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RESUMEN

Se estudiaron las teorías subjetivas acerca de
la violencia escolar de seis docentes directivos de
seis establecimientos educacionales de la comu -
na de Coquimbo (Chile), tres de escuelas munici -
pales (públicas) y tres de colegios particula res. El
estudio fue de tipo cualitativo y la estrategia de
recolección de datos utilizó una entrevista semi-
estructurada de aplicación individual, seguida por
un instrumento de auto-reporte. Los resultados
fueron analizados, organizados e interpretados
en base a la teoría fundamentada, lo que permitió
reconstruir las explicaciones que los directivos
han construido acerca de la violencia escolar. Los
resultados indican que todos los participantes
con  ciben la violencia escolar como un problema
social importante pero poco común en sus insti-
tuciones educativas. Además, asumen que la vio -
lencia se origina fundamentalmente por influen-
cias externas que provienen de la sociedad en su
conjunto, tales como el tipo de estructura fami liar
y los procesos de socialización en el hogar, la ca  -
li dad de la educación recibida y la influencia de
los medios de comunicación. Cuando piensan en
variables del propio sujeto, usualmente atribuyen
la violencia a una baja autoestima. En esta con-
cepción, al dejar de lado la participación del in-

dividuo como un agente racional que discierne y
elabora juicios morales para guiar la acción, los
directivos asumen una visión pasiva del sujeto
como meramente respondiente a las influencias
ambientales. Los hallazgos del estudio se discu -
ten principalmente enfatizando sus implicaciones
para la educación, específicamente para la edu-
cación moral y la prevención de la violencia.

Palabras clave: Docentes directivos; Teorías sub-
jetivas; Violencia escolar; Dimensión moral; Es-
tudio cualitativo. 

ABSTRACT

This study analyzes the subjective theories
regarding school violence held by six school
officials of the city of Coquimbo (Chile). School
violence is action carried out by a member of a
school community that intends to cause harm
against any member of that community. The
study’s main objective is to identify and interpret
the various subjective theories regarding school
violence held by the school officials as well as to
explore whether there is amoral dimension to their
subjective theories. We are interested in the moral
dimension of the problem because research has
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shown that processes such as moral reasoning,
moral identity, or moral motivation are linked to
students’ behavior in schools. Furthermore, social
interactions are critical for the development of
more advanced levels of moral reasoning. The
study focuses on six members of the academic
advisory board from six different schools, three
municipal (public) schools and three subsidized
private schools in the region of Coquimbo (Chile).
Because the role of the administrative team is
becoming increasingly important in the proper
functioning of educational institutions, character -
istics of school officials such as their leadership
skills, negotiation skills, or abilities solve conflicts,
have a direct impact on the success or failure of
any educational program. Due to the qualitative
approach of this study, each participant was
interviewed using an individual semi-structured
interview followed by a self-report questionnaire.
Results were analyzed, organized, and interpreted
based on grounded theory, which has been shown
to be useful in analyzing subjective theories. Partic -
ipants’ explanations regarding school vio  lence
were reconstructed using the semantic categories
that emerged in their interview responses. Results
indicate that participants view school violence as
an important social problem that should be contest -
ed; however, at the same time participants feel that
it is not prevalent at their own educational insti -
tutions. Moreover, all participants believe that
school violence takes place because of social
influences, such as socialization processes at home,
family values, quality of education, and influence of
mass media, among others. This shows that par -
ticipants hold a concept of the individual as merely
respondent to environmental forces, lacking ra tio -
nal process and agency to discern and make moral
judgments as a base for their actions. This is prob -
lem atic because school violence has a moral
dimension, as it involves issues of fairness, coop -
eration, conflict, negotiation with others, justice,
and welfare. Results show that none of the par  tic -
ipants understand violence as related to morality.
Consequently, participants support traditional
approaches to combat school violence aimed either
at making students behave as it is prescribed by
school norms or at enhancing students’ social skills.
However, such approaches disregard any moral
education or moral discernment, even though
research has identified moral values, the main

