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ABSTRACT 

Child sexual abuse continues to be a challenge globally and in south Africa.  There are many sources of literature that 
call for preventative interventions against child sexual violence. Without any form of intervention, sexual violence 
against children and adolescents will continue to be a problem. There is a huge need for interventions within schools 
to mitigate sexual violence. The aim of this study was to investigate the limitations of self defence education in South 
African schools as a strategy for preventing child sexual violence, with a focus on understanding its challenges, risks, 
and areas where additional interventions are needed to enhance child safety. Therefore, this study employed a 
qualitative research design and data was collected from Six purposively selected teachers aged between 30 to 65 
years. Face to face semi-structured interviews was conducted for the purpose of data collection and analysed 
thematically. The findings indicate that self-defence programmes in schools may positively contribute to children’s 
confidence, personal development, awareness of their rights, and ability to protect themselves and others. However, 
concerns were raised regarding the possible misuse of self-defence skills, unrealistic expectations of safety, legal 
misunderstandings, psychological impacts, and the need for qualified instructors. Participants therefore emphasised 
the importance of awareness programmes, parental involvement, and school counsellors to support the safe and 
appropriate implementation of self-defence education. 

Keywords: Child Sexual Abuse, Schools, Self-defence, Teachers 

INTRODUCTION 

Sexual abuse and sexual violence are often used interchangeably, but they require 

clarification. Sexual abuse is a broad category encompassing non-consensual and coercive sexual 

acts, whereas sexual violence is a subset characterized by physically aggressive non-consensual 

actions that may cause harm to the victim (Basile & Saltzman, 2002). For the purposes of this 

study, “sexual violence” is used to represent all behaviours under sexual abuse, including sexual 

assault, as defined both legally and by the experiences reported by children and adolescents in 

South Africa (Artz et al., 2018). Sexual abuse often occurs repeatedly across childhood and 

adolescence, with evidence showing that many children experience multiple incidents (Artz et 

al., 2018), highlighting the persistent nature of this issue. 
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The literature emphasizes the urgent need for preventative interventions against child 

sexual violence. Exposure to sexual violence can lead children to normalize such behaviour, 

creating a harmful cycle (Dartnall & Jewkes, 2013). Studies in South African schools have revealed 

alarming levels of harassment and abuse both en route to and within school environments, 

underscoring the need for school-based interventions (Ngidi et al., 2021; Ward et al., 2018). Girls 

are particularly vulnerable, and children often delay or fail to report abuse, especially when 

perpetrators are family members or close associates (Jamieson, Sambu, & Mathews, 2017; 

Meinck, Cluver, Boyes, & Loening-Voysey, 2016). Geographic and environmental factors, 

including urban versus rural location, parental monitoring, and household conditions, also 

influence abuse prevalence (Artz et al., 2018). The long-term consequences of sexual violence 

are profound, contributing to substance abuse, risky sexual behaviour, and mental health 

disorders such as PTSD, anxiety, and depression (Artz et al., 2018). 

Despite recognition of the problem, literature indicates a lack of research on effective 

interventions within the South African context. International studies suggest that self-defence 

programs can empower children and reduce their vulnerability. For instance, self-defence 

courses in the United States and Kenya demonstrated that the majority of participants 

successfully applied the skills to prevent sexual assault (Brecklin & Ullman, 2005; Sinclair et al., 

2013). School-based intervention programs from 2000 to 2021 increased knowledge, awareness, 

and personal safety skills, demonstrating positive outcomes in preparing children to recognize 

and respond to sexual abuse (Yusof et al., 2022). The efficacy of such programs is influenced by 

school support, teacher attitude, and the quality and consistency of program content (Blakey, 

Glaude, & Jennings, 2019). Similarly, research in China showed that school-based programs 

delivered by teachers were more effective than parent-led interventions in improving children’s 

knowledge and skills for personal safety (Jin et al., 2017). 

