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ABSTRACT
Objective: to describe and compare the indicators corresponding to exposure to situations of 
violence experienced by in-school adolescents according to gender, type of school and Federation 
Units in 2015 and 2019. Methods: A cross-sectional and descriptive study conducted with data 
from the National School Health Survey (Pesquisa Nacional de Saúde do Escolar, PeNSE). The 
prevalence values and their respective 95% confidence intervals (85% CIs) of the indicators 
corresponding to exposure to situations of violence involving adolescents were described and 
compared. Results: They pointed out that: 11.6% missed classes due to insecurity on the way 
(95% CI: 11.1-12.1); 10.8% missed classes due to insecurity at school (95% CI: 10.3-11.2); and 
the highest prevalence values of violence were recorded among girls and public school students. 
Among the study indicators, it was found that the prevalence of students who were involved in 
physical fights was 10.6% (95% CI: 10.2-11.0), in fights with firearm use, 2.9% (95% CI: 2.7-3.1), 
and in fights with melee weapon use, 4.8% (95% CI: 4.5-5.1), most of them boys who attended 
public schools. 18.2% (95% CI: 17.7-18.7) reported having suffered an accident or aggression 
in the last year and 21.0% (95% CI: 20.5-21.6) stated having been assaulted by their mother/
father/guardian, most of them from private schools. There were improvements in the following 
indicators between 2015 and 2019: engaging in a fight involving a firearm, from 6.4% (95% CI: 
5.6-7.2) in 2015 to 2.9% (95% CI: 2.7-3.1) in 2019; and engaging in a fight involving a melee 
weapon, from 7.9% (95% CI: 7.0-8.8) in 2015 to 4.8% (95% CI: 4.5-5.1) in 2019. Conclusion: 
Adolescents are exposed to several types of violence in the school or community settings, in 
addition to experiencing violence in the family/domestic environment. These institutions should 
be capable of ensuring protection and healthy and safe development to adolescents.
Keywords: Violence; Child Abuse; Adolescent; Student Health; Gun Violence.

RESUMO
Objetivo: descrever e comparar os indicadores de exposição a situações de violência vividas por 
estudantes adolescentes, de acordo com sexo, tipo de escola e unidades federadas nos anos de 2015 e 
2019. Métodos: estudo transversal, descritivo com dados da Pesquisa Nacional de Saúde do Escolar 
(PeNSE). Foram descritas e comparadas as prevalências e seus respectivos intervalos de confiança 
de 95% (IC95%) dos indicadores de exposição às situações de violência envolvendo adolescentes. 
Resultados: apontaram que: faltaram à escola por insegurança no trajeto 11,6% (IC95%:11,1;12,1); 
faltaram à escola por insegurança na escola 10,8% (IC95%:10,3;11,2); maiores prevalências de 
violência foram nas meninas e em estudantes de escolas públicas. Dentre os indicadores do estudo, 
constatou-se a que a prevalência de escolares que estiveram envolvidos em briga com luta física foi 
de 10,6% (IC95%:10,2;11,0), em briga com utilização de arma de fogo 2,9% (IC95%:2,7;3,1) e uso 
de arma branca foi de 4,8% (IC95%:4,5;5,1), dos quais a maioria eram meninos que estudavam em 
escolas públicas. Relataram ter sofrido acidente ou agressão no último ano 18,2% (IC95%:17,7;18,7) 
e 21,0% (IC95%:20,5;21,6), tendo sido agredidos pela mãe/pai/responsável e a maioria oriunda de 
escolas particulares. Ocorreu melhorias nos seguintes indicadores entre 2015 e 2019: envolver-se em 
briga com arma de fogo, de 6,4% (IC95%: 5,6;7,2) em (2015) para 2,9% (IC95%:2,7;3,1) (2019); e 
envolver-se em briga com arma branca, de 7,9% (IC95%:7,0;8,8) (2015) para 4,8% (IC95%:4,5;5,1) 
em (2019). Conclusão: os adolescentes estão expostos a violências no âmbito escolar ou comunitária, 
além de sofrerem violências no ambiente intrafamiliar/doméstico. Essas instituições deveriam ser 
capazes de garantir a proteção e o desenvolvimento saudável e seguro do adolescente.
Palavras-chave: Violência; Maus-tratos Infantis; Adolescente; Saúde do Estudante; Violência 
com Arma de Fogo.

