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Abstract. There is a lack of research analyzing how teachers themselves define violence and what
patterns of behavior they personally consider to be violent. It is precisely this subjective perception of
violence that may explain why some situations remain invisible at the institutional level: they are not
named and reported, or they are normalized as part of a teacher’s job, even though, in the long run, they
can negatively affect a teacher’s professional identity and well-being. A phenomenographic perspective
was applied in this research. It has been found that teachers understand violence in the workplace as
pressure to obey, aggressive behavior, insults, public humiliation, and non-transparent decisions, which
are characterized by verbal, physical, written, and visual expressions. The scope of the research results
shows that the teachers’ perception of violence is not limited to incidents but is revealed as a process of
constructing meaning that combines the form of violence, structural features, and orientation toward
the teacher as a professional or as a person. The study broadens not only the concept of violence in the
school environment but also the field of analysis of the teacher as an object of violence, and it reveals
that the teachers’ understanding of violence is more related to administrative power practices.

Keywords: concept of violence; teachers’ perceptions; manifestation of violence; impact of violence.

Funding: The research was funded by the Research Council of Lithuania (LMTLT), contract num-
ber: 989-S-MIP-24-108, 2024-2026.

Introduction

Scientific publications on violence against teachers appeared in academic literature
as early as in the 1980s (Kratcoski, 1985). This phenomenon began to be analyzed
more intensively approximately a decade ago (Lokmic et al., 2013; Reddy et al., 2013;
McMahon et al., 2014; Berlanda et al., 2019). The field of teacher victimization research
has expanded significantly in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic (Simdes et al.,
2022; Bili¢, 2023; Perry et al,, 2024; Reddy et al., 2023; Tarablus & Yablon, 2023, etc.).

Teacher victimization is recognized in academic literature as a phenomenon
encompassing a wide spectrum of aggression and violence affecting teachers and the
entire school community at all levels of education (McMahon et al.,, 2024). Research
highlights that violence against teachers is often overlooked in the public discourse on
school safety, which has historically focused more on the status of students as victims
(Moon & McCluskey, 2020). Over the past three decades, research on violence in
schools has expanded rapidly, but most of it has focused on students as victims and
perpetrators. Meanwhile, violence against teachers haslong been described as an “under-
researched phenomenon” (Reddy et al., 2018; McMahon et al., 2024 ). However, recent
research emphasizes that aggression and violence directed at teachers is a major cause
of stress in the workplace (school), directly contributing to high teacher turnover in
schools and teachers leaving the profession (McMahon et al., 2024). These problems
not only negatively affect the teachers’ well-being but also weaken the interaction
between students and teachers, thereby undermining the quality of the educational
process (Stilwell et al., 2025). Researchers agree that quality teaching and learning are
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impossible when teachers experience violence in the workplace (Koéiv & Aia-Utsal,
2021).

In contemporary literature, violence is increasingly understood not only as
overt physical actions but as a broad, multidimensional social problem, defined as
encompassing physical, psychological, sexual, and other forms of harmful actions
(Blom, Fadeeva, & Barbosa, 2023). In a broad sense, violence is considered to be any
action or inaction that causes physical, psychological, sexual, economic, or other effects
on a person, resulting in physical, material, or non-material damage (Gusauskiené
et al,, 2025). According to Gusauskiené et al. (2025), when defining the concept of
violence against teachers, it is necessary to assess the territory (school) where the
violence takes place, the perpetrators of the violence, and the objectives of the violence.
In the case of this study, the school should be treated as a specific workplace where the
power relations of various actors (students, parents, administration, colleagues, and the
wider community) intersect, and violence against teachers can be analyzed as violence
experienced in the workplace. Workplace violence is defined as a situation where an
employee experiences physical, psychological, or other harmful behavior related to
their professional role and functions (Reddy et al., 2018). Thus, the concept of violence
against teachers can be defined as any physical or verbal aggression, physical violence,
victimization, and bullying, including all negative processes occurring in or outside of
school that are related to school (Kapa & Gimbert, 2018; McMahon et al., 2020).