These findings indicate that self-defence education, when implemented effectively, has 

the potential to empower children, increase their awareness of sexual violence, and contribute 

to prevention. This study therefore aimed to investigate the limitations of self-defence education 

in South African schools, examining its challenges, potential risks, and complementary strategies 

that could enhance its effectiveness. By exploring both the disadvantages and methods to 

strengthen self-defence interventions, the research seeks to contribute toward reducing the 

prevalence of sexual violence against children in South Africa. 

The researchers adopted empowerment theory as the theoretical framework 

underpinning this study. In social work, empowerment theory advocates intervention 

approaches that enable individuals to develop autonomy, enhance their capacity for self-

determination, and gain greater control over their lives. The theory recognises that oppression is 

a significant contributor to disempowerment, particularly among marginalised and vulnerable 

populations (Sunkad, 2023). According to Zimmerman (2000), empowerment theory provides a 

distinct framework for designing interventions and promoting social change by facilitating the 

mobilisation of individual, familial, and community strengths and resources. Empowerment is 
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therefore understood as the process of unlocking the potential of social systems while identifying 

and creating opportunities and resources that enhance effective social functioning and enable 

individuals to address their problems, needs, and challenges (Miley & DuBois, 2026). In the 

context of this study, empowerment theory was adopted to explore participants' perspectives 

on the potential of self-defence education as an empowering preventive strategy for reducing 

child sexual abuse among school-going children in South Africa. By equipping children with 

knowledge, practical skills, and confidence to recognise, resist, and report abusive behaviour, 

self-defence education aligns with the principles of empowerment theory by fostering individual 

agency and enhancing children's capacity for self-protection. 

RESEARCH METHOD 

This study employed a qualitative, exploratory research approach to investigate the 

limitations of self defence education in South African schools as a strategy for preventing child 

sexual violence, with a focus on understanding its challenges, risks, and areas where additional 

interventions are needed to enhance child safety, as qualitative research allows for an in-depth 

exploration of beliefs and experiences (Aspers & Corte, 2019) and exploratory designs are 

particularly suited for topics with limited prior research (Žukauskas, Vveinhardt, & 

Andriukaitienė, 2018). The study targeted Life Orientation teachers, whose subject focuses on 

preparing students for life beyond school (Majid, 2018), and purposive sampling was used to 

select participants based on their expertise and experience relevant to the topic (Campbell et al., 

2020). Teachers were recruited from private schools in Johannesburg through formal 

introductions and referrals, ensuring a cross-section of perspectives from individuals with varying 

experience, gender, and curricular exposure.  

Data were collected using semi-structured interviews, allowing open-ended responses 

and follow-up probing to capture teachers’ views on child sexual abuse,  disadvantages of self-

defence, and complementary strategies to enhance its effectiveness (Adosi, 2020; Smulowitz, 

2017; Adams, 2015). Thematic data analysis was employed to identify and interpret patterns in 

the data, involving familiarisation, coding, searching for recurring themes, reviewing and refining 

these themes, and selecting those most relevant to the study’s aim, teachers’ understanding and 

opinions of self-defence, drawbacks, and additional methods to support implementation (Braun 

& Clarke, 2012; Maguire & Delahunt, 2017). Trustworthiness was ensured through credibility, 

dependability, confirmability, and transferability by maintaining accurate records, detailed 

procedural documentation, supervisory oversight, and clear reporting to allow replication in 

other contexts (Forero, Nahidi, De Costa, Mohsin, Fitzgerald, Gibson, McCarthy, & Aboagye-

Sarfo, 2018). Ethical considerations were observed throughout the study, guided by risk 

assessment and professional social work standards to protect participants’ rights and ensure 

integrity during data collection, analysis, and reporting. 

 

https://ojs3.unpatti.ac.id/index.php/baileofisip


 

 

Baileo: Jurnal Sosial Humaniora , Volume 4, Issue 1 | September 2026 

https://ojs3.unpatti.ac.id/index.php/baileofisip  

185 

The researcher conducted the study with six participants (n=6) who all participated 

voluntarily. The ethnic group of all the participants was Caucasian. Four of the participants were 

female, and two of the participants were male. The ages of the participants ranged between 30 

and 65 years. The participants’ teaching experience ranged from a minimum of two years to a 

maximum of thirty years. Four participants worked under the Independent Examinations Board 

curriculum, while two participants worked under the Cambridge curriculum. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Overview of Emerging Themes 

Thematic analysis of the data generated several main themes, each comprising a number 

of subthemes. Table 1 presents an overview of the main themes and corresponding subthemes 

identified from the participants’ accounts. 

