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La integración social desde la educación  
en contextos de inseguridad:  
repensar el papel de la comunidad educativa
Resumen ejecutivo

Ensuring access and retention of children 
and youth in the public education system 
in El Salvador is an ongoing challenge. 

This calls for the school setting to be engaging 
and safe and, furthermore, offering relevant and 
quality education. Beyond an adequate school 
infrastructure and appropriate equipment, 
schools need a friendly environment where stu
dents, parents and school staff interact, and 
students develop a sense of belonging (UNDP, 
2018, p. 118). Nevertheless, public education is 
markedly deficient in terms of infrastructure, 
academic conditions and support, enrollment 
rates in secondary education and academic 
perfor mance (Hernández, 2014). Furthermore, 
street gangs and the insecurity associated 
with them have become part of many schools’ 
surroundings and daily existence (Ministry of 
Education, 2018).

Insecurity affects students because of the control 
gangs exert on the routes to the school, bans 
on passing through territories of gangs that are 
rivals of the one in their community, the risk of 
getting caught in gang crossfire, harassment by 

peers close to them, etc. (FUNDAUNGO, STPP, 
& UNICEF, 2015; PNUD, 2018; Savenije & Van 
der Borgh, 2015). Likewise, the performance of 
the school, the role of teachers in the classroom 
and the teacherstudent relationship are affec
ted when the presence of gangs influences 
student behavior and diminishes teacher autho
rity (Pérez Sáinz, Alas Velado, & Montoya Her
nández, 2018; PNUD, 2013; USAIDECCN, 2016). 
However, research on the consequences for 
teachers and schools are scarce. 

Therefore, this study aims to understand the 
ways schools and their teaching staff try to 
provide an adequate and safe environment 
for students, and how the involvement of the 
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education community contributes to the per
formance of the school and the inclusion of 
students who live in insecure settings.
          

      Approach 

The scope of this study focuses on public 
schools with gang presence in the surrounding 
area, where there is a moderate level of gang 
control and insecurity. In these circumstances, 
the community may still have leeway to dis
cuss, intervene and work with the school to 
strengthen academic processes and security 
for the students and school staff. This is not 
so in cases where insecurity is acute, because 
community members are usually afraid to 
show leadership in the face of gang control, 
which also affects the relationship between the 
community and school. Field work took place 
in three regions, at six public schools (four in 
urban settings and two in rural settings) where 
the level of insecurity is moderate.  

The research project followed a multiple case 
study design. Each school is a case with its own 
characteristics which can be analyzed individually 
and, at the same time, be compared with other 
cases. The primary research tool is the semi
structured, indepth interview. Interviews were 
conducted at each school with five members of 
the school community (principal, teaching staff 
and parents) and with two external stakeholders 
(local leaders, Ministry of Education liaisons, 
NGO staff, etc.). Initially, information obtained 
from each case was analyzed; subsequently, the 
cases were compared with each other.

       Results

The study analyzes and arranges the results 
into three types of educational communities: 
urban community, rural community and market 
community. Certain urban public schools mainly 
serve children of families that are selfemployed 
in the local market. The socioeconomic condi
tions of this population provoke distinctive 

dynamics that set these schools apart from the 
other urban education communities. Instead 
of existing objectively, however, these diverse 
communities are analytical categories, which 
means that, although this research cannot con
firm their existence outside the study sample, 
a comparative analysis reveals the presence 
of social dynamics whose relevance extends 
beyond this study.

The urban community category is in reference 
to neighborhoods in poor urban settings where 
social cohesion is fragile and historical roots 
are thin. Residents find it hard to secure formal 
jobs, making daily income a primary concern 
over schooling or the quality of education, even 
though they really value education as a means for 
their children to access better jobs. Nevertheless, 
family participation in the school is generally 
limited to attending meetings to which they are 
invited, when their employment allows it. 

In the rural community, as an analytical cate
gory, poverty is more critical, water and elec
tricity are scarce, and there is a dependency 
on agriculture or fishing. This notwithstanding, 
these communities maintain a certain social 
cohesion, and their histories tell of collective 
efforts in overcoming shared problems. Nonethe
less, the daytoday requirements for survival 
restrict participation in educational processes, 
not only for lack of time, but because they have 
few resources to contribute. 