Scientific literature offers a variety of taxonomies of violence: forms of violence
are analyzed according to their nature (physical, social, verbal, cyber, sexual, and
property damage) and the source of experience (violence experienced by students,
students’ parents, colleagues, and the school administration). Verbal violence is one of
the most common forms of violence against teachers; it includes threats, verbal abuse,
intimidation, public humiliation, and bullying (Yang et al., 2019; McMahon et al,,
2024; Anderman et al., 2024). Research emphasizes that although physical violence
against teachers receives the most public attention, non-physical forms of violence
(verbal abuse, bullying, and cyberbullying) against teachers are more widespread and
frequent (Badenes-Ribera et al., 2022; Longobardi et al., 2019). It is emphasized that
repeated non-physical aggression is a major factor contributing to teacher burnout
and the intention to leave the profession (Stilwell et al., 2025). Studies show that a
large proportion of teachers experience verbal abuse, non-physical aggression, and,
in some cases, physical abuse and sexual harassment at work (McMahon et al., 2024;
Reddy et al.,, 2024). It should be noted that, in the context of violence against teachers,
violence can be both overt (e.g., physical aggression and direct threats) and latent (e.g,,
systematic devaluation, administrative pressure, and stigmatization of target groups).

The sources of violence experienced by teachers also vary. For a long time, research
has focused heavily on analyzing student violence against teachers (Anderman et
al., 2024). Violence by students against teachers is described as repeated aggressive
actions, both direct and indirect, that a student takes against a teacher and that cause
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physical, psychological, emotional, or professional harm. Such violence is characterized
by an imbalance of power — when the students have more power than the teacher,
regardless of the teacher’s perceived authority (Garrett, 2018). Thus, “those who
should teach, provide assistance, and set an example become the targets of those they
teach, assist, and protect” (De Wet, 2010, p. 190). Parents of students have also been
identified in research as a source of violence against teachers (Berkowitz et al., 2025).
Their aggression toward teachers is associated with verbal hostility and threats of legal
action, which are triggered by disagreements over a child’s academic performance
or educational process (Berkowitz et al., 2025; Gusauskiené et al., 2025). Parental
violence, similar to that of students, is most often non-physical (Badenes-Ribera et al.,
2022; Dirzyté et al., 2023). Another source of violence against teachers is that which is
perpetrated by colleagues and the school administration. Studies show that interactions
with colleagues involving bullying, humiliating behavior, or conflicts contribute to the
victimization of teachers (Moon & McCluskey, 2016; Hyun & Wilcox, 2018; Moon,
Kim, & McCluskey, 2022). Violence experienced by teachers from the administration
is associated with administrative decisions or actions and a lack of communication or
recognition, which is perceived as unfair or unsupportive (Astor et al., 2024). It has
been found that a culture of bullying among teachers is not only harmful in itself but is
also directly related to other forms of violence (verbal abuse experienced from parents
and multiple forms of violence perpetrated by students) (Dirzyté et al.,, 2024). Thus,
violence against teachers is a complex problem in which various forms of violence are
interrelated, and teachers become not only professionals who observe violence and
implement violence prevention measures but also potential targets of violence and
vulnerable subjects.

Although an increasing number of studies reveal the prevalence, forms, and
consequences of violence against teachers, most studies are based on predefined
theoretical constructs and standardized instruments that treat the boundaries of
violence as theoretically and/or legally defined. Much less research has been done on
the way(s) how teachers themselves define violence, and what types of behavior they
personally consider to be violent.

This study, by using a phenomenographic perspective, aims to highlight qualitatively
different ways in which teachers understand violence directed against them in the
school environment. The aim is to gain a deeper understanding of the phenomenon
of violence against teachers as a complex field of meanings, experiences, and power
dynamics. This perspective is particularly valuable for educational science, as it helps to
link teachers’ perceptions with decisions on violence prevention, school management,
the process of aiding, and teacher training. The following problematic question is raised:
How do teachers understand violence directed against them in the school environment, and
what aspects of experience structure the differences in these perceptions?
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Materials and Methods
Research methodology

Phenomenography was used as the main methodological tool in the research.
Phenomenography states that the reality experienced by research participants can
be interpreted in a variety of ways; therefore, the same phenomenon can be given
different names. The differences in concepts and experiences that emerge in the
phenomenographic analysis are referred to as categories of meaning (Marton, 1994),
which reflect collective, i.e., not individual, meaning. In the case of this respective
research, phenomenography was chosen because of its suitability for revealing the
research subject and the main research question formulated: what do the research
participants consider to be violence in the area of professional life? With this question,
the researchers intended to find out the specific meaning of violence that the participants
in the study attribute to violence existing and occurring in the work environment — in
this particular case, at school.