variable in the study of social behaviour (Delfino &
Zubieta, 2011), and moral development as factors
related to violence. In general, school officials
regard violence as externally originated, caused
mainly by social forces and cultural factors. They
also have subjective theories that hold the causes
of school violence to be external and un manage -
able, minimizing their responsibility and their sense
of efficacy in dealing with the problem. Assuming
that a major role of education is to facilitate a better
understanding of the world and knowing that
teachers’ beliefs are very important into explain
teachers’ behavior, the results of this study are
discussed regarding its implications for education,
particularly moral education and the prevention of
violence.

Key words:Academic advisory board; Subjective
theories; School violence; Moral dimension; Qual -
i tative research. 

INTRODUCTION

School violence is defined as actions car-
ried out by a member of a school community
that intend to cause harm against any mem-
ber of that community, whether it be students,
teachers, directors, staff, or parents. This type
of violence arises within educational estab-
lishments but may also occur in other places
associated with the school, such as nearby
surroundings or places where extracurricular
activities are conducted (Abramovay & Rua,
2002; Díaz-Aguado, 2005; Mena & Vizcarra,
2001). 

School violence is currently regarded as
something that alters the school environment
and has negative consequences on students’
well-being and learning (Mena & Vizcarra,
2001). Several studies have shown that vio-
lence in schools generates physical and emo-
tional damage, stress, lack of motivation,
school absenteeism, and even negative school
performance due to posttraumatic stress (Ál -
varez-García, Álvarez, Núñez, González-Cas -
tro, González-Pienda & Rodríguez, 2010;
Gumpel & Meadan, 2000; Henao, 2006; Smith
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& Thomas, 2000; Verlinde, Hersen & Thomas,
2000). Unfortunately, in Chile and other Latin
American countries teachers and students per-
ceive school violence as a normal part of a
school’s daily life and as a means to gain
power and status (Figueroa, Marambio, Mi ran -
da, Salazar, & Zamora, 2005; Loza & Frisan -
cho, 2010). Studies have shown that teachers
create subjective theories that hold the causes
of violence to be external and unmanageable.
In this way, they view the causes as either ex-
ternal to the school or genetical / biological
and, therefore, unchangeable (Cua dra, 2009;
Ló pez, Carrasco, Morales, Ayala, López &
Karmy, 2011; Loza & Frisancho, 2010; Volan -
te & Müller, 2006). It has also been shown to
be quite common for all levels of school staff
to underestimate the number of students in-
volved in violent actions (Brad shaw, Sawyer,
& O’Brennan, 2007).  

Although it is important to acknowledge
that the definition of school violence varies
culturally and historically, it is also true that it
exists in many different countries and with
varying prevalence rates. It affects both de vel -
 oping and industrialized coun tries, and it is
linked to social exclusion and ine qualities
(Akiba, Letendre, Baker & Goesling, 2002;
Debarbieux, 2003; Mateo, Ferrer, & Mesas,
2009; Ohsako, 2001). In Chile, a number of
studies already identify school violence as a
problem (see Tijmes, 2012 for a summary of
recent studies on this topic). Due to the
pervasiveness of the problem in Chile and
throughout the world, there is an urgent need
within educational communities not only to
efficiently inter vene in situations with a viol -
ent outcome but also to prevent them alto-  
gether (Arón & Milicic, 1999; Bausela, 2008;
Orte Socías & Ballester Brage, 2007). In fact,
school violence is gaining momentum as a
social problem and, thus, is becoming a
worrisome issue. This is not only a con -
tentious issue for researchers but also for
school officials who are now beginning to
adopt diverse intervention measures in order
to attenuate a situation that is com plex and
difficult to both define and to manage
effectively (Ortega, Del Rey, & Mo ra-Mer -
chán, 2001).