For its part, the market community differs from 
the others because the majority of students do 
not live in the vicinity of the school. Although 
both the market and the school tend to be located 

The research design consists  
of multiple case studies that  
can be analyzed individually and,  
at the same time, compared  
with others.
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in urban areas, the students generally come 
from rural or semiurban areas. The demands 
of commerce and the time involved in traveling 
to the market restrict family participation in 
the school. Although they are often able to 
contribute some resources stemming from their 
trade, their place of residence impedes other 
forms of participation in the school. 

The Situation of Insecurity  
and Gang Presence

The presence of gangs and the situation of 
insecurity are always changing. These changes, 
however, are not contingent on actions by the 
schools, or educational or preventive interven
tions. What is key, rather, is the role of national 
security policy, police actions, and, at times, 
decisions made by the gangs themselves. Schools 
attempt to maintain cordial but dis tant relations 
with these actors, in order to avert negative 
consequences for the school environment and 
learning processes. 

In the neighborhoods that comprise the urban 
community, the gangs tend to regard the school 
as an essential part of its territory. Therein lies 
the interest in knowing and controlling what 
goes on inside the school and maintaining 
a close relationship with the school. Some 
students have direct or indirect ties to the gang 
and engage in defiant behavior. On the other 
hand, in the rural and market communities 
in this study, gangs have little interest in the 
schools. In the former, this is due to the lack 
of resources of the school, and the latter, 
because their interest lies more in the market 
and its resources. In both circumstances, when 
students become involved in the gangs, they 
tend to drop out of school. Additionally, there 
are students who imitate defiant gang behavior 
without actually being members. 

The School Environment

In several cases, the atmosphere of the school 
is affected by the presence of gangs in the area 

and the close relationship of some students with 
them. Teachers tend to be afraid of students who 
exploit their proximity to the gang to exhibit 
defiant behaviors and impose themselves upon 
the teachers and classmates. These students use 
the implicit—or even explicit—threat of getting 
gang members involved on their behalf. Often, 
this fear is shared by their classmates as well. 

However, despite the scarce academic resources 
available to counteract the influence of the 
gangs, going to school is often a respite for the 
students from the difficult economic, social 
and family situations. In addition, in rural and 
market communities, school is considered an 
oasis where students can take a break from 
child labor, that is, from working in the market, 
in the household or in the fields.

In the neighborhoods that comprise 
the urban community, the gangs tend 
to regard the school as an essential 
part of its territory.

Unstable Education Integration 

The students from the schools that offer up to 
ninth grade often do not continue their secondary 
education; many even drop out of school earlier 
on. In this study, the rural community tends 
to consider secondary education irrelevant or 
unfeasible, because the obstacle of distance 
to the high school is not compensated by 
the probability of better job opportunities or 
income. Another hindrance is the expenses 
involved in going to high school; daytoday 
economic difficulties lead the students to seek 
out a livelihood instead.

Families in the market community often do not 
consider formal education relevant, because it 
does not create more opportunities or income 
than what the market already offers them. 
Young people already have a future cut out for 
them at the market and see no reason to pursue 
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secondary studies. In urban communities, on 
the other hand, the families and community 
members tend to hold on to the belief that 
quality education offers their children better 
job opportunities. Despite greater optimism 
about the benefits of secondary education 
and more access to high schools, the costs of 
transportation and studying can be prohibitive. 

     Analysis and Conclusions

Faced with the presence of gangs and the 
insecurity, the schools participating in the study 
have little to offer students in the way of attractive 
academic resources. To achieve an enduring 
integration of children and youth in educational 
processes, they strive to offer an adequate and 
safe space for students and academic staff, but 
with little sustainable support from the extended 
education community. 

Achieving an Adequate School 
Environment for Learning

In the interest of avoiding conflicts with students 
who are close to the gang or with those that 
imitate their defiant behavior, many teachers 
prioritize the quality of the relationship with 
the students, trying to stay patient, respectful 
and open to dialogue. Nevertheless, this can be 
difficult when students challenge the teachers’ 
pedagogical au thority, obstruct academic 
processes in the classroom and hinder learning 
for other students. These encounters constrain 
the relationships of closeness and trust with the 
students. 

