unions at the forefront of efforts to 

end SRGBV can have a potentially massive impact across the education system. Until then, the 

education union movement had had little engagement with efforts to combat such violence.   

At the 2015 EI World Congress (the highest decision-making body within EI), a resolution was adopted, 

obliging all EI member organisations (who represent a total membership of 32 million education 

professionals globally), to support efforts to reduce SRGBV. This resolution created an institutional 

framework and enabling organisational environment to bring about change at a potentially vast scale.    

Consequently, the Education Unions Take Action to End SRGBV initiative was launched in January 2016, 

with financial support from Global Affairs Canada1. The 3-year project is designed to enable the 

education union movement (represented by Education International) and their members to develop 

effective and sustainable approaches to addressing gender violence as it is manifested in education 

systems, and in different country and union contexts. 7 unions in 5 countries (Ethiopia, Kenya, Uganda, 

South Africa and Zambia) have been testing an innovative approach that aims to empower union 

members to create and sustain schools as safe spaces for teaching and learning.   

The expected outcomes from the initiative include:  

 Increased capacity within participating education unions to establish effective union-led 
programmes to combat SRGBV; 

 Increased skills within participating education unions to adapt and apply proven practices to 
combat SRGBV; 

 Improved processes and approaches to advocate for SRGBV to be addressed by participating 
unions, EI members, UNGEI member organizations and other stakeholders at local, district, 
national and regional levels. 

                                                           
1
 The project partners are: Global Affairs Canada, who provide the funds, UNICEF, as the fund manager, the UN Girls’ 

Education Initiative (UNGEI) which is a multi-stakeholder partnership to amplify girls’ education and champion gender equality 
in education at global and regional levels; UNGEI plays the role of knowledge broker and strategic lead. Education International 
(EI) is the world’s largest federation of unions, representing 32 million education employees in almost 400 organisations in 170 
countries and territories. The unions participating in this initiative are EI member organisations in sub-Saharan Africa. The 
Education Unions are the primary agents of change in this initiative. Gender at Work,  technical partner for the project, is an 
international feminist knowledge network that works to end discrimination against women and build cultures of inclusion.  
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The key change strategy employed in the initiative is Gender Action Learning, a participatory approach 
rooted in principles of gender-transformative organisational change.  

Through this approach, and with the support of the technical partner, Gender at Work, education unions 

can come to understand the nature of gender inequality and GBV in their context, and take action by 

designing and implementing ‘change experiments’ to address GBV in unions and schools, taking into 

account the dynamics and opportunities offered in their specific contexts. 

During the FAWE Girls’ Education in Africa conference, two Zambian education unions participating in 

the ‘Teachers Take Action to End SRGBV’ initiative will highlight their experience with the project and 

efforts to prevent and address SRGBV. 

The Basic Education Teachers’ Union of Zambia (BETUZ) represents approximately 27,500 teachers, and 

the Zambia National Union of Teachers (ZNUT) represents some 45,000 teachers; the majority of the 

membership of both unions works in the primary sector. 

The change experiment that is underway in BETUZ is taking place at the school and community levels, 

where union members are piloting new practices aimed at ending SRGBV: 

 

Union What comprises the union’s change experiment Actions (2016) 

BETUZ  
At the community level: establish platform for 
engagement on SRGBV.   
 
At the school level: establish school clubs focused on 
addressing SRGBV.  
 
GOAL: to create safe spaces where teachers and 
learners can develop strategies for reducing cases of 
SRGBV in schools  
 

 Radio programmes on SRGBV, including 
live phone-ins; 

 
 Programmes on SRGBV produced by 

BETUZ and aired on Zambia National 
Broadcasting Corp (ZNBC)and Radio 
Mano;  

 
 SRGBV sensitisation meetings held in 

more than 30 schools in four provinces;  
 
 The national union change team visited 

20 schools to assist with setting up 
teacher and learner school clubs; 
functional clubs have been established in 
10 schools;  

 
 Public engagement materials developed 

and distributed to schools including 400 
public education brochures on SRGBV and 
1500 ‘end SRGBV’ badges;  

 
 Guidelines developed for SRGBV 

discussions with teachers and for setting 
up school clubs. 