 

Table 1 Main Themes and Corresponding Subthemes Identified from Participants’ Accounts 

Themes Sub themes 

Theme 1: The Advantages of 
Self-Defence 

• Improved self-esteem, self-awareness, and personal development  

• Increased knowledge of children’s rights  

• Development of physical self-defence skills  

• Empowerment through the ability to protect oneself and others 
Theme 2: Disadvantages of 
self-defence 

• Inappropriate behaviour or use of skills taught through self-
defence 

• Fostering false expectations that child is strong enough 

• The need to hire qualified instructors or pay for teachers to be 
trained 

• Misunderstanding the legalities around the use of self-defence 

• Psychological consequences of exposing children to this topic  
Theme 3: Methods to be 
used in conjunction with 
self-defence courses 

• Awareness programs 

• Parental involvement and school counselors  
 

Sources: Research analysis, 2026 

 

Theme 1: The Advantages of Self-Defence 

The findings revealed several perceived advantages of implementing self-defence 

programmes within school environments. Across the participants’ accounts, self-defence was 

understood not merely as a set of physical techniques for responding to threatening situations, 

but as an educational intervention with broader developmental implications for children. 

Participants particularly associated self-defence education with improvements in children’s self-

esteem, self-awareness, personal development, knowledge of children’s rights, physical 

preparedness, and capacity to protect themselves and others. These perceptions suggest that 

the potential value of self-defence education extends beyond immediate physical protection and 
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encompasses psychological, developmental, and rights-based dimensions of children’s safety. 

This interpretation is consistent with previous research indicating that self-defence programmes 

can contribute positively to children’s confidence, resilience, and awareness of personal safety 

(Decker et al., 2018). 

Improved Self-Esteem, Self-Awareness, and Personal Development 

All participants emphasised the developmental benefits that they associated with self-

defence training. In their accounts, participation in self-defence programmes was perceived as 

having the potential to strengthen children’s self-esteem, self-awareness, and personal 

development by enabling them to recognise their own value, strengths, and capabilities. Rather 

than positioning children solely as potential victims who require protection from adults or peers, 

participants viewed self-defence education as an opportunity to develop children’s sense of 

agency and confidence in responding to situations that may threaten their safety. 

Participants further indicated that self-defence could provide children with practical skills 

and strategies for responding to potentially harmful situations. The significance of these skills, 

therefore, was not limited to the physical ability to defend oneself. Participants associated the 

acquisition of such knowledge and skills with a broader process of personal development in which 

children become more conscious of their own capacities and more attentive to their surrounding 

environments. Participant 3 explicitly highlighted this dimension, stating: “Self-defence would 

also help students improve their awareness of their surroundings” (P3). 

This account indicates that self-defence was perceived as contributing to children’s 

situational awareness, which participants regarded as an important component of personal 

safety. The emphasis on awareness is particularly significant because it positions self-defence as 

a preventive educational practice rather than an intervention that becomes relevant only after a 

threatening situation has occurred. From the participants’ perspectives, developing awareness 

of one’s surroundings may enable children to recognise potentially unsafe circumstances and 

respond more appropriately. 

The perceived developmental value of self-defence was similarly reflected in Participant 

5’s account: “Self-defence would help with self-knowledge, skill and development. It would also 

help children with knowing their rights and equipping individuals to defend themselves and 

others” (P5). 