Research participants

The research participants were selected by using purposeful sampling. The main
selection criterion was experience of violence in the workplace. Other selection
criteria were based on the diversity of: (1) School education levels (from primary to
upper secondary); (2) School subjects (humanities, science, arts, technologies, social
sciences, and natural sciences); (3) Geographical spread (different regions); (4) Work
experience (from 1 to 38 years); (S) Professional qualification (teacher expert or
teacher methodologist; senior teacher, teacher, or beginning teacher); (6) Teacher’s
age (from 26 to 59 years old); (7) Sex (female/male). The 27 participants in the study,
representing various academic disciplines and levels of school education and possessing
diverse professional experience, were sufficient to answer the research questions and
reveal the concept of the phenomenon under investigation. The collection of empirical
data was suspended as soon as it was understood that sufficient data had already been
collected to answer the research questions and ensure that the concept of violence has
been extensively discussed.

Data collection

The researchers chose a semi-structured interview method. In order to understand the
specific meaning of violence in the context of school life, we asked: What do you consider
to be ‘violence’ at school? What do you think are the most obvious signs of violence? How can
it be recognized? Please, give specific examples/what would you consider to be examples of
violence. Open questions and their variations offered the possibility of free, unrestrained,
and authentic answers, clearly signaling that ready-made, scholarly definitions were
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not expected from the participants. The interviews were conducted remotely by using
the Microsoft Teams platform. This made it possible to reach the research participants
more quickly and plan meeting times that were convenient for everyone involved. On
average, each interview lasted between 45 and 75 minutes. Interviews were recorded
and transcribed by using artificial intelligence on the Microsoft Teams platform. Each
research participant was assigned a code in the interview transcription (TDA1, TDB2,
TDD3, etc.).

Data analysis

Since the research focused on finding qualitatively different concepts of violence, the
researchers searched the transcribed content for different explanations of this concept,
then grouped them into separate categories, identified connections between them, and
presented an overall picture in the outcome space. The meaning of a phenomenon was
revealed not from just one decontextualized instance of manifestation, but from the
source of all data. Variations in the perception and experience of a phenomenon were
listed as categories that describe different aspects of the same phenomenon under study.
More frequently recurring categories of meanings were considered to be dominant,
while less frequently recurring categories were non-dominant. The relationships
between the categories were revealed and described.

In the data analysis process, the researchers followed the steps proposed by Larson
and Holstrom (2007): repeating readings of the text; marking the text where the
interviewee gave answers to the interview questions; preparing initial descriptions;
grouping the data into categories; describing categories; distinguishing between
dominant and non-dominant categories; highlighting dimensions in relation to the
categories; and creating a structural picture of the manifestation of the phenomenon
in the outcome space. Data analysis started immediately after it had been transcribed.
Once the researchers had all the data as plain text, they began analyzing it. After reading
it several times, the similarities and differences in the perception of the violence
concept began to emerge. The category groups were reorganized several times, and the
interrelationships were dismantled and then re-established, until each team member
was satisfied with the descriptions of the categories, dimensions of variations, and the
structure of the outcome space.

Research ethics

This study received ethical approval from the Scientific Committee of the Lifelong
Learning Laboratory at Mykolas Romeris University (Protocol No. 10-79 2.25 E-403)
on February 25, 2025, ensuring compliance with ethical research standards. The study
is part of a more extensive project examining victimization experiences and well-being
among teachers in Lithuania. Essentially, the researchers adhered to the general ethical
rules applicable to scientific research, ensuring voluntary participation in the research.
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The research participants were informed about the research project and its objectives in
advance. To ensure confidentiality, the transcripts were anonymized before being used
for analysis; data identifying elements were removed or replaced. As recommended
(Merriam, 2002), the transcripts of the interviews were member-checked with the
interview participants, in order to be sure that all data were correct.