Frequently, traditional approaches to com -
bat school violence are aimed at establish ing
self-control within students in order to make
them behave as it is prescrib ed by school rules
and norms. Too often, such  interventions have
regarded violence as a problem related mainly
to the violation of school or social conventions,
thus, reducing violence to a  dis obedience of
the rules or norms of a particular social group.
The underpinning idea is that school violen ce
is a problem primarily caused by a poor
environment or by lack of control over the
behavior of the students. Additionally, it is
some times held that the student who per -
petrates the aggression has psychopathic traits,
is emotionally disturbed, and will show a
pattern of anti-social behaviour in the future
(Bender & Lösel, 2011; Renda, Vassallo, &
Edwards, 2011; Sutton, Smith, & Swettenham,
2010; Sourander et al., 2007).  Following this,
it is not surprising that many think that
violence

“can be curtailed with more stringent gun
laws, surveillance cameras, armed police-
man patrolling the halls, and metal detec-
tors” (Edwards, 2001, p. 249). 

It appears that school officials in several
places favor legal remedies such us having
metal detectors inside schools, punishing the
aggressor, or passing laws (Time & Payne,
2008). Similarly, in Chile and other South
American countries many think that such vio-
lence can be reduced by the implementation
of a law (Law Nº 20.536 “Anti-bullying Law
in the Case of Chile”). In any case, such strate-
gies are punitive, focusing only on the ag-
gressor and, therefore, lack a holistic approach
oriented at developing students’ capabilities of
understanding human relationships from an
ethical perspective.

All this ignores any approach to moral
education and moral discernment, which is
problematic because, although not often
recog nized, school violence has a moral
dimension (Edwards, 2001; Horton, 2011;
Jacobson, 2010). Violence involves causing
harm and producing suffering to another
person while violating his or her rights as a
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human being. It also encompasses either
asymmetrical power relationships or abuse of
power within relation ships. According to
Turiel (1983), morality can be understood as
notions of justice and welfare, right or wrong,
which are acknowledged by most societies. In
this sense morality stands apart from the social
or conventional rules that maintain most social
interactions. Rather, morality is embedded in
actions that pertain to the recognition of human
rights as well as the welfare and fair treatment
of individuals. The growing interest in school
violence is precisely related to the increasing
public awareness of the fundamental rights
people are entitled to (Avila, 2005). It is
important to note that psychological research
has already identified moral reasoning as an
important factor in school violence (see
Manning & Bear, 2011 for a review of studies
on this topic). Similarly, other moral processes
such as moral moti vation, moral identity, or
moral disen gagement have also been related to
school violence (Gasser & Keller 2009; Pacie -
llo, Fida, Tra montano, Lupinetti, & Ca prara,
2008; Wainryb, Komolova, & Florsheim,
2010). Additionally, Delors  iden tifies moral
values as essential for education, declaring that 

“it is no exaggeration on the Commission’s
part to say that the survival of humanity
depends thereon” (1996, p. 16). 

In this vein, understanding the moral di -
mension of school violence will allow teachers
and school administrators to implement pro -
grams that contribute to the reduction of school
violence. Such programs aim to improve moral
reasoning capacities, to foster the abilities for
role taking, to enhance the development of a
moral point of view in order to relate to others,
and to encourage the devel opment of ethical
and caring students. Although it is acknow -
ledged that school violence is a complex
phenomenon that should be confronted at
different levels (school, classroom, individual,
and community), its moral dimension is an
important factor commonly neglected (Espe -
lage & Swearer, 2010; Olweus & Limber,
2010).

THE ROLE OF SCHOOL OFFICIALS

The ways in which schools are managed
affects all its activities and so, the role of the
principal and the administrative team is be -
coming increasingly important in the proper
functioning of educational institutions. In Chile
schools are managed by a principal and an
academic advisory board of teachers. These
teachers do not have an assigned classroom
themselves but work with the principal as part
of a technical-administrative team, making
decisions to improve educational processes
and helping other teachers to improve their
practices. They are very common in the Chil -
ean educational system, and they usually hold
a master degree or have special training in
areas such as curriculum studies or coun-
sel l ing. We refer to members of these academic
boards as school officials.

