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1.

Introduction
According to the Global Gender Gap Index Report 2020 published by the World

Economic Forum, Pakistan ranked 151 out of 153 countries across the world. This is
compounded by the fact that Pakistan’s overall ranking fell drastically from 112 in 2006, to
151 in 2020, with the country consistently performing poorly on all gender-related metrics.
Pakistan’s position regarding the attainment of education slipped from 110 in 2006, to 143 in
2020 and in economic participation and opportunity, it slipped from 112 to 150.1 These figures
are sufficient to warrant that the country has performed dismally when it comes to gender parity
and that it continues to proceed in a perverse direction.

Closely tied to the issue of inequality and discrimination is that of sexual harassment,
since it prevents women from having equal access to economic opportunities, education, and
employment. In recent years, especially in light of the global ‘Me Too’ movement, harassment
has gained notorious visibility in Pakistan where, despite the rampancy of the problem, its
reporting and punishment remain extremely low. In this scenario, often the younger and more
privileged of the female sex have used social media as a last resort to air their stories and
concerns. Barring the backlash that this movement has received, it has raised a plethora of
questions around how harassment-related issues need to be tackled, recorded, investigated, and
most importantly, prevented at different professional and educational institutions in Pakistan.

Incidents in the recent past have underscored
different problems around the issue of harassment. For
example, the Meesha Shafi vs. Ali Zafar case highlights
the extent of victim-blaming in society even for
privileged women, and how mere technicalities can
render these cases controversial. Shafi’s allegations of
harassment not only received mudslinging but were also
dismissed by the provincial ombudsperson, and the

(Open source)

Lahore High Court based on Shafi and Zafar not having an ‘employer-employee relationship.’

Amin Ahmed. “Pakistan Ranks 151 out of 153 on Global Gender Parity Index: World Economic Forum
Report.” Dawn, December 17, 2019.
1
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Thus, this case indicates how existing laws are misused through narrow understandings of the
employee-employer relationship and definitions of ‘workplace.’2

When it comes to educational institutions, the implementation of the anti-harassment
law is even worse. While one can still see conversations around harassment of female staff at
educational institutions, there is a gap when it comes to incidents involving students, which
have been rampant, despite the silence around them. In 2014 a faculty member at an elite
university in Lahore was removed from employment on account of sexually harassing a female
student. This resulted in the university issuing a detailed sexual harassment policy in November
2014 which was a landmark moment. While this was a major step, it focused more on cases
where harassment occurred with a difference in power and authority e.g. between a student and
supervisor. This can be problematic, as many new cases of harassment have recently involved
student-student relationships, emphasising the need to frame harassment policies with a greater
focus on interpersonal student relationships.
The summer of 2020 further highlighted these issues, with the ‘Me Too’ movement
taking on a new life and students from elite universities in Lahore using private groups on social
media to name their harassers. With scores of girls (and some boys) coming forward to tell
their stories, one witnessed social media as the new medium where students were complaining,
adjudicating cases among themselves, developing databases of harassers, seeking catharsis, and
developing a camaraderie with other victims. This wave of ‘Me Too,’ while requesting
confidentiality and anonymity, has opened up a plethora of questions about how interpersonal
relationships, consent, and problems of harassment among students need to be tackled within
higher educational institutions.

University students were then followed by school students, especially when some from
an elite school of Lahore took to social media to voice their stories, naming the male teachers
who harassed them, and expressing concern about the rampant culture of harassment and
victim-blaming prevalent in these institutions. While it has resulted in the dismissal of the
accused male teachers, it has glaringly brought to public attention the need to have a child
protection policy at the school level, including measures to protect children from sexual
harassment whether from staff members or their peers. It also highlights that there is a need to

2

“LHC dismisses Meesha Shafi’s appeal in harassment case against Ali Zafar.” Dawn, October 11, 2019.
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have differentiated policies tailored to the age bracket of students i.e. primary, high school, and
college/ university level with adequate stipulations regarding the prevention of harassment, the
definition of harassment and its geographic scope, reporting of complaints and investigation
mechanisms, and penalisation.

(Source: https://blog.siasat.pk/islamia-college-university-peshawar-students-protest/)

Following suit, universities in Balochistan3 and Peshawar4 recently also gained
notoriety for scandals over harassment and over their inappropriate usage of surveillance and
securitisation to victimise students. The fact that students in peripheral areas and in public
universities are also organising mass-scale protests shows that students from various
backgrounds are urgently demanding the right to be heard. It also underscores that harassment
is also likely to lead to greater securitisation and surveillance on campuses - an action that is
likely to create more problems than solutions.