The statement connects three dimensions that participants perceived as mutually 

reinforcing: self-knowledge, skill development, and awareness of rights. This suggests that the 

educational value of self-defence was understood in broader terms than the acquisition of 

physical techniques. For participants, knowing how to defend oneself was connected to knowing 

oneself, understanding one’s capabilities, and recognising one’s entitlement to safety and 

protection. 
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Increased Knowledge of Children’s Rights 

Participants also identified increased knowledge of children’s rights as an important 

advantage of self-defence education. The accounts suggest that children’s ability to protect 

themselves was understood partly through their awareness that they possess rights that should 

be recognised and respected. In this sense, self-defence education was perceived as providing 

children with knowledge that could contribute to their understanding of personal boundaries, 

safety, and their right to defend themselves. 

Participant 5’s observation is particularly relevant in this regard, as the participant 

explicitly connected self-defence with “knowing their rights” and with being equipped to defend 

oneself and others (P5). This perception broadens the conceptual scope of self-defence 

education. Rather than treating children’s safety exclusively as a matter of physical capacity, 

participants framed it as also involving knowledge and awareness. Such a framing is important 

within the context of child sexual violence because children’s vulnerability may be shaped not 

only by their physical capacity to respond to a threatening situation but also by their 

understanding of their rights and their ability to recognise circumstances in which those rights 

may be violated. 

Importantly, the researchers framed this dimension within the context of children 

potentially needing to defend themselves against both peers and adults. Consequently, 

participants’ accounts positioned self-defence education as relevant across different 

interpersonal contexts rather than limiting its application to particular forms of interaction or 

particular perpetrators. The emphasis on children’s rights therefore reinforces the broader 

educational function attributed to self-defence programmes by the participants. 

This finding can be interpreted through the principles of empowerment theory. From an 

empowerment perspective, interventions should not position participants merely as passive 

recipients of protection or services. Rather, individuals should be engaged as active participants 

who develop the knowledge, capacities, and resources necessary to exercise greater control over 

circumstances affecting their lives (Zimmerman, 2000). Within the present findings, participants’ 

emphasis on children’s knowledge of their rights reflects this principle because self-defence 

education was perceived as contributing to children’s capacity to understand and act upon their 

own interests and safety. 

Empowerment through the Ability to Protect Oneself and Others 

Another significant dimension identified across the participants’ accounts was 

empowerment. All participants raised the idea that self-defence training could reduce children’s 

feelings of vulnerability by enabling them to assume a more active role in protecting themselves. 

The perceived empowering function of self-defence therefore appears to operate through both 

practical and psychological mechanisms: children acquire skills that may assist them in 

responding to threatening situations while simultaneously developing greater confidence in their 

ability to act. 

https://ojs3.unpatti.ac.id/index.php/baileofisip


 

 

Baileo: Jurnal Sosial Humaniora , Volume 4, Issue 1 | September 2026 

https://ojs3.unpatti.ac.id/index.php/baileofisip  

188 

Participant 6 captured this perception explicitly: “I would guess it would empower 

participants to be able to protect themselves instead of being a victim” (P6). 

The distinction between “protect themselves” and “being a victim” is particularly 

important in understanding how participants conceptualised empowerment. The statement 

suggests a shift from a passive position of vulnerability towards a more active position in which 

children are perceived as capable of exercising some degree of agency in relation to their own 

safety. Within the participants’ accounts, therefore, empowerment was not understood simply 

as confidence in performing physical techniques. It was associated with the broader capacity to 

recognise vulnerability and respond to it through knowledge, awareness, and practical skills. 

This interpretation aligns with empowerment theory, which emphasises the importance 

of providing individuals and communities with resources, knowledge, and skills that enable them 

to exercise greater control over circumstances affecting their lives (Turner & Maschi, 2014). 

Applied to the present findings, self-defence programmes may be understood as one mechanism 

through which children can acquire both practical and psychological resources relevant to their 

personal safety. The participants’ accounts indicate that the empowering potential of such 

programmes lies in equipping children with the capacity to participate more actively in their own 

protection rather than relying exclusively on external actors. 

The empowerment dimension also extends to the ability to protect others. Participant 5 

referred to equipping individuals to “defend themselves and others” (P5), indicating that the 

perceived benefits of self-defence education were not necessarily confined to individual 

protection. Participants’ perceptions therefore suggest that the development of self-defence 

skills may also be understood in relational terms, in which children’s awareness and capacity can 

contribute to the protection of others. 