The leadership capabilities and performan -
ce of school officials have a direct impact on
the success or failure of any educational pro -
gram (Concha, 2007; Mena, Becerra, & Cas- 
tro, 2011). Through their actions, teachers and
school officials can either encourage com -
petitiveness or conflict among students or can
facilitate cooperation and understanding (Gar -
cía & Valerio, 2005; Ortega, 2000; Tria nes,
2000). Ultimately, they have the power to
create a positive or negative school environ -
ment that strongly impacts the socio-emotional
development, behavior, and learning of
students (Valdés et al., 2008; Resnick et al.,
1997; Wang, Haertel, & Walberg, 1993). This
is especially relevant since the Chilean
education system bears certain characteristics
that may sharpen school violence, mainly due
to the heterogeneity of Chilean students (Gue -
rra, Alvarez-Gabría, Dobarro, Núñez, Castro,
& Vargas, 2011). It is believed that hetero -
geneity

“can lead to poor academic performance
and greater incidences of not getting along,
particularly in disadvantaged schools”
(Guerra et al., 2011, p. 77. Own translation). 

Some authors have proposed that school
officials should establish non-violence stan-
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dards within schools while at the same time
developing positive interpersonal relation  ships
between students and staff (Antúnez, 1999;
Díaz-Aguado, 2005; Kadel & Follman, 1993).
Measures such as monitoring hallways, visit-
ing classrooms, strengthening school pro-
grams and policies, and being accessible to
students and staff provide a means through
which school officials can reduce the inci-
dence of violent behaviour (Kadel & Follman,
1993). However, in addition to those very rel-
evant functions, from a moral perspective
school officials should also be moral and dem-
ocratic leaders with the goal of enhancing
democratic and moral values and developing
autonomy and humanity in educational prac-
tices. In order to achieve this, their beliefs
about the connection between morality and
school violence, their concepts of moral and
democratic education, and their conviction
that it is their responsibility to enhance the
moral development of students are all very im-
portant (Joseph & Efron, 2005).

SUBJECTIVE THEORIES

The concept of subjective theories is at-
tributed to Groeben and Scheele (1977, in
Groeben & Scheele, 2001) and is defined as
complex cognition aggregates of the research
object, in which their cognitions relating to the
self and the world become manifest and which
show an at least implicit argumentational
struc ture.

Subjective theories (STs) are personal the-
ories constructed in order to explain a per-
ceived reality and have a cause-effect argu- 
men tative structure. Although these personal
theories are social in nature, it does not detract
from the value of individual representations
(Castro, 2012; Catalán, 2010; Flick, 2009).
Flick (2009) views STs as day to day hypothe-
ses that people generate about themselves and
their surroundings in order to relate to others. 

It has been shown that subjective theories
greatly influence understanding and course of
action taken by professionals (Flick, 2009).
This is in large part because they serve as
powerful tools in the explanation and inter-

pretation of an individual’s reality and have a
notable impact on their actions (Avendaño,
Krause, & Winkler, 1993; Moncada, 2005;
Flick, 1991, cited by Krause et al., 2006). A
recent literature review on professional know-
ledge of teachers (Catalán, 2011; Porlán, Ri -
vero, & Martín, 1998) suggests the importance
of the use of subjective theories as a tool in the
study of educators’ thought processes. 

Because performance and beliefs of school
officials regarding school violence have not
been sufficiently explored in Chile, the present
study is aimed at answering this question:
How do school officials explain and interpret
school violence as it occurs at educational es-
tablishments? The main objective of this study
is to interpret and understand the various sub-
jective theories regarding school violence held
by a group of school officials in the city of
Coquimbo. We aimed to identify how school
officials perceive school violence and whether
they integrate the moral dimension into their
subjective theories of the phenomenon. 