When the teachers themselves are unable to 
maintain discipline, they tend to turn to the 
discipline handbook or to the students’ parents. 
However, the lack of parental participation and 
the limited effectiveness of using the discipline 
handbook have led certain schools, rather than 
applying sanctions, to resort to prolonging 
the process of dialogue with the students who 
exhibit undesirable behavior.

Achieving a Safe Learning  
Environment 

At the schools that form part of the study, the 
lack of security in the surrounding areas is 
considered a normal condition; it is a situation 
that is no longer imagined any other way. One 
reason for this is that the insecurity does not 
depend on the school, and there is little it can 
do about it. The physical infrastructure —that 
is, a tall perimeter wall, a closed gate, and 
so on—, the interventions implemented by 
NGOs, or the relationship with the surrounding 
community do not appear to be key to achieving 
safety inside and around the school. They do, 
however, often generate a feeling of security in 
the teaching staff. 

The relationship of the principal with external 
parties who intervene in the vicissitudes of 
security around the school can transmit the 
sense that conditions of security are being 
created, without the school itself being able to 
do much. When addressing the teaching staff 
and students, the director sometimes needs to 
communicate a sense of control of the situation, 
even if in fact this is not really the case.

The Relationship between the School 
and the wider Community

There is presently no model to outline the 
relationship between the school, the students’ 
families and the neighboring community. As a 

To achieve an enduring integration 
of children and youth in educational 
processes, they strive to offer 
an adequate and safe space for 
students and academic staff, but with 
little sustainable support from the 
extended education community.
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result, there is a lack of clarity as to the duties 
and roles of each part, or how to develop rapport 
among actors. The school expects a more active 
role from the community that it is willing or 
able to fulfill. For its part, the community ex
pects the school to be more proactive than it is 
capable of being. Families tend to have a passive 
participation, and the school limits itself to 
simply providing them information.

On the other hand, the school’s relationship 
with external parties offering support and aca
demic interventions, generally, is limited to 
the implementation period of the project. Or
ganizations with more resources tend to be 
located further from the school and participate 
for only a limited period of time. They have a 
‘helicopter strategy;’ in other words they fly 
in, conduct their intervention and once more, 
disappear. They offer experiences and resources 
that are often novel, appealing, necessary and 
appreciated, which the school may have no way 
to follow up on or render sustainable. 

       Policy Recommendations 
       in Education 

1. Fostering a Positive and Safe 
Learning Environment in the School

The fear triggered by the presence of gangs 
affects the entire school: teacherstudent rela
tionships, the quality of education, and the 
integration of students in academic processes. 
In order to counteract this influence, achieving 

a positive and engaging school environment is 
fundamental. Rather than emphasizing the lack 
of skills and discipline, schools should prioritize 
a learning environment based on the social 
relations and positive abilities of the students. 
This way, the school not only establishes itself as 
a place of academic training, but it also promotes 
the development of identities that are appealing 
to students and, at the same time, creates a sense 
of belonging to the school setting. This entails 
providing—with the support of the Ministry of 
Education and the wider school community—
an attractive educational environment and 
teaching resources, and developing the skills in 
teachers, principals and students that will help 
them to perform constructively in situations of 
risk and insecurity.

2. Developing a Participation Model in 
the School Community

As for the school’s relationship with the neighbo
ring community, developing a model for the ex
panded school community to participate in lo
cal educational processes is essential. The 
model needs to be feasible, taking into account 
the range of ways that these communities can 
collaborate, and flexible to secure the sustainable 
and effective participation of families, the 
neighboring community and organizations that 
are interested in the school.

3. Consolidating the Role of the 
Expanded School Community  
in Supporting the School

The support of external institutions, NGOs and 
state agencies provides important comple
mentary resources and inputs to mitigate tea
ching deficiencies in terms of instruction and 
resources in schools, helping them to imple
ment an engaging and appropriate curriculum. 
However, interventions at the school level 
require transparent participation by local and 
national educational actors, from the design 
phase through the stages of implementation, 

La escuela espera un rol más 
activo de lo que la comunidad 
quiere o puede dar. Por su parte, la 
comunidad espera más proactividad 
de la escuela de lo que ésta es capaz 
de ofrecer. 
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monitoring and evaluation. The aim is for in
terventions to be sustainable in the school 
environment and culture and for their imple
mentation to provide greater positive effects. 
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