RESUMEN
Objetivo: describir y comparar los indicadores de exposición a situaciones de violencia de los estudiantes 
adolescentes según género, tipo de escuela y unidades federadas, en 2015 y 2019. Métodos: estudio 
transversal, descriptivo con datos de la Encuesta Nacional de Salud Escolar. Se describieron y 
compararon la prevalencia y los respectivos intervalos de confianza del 95% (IC95%) de los indicadores 
de exposición a situaciones de violencia que afectan a los adolescentes. Resultados: se registraron 
ausencias escolares: por inseguridad en el camino a la escuela 11,6% (IC95%:11,1;12,1); por inseguridad 
en la escuela 10,8% (IC95%:10,3;11,2); la mayor prevalencia fue entre las niñas y los estudiantes de 
escuelas públicas. Entre los indicadores del estudio: la prevalencia de alumnos implicados en peleas con 
lucha física fue del 10,6% (IC95%:10,2;11,0), en peleas con armas de fuego del 2,9% (IC95%:2,7;3,1); 
uso de arma blanca del 4,8% (IC95%:4,5;5,1), la mayoría de ellos eran varones, que estudiaban en 
escuelas públicas. El 18,2% (IC95%:17,7;18,7) declaró haber sufrido un accidente o una agresión en 
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INTRODUCTION

Violence against children and adolescents represents 
one of the largest global social and public health pro-
blems, with devastating impacts throughout life. Accor-
ding to the World Health Organization (WHO), violence 
against this group includes all forms of emotional and/
or physical abuse, sexual abuse, neglect or negligent 
treatment, commercial exploitation (child labor) or 
other forms. This situation can generate potential or 
real harms on children’s health, which exerts impacts on 
their survival, development or dignity in contexts mar-
ked by relationships of responsibility, trust or power.1

Globally, the estimates show that 1 out of 2 children 
aged between 2 and 17 years old experiences some type 
of violence annually.1 In Brazil, from 2016 to 2020, there 
were 34,918 intentional violent deaths of children and 
adolescents aged from 0 to 19 years old, of which 91% 
were male victims and 75% were of black race/skin color.2

Children and adolescents exposed to violence are 
more likely to develop mental disorders, risk behaviors 
(such as alcohol and drug abuse, smoking and unsafe sex), 
chronic non-communicable diseases (CNCDs) (such as 
cancer, diabetes and cardiovascular disease), infectious 
diseases (such as infection by the human immunodefi-
ciency virus - HIV), as well as social problems, inclu-
ding poor school performance, criminality and violence.1 
Violence constitutes multicausal phenomena, which are 
associated with economic and sociocultural inequalities, 
but also with subjective and behavioral aspects prevai-
ling in each society.1

Considering the impacts of violence on indivi-
duals, families and societies, in the 2030 Agenda and 
through the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 
indicators referring to the eradication of violence 
against women and girls, to a one third reduction 
in the rates of femicide and homicide of children, 
adolescents, youth, black-skinned individuals, indi-
genous people, women and LGBTQIAP+ people and 
to the reduction of illegal weapons, among others.3 

These indicators represent responsibilities for the cou-
ntry’s present and future.

In this scenario, the National School Health Sur-
vey (PeNSE) aims at knowing and measuring the risk 
and protection factors for adolescents’ health, as well 
as at obtaining diverse information on situations of 
violence experienced and perceived by adolescent stu-
dents.4 The importance of this monitoring stands out 
mainly because violence is the main cause of morbi-
dity and mortality among adolescents in Brazil.5

Thus, the objectives of the current study are to 
describe and compare the indicators of exposure to 
situations of violence experienced by schoolchildren, 
according to gender, type of school and Federation 
Units (FUs) in 2015 and 2019.

METHODS

Study type and locus

This is a cross-sectional and descriptive study that 
used secondary data from the PeNSE survey conduc-
ted in Brazilian public and private school in its 2015 
and 2019 editions. The survey was developed in a 
partnership between the Brazilian Geography and 
Statistics Institute (Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e 
Estatistica, IBGE) and the Ministry of Health (Ministé-
rio da Saúde, MS), in addition to enjoying the support 
of the Ministry of Education.4

Sample

In 2015, two different sampling plans were used: 
a) Sample 1: students attending 9th grade of Elemen-
tary School; and b) Sample 2: students aged 13 to 17 
who attended from 6th grade of Elementary School to 
3rd year of High School. In 2015, 10,926 Brazilian stu-
dents from 371 schools and 653 classes were investi-
gated in the five main regions of the country, both in 
public and private schools.6 PeNSE’s sampling plan is 
conglomerated in two stages: the schools correspond 
to the first stage and the classes of students enrolled 
to the second. All the adolescents in the classes selec-
ted were invited to answer the survey questionnaire.4