In light of the recent scandals, this policy brief seeks to discuss the issue of harassment
in educational institutions in Pakistan. This will be done by questioning if our legal provisions
ensure adequate safeguards against harassment in educational institutions; how harassment
policies and investigative processes should be strengthened by educational institutions
(schools, colleges, and universities) while catering to the specific student age bracket and
unique dynamics of different institutions. Lastly, it outlines some concrete steps institutions
can take to generate a cultural narrative that encourages victims to speak up.

3
4

“UoB’s Video Scandal: The Tip of the Iceberg.” Dawn, September 12, 2020.
“Issue of sexual harassment resurfaces on campuses.” The News, November 13, 2020.
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2.

Literature Review
Before delving more into the Pakistani context, it is worthwhile to survey the existing

literature on this topic. Internationally, the term sexual harassment was first recognised by
courts in the US in the mid-1970s as a violation of the Civil Rights Act which forbade
discrimination on the basis of sex, race, religion, and national origin.5 Since then, the movement
against harassment has been going strong with women from various backgrounds continuing
to push for equal and safe spaces for all. At the heart of all feminist activism and scholarship is
the understanding that harassment goes hand in hand with power, and that the acts of
harassment are both enabled by, and continue to enable discrimination, privilege, and
inequality.6 Important within this is to also note the relations between race, class, and sexual
harassment. Carrie Baker highlights that while the activism against harassment has been
crucially led by African American and working-class women, these women face more frequent
and severe forms of harassment than white middle-class women in the US.7 Her research
reminds us that harassment affects different victims (based on ethnicity, race, sex, class)
differently, with some more vulnerable than others.

Other important studies have made observations that are especially important for
policy-makers. In one exhaustive study, Justine Tinkler raised a question around why there is
resistance to the enforcement of harassment laws even among organisations/communities
where there is a widespread agreement over the need to eradicate harassment. He argues that
this is not only because enforcement of the law challenges male privilege and power, but also
because it alters the dynamics of interaction between men and women. Through his study at
harassment trainings at different organisations, he noted, that besides fear of sanctions, men
resisted enforcement of the law because they feared women would get them into trouble
unjustly/vindictively, and because it altered normal ‘friendly’ interactions with women.
Likewise, women too resisted the law believing that it would perpetuate conventional
stereotypes of women i.e. about being ‘over-sensitive,’ ‘emotional,’ and ‘not being able to take
Justine Tinkler. “Resisting the Enforcement of the Sexual Harassment Law.” Law and Social Inquiry 37, No.
1. (2012): 2.
6
Heather McLaughlin et al. “Sexual Harassment, Workplace Authority, and the Paradox of Power.” American
Sociological Review 77, No. 4. (August 2012).
7
Carrie Baker. “Race, Class, and Sexual Harassment in the 1970s.” Feminist Studies Inc 30, No.1. (2004): 23.
5
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a joke.’ He argued that many women stereotyped other women for not being strong enough and
that this in turn hurt the feminist agenda. Thus, it was believed that such laws are a hindrance
to normal interaction between the sexes.8

These scholars inform our understanding of the issue of harassment especially as it
occurs in other societies. For our purposes, it is important to examine this closely with the
situation in our local context.

3.

The Legal Aspect
Historically Pakistan has two major legal provisions that address the issue of

harassment. These include section 509 of the Penal Code which declares sexual harassment to
be a criminal offence and defines it as follows:

conduct sexual advances, or demand sexual favours or uses verbal or non-verbal
communication or physical conduct of a sexual nature which intends to annoy, insult,
intimidate or threaten the other person or commits such acts at the premises of
workplace, or makes submission to such conduct either explicitly or implicitly a term
or condition of an individual’s employment, or makes submission to or rejection of
such conduct by an individual a basis for employment decision affecting such
individual, or retaliates because of rejection of such behaviour, or conducts such
behaviour with the intention of unreasonably interfering with an individual‘s work
performance or creating an intimidating, hostile, or offensive working environment.9

Justine Tinkler. “Resisting the Enforcement of the Sexual Harassment Law.” Law and Social Inquiry 37, No.
1. (2012): 14.
9
Hassan Niazi. “Understanding Pakistan’s Sexual Harassment Law - Part I.” The Express Tribune, November 9,
2019.
8
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(Source: https://www.jbsolicitors.com.au/employment-law-and-workplace-relations/sexual-harassment-in-theworkplace/)

