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Ratification versus Adherence: 
The Plight of Caribbean Children

Aldrie Henry-Lee
Guest Editor

As I complete the introduction to this special issue, the headlines of a local 
Jamaican newspaper reads ‘harsher penalties, tougher laws coming for child 
abusers, negligent parent’.1  This is the State’s reaction to the increase in 
the number of cases of child abuse and the murder of 24 children in Jamaica 
as of April 19 (Jamaica Gleaner, April 19, 2015). On the Barbadian Crime 
Stoppers website, police are seeking information to locate two missing girls 
aged 14 and 16 years, respectively.  In Haiti, a recent study found that among 
children aged 13 to 17 years, 32.1 per cent of males and 6.0 per cent of 
females had worked for money or other payments.2  These are the realities 
that face many of our Caribbean children. 

Children constitute a significant demographic group in the Caribbean. In 
Jamaica, those aged 0-17 years, form 28 per cent of the population.3   Children 
in Barbados, aged 0-15 years comprise 16.8 per cent of the population 
while in Haiti; they make up 35 per cent of the nation’s population.4   An 
examination of macro - level data conceal the vulnerabilities that children 
face on a regular basis. Life expectancy figures have risen, access to primary 
school education, primary care, improved water and sanitation has increased 
and child participation in the discussion on issues that affect them is slowly 
becoming acceptable.  The Caribbean is also expected to fulfil one of the 
UNAID’s aims in relation to the AIDS epidemic and may become the 

Copyright © Sir Arthur Lewis Institute of Social and Economic Studies, UWI, (Cave Hill), 
2013

1 Jamaica Daily Observer (May 14, 2015)
2 http://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/pdf/violence-haiti.pdf )  (retrieved May 15, 2015)
3 http://www.unicef.org/infobycountry (retrieved May 15, 2015)
4 http://www.unicef.org/infobycountry (retrieved May 15, 2015)
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first region to eliminate mother to child HIV transmission.5 All Caribbean 
countries have ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) that 
commits nation states to provide for and protect their children at all times. 
Undeniably, the status of Caribbean children has improved through the last 
decades.

However, adherence to the rights of all children in the Caribbean remains 
inadequate. The best interest of the child is not always served and large 
numbers of children have unequal access to the basic social services considered 
valuable in Caribbean societies. Child poverty remains a persistent problem.  
Approximately, 32 million children (that is, one in five children), live in 
conditions of extreme poverty in Latin America and the Caribbean.6   The 
2010 Jamaica Survey of Living Conditions reports the overall child poverty 
rate at 21.9 per cent.  In Barbados, the poverty assessment report revealed 
that 29.2 per cent of the indigent poor are aged less than 15 years of age.7   
Poverty is negatively correlated to adherence to child rights with children 
living in poverty having less access to basic social services. For example in 
Jamaica, while the general enrolment rate for the 12-16 year old group  is 
fairly high at 91.5 per cent, the attendance rate for the poorest quintile in 
that age group is only 87.6 per cent (UNICEF MICS 2011).8  Although the 
CRC promotes protection against exploitation, the children in the poorest 
households in Jamaica households are 8 times more likely to be involved in 
child labour than those in the richest households (UNICEF MICS 2011).9  
These are just some of the inequities that children suffer every day.  In the 
peer-reviewed papers in this special issue, some researchers who presented 
at the 2013 Caribbean Child Research Conference discuss the status of 
Caribbean Children and the adherence to their provision and protection 
rights

The annual Caribbean Child Research Conference provides a forum for 
presentation of research on children in the Caribbean. Since the first 

5Jamaica Gleaner, March 6, 2015
6http://www.unicef.org/socialpolicy/index_46984.html  (retrieved May 15, 2015)
7Sir Arthur Lewis Institute of Social and Economic Studies 2010 Barbados
  Survey of Living conditions. 2012. ‘Barbados Country Assessment of Living
  Conditions’ 2010 Volume 1: Human Development Challenges in a Global
  Crisis:  Addressing Growth and Social Inclusion
8UNICEF 2011 Jamaica Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey. Kingston Jamaica 
9UNICEF 2011 Jamaica Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey. Kingston Jamaica 
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Caribbean Child Research Conference in 2006, the organisers have sought to 
publish some of the papers presented at the conference. This current special 
issue represents the fifth in a series of peer-reviewed publications based 
on conference presentations.  Held in Jamaica, the annual conference has 
sought to promote the rights of children through research. The conference 
also encourages research among primary and secondary school children 
through an essay competition and an outstanding child research competition, 
respectively. In earlier years, the conference organisers also held workshops 
on child rights and research for teachers and students. There is currently a 
document being prepared with all the policy recommendations presented in 
the last 9 years of the conference. This policy document will be presented to 
the Jamaican Ministers of Education and Youth at the 2015 conference.

In this current issue, we examine the child provision and protection in the 
OECS, Jamaica. St. Kitts, Trinidad and Tobago.  In Jamaica, Aldrie Henry-
Lee, found that children were becoming resilient and seemed to have 
developed a high tolerance for violence. While children felt especially 
susceptible to violence with 78.5 per cent of them stating that direct violence 
against children in Jamaica is high or very high, a total of 72.9 per cent of 
them described the quality of life in Jamaica as fair to excellent. It would 
appear that although they were aware of the high levels of violence that 
surround them, they were able to ‘detach’ themselves from the harsh reality. 
They were able to ‘construct’ a reality that helped them to cope.   Zahra Jacobs 
found in her study in St. Kitts that 40 per cent of students had engaged in at 
least one form of direct self - harm (DSH).  Melissa Berkley and Godfrey 
St. Bernard examined data on missing girls in Trinidad and Tobago using 
police-records.  Their analysis revealed a 59 per cent increase in missing 
girls’ reports during the period, with the majority of these cases occurring 
on weekends. Irrespective of temporal or spatial domain, the median age of 
missing girls is 15 years. Wendell Wallace examined the unmet educational 
needs of children and youth in detention in Trinidad and Tobago. Wallace 
found that for this group of children and youth in detention in Trinidad and 
Tobago, there is limited assessment of the educational capacities on entry 
into the state’s care, a lack of inter-agency collaboration between education 
and detention providers as well as a chronic lack of integrated services.  The 
researcher concluded that the right to education was not enjoyed by children 
and youth in detention in that country. 
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Anthea Edalere-Henderson showed that while Jamaican parents are 
demonstrating an increasingly informed approach towards mediation of 
their children’s exposure and use of media technologies, their perceptions 
of their own literacies are marked by a measure of ambivalence, as well as a 
distinct reminiscence for a past era. Neville Duncan in his discussion paper 
argues that in the context of a particularly challenging global environment 
manifesting few signs of recovery, the inadequacy of Westminster politics 
and governance and of a neoliberal economic development strategy, children 
will further be cruelly exposed to the inadequate fulfilment of their rights. 

All articles in this issue point to the need for improved adherence to Child 
Rights in the Caribbean. Ratifying the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child does not necessarily translate into an improved life for all Caribbean 
children. Twenty-seven years after the adoption of the CRC, children in the 
Caribbean remain inadequately provided for and protected against all forms 
of violence and exploitation. Deliberate policy attention should be given to 
children, (the foundation of any society) and special efforts need to be made 
to ensure that the best interests of all children, everywhere be served as we 
have promised them in the Convention on the Rights of the Child.
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Perceptions of Childhood among High School 
Children in Jamaica

Aldrie Henry-Lee
Sir Arthur Lewis Institute of Social and Economic Studies

The University of the West Indies, JAMAICA

Abstract

This paper examines the perceptions of childhood among students 
in an urban high school in Jamaica. The research forms part of 
a larger study of perceptions of childhood but only the findings 
from one school are discussed here. The students answered 
questions about the quality of life in Jamaica, the treatment of 
parents, teachers and community members, what makes children 
happy or sad and the levels of violence directed at them in the 
home and in the wider society. One of the important findings 
is that children felt especially susceptible to violence with 78.5 
per cent of them stating that direct violence against children in 
Jamaica is high or very high. However, when asked about the 
quality of life in Jamaica, a total of 72.9 per cent described the 
quality of life in Jamaica as fair to excellent.  Furthermore, 56 per 
cent of them claimed that children in Jamaica were happy or very 
happy. It would appear that although they were aware of the high 
levels of violence that surround them, they were able to ‘detach’ 
themselves from the harsh reality. They were able to ‘construct’ a 
reality that helped them to cope. When the analysis of the larger 
data set is completed, gender and residential differentials will 
be explored. The examination of the findings from this school, 
however, reveals that adherence too many of the rights stated in 
the Convention on the Rights of the Child is unsatisfactory. Policy 
recommendations are proposed to increase adherence to these 
rights in the best interest of the child.

Key	Words:  Perceptions, childhood, Jamaica

Copyright © Sir Arthur Lewis Institute of Social and Economic Studies, UWI, (Cave Hill), 
2013
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Introduction

Jamaica’s 2030 Vision is one in which Jamaica is ‘a place of choice to live, 
work, raise families and do business’. (Planning Institute of Jamaica, 2007)  
The harsh reality is that the several major social (and economic) problems in 
Jamaica make it difficult to realise this vision. Crime and violence constitute 
two of the main social problems facing Jamaicans today. The United Nations 
Office on Drugs and Crime reported Jamaica‘s intentional homicide rate at 
39.3 per 100,000 -, the highest in the English-speaking Caribbean.

Children have not been immune to the violence and in fact, can be described 
as living under constant threat in Jamaica. Daily newspapers present 
gruesome incidents of abuse, violence and maltreatment of children. From 
many accounts, it is dangerous to be a child in Jamaica. Given these major 
problems in Jamaica, this paper examined the perceptions of childhood 
among high school children in Jamaica. How do they experience living in a 
violent country? Do the high levels of violence significantly have an impact 
on children’s perceptions of life in Jamaica? These are some of the questions 
which were addressed in this paper.

Childhood

Childhood is first experienced in the home and extends to other social 
institutions, for example, the school, church, et cetera.  There are several 
theories of childhood which explain the phenomenon that is childhood. A 
specially chosen selection was briefly examined in this paper. Ellis (2010) 
outlines the various types of childhood theories and Chris Jenks (2005, 2), a 
pioneer of the Sociology of Childhood has admitted that even after centuries 
of debate and discussion, there is no consensus on what constitutes childhood. 
We focus on the Biological and Evolutionary Theories, the Developmental 
and Social Constructionist Theories, the Cultural Theories and the Post- 
Modernist Theories. The summaries of the theories below are based on those 
provided by the online encyclopaedia of children and childhood. 

Biological and Evolutionary Theories characterise childhood as a stage of 
human evolution designed to ensure the survival and the development of the 
human species. They prioritise biology over the environment in explaining 
childhood. The emphasis is on the physiological, psychological and cognitive 
mapping of child development. For example, (Sigmund Freud, 1856-1936) 
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presents childhood as central to the adjustment of the individual to mature 
well-being.

Developmental and Social Constructionist Models (for example, Margaret 
Mead, 1896-1980), claim that childhood is socially constructed. They 
reject the universal view of children and state that the answers to ‘what is 
a child?’; ‘what is childhood?’ are dependent on the society, time; place, 
the expectations of the child, and society’s definitions of a child’s roles and 
responsibilities. The notion of childhood is generated by the successive 
generations out of a mix of tradition, social intercourse and technological 
advancement. 

Cultural Theorists see age and physical maturity as not the only important 
factors in defining childhood. Culture plays a key role.  Childhood is a stage 
of innocence and absence of sin or corruption. Adulthood is characterised 
by anxieties, concerns and needs. Giroux (2001) speaks of the ‘politics of 
culture’; childhood has been constructed, experienced and struggled over.  
Cross (1997) focuses on the changing types of toys as portraying the child as 
consumer, as being socially constructed.

The Post-Modernist Theories of Childhood speak about the plurality 
of childhood experienced across cultures. They assert that childhood is 
comprised of a diversity of experiences according to class, ethnicity, gender, 
culture, place of residence, health or disability (Chris Jenks, 1996 and Jens 
Qvortrup, 1994). They examined the impact of globalisation, the media, and 
technology on childhood and David Elkind (1981) speaks about the hurried 
child. Postman (1994) laments the disappearance of childhood in this fast 
globalising world.

All theories emphasise the importance of the nurturing children and highlight 
the role of adults in shaping the type of lives that children experience.  
Children in Jamaica face many challenges today and the perceptions of 
their childhood are examined with an assessment of the utility of any of 
these theories to ‘explain’ the views that Jamaican children have of their 
childhood.
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Theories	of	Childhood	and	the	Convention	on	the	Rights	of	the	Child 

The Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) is the international 
framework which obliges nations to uphold the rights of the child. There 
is common ground to be found between the theories of childhood and the 
CRC. While the Convention advocates for the social institutions in society 
to provide and protect the children in the best way possible, theories of 
childhood also explain the roles of various institutions in the upbringing of 
children. The former serves an advocacy role while theories serve more as 
explanatory tools.  

Michael Freeman (1998, 435) sought to find common ground with the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child. He claimed that both the theories 
and the CRC accept that children are not merely ‘passive’ participants in 
social processes but are in fact also ‘active agents’ who need to be studied in 
their own social world. They construct their own autonomous social worlds 
regardless of external stimuli. Further, Freeman (1998) points out that both 
childhood theories and the convention accept that among children there 
are differentials which exist by race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, 
disability and all cultural variations. Consequently, both the CRC and the 
theories can be used as frameworks for examining childhood experiences, if 
considered in dynamic interplay. 

Jamaica ratified the convention in 1991 and consequently, it becomes 
necessary to monitor the country’s adherence to the rights stated in the 
convention. As children’s perceptions in Jamaica are examined, the levels of 
adherence to the CRC are also determined. 

Methodology

The focus was on children in school rather than children at home, due to 
increased accessibility in the former environment (which also may have 
proved to be a more neutral setting for such an investigation allowing for 
freer responses to questions).  The data from only one school was examined 
in this paper. Research is on-going in other schools. Fifty-three children from 
one grade level at an urban high school were interviewed. These represented 
approximately 50 per cent of the students at that grade level. Children who 
participated submitted consent forms signed by their parents. They completed 
self-administered questionnaires under the supervision of research staff. 
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They were requested not to write their names on the questionnaires in order 
to ensure anonymity. Of all the respondents, 58 per cent were male.

The study sought to determine the perceptions of children on:
• The quality of life in Jamaica;
• Parents’ treatment of children;
• Teachers’ treatment of children;
• Levels of violence in Jamaica; and
• The problems that children face in Jamaica;

While this is not a representative sample of all Jamaican children, it does 
provide an indication of how high school children in an urban setting 
perceive aspects of their lives. When all the data is collected from all the 
schools, the examination and comparison of perceptions of childhood by sex 
and residential area will be completed. Consequently, gender differentials 
will not be explored in this paper.

The	Jamaican	Context

According to the Convention on the Rights of the Child, a child is defined 
as an individual aged less than 18 years. Jamaica ratified the Convention in 
1991. There are 836,400 children in Jamaica (Economic and Social Survey 
of Jamaica (2012, 25.4). They represent 30.8 per cent of the population.  The 
infant mortality rate is 16.7 per 1,000 (ESSJ 2012, 111). Life expectancy 
is fairly good by international standards and children can expect to live on 
average 72.7 years (ESSJ 2012, 111). 

An assessment of Jamaica’s fulfilment of the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) reveals that Jamaica has fulfilled the MDG education-related goal 
and has ensured that all Jamaican children have access to primary school 
education. However, questions abound about the equitable access to good 
quality primary school education. Little progress has been made for other 
child-related MDGs, and targets for the reduction of the infant and maternal 
mortality rates will not be fulfilled by 2015. In 2010, national poverty levels 
stood at 17.6 per cent relative to 16.5 per cent in 2009 (Jamaica Survey of 
Living Conditions, 2010).  National Child poverty is estimated at 20 per cent 
(Jamaica Survey of Living Conditions, 2010). 
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A report of the progress made since the ratification of the CRC revealed 
that while strides have been made in terms of the policy framework and the 
provision for children (health and education), there were inadequacies in the 
legislation, the protection of children and their participation in the policy 
decision-making process (UNICEF, 2009). Barrow (2011, p. 275) points out 
that the quality of life of a large proportion of children in the Caribbean is 
characterised by poverty, hardship and vulnerability.  