A single sample of students was used in 2019, 
comprised by adolescents aged from 13 to 17 years old 
attending public and private schools The participants 
were 159,245 students from 4,242 schools, distributed 
across 6,612 classes.4 Sample weights were calculated 
considering the following: the weights of the schools, 

el último año, el 21,0% (IC95%:20,5;21,6) fue agredido por su madre/padre/
cuidador y la mayoría procedía de colegios privados. Se produjeron mejoras en los 
siguientes indicadores entre 2015 y 2019: involucrarse en una pelea con un arma 
de fuego, del 6,4% (IC 95%:5,6;7,2) en (2015) al 2,9% (IC 95%:2,7;3,1) (2019); 
involucrarse en una pelea con un cuchillo: del 7,9% (IC 95%:7,0;8,8) (2015) al 
4,8% (IC 95%:4,5;5,1) en (2019). Conclusión: los adolescentes están expuestos a 
la violencia en el ámbito escolar o comunitario, además de sufrirla en el entorno 
intrafamiliar/doméstico. Estas instituciones deben ser capaces de garantizar la 
protección y el desarrollo sano y seguro del adolescente.
Palabras clave: Violencia; Maltrato a los Niños; Adolescente; Salud del 
Estudiante; Violencia con Armas.
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classes and students, having been adjusted based on 
the data from the School Census. The sample details 
can be found in other publications.4,6

Using smartphones, the students answered the 
structured and self-applied questionnaire, which inclu-
ded diverse information on socioeconomic status, family 
context, experimentation and use of cigarettes, alcohol 
and other drugs, violence, safety, accidents and other 
living conditions of these in-school adolescents.4

Indicators

The current study analyzed indicators referring 
to the situations of violence presented in Table 1. It 
is important to note that, as they are applied using 
software on smartphones, the PeNSE questionnaires 
are scheduled so that there is no lack of response, 
and the students can only advance in the questions 
by completing each of the answers.

The prevalence and the respective 95% confidence 
intervals (95% CI) of the indicators of exposure to 
situations of violence obtained in each edition of the 
survey were calculated, considering the self-repor-
ted gender (male; female), the type of school (public; 
private) and the Federation Units. The comparison 
was only performed for the indicators of exposure 
to violence common to the 2015 and 2019 editions. 
The difference was considered significant when there 
was overlapping of the 95% CIs between the years 
evaluated.

The sampling process structure and the weights 
after stratification were considered for all the analy-
ses. The data were analyzed in the SAS statistical soft-
ware, and the data are available on the IBGE website 
(www.ibge.gov.br).

Ethical aspects

Conduction of the research was preceded by con-
tacts with the State and Municipal Education Depart-
ments and with the boards of the schools selected 
in each municipality. The students were informed 
about the research, their free participation and the 
possibility of withdrawing in case they were not wil-
ling to answer the questions. PeNSE complies with 
the Regulating Guidelines and Norms for Research 
Studies involving Human Beings, and was approved 
by the National Research Ethics Commission belon-
ging to the Ministry of Health (Comissão Nacional de 
Ética em Pesquisa do Ministério da Saúde, CONEP/MS).

RESULTS

Table 2 presents the prevalence values of exposure 
to violence experienced by the students in 2019. In 
relation to the total, 11.6% (95% CI: 11.1-12.1) of the 
students reported having missed classes in the 30 days 
prior to the survey due to insecurity on the way from 
home to school, and 10.8% (95% CI: 10.3-11.2) were 
absent due to insecurity at school. Of the total number 
of students, 10.6% (95% CI: 10.2-11.0) were involved 
in a physical fight, 2.9% (95% CI: 2.7-3.1) in a fight in 
which a firearm was used and 4.8% (95% CI: 4.5-5.1) in 
fights with melee weapon use. In relation to having suf-
fered an accident or aggression in the year prior to the 
survey, the prevalence was 18.2% (95% CI: 17.7-18.7). 
Referring to the aggressor, 21.0% (95% CI: 20.5-21.6) 
was assaulted by their mother, father or guardian and 
13.2% (95% CI: 12.7-13.7), by other people.

The prevalence of missing classes due to insecurity 
reasons on the way from home to school was higher 
among the girls (12.7%; 95% CI: 12.0-13.4) when com-
pared to the boys (10.5%; 95% CI: 9.9-11.0). The absences 
due to insecurity reasons were more prevalent among the 
girls (12.1%; 95% CI: 11.5-12.7). Among the boys, greater 
engagement in physical fights (10.6%; 95% CI: 10.2-11.0), 
fights with firearm use (4.4%; 95% CI: 4.0-4.8) and fights 
where melee weapons were used (6.6%; 95% CI: 6.2-7.1) 
was verified. In terms of having suffered an accident or 
aggression in the last year, the prevalence was 19.9% (95% 
CI: 19.3-20,6) in the boys and 16.5% (95% CI: 16.0-17.1) in 
the girls. The girls were mainly assaulted by their mother, 
father or guardian (19.6%; 95% CI: 19.3-20-6) and the 
boys, by other people (14.4%; 95% CI: 13.8-14.9) (Table 2).