The second major legal provision is the Protection Against Harassment of Women at
the Workplace Act, 2010. This act defines harassment as:

any unwelcome sexual advance, request for sexual favours or other verbal or
written communication or physical conduct of sexual nature or sexually demeaning
attitudes, causing interference with work performance or creating an intimidating,
hostile or offensive work environment, or the attempt to punish the complainant for
refusal to comply to such a request or is made a condition for employment.10
The act defines important terms such as ‘employee,’ ‘employer,’ ‘workplace.’ Upon
promulgation, the act made it incumbent upon organisations to constitute an Inquiry
Committee within 30 days of the perpetration of the act. Out of the three-member committee
at least one is required to be a female. Besides delineating the process for carrying out
investigations, the act requires the committee to report its findings within 30 days of initiation
of the inquiry. It also suggests a range of different minor and major penalties depending on the
nature and extent of offence. The act also lays out provisions of psychological counselling and
medical leave for victims.11

To make the law applicable to educational institutions, a third important intervention
is the Higher Education Commission’s (HEC’s) 2011 Policy Guideline Against Sexual
“The Protection against Harassment of Women at the Workplace Act 2010.” (Senate Secretariat, Islamabad:
March 11, 2010).
11
Ibid.
10
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Harassment in Institutes of Higher Learning. This policy makes use of existing legal provisions
to provide a blueprint policy for educational institutions to make the law fitting for educational
campuses. As a larger and detailed extension to the law, the policy provides definitions and
requirements for processes of reporting, investigation, punishment, awareness campaigns etc.12
Its purpose is to provide minimum requirements for institutions and leave it open to institutions
to cater to their additional requirements by adding them in their own policy. The policy has
also been updated in recent years as new situations arose.

Given these legal provisions and the HEC policy, two prominent findings emerge on
the issue of harassment. The first is the law’s silence on age-specific provisions and protections
to children against harassment in schools. It is argued that our current legal provisions fail to
differentiate between adults and minors (or women and children) in issues of harassment. The
former are capable of giving their consent, the latter cannot.13 As such, children comprise a
more vulnerable category of victims, and circumstances unique to them are not adequately
catered to. In the absence of explicit protection given to children by the law, there is also deep
negligence on the part of schools in drafting anti-harassment/bullying/abuse policies on their
own. Recent activism for children’s rights has noted that:
•

schools must be held accountable by the law to provide special protection to minors. In

case of violations of children’s rights, respective institutions must be held accountable.14
•

The law should also require a uniform sexual harassment policy in schools to be

provided by the School Education Department.15

The second prominent finding is the extreme lack of compliance with anti-harassment
laws and policies by organisations and educational institutions. While a handful of higher
educational institutions have used the 2010 Workplace Act and HEC policy to formulate their
own policies, a vast majority of universities, and practically all schools, have yet to comply
with this. Experts recommend that instead of being handicapped by insufficient legal
provisions, the law should be used in a beneficial and broad way to make it applicable in
different spaces and adapted to suit institutions’ individual requirements. Yet, most institutions
“Policy on Protection Against Sexual Harassment in Higher Education Institutions.” The Higher Education
Commission: July, 2020.
13
Ammara Malik. “Children, Legal Loopholes, and Constitutional Rights.” AF Malik Law, 2020.
14
Ibid.
15
Ibid.
12

Centre for Governance and Policy | 7

HARASSMENT IN EDUCATIONAL INSTITUTIONS
fail to implement even the baseline requirements already given in the law i.e. setting up of
harassment committees and having a policy on harassment. Irresponsibility and carelessness
on the part of institutions is, therefore, one of the greatest challenges in tackling the issue of
harassment.

4.

Understanding the Current Situation
Given the wave of protests and Me-Too allegations that began in the summer of 2020,

one needs to understand what spurred this wave, how it is different (or not different) from the
past, and the various problems that different stakeholders have to navigate through. This
section seeks to discuss these points.
What was different in this wave of harassment reporting?

Foremost, a global pandemic in the form of COVID-19 provided an unusual set of
circumstances. The closure of campuses and educational institutions meant that online spaces
became rife with cyber-crime and harassment. Through social media the impact on the victim
went beyond the confines of the school community. Hence, the current wave has amplified the
need to identify online spaces alongside offline ones while taking preventative measures.