Taken together, the findings under Theme 1 indicate that participants perceived self-

defence education as having a multidimensional value within school environments. Its perceived 

advantages encompassed personal development, increased self-esteem and self-awareness, 

greater knowledge of children’s rights, the development of physical self-defence skills, and 

empowerment through the capacity to protect oneself and others. Importantly, these 

dimensions were not presented by participants as isolated outcomes; rather, they were 

interconnected through a broader understanding of children as individuals who can develop 

knowledge, awareness, confidence, and practical capacity in relation to their own safety. In this 

respect, the findings support an understanding of self-defence education as an intervention that 

may contribute not only to physical protection but also to children’s developmental and 

empowering experiences. 

Theme 2: The Disadvantages of Self-defence 

Despite the perceived benefits of self-defence education, participants also identified 

several potential disadvantages that would need to be carefully considered before its 

implementation as an intervention in school settings. These concerns primarily related to the 
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possible misuse of self-defence skills, the development of a false sense of security among 

children, the financial and training requirements associated with programme implementation, 

potential misunderstandings concerning the legal boundaries of self-defence, and possible 

psychological consequences of exposing children to issues related to sexual violence at a young 

age. Importantly, these concerns represent the perceptions and expectations of the participants 

rather than established empirical outcomes. They therefore require careful consideration and, 

where appropriate, further empirical investigation. 

Potential Misuse of Self-Defence Skills 

The most consistently identified concern across the participants was the possibility that 

children might misuse the skills and techniques acquired through self-defence training. 

Participants expressed concern that children could potentially apply physical self-defence 

techniques during interpersonal conflicts, including conflicts with other children. This concern 

was raised as a potential unintended consequence of providing children with physical skills 

without ensuring that they also develop a clear understanding of when and why those skills 

should appropriately be used. 

Participant 2 articulated this concern as follows: “Children could misuse self-defence in 

the sense of bullying, but if true understanding is provided to children about the principle that 

they should not use it to harm one another, especially without true cause.” (P2) 

This account highlights an important distinction between acquiring self-defence skills and 

understanding the appropriate principles governing their application. From the participant’s 

perspective, the potential for misuse may be reduced when children are provided with an explicit 

understanding that self-defence is intended for protection rather than for aggression or 

interpersonal retaliation. Consequently, the concern identified by participants does not 

necessarily imply that self-defence education inherently encourages aggressive behaviour; 

rather, it highlights the importance of ensuring that physical techniques are accompanied by 

appropriate education concerning their purpose, limitations, and responsible use. 

At the same time, the concern regarding the misuse of self-defence skills should be 

interpreted cautiously. The available evidence does not appear to provide sufficient empirical 

support to establish that participation in self-defence programmes necessarily increases 

children’s likelihood of using such skills inappropriately. Indeed, self-defence programmes are 

generally intended to teach children appropriate responses to situations involving threats to their 

safety. The concern raised by participants should therefore be understood as an anticipated or 

anecdotal risk rather than as an established consequence of self-defence education. 

Nevertheless, it remains relevant to programme design because instructors may need to 

establish clear behavioural expectations and reinforce the distinction between self-defence and 

aggression throughout the programme. 
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Development of a False Sense of Security 

A second concern identified by participants was that self-defence education might 

unintentionally create a false sense of security among children. Participant 3 expressed the 

concern that children could perceive themselves as sufficiently capable of dealing with dangerous 

situations simply because they had acquired self-defence skills: 

“I feel that teaching self-defence could possibly foster a false sense of security amongst 

children. There are those children who might feel that they have now been given ‘super-

powers’ and they could get themselves into dangerous situations because of it.” (P3) 

 

The expression “super-powers” illustrates the participant’s concern that children may 

overestimate the extent to which self-defence skills can protect them from harm. The issue, 

therefore, is not necessarily the acquisition of self-defence skills itself, but the possibility that 

children may develop unrealistic expectations regarding their physical capacity to manage 

dangerous circumstances. Such expectations could potentially influence how children assess risk 

and respond to situations perceived as threatening. 