Regarding the type of educational institution, 12.5% 
(95% CI: 11.9-13.1) of the students from public schools 
missed classes due to insecurity on the way from home 
to school, against 6.2% (95% CI: 5.7-6.6) from private 
schools. Regarding insecurity at school, the prevalence 
was also higher in public institutions (11.4%; 95% CI: 
10.9-11.9). Engagement in fights where firearms (3.1%; 
95% CI: 2.9-3.4) and melee weapons (5.1%; 95% CI: 
4.8-5.5) were used was more prevalent in the public 
schools. If compared to the students from public schools, 
those from private institutions presented higher preva-
lence of reference to accidents or aggression (26.1%; 95% 
CI: 25.4-26.8), assaults by the mother, father or guar-
dian (23.6%; 95% CI: 22.9-24.3) and by another person 
(16.4%; 95% CI: 15.7-17.0). There was no significant dif-
ference regarding engagement in physical fights between 
students attending public and private schools (Table 2).
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Table 1 - Description of the indicators, questions and answer options referring to the exposure to situations of violence experienced 
by in-school adolescents. Brazil, 2015 and 2019

INDICATORS PeNSE 2015 PeNSE 2019

They missed classes in the 30 days prior 
to the survey due to insecurity reasons on 
the way from home to school

IN THE LAST 30 DAYS, how many days
did you miss classes because you did not

feel safe on the way to or from the school?
None of the last 30 days (0 days): 1 day
in the last 30 days; 2 days in the last 30

days; 3 days in the last 30 days; 4 days in
the last 30 days; 5 or more days in the last

30 days

IN THE LAST 30 DAYS, how many days
did you miss classes because you did not

feel safe ON THE WAY to or from the
school? None of the last 30 days: 1 day; 2

days; 3 days; 4 days; 5 or more days

They missed classes in the 30 days prior 
to the survey due to insecurity reasons at 
the school

N THE LAST 30 DAYS, how many days
did you miss classes because you did not
feel safe at school? None of the last 30

days (0 days): 1 day in the last 30 days; 2
days in the last 30 days; 3 days in the last
30 days; 4 days in the last 30 days; 5 or

more days in the last 30 days

IN THE LAST 30 DAYS, how many days
did you miss classes because you did not
feel safe AT THE SCHOOL? None of the

last 30 days: 1 day; 2 days; 3 days; 4 days;
5 or more days

They engaged in a physical fight in the 30 
days prior to the survey

IN THE LAST 12 MONTHS, how many 
times were you physically assaulted? 

Never in the last 30 days (0 times); 1 time 
in the last 30 days; 2-3 times in the last 

30 days; 4-5 times in the last 30 days; 6-7 
times in the last 30 days; 8-9 times in the 

last 30 days; 10-11 times in the last 30 
days; 12 times or more in the last 30 days.

(Not comparable)

Did you engage in any physical fight
IN THE LAST 30 DAYS? Yes; No

They engaged in a fight in which some 
person used a firearm in the 30 days prior 
to the survey

IN THE LAST 30 DAYS, did you engage
in any fight in which some person used a

firearm, such as a pistol or a rifle?
Yes; No

IN THE LAST 30 DAYS, did you engage
in any fight in which some person used a

firearm, such as a pistol or a rifle?
Yes; No

They engaged in a fight in which some 
person used a melee weapon in the 30 
days prior to the survey

IN THE LAST 30 DAYS, did you engage
in any fight in which some person used a
melee weapon, such as a knife, penknife,

fish knife, stone, a piece of wood or bottle?
Yes; No

IN THE LAST 30 DAYS, did you engage
in any fight in which some person used a
melee weapon, such as a knife, penknife,

fish knife, stone, a piece of wood or bottle?
Yes; No

They suffered an accident or aggression in 
the 12 months prior to the survey

IN THE LAST 12 MONTHS, how many 
times were you seriously wounded? Never 
in the last 30 days (0 times); 1 time in the 

last 30 days; 2 or 3 times in the last 30 
days; 4 or 5 times in the last 30 days; 6 or 7 
times in the last 30 days; 8 or 9 times in the 

last 30 days; 10 or 11 times in the last 30 
days; 12 times or more in the last 30 days.