At the same time, however, while social media
harassment allowed predators to hide behind a screen,
it also allowed victims an opportunity to expose their
harassers anonymously. Despite all the vulnerabilities
of voicing one’s story in public, victims had a sense of
security in their homes and did not have to face the
possibility of returning to institutions the next day and
face their harasser. Long stretches of social isolation
also meant that memories of abuse were coming to the

(Source:
https://www.lennyletter.com/story/how-to-

surface for a lot of survivors. Psychologists have been

report-social-media-harassment-a-practical-

commenting upon how the lockdown and isolation

guide)

caused people to be in direct confrontation with their past traumas. And hearing about other
people’s stories of abuse meant that it created a far-reaching ripple effect, with more and more
Centre for Governance and Policy | 8
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victims bolstering and validating other victims’ stories while also coming out with their own.
Social media therefore emerged as a useful platform for victims when other institutions failed
to protect them. Given the hostility of the law, absence of student unions, and lack of protection
mechanisms in institutions, students circumvented these problems by venting through the only
space available to them.

Finally, the new wave of reporting also showed that for many victims, feelings of guilt,
fear, and shame, were finally being overtaken by anger and the need to expose. As more and
more victims created solidarity around each other, they demanded urgency and seriousness to
these matters in a way that had previously not been done.
What problems complicate issues of harassment in schools and universities?

Sexual harassment is an issue erected on layers and layers of social conditioning,
societal narratives, and complex power dynamics. Hence, it cannot be addressed without
understanding its foundational problems. The following problem points have been highlighted
by different stakeholders in the education sector and deserve attention:
i. Power differential

Harassment in the student-staff scenario has an inherent power dynamic whereby the
harasser is in a position of authority and is capable of manipulating, coercing, and punishing
their victims. This power differential manipulates the victim student into keeping quiet for fear
of ostracisation, victim-blaming, effects on grades, and negative repercussions on ‘family
honour.’ As long as institutions do not compensate for this differential by providing students
complete, unconditional, and confidential access to complaint mechanisms, the privileged
positions of harassers will continue to silence victims. It is also important to note that as the
age group of students gets younger, the power differential between students/staff increases
even more. Hence, institutions need to compensate for this even more through robust childsensitive policies.

Centre for Governance and Policy | 9
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ii. The difference between a minor/child and adult

It has already been pointed out that the laws against harassment often categorise adults
and women as the victims, and do not distinguish these from the cases where the victim is a
child. Action against harassment is thus bound to be complicated if policies are not
differentiated according to age.

For example, a minor will not be able to provide consent whereas an adult can; the
child will often have a much greater power differential with the harasser especially if the latter
happens to be an adult, and, the minor may not be able to report incidents in the same way as
an adult. It has been noted by experts that children are sometimes not able to communicate
verbally but do present other cues to adults, for example by asking a friend to report, or having
a loud conversation in school hoping that an adult hears. School managements, therefore, have
to display extra vigilance to note unusual behaviours and treat them with sensitivity and
seriousness.16 Likewise, children who display abusive behaviour are likely to progressively
keep repeating it (and with greater intensity). Some of these children have also experienced
trauma of their own in the past. Therefore, to prevent them from continuing the behaviour or
growing up as abusive adults, it is extremely important to break the cycle and offer the right
kind of support to such children right at the beginning.17

These are only some of the ways in which circumstances for minors differ from those
of adult harassment, however, they highlight the importance of considering age-dependent
nuances during policy-making.
iii. Lack of education around student relationships and consent

Where harassment happens without the element of a power differential e.g. students
within the same batch at a higher education institution, it poses a different set of challenges.

“Sexual Violence and Sexual Harassment between Children in Schools and Colleges.” (UK Department for
Education: September, 2020), 22.
17
Ibid., 11.
16
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The first is the lack of understanding that both the harasser and the victim may have about the
topic.

(Source: https://www.tes.com/teaching-resource/-3-9-relationship-sex-and-health-education-rshe-ks3-grooming-and-cse12079435)

Institutions that do have harassment policies in place, tend to focus on student-teacher
relationships or an employer-employee relationship. This renders a silence on the plethora of
problems that exist among students themselves and the relationships they may develop in high
school or university years. Most institutions feel significant discomfort in opening any
conversation around student relationships and deem them either as a ‘private’ matter or an
immoral one. This completely sidesteps the issue of the lack of education around themes of
relationships, consent, and abuse. Harassment within student relationships, specially when
there are age/class/education level/differences is also real. Furthermore, issues relating to
consent, exploitation and assault are even more complicated at the student level.18
iv. Social conditioning since childhood

It has also been highlighted that issues around harassment, abuse, and bullying cannot
be fixed overnight as attitudes towards these issues are solidified under years of conditioning
18