The crime rate is very high at 393 per 100,000 and the murder rate now 
stands at 40 per 100,000 (Economic and Social Survey of Jamaica 2012, 
111). Kingston and St. Andrew, where the urban school is located, has a 
high murder rate of 53 per 100,000 and is second only to St. James which is 
83 (ESSJ 2012, 24.4). The Office of the Children’s Registry reported 8,500 
cases of child abuse, up from 455 in 2007 - the first year of its operation 
as the Office of the Children’s Registry (ESSJ 2012, 25.7). Of the 1,095 
persons murdered in Jamaica in 2012, 60 of them were children (ESSJ 2012, 
24.5).  A total of 2,912 persons were reported missing in 2012. Of these, 70.7 
per cent were children (ESSJ 2012, 24.6).

One hundred and sixty-three individuals aged 12-15 years were arrested in 
2012 for major crime (ESSJ 2012 p.24.6). They accounted for approximately 
5 per cent of the total number of persons arrested. The Ministry of National 
Security received 7.6 per cent of the overall Government of Jamaica (GOJ) 
Budget (ESSJ 2012, 24.1). 

Violence against children is a serious problem in the Caribbean region 
(Matthies et al 2008). The factors contributing to the growing violence 
include: historical precedents of violence for punishment and in addressing 
conflicts, politically-based arming of civilians and the rise of narco-trafficking, 
poverty, inequality and family instability and inadequate educational systems 
Matthies et al (2008, p. 3).  

Many authors have discussed the problems that children face at school. 
Evans (2001) for example stated that the problems at school range from 
indiscipline, to poor performances at the examinations level, to the emigration 
of hundreds of qualified teachers to schools in North America and Europe

Many researchers have pointed to the negative impact of violence on 
children. For example, Baker-Henningham (2009) concluded in her study 
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that exposure to violence was independently associated with poor school 
achievement among children attending government, urban schools in 
Jamaica.  Miller (2004) calls the State to stem the tide of sexual violence	
against	children. 

Brodie-Walker and Morgan (2009, 19) found that the only significant variable 
in their research for juvenile delinquency was exposure to violence. From as 
early as 2006, respondents in a national poll listed ‘crime and violence’ as 
the number one problem facing Jamaica (Jamaica Observer, 2006). 

In a context of such high levels of violence, how do children perceive the 
quality of life they enjoy and the extent to which this violence is directed 
towards them? The following sections analyse the issues in relations to the 
identified questions,

Perception	of	Quality	of	Life

One’s perception of the quality of life in a country will affect the way one 
perceives general well-being.  When asked to determine their quality of 
life using rates of excellent, very good, good, fair, bad, very bad, the larger 
proportion of students (30.8 per cent) described the quality of their lives 
as fair. The other ratings were as follows: good (21.2 per cent); very good 
(7.4 per cent); excellent (13.5 per cent). The less favourable ratings were: 
‘bad’ (19.2 per cent) and ‘very bad’ (7.9 per cent).  From this data it was 
concluded that at least 27.1 per cent of the students consider the quality of 
life in Jamaica as bad or very bad with a total of 72.9 per cent deeming the 
quality of life in Jamaica as fair to very good. This group explained that the 
situation was bad or very bad in Jamaica because of financial problems (71 
per cent); violence (14 per cent) and an uncertain future (14 per cent). One 
statement highlighted the extreme dismay of a respondent:-

‘I am a teenager now and I do not get any of the needs for myself.’

Yet another respondent claims ‘Jamaica gone to the dogs’. One student 
summed up the violence issue in Jamaica in these words:

‘You cannot walk freely in Jamaica without worrying about an 
attack.’
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Treatment	of	children

A little over a half of the students (56 per cent) described children in Jamaica 
as ‘happy or very happy.’  The main reasons that they were happy were as 
follows: love of family (69 per cent); good grades at school (21 per cent); 
good friends (15 per cent) and playing games/sports (11 per cent). The three 
main causes for sadness were emotional hurt (38 per cent); poor grades (18 
per cent); violence and crime (15 per cent). Of all the respondents, 65.2 per 
cent thought that adults generally treat children well.  Of those who disagreed, 
their reasons included:  adults disrespect or do not listen to children (75 per 
cent) and abuse of adults by children (25 per cent) and a student captured the 
sentiment of all those who wrote disrespect as an answer:

‘Adults think they are God and nobody can talk to them.’

Parents are expected to provide safety and security to their children. Article 
18 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child places primary responsibility 
on the parents to ensure the proper upbringing and development of the child. 
Most childhood theories speak of the important role of the family in the 
socialisation of children. The home is the primary agent of socialisation. 
The way parents treat their children will affect their perceptions of their 
childhood experiences. 

Respondents were asked to rate their parents’ treatment of them from 1 to 
5, with 5 being the highest. Table 1 provides the results of this analysis. The 
majority of the students (44.9) per cent gave the highest rating of ‘5’ to their 
parents. Their treatment of them was excellent. While this was an impressive 
rating, there was a 20.4 per cent of the group who are not totally satisfied 
with the treatment by parents of children and rated that treatment between ‘1’ 
(very bad) and ‘3’ (fair).  For those who said that their parents treated them 
very badly, they said that their parents were bad and did not take care of 
them (50 per cent); disrespectful parents (16.7 per cent); financial problems 
(16.7 per cent) and separation of parents (16.7 per cent)

Article 28 of the CRC recognises the right of the child to education for all 
children. Students spend a significant amount of time at school.  All childhood 
theories accept that the school is an important socialising agency and can 
help shape the future direction of a child in a significant way. Students were 
also asked to rate their teachers’ treatment of them from ‘1’ to ‘5’ with 5 
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being the highest. Teachers also fared well with 40.4 per cent of the students 
giving the teachers a rating of 5 out of a possible 5 (Table 1).  Of all the 
students, only 10.7 per cent rated the teachers’ treatment of them at a low of 
‘1’ and ‘2’. The reasons, they gave the teachers low ratings were because: 
they paid little attention to me/disrespect me (50 per cent); they don’t like 
me (33.4 per cent) and they like to punish students (16.7 per cent).

Children spend a significant amount of their time at home or at school. 
However, it takes a community to raise a child. Children were asked to rate 
community members’ treatment of them and 26 per cent of the students 
gave them a rating of ‘4’ or ‘5’.  Those who said that the community 
members treated children badly or very badly, stated the following reasons: 
the community members disrespect them (52 per cent); the community is 
dangerous (35 per cent) and the community members want to punish them 
and quarrel with them (13 per cent).

The unfriendly nature/ danger in their communities is revealed by one 
student:

‘In my community, children don’t normally come out to play’.

‘Respect’ is a recurring theme so far. Data analysis shows that a main reason 
for bad treatment of children by teachers, parents and community members 
is a ‘lack of respect’.

Problems	that	children	face	today
 
Article 3 of the CRC advocates that the State and members of the society 
must always do what is in the best interest of the child. Article 4 of the CRC 
underscores the importance of implementing all available measures to ensure 
that all children’s rights are respected, protected and fulfilled. Awareness of 
Child Rights is fairly high as 76 per cent of the students had heard of Child 
Rights and about 70 per cent of them were able to correctly name a Child 
Right.

The study sought to find out what were main problems that Jamaican 
children face today. The largest proportion of them (33.3 per cent) indicated 
that children face abuse/neglect/violence (Table 2). The second largest group 
of them (29.1 per cent) named financial problems as a main concern for 
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children. ‘Family issues’ ranked as the third major problem facing children 
as 19 per cent of the students listed it as a major problem. It would appear that 
the rights of some children are violated and they are not adequately protected 
from abuse. The family is not always a place for love and happiness which is 
one of the causes for their lack of happiness as mentioned earlier.

Perceptions	on	levels	of	violence	in	Jamaica

Article 19 of the CRC advocates that all efforts must be made to ensure that 
children are protected from all forms of physical or mental violence, injury 
or abuse or exploitation. Students were questioned on levels of violence that 
children in Jamaica face at homes and generally in Jamaica.
  
As mentioned earlier, the children saw abuse/neglect and violence as the main 
problem that children face. When asked about their perception of violence 
in the home, of all the children interviewed, 59.8 per cent of them thought 
that the violence that children face at home in Jamaica as high or very high 
(Table 3). Another 29.4 per cent of them deemed the violence in communities 
that children face to be high or very high (Table 3).  Direct violence against 
children is a major problem as 78.5 per cent of them perceived that the 
violence against children in Jamaica is high or very high (Table 3).

The students themselves were able to shed some light on the issue of 
physical punishment in the home. Article 19 of the CRC speaks against 
corporal punishment. When asked if their parents punished them, 66.7 per 
cent admitted that their parents did. Of all those who were punished, 22.6 per 
cent were of them were punished physically. 

Of all the students, 84 per cent were against physical punishment for 
children as revealed by their negative response when asked ‘is it right to 
beat children?’ They offered alternative forms of punishment for children:  
take away privileges (79.2 per cent); do work/chores (10 per cent); ground 
them (4 per cent); talk to them (4 per cent); allow children to make mistakes 
and learn from them (2 per cent) and do anything that the adults think will 
work (2 per cent).
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Discussion

‘It is no longer possible to think of crime as a simple or minor social 
problem. Mounting crime and violence have been declared leading national 
problems, and the issue of law and order has assumed high priority in 
national planning and policy making. Fear of crime is destroying freedom of 
movement, freedom from harm and freedom from fear itself.’   Dudley Allen, 
former Jamaican Commissioner of Corrections quoted from Barrow-Giles 
and Marshall (2003 p. 214).

The paper examined the perceptions of children in an urban high school in 
Jamaica. They were asked about the quality of life, the treatment of parents, 
teachers and community members of them, what makes them happy/sad and 
the levels of violence directed at them in the home and in the wider society.  
The children confirmed that Jamaica is indeed a violent place to live.

While we must exercise caution with the findings from a small sample of 
53 students and not make generalisations on the national levels, the data 
do reveal some interesting findings.  When analysis of the national data is 
completed, we will determine if these trends hold. 
 
As the Social Constructionists theories assert, the children interviewed were 
indeed active social beings, who are quite capable of analysing their situations 
and make conclusions of what is right and wrong for them. While children 
consider life in Jamaica to be good, generally, they are aware of the high 
levels of violence that surround- them. As they stated, the main problems 
faced by children in Jamaica today are: abuse, violence and poverty. The 
data revealed some alarming findings. The home which is expected to be the 
haven of safety and security is the most violent environment for children. 
Children feel especially susceptible to violence with 78.5 per cent of them 
stating direct violence against children in Jamaica is high or very high.

All theories discussed in a previous section emphasise the role of adults in 
nurturing, socialising children and shaping the type of lives that children 
experience. The main cause of happiness mentioned by the children in the 
study was ‘love of family’.  The Social Constructionist theories seem the 
closest in helping to explain the perceptions of children in Jamaica. The 
children themselves have constructed a reality in which the quality of life in 
Jamaica is good in spite of the high levels of violence against children. 
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Although, it is too early to completely deconstruct the reality and provide 
explanations for all its components, the elements of a theory of resilience/
detachment are emerging.  These children have not allowed the violence to 
influence the perception they have of the quality of life in Jamaica today. It 
may be a way of coping, or they themselves may not have been personally 
exposed to violence. The researcher was cautioned by psychologists that 
questions about personal violence may prove traumatic for children. It was 
recommended that these questions be posed in a conducive environment 
where professional help could be obtained, if necessary.

This seeming resilience in the face of extreme societal violence has surfaced 
in a study on the economic and social impact of crime in Jamaica.  In a study 
carried out in 2007 among 1,420 adults: only 9.8 per cent were afraid of 
living in Jamaica (SALISES, 2007). This showed that nationally, persons 
have learnt to cope and adapt to the crime-ridden society. Although, there 
are high levels of violence meted out against children, 41 per cent of them 
were able to state that the quality of life in Jamaica was ‘good’ to ‘excellent’.  
With 72.9 describing life in Jamaica as ‘fair to excellent’.  The children seem 
to have adopted a “resilience or detachment” to violence. 

The issue though is whether it is ‘detachment’ or ‘resilience’. When we 
analyse the larger dataset then we will be able to make a definitive statement. 
At a first glance, it would seem that children are exhibiting resilience in the 
face of such high levels of violence. However, resilience is defined as the 
ability to do well in spite of adverse conditions. We do not yet know how the 
children will perform in the future so we cannot say that they are ‘resilient’. 
What seems more appropriate to say is that they appear emotionally 
detached from the phenomenon of violence and can still describe the quality 
of life as good or very good. There appears to be an ‘emotional numbing’ or 
‘dissociation’. 

This coping strategy allows them to appear not to be immobilised by the 
high levels of violence. Many definitions of ‘coping’ exist. In the medical 
field, extensive work has been completed by Lazarus and Folkman (1984, 
282-325), who defined coping as ‘the constantly changing cognitive and 
behavioural efforts to manage specific external and/or internal demands 
that are appraised as taxing or exceeding the resources of the person’. In 
their discussion on ‘coping’, Lazarus and Folkman (1984) pointed out 
that individuals can use several coping strategies: confrontative, coping, 
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distancing, self-controlling, seeking social support, accepting responsibility, 
escape, avoidance, problem-solving and positive reappraisal.  

The children interviewed seemed to have ‘distanced/detached’ themselves 
from their reality in order to cope in their daily lives. Detachment in the 
short-term may have a positive impact but long term detachment may 
become more problematic. There are implications for the long-term use of 
this detachment. It can lead to numbness to violence and a loss of urgency 
to reduce it. 

Theoretical	Implications

While it is too early to prose one comprehensive theory for the perceptions 
of these children, there are some hints at theoretical discourses. As advanced 
by all theories of childhood, we see the importance of the socialising agents, 
especially the home, in improving children’s well-being. Of all the students, 
69 per cent revealed that the main cause of happiness is love of family. Not 
surprisingly, the main cause of their sadness was emotional hurt (38 per 
cent). What is significant so far in this study is while 78.5 per cent of them 
stated direct violence against children in Jamaica is high or very high, 72.9 
per cent of them were able to describe the quality of life in Jamaica as fair 
to excellent. The Social Constructionist perspective may be relevant here as 
these children are able to construct a reality in which life is good in spite of 
the high levels of violence against children.

This may be so because their immediate environments are ‘protective’ 
enough to buffer the impact of violence against children in the society. 
Protective factors may be defined as characteristics of child or environment 
that ameliorate of reduce the potentially negative effects of the risk factor 
(Braverman 2001, 2). From the data, it would appear that that the parents’ and 
teachers’ treatment of students provide a sort of immunity to the violence. Of 
all the respondents, 65.2 per cent thought that adults generally treat children 
well; the majority of the students (44.9) per cent gave the highest rating 
of ‘5’ (excellent) to their parents’ treatment of them. At school, of all the 
students, only 10.6 per cent of them rated the teachers’ treatment of them at 
a low of ‘1’ and ‘2.’ These positive personal home and school environments 
may have facilitated ‘coping’ or ‘adaptation’ in a very violent context against 
children. 
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Are these children ‘resilient’? Resilience Theory states that all children 
have each of these four common attributes: social competence; problem-
solving skills; autonomy; sense of purpose and future (Bernard, 1997).  
Whether these attributes are strong enough to help individuals to cope with 
adversity in their lives depends on protective factors in families, school and 
communities (Bernard, 1997).  There are three types of resilient children: (1) 
children who do not succumb to adversities, despite their high-risk status, 
for example, babies of low birth-weight; (2) children who develop coping 
strategies in situations of chronic stress, for example the children of drug-
using or alcoholic parents. (3) children who have suffered extreme trauma, 
for example through disasters, sudden loss of a close relative, or abuse, 
and who have recovered and prospered (Masten et al, 1990).  The group 
of children discussed in in this study may fall into the second category of 
children who develop coping strategies in situations of chronic stress; - in 
this case, high levels of violence. Of course, there may be a need to add a 
fourth group: - those who have descended into an unreality: an imaginary 
world where life in Jamaica is good. This will be further explored with the 
national data.