METHOD

This research was based on an interpretive
paradigm, focused on the description and un-
derstanding of individual behaviours: their be-
liefs, intentions and drives (Goetz & Le 
Compte, 1984; Guba, 1990; Krause, 1995). 

The present study is descriptive-interpreta-
tive in nature, with the objective of obtaining
detailed descriptions to further interpret the
context in order to obtain data (Goetz & Le
Compte, 1984; Valles, 1999).

PARTICIPANTS

Individual semi-structured interviews were
conducted with six school officials, male and
female, all of whom were members of the ac-
ademic advisory board of the City of Coquim -
bo, IV Region. 

The educational institutions were chosen in
accordance with the variation sampling strat-
egy (Flick, 2009); they included three public
(municipal) schools, in which most students
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belong to the low to medium social class, and
three subsidized private schools, in which stu-
dents belong to the middle to upper social
class. For the purpose of this study, we were
interested in the perspective of the academic
advisory board on school violence. Based on
the availability of each member for the com-
pletion of the interview and self-report ques-
tionnaire, the final sample consisted of three
principals (one female, two male), one female
counselor, one female general inspector, and
one male head of the technical-pedagogical
unit.

PROCEDURE AND COLLECTION OF DATA

All interviews were conducted at the insti-
tutions’ facilities and were recorded with pre-
vious consent for better accuracy. The inter- 
view explored the school officials’ subjective
theories about the following topics:  the origins
of violence, effects of school violence, percep-
tion of violence at their schools, and the role
teachers have in the prevention of violence.

Interviews were followed by a self-report
questionnaire so that school officials could de-
scribe in writing the views given in the inter-
view and for subsequent triangulation of data
(Denzin, 1989). This questionnaire was based
on the Questionnaire to Teachers previously
used by Mena (2001) and described in Halcar -
tegaray (2006). It explores school teachers’ per-
ceptions of coexistence problems in the school.
Teachers were asked to recall a specific situa-
tion of school violence that they had experi-
enced at their schools, noting it on a piece of
paper. They were to reflect upon the experi-
ence, analyzing the decisions they made in that
situation and the logic supporting those deci-
sions.

DATA ANALYSIS

Content analysis was based on data pro-
vided by the participants through the ques-
tionnaires and the six interviews. Data ob-  
tain ed was analyzed using grounded theory
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967), as it has been shown
to be useful in analyzing subjective theories.
Grounded theory offers a qualitative research

tool that accounts for meaning and life expe-
riences of the subjects (Strauss & Corbin,
2008). It is a research method that allows for
the inductive creation of a theory based on a
corpus of data; data is gathered and analyzed,
and the theory is derived from that data
through a process of codification and inter-
pretation (Flick, 2009). 

The analysis was made following the stan-
dard procedures of Grounded Theory, particu-
larly its three codification systems: open
cod ing (identifying, naming, categorizing, and
describing phenomena found in the interviews
and the self-report questionnaire), axial coding
(relating the previously coded categories to
each other using inductive and deductive
think ing), and selective coding (the process of
drawing up a narrative report integrating the
categories of axial coding) (Glasser & Strauss,
1967; Strauss & Corbin, 2008). Axial coding
of grounded theory was applied to identify
school officials’ STs on the categories that
emerged from the interview discourse: School
violence, Society, Mass media, Education,
Ideal education, and Family. From the data ob-
tained in the axial coding and through the use
of selective coding, a general comprehensive
model was built to reconstruct each school of-
ficial’s subjective theory regarding school vio-
lence (see Figure 1).