In various jurisdictions, any sexual activity among children under the age of 12 is illegal, and consensual
activity beyond that among children of the same age group is allowed. However, this is a developing case law
and several issues around it remain.
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that begins from childhood. Students have, since kindergarten, been taught to fear their
teachers/elders, acknowledge their power, stay silent in the face of any abuse, and not even
have the awareness to understand when abuse/harassment is happening to them. Feelings of
vulnerability, insecurity, guilt, and shame are so strong that by the time they are adults it
requires deep unlearning to encourage victims to speak up. It is therefore important to address
this by breaking the cycle and problematic attitudes at the primary school level. Without this,
attempts to create awareness among students at the higher education level will be a long,
arduous, and possibly unsuccessful process.
v. Cultural baggage of staff and parents
Another aspect that complicates school managements’ commitment to tackling
harassment on campuses is the prevailing cultural narrative around this topic. Typical societal
problems of rendering this a taboo topic, victim-blaming, everyday sexist stereotyping, and
character shaming exist not just among students, but for the most part also among parents and
members of the administrative staff. At least two issues emerge from this: the first is the need
to train not just teachers and senior management about harassment, but also other members
including janitorial staff and ayaahs. School managements acknowledge that while awareness
campaigns about what constitutes harassment and how to tackle it can be communicated in
regular trainings, the problem again lies much deeper. For example, most staff members
require more extensive and nuanced education on topics around patriarchy and unequal power
relations which underly harassment. Such training is likely to be more difficult and hindered
by cultural barriers.

Secondly, the attitudes of parents also complicate these issues. A vast proportion of
parents subscribe to regressive cultural understandings around harassment that do not seek to
confront/punish the harasser but to silence or blame the victim. When school managements
proceed to inform parents about their victim child, it more often than not ends up hushing and
closing the matter. On the other hand, if the management maintains strict confidentiality, it
raises questions around the ethics of confidentiality and the right of parents to know about their

Centre for Governance and Policy | 12
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child. Navigating through these problems is
difficult especially as students come from
different family backgrounds and knowing
how parents will react to their child’s
problems is unpredictable. There is, hence, a
strong need for awareness and education not
just of teachers and students, but also of the
larger staff and parents which are all affiliated
with

the institutions. It

also requires

differentiated processes dependent on the age
of the child. For example, the UK Education

(Source:
https://feminisminindia.com/2019/12/20/victimblaming-garb-women-empowerment/)

Department’s policy advises that for minors, confidentiality should never be promised in the
early stages of a report and it should be adequately communicated to them the possibility of
having to share necessary information with professionals involved in child safeguarding or
caregivers. If the victim does not give consent to share information, the staff can still lawfully
share it if the matter is of public interest for example if it protects the child from further harm.
Hence, parents are normally to be informed unless there is reason to believe that this will pose
a definite risk to the child. This, however, should also be delicately balanced by ensuring the
anonymity of the child as much as possible during the investigation.19 The involvement of
parents/caregivers may also be decreased for older students, however, these decisions (about
informing/ not informing) must be made by trained experts.
vi. Patriarchy underlying harassment and affecting boys
It is important to note that harassment does not affect one gender or a certain ‘type’ of
victim but casts a wider net. Built on the foundations of patriarchy, male chauvinism, and
misogyny, means that harassment affects boys/men as well. It has been noted by various
educationists that not only do young boys fall prey to it but the pressure to remain silent is even
higher for them.

“Sexual Violence and Sexual Harassment between Children in Schools and Colleges.” (UK Department for
Education: September 2020), 22.
19
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vii. What is harassment?

Notwithstanding the official and legal definition of harassment, cultural understandings
on this topic are quite problematic. For instance, inappropriate acts of staring, leering, gazing,
etc. are not considered wrong enough to warrant attention. Cases where a victim reports being
uncomfortable around another’s presence are not taken seriously and dismissed by telling the
victim to ‘grow up,’ ‘take it easy’ or ‘boys will be boys.’ Such a dismissive approach
normalises potentially criminal behaviours. When a student reports this about a teacher/staff
member it is dismissed even further as the staff member’s reputation is, for the most part,
deeply respected and defended. The power differential again leads to gas-lighting of the
victims and convinces them that they ‘made it up.’ On the other hand, while explicit acts of
physical abuse are considered harassment, it is often late and the predator has already caused
sufficient damage. Furthermore, it is important to note that repetitive patterns of victimisation
and abuse often continue if not stopped.20 Hence, when it comes to awareness and sensitisation
programmes, it is important to inculcate a sense of seriousness and urgency to all forms of
harassment that are reported and to strictly refrain from belittling implicit acts of harassment.