It may be too early based on these finding to proclaim these children 
‘resilient’ as Braverman (2001) cautions that the preferred method of 
measuring resilience is through a longitudinal study. Indeed, other elements 
may have to be added to the resilience schema. These findings may just 
imply that the children are ‘coping’ in spite of the high levels of violence 
meted against children in Jamaica. The study highlights the importance of 
protective settings and institutions for the enhanced ability to cope or be 
resilient. 

It is interesting to note however that there was a high level of expressed need 
for emotional support which implies that there are underlying issues that 
make children uneasy. The way forward would be to provide the emotional 
support and also aim to reduce violence at the macro level through increased 
police and security presence. The ESSJ (2012, 24.7) also reports that 66.6 
per cent of   the crimes committed were due mainly to gang-related activities. 
There is an urgent need to disband these gangs and as quickly as possible.

The implications of the apparent resilience or detachment in a context of 
high levels of violence are very sobering. We are nurturing a generation of 
children who have come to accept violence as a normal way of life. The 
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probability of breaking the cycle of violence is unlikely unless concerted 
efforts are made to reduce violence in Jamaica. This is very disconcerting. 

It is evident that Jamaica is not adequately adhering to the provisions of the 
CRC and providing its children with security in private and public spaces 
as mandated by the CRC. We will continue to explore the dimensions of 
coping and resilience in the analysis of the national data when data analysis 
is completed.

Recommendations

There is no doubt that children in Jamaica are at risk of all kinds of violence. 
Secondary data and the primary data from this study confirm that children 
face violence daily. This is in violation of the Convention on the Rights of 
the Child. 

Concerted efforts must be made to reduce the violence that children face in 
the home and community. At the macro level, the State has to increase the 
penalties for violence against children. The students themselves proposed 
some strategies to resolve the problems that children face.  Their main 
recommendations were for more counselling/emotional support for children 
(39.6 per cent); reduction in violence (20.7 per cent); reduction in poverty 
(18 per cent) and improved educational resources (22.7 per cent). This 
underlines the importance of a protective environment in order that children 
are enabled to cope well in conditions of chronic stress.

It is important to note that while they did not emphasise the reduction of 
violence as a method to solve children’s problems, there is a high expression 
of need for emotional support and counselling. This group of children is 
crying out for help and the possible psychological impact of the violence is 
hinted by this expressed need.

All social institutions, e.g. the school, church need to promote and facilitate 
the protection of children in private and public places. Homes have to be 
targeted as it is there that children face the most violence. Parents need to 
be educated about the impact on violence on children and on the society.  
Support for parents from economically depressed homes must be a priority. 
Parenting skills are not automatic and most parents require training in good 
parenting. 
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At the micro level, parents need to accept primary responsibility of their 
children and ensure that the home environment is a nurturing and caring 
one.  Furthermore, 69 per cent of the children stated that love of family made 
them happy. Another 33 per cent speak to neglect/abuse as major problems. 
While, we assiduously seek to fulfil the mandates of the CRC, it is parents’ 
ethical obligation to take proper care of their children. Then and only then, 
would the best interest of the Child be served as dictated by Article 3 of 
the Convention on the Rights of the Child. Unless, these improvements 
are institutionalised, we are raising a generation of ‘detached and numbed’ 
children who will become ‘emotionally disengaged’ adults.
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Table 1: Perception of children by their parents, teachers and 
community members 

Rating of  your parents’ treatment of you 
Value % 
1.0 (low) 2.0
2.0 6.1 
2.5 4.1 
3.0 8.2 
4.0 30.6 
4.5 4.1 
5.0 (highest) 44.9
N=51
Teachers’ treatment of you 
1 (low) 4.3
2 6.4 
3 34.0 
4 14.9 
5 (highest) 40.4
Community members treatment of you 
1 (low) 4.0
2 46.0 
3 34.0 
4 6.0 
5 (highest) 10.0
N= 52l                                         100.00 

Table 2: Problems which children face today 

Problem %
Abuse/Neglect/violence 33.3 
Financial Problems 29.1
Family Issues 19.0
Nobody to talk to/cannot express  
themselves/not allowed to make 
decisions

13.3

Others (e.g. jealousy, peer pressure) 5.3
N=51 100.0 
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Table 3: Perceptions of levels of violence 

Perceptions of levels of violence that children face in the homes in 
Jamaica (n=53) 
Levels % 
Very high 36.3
High 23.5 
Low 5.8 
Very low 5.8
Non-existent 2.0 
Don’t know 27.5
Perceptions of levels of violence that children face in the community 
(n=53)
Levels % 
Very high 7.8
High 21.6 
Low 27.5 
Very low 21.6
Non-existent 5.9 
Don’t know 15.6
Perceptions of levels of violence against children in Jamaica (n=53) 
Levels % 
Very high 51.0
High 27.5 
Low 5.9 
Very low 5.8
Non-existent 9.8 
Don’t know 
Total 100 



Vol. 38, No. 4, December 2013, pp. 25-50

 Deliberate Self-harm in the Caribbean

Zahra Jacobs
New Horizon Rehabilitation Centre, St. Kitts and Nevis

Abstract

Addressing deliberate self-harm (DSH) in the Caribbean this 
paper seeks to firstly, establish its prevalence; secondly, determine 
its relationship to depression and self-esteem; thirdly, explore 
help-seeking preferences. Three hundred and eighty-three (383) 
students completed the Deliberate Self-harm Inventory, Kutchner 
Adolescent Depression Scale and Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale. 
Forty per cent (40%) of students had engaged in at least one 
form of DSH. DSH was related to higher numbers of depressive 
symptoms. No associations between DSH and self-esteem were 
found. Two-fifths of students indicated that they would not talk 
to anyone if they were experiencing distress. The implications 
of these findings for schools, public health initiatives and future 
research are discussed.
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Background	and	Introduction

Deliberate self-harm is the ‘deliberate, self-initiated and nonfatal-act carried 
out in the knowledge that it is potentially harmful’ (Crawford, Geraghty, 
Street and Simonoff 2003). It is a widely researched phenomenon in 
North American and Western European populations. Initially much of the 
research focused on clinical populations. The more recent research primarily 
conducted in secondary schools and tertiary education institutions points to 
sizeable incidences among these community populations, 12-66% and 12-
38 % respectively (Hallab and Covic 2010). With the average age of onset 
lying between 11-15 years in sample populations from the United Kingdom 
(Heath, Toste and Beettam 2006) this further solidifies reason to investigate 
this age group.

A variety of factors are associated with adolescents engaging in deliberate 
self-harm. These include being sexually attracted to persons of the same 
sex (Lucassen, Merry, Robinson, Denny, Clark, Ameratunga, Crengle and 
Rossen 2011; Scourfield, Roen and McDermott 2008), having poor parent 
attachment (Hallab and Covic 2010), poor decision-making skills (Oldershaw, 
Richards, Simic and Schmidt 2008) a passive-avoidance coping response 
(McAuliffe, Corcoran, Keeley, Arensman, Bille-Brahe, De Leo, Fekete, 
Hawton, Hjelmeland, Kelleher, Kerkhof, Lonnqvist, Michel, Salander-
Renberg, Schmidtke, van Herringen and Wasserman 2006) low levels of 
social support (Christian and MCabe 2011; Heath, Ross, Toste, Charlebosi 
and Nedecheva 2009), emotional distress (Laye-Gindhu and Schorner-Reichl 
2005) and social influence (Richardson, Surmitis and Hyldhal 2012).

The developmental phase of adolescence is most prone to exploration, 
distress and experimentation owing to the conflicting transition needs of 
both childhood and adulthood (Galligan, Barnett, Brennan and Israel 2010). 
Adolescence is also a time period where self-esteem levels are particularly 
at risk of being low owing to the fluctuation in sense of self as a result of 
individuals trying to determine who they are, what they like, what they 
believe etc. Self-esteem has been found to be both a protective factor and risk 
factor against deliberate self-harm (Fliege, Lee, Grimm and Klapp 2009). 
Depression has also been linked to deliberate self-harm whereby persons 
who struggle with symptoms of depression are more likely to engage in 
deliberate self-harm (Fliege, Kocalevent, Walter, Beck, Gratz, Gutierrez and 
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Klapp 2009; Madge, Hawton, McMahon, Corcoran, De Leo, Jan de Wilde, 
Fekete, van Heeringen, Ystgaard and Arensman 2011).

Mental health in the Caribbean is heavily under-researched. The reasons 
for this can be attributed to low human resource capacity and/or interest. 
This dearth of research has allowed for many gaps in the literature. Firstly, 
allowing for deliberate self-harm to be evaluated outside of suicidal intent 
(Crawford 2010; Hutchinson, Bruch and Simmons 2008). Secondly, allowing 
for the development of a picture of the prevalence of self-harm outside of 
clinical populations. Research out of the Caribbean looking at adolescent 
mental health does point to adolescents experiencing distress (Halcon, 
Blum, Beuhring, Pate, Campbell-Forrester, and Venem 2003; Pilgrim and 
Blum 2012; Maharaj, Nunes and Renwick 2009), thus, exploring deliberate 
self-harm as one such way in which they express such distress is worth 
examination.

Halcon et al. (2003) in their survey of Caribbean adolescents found that though 
most indicated that they were ‘generally happy’, 1 in 6 saw themselves as 
sad, angry or irritable. Half had felt so ‘down’ that they wondered if anything 
was worthwhile. ‘One in six felt their friends cared very little about them’ 
(1852b). This coupled with low help-seeking creates an unsupported picture 
of Caribbean adolescent youth’s mental health needs.

Nearly ten years later Pilgrim and Blum (2012) found that though adolescents 
appeared to be generally healthy within the English-speaking Caribbean there 
were a myriad of risk-factors associated with poor mental health within this 
population. Such factors included being female, engaging in risky behaviours 
such as substance use, coming from a non-intact family, being from a lower 
socioeconomic status and being bullied. Protective factors included having 
a good relationship with school systems, religious communities and family 
members.

Self-harm is already a ‘private’ matter, that is, there is a lot of silence around 
its practice (Scourfield, Roen and McDermott 2008). Ranging from cutting 
to burning evidence of deliberate self-harm is almost always hidden. This 
already secretive practice is further compounded by the silence around 
mental health and taboo around seeking support for mental health related 
issues (Cauce, Domenech-Rodriguez, Paradise, Cochran, Munyi, Srebnik 
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and Baydar 2002). These factors decrease the likelihood that Kittitian and 
Nevisian adolescents, much like Jamaican adolescents (Williams 2012) 
would feel comfortable accessing the very protective factors that could 
support them through their struggles.

Regionally, though under-researched self-harm has been addressed through 
several forums. This includes through: mental health agencies dedicated to 
supporting children and adolescents in Trinidad and Tobago (Child Line 
2010); traditional print media in Jamaica (Little-White 2007), Trinidad and 
Tobago (Dassrath 2007) and Barbados (Barbados Today Editorial 2014) and 
St. Kitts and Nevis (SkNVibes 2012); social media (Self Harm is no joke!!! 
2012; Deep Scarr Caribbean Network: We self-harm too (SBNB) 2012); and 
a study conducted at a community college in St. Vincent and the Grenadines 
that 30 of the 45 student sample identified as having had engaged in an act of 
non-suicidal injury (Wynne 2011). All sources highlight that self-harm in the 
Caribbean is often under-reported and ignored in addition to being rooted in 
issues related to coping, self-esteem and depression.

To date however, there have only been two published studies on self-harm 
in the Caribbean: Crawford (2010) and Hutchinson, Bruch and Simmons 
(2008). Both include self-harm with suicidal intention. Crawford (2010) 
concluded that self-harm was a public health concern as it affects both 
victims and their families; and Hutchinson et al.(2008) echoing self-harm 
as a public health concern found that there was an increase in the number of 
admissions to the general hospitals of persons self-harming.

This paper reflects an exploratory study which proposes that firstly, there 
are incidences of deliberate self-harm among adolescent youth in St. Kitts; 
secondly, students with higher numbers of depressive symptoms are more 
likely to engage in deliberate self-harm; thirdly, students with lower levels 
of self-esteem are more likely to engage in deliberate self-harm; students in 
distress are more likely to approach a peer for support.

Methodology

Population and Sample

The sample consisted of 522 fourth form students enrolled in the six 
secondary schools in St. Kitts who provided their assent to complete the self-
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report questionnaires on deliberate self-harm, depression and self-esteem. 
In an error of omission one of the schools was not given a demographics 
questionnaire. Thus information on the demographic nature of the sample is 
only known for 381 of the students at five of the schools; 211 female, 170 
male; 80% of the sample was 15-16 years (81%), 17%, 17 and over years, 
with remaining 5% being 14 years and under. Most students identified as 
being of African-heritage (95.31%), followed by European-heritage (2%) 
and the remained as other (3%).

Instrumentation

Deliberate Self-harm Inventory (DSHI). There are a myriad of tools available 
to measure self-harm (Sansone and Sanson 2010). The Deliberate Self-harm 
Inventory was developed by Gratz (2001) ‘to develop and validate a measure 
of deliberate self-harm that is based firmly on clear and clinically useful 
conceptual and operational definitions of self-harm’ (253). It is a self-report 
questionnaire consisting of 17 items. Participants are asked to respond as 
to whether they have engaged in specifically identified deliberate self-harm 
practices. If they have they are asked to state age of onset, frequency, last 
time, duration and whether medical treatment was ever required. 

Kutchener Adolescent Depression Scale (KADS). The Kutchner Adolescent 
Depression Scale (KADS) was developed by Kutchneras recognition that 
depression measures tended to have weak reliability with adolescents 
(LeBlanc, Almudevar, Brooks and Kutcher 2002). The original scale is 16 
items and ‘its principle features are (a) items address the core symptoms of 
adolescent depression, (b) symptoms are described using both standard and 
colloquial terminology, and (c) items measure the frequency of occurrence’ 
(115). Its direct reflection of the core symptoms of depression as listed in the 
DSM-IV demonstrates strong content validity.

Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSES). The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale was 
developed by Rosenberg (1965) to measure the degree to which one’s attitude 
of self is favourable or unfavourable (Puskar, Bernardo, Ren, Haley, Tark, 
Switala and Siemon 2010). It is a widely used measure whose psychometric 
properties have been heavily evaluated (Robins, Hendin and Trzesniewski 
2001). It is a self-report measure with 10 items using a likert scale. The first 
five items measure how one assesses one’s ‘self-liking’ and the remaining 
items measure ‘self-competence’ (Sinclair, Blais, Gansler, Sanberg, Bistis, 
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and LoCicero 2010). Five of the questions have a positive orientation and 
the other five have a negative orientation (Richardson, Ratner and Zumbo 
2009), requiring negatively worded items to be reverse coded (Supple and 
Plunkett 2011). 

Data	Collection	and	Analysis

Data collection took place over the course of one week.  Surveys were 
administered immediately following morning or afternoon registration, often 
taking up the following period of their scheduled time table. Depending on 
the high school students either completed the questionnaire in their classroom 
or in the school hall.