Validity and limitations of the study

In phenomenography, validity is demonstrated by the researchers’ openness to the
phenomenon under study, thorough data analysis, avoidance of hasty and unfounded
generalizations, and the researcher’s reflexivity. The researchers did not push themselves
or the research participants to stick to any specific definition of the term ‘violence’ during
the initial stage. The participants were encouraged to share their subjective perception.
The researchers also used the so-called ‘trustees’ approach to achieve reliability of
data analysis. In the case of this study, this approach involved enlisting team members
who carefully examined data, read descriptions of categories, listened to each other’s
arguments, debated, and discussed. Joint discussions helped to refine ideas and find
common solutions. This type of validity assurance is referred to as “communicative
validity checking” (Kvale, 1994; Akerlind, 2005).

The main limitation of the study was the time constraint. Phenomenographic
research is highly time-consuming. It took a lot of time to form categories of meaning
and determine their structural and hierarchical relationships.

Results

Data analysis revealed that teachers understand violence in the context of their
professional activities as (A) pressure to obey, (B) aggressive behavior, (C) insults,
(D) public humiliation, and E) non-transparent decisions. The first four categories of
meanings (i.e., A-D) are the most frequently mentioned and are classified as dominant
categories of meanings, while the fifth, category E, is non-dominant, as it is reflected in
isolated experiences.

Dominant categories

Pressure to obey (A). In the category of pressure to obey, the concept of violence
manifests itself as pressure from someone more powerful to carry out their will, and it
is expressed through (1) increasing or decreasing the workload, (2) controlling work,
and (3) imposing tasks. In the first three cases, the pressure is related to the behavior of
the manager, and, in the fourth case, to that of the parents.

Imposing a heavier workload or assigning less work is treated as coercive pressure
to agree and not resist, regardless of individual desires or capabilities, because the
manager’s ‘expectations are much higher than what can be met by one’s work” [TDD6]. It
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also means not having “the freedom to choose, because you have to do what you are told”
[TDB3]. Thus, imposing a workload or, conversely, reducing it is associated with the
authoritarian behavior of the school manager.

Work control also falls into this category of meanings, as it is perceived as excessive
“degrading checking” [TDA6], which aims to put emotional and psychological pressure
on teachers. Unlike reducing or increasing workload, imposing work is associated with
pressure to take on an additional burden - “doing work that is not part of the job” [TDB9 ].
This refers to work that goes beyond the scope of professional duties.

The pressure to obey is also evident in the parents’ constant demands that teachers
“explain the application of their assessment system” [TDDG6] or “account for every mark,
comment, or action taken in relation to their child” [TDA2]. It can also be observed when
parents simply tell teachers how they should do their job: “parents become your teachers —
they tell you how to do your job. In other words, even though they are not teachers themselves
and do not even know how to teach, they bring their children to school” [TDAS].

The participants in the study note that “parents very often view teachers not as partners
with whom they can solve common problems but as people who cause those problems. Then
they engage in a battle, believing that their child needs to be protected from something, and
that is when the attack begins” [TDD2].

In all cases, pressure to obey is perceived as coercion, a restriction of professional
freedom, and, at the same time, a lack of trust in the teacher. Pressure to obey is always
associated with verbal abuse.

Aggressive behavior (B). In the category of aggressive behavior, violence is treated as
(1) threats, (2) raised voices and shouting, (3) swearing, and (4) use of physical force,
recognized by teachers through both verbal and physical expressions.

Aggressive behavior, such as threats, in the context of school life can manifest itself
in the form of a threat by a supervisor to write a reprimand, reduce the workload, or
dismiss an employee: “well, in reality, you are threatened with certain things, not that you
are being punished, but you are threatened with dismissal or that I will do something so that
you will receive a reprimand and so on. I would describe this as a certain form of violence at
school” [TDB4].

In all cases, this is perceived as a potential punishment for unfinished work,
disobedience, or disloyalty. A raised voice and shouting are also considered expressions
of aggression due to particularly negative emotions directed at the teacher: “Such
attacks. For example, a student doesn’t like their grade. And then it starts. Then you have to
explain, you have to define why. And it is not that they ask politely, but ‘why did you give me
a four and not a six’? If a person asks politely, you can answer politely. But if it’s, well, a raised
voice, then it’s really a certain manifestation of violence” [TDA7].