5.

Recommendations
In light of the problems highlighted above and other observations made by experts, the

following recommendations are made:
i. Functioning harassment committees and policies

It goes without saying that compliance with the law (i.e. by ensuring that institutions
have functioning harassment committees and policies) has to be the first step and the bare
minimum in tackling the issue. However, time and again experts have spoken about the need
to strengthen local solutions at institutions especially when legal processes are still hostile for
victims. For young children and vulnerable victims, courtroom investigations are hardly the
course of action that most would opt for.

20

Ibid.
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All higher education institutions and schools are recommended to use the Protection
Against Harassment of Women at the Workplace Act 2010 and the HEC policy and add
on to it to suit their institution’s needs. It is also important to keep age differentials in mind
and ensure that said policies are sensitive to the age of students that they cater for. While the
HEC policy is directly applicable to higher education institutions, schools would require more
modifications.

In this regard, the harassment policy produced by Lahore Grammar School provides a
blueprint for other schools. It makes use of the following laws to ensure maximum coverage:21

1. UN Convention of the Rights of the Child, 1990
2. The Protection against Harassment of Women at the Workplace Act, 2010
3. Pakistan Penal Code (509. Insulting modesty or causing sexual harassment)
4. Prevention of Electronic Crimes Act, 2016, which includes:
(20). Offences against dignity of a natural person
(21). Offences against modesty of a natural person and minor
(22). Child pornography
(24). Cyber stalking

Table of contents of the LGS Safeguarding Policy against Harassment and Bullying
July, 2020.
(Source: https://lgs.edu.pk/wp-content/uploads/2020/Harassment-and-Bullying-Safeguarding-Policy.pdf)

21

“Safeguarding Policy against Harassment and Bullying.” (Lahore Grammar School: July, 2020).
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In terms of policy-making, it is also important to ensure the following:
•

Policy-making processes at institutions should be representative and should incorporate

student, alumni, and parent feedback.
•

Policy-making processes and harassment committees must have a quota of

representation from students/alumni.
•

The policies should specifically define ‘harassment’ and ‘workplace’ to include spaces

outside the campus where harassment from administration/staff/students can still happen.
Online spaces must be adequately covered in the definitions.22
•

The policies should clearly delineate the procedure for lodging anonymous complaints

and the investigative processes that follow.
•

Policies should not just be available but also extensively advertised at the institutions’

websites, on campuses, reiterated in classrooms, and frequently shared via email.
•

The policies should be transparent, bilingual, and easy to understand by students, all

staff, parents.
•

All processes by the harassment committee must be kept confidential and should be

decided within stipulated timelines (e.g. within one month since the time of reporting).
ii. Role of teachers in confidence-building

Given the power differential that exists in most harassment cases, it has been pointed
out that teachers need to play a significant role in creating an open line of communication with
students. While school counselling services must always be available and accessible to
students, teachers are often the first point of contact for most students. To compensate for the
power that a harasser may hold over the victim, teachers need to hold enough confidence of
their students to enable them to share/report their situation to them. This entails not only a

For example, the anti-harassment policy at LGS identifies its scope as applying to “all on-campus behaviour,
which includes the use of electronic and social media on-campus as well as on school owned or rented property
such as buses or vans. This policy also applies to off-campus behaviour to the extent of school-sanctioned
activities, online or otherwise. School-sanctioned activity is one that is conducted outside the school premises
by or on behalf of the school, is coordinated by the school administration, teacher supervised, and hence
governed by the school code of conduct. To facilitate the understanding of school-sanctioned activities, the
following are offered as examples of what it includes: parent’s day, field trips, school theatre performances,
competitions, rehearsal or practices of school events etc.” See, “Safeguarding Policy against Harassment and
Bullying.” (Lahore Grammar School: July, 2020).
22
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conducive, safe, and confidential classroom environment but also for the teacher to have
adequate awareness/knowledge about harassment.