Using the DSHI, descriptive statistics are presented outlining, means, 
variances and percentages for the various items. Links between differences 
between sexes in self-esteem (RSES) and depression (KADS) scores were 
assessed using the t-tests, assuming unequal and equal variances respectively. 
For assessing help-seeking preferences an ANOVA single factor analysis 
was employed. Statistical tests were performed using SPSS 20.0.

Limitations

Methodologically there were several limitations. Firstly, the questionnaires, 
though used with other populations may not have been well understood by 
the students creating errors and misinterpretations in their responses. In 
future work, the piloting of the questionnaire with a small representative 
sample of the population will help minimise error in interpretation on both 
the part of the participant and researcher. Thus improving the preparation 
of future respondents for the use of similar such instruments. If possible the 
use of focus-groups and cognitive interviews should also be employed to 
ensure more reliable results, further shoring confidence in the items of the 
questionnaire (Chambliss and Schutt 2012).

Secondly, the lack of uniformity in the distribution of the questionnaires may 
have affected the quality of responses. Requests were made of teachers not 
to walk around while students were completing their questionnaires giving 
further confidence that their responses would be confidential. However, 
teachers were often seen walking throughout the aisles in an effort to quell 
acts of indiscipline among students. To ensure uniformity in procedure, 
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either smaller batches of students should participate at a time allowing for 
better crowd control, or a larger team of researchers should be employed to 
execute the process.

Thirdly, by virtue of using self-report measures to assess deliberate self-
harm, depression and self-esteem internal validity is threatened. Without 
corroboration from external sources there are no built in checks for 
accuracy.  With respect to deliberate self-harm, Fliege et al. (2006) warn of 
false positives and negatives as people respond only in ways they wish to 
respond.
 
Fourthly, heeding Sutherland’s (2011) warning that Western Psychology has 
limitations in its study of Caribbean people for it is, ‘the study of individual 
organism unrelated to history, structure, culture, worldviews and tradition’ 
(1176). Sutherland makes the case that psychological measures and 
theories as they currently exist reflect only a particular (Western, rational, 
individualistic, positivist, nativist) form of being and thus wellness. This 
understanding makes the very undertaking of the study of ‘well-studied’ 
concepts such as self-esteem and depression which have not been developed 
and/ or normed on Caribbean populations inherently problematic. This 
further makes the case for qualitative study in this area which will allow for 
great examination of participants motivations.

Results

The 382 students were surveyed across the 5 secondary schools. Incidences 
of deliberate self-harm were self-reported in each high school. The table 
below shows the frequency of students’ responses on the Deliberate Self-
Harm Inventory. 
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Table 1 

Number and Percentage of Students Who Have Engaged In Acts of 
Deliberate Self-Harm by Sex
Number of Acts of 
Deliberate Self-Harm Number(%) of Students

Female Male Total 

0 120 (31.5) 106 (27.8) 226 (59.3) 

1 52 (13.6) 32 (8.4) 84 (22.0) 

2-3 23 (6.0) 24 (6.3) 47 (12.3) 

4-5 11 (2.9) 5 (1.3) 16 (4.2) 

6+ 5 (1.3) 3 (0.8) 8 (2.1) 

Based on the above table (Table 1) a chi-square test was run to examine 
the relationship between sex and whether students self-harm.  
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The relationship between the variables was insignificant, χ2 (1, N=381) = 
1.1172, p<0.05.), females were no more likely to engage in acts of self-harm 
that males. 
 
In search of further differences between the sexes with respect to engagement 
in deliberate self-harm, the five most prominent acts were compared against 
sex. These are: (i) using sharp objects such as needles, pins, staples et cetera 
in your skin, not including tattoos, ear piercing, needles used for drug use or 
body piercing ‘sharp’; (ii) cutting your wrist, arms, or other areas(s) of your 
body ‘cutting’; (iii) burning yourself with a lighter ‘lighter’; (iv) burning 
yourself with a cigarette; carving words in your skin ‘words’; and finally (v) 
scratching yourself to the extent of bleeding occurring ‘scratched’. 
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Table 2 

Crosstabulation of Sex and Having Engaged In Deliberate Self-harm 
SeEngaged in 

self-harm 
x

Female Male 
2

91 64 0.27

Yes
(0.56) (-0.63)

120 106

No (-0.46) (0.52) 

1.172 

Note. =p≤0.05. Adjusted standardised residuals appear in parentheses below 
group frequencies.  

The relationship between the variables was insignificant, 2 (1, N=381) = 
1.1172, p<0.05.), females were no more likely to engage in acts of self-
harm that males.  

In search of further differences between the sexes with respect to 
engagement in deliberate self-harm, the five most prominent acts were 
compared against sex. These are: (i) using sharp objects such as needles, 
pins, staples et cetera in your skin, not including tattoos, ear piercing, 
needles used for drug use or body piercing ‘sharp’; (ii) cutting your wrist, 
arms, or other areas(s) of your body ‘cutting’; (iii) burning yourself with a 
lighter ‘lighter’; (iv) burning yourself with a cigarette; carving words in 
your skin ‘words’; and finally (v) scratching yourself to the extent of 
bleeding occurring ‘scratched’.  
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Table 3 

Act of Deliberate Self-harm by Sex

SexAct of Deliberate 
Self-harm 

Female Male 

2

Yes 31
(0.90)

16
(-1.01) 

Sharp
No 179

(-0.34) 
148
(0.38)

2.100 0.147

Yes 29
(0.59)

18
(-1.96) 

Cutting 

No 182
(-0.22) 

152
(0.57)

0.867 0.352

14 23
Yes

(-1.44) (1.60)Lighter
No 197

0.47 
147
(-0.52) 

5.104 0.024

Yes 18
(0.07)

14
(-0.08) 

Words 
No 193

(-0.02) 
156
(0.02)

0.011 0.918

Yes 26
(1.04)

12
(-1.17) 

Scratched
No 185

(-0.35) 
156
(0.39)

2.781 0.095

Note. =p≤0.05. Adjusted standardised residuals appear in parentheses 
below group frequencies. 
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The only significant difference was seen in the act of burning oneself with 
a lighter where males were significantly more likely to have done so than 
females, χ2 (1, N=381) = 5.104, p<0.05). 

Looking at the relationship between self-esteem and deliberate self-harm 
t-tests were performed.

Results indicate that there was no significant relationship between self-
esteem scores on the RSES and having engaged in an act of deliberate self-
harm, where t (523)  = -0.58, p= 0.56. 
Looking at the relationship between self-esteem and sex t-tests were 
performed.

Results indicate that there was no significant relationship between self-
esteem scores on the RSES and sex, where t (379)  = -0.289, p= 0.773. 
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The only significant difference was seen in the act of burning oneself with 
a lighter where males were significantly more likely to have done so than 
females, 2 (1, N=381) = 5.104, p<0.05).  

Looking at the relationship between self-esteem and deliberate self-harm 
t-tests were performed. 

Table 4 

Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale Mean Scores by Deliberate Self-harm
Engaged in an act of 
deliberate self-harm Score
Yes No

t df 

15.22 15.44
RSES

(4.70) (3.98) 
-0.58 523 

Note. =p≤0.05. Standard deviations appear in parentheses below group 
mean frequencies. 

Results indicate that there was no significant relationship between self-
esteem scores on the RSES and having engaged in an act of deliberate 
self-harm, where t (523)  = -0.58, p= 0.56.  
Looking at the relationship between self-esteem and sex t-tests were 
performed. 

Table 5 

Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale Mean Scores by Sex
SexScore Female Male t df

15.09 15.21
RSES

(3.35) (4.48) 
-0.289 379

Note. =p≤0.05. Standard deviations appear in parentheses below group 
mean frequencies. 
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There was however a significant relationship between having engaged in 
an act of deliberate self-harm and scores on the KADS where students who 
self-harm were more likely to have higher levels of depressive symptoms, t 
(370.49)  = 3.71, p= 0.05. 

There was however a significant relationship between sex and depression 
scores on the KADS where females were more likely to have higher 
depression scores; t (379) =- 2.50, p= 0.013. 

In the demographics questionnaire, when asked if they were ‘struggling with 
an issue, feeling sad, stressed or upset’ a majority of students indicated that 
they would either talk to no one (31.30%) or to a friend (30.78%). Just over 
one fifth of the students (22.81%) stated that they would talk to a family 
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Results indicate that there was no significant relationship between self-
esteem scores on the RSES and sex, where t (379)  = -0.289, p= 0.773.  
Table 6 

Kutchener Adolescent Depression Scale Mean Scores by Deliberate Self-
harm

Engaged in an act of 
deliberate self-harm 

Score
Yes No 

t df

7.44 5.44
KADS 

(6.66) (5.06)
3.71 370.49

Note. =p≤0.05. Standard deviations appear in parentheses below group 
mean frequencies. 

There was however a significant relationship between having engaged in 
an act of deliberate self-harm and scores on the KADS where students 
who self-harm were more likely to have higher levels of depressive 
symptoms, t (370.49)  = 3.71, p= 0.05.  

Table 7 

Kutchener Adolescent Depression Scale Mean Scores by Sex
SexScore Female Male t df

8.20 6.65 
KADS 

(6.17) (5.87)
2.50 379

Note. =p≤0.05. Standard deviations appear in parentheses below group 
mean frequencies. 

There was however a significant relationship between sex and depression 
scores on the KADS where females were more likely to have higher 
depression scores; t (379) =- 2.50, p= 0.013.  
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member; less than one tenth of students indicated that they would talk to a 
teacher, guidance counsellor or another source.

No significant difference was found between students’ preferred help source 
and whether a student engaged in deliberate self-harm, χ2 (7, N=380) = 
9.434, p<0.05). Nor was a significant difference found between students’ 
preferred help source and sex, χ2 (7, N=377) = 5.967, p<0.05).

The final items of the DSHI were two open-ended questions. The first asked 
students if they had ever done anything to harm themselves that was not 
listed above. With respect to this question there were 6 affirmative responses 
with descriptions. Six students stated that they had either burned his/herself 
with a hair  iron, pulled a temper tantrum, boxed a wall when upset, ate 
plants known to be poisonous, swallowed pills and strangled oneself. 

The 6 students clarified that though they had answered questions in the DSHI 
in the affirmative it was not to hurt themselves:

• ‘Yes, I burn myself with a hair iron’ (v72)
• ‘The burning, this was just for fun’ (v166)
• ‘Well I marked my skins because I just wanted to say I have a tattoo’ 

(b82)
• ‘yes, I cut myself to with a pencil to write my girlfriend and I first 

letter of our name because I know we would last forever.’ (c52)
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In the demographics questionnaire, when asked if they were ‘struggling 
with an issue, feeling sad, stressed or upset’ a majority of students 
indicated that they would either talk to no one (31.30%) or to a friend 
(30.78%). Just over one fifth of the students (22.81%) stated that they 
would talk to a family member; less than one tenth of students indicated 
that they would talk to a teacher, guidance counsellor or another source. 

Table 8 

Table Showing Who Students Preferred To Access for Help
Number of students Help source 
female male

Total 

No one 63 55 118
Family 41 43 84
Friend 71 45 116
Teacher 2 2 4
Guidance 
Counsellor

14 7 21

Other 4 2 6
Combination 15 13 28
Total 210 167 377

No significant difference was found between students’ preferred help 
source and whether a student engaged in deliberate self-harm, 2 (7,
N=380) = 9.434, p<0.05). Nor was a significant difference found between 
students’ preferred help source and sex, 2 (7, N=377) = 5.967, p<0.05). 

The final items of the DSHI were two open-ended questions. The first 
asked students if they had ever done anything to harm themselves that 
was not listed above. With respect to this question there were 6 
affirmative responses with descriptions. Six students stated that they had 
either burned his/herself with a hair  iron, pulled a temper tantrum, boxed 
a wall when upset, ate plants known to be poisonous, swallowed pills and 
strangled oneself.  

The 6 students clarified that though they had answered questions in the 
DSHI in the affirmative it was not to hurt themselves: 

‘Yes, I burn myself with a hair iron’ (v72) 
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• ‘sometimes we don’t see it as hurting ourselves but we see it as fun’ 
(v129)

• ‘Ummm.. I jumped off a roof because it was fun and…, I also jumped 
off a pier when I didn’t know how to swim… I still don’t know how 
to swim… Why is this survey important, most people haven’t done 
most of the stuff on here love’ (v6)

These responses served as qualifications for students’ intentions for causing 
harm to themselves and begs the questions what were the other students 
reasons for causing harm.

In the second open-ended question section of the DSHI students were asked 
if they had any questions and/or comments. The large majority of students 
left this section blank and/or wrote a negative response e.g. ‘no’, ‘nopes’. 
Twenty-five students wrote responses which can be classified as either (1) 
general queries about self-harm and/or the study; (2) feelings that self-harm 
is not something sane people do; (3) cries for help.

The predominant expression (10) was that self-harm had something to do 
with not being in good mental health, the word ‘crazy’ was used in most of 
these responses (6): 

• I am not crazy don’t play with me, next time take this questionnaire 
to the crazy house. Out of order!!! (w6)

• No not now me ant di Bull… me ant crazy (z9)
• I’ve never in my life try to kill myself, because I felt that those kinds 

of things are crazy things to do. (y8)
• Only white people do them things. BTW, you just wasted x number 

of papers overall. Black people enjoy life only the minor part of 
the African race engage in such repugnant behaviour. TIP- To avoid 
mass negative answers and comments next time give white people. 
Thank you!!!! (w165)

• I’m not suicidal nor am I a masochists or severely depressed. (u53)
• I think this survey is for crazy persons who are mentally ill no 

offence. (u103)
• I think this survey is for crazy and mentally ill people, take it to the 

hospital, not school children. (u104)



39Deliberate Self-harm in the Caribbean

or not being smart (2):

• No because I never tried any of this stupidness. (w32)
• I’m too smart to do those things. (z10)
• I don’t and will never do anything to hurt myself, I love myself too 

much to thinking of harming my body or killing myself! (u114)
 
Based on these responses three things are evident (1) self-harm is not 
thought to be prevalent in St. Kitts (2) where it does exist, it is an activity 
only people with mental health issues engage in (3) there is stigma attached 
to self-harming and/or ‘being crazy’. Seven students expressed feelings of 
distress, wanting to talk to someone 5of them stated that they had either had 
thoughts of suicide and/or had attempted suicide. All but two students stated 
their reasons for engaging in such thoughts and/or actions ranging from 
experiences of rape, family problems, feelings of depression, and feelings 
of pressure. 

Discussion

Prevalence of self-harm

With respect to prevalence, 40% of students had engaged at least one act of 
deliberate self-harm (Table 1).  This is in keeping with Hallab and Covic’s 
(2010) study that found that 12-66% students have engaged in some form 
of self-harm. It should be noted that researchers warn that self-harm is often 
under-reported owing to feelings of embarrassment, stigma and privacy 
concerns (Bird and Faulkner 2000). In contrast, there are other researchers 
who warn that the very inquisition may lead to over reporting (Lundh, Karim 
and Quilisch 2007).
Deviating from previous research findings there were differences in 
engagement of deliberate self-harm based on sex. Most research indicates 
that females are more likely to engage in self-harm than are males (Scourfield, 
Roen and McDermott 2011; Laukkanen, Rissanen, Honkalampi, Kylma, 
Tolmunen and Hintikka 2009; O’Connor, Rasmussen, Miles and Hawton, 
Zahl, and Weatherall 2000; Sharan, Gallo, Gureje, Lamberte, Mari, Mazzotti, 
Patel, Levav,  de Fransisco and Saxena 2009). Based on statistical analyses 
performed on this sample no significant difference was seen in engagement 
in deliberate self-harm between the two sex groups (Table 2). To further 
investigate, each of the five more prevalent forms of deliberate self-harm 
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were isolated in search of sex differences. The only significant difference 
in sexes was seen in the students having burned themselves with a lighter 
where males were more likely to have done so than females (Table 3). 