This finding highlights the importance of establishing realistic expectations within self-

defence education. Participants’ accounts suggest that children should understand that self-

defence training does not make them invulnerable and that physical intervention is not 

necessarily appropriate or effective in every threatening situation. Clear instruction concerning 

personal safety, appropriate responses, and the limitations of physical self-defence would 

therefore be important considerations in the implementation of such programmes. 

Financial and Training Requirements 

Participants also identified the practical and financial implications associated with 

implementing self-defence education within schools. In particular, schools may need to incur 

costs either by providing teachers with appropriate training or by employing qualified self-

defence instructors. This consideration is particularly relevant because participants perceived 

self-defence education as extending beyond the teaching of physical techniques. Teachers or 

instructors may also be expected to address more complex issues, including the legal boundaries 

surrounding the use of self-defence. 

The participants highlighted that children may need to understand circumstances in 

which self-defence can legally be used and the extent of the physical measures that may be 

considered permissible (Goosen, 2013). Communicating such legal concepts to children may be 

challenging because the principles governing self-defence can be complex and may be open to 

misunderstanding when simplified for younger learners. Consequently, participants perceived 

the competence and preparation of instructors as an important consideration in programme 

implementation. Whether the programme is delivered by teachers who have received 

appropriate training or by specialised self-defence instructors, the content would need to be 

communicated in a manner that children can understand without creating misleading 
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interpretations of their legal or physical capacity to respond to threats. 

Participant 2 further emphasised this concern: “There is a risk that children may not 

understand that self-defence should not inflict any more harm than the harm that is posing a 

threat to their safety.” (P2) 

This observation reinforces the importance of communicating the boundaries of self-

defence. The participant’s concern suggests that children may not automatically understand the 

proportionality between a threat and an appropriate defensive response. Therefore, the 

educational challenge extends beyond teaching children how to perform physical techniques; it 

also involves helping them understand the circumstances and limitations associated with their 

use. 

From a broader child-protection perspective, however, these implementation challenges 

should not necessarily be interpreted as sufficient grounds for excluding self-defence education 

from prevention strategies. Rather, they point to the need for a comprehensive approach in 

which self-defence education is carefully designed and integrated with other forms of prevention 

and protection. Upholding the best interests of children in matters of care and protection 

necessitates comprehensive intervention strategies to address child sexual abuse. Within this 

context, prevention remains particularly important, and self-defence education may constitute 

one component of a broader preventive response to child sexual abuse in South Africa. 

Potential Psychological Consequences 

A further concern raised by participants related to the possible psychological 

consequences of exposing children to the topic of sexual violence at a young age. Participant 4 

expressed concern that increased awareness of sexual violence could potentially result in 

children becoming excessively suspicious or fearful of adults’ ordinary expressions of care and 

affection: 

“From a psychological perspective, they might then be over-aware and over-analyse an 

adult who is simply being kind or showing care or even showing love... and think this adult 

is someone who is trying to sexually abuse them. I think it may be more so in this 

generation where they are sensitive… They could become too scared to go out and live 

their lives.” (P4) 

 

Participant 4’s account illustrates a perceived tension between increasing children’s 

awareness of potential sexual violence and avoiding the development of excessive fear or 

suspicion. From this perspective, an intervention designed to improve children’s awareness of 

sexual abuse could, if inadequately communicated, potentially be interpreted by children in ways 

that make ordinary social interactions appear threatening. The concern therefore relates not to 

awareness itself, but to the manner and developmental appropriateness with which sensitive 

information is introduced and discussed. 
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This concern should likewise be interpreted cautiously because the participant’s 

perception does not, in itself, establish a causal relationship between exposure to self-defence 

or sexual-violence education and negative psychological outcomes. The available evidence 

identified within the present study does not provide sufficient basis to conclude that such 

programmes necessarily produce heightened fear, suspicion, or anxiety among children. 

Nevertheless, the possibility of unintended psychological consequences represents an issue 

worthy of further investigation, particularly when designing programmes that address sensitive 

topics such as child sexual violence. 