RESULTS

CONTENT ANALYSIS OF SUBJECTIVE THEORIES1

According to the interviewees, the world
today is a violent place, as is Chilean society
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 (TP1 181). They believe violence to be every-
where: within the family, on the streets, and
in the schools; in turn, this has contributed to
the increase in school violence. One of the
interviewees explains:

“The world is a very violent place now -
a days. It is a social problem. There are
problems with families that affect school
life. There are problems with television
too, and unfortunately children live sur-
rounded by all that. They are being taught
how to do bad things. They know that if a
14 years old kid hits another child nothing
happens; they watch TV and see all that.
Then they say “so, since you did it and
nothing happened, I can do it as well”
(school official, subsidized private school.
Own translation).

Officials believe that the concept of family
has radically changed in the last few decades.
According to officials, families are becoming
increasingly “unstructured” (TM c3 4), “sin-
gle-parent” (TM2 52), or “pseudo families” (T
P1 26) with both parents working outside the
home; this leaves  children alone for extended
periods of time (T M2 12, 40, 42, 51) and al-
lows them “freedom in excess and lack of
boundaries” (TP1 22, 23. Own translation). 

Officials believe that parents allow their
children to watch too much uncensored tele-
vision (T M2 13, 43; T P1 32, T P c4 2) or play
violent games on the computer (TM2 13, 43),
which is problematic because “children copy
those violent patterns seen in the media” (TP1

1, 17, 33, 49, TM2 44, TP c4 2, own transla-
tion).  They also think that there is a “lack of
government support for families” (TP2 35,
own translation) and that parents have become
more aggressive, both at school (TM2 16 T M1

5) and at home, mainly due to alcohol abuse
(TP1 10). For instance, they say:

“Society as a whole is the problem, but
the nucleus, let´s say it this way, is the
family. But right now the concept of family
in Chile has changed. The traditional family
is no longer alive; the classic concept has
died. So our child  ren…they are not well

educated at home. They do not get any
moral education at home, any respect for
principles. And the family, this pseudo-
family, you know, wants us in the school to
take care of the problem” (school official,
subsidized private school. Own trans -
lation).

“In Chile we have lost the concept of
family. Mom and dad have to work, and
when they are at home, they are very tired.
So, they just turn on the TV, get a movie
for the children or a computer game, and
that´s it. This is the way they spend the day;
they do not share quality time with their
children anymore. And again during the
weekend parents just play movies for the
kids, so they themselves can take a rest.
This way we are losing old values… old
values that were very good” (school offi-
cial, public school. Own translation).

School officials also stress the role of fam-
ilies in educating their children, because they
believe that it is poor family education that
leads to violence in the school (TP1 12).
According to the principal of a subsidized pri-
vate school, it is not the role of the school “to
educate / educar”2 children but to encourage
academic performance, as measured through
the PSU and SIMCE (Chilean standardized
tests) (T P1 28, 24 y 27).

Furthermore, as previously mentioned,
school officials think that the media plays an
important role in school violence; this is be-
cause it promotes the type of aggression be-
tween kids and their peers known as cyber
bullying (TP1 36, 47), and since “children use
the media as a means to commit violent be-
haviour” (TP1 47). Although officials seem to
be doubtful regarding their responsibility on
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cyber bullying (TP1 37), they seem to defini-
tively know it is affecting students, making it
more imperative for them to intervene. 

“The problem in this school is only with
internet, Facebook. Kids are calling each
other names through Facebook, and every
now and then some kid responds to it. We
also had one kid that use to hit everybody
else. His mom said it was because he was
glued to the computer, too many computer
games, played some sort of transformer
game, and he tried to imitate all that here
in the school. But there is nothing more
than that. There is no maltreatment here”
(school official, subsidized private school.
Own translation).

“I believe we are not to blame. We have
to blame the system, I insist, because once
a year we should have a psychological and
psychiatric evaluation, so a specialist can
say to us: look, you can keep working, go
ahead; or: you failed the test in this and that,
go to therapy if you want to improve. The
government is not interested in our spiritual
processes, our mental processes. We work
with very difficult and demanding children,
and no one prepares us; we may not be fully
prepared for this task” (school official, pub-
lic school. Own translation).