In this category, violence is also associated with swear words, most often used by
students: “swear words. Well, I don’t know, maybe it’s not so much violence, but that’s how
I talk. You know, when they yell and scream and accuse you, well, it’s really unpleasant and
uncomfortable. I think it’s still violence” [TDB7]. It also manifests itself as the use of
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physical force, for example, when “a child pushes or hits another child” [TDA1]. However,
sometimes, it can also manifest itselfin the use of force by the teacher. For example, “the
teacher pulls the child harder by the arm” [TDB4]. Physical aggression, in the view of the
study’s participants, is “contact with the aim of hurting or humiliating” [TDB1], and it can
be directed at the teacher as a professional and as a person. Thus, violence as aggressive
behavior is associated with overt verbal and physical aggression that threatens teachers’
work and emotional and physical well-being. This distinguishes it from pressure to
obey, which, although disturbing and demoralizing, is not dangerous.

Insults (C). In the semantic category of insults, violence is associated with hurtful
(1) remarks and insinuations, (2) jokes, (3) gossip, and (4) name-calling. In the first
two cases, insulting is linked to violent behavior by the administration and colleagues.
In the third case, it is linked to violent behavior by colleagues and students, whereas, in
the fourth case, it is linked to students’ behavior.

Derogatory remarks and insinuations are construed as hurtful statements about
the teacher both as a person and as a professional. This is described as “inappropriate
behavior that causes another person to feel shame <..> and discomfort. Certain negative
feelings <..> can be identified as violence” [TDA2]. At times, it may take the form of
“words, remarks, certain statements through which you insult and hurt a person” [TDA8], or
“some offhand comment [ from colleagues] while walking down the corridor” [TDA9]. Such
an “offhand comment” is likewise treated as a derogatory remark with manifestations of
violence, because it is not an isolated incident but rather recurrent behavior. In cases of
derogatory remarks, it is not always possible to clearly delineate the boundary between
an insult directed at the teacher as a professional and one directed at the teacher as an
individual.

Hurtful jokes are most often directed at the teacher as an individual, for example, on
the basis of gender. They are voiced “not only by men toward women but also by women
toward men” [TDA2]. It is argued that, superficially, such remarks may appear to be
merely “jokes”; however, in practice, they overstep all boundaries and are “in bad taste”
[TDA2]. Others may regard such behavior as relatively normal because it is seen as
customary.

Hurtful gossip, unlike hurtful joking, is associated with an indirect form of verbal
expression. Gossip takes place “behind one’s back” [TDA9], originating both from
colleagues and from students. Among colleagues, it most often assumes a covert form,
as information about the gossip reaches the target indirectly — as rumors conveyed
through other individuals. In the case of students, gossip occurs “here and there”, that
is, during lessons or breaks: “they discuss clothing — where it has been bought, and they
discuss the devices you use. This also includes mobile phones. In short, it is mostly about
material resources. They also raise issues related to appearance — especially when appearance
is disparaged and, say, certain skin imperfections are discussed” [TDB6].

Such behavior also occurs “behind the teacher’s back”, most often via social media.
For example, a teacher may even fail to notice that they are being “secretly photographed
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during a lesson” [TDA2], and only learn about it later. This is because a “photo report”,
supplemented with a verbal narrative, is uploaded to the online environment and
disseminated within students’ group messaging chats. Students “distort [things] and
invent stories about those teachers, which then circulate within the school <...> Very recently,
they themselves told me that they have such groups about teachers where they discuss [them]
at school” [TDA2]. Thus, in this case, unlike hurtful remarks and joking, the insulting
behavior is enacted in both verbal and visual forms.

Hurtful name-calling is exclusively associated with students’ behavior. It is claimed
that “virtually every teacher is given a nickname before they even start working”. This might
not be construed as violence were it not for the use of the nickname during lessons as a means
of mocking the teacher. Such behavior “disrupts [one] psychologically — this is what violence is
to me: when you become disoriented, and you feel like crying” [TDAS].

Overall, it can be argued that insulting behavior, as a form of workplace violence, is
linked to colleague and student conduct that harms the teacher both as a person and as
a professional, manifested verbally and, at times, visually.

Public humiliation (D). Within the category of meanings associated with public
humiliation, violence is linked to (1) public ridicule, (2) public criticism, and (3)
public non-acceptance of one’s opinion.

Public ridicule, criticism, and non-acceptance of an alternative viewpoint are
attributed exclusively to the behavior of the school leader/manager. In all cases,
humiliation is expressed verbally. Public ridicule by a leader is interpreted as a denial
of a teacher’s professional competence: “<...> when they come only to drill you — to say, ‘T
came to tell you this is bad, you didn’t do it, or now you should all be afraid” [TDAG].