Theme 2 demonstrates that participants did not perceive self-defence education as an 

intervention without limitations. Their concerns centred on the possibility of skills being misused, 

children developing unrealistic perceptions of their physical capabilities, the financial and 

professional resources required for appropriate implementation, difficulties in communicating 

the legal boundaries of self-defence, and possible psychological consequences associated with 

exposure to sensitive topics. Importantly, these concerns should not be interpreted as evidence 

that self-defence education is inherently harmful. Rather, they highlight the conditions and 

safeguards that participants believed should be considered when such programmes are 

introduced into school environments. The findings consequently point towards the importance 

of qualified instruction, clear behavioural and legal boundaries, age-appropriate communication, 

and careful attention to children’s psychological responses when developing self-defence 

education as part of a broader child-protection intervention. 

Theme 3: Methods to be used in conjunction with self-defence courses 

Participants were asked whether they considered other interventions to be more 

effective than self-defence courses in preventing child sexual violence. The participants did not 

uniformly identify alternative interventions as being more effective than self-defence education. 

Rather, their responses indicated that self-defence should be implemented alongside other 

complementary interventions to provide a more comprehensive approach to the prevention of 

child sexual violence. The participants particularly emphasised the importance of awareness 

campaigns, age-appropriate and grade-specific education, parental involvement, and the 

involvement of teachers and school counsellors. These responses suggest that participants 

viewed self-defence not as a standalone intervention, but as one component of a broader 

preventive framework. 

Awareness Campaigns and Preventive Education 

Awareness campaigns emerged as an important complementary intervention. Participant 

1 identified several forms of educational intervention that could be implemented alongside self-

defence education: “Awareness campaigns are vital… to help develop self-awareness, and the 

rights and responsibilities of the child… Grade specific targeted teaching should be used.” (P1) 

This response highlights three interconnected dimensions of prevention: awareness, 

knowledge of children’s rights and responsibilities, and education that is appropriately targeted 
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according to grade level. The emphasis on grade-specific teaching suggests that participants 

considered the communication of information about child sexual violence to require an approach 

that is appropriate to children’s developmental and educational contexts. Within this 

perspective, awareness campaigns could complement the practical skills provided through self-

defence by strengthening children’s understanding of personal safety, rights, responsibilities, and 

the situations in which protective responses may be required. 

articipants further suggested that a more holistic educational approach could strengthen 

the preventive function of self-defence programmes. Participant 3 supported this perspective by 

suggesting that Life Orientation should incorporate preventative techniques relating to child 

sexual violence, particularly because the subject is intended to prepare children for experiences 

and challenges they may encounter beyond the school environment. This observation positions 

prevention education within an existing educational structure rather than treating child sexual 

violence prevention as an isolated intervention. 

Participant 2 extended this perspective by emphasising that education should not be 

directed exclusively towards children. According to the participant, educating everyone involved 

would be essential to strengthening children’s protection from child sexual violence. This 

suggests that prevention was perceived as a shared responsibility rather than one that should be 

placed solely on children. Awareness therefore extends beyond equipping children with 

knowledge and skills and involves creating a broader environment in which children’s safety can 

be recognised and supported. 

These responses indicate that participants perceived awareness campaigns and 

preventive education as complementary mechanisms through which the limitations of a skills-

based self-defence programme could be addressed. Whereas self-defence provides children with 

practical knowledge concerning physical protection, awareness-based interventions can provide 

a broader understanding of rights, responsibilities, prevention, and personal safety. The 

combination of these approaches was therefore perceived as potentially providing a more 

holistic preventive intervention against child sexual violence. 