(Not comparable)

IN THE LAST 12 MONTHS, did you suffer
any accident or aggression? Yes; No

They were physically assaulted by their 
mother, father or guardian in the 12 
months prior to the survey

IN THE LAST 30 DAYS, how many times 
were you physically assaulted by an adult 

from your family? Never in the last 30 
days (0 times); 1 time in the last 30 days; 

2 or 3 times in the last 30 days; 4 or 5 
times in the last 30 days; 6 or 7 times in 

the last 30 days; 8 or 9 times in the last 30 
days; 10 or 11 times in the last 30 days; 12 

times or more in the last 30 days.
(Not comparable)

IN THE LAST 12 MONTHS, how many
times were you physically assaulted by
your mother, father or guardian? Never

in the last 12 months; 1 time, from 2 to 5
times, 6 or more times

They were physically assaulted by another 
person than their mother, father or guardian 
in the 12 months prior to the survey

This edition does not include any question 
about violence by non-family members. 

(Not comparable)

IN THE LAST 12 MONTHS, how many
times were you physically assaulted by
A PERSON OTHER than your mother,

father or guardian? Never in the last 12
months; 1 time, from 2 to 5 times, 6 or

more times
Fonte: Pesquisa Nacional de Saúde de Escolares (PeNSE).



5

Prevalence of the exposure to situations of violence experienced by Brazilian in-school adolescents

DOI: 10.35699/2316-9389.2022.38624 REME • Rev Min Enferm. 2022;26:e-1458

Table 2 - Prevalence of the exposure to situations of violence experienced by students aged from 13 to 17 years old, according to 
gender and type of school. Brazil, 2019

Indicators from 2019
Total

Gender Type of school 
Male Female Public Private 

% (95% CI) % (95% CI) % (95% CI) % (95% CI) % (95% CI)

They missed classes in the 30 days prior to the 
survey due to insecurity reasons on the way from 
home to school

11.6
(11.1-12.1)

10.5
(9.9-11.0)

12.7
(12.0-13.4)

12.5
(11.9-13.1)

6.2
(5.7-6.6)

They missed classes in the 30 days prior to the 
survey due to insecurity reasons at the school

10.8
(10.3-11.2)

9.4
(8.8-9.9)

12.1
(11.5-12.7)

11.4
(10.9-11.9)

7.07
(6.6-7.6)

They engaged in a physical fight in the 30 days 
prior to the survey

10.6
(10.2-11.0)

14.6
(14.0-15.2)

6.7
(6.2-7.2)

10.7
(10.2-11.2)

10.2
(9.7-10.7)

They engaged in a fight in which some person used 
a firearm in the 30 days prior to the survey

2.9
(2.7-3.1)

4.4
(4.0-4.8)

1.5
(1.2-1.7)

3.1
(2.9-3.4)

1.49
(1.3-1.7)

They engaged in a fight in which some person used 
a melee weapon in the 30 days prior to the survey

4.8
(4.5-5.1)

6.6
(6.2-7.1)

3.0
(2.7-3.4)

5.1
(4.8-5.5)

3.0
(2.7-3.2)

They suffered an accident or aggression in the 12 
months prior to the survey

18.2
(17.7-18.7)

19.9
(19.3-20.6)

16.5
(16.0-17.1)

16.9
(16.3-17.4)

26.1
(25.4-26.8)

They were physically assaulted by their mother, 
father or guardian in the 12 months prior to the 
survey

21.0
(20.5-21.6)

19.9
(19.3-20.6)

22.1
(21.3-22.9)

20.6
(20.0-21.2)

23.6
(22.9-24.3)

They were physically assaulted by their a person 
other than their mother, father or guardian in the 
12 months prior to the survey

13.2
(12.7-13.7)

14.4
(13.8-14.9)

12.1
(11.5-12.7)

12.7
(12.2-13.2)

16.4
(15.7-17.0)

Source: National School Health Survey (PeNSE).

Table 3 - Comparison between the prevalence values for the exposure to situations of violence experienced by students aged from 
13 to 17 years old. Brazil, 2015 and 2019

Indicators
Total 2015 Total 2019

% (95% CI) % (95% CI)

They missed classes in the 30 days prior to the survey due to insecurity reasons on the way from 
home to school

13.1
(11.9-14.3)

11.6
(11.1-12.1)

They missed classes in the 30 days prior to the survey due to insecurity reasons at the school 10.1
(9.2-11.0)

10.8
(10.3-11.2)

They engaged in a fight in which some person used a firearm in the 30 days prior to the survey 6.4
(5.6-7.2)

2.9
(2.7-3.1)

They engaged in a fight in which some person used a melee weapon in the 30 days prior to the survey 7.9
(7.0-8.8)

4.8
(4.5-5.1)

Source: National School Health Survey (PeNSE).