Participants describe this as feeling “entirely unrecognized and wholly unvalued”
[TDD8]. In their view, the same goal is pursued through public criticism and the
dismissal of a differing opinion. Ridicule also contains additional, latent ‘elements’ —
sarcasm, schadenfreude, and irony — through which humiliation becomes, as it were,
masked. By contrast, public criticism and the non-acceptance of one’s opinion manifest
as direct and overt denial, non-recognition, and belittlement.

Thus, the undermining of authority is understood as being directed at the teacher-
as-a-professional; their professionalism is questioned and doubted, and teachers are led
to have less confidence in their professional capabilities.

Non-dominant category

Non-transparent decisions (E). Isolated statements by the study participants revealed a
non-dominant meaning category: non-transparent decisions. Within this category, the
understanding of violence is associated exclusively with the determination of working
conditions and workplace arrangements. An example of a non-transparent decision
is a situation in which it is difficult to understand “what exactly you are being paid for,
<..> and it looks very underhanded” [TDAS]. Teachers may perceive that their work is
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not adequately remunerated compared with that of other colleagues. This is because,
knowing their own and their colleagues’ workloads, teachers observe that compensation
differs.

Non-transparent decisions are also linked to the granting of privileges to
selected individuals, particularly in relation to timetable allocation. There is a lack of
understanding and explanation as to what lesson scheduling looks like and why it is
arranged “one way for one teacher and <...> differently for another teacher” [TDB2]. Thus,
non-transparent decisions are associated with violent behavior because they are viewed
as not only unjust but also, in a sense, concealed — known and understood only by the
leader/manager. Clear communication, openness, and transparency are lacking. Unlike
other manifestations of violence identified in the data, non-transparent decisions have
neither verbal nor physical expression. Rather, they take the form of a written decision
defining the teacher’s working conditions and communicated to the teacher de facto.

Relationships between categories

The category meanings denote variations in the understanding of violence (i.e., what
is considered violence), whereas the identified dimension indicates the manifestation
of violence in the space of professional practice (i.e., how it occurs). The qualitatively
distinct experiences of violence identified in the data are interrelated through the
dimension of violence manifestation, which specifies the form of expression to which
violence is attributed (see Table 1).

Table 1.

Dimension of violence manifestation

Dimension of manifestation
Verbal Physical Visual Written

Category

Increasing or decreasing the
Pressure to obey workload (A1)

(A) Controlling work (A2) - - -
Imposing tasks (A3) - - -
Threats (B1) - - .
Raised voices and shouting ) ) )
(B2)
Aggressive
behavior (B) Swear words (B3) - - -
Use of physi-
- cal force - -
(B4)
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Dimension of manifestation
Category
Verbal Physical Visual Written
Hurtful remarks and insinua-
tions (C1)
Hurtful jokes (C2) - - -
Insults (C) Hurtful .
. . Hurtful gossip-
Hurtful gossiping (C3) - gossiping | .
(C3) ing (C3)
Hurtful name-calling (C4) - - -
Public ridicule (D1) - - -
Public humilia- | Public criticism (D2) - - -
tion (D) Public non-acceptance of one’s -
opinion (D3) — i
Establishment
Non-transpar- of working
ent decisions | - - - conditions
(E) and proce-
dures (E1)

Study participants attribute workplace violence to: verbal forms of expression;
physical forms, associated with students’ outbursts of aggression; written forms,
linked to non-transparent managerial decisions; visual and written forms, associated

with students’ gossip in online/social spaces. Thus, the meanings of categories A (A1~
A3), B (B1-B3), C (C1-C4), and D (D1-D3) are interconnected through the verbal

expression of violence, conceptualized as “pressure to comply”, “aggressive behavior”,
“insulting behavior”, and “public humiliation.” The subcategory “Hurtful gossip” (C3) is
the most extensive in terms of forms of expression, encompassing verbal, visual, and
written modalities. A written form of expression is also characteristic of the “Non-
transparent decisions” (E) category. Physical manifestation of violence is characteristic

only of one indicator of “aggressive behavior”, namely, “use of physical force” (B4).

Outcome space

The pyramid image reflects a structured picture of the research results — the outcome
space (see Figure 1).