As we can see, even though they recognize
violence as a social problem and are aware
that it appears at their schools through social
networking services, such as Facebook, school
officials seem to minimize the incidence of
school violence and even perceive their own
institutions as free from it. This is clearly seen
in the following statement: 

“Here we do not have violence. Child -
ren here may be as violent as any other, but
they do not express it inside the school.
They do not fight in the school, never. In
the past we had this problem, sure, but not
anymore. Now we have better kids, more
good kids than bad kids; we have im-
proved” (school official, public school.
Own translation).

According to school officials, over the
years there has been a change in the way
teachers are viewed as authority figures.
Previously, students demonstrated respect
towards teachers; as explained by an offi-
cial, “we were gods and children were
nothing, now we are equals” (TM2 38.
Own translation). Nowadays students do
not show such respect for their teachers,
and there is a loss in teachers’ identities
when facing student issues. As a result,
school officials feel it vital to have a “mul-
tidisciplinary team” in place (TM2 10),
more innovative teachers (TP1 15, 16) (TP1

4), and a more efficiently organized school
that is able to develop a 

“…systematization of strategies” (T M2 5.
Own translation).

The perceived lack of public policy and
programs against school violence at national
(TM2 27) and federal levels has greatly im-
pacted the problem (TP1 8, 25, 19, 26, 39; TM2

4, 27). Participants complained about schools
having to develop their own strategies to face
violent occurrences; they also expressed the
need for 

“a set of standard procedures on school vi-
olence implemented by the State” (TM2 4.
Own translation). 

Finally, it is important to point out that in
addition to identifying the social processes as
causes of school violence, school officials also
mention its relation to internal psychological
processes such as self-esteem. The following
paragraph provides a good example of this
idea:

“We are working very hard on our stu-
dents’ social skills and self-esteem. They
have very low self-esteem, and this does
not allow them to be kind people, nice peo-
ple, because they do not love themselves.
On the contrary, they hate themselves, and
all this rage turns towards others” (school
official, public school. Own translation).
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CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION

The main purpose of this study was to iden-
tify the subjective theories regarding school
violence held by six school officials of the city
of Coquimbo. We also investigated whether
their subjective theories included a moral di-
mension.

Educational management is paramount to
school coexistence. In our complex world,
schools should enhance learning and develop-
ment and foster the psychological well-being
of its members, preparing students for the chal-
lenges of everyday life. Moreover, schools are
important places to foster ethical principles,
citizenship education, and moral discernment,
all of which are fundamental processes for the
development of individuals and for the con-
struction of a better and fair society. In this
sense, as institutions of progress and develop-
ment, schools should be safe places; managing
school coexistence not only comprises ad-
ministering the school but also managing per-
sonnel with an approach that takes into account
social, emotional, and ethical aspects of edu-
cation. Within this train of thought emerges a
very important question: Do school officials
integrate the moral dimension into their sub-
jective theories about school violence? 

According to the school officials that par-
ticipated in this study, school violence is a re-
ality and will continue to increase due to inter-
related factors. Such factors include living in a
violent society, having unstructured family set-
tings, being exposed to uncensored mass me-
dia, and having an educational system which
does not offer standards or strategies to deal
with violence. Interestingly Chile does sponsor
public programs focused on preventing school
violence, such as the Ministry of Education’s
National Program for School Coexistence or the
Skills for Life Program (JUNAEB,1998),  
among others. However school officials par-
ticipating in this study insist that there is a lack
of government support as well as a lack of set
standards on school violence. Further research
is needed to understand the origins of this per-
ception and to determine whether such public
programs are effective.