It has also been observed that clear communication should be made with students in
every class at the start of each term/semester. Teachers who devote time to explaining the
harassment policy in class and their commitment to sympathetically helping out victims
contribute hugely in encouraging students to trust and share any concerns with them. For
example, one private university has recently adopted a commendable practice of including a
note for a zero-tolerance approach to sexual harassment in each course outline.
iii. Awareness campaigns, sensitisation sessions, and trainings

Awareness and sensitisation sessions should be
regularly and responsibly conducted at all institutions making
sure that they adopt the ‘whole school or college’ approach i.e.
that these should be attended by students, faculty, all other staff
(including janitors and ayaahs), and in the case of schools,
parents/carers should also be part of these sessions. The
awareness and sensitisation sessions should:
•

(Open Source)

Explain the institution’s harassment policy in detail including definitions of

harassment, consent, sexual abuse, bullying, etc.
•

Explain core information such as relevant legal protections, the harassment policy at

the institute, methods of reporting, investigation, and punishment.
•

Hold separate individual trainings and sessions with different target audiences.

1.

Sessions with students should repeatedly remind them about available

mechanisms and spaces (outside the formal harassment committee) where they can
discuss confidential matters. These can include school counsellors, designated subject
teachers, and informal complaint mechanisms. Students should be assured that the
school is a safe environment that is there to listen to their complaints. Victims should
be encouraged to talk.
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2.

Those on the frontline i.e. school counsellors, designated subject teachers, and

committee members, should receive vigorous safeguarding trainings to deal with
students in age-appropriate ways. They should know how to respond to a report of
abuse and how to offer support. They should be prepared to refer students to other
professional mental health services if they seem to require it. Any other red flags should
be noted and appropriately dealt with rather than keeping silent. There should be strict
penalties for staff that ignores, silences, or mishandles an issue that has come to their
notice.
3.

Sensitisation sessions with parents can be used as an opportunity to open up

conversations around taboo topics and to challenge damaging cultural narratives. They
can gently prod on sensitive themes around harassment, misogyny, sexism, and abuse.
4.

All other staff including management, faculty, and janitorial staff should also

be vigorously trained on harassment. Strict penalties should be announced and
reminded to all staff. Counselling services should also be extended or recommended to
staff members.
iv. Preventive Education

Besides sensitisation sessions, it is also very important for institutions to provide
preventative education. A whole-school approach must again be adopted to include students,
parents, faculty, and all senior/junior staff as part of this education. The content and curricula
should be designed in ways that cater to people coming from all sorts of class and cultural
backgrounds. Key themes to be tackled should be around the meaning of healthy relationships,
consent, gender equality, cultures of sexual harassment, and the understanding that sexual
violence and harassment are always wrong.23 As mentioned before, it should be strictly ageappropriate such that primary school children should only be given understanding about
healthy respectful relationships that they can learn to model. Secondary school children and
above should be taught about consent, exploitation, abuse, grooming, coercion, harassment,
and rape.24

“Sexual Violence and Sexual Harassment between Children in Schools and Colleges.” (UK Department for
Education: September, 2020).
24
Ibid.
23
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As part of this education, children of all ages should also know where to seek help or
raise concerns about a friend. Peer support groups should be created from amongst the students
(ensuring that senior students placed into roles of counselling and advice should be thoroughly
educated and trained in these matters, and also monitored). Schools should also work together
and create 24/7 helpline services for students to dial into for urgent help and guidance.
Suggested Format for (Sexual Harassment) Educational Program for Middle School
Students:

Before an awareness session, the organisers should gather anonymous information from
students about their experiences of sexually harassing behaviours. With their consent,
student responses can be shared during the session too. This can help increase the students’
participation.

A suggested awareness session can include the following components to it:
Definition of sexual harassment: Should be explained in a language that is accessible to
all. Examples should be given of sexual harassment with both sexes as perpetrators and
victims to make it clear.

Sexual harassment experience and attitudes: This can use information gathered from the
students themselves. Examples of unwanted behaviours can be given such as sexual
comments (teasing, rumouring), un-wanted sexual attention (e.g. giving too much attention,
unwanted phone calls), physical advances (touched, grabbed, pinched), pressures to engage
in unwanted activity, and suggestive gestures.

Explanation of who can be victim and perpetrator: Students should know that
perpetrators can be young or old, boys or girls, attractive or unattractive etc.

Potential effects of sexual harassment: This can include how victims blame themselves
for the experience, feeling helpless, experiencing depression or low self-esteem, experience
physical symptoms such as eating disorders etc. It should also describe how victims can
display avoidant behaviours to prevent themselves from facing the perpetrator again. These
behaviours should be explained so that students can understand what may be happening to
them (if they experienced harassment) or to their peers who have been victimised.
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Consequences of sexual harassment to the perpetrator: The legal consequences should
be emphasised.

Reasons why students may sexually harass others: Students can be asked to brainstorm
for reasons. These can include peer pressure, thinking that the behaviour is funny, modelling
behaviour they have seen on TV. Power dynamics should also be explained to students i.e.
that such a behaviour allows the perpetrator to gain power over the victim.