The above findings are of great importance because a 40% incidence of self-
harm is substantial enough to warrant further investigation. School personnel- 
teachers and staff as well as  students alike should be made aware of what 
self-harm looks like, motivations for self-harm, how to support students who 
self-harm and where to get support for students who self-harm. 

Secondly, the fact that males and females are engaging in the act at fairly 
similar rates further differentiates it from other research findings. This 
differentiation warrants more research in this population as assumptions 
from other studies may not necessarily be applicable.

Depression,	Self-Esteem	and	Deliberate	Self-Harm

The more depressive symptoms a student indicated the more likely she or 
he was to engage in deliberate self-harm (Table 6). This is in accordance 
with research findings surrounding depression and deliberate self-harm 
(Lucassen et al. 2011; Madge et al. 2011; Sharan et al. 2009; Fliege et al. 
2009; Christian and McCabe 2011). Also of note is that males were engaging 
at the same rate of deliberate self-harm with a lower number of depressive 
symptoms (Table 7). This makes room for the possibility that something 
other than emotional distress related to depression is at play.

No relationship was found between students’ levels of self-esteem and 
deliberate self-harm (Table 4). This outcome, in keeping with other research 
that shows that associates engaging in deliberate self-harm with lower levels 
of self-esteem (Madge et al. 2011; Laye-Gindhu and Schonert-Reichl 2005; 
Bird and Faulkner 2000; Puksar et al. 2010).

These differential findings around self-esteem and self-harm warrant further 
investigation. The use of an alternative self-esteem measure, possibly one 
that assesses different cultural specific domains of self-esteem versus a 
global assessment may produce different results. Such substantiation could 
lead to further examination as to what makes Kittitian samples different with 
respect to self-esteem. Disconfirming results would allow efforts geared 
towards being more aware of deliberate self-harm in schools including a 
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self-esteem component. The exploration into and the examination of these 
other possible psychological factors should be further undertaken to better 
understand and support students who engage in deliberate self-harm and 
those who provide services for them.

Choice	of	Help	Source

No differences were seen in whom a student would approach were they in 
crisis based on whether they had engaged in deliberate self-harm (Table 8). 
Of their choices almost equal numbers, said they would talk to no one (118 
respondents) or a friend (116 respondents). This is an important finding in 
terms of developing resources for students within schools. Equipping students 
with knowledge necessary to best help their peers is crucial. The low level 
of persons identifying guidance counsellors as someone they would talk to 
lends greater marketing and integration of the services guidance counsellors 
offer in schools.

Qualitative	Responses

The 6 students who qualified their affirmative responses on the DSHI furthers 
the need for investigating the motivations of self-harm. Often it is assumed 
that there is some level of distress. As the results of this study have shown 
there is a link between higher depression scores and the likelihood of self-
harming. However, there are likely a myriad of other factors not linked to 
distress that make students more likely to engage in such activities, such as 
risk-taking and impulsivity. Only through qualitative research with students 
who self-harm are we likely to better understand differences in the profiles 
between Caribbean, North American and Western European samples. 
Differences that will take into account students who self-harm either out of 
distress or experimentation, or for various other unknown reasons.

Ten (10) comments reflected engaging in self-harm as being a deviation from 
the norm. Restating the classification of these responses: (1) self-harm is not 
thought to be prevalent in St. Kitts; (2) where it does exist, it is an activity 
only people with mental health issues engage in; (3) there is stigma attached 
to self-harming and/or ‘being crazy’; of great note is the comment made by 
respondent (w165) where she or he states that the act of deliberate-self harm 
is not only ‘repugnant but not something people of African race engage in 
unless severely depressed’. 
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The existence of a facebook group dedicated to Caribbean people who 
self-harm (Deep Scarr Caribbean Network: We self-harm too) speaks to 
the fact that there are people in the Caribbean who do self-harm and likely 
people of the African race as large percentage of the Caribbean population 
is African-heritage. The name however ‘we self-harm too’ implies that there 
is resistance around the idea that it exists among our populations. To further 
counter, a study out of the United Kingdom found that black (African-
heritage women) presented with the highest level of self-harm rates at five 
emergency departments in three cities (Cooper, Murphy, Webb, Hawton, 
Bergen, Waters and Navneet Kapur 2010). 

The 7 responses indicating distress point to a need for services to be made 
available to students in distress. The role of the guidance counsellor and the 
accessibility of him/her should be shared throughout the year so students 
do not feel that they have to be referred in order to seek help. Also, greater 
awareness around mental health, illness and wellness is needed to decrease 
the stigma around being unwell which will in turn improve chances of 
adolescents accessing help and receiving help to maintain wellness.

Implications	for	Practice

Schools Reyes and Elias (2011) state that ‘schools provide an important 
context for promoting resilient outcomes among at-risk youth’ (724).  Within 
the school systems, guidance counsellors play an instrumental role in this 
service. 

(i) Workshops for students that specifically target deliberate self-harm 
(Muehlenkamp, Walsh and McDade 2010) as well as workshops which 
‘address skills such as problem-solving, identifying and managing distress, 
the provision of support to peers and awareness of when to seek help from 
trusted adults’ (Fortune, Sinclair and Hawton 2008, 103). 

(ii)  Peer helping programmes which complement professional support for 
students  recognise that adolescents are more likely to seek support from 
their peer group (Michelmore and Hindley 2012; Adladag and Tezer 2009). 
Training for peer helpers should focus on communication skills and building 
awareness of services available both within and outside school (Daddona 
2011). 
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(iii)  For teachers this ‘training should address misconceptions about young 
people who harm themselves, particularly regarding [them being a] high 
risk group and future suicide risk’ (Crawford, et al. 2003). Training efforts 
need to focus on the possible causes of self-harm, ways to recognise it, basic 
counselling skills, available resources and school policy on dealing with 
deliberate self-harm (Best 2006). Best (2006) furthers that schools should 
put in place mental place supports for teachers who are likely under a fair 
amount of stress based on their personal lives which is compounded by 
dealing with needs of a large student population. 

(iv) More generally, with respect to mental health, O’Connor, Rasmussen, 
Miles and Hawton (2009) recommend that the material and programming 
geared at mental health literacy focus on bulling, sexual abuse, sexual 
orientation, interpersonal problems and managing anxiety. Gulliver, Amelia, 
Kathleen M. Griffiths and Helen Christensen (2010) recommend focusing 
on self-reliance techniques for adolescents. They make the point that though 
adolescence is a turbulent developmental stage their desire for independence 
warrants strategies that respect this need. 

Public Health It is important to not limit the information to schools. The 
wider public needs to be made aware of the signs that someone may be self-
harming, as well as ways they can support the person and what resources are 
available to the person in distress. Puskar et al. (2010) recommend parental 
involvement ‘when designing interventions to promote positive health 
practices through the augmentation of self-esteem and optimism’ (196). 

Though during adolescence the preferred form of social support comes from 
peers, Brausch and Gutierrez (2010) found that, ‘feeling connected to and 
supported by peers does not appear to be as important to adolescents during 
times of distress as receiving support from parents’ (240). With this in mind 
parenting programmes that support parents identifying signs of distress and 
ways to support the children in their lives with such could be instrumental. 
Also, for practitioners this finding highlights the significance of family-based 
interventions in supporting adolescents who engage in deliberate self-harm.

Several of the students’ qualitative responses reflected stigma attached to 
deliberate self-harm through its association to mental illness. These responses 
point to the need for increased efforts around reducing stigma associated 
with mental health issues. The reduction of stigma is especially necessary in 
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the Caribbean context in light of the research’s mixed results, namely around 
psychological factors and sex differences related to the engagement in 
deliberate self-harm. By first creating an accurate picture of what deliberate 
self-harm looks like in the Caribbean, work can then be done on promotion 
of resources as opposed to condemnation of the practice.

Future	Research

More quantitative research is needed to explore the incidence of deliberate 
self-harm in the Caribbean. This discovery of an incidence rate of 40% of 
students warrants further investigation and confirmation. Limitations of this 
study should be addressed in future research. 

By using a domain-specific measure of self-esteem, a more accurate picture 
regarding the link between self-esteem and deliberate self-harm can be 
established and thus explored. Also, the use of standardised instruments to 
assess relationship quality, as well as peer and parental attachment will allow 
for more accurate assessment of the quality of relationships on deliberate 
self-harm. Other variables should also be assessed ─ stress levels, coping 
styles, anger levels and problem-solving skills. The pre-testing of all these 
instruments standardised or not, is also crucial to instil more confidence in 
the interpretation of results

In addition to quantitative research, qualitative research on this topic should 
also be embarked upon. Qualitative research is useful in exploring new 
phenomenon through focus groups, interviews and case studies, creating 
a fuller picture of deliberate self-harm in the Kittitian, and possibly wider 
Caribbean context. This is especially crucial given the differential findings 
produced by this study. With no differences seen in deliberate self-harm based 
on sex or on levels of self-esteem it may mean that the approaches to dealing 
with self-harm in Kittitian populations may also need to be different. 

Conclusions

Based on the results of the study, it can be determined that 40% of the sample 
has engaged or does engage in acts of deliberate self-harm; self-esteem is not 
linked to deliberate self-harm; and higher numbers of depressive symptoms 
are linked to deliberate self-harm. In spite of the limitations, this research 
breaks ground in concretely establishing both the incidence and prevalence 
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of deliberate self-harm in Caribbean populations. A greater understanding 
of this phenomenon will enable the development of resources both for 
adolescents who self-harm and for those who support them.

Reflections

When I conducted my research in St. Kitts I got feedback from students, 
teachers and guidance counsellors alike in conversation w ho let me know 
that I was wasting my time. As they warned me against the research, 2 of 5 of 
the students’ classmates, the teachers’ students and the guidance counsellors’ 
potential clients shared that they had engaged in an act of deliberate self-
harm. 

As a young researcher, I am reminded of Sutherland’s words, ‘mental health 
professionals and practitioners must be strong advocates of social revolutions 
that will engender positive functioning in Caribbean people’ (Sutherland 
2011, 1190). This means asking questions other people do not see as useful, 
reflecting on lived experience and being prepared to be wrong in order to 
build sustainable foundations for the psychological wellness of our region.
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Abstract

Jamaica’s media landscape has been transformed radically in the 
past three decades. This exploratory study uses qualitative data 
from focus group interviews conducted amongst parents and 
guardians in Kingston and St Andrew, Jamaica in November 2012, 
to unearth data on their media literacies and mediation strategies in 
a liberalised, converged media environment.  The paper will show 
that while Jamaican parents are demonstrating an increasingly 
informed approach towards mediation of their children’s exposure 
and use of media technologies, their perceptions of their own 
literacies are marked by a measure of ambivalence, as well as 
a distinct reminiscence for a past era.  It is theorised that many 
mature Jamaicans identify with a ritual model of media rather 
than a publicity model, which is harder to maintain in a liberalised 
media environment, and even harder to share with their children.   
It is recommended that ‘well-being’ goals embodied in the 
provisions of the UN CRC be defined as necessarily incorporating 
the development of robust media literacies, and that parents 
become equipped to mediate competently in the contemporary 
media environment.
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Introduction

Tools of media, traditional and new, are everywhere.  They range from the 
tangible to the symbolic, they have personal utility while connecting us 
with the remote, they are pervasive and yet invasive.  This media saturated 
environment is the context in which the world’s children and teenagers 
develop, and is the only world they know.

As analog forms of content delivery and information exchange give way to 
the digital platform, the volume, speed, nature and purpose of interactions 
have been revolutionised.   Although young people continue to enjoy 
content through traditional means such as television and radio (Rideout, 
Foehr and Roberts, 2010; Livingstone, 2002; Broadcasting Commision of 
Jamaica, 2012), lowering costs for mobile media, and access to web-based 
innovations like Facebook, YouTube, Twitter, LinkedIn and Instagram, mean 
that communication, learning, interaction and recreation mean something 
different for young people than they might have meant for their parents 
(Miller, 2008).  Cyclical updates to one’s status, amassing impressive 
numbers of ‘likes’, mastering the art of the perfect ‘selfie’, opting for the 
grapevine version of the official report, and digital multitasking in formal 
and informal contexts – these are all normal features of contemporary life for 
many young people around the world.  Local research shows trends patterned 
after developments in advanced societies -  youngsters are increasingly 
perceiving the world as a kind of ‘brandscape’ (Henderson, 2008; 1998), 
and increasingly seeing media, particularly social media, as their platform 
of choice for peer-relationships (Forbes,  2012).

Technology has facilitated this shift in social relations (Brown, 1995), a shift 
in which impact and effectiveness of media is marked not necessarily by 
the meaningfulness of the communicative exchange (Miller, 2008), but by 
a ‘media-as-publicity’ ethos with a focus on maximising audience numbers 
(McQuail, 2005).

The impetus for much of this is global commerce, but it is a commerce 
conducted in ways that meet perceived or real informational and entertainment 
needs of global consumers.  Millenials – young people born roughly between 
the 1980s and 2000s (Kundanis, 2003) – form a considerable target for many 
of the newer products generally (Mallalieu, Palan and Laczniak, 2005; 
Henderson, 2008), and of products of the digital revolution specifically 
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(Rideout, Foehr and Roberts, 2010).  Of this group, Stein (2013) says: 
‘each country’s millenials are different, but because of globalisation, social 
media, the exporting of Western culture and the speed of change, millenials 
worldwide are more similar to one another than to older generations within 
their nations’ (p. 28).
 
In a sense, for citizens with access (and there are still digital divides across 
the world), the digital revolution has ushered in an environment facilitative 
of the freedom of expression and freedom of information access embedded 
in the provisions of the UN Convention of the Rights of the Child (UN 
CRC, 2005), thus enabling the contemporary youngster an unprecedented 
connection with the global community, and with the materials to advance 
social, spiritual and moral wellbeing (see Article 17).  However, the right 
of access must be balanced with the right to protection - also an embedded 
provision (Articles 13 and 17) - particularly in an age of cyberbullying, 
multibillion dollar Internet advertising budgets targeting children, and web-
based porn. 

In the fictionalised scenario of the comic strip, neither Calvin nor his side-
kick, Hobbes, quite understands what is meant by ‘adult situations’ in the TV 
listings. However, they are perusing the television programming guide, not 
the actual programme.   While in this particular storyline the minors remain 
blissfully ignorant, in real-life contexts early exposure to material designed 
for mature audiences – such as graphic violence, or explicit sex - can be 
extremely disturbing to young children (van Evra, 2004).  Bill Watterson’s 
‘Calvin and Hobbes’ cartoon seems to underscore the dilemma – in an era 
of ubiquitous media in which all kinds of information is available through 
easily accessible traditional and emerging platforms, minors are inevitably 
going to come across material not designed for them (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1
 

CALVIN AND HOBBES © 1993 Watterson.  Reprinted with permission of 
UNIVERSAL UCLICK.  All rights reserved

Underlying the notion of rights – whether of rights to information, food or 
shelter - is the principle of the necessity to meet basic human needs.  Ellison 
(2003) speaks to this from the oft overlooked psycho-spiritual vantage 
point, highlighting, among others, the important role that belonging and 
competence play in overall wellbeing.  As people age, they can begin to 
experience a sense of alienation from community, and incompetence vis-
à-vis new tools, when confronted with a technological context requiring a 
mindset and skills for which they have not been prepared. 

In this paper, I argue that while Jamaican parents are demonstrating an 
increasingly informed approach towards mediation of their children’s exposure 
and use of media technologies, their perceptions of their own literacies are 
marked by a measure of ambivalence, as well as a distinct reminiscence for 
a past era.  It is theorised that many mature Jamaicans identify with a ‘ritual 
model’ of media rather than a ‘publicity’ model (McQuail, 2005) which is 
harder to maintain in a liberalised media environment, and even harder to 
share with their children.
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Underlying the notion of rights – whether of rights to information, food or 
shelter - is the principle of the necessity to meet basic human needs.  
Ellison (2003) speaks to this from the oft overlooked psycho-spiritual 
vantage point, highlighting, among others, the important role that 
belonging and competence play in overall wellbeing.  As people age, they 
can begin to experience a sense of alienation from community, and 
incompetence vis-à-vis new tools, when confronted with a technological 
context requiring a mindset and skills for which they have not been 
prepared.