Parental Involvement and Supportive Relationships 

Parental involvement was another important complementary approach identified by 

participants. Participant 4 stressed the importance of involving parents in the prevention process, 

particularly in relation to identifying and responding to potentially concerning situations before 

they escalate. The participant also emphasised the importance of establishing trusting 

relationships between children and the adults who are positioned to provide support: 

“Parents should be able to prevent situations (of child sexual violence) or intervene 

before a situation escalates… an effective method would be a trusting relationship 

between the child and the teacher, and the child and their parents. If it’s not a teacher, 

then possibly a school counsellor with some level of confidentiality. I don’t know if it 

would be more effective than the self-defence course because, like I said, if children can’t 
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defend themselves, then they won’t have anything to tell their parents. It should be used 

hand-in-hand.” (P6) 

 

This account illustrates the participants’ preference for an integrated rather than 

competing model of intervention. The participant did not position parental involvement as a 

replacement for self-defence education. Instead, the statement that the interventions “should 

be used hand-in-hand” indicates that different forms of intervention were perceived as 

addressing different dimensions of child protection. Self-defence may provide children with 

practical skills for responding to potentially threatening situations, while trusting relationships 

with parents, teachers, and school counsellors may provide important avenues through which 

children can communicate concerns and seek assistance. 

The emphasis on parental involvement is consistent with research indicating that 

parenting programmes can contribute positively to child sexual abuse prevention by supporting 

parents and caregivers in identifying concerning behaviours, creating safer environments that 

may facilitate children’s disclosure, and encouraging caregivers who may be engaging in harmful 

behaviours to seek appropriate assistance (Mendelson & Letourneau, 2015). Within the context 

of the present findings, parental involvement can therefore be understood as an important 

relational component of prevention. The effectiveness of prevention is not dependent solely on 

children’s individual capacity to protect themselves, but also on the availability of supportive 

adults who can recognise concerns, respond appropriately, and provide a safe environment for 

disclosure. 

This observation also resonates with the principles of empowerment theory. 

Empowerment theory recognises that particular actions, activities, or structures may function as 

empowering processes, with such processes contributing to outcomes in which individuals 

become more empowered (Zimmerman, 2000). In the present context, involving parents and 

other trusted adults can be understood as creating supportive structures through which children 

may have greater access to knowledge, assistance, and protection. The child is therefore not 

positioned as solely responsible for preventing or responding to sexual violence; instead, 

responsibility is distributed across the social relationships and institutional structures 

surrounding the child. 

The Role of Teachers and School Counsellors 

Participants also highlighted the importance of trusted adults within the school 

environment. In particular, the involvement of teachers and school counsellors was perceived as 

potentially strengthening the broader intervention process. The emphasis on trust is significant 

because children may require an adult with whom they feel sufficiently safe to disclose concerns 

about experiences of sexual violence or situations that make them uncomfortable. 

The inclusion of school counsellors was particularly relevant to this perspective. School 

social workers and related professionals can provide crisis intervention when a child’s well-being 
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is threatened and can contribute to educational activities involving children, teachers, and 

parents on specific issues (Avant & Lindsey, 2016). Their involvement may therefore provide an 

additional source of support within a broader prevention framework. In the context of the 

participants’ accounts, school counsellors can complement self-defence education by 

contributing to the supportive and relational dimensions of prevention. 

The participants’ emphasis on teachers, parents, and school counsellors consequently 

points towards the importance of creating a supportive network around children. Such a network 

can provide opportunities for education, prevention, communication, intervention, and support. 

Rather than relying exclusively on children’s ability to respond to threatening situations, this 

approach acknowledges the role of adults and school-based structures in creating conditions that 

support children’s safety and well-being. 

CONCLUSION 

This study investigated the limitations of self defence education in South African schools 

as a strategy for preventing child sexual violence, with a focus on understanding its challenges, 

risks, and areas where additional interventions are needed to enhance child safety. Three 

research themes emerged as follows: advantages of self-defence, disadvantages of self-defence, 

and methods to be used in conjunction with self-defence courses. The findings of this study 

suggested that there is need for self-defence for learners yet very little literature is accessible to 

prove the concerns regarding disadvantages of self-defence. It was concluded that more research 

would need to be conducted on this matter. Teachers suggested that there are no identified 

interventions that would be better than a self-defence course though, but that they should be 

used hand-in-hand with other preventative interventions. The implications of the 

aforementioned findings are that there is need for self-defence courses in schools. The consensus 

is that the implementation would need to be well thought out and intentionally appropriate for 

each grade and age group. 
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