3 
 

 

ZNUT set itself the task of revising its existing union gender policy to address SRGBV: 

 

 

Union Union Change Experiment Actions  
(ongoing since June 2016) 

ZNUT Within the union: revise existing union 
policy on gender equality; develop a union 
toolkit on SRGBV based on members’ own 
experiences of addressing SRGBV in 10 
SRGBV-free pilot schools; establish change 
teams at provincial level.  
 
GOAL: to ensure sustainability of work on 
SRGBV within the union by embedding it in 
union policy, providing union-developed 
guidance material for members, and 
ensuring buy-in at provincial level. 

 ZNUT gender equality policy has been revised and 
now includes reference to SRGBV, as do the 
union’s training materials on gender inequality;  

 
 Change teams have been established in all 10 

provinces to carry out a baseline study on 
occurrence of SRGBV, and to coordinate the 
change project at the pilot schools;  

 
 10 Pilot schools identified in all 10 provinces and 

the following intended results identified:  
 

- Teachers practice with positive attitudes to 
learners and fellow teachers (e.g. not using 
corporal punishment); 

- Learners learn with positive attitudes to each 
other and to teachers (e.g. reduction in bullying); 

- Teachers more willing and able to address cases 
of SRGBV directly (breaking the ‘culture of 
silence’); 

- Schools engaging with other stakeholders also 
working to end SRGBV;  

- Schools are transparent in relation to governance 
and administration;   

  
 5000 teachers and 10,000 students sensitised on 

SRGBV through work with the Teaching Council of 
Zambia - a newly formed body tasked with 
upholding teachers’ professional ethics  

 
 Provincial Education Officers, District Education 

Board Secretary (DEBS), District Education 
Standard Officers and Police Victim Support Unit 
have been trained on SRGBV by union change 
team members.  
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From the outset, UNGEI and EI have viewed this initiative as an opportunity to launch a change process 

within the education union movement. Because the initiative created a space for engagement with key 

leaders and decision-makers in each union, and the broader international education union movement 

from the outset, it has put in motion cascading changes that are already reaching far beyond the initial 

actions undertaken by the union changes teams.   

Within some unions, SRGBV change teams have been established at provincial and local, as well as 

national levels to carry forward change initiatives.  Pilot or demonstration schools have been identified 

at local levels in different countries with the goal of replicating best practices at the ’grassroots’.  Unions 

have brought SRGBV issues into their interactions with national education ministries, teachers’ 

commissions and teachers’ colleges and, in some cases, have reviewed existing curricula to eliminate 

stereotypes that sustain gender-based violence.    

 
Moving Forward 

The unions participating in this initiative have responded quickly and energetically to the challenge of 

addressing SRGBV.  SRGBV also offers a powerful entry point to rethinking gender relations within the 

unions, schools and communities where teachers work and live.  The change teams confront very 

tangible expressions of exclusionary norms and practices when they set about changing the way union 

members understand and respond to SRGBV.   

Union members have demonstrated courage and openness in questioning their own beliefs and 

behaviours in light of the new concepts and tools to which they are exposed through the programme.  

Both male and female participants describe making shifts in the way they relate to their spouses, their 

own children and their students based on new understandings of themselves as gendered beings.  Union 

leaders and change agents at all levels report changing the way they talk and interact with colleagues 

and learners to avoid reinforcing gender stereotypes and gender discrimination.  Union Gender Officers 

also report feeling less isolated and more directly involved in union planning and budgeting than ever 

before. More women are running for elected office within union structures. These changes suggest that 

exploration of SRGBV as a pressing issue of concern to all teachers has helped to leverage a much 

broader range of gender equality outcomes.  In this way, SRGBV offers an extremely challenging yet 

potentially transformative arena for change. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