In this paper, I argue that while Jamaican parents are demonstrating an 
increasingly informed approach towards mediation of their children’s 
exposure and use of media technologies, their perceptions of their own 
literacies are marked by a measure of ambivalence, as well as a distinct 
reminiscence for a past era.  It is theorised that many mature Jamaicans 
identify with a ‘ritual model’ of media rather than a ‘publicity’ model 
(McQuail, 2005) which is harder to maintain in a liberalised media 
environment, and even harder to share with their children. 
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Literature	review

Jamaica’s	current	media	landscape

As with the rest of the Caribbean region, Jamaica’s media landscape has 
been transformed radically over the past three decades.  On the eve of 
media liberalisation, there was one national publicly owned television 
station – Jamaica Broadcast Commission –TV (JBC-TV) - an affiliate radio 
broadcaster also owned by the government – JBC Radio -, and one for-profit 
radio entity, Radio Jamaica Rediffusion (RJR).  Members of Jamaica’s early 
electronic broadcast audience fondly remember such television programmes 
as Miss Lou’s cultural show, RingDing, the locally produced soap opera 
Lime Tree Lane, and on radio, the talk show Public Eye (Surlin, 1990, 
White, 2001).  In later years, long-running shows on national television, 
such as School’s Challenge Quiz, Entertainment Report and Hill’ n Gully 
Ride, underscored the fact that locally produced programmes could become 
popular and marketable if supported by consistent sponsorship, since they 
often hold a relevance and genuineness for local audiences (White, 2001).  

However, during the region’s monopoly period of electronic broadcasting, 
there was still a yearning for imported programming (Brown, 1995; Lashley, 
1995), and among industry professionals and viewers, recognition that 
indigenous programming lacked the quality that was the norm overseas 
(Lashley, 1995; White, 2001).  Partly as a result of Jamaica’s geographical 
and cultural proximity to North America, audiences began to seek out media 
content from overseas, which VCR, satellite, and cable technologies made 
feasible (Surlin, 1990; Brown, 1995). 

At present the broadcast sector is described by the nation’s electronic 
broadcast regulator as ‘fully liberalised’ (Dunn,  2011), incorporating 
27 radio stations, 3 national free-to-air television stations, 46 subscriber 
television operators spanning the island’s 246 zones, one nationally wired 
cable television entity providing triple-service options of cable, telephony 
and Internet service provision and one national wireless television operator.  
In recent years, several local cable channel operators and content providers 
have also arrived on the scene (Dunn, 2011).  New entrants to the sector 
offered fresh genres of programming to Jamaican audiences, such as reggae 
music, religious and inspirational programming, and sport, to name a few.  
As with innovative nationals in other countries, some industrious Jamaican 
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content providers have migrated to digital platforms – using social network 
or media sharing sites, podcasts and wikis - to provide information and 
entertainment programming for potentially global audiences (Barnes, 2012; 
Forbes, 2012).  As in other territories, traditional electronic broadcast media 
operations have been comprehensively changed by these developments, 
both in terms of media practice (for instance, in the adoption of I-reports in 
nightly television news casts [Barnes, 2012]), and in terms of the ongoing 
fragmentation of the audience (as viewers and listeners increasingly 
switch between analogue and digital platforms of content delivery at will  
(Broadcasting Commission of Jamaica, 2012).  Meanwhile, similar shifts of 
liberalisation in the telecommunications sector opened the way for deeper 
penetration of Internet Protocol television (IPTV) and mobile telephony, 
which accelerated and furthered the access to, and experience of, diverse 
platforms of information delivery and exchange within the Jamaican society 
(Dunn, 2011; Dunn, Thomas and Brown, 2012).  
  
The	Jamaican	media	landscape	has	‘come	of	age’.

This informational diversity has ushered in a Pandora’s Box of choice – in 
terms of sources for programming, varieties or genres available, and platforms 
with which to access them. For example, the nation’s leading cable service 
provider bundles no less than 65 channels for its ‘starter’ package, and over 
two hundred for its premium service.  Recent studies indicate that increased 
options have been embraced by Jamaicans with enthusiasm – over half of 
the survey respondents (63.1%, n=2065) noted that they are comfortable 
with the kinds of programmes available on free-to-air television, and 65% 
thought well of the balance between local and foreign programming on local 
TV (Broadcasting Commission of Jamaica, 2012).  

But as the era of media liberalisation enters its third decade, new concerns 
have been raised about what kinds of ‘limits’ could  -  or should - be imposed 
on content access and consumption particularly as regards material for 
‘mature audiences’, and who should be responsible for imposing them.  In 
the same study cited above, focus group participants lamented the erosion 
of Jamaican culture, insufficient levels of educational programming, 
and the inappropriateness of some children’s cartoons – all perceived as 
consequences of the liberalised media landscape (Broadcasting Commission 
of Jamaica, 2012).  These concerns relate to the concept of mediation, 
described by Kundanis as the ‘active discussion of media content’ (2003, 
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p. 108).  In the study, parents recognised that a measure of intervention was 
needed to balance the potentially detrimental effects of unsuitable content 
on their children, although they were not, as the literature encourages (van 
Evra, 2004; Kundanis 2003) explicit about their own role in the process.  It 
is also a matter of media literacy, as parents and guardians find themselves 
confronting a liberalised, digital media environment at a time when their 
own skills of engagement may be inadequate (Potter, 2008).

These questions of media literacy and mediation come against the   
increasingly mobile, increasingly affordable and increasingly structured for 
individual use (Livingstone, 2002), and the perceived or real competences 
of many ‘early adopting’ children and adolescents outpacing their oft 
‘digitally tentative’ parents or guardians (Buckingham, 2000; Prensky, 
2001).  Moreover, the parents of today’s children and adolescents have vivid 
memories of the ‘one channel’ era, with some expressing a nostalgic desire 
for a return to particular, iconic programmes (Broadcasting Commission of 
Jamaica, 2012).  This reminiscence sometimes blocks the perspectives that 
are needed to effectively guide minors in their own media choices in the 
context of a liberalised media environment.

Exploring	‘maturities’	–	the	notion	of	savvy	children

Media are the key cultural resource of young people today (Mastronardi, 
2003).  Increasingly, children are being described in relation to their 
immersion in, and interactions with, the digital media which pervade their 
lives (Roberts, Foehr and Rideout, 2010; Azzam, 2006). Children born 
between the 1980s and 2000 are often referred to as ‘millenials’ (Kundanis, 
2003; Stein, 2013), or ‘digital natives’ Prensky (2001), that is, persons with 
new lifestyles connected to their use of information and communication 
technologies. Importantly, Prensky (2001) notes that digital natives have 
new ways of cognitively processing their environment, a consequence of 
immersion in and use of those same digital media.  Kundanis (2003) refers 
to this generation as “media interactionists” because of the routineness with 
which they use interactive media. This distinction between the adoption of 
emerging technologies by young users, versus the tentativeness of older users 
(often their parents) is a key feature in some kinds of popular literature:

For the first time in history, children are more comfortable, 
knowledgeable, and literate than their parents about an 
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innovation central to society.  . . Moms and dads are 
reeling  from the challenges of raising confident, plugged-
in, and digital- savvy children who know more about 
technology than they  do.  Few parents even know what 
their  children are doing in  cyberspace (Tapscott, 
1998, pp. 1-2). 

These discourses tend to ascribe to children and teenagers cleverness 
and intuition based on cohort characteristics (Kundanis, 2003), linked in 
deterministic ways to young people’s exposure to and use of media.  

Arguing from a social constructivist vantage point, Buckingham (2003) 
and Livingstone (2007) cautioned against the technological determinism 
commonplace in some literature about young people and media. In earlier 
writings, Livingstone (2002) posits that a child-media discourse, which 
explores the context in which children and young people select and use 
media, provides a necessary departure from media-centered debates.  
Children are not necessarily savvy and mature in respect of media use and 
exposure.  Their adaptation to, and exploitation of, the range of media tools 
and gadgets available is always a function of a range of factors, including 
demographics, access to ICTs, socio-economic status and cultural trends 
(Livingstone, 2007; Livingstone, 2002; Krcmar and Strizhakova, 2007).  

Exploring	‘maturities’	-	parents	as	‘laggards’	

In contrast to some of the literature which seems celebratory of children’s 
facility with digital tools of media, is the binary notion of parental haplessness 
and uncertainty about new media (Prensky, 2001; Tapscott, 1998). This 
perspective is understandable. As Krcmar and Strizhakova (2007) point out, 
children may be the first to learn how to manipulate digital technologies, 
and may be the ones to teach their parents to use them. The ‘children-as-
savvy’ perspective is connected to the very process of technology diffusion 
itself, and the way in which a particular medium develops and peaks among 
a consumer segment (Rogers,1995; Potter, 2008). However, here again, 
some of the popular discussions on the topic appear to overstate the case 
of the laggardly parent, a consequence of overlooking the complex ways 
in which media are adopted and enjoyed in the context of the household.  
Age, gender and socio-economic status of members of a particular market 
influence the rate of adoption of a medium, its popularity within that 
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segment, and the nature of its use (Greenstein and Prince, 2007; Livingstone, 
2002; Krcmar and Strizhakova, 2007).  Some parents will adapt faster than 
others.  Moreover, ‘parents-as-laggards’ discourses tend to be dismissive 
of natural advantages that parents usually possess in terms of their overall, 
multidimensional maturities (Santrock, 2004) and in respect of how their 
already-existing repertoires of media literacy may be deployed in new ways 
with emerging media (Potter, 2008), as well as the gratifications that are 
satisfied by interactions with media, traditional or otherwise (Ruggiero, 
2000; Katz, Haas and Gurevitch, 1973).

The ‘laggardly parent’ discourse flattens an otherwise complex situation as 
regards parental mediation strategies.  While it is true that studies are showing 
only a minority of parents impose rules regarding their children’s use of 
media, the percentage of parents exercising mediation strategies improves 
with younger aged children, and is adjusted based on perceived vulnerability 
of the child as a function of gender (Rideout, Foehr and Roberts, 2010; 
Padilla and Coyne, 2011).  Moreover, the kinds of choices of what to allow 
children to be exposed to tends to be related to socio-economic status; in the 
United Kingdom, highly educated parents were discovered to be less likely 
to place a television or VCR in children’s bedrooms, although books and 
oftentimes, computers, were allowed (Livingstone, 2002).

Mediation is also connected to the exercise of parental media literacies in the 
context of the home.  Potter defines media literacy as ‘a set of perspectives 
that we actively use to expose ourselves to media to interpret the messages 
we encounter’ (2008, p. 19).  His definition foregrounds the notion of 
intentionality, and posits personal locus, knowledge structures and requisite 
skills as essential elements of literacy.  Literate parents nurture literate 
children (Kundanis, 2003).  Connected to the matter of intentionality is the 
range of needs – such as information gathering, affective needs and status 
management – that parents may seek out media to satisfy (Katz, Gurevitch 
and Haas, 1973).

The	shifting	family

Germane to this discussion is the issue of the family, both as an institution 
of society, and in respect of the ideologies which inform how it is defined.  
There are a number of reasons why the fact of family and its varied notions 
are central to discussions regarding media and children.  A key issue is that the 
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context of the home, where family (however configured) resides, is the arena 
in which many media experiences take place (Kundanis, 2003; Livingstone, 
2002) and the context in which many parental anxieties about children’s 
‘need’ for digital media are worked out (Livingstone, 2002; Buckingham, 
2000).  The literature speaks to the tendency of media to interrupt or displace 
time that may have been spent in family interaction (van Evra, 2004). Along 
with educational institutions, the household/family is deemed an important 
site for children’s access to information as a right, but family communication 
patterns, particularly in the early years of a child’s life, provide the cradle 
in which  information-seeking norms are developed by the child, with 
consequences for later media-related behaviours (Kundanis, 2003; Potter, 
2008). More fundamentally, the notion of family is embedded in the United 
Nations’ Convention of the Rights of the Child framework, is seen as an 
institution worthy of protection and assistance, and is argued as that setting 
in which the fundamental rights and responsibilities of the child are first 
exercised (UN CRC, 2005).

From a regional perspective, what is understood as ‘family’, and the ways 
in which the institution is discussed are also changing.  In her review of 
the studies on family structure in the Caribbean, Barrow contends that 
the nuclear, co-resident, stable family unit has never been the norm in the 
Caribbean, which explains why contemporary theorising about the family 
incorporates historicity and varied kinship patterns (Barrow, 2001; Barrow, 
1996).  Barrow argues that Caribbean kinship patterns have not changed 
significantly over the generations, positing that the distinctive features of 
matrifocality, mother-child bond, sex role differentiation and male sexual 
infidelity have not yielded much to the gains of economic progress (2001; 
1996).  In Jamaica, although the number of households has increased by 
67% over the last forty years, the average household size is decreasing, from 
4.28 in 1970 to 3.04 in 2011 (STATIN, 2012). The figures seem to indicate 
that the prevalence of extended family arrangements within the household is 
waning, particularly in urban centres.  But these figures do not necessarily 
indicate an increase in the frequency of nuclear unions,  and indeed, the 
household may or may not include related persons, and can even be one 
person occupying a particular dwelling alone (STATIN, 2012).  

The point is the structure of family systems has a bearing of the kinds of 
familial interactions that can be expected to occur, and patterns of mediation 
of the use of media – traditional or new - that would take place.  Padilla-
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Walker and Coyne (2011) posit that family systems theory is an important 
framework for discussing how families as a whole interact with media.  The 
experience of involved parenting, and the specific style of that parenting, has 
a significant bearing on the context and nature of media use by minors in the 
household (Valcke, Bonte, De Wever and Rots, 2010).  Indeed, particular 
kinds of family activities around media can be teaching moments in which 
parents offer guidance to their children on a range of everyday issues:
 

One of the significant aspects of the viewing context lies in its role 
as a source of alternative information.  If parents watch television 
with their children, they can provide  other views to supplement, 
alter, modify or refute information that their children are receiving 
from TV.  Adult intervention and discussion about television can 
enhance its impact because such comments and discussion make 
the viewing experience an informational session in which parents 
can offer alternative and perhaps competing information (van Evra, 
2004, p. 133).

Both citing Nathanson (1999), van Evra (2004) and Kundanis (2003) 
highlight the importance of effective mediation strategies; simply sitting 
with children while they watch television (co-viewing) is not as useful as 
talking with the children about the programming during broadcasts (active 
mediation); they also make the point that a heavy rules-based approach 
(restrictive mediation) has also been found to be ineffective with children.  
These findings are corroborated by research conducted by Padilla-Walker 
and Coyne (2011) which found that parents who engaged in discussion with 
teenagers about media content, rather than preventing their exposure to those 
messages, were more effective.

Increasing access to mobile media, such as tablets and smartphones, throws 
traditional parental mediation into a measure of disarray (Padilla-Walker, 
Coyne, Fraser, Dyer and Yorgason, 2012;  Rideout, Foehr and Roberts, 
2010); parents’ strategies of intervention regarding the watching of the 
family television may be more stringent, for example, than their monitoring 
of portable devices like iPods or mP3 players.  This additional technological 
frontier is an issue requiring further investigation, particularly within the 
Caribbean region.
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Exploring	mediation	in	Jamaica/Impetus	for	the	current	study

In 2012 researchers at the Caribbean Institute of Media and Communication 
(CARIMAC) conducted an island-wide, commissioned study on the state 
of the electronic broadcast sector in Jamaica, in collaboration with the 
Broadcasting Commission of Jamaica.  The multi-method investigation 
included a qualitative aspect in which persons from specific demographics 
were interviewed to glean their perspectives on a range of media-related 
issues.  Parents and guardians formed one of the focus group categories during 
the study, and findings from that study provided impetus to conduct further 
exploratory research among members of the Jamaican audience who have 
responsibility for minors. Participants spoke to a range of issues, including 
the imminence of the Internet as the sole platform for programming delivery, 
the pervasiveness and popularity of cable/foreign channels, and concerns 
about the fading of Jamaican culture (Broadcasting Commission of Jamaica, 
2012). Several participants complained that there is not enough educational 
programming on local television channels for children.  