Figure 1 depicts what links and what differentiates the various categories of
meanings. In the space of results, the hierarchical relationships among categories are
reflected at the level of the impact of violence, i.e., the target of violence — whether
it is directed at the teacher as a professional, the teacher as a person, or the teacher
simultaneously as both a professional and a person. At the base of the pyramid are those
category meanings that exhibit the greatest number of interconnections in terms of the
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Figure 1.
Outcome space

Impact on
a teacher
as a person
Category C (C2)

Impact on
a teacher as a professional & as
a person
Categories: B (B4); C (C1, C3,
& C4)

Impact on a teacher as a professional
Categories: A (A1-A3); B (B1-B3); D
(DI1-D3); E (EI)

impact of violence, whereas at the top are those with the fewest interconnections. The
distribution of violence-related meanings indicating the target of violence is clearly
most abundant at the “teacher-as-a-professional” level. Violence directed at the teacher
as a professional implies an impact on the teacher’s professional qualities, abilities,
and, more broadly, their professional competencies. By contrast, violence directed
at the teacher as a person implies an impact on personal characteristics, for example,
physical appearance. Only one meaning from Category C, that of “Hurtful jokes” (C2),
indicating gender-based violence — can be attributed to the “teacher-as-a-person” level.
However, there are also meanings that encompass both levels: “use of physical force”
(B4), “hurtful remarks and insinuations” (C1), “hurtful gossiping” (C3), and “hurtful
name-calling” (C4). In these cases, there is either no salient distinction regarding
whether the violent behavior is directed at the teacher as a professional or as a person,
or it is not possible to draw a clear demarcation between the two.

Discussion and Conclusions

The phenomenographic study conducted broadens the conceptualization of violence
experienced by teachers in the professional school environment by presenting a
relatively wide spectrum of subjective interpretations of violence. Teachers construe
violence at school as pressure to comply, aggressive behavior, verbal insults, public
humiliation, and non-transparent decision-making directed toward teachers. The study
participants more strongly associate the notion of violence with actions undertaken
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by the school leader and/or administration, and to a lesser extent with actions by
colleagues, students, and students’ parents. All violent acts are construed as harmful
to teachers both professionally and personally. This appraisal partially aligns with
previous research (Reddy et al., 2018), which defines violence experienced by teachers
as detrimental and as exerting a negative impact on their professional practice.

Violence manifested in the school environment is, according to the participants
of this study, most strongly associated with verbal expression. This is consistent with
findings from previous studies (Badenes-Ribera et al., 2022; Longobardi et al., 2019;
Yang et al., 2019; McMahon et al., 2024; Anderman et al., 2024), which confirm that
verbally expressed violence constitutes the predominant form in teachers” working
environments. The present study also corroborates the claim that, although physical
expression is one of the most overt forms of violence in general terms, it is not
particularly frequent within teachers’ occupational settings (McMahon et al.,, 2024;
Reddy et al., 2024).

The findings enable violence against teachers to be interpreted within a broader
framework that integrates workplace violence (Calderon-Orellana, Diaz-Bérquez, &
Calderén, 2025; McMahon et al., 2024; Berkowitz et al., 2022), workplace bullying
and mobbing (Nielsen et al.,, 2024; Rosander & Nielsen, 2023 ), organizational injustice
(Neall, Li, & Tuckey, 2021), and the culture and power relations of the school as an
organization (Quinn, Waheduzzaman, & Djurkovic, 2024; Dirzyté et al, 2024).
Although some of the data illustrate manifestations of violence widely distinguished in
the literature (e.g., threats, swearing, and insults), the study’s outcome space indicates
that teachers” understandings of violence are not limited to discrete incidents; rather,
they emerge as a process of meaning construction that integrates the form of violence,
structural characteristics (publicness, control, and procedural justice), and the
orientation of violent conduct toward the teacher as a professional and/or as a person.
The findings further highlight that teachers associate aggressive behavior with a logic of
threatandananticipationofpunishment/sanctions (i.e., the possibility of being penalized
for particular professional actions). Accordingly, threats are understood primarily as
an instrument of administrative control. The phenomenographic analysis also showed
that, within teachers’ conceptualizations, insults are interpreted more strongly through
repetition, denigration, and risk to the teacher’s reputation - i.e,, to features that align
directly with the logic of bullying/mobbing, whereby harm is produced through
sustained erosion of status and dignity (Nielsen et al., 2024; Rosander & Nielsen,
2023). The results also allow a clear distinction to be drawn between insults and public
humiliation in teachers’ understandings of violence. While both involve similar content
(denigration and humiliation), the critical difference concerns publicness — namely, the
presence of an audience (colleagues, students, and parents). This extends prior research
(Berkowitz et al., 2025; Choi et al., 2024) by providing a rationale for why teachers
link violence not only to negative emotional impact but also to harm to professional
autonomy, authority, and professional identity. Findings related to violence construed
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as pressure to comply indicate that violence is understood as a negative impact on the
professional agency of teachers (i.e., constraints on the teacher’s right to decide and to
be heard). Thus, teachers’ understandings of violence are linked to less visible exercises
of power that may not be labeled as violence in the common discourse, and yet they are
subjectively experienced as degrading. In this respect, the findings partially resonate
with scholarship on micropolitics in schools, which conceptualizes the school as an
organization where decision-making and negotiations over norms and resources (time,
workload, and recognition) constitute a field of power (Giudici, 2021; Kelchtermans,
2005). Finally, understanding violence as non-transparent decision-making — although
not the dominant category — remains important, as it suggests that violence may be
construed not only as direct behavior but also as a lack of procedural transparency and
related organizational mechanisms. These findings therefore support analyzing violence
against teachers through the lens of power asymmetry and in relation to managerial and
organizational decision-making processes.

