
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Violence is a daily reality for many children in Sierra 

Leone – at school, at home, and in their 

communities. Nearly 9 out of 10 children aged 1-14 

years in Sierra Leone experience some form of 

violent discipline in the household. At school and on 

often long, unsafe commutes, learners face corporal 

punishment, bullying, sexual and gender-based 

violence, and abuse. 

Sierra Leone has taken great strides to ensure safe 
learning environments for all learners. In 2019, Sierra 
Leone endorsed the Safe to Learn Call to Action. 
Since then, the country has demonstrated strong 
leadership in advancing safe learning, reflected in 
key national education policies and plans, including 
the Basic and Senior Secondary Education Act 
(2023), the Education Sector Plan (2022-2026) and 
the Comprehensive School Safety Policy (2023). 

Sierra Leone Case Study 

 

Connecting Policy to Practice on Safe Learning 

 

Safe to Learn is a coalition of partners working to ensure that every child can learn safely, no matter how or 
where they learn. The coalition’s work focuses on prevention and response to violence in education, guided 
by the Safe to Learn Call to Action, which focuses on five evidence-based priority areas: 

- Implementing policy and legislation 
- Strengthening prevention, risk mitigation, and response in education systems and at schools 
- Shifting social and gender norms and promoting behaviour change 
- Investing resources effectively 
- Generation and use of evidence 

The Technical Assistance Initiative on Safe Learning, a partnership between the Global Partnership for 
Education (GPE) and Safe to Learn, aims to build country capacity to integrate violence prevention and 
response mechanisms within national education systems and create safe learning environments for girls and 
boys, in all their diversity. The Government of Sierra Leone, in partnership with UNICEF, has been 
implementing the initiative since 2024. 
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In 2024, the Government of Sierra Leone, with 
UNICEF support, conducted a review of national 
progress against the benchmarks of the Safe to 
Learn Call to Action. The report highlighted progress 
in strengthening laws, policies, and systems to 
prevent and respond to violence in and around 
schools, while identifying remaining gaps. This 
included a programme to address school-related 
gender-based violence (SRGBV) with the support of 
GPE, UNICEF and the UN Girls’ Education Initiative 
from 2021 to 2024. 

This provided a practical roadmap, developed in 
collaboration with GPE and UNICEF, for government 
and partners to advance safe, inclusive learning 
environments for all children across the country, by 
prioritizing action on three areas of the Safe to Learn 
Call to Action. 

RESULTS 

Strengthening prevention, risk mitigation and 
response in education systems and at schools 
(Safe to Learn Call to Action Area 2) 

The Safe Learning Technical Assistance Initiative has 

helped improved referral and response mechanisms, 

linking schools with child protection systems. Existing 

reporting and referral tools were reviewed and used 

to develop harmonized guidance for schools and 

communities. As an example, in 2024, 240 School 

Quality Assurance Officers and Girls Education 

Movement (GEM) coordinators (38 per cent female) 

received training and standardized tools on how to 

monitor school safety and mitigate SRGBV risks.  

 

This process contributed to strengthening formal 

coordination between the education sector, child 

protection services, and gender-based violence 

response actors, clarifying roles and improving 

referral pathways at both national and district levels. 

Shifting social and gender norms and promoting 
behaviour change (Safe to Learn Call to Action 
Area 3) 

The initiative supported the development of the 
SRGBV Social and Behaviour Change 
Communication (SBCC) Strategy (2025-2029) which 
was launched in August 2025 as a shared 
framework to address the root causes of violence 
and guide coordinated prevention efforts. 

In 2025, young people were actively involved in 
both programme design and advocacy efforts, 
including the production and dissemination of 
advocacy videos for the 16 days of Activism. These 
videos were developed by youth for youth and were 
shared among youth themselves through social 
media and messaging apps such as WhatsApp. This 
approach ensured the relevance of the messaging 
and strong youth ownership of the SRGBV 
prevention and response agenda. 