Table 3 presents the comparison of the prevalence 
values for the exposure to violence experienced by the 
students between 2015 and 2019. The prevalence of 
students who engaged in some fight with firearms in 
the last 30 days dropped from 6.4% (95% CI: 5.6-7.2) 
to 2.9% (95% CI: 2.7-3.1). Engagement in some fight 
with melee weapons dropped from 7.9% (95% CI: 
7.0-8.8) in 2015 to 4.8% (95% CI: 4.5-5.1) in 2019. 
On the other hand, the indicators corresponding to 
missing classes due to insecurity reasons on the way 
from home to school and due to insecurity at school 
did not present differences between 2015 and 2019.

Figure 1 below shows the prevalence of missing clas-
ses due to insecurity on the way from home to school, 
involvement in a fight in which someone used a firearm, 
and accident or aggression sometime in the year prior 
to the research, by FUs. In Figure 1 (A), higher preva-
lence values were found in Rio de Janeiro (17.6%; 95% CI: 
15.4-19.9), Roraima (15.2%; 95% CI: 13.0-17.4), Amapá 
(14.5%; 95% CI: 12.8-16.1), Amazonas (14.3%; 95% CI: 
11.8-16.8) and Pará (13.4%; 95% CI: 11.3-15.5). On the 
other hand, the lowest prevalence values were observed in 
Rio Grande do Sul (8.0%; 95% CI: 6.4-9.7), Paraná (8.1%; 
95% CI: 6.5-9.7) and Piauí (8.9%; 95% CI: 7.9-10.0). 
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Figure 1 (B) shows that the highest prevalence values 
were observed in Roraima (4.3%; 95% CI: 3.1-5.5), 
Goiás (4.1%; 95% CI: 3.2-5.0), Rio de Janeiro (4.0%; 
95% CI: 3.0-5.0), Paraná (3.7%; 95% CI: 2.8-4.6) 
and Amapá (3.6%; 95% CI: 3.0-4.3). Lower pre-
valence values were observed in Piauí (1.9%; 95% 
CI: 1.4-2.4), Bahia (2.0%; 95% CI: 1.2-2.8) and Rio 
Grande do Sul (2.2%; 95% CI: 1.3-3.1). In Figure 1 
(C), the FUs with the highest prevalence values of 

students who suffered an accident or aggression were 
Distrito Federal (21.3%; 95% CI: 19.5-23.2), São Paulo 
(20.8%; 95% CI: 19.1-22.5), Rio de Janeiro (19.6%; 
95% CI: 18.3-20.9), Rio Grande do Sul (19.5%; 95% 
CI: 18.0-21.1) and Santa Catarina (19.1%; 95% CI: 
16.7-21.4). On the other hand, lower prevalence values 
were observed in Alagoas (14.1%; 95% CI: 12.6-15.5), 
Piauí (14.7%; 95% CI: 13.1-16.3) and Pernambuco 
(15.5%; 95% CI: 13.6-17.4).

DISCUSSION

The current study showed that, in 2019, there 
was higher prevalence of absences from school due 
to insecurity on the way or at the school itself among 
girls; in turn, among boys, this prevalence was rela-
ted to physical fights and to fights with firearm or 
melee weapon use. In 2019, the prevalence of acci-
dents and violence against adolescents was high, 
with the boys as main victims. In 2019, exposure to 

situations of violence on the way or at the school itself 
and fights with use of weapons occurred mainly in 
public schools; however, the occurrence of accidents 
and aggression was higher in private institutions. 
In the comparison between 2015 and 2019, there was 
a reduction in physical fights and with firearm and 
melee weapon use in the last year studied; on the 
other hand, there was stabilization in school absen-
ces due to insecurity on the way from home to school 
and to insecurity at school.

Figure 1 - Prevalence of students aged 13 to 17 who missed classes in the 30 days prior to the survey due to insecurity on the way from home to 
school (A), involvement in a fight in which someone used a firearm in the 30 days prior to the survey (B), and suffering an accident or aggression 
sometime in the 12 months prior to the survey (C), according to Federation Units. Brazil, 2019
Source: National School Health Survey (PeNSE).
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Violence and violent behaviors are exacerbated in 
conditions of structural inequalities between residents of 
degraded urban spaces and the outskirts of cities, with 
little or no public security and high occurrence of police 
violence events.7 In addition, violence is part of society’s 
daily life and drags children and adolescents with it.8 
The prevalence of school absences due to insecurity 
on the way or in the school itself was higher among 
girls. Between 2015 and 2016, acknowledging this pro-
blem, mostly young women mobilized the “#Vamosjun-
tas?” (“#Letsgotogether”) hashtag. This movement aimed 
at building, via social networks, solidarity networks to pre-
vent violence against women in public spaces and encou-
rage partnership among women to walk together in the 
broadest sense of solidarity between them.9