It is interesting to see that even though all
participants believe that school violence is
prevalent and problematic in Chilean society,
they think it does not occur in their own insti-
tutions. When the existence of school violence
is acknowledged, they characterize it as fairly
low, predominately verbal, and occurring
mostly through the internet. Because studies
have shown that bullying and other types of vi-
olence are common in many schools through-
out the world (Mateo et al, 2009; Smith,
Morita, Junger-Tas, Olweus, Catalano, & Slee,
1999; Oros, 2008), it seems that these school
officials do not accurately perceive or pur-
posely minimize school violence. In general,
school officials regard violence as externally
originated, caused mainly by social forces and
cultural factors. Because officials believe that
school violence is not the direct responsibility
of the school members but of society and the
mass media, the intervention strategies they
mentioned were not directed at preventing or
solving problems within the school. In fact,
most officials reported both lack of violence in
their schools and external sources for violence,
thus, perceiving prevention efforts as being
out of their reach.  

Participants also reported that in the case
that violent behaviour does occur at school,
they will immediately communicate it to par-
ents, recommending psychological support for
the involved students. This shows the under-
pinning notion that aggressors are students
who have personal or internal difficulties that
will improve with psychotherapy or other in-
dividualized intervention. These difficulties
are most likely a pervasive pattern of disre-
gard for and violation of the rights of others,
lack social skills, poor emotional and cogni-
tive development, low self-esteem, or limita-
tions with affective responses or with their
ability to truly empathize with others. How -
ever, as results show, none of the participants
understood violence as related to morality,
ethical thinking, role taking, a caring perspec-
tive in behaving toward others, or moral edu-
cation. As we have tried to make clear in this
paper, this is an important dimension of the
problem that needs to be taken into account in
order to deal with it effectively. As such, en-

Subjective theories about school violence 

INTERDISCIPLINARIA, 2013, 30, 2, 219-234 227

3er. Trabajo  pp.  219-234_Maquetación 1  12/11/2013  10:46  Página 227



hancing psychological processes, such as
awareness of our own cognitive distortions,
moral capabilities, and role-taking abilities,
should be a fundamental part of any educa-
tional program.

Sadly, in this study school officials did not
mention any educational strategy or pedagog-
ical intervention that included a social justice
point of view or a moral standpoint, nor did
they identify moral development or moral rea-
soning as related to violent behavior. This is
worrisome since students, based on an ethical
and human rights framework and their moral
reasoning, can choose not to hurt others and,
rather, to behave in such a way that enhances
the rights and well-being of everyone. Un -
fortunately, the results of this study indicate
that school officials maintain a  prevalent be-
lief about human nature in general and school
violence in particular that is twofold: either it
is caused by social forces and cultural
processes (the main explanation participants
gave), or it has a biological origin. In this pic-
ture, there is no room for thought, reasoning,
discernment, choice, and human agency. As
Turiel (2010) points out, it is as if irrationality
were the main characteristic of human nature;
determinism -either environmental or biolog-
ical- being the strongest explanation. Never -
theless, because human life inevitably entails
conflict, people are always confronted with
moral decisions. They must decide which
courses of action to take and need to devel-

oped capacities to back these decisions with
moral principles and from a moral point of
view. We see that the lack of connection be-
tween morality and school violence shown by
school officials will limit the kind of peda-
gogical interactions they will have with both
teachers and students.

A limitation of the study may be the use of
a self-report to triangulate data, since it seem -
e d that officials based the information reported
on the information they had given in the semi-
structured interview. However, this may also
be interpreted as officials having consistent
STs, since there was no significant difference
between statements given in the interviews
and statements gathered through self-report.
Therefore, we believe that this investigation
contributes to creating awareness in regards to
Chilean school officials’ beliefs about school
violence. It allows us to see that there is no
moral dimension present in the subjective the-
ories of the participants. For this reason, it may
be important to incorporate a moral dimension
into teachers’ training programs, allowing
both teachers and school administrators to be-
come aware of its importance. Finally, as the
sample size of the present study is a short-
coming and limits the possibility that the re-
sults of this research may be generalized to the
rest of the population, it is important to not
only increase the sample size in future  inves-
tigation, but also to incorporate other educa-
tional actors such as teachers and principals.
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