Gaps in the study related to parents’ and guardians’ strategies of mediation.  It 
was not clear from the study what kinds of approaches parents used to monitor, 
guide and delimit their children’s and adolescent’s use of media, although the 
findings hinted at techniques that parents were using.  Furthermore, it was 
not clear what kinds of literacies parents themselves had, how intentional 
they were in choosing their own media content, nor how aware they were of 
the need for robust literacies in order to effectively mediate their children’s 
use of tools of information and communication technology.

This researcher embarked on an exploratory qualitative investigation to 
attempt to fill some of the lacunae prompted by the previous study.  The 
study was guided by two central questions:

- What drives your media programme choices?
- How do you monitor what your children are watching or listening 

to?

Research	Design

Given the paucity of data regarding the media literacies and mediation 
strategies of Jamaican parents, the study was designed as an exploratory, 
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preliminary investigation using a naturalistic paradigm (Frey, Botan and 
Kreps, 2001; Wimmer and Dominick, 1997).  In keeping with the exploratory 
objective, the general aim of the study was therefore to unearth possible 
themes that emerge in respect of people’s media literacy skills and strategies 
of mediation (Baban, 2009; Neuman, 2011), as a baseline for future studies. 

The research was conducted from a subjective ontological frame-of-
reference; it was accepted at the outset that the data being gathered would 
represent a snapshot of one of several possible narratives of reality, and that 
the setting would/should permit free expressions of perspectives (Baban, 
2009; Neuman, 2011).  Five purposively sampled focus groups from the 
Kingston and St Andrew area of Jamaica were held during the month of 
November 2012.  Three of the focus groups were held at various locations 
on the campus of a leading university, while the two other groups took place 
in working class, residential communities in the city.  Each focus group 
session had between five and six participants, with both fathers and mothers 
in attendance.  Focus group participants were parents of children as young 
as one year old, to adolescents in their mid-teens.  Parents spoke of having 
between one and four children; one focus group participant disclosed that 
she had adult children.  Most of the participants were from Jamaica’s urban 
working class, and represented a range of professions including teaching, 
administration, the entertainment industry and custodial.  A participant from 
one of the residential communities was unemployed at time of research. A 
synopsis of the details of each focus group follows in Table 1.
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Each moderator was provided with a prepared question guide consisting of 
thirteen questions. The sessions lasted for approximately an hour and a half, 
and were video-taped.  Parents were invited to register their consent prior to 
the start of the focus group session.

Limitations

A limitation of the study was that the sessions were conducted by student 
moderators, with implications for the importance placed on specific questions, 
and in managing the thread of discussions.  The urban sampling frame 
was another disadvantage, as the findings were indicative primarily of the 
experiences of working class parents and guardians.  Parents in other areas 
of the country, including the rural, high-income and tourism areas, may have 
had useful perspectives on mediation strategies that were not captured by this 
research.  Moreover, future studies will need to explore the implications of 
increasing access to individualised, mobile media among Jamaican children, 
and what new strategies of mediation parents are employing.
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Table 1 
Group Location No. of 

participants
Gender
breakdown

Age range 
of children

Focus
Group 1 
(FG1)

Residential 6 2 males 
4 females 

Between 3 
and 6; adult 
children

Focus
Group 2 
(FG2)

Residential 5 2 males 
3 females 

Between
one year 
old and 
teenage

Focus
Group 3 
(FG3)

University 
campus 

6 5 females 
1 male 

Between 1 
and 16 

Focus
group 4
(FG4)

University 
campus 

6 3 males 
2 females 

verify 

Focus
group 5
(FG5)

University 
campus 

5 3 females 
2 males 

Children
between 3 
and 12 
years  

Each moderator was provided with a prepared question guide consisting 
of thirteen questions. The sessions lasted for approximately an hour and a 
half, and were video-taped.  Parents were invited to register their consent 
prior to the start of the focus group session. 

Limitations

A limitation of the study was that the sessions were conducted by student 
moderators, with implications for the importance placed on specific 
questions, and in managing the thread of discussions.  The urban 
sampling frame was another disadvantage, as the findings were indicative 
primarily of the experiences of working class parents and guardians.  
Parents in other areas of the country, including the rural, high-income and 
tourism areas, may have had useful perspectives on mediation strategies 
that were not captured by this research.  Moreover, future studies will 
need to explore the implications of increasing access to individualised, 
mobile media among Jamaican children, and what new strategies of 
mediation parents are employing. 
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Analysis

Data from the focus groups was subjected to a process of open coding with 
broad themes generated either by the question guide, or from the actual 
sessions (Neuman, 2011). In some instances, a text section was assigned 
to more than one code (Peek and Fothergill, 2009).  Eight codes emerged 
directly from the questions posed, while one was generated by a session.  
As the researcher analysed the transcripts, a dialectical method emerged, 
as it best captured the implicit oppositions inherent in the discourse (Frey, 
Botan and Kreps, 2001), for example, the contrasts between choice and 
restriction, and local and foreign items, emerged as the transcripts were 
being analysed.

Overview

In all, twenty-eight (28) parents took part in the focus group sessions.  They 
ranged in age from persons in their twenties to some in their forties.  In general, 
parents attested to having several kinds of informational and communication 
tools in their homes, such as televisions, laptops, personal computers, video-
game consoles, telephones, and tablets.  In some instances they spoke of 
having several televisions in their homes.  However, participants had 
varying levels of cable television access in their homes; for example, some 
individuals in Focus Group 1 (FG1), Focus Group 3 (FG3) and Focus Group 
5 (FG5) had cable television, while others didn’t.  One individual from FG5 
made it clear that though she did not have access to cable television; her 
household had access to the Internet.  By contrast most of the participants in 
FG4 claimed to have access to cable television, with two of the fathers listing 
several foreign cable channels as their favourites. The variability in access 
to cable television is corroborated by the island-wide study commissioned 
by the regulator (Broadcasting Commission of Jamaica, 2012), which found 
that 48% of respondents did not have cable.

The breadth of programmes watched on television or listened to on radio was 
broad.  Parents spoke to watching local news on TVJ or CVM-TV, monitoring 
their children as they watched cable channels like Nick Jr, Animal Planet, 
and National Geographic, and enjoying Profile, On Stage, Rising Stars, All 
Together Sing! on free-to-air broadcasts, while others listened to the BBC 
and Nationwide during daily commutes.  This finding is substantiated by the 
quantitative data from the Broadcasting Commission of Jamaica (2012) study, 
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in which several categories of programmes on local and cable television, as 
well as on radio, are enjoyed by Jamaican audiences.

In general, participants seemed aware of the kinds of media content that 
their children and adolescents were watching or listening to.  For example, 
June (FG4) said that her 16 and 12 year old sons watched horror and gun 
movies, and enjoyed Vybz Kartel, Mavado and Pop Caan. From the same 
group, Kevin spoke of his teenage daughter liking old hits, classical music 
and documentaries.  None of the participants claimed ignorance regarding 
what their children were watching or listening to.

Significant Themes

Media literacy:  ‘What drives your media programme choices?’  

Information seeking and entertainment were the two most frequently 
discussed reasons for choosing media programming.  Although both of these 
values are highlighted by Katz, Gurevitch and Haas (1973), other priorities 
that they highlight, such as diversion, maintaining ties and keeping up with 
peers were not often mentioned by the participants.  One of the participants 
in FG3 said that his need for information and entertainment were two 
important incentives for seeking out media content.  Another in FG3 was 
non-committal; consuming media was spurred by the feeling of the moment, 
which could be understood as a diversion motivation.  In FG4, participants 
varied in their motivations for watching television, with Kevin saying he 
doesn’t ‘channel flip’, suggesting greater intentionality, but Maurice saying 
he does.  Another parent made it clear that keeping informed was especially 
necessary in these times:

Collin (FG4):  Well, I watch the local news because you 
have to know what is happening in your own country . . . as 
I tell people, nex’ thing yah drive go downtown and go inna 
shootout, and if you had listened or watched the news you 
would have known not to go downtown.  So there are some 
very good reasons why I watch news.

One male parent seemed to be keen to want to remain informed for reasons 
of maintaining his reputation as intelligent:
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 Leroy (FG2): Right, to keep informed an so when mi a go a road an 
a talk, mi nah talk foolishness.

Parents tended to interpret questions about their media choices as intrinsically 
connected to what was required of them in respect of their role as parents. 
Participants in FG2, FG3 and FG4 answered questions posed about their 
skills of media literacy in ways that showed that their choices were often 
guided by what was appropriate for their children. This may have been as 
a consequence of the nature of the occasion (testing conditions in which 
managing impressions was natural [Wimmer and Dominick, 1997]), or as a 
result of mediation habits built over time.  

Mediation:  How do you monitor what your children are watching and 
listening to?

This part of the discussion generated the most involvement from the parents 
of every group.  Generally, participants had unambiguous perspectives on 
the imperative of exercising parental authority over the kind of content their 
children were permitted to interact with.   The key strategies that were raised 
in respect of parental mediation had to do with monitoring, controlling, and 
restricting. These were not mutually exclusive categories, but a continuum 
along which parents tended to operate – from surveillance to outright 
prevention. 

Parents monitored their children’s exposure to media by remaining attentive 
and vigilant of the programming choices and kinds of content access being 
enjoyed.  For example, Sherry-Ann (FG5) said that in her household the 
working television was in the den, ‘where everyone can see it’.  Another 
parent, Michelle (FG2), said that she keeps an eye on what her six-and eight-
year-old children watch on local television, sandwiching their recreational 
viewing between extra lessons and five o’clock (when the cartoons are over 
and their interest in TV would naturally wane).

Parents controlled their children’s viewing habits in a number of ways, 
including subscribing to family-friendly cable packages, blocking adult 
channels, enjoying mature content such as punk rock and hip-hop music 
when children are not around, deliberately not purchasing certain kinds of 
digital mobile tools for children, and maintaining strict bedtimes.  Methods 
of control spanned strategies of management in relation to (1) the use of 
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family space, (2) the use of technological blocks, and (3) the imposition 
of protective family routines. One ingenious parent, whose household was 
reliant on a generator for electricity, spoke to turning off the generator 
at night, as a way of knocking out her teenager’s access to late night TV 
viewing.  A sample of responses illustrates:

Ewart, father of nine year old (FG1): We nuh really allow a 
lot of TV in the bedroom. They can watch two programmes 
‘til bedtime. Not like they can just watch TV like that.

Maurice (FG4):  Now, me is a very strict person.  I would 
sit down with my child and let them know that hey, this 
is what you must watch, you’re still a child in my house, 
and I should not catch you watching this show or else you 
know what is going to happen. I tell them what time, what 
shows to watch at what time you can watch it, and go to 
your bed.

Michelle (FG2): Only African show mi watch inna DVD, 
and when dem part dey a come on I sen’ dem outa di room, 
honestly I do . . . 

Thompson (FG1):  If you have young children you can’t be 
having children that is roaming the Internet and doing what 
they want to do.  Might as well you send them outa road and 
tell them ‘gwaan go walk and do what you waan do.

Parental authority was also exercised on children visiting from other 
households, where necessary:

Tanneice, mother of ten-and six-year-olds (FG3): What I find 
useful which I still use when we have children coming over 
and they may want to watch Nick at Night or Nickolodeon, 
that kind of thing, I would  say ‘at our house . . . mine watch 
Nick Jr., Tree House and Animal Planet.’  I have to ensure 
that there is a boundary set, and there is an understanding of 
how we want to raise our children in our home.



69‘Mature Audiences’

A conversation arose as to how to control children’s use of the texting feature 
on their mobile phones.  One parent’s perspective on mediation was non-
negotiable, with everything up for inspection:
 

Collin (FG4):  Yes, check everything.  If you’re a child 
then you have no privacy beyond a certain point.  I mean 
you have privacy but it is privacy with limitations and 
conditionalities. You have privacy until I decide you don’t 
have privacy. If mi decide fi take your phone and look 
through it, hush.

Another parent felt that certain kinds of privacy only came with economic 
independence:

Kevin (FG4):  Certain level of privacy is not afforded until 
you pay the rent and turn your own key.

Parents restricted their children’s media exposure by disallowing certain 
kinds of media content or use, as with Tanneice (above) preventing her 
children from watching Nick at Night or Nickolodeon, Garrett (FG1) 
refusing to buy his son a mobile phone because he didn’t have one when he 
was a child, and parents in FG1 unanimously agreeing that Family Guy ‘was 
not for children’.

Nardalee’s (FG5) comment seemed to capture a sentiment accepted by many 
participants:

Nardalee (FG5):  If you have a child, and you have the 
Internet and cable, especially in a time like this . . . that they 
will gravitate to, you have to ensure that you have strong 
family values and you monitor them. If strong family values 
are not emphasised the media will take over.

However, the task of mediation was perceived as complex, frustrating and 
sometimes futile.  Parents spoke to the mobility of media and the fact that 
proper surveillance of their children’s media practices could only occur 
when children were in the home setting.  A minority of parents even hinted 
at having ‘given up’.  One parent in FG1 (who confessed to having older 
children) was a teacher of young children, and noted that minors were 
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savvier than her strategies of mediation.  She attempted to distract four-and 
five-year-olds from their desire to surf the Internet using Google, by telling 
them ‘Google is something to eat’, but it was clear that those children had 
already become very familiar with the browser and the web-search functions 
it facilitated.  A sample of responses of expressions of helplessness follows:

Jason, parent of four-year-old (FG2): Jamaica is very loose 
in some sense you know, cause you might be doing 
all of that stuff enuh, to prevent your child from watching 
some stuff, but once as yu’ child have a laptop and he come 
in from school an’ him have $100, him can save and go buy 
a porn DVD from anybody on the road . . . and he can come 
home and watch it and you wouldn’t know.

Roxanne, parent of eleven year old (FG2):  Or there will be 
friends who carry dem laptop a school, and yuh sure dem 
a’ class, dem ah school ah watch DVD . . . you caan’ really 
prevent everything.

Participants in FG4 attested to the fact that older children knew how to 
circumvent blocks by accessing desired material using their smartphones, 
and knew how to configure groups on social network sites like Facebook, so 
that parents couldn’t see what friends in selected groups were posting.

Even local ‘family-friendly’ television came up for complaint, with one 
parent stating that sometimes she had to cover her daughter’s eyes with 
her own hands when objectionable images came on the screen, though the 
programmes being watched were aired before the watershed period of nine 
o’clock.

Parents in FG4 acknowledged that restrictive mediation was not by itself an 
effective method of guiding children’s use of media.  For example, Kevin 
noted that he tries to have ‘rap sessions’ with his daughter, rather than just 
censoring her access.  Kevin went on to say that he looks at the matter from 
the standpoint of ‘family values and cultural correctness’, and Jason (FG2) 
advocated that parents need to be active and involved in their children’s 
media exposure. 
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 Kevin (FG4):  I tell my children not to follow, but to lead.

Adequacy of content for minors

In spite of the variety of media content available for young Jamaican 
audiences, there was still some concern raised about the adequacy of 
educational programming.  While parents lauded local shows like Susan’s 
Kid’s Say, and Junior School’s Challenge Quiz (both on TVJ), they noted that 
more good-quality indigenous shows were necessary.  Participants’ concerns 
tended to relate more to the need for documentaries, educational features 
and entertainment that would enhance their scholastic performance, than for 
material that would widen their horizons as citizens of a global society.  