The sensation of insecurity both on the way to 
school and at the school itself also affected more stu-
dents from public institutions. In 2009, results from 
PeNSE showed that insecurity on the way from home 
to school was reported by 6.4% of the students surve-
yed, and insecurity at school by 5.5%.10 This preva-
lence has increased, which indicates worsening in stu-
dent safety. It is worth noting that the type of school, 
public or private, emerged as a proxy for the socioeco-
nomic condition. In addition, some public schools are 
located in places of greater vulnerability, on the out-
skirts of large cities, with less structure and security, 
which can explain these results.10,11

A study carried out with students from eight public 
Elementary and High Schools in the state of Mara-
nhão, Northeast region of the country, identified that 
70% of the students consider the place where they 
live and study to be dangerous, feeling insecure on 
the way from home to school and at the bus stops. In 
addition to that, nearly 22% of the students call the 
school a space for violence.11 In the United States, the 
National Youth Risk Behavior Survey System (YRBSS), 
carried out with High School students, showed that 
approximately 9% of the students dropped out school 
because they did not feel safe on the way from home to 
school.12 The public schools studied concentrate nearly 
80% of the adolescents and have a higher proportion 
of mothers with low schooling levels, which reflects 
social inequalities and inequities in the distribution of 
resources and equipment.4 Thus, these schools are not 
configured as violent spaces but, as they are inserted 
in contexts of structural violence, they mirror these 
characteristics and the violence of the surroundings, 
which ends up penetrating their walls.10,11

The female adolescents who participated in this 
study are also those that suffer intrafamily violence 
the most, with family members and guardians as per-
petrators. This type of violence is related to weak 
family ties, use of psychoactive substances,13 inequa-
lities in income distribution and unemployment14, and 
structural violence against girls and women.15

In this study, in addition to the marking presence 
of intrafamily violence (which affected nearly one 
fourth of the female adolescents), its predominance 
among adolescents attending private schools stands 
out. This data corroborates a well-discussed fact in 
the literature: intrafamily violence occurs in different 
social strata, even in the richest families, as herein 
identified.10 In this case, there is the possibility of vio-
lence understood as physical punishment intended to 
establish limits for behaviors considered inappropriate 
by the children. Oftentimes, this type of violence per-
sists because family members consider it educational 
in nature as a constant means of dialogue between 
the aggressor and adolescents.16 In addition, intrafa-
mily violence may not be recognized or have a dis-
torted perception by adolescents, being even natura-
lized in family relationships and in the community. 
In this sense, it is important that both schools and 
other sectors discuss and point to the various possi-
ble forms and situations of violence, so that they are 
not naturalized.10

On the other hand, this study showed that boys 
were more involved in physical fights and in fights 
where firearms or melee weapons were used. The 
current study showed that one tenth of the students 
reported having engaged in a physical fight in the 
last year. The Health Behavior in School-aged Chil-
dren (HBSC) survey, carried out in Europe and 
Canada, showed that boys were more likely than 
girls to be involved in a fight three or more times 
in the last 12 months, with 15% and 5% respecti-
vely. In addition to that, this difference in relation 
to gender was observed in almost all the countries 
studied.17 Although in low frequency, the reports of 
involvement in fights with firearm and melee wea-
pon use draw the attention, as they have the poten-
tial for serious injuries and even risk of death. It is 
noted that there was a reduction of this practice bet-
ween 2015 and 2019; however, the occurrence pro-
file remained similar, being more frequent among 
boys and in public schools.

A study18 that analyzed adolescents aged from 12 to 
17 years old in the USA between 2002 and 2019 showed 
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a significant increase in the prevalence of self-repor-
ted gun carrying among these adolescents, mainly 
from 2015, although with a change in the pattern of 
the groups with higher prevalence. Regarding white-
-skinned adolescents, they recorded an increase from 
3.1% to 5.3%, and the prevalence among their whi-
te-skinned counterparts dropped from 4.0% to 3.2%. 
In addition, among higher-income adolescents, the 
prevalence of gun carrying almost doubled, from 
2.6% to 5.1%, while among low-income adolescents, 
there was a reduction in prevalence (from 4.3% to 
3.7%). This change in the sociodemographic pattern 
of access to guns could be a justification for the drop 
in gun violence among Brazilian adolescents, who are 
mostly black-skinned and low-income. However, it is 
necessary to conduct other studies to fully unders-
tand this change.