Steps to take if sexually harassed: Students can be provided a step by step process such
as a. Know that they have no right to be harassed, b. Tell the person to stop the behaviour,
c. Make notes about their behaviour d. Report it. The school policy about reporting such
behaviours should be explained.

Citation:
Bruce Roscoe, Jeremiah S. Strouse, Megan P. Goodwin, Lois Taracks and Dee
Henderson. “Elementary School Guidance & Counseling,” December, 1994, Vol. 29, No.
2, pp. 110-120, Sage Publications.
https://www.jstor.org/stable/42871152

v. Timing of investigation and Risk Assessment
It has been noted that the institution’s immediate
response to a victim bringing forth a complaint has a
significant impact on how encouraged or dismissed they
feel to approach the administration in the future. Victims
should be assured of their safety and the fact that they are

(Open source)

being taken seriously. Their complaint should never be
seen as a hassle or as a matter to be hushed.25

A key problem noted by many observers when it comes to dealing with cases of
harassment is the unnecessarily long time it takes for investigative processes. In the meanwhile,
victims are often treated in severely apathetic ways. For instance, in institutions where
25

Ibid.
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harassment committees are weak or ineffectual, reported cases are delayed without care for the
damaging mental health and security hazards posed to the victim in the time being. Victims
have been seen helplessly running from person to person (within their institutions’ committees,
the ombudsperson, or in courts) and face extremely non-serious attitudes from other people.
Institutions must ensure that in their investigative processes, they comply with the time
deadlines provided in the 2010 Workplace Act and the HEC policy. In the meantime, they
should also extend maximum possible support to the victim including referrals to counselling
services and ensuring that victims do not have to encounter their harassers in any place or
form. Schools and universities should not wait for the decisions of the investigation before
protecting the victim.

A risk assessment report should immediately be made in the case of a report of sexual
violence. It should assess the risks posed to the victim and the alleged perpetrator as well as
the broader student community. Appropriate action should then be taken to protect the students
and ensure that the victim and alleged perpetrator are not in the same vicinity.26
vi. Alliances, partnerships, and stakeholder dialogue

Since the institution itself emerges as having the greatest potential to deal with the issue
of harassment, it is also important to ensure that there is a collaboration with other institutions.
Dialogue, as well as an exchange of ideas and information, is crucial to make sure that
institutions do not work in isolation but rather have alliances and platforms to connect with
each other. Crucial information such as list(s) of harassers especially among the staff/faculty
should be shared with other institutions to prevent their hiring, with the government taking the
lead in creating such less at the official level. Background checks before hiring should be done
through such platforms.

“Sexual Violence and Sexual Harassment between Children in Schools and Colleges.” (UK Department for
Education: September, 2020).
26
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In the case of schools, it is extremely important to
create a dialogue between school management, teachers,
parents, and students. Robust complaint and feedback
mechanisms, as well as representation of all stakeholders
(especially of the students themselves), will allow these
issues to be dealt with in a collaborative manner. This can also
be an educational experience for all especially as people hear
each others’ thoughts. Parents have repeatedly demanded

(Open source)

inclusion of the parent body as well, and so it must be ensured that especially concerned parents
are given a proper platform for communication such as a special committee for example.27

Student forums and support groups are equally important at both the school and
university levels. In the absence of unions, students must have a forum to communicate their
concerns to each other and lobby the administration for reforms. Such forums should not be
seen as a dangerous entity but as a safety valve. Online helplines should be available for
students on campus and peer support mechanisms should be created for senior students to
receive training in peer counselling.

6.

Conclusion
This policy brief has raised points and added on to other conversations happening on

this topic around the country. Besides consulting experts and stakeholders in the education
sector, it has sought help from useful documents such as the UK Education Department Policy,
Anti-Harassment Policy by the HEC and more specifically, at the Lahore Grammar School, a
review of the implementation of anti-harassment laws from 2010-2020 conducted by
Mehergarh, and the charter of demands produced by alumni of LGS 1A1 as well as by parents
advocating for a special child protection law. A list of these sources and documents is appended
at the end which can help the reader be aware and take appropriate action. While this policy
report has only dealt with private institutions, the deep negligence of institutions in the public
sector towards harassment should also draw our attention. The challenges that plague these
institutions are even more serious and therefore merit separate investigation.
Ammara Farooq. “Recommendations sent to Punjab School Education Department.” (SEPLAA Foundation
and Think Tank: July, 2020).
27
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