This study broadens the conceptualization of violence occurring within the school
environment and reveals several novel aspects. First, the study has shown that violence
is associated not only with verbal and physical forms but also with visual and written
expression. Written expression is linked to non-transparent decisions made by the
school administration — orders and resolutions that are not communicated and with
which teachers are not familiarized in advance. Visual expression emerges as part of
hurtful gossip experienced by students and manifested verbally, visually, and in written
form.

Second, the study extends the conceptualization of the teacher as an object of
violence. Violence is construed as directed at the teacher-as-a-professional and also
at the teacher-as-a-person. Violence expressed through gossip, remarks, insinuations,
and name-calling undermines professional self-esteem, harms professional identity,
and also infringes upon human dignity more broadly. Consequently, teachers consider
violence as a behavior that affects both their professional functioning and their overall
well-being.

Third, the study indicates that teachers’ understandings of violence are more
strongly related to administrative power practices (i.e., actions by the school leader
and/or administration rather than by students, students’ parents, or colleagues). In this
respect, the findings contribute to the limited body of research documenting teachers’
experiences of injustice and harmful behavior from the school administration (Astor et
al.,2024). School administrations are described as demonstrating power and deploying
power instruments toward teachers, publicly humiliating and insulting them, behaving
aggressively, and imposing non-negotiated and non-transparent decisions. Thus,
violence as an expression of power is enacted vertically; individuals occupying higher
formal positions direct violent actions toward those in lower positions.

In this regard, the present study differs from research examining so-called imbalanced
power enactment (Garrett, 2018; De Wet, 2010), where power is exercised against
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teachers by their students. Although teachers occupy the higher position in terms of
formal authority, they may be demeaned through students’ behavior — being belittled,
mocked, and pressured. In the context of this study, violence is least strongly associated
with students and somewhat more with students’ parents who instruct teachers on
how to teach their children, and how to evaluate their achievement (or lack thereof).
Accordingly, students and their parents are identified as sources of violence, but not as
the primary sources.

In general terms, this study adds to the body of research on violence directed against
teachers. As is well established, for some time it was customary to focus on student
victimization at school, while comparatively little attention was paid to teachers as targets
of violence (Reddy et al., 2018; McMahon et al., 2024). However, studies examining
teachers’ conceptualizations and experiences of violence are critically important; they
not only help to develop a more comprehensive picture of violent behavior in the school
environment and to refine understanding of the concept and context of victimization
but also to elucidate links between violence experienced by teachers and professional
burnout (Moon & McCluskey, 2020; Moon, Kim, & McCluskey, 2023; Berkowitz,
202S; Yang et al., 2024 ), as well as lower life satisfaction levels (Dirzyté et al., 2024).

Further research on violence perceived and experienced by teachers could be
advanced by examining the multifaceted impact of violence on teachers’ professional
and personallives, includingits implications for their personal development and change.
In addition, future studies could explore teachers’ responses and coping strategies in
relation to the violence they experience.
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