The prevalence of students who stated having 
suffered an accident or aggression in the last year 
was high, approximately 18%, and most of them 
were male and attended private schools. Accidents 
and aggressions make up the group of external cau-
ses of morbidity and mortality and, together, account 
for nearly 12% of total deaths and approximately 
15% of the total “Disability-Adjusted Life Years 
(DALYs)” lost in Brazil.19 Regarding the aggressions, 
in the period from 2011 to 2017, of the total notifi-
cations of interpersonal violence and self-inflicted 
violence in Brazil, 26.2% were among adolescents, 
most of whom were girls aged between 15 and 19 
years old.20 These data show the severity of this pro-
blem in the adolescent population.

In 2019, most of the school absences due to inse-
curity reasons on the way from home to school were 
observed in Rio de Janeiro. In the survey carried out in 
2015, the highest prevalence values of absences were in 
the states of Maceió and Belém.10 Another study with 
data from PeNSE showed that higher mean variations 
in absence from classes due to insecurity on the way 
from home to school were observed in Cuiabá.21 In this 
study, fights involving firearm use were more prevalent 
in the state of Roraima. A study with data from PeNSE 
2015 showed that the capital cities with the highest pre-
valence of involvement in fights with firearm use were 
Boa Vista-RR and Goiânia-GO.21 This insecurity reflects 
the structural violence in peripheral neighborhoods, 
where there is precariousness and absence of the State 
in maintaining basic living conditions, increasing the 
adolescents’ vulnerability. The absence of a political 
project for citizenship and protection of rights hinders 

performance of the school’s role in the training and 
protection of young people.8

Finally, it is emphasized that violence is a problem 
that causes significant harms to adolescents, such as 
physical injuries and psychological and social damage, 
which reinforces the importance of care and social 
protection networks for this population segment.22 
Thus, actions such as public security, supervision of 
students in the school environment and psycholo-
gical support for adolescents victims of violence at 
home and at school should be prioritized.10 The Sta-
tute of Children and Adolescents (Estatuto da Criança 
e do Adolescente, ECA), established by Law No. 8,069 
in 1990, guarantees special rights and integral pro-
tection to adolescents, in addition to the mandatory 
notification, by health professionals, of suspected or 
confirmed cases of violence and ill-treatment. Des-
pite what is observed in the results of the current 
study, in recent years in Brazil, we have experien-
ced countless setbacks in the rights guaranteed by 
the ECA, such as the discussion about the reduction 
of the age of criminal responsibility, the attacks on 
the disarmament statute, the flexibilization of the 
access to weapons,23 the attack on policies aimed at 
eradicating gender-based violence in schools,24 and 
the increase in poverty and the reduction of invest-
ment in social programs.25

Among the limitations, we emphasize that PeNSE 
does not represent all the Brazilian adolescents but 
only those attending school. It is possible that the 
data are underestimated, as violence in this popu-
lation group tends to be higher due to the life phase 
itself. Adolescence is a period marked by deep emo-
tional instability, vulnerabilities and inequalities in 
terms of opportunities, among other aspects. Howe-
ver, PeNSE is considered as the broadest survey con-
ducted with adolescents in the country. The ques-
tionnaire is self-reported; therefore, it is subjected 
to information bias. Thus, the results can be under- 
or over-estimated depending on the lower or higher 
social acceptance of the behaviors investigated. In 
addition to that, it was not possible to compare all 
the indicators evaluated due to the changes imple-
mented in the survey in 2019.

CONCLUSION

It is concluded that, in 2019, the prevalence of 
school absences due to insecurity reasons on the way 
from home to school or at the school itself is higher 
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among the girls; on the other hand, the boys engaged 
in more fights and weapon use. In addition to that, 
these exposures occurred mainly in the public schools. 
The prevalence of accidents and aggressions in 2019 
was high, especially in private schools. When com-
paring 2015 to 2019, there was a reduction in fights 
and in weapon use.

These results evidence the exposure to situations 
of violence experienced by Brazilian adolescents and 
their particularities according to gender. In addition to 
suffering violence in the intrafamily/domestic environ-
ment, they are exposed to it in the school or community 
environment; therefore, both institutions should be able 
to guarantee adolescents’ protection and healthy and 
safe development. In this scenario, it becomes funda-
mental that the governments prioritize investment in 
public security, in addition to actions and strategies to 
prevent and face all forms of violence in schools and 
communities. Adequate training of professionals in edu-
cation, health and other areas is indispensable so that 
they can deal with this specific population, given that 
adolescents are undergoing a phase of psychological, 
physical and social shaping. Finally, we emphasize that 
there is no way to solve violence with violence, a recur-
ring scenario in our country by military corporations, 
but with education and socialization.
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