Generation and use of evidence (Safe to Learn Call 
to Action Area 5) 

With support from the GPE Safe Learning Technical 
Assistance Initiative, partners undertook a 
comprehensive national mapping of existing school 
safety initiatives and SRGBV prevention and 
response interventions. The resulting evidence base 
is informing the design of a Safe School Digital 
Coordination Hub — a data‑driven platform that will 
enable the Ministry of Basic and Senior Secondary 
Education to regularly monitor implementation of 
safe learning activities, strengthen coordination 
among partners, and reduce duplication of efforts.  
 
In parallel, prototype dashboards for the Gender-
Based Violence Information Management System 
Plus (GBVIMS+) and the Child Protection Information 
Management System Plus (CPIMS+) have been 
developed. These dashboards aim to support 
systematic monitoring and tracking of reported 
incidents and case management related to SRGBV 
and child protection in schools, at both national and 
sub-national levels. 
 
Together, these efforts are helping shift safe learning 
from fragmented activities to more routine, evidence-
informed planning, coordination, and oversight within 
the education system. 
 

LESSONS LEARNT  
 
Strong alignment across national and sub-national 
actors is key to success. 
Experience in Sierra Leone shows that advancing 
safe learning efforts are most effective when national 
policies are closely connected to the operation of 
schools and districts. For example, the GEM 
coordinators, mobilized across all 16 districts, 
supported the development and implementation of 
the SRGBV SBCC Strategy, linking national-level 
policy with district- and school-level practice. This 
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helped ensure that guidance, tools, and 
responsibilities were understood and applied more 
consistently across all levels of the education 
system. 

Cross-sector coordination strengthens prevention 
and response systems. 
Progress in Sierra Leone demonstrates the 
importance of sustained coordination between the 
education sector, child protection services, gender-
based violence response actors, and community-
level structures. By working across sectors, partners 
were able to clarify roles, strengthen referral 
pathways, and align prevention and response efforts 
within existing government systems. This 
coordinated approach has helped ensure that the 
safety of children at schools is not addressed as a 
standalone education issue, but as a shared 
responsibility across sectors. 

Youth leadership drives change. 
Meaningfully engaging adolescents and youth as 
key partners and agents of change can significantly 
improve efforts aimed at shifting social behaviour. 
When young people are supported to co-create 
messaging and advocacy on violence prevention, 
interventions become more relevant, credible, and 
far-reaching. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
LOOKING FORWARD 
 

Aligned with Safe to Learn Call to Action Area 2, 
Sierra Leone will continue to strengthen referral 
pathways and school safety oversight through 
improved guidance and institutional capacity, 
including training School Quality Assurance Officers 
on school safety monitoring. Towards Safe to Learn 
Call to Action Area 5, systems for coordinated action 
and enhanced data use at central and decentralized 
levels will be strengthened through a new digital 
coordination hub for safe schools and GBVIMS+ and 
CPIMS+ dashboards. Across all areas, UNICEF will 
continue to play a key role in supporting government 
to strengthen coordination across partners and 
sectors. 
 
In February 2026, representatives from the Sierra 
Leone and Nepal governments joined a virtual 
Learning Exchange, supported by GPE, Safe to 
Learn, and UNICEF. Insights from the exchange 
informed the next phase of the GPE Safe Learning 
Technical Assistance Initiative, which is being 
implemented across 10 countries in South Asia and 
Latin America and the Caribbean. 
 

The most important lesson learned in this process in Sierra Leone is 
that changing systems is hard, but changing mindsets is harder. And 

that is where the real work lies. When communities, teachers and 
parents take ownership, school safety becomes everyone's business.  

 
- H.E Conrad Sackey, Minister of Basic and Senior Secondary 

Education, Sierra Leone 

For more information, please contact:  

Gemma Wilson-Clark, Head of Safe to Learn Secretariat, 
gwilsonclark@unicef.org  
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