However, focus group interviewees were not unanimous on this point, because 
some indicated that quality long-running shows were like Hill n’ Gully were 
available, some stating that even child audiences had a sophisticated appetite 
for media programming, which meant that they would soon bore with too 
much local content.

Relevance of the regulator 

The Broadcasting Commission of Jamaica (BCJ) is the authority with the 
remit to monitor and regulate the country’s electronic broadcast output.  Most 
of the parents were familiar with the Commission, and many were satisfied 
with the way in which the sector was being regulated.  In the two-year period 
prior to this research, the Commission had issued directives on particular 
kinds of violent and sexually explicit content that would not be permitted for 
airplay on television or radio, and participants noted that these interventions 
had in some regard cleaned up the airwaves.  Some participants recognised 
that parents needed to do more to ensure that their children weren’t exposed 
to adult material, and not rely overmuch on the Commission.  As Roxanne 
(FG1), parent of an eleven- year-old, said:  ‘You, as a parent, you are the one 
who select the channels, you can block certain channels for certain times’, 
effectively noting that the regulator could not do the ‘parenting’ for parents.  

However some parents indicated that the ratings stipulated by the BCJ to 
rank programming on free-to-air stations weren’t understandable, and that 
even where they were understandable, the criteria that allowed particular 
programmes to be rated (as PG13 for example) were suspect.  
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One parent seemed to claim that the regulator’s influence was weak, because 
local televisions stations were still flouting the directives:  

Roxanne (FG2):  There are things that still come out and 
after it’s already come out yuh hear the TV station dem 
coming on an’ mekin’ a brief statement . . . but it come out 
already! Statement caan prevent it, it gaan already . . .

Choice as cultural crisis 

Some participants of the focus groups stressed the need for a re-balancing 
of the flow of foreign media content, and a remounting of iconic indigenous 
products which had in earlier year’s emphasised national heritage and cultural 
expression. Parents in FG1 called for the remounting of shows like iconic 
locally produced programmes  RingDing and Circle Square, while parents 
in FG4 posited that Jamaica has the talent to produce first world, quality 
content.  June (FG4) had an air of resignation as she expressed her view:

What I would like them to watch is not coming on TV 
anyway. . . they are gonna say we are old fashioned.  So, all 
we have to do is just talk to our children and just say that, 
listen, some of these things weh come on, dem evil. Wah mi 
want dem fi watch nah come, suh mi nuh know wah fi say.

Joyce (FG4) added that she would love children to be able to watch the ‘old 
time dance’ quadrille. For his part Maurice (FG4) suggested that programmes 
with a contemporary flair that had historical themes would be good, because 
people were beginning to devalue their history due to the pervasiveness of 
emerging media and its largely foreign content.  Parents in FG5 had similar 
sentiments, with one participant suggesting that programmes from the 
archives should be dusted off and re-incorporated into contemporary, locally 
produced programmes.

In sum, the concern was raised that foreign programming was giving fillip 
to alien cultural norms, and that indigenous forms of expression were being 
displaced.
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Next	Steps	for	Research

The present study provides an initial, exploratory investigation into the 
kinds of issues Jamaican parents are facing in mediating their children’s use 
of media.  A constructive replication (Wimmer and Dominick, 1997), using 
strengthened sampling and instrumentation techniques, would provide more 
reliable data, with the opportunity to widen the range of questions asked.  
Future studies could explore such questions as:

■ In what new ways do parents mediate their children’s use of mobile 
media?

■ What kinds of mediation efficacies do parents perceive themselves 
to have?

■ In what ways do particular kinds of family systems influence parental 
mediation?

■ What kinds of mediation support do parents need and/or expect from 
government agencies and organisations?

Ultimately, a programme of research, rather than discrete, isolated media-
related studies, will be required to properly investigate the contours of 
media exposure, use and literacies among persons in Jamaica and the wider 
Caribbean region. This would allow for an interdisciplinary, longitudinal 
and strategic approach towards learning about children’s use of media, 
and parental mediation styles, and may encourage collaborations between 
academia, government and non-charitable organisations that can be of 
regional benefit.  University of Amsterdam’s Centre for Research on 
Children, Adolescents and the Media, and the project EU Kids Online are 
two such examples.  In each case, multi-method studies are used to build 
databases which track the practices, risks and trends in children, adolescents’ 
and parents’ use of media over time, the findings of which are used to inform 
policy in those jurisdictions.
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Conclusion

Although Jamaica’s current media landscape has made the task of parenting 
more complex, the testimony of parents interviewed indicates that they are 
employing a range of approaches to keep abreast of, monitor and control 
their children’s engagement with media.  They display an appreciation for 
the need to balance childrens’ rights to information with their rights to be 
protected from experiences that will harm them, and although the task is 
not straightforward in an era of ubiquitous traditional and new media, they 
speak of using creative strategies to mediate effectively.  While some parents 
reminisce about the era of media monopoly when choice was restricted and 
televised  images played a cultural-formation role for the fledgling nation, 
many parents have accepted the revolution in the broadcast sector, and are 
adapting methods to ensure that their children benefit from the range of 
products available.  What they are less explicit about are their own media 
literacies, as their discussions regarding their own practices often collapse 
into a focus on what is appropriate ‘for the children’.   It may be here that 
work needs to occur; greater skills of literacy will be necessary as the media 
environment is integrated even further into people’s daily routines.  It can 
be argued that stronger media literacies among parents and guardians will 
provide the context in which even better mediation strategies will emerge 
in securing the wellbeing of our children.  Literate parents nurture literate 
children.  
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Introduction

It is generally recognised that education is a powerful driver of development 
as well as a fundamental human right. With this in mind, the framers of the 
constitution of Trinidad and Tobago have recognised the right to education 
for children and youth, and this right is enshrined in the constitution of the 
island. Apart from that constitutional guarantee, the Government of Trinidad 
and Tobago has also made international commitments which ensure the 
right to education for children and youth in the jurisdiction. For example, it 
has ratified, and is therefore legally bound to the International Convention 
on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), which 
prohibits discrimination in education (signed 1967 and ratified in 1973). 
This convention extends to all children and youth in Trinidad and Tobago 
whether in the free world or detained at state institutions.

In spite of the local and international commitments made by Trinidad and 
Tobago’s government, there is a perceived lack of sustainable and quality 
academic and vocational educational programmes for children and youth 
who are detained in the island.  However, Leone and Weinberg (2010:1) 
submit ‘children and youth involved in the child welfare and juvenile 
justice systems, like all children, deserve a quality education that allows 
them to develop the skills and competencies necessary for them to become 
productive adults.’ Regrettably, for some children and youth in Trinidad 
and Tobago, this occurs rather infrequently as many leave juvenile facilities 
and detention centres without a proper academic or vocational education 
and often lacking in life skills which are necessary for their survival in an 
increasingly competitive and academic minded modern world. Importantly, 
the United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the Administration of 
Juvenile Justice (the Beijing Rules) notes that the objective of the training 
and treatment offered to young offenders placed in institutions is ‘to provide 
care, protection, education and vocational skills, with a view to assisting 
them to assume socially constructive and productive roles in society’ (Rule 
26.1). Additionally, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organisation (UNESDOC) Convention against Discrimination in Education 
1960 notes that the Universal Declaration of Human Rights asserts the 
principle of non-discrimination and proclaims that every person [free or not] 
has the right to education.
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The importance of correctional education cannot be underestimated and is 
demonstrated by research showing that education is a defining and a triggering 
event in the life course of juveniles and that the educational experience may 
have a lasting effect on an individual’s later risk of incarceration (Arum 
and Beattie, 1999). Thus, if high school education is a possible catalyst for 
change in an individual’s life course and could affect adult behaviour, it is 
also likely that the high school educational experience not only affects the 
risk of later incarceration, but also affects the risk of participation in criminal 
behaviour during adolescence. With this in mind, one possible pathway to 
desistance for juveniles involved in deviant behaviours may be to provide 
them with positive interventions such as education, thus affording them 
greater opportunities to attach themselves to conventional institutions, such 
as schools. 

The importance of education for institutionalised children is also highlighted 
by Burrell and Warboys (2000) (as cited in Sidebotham 2011, 95) who point 
out that ‘Institutional education has a clear, positive effect in reducing 
recidivism and increasing post-release success in employment and other life 
endeavors’, while Leone and Weinberg (2010:5) submit ‘A good education 
is the foundation for successful life experiences.’ Continuing, Leone and 
Weinberg (2010:5) posit ‘children who receive quality education services, 
meet age-appropriate education milestones and earn high school and post-
secondary school diplomas have significantly brighter outcomes as adults.’ 
The United Nations (2012) submit ‘A quality education helps reduce poverty 
and enables individual and collective empowerment, social cohesion…....’ 
Indeed, education is critical to the rehabilitation of troubled and incarcerated 
youth and is considered the ‘foundation for programming in most juvenile 
institutions’ (Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, 
1994:129). Therefore, providing incarcerated children and youth with 
educational skills is one of the most effective approaches to the reduction 
of recidivism. Importantly, literacy skills are essential to meet the demands 
of a complex, high-tech world of work (Leone and Meisel, 1997) which is 
increasingly becoming qualification and certification oriented.

Research has suggested that academic improvement in confinement is 
associated with reduced recidivism and greater employment rates (Foley, 
2001) as well as a central component of the rehabilitation process for 
incarcerated youths (Katsiyannis and Archwamety, 1999; OJJDP, 1994). 
Thus, if one were to accept the postulations of Burrell and Warboys (2000), 
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Leone and Weinberg (2010) and the United Nations (2012) that a high 
quality education is the foundation for successful life experiences, then it is 
imperative that children and youth who are detained in Trinidad and Tobago’s 
jurisdiction be afforded the opportunity to access high quality education 
as a precursor to successful lives. Correctional education should therefore 
be a mean to empower detained children to become active participants 
in the transformation of their societies as it is a powerful tool by which 
economically and socially marginalised children can lift themselves out of 
poverty and participate fully as citizens (United Nations, 2012). 

Background

Children and youth in detention facilities and industrial homes in Trinidad 
and Tobago are those who are detained on remand, those detained pending a 
court hearing, those placed in homes by the courts (beyond control children) 
and those committed to detention facilities following an adjudicatory 
hearing. These children and youth who come into contact with the criminal 
justice system and who are subsequently placed at industrial homes and 
youth detention facilities are in need of high quality education similar to that 
of children in the free world. This is a requirement if they are to develop core 
competencies and skills necessary for them to become positive contributing 
members of society. Sadly, this is an infrequent occurrence for children and 
youth in Trinidad and Tobago as many of these children and youth who are 
in the State’s care often demit the institutions without any academic skills or 
socio-emotional competencies to facilitate their survival in the twenty-first 
century. 

In a discussion on juvenile delinquency, the Ministry of Justice in Trinidad 
and Tobago which has the responsibility for the detention of children and 
youth in the island opined ‘there is an ever increasing population of children 
in detention, both on remand and following conviction, in conditions that 
are contrary to United Nations Conventions and internationally accepted 
best practice’ (Ministry of Justice, 2013). This author posits that a major 
divergent condition to the United Nations conventions and internationally 
accepted best practices relates to the education of children and youth in State 
custody at detention facilities and industrial homes in the island.
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The	problem

Globally, there is a public expectation that all children and youth, whether 
institutionalised or not, have a right to education and to be treated with dignity 
and social equality. However, the commitment to provide quality education 
to institutionalised individuals (juveniles and adults) depends on whether the 
prevailing notion in penology is punishment or rehabilitation. Nonetheless, 
children and youth in detention require the same quality education and support 
as children in the ‘free world’. This educational requirement is supported by 
Leone and Weinberg (2010:1) who submit ‘children and youth involved in 
the child welfare and juvenile justice systems, like all children, deserve a 
quality education that allows them to develop the skills and competencies 
necessary for them to become productive adults.’ 

The problem with this concept in Trinidad and Tobago is that it is difficult 
to navigate between the different agencies and disciplines which are 
responsible for education (Ministry of Education) on one hand and detention 
(Ministry of Justice) on the other. This dichotomy between the agencies 
which are responsible for the education and detention of children and 
youth often results in fragmentation and poor educational outcomes for this 
group of individuals in the island. The fragmentation (without inter-agency 
collaboration) also leads to a piecemeal approach to educating children and 
youth who are detained in the jurisdiction. 

Instructively, the fragmentation referred to above has its genesis at the 
governmental level as the detention of children and youth falls to the 
Ministry of Justice and education to the Ministry of Education as previously 
mentioned. As education falls under the purview of the criminal justice 
system, (Ministry of Justice in Trinidad and Tobago) local policy maker 
should be cognisant of research conducted by Justice and Meares (2013) 
and their subsequent pronouncement that ‘rarely are criminal justice systems 
thought to serve the educational function that public school systems are 
specifically designed to provide (Justice and Meares, 2013:1). 

Lucy Dawes in an address to the Youth Justice Symposium in Port-of-Spain, 
Trinidad and Tobago in October 2013 submitted ‘education is fundamental 
to children realising their potential and actually living a full, law-abiding 
life because without the basic tools of education, how are they going to 
make their way?’ Dawes also noted that it was necessary to understand the 
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educational status of children in detention as well as challenges such as 
learning disabilities, mental health problems, and drug use. Dawes opined 
that in the UK, professionals who work with institutionalised children and 
youth, make assessments of the children’s education needs, meet some of 
their immediate needs, get the children engaged in education, and then make 
preparations for their release. As part of her observations on the education 
of incarcerated children and youth in Trinidad and Tobago, Dawes (2013) 
submitted ‘the educational needs of children detained in the criminal justice 
system is paramount, and should be assessed and addressed as soon as 
possible.’ This position by Dawes (2013) resonates immeasurably with the 
author of this paper.

Definitional issues

Article 1 (2) of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organisation (UNESDOC) Convention against Discrimination in Education 
(1960) submit that ‘education’ refers to all types and levels of education, and 
includes access to education, the standard and quality of education, and the 
conditions under which it is given. Education is also defined as vocational 
training or academic education by Travis et al. (2001) and is closely linked 
to the dimension of employment as education during and after incarceration 
has a positive correlation with employment in 85 per cent of documented 
cases (Stevens, 2008). In this research paper, education is operationalised 
as knowledge acquisition by individuals after studying a particular subject 
matter or after having experienced life lessons that provide an understanding 
of the subject(s), while educational needs refer to a range of education 
and vocational skills necessary to assist an individual to assume socially 
constructive and productive roles in society. 

Aims	of	the	Study

The aims of this study are twofold. First, the study aims to analyse the 
education system for children and youth in detention in Trinidad and Tobago 
to determine whether their educational needs are met or not. Second, the 
study will suggest a new direction for public policy and planning if it is 
determined that the educational needs of children and youth in detention 
in the island are unmet. The study attempts to achieve the first aim by a 
comprehensive review of the standard operating procedures in relation to the 
education of children and youth in detention in Trinidad and Tobago and the 
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second from an ethical/theoretical standpoint as informed by international 
mandates and comparative international findings. This research paper 
therefore analyses the system of education for detained children and youth in 
Trinidad and Tobago and seeks to provide policy-makers, legislators, service 
providers and professional organisations with an overview of one aspect of 
the ‘juvenile justice system’ which requires urgent reform – the education of 
children and youth in detention in the jurisdiction.

Methodology

The methodology which was utilised for the study entailed archival research 
of primary and secondary material on the detention/education experience of 
children and youth in detention in Trinidad and Tobago. Structured interviews 
were also randomly conducted with individuals who had resided at these 
institutions (YTC, St. Jude’s Home for Girls, and St. Michael’s Home for 
Boys) within the past three years (2010-2012) to elicit their experiences 
with the education system while incarcerated. Data on children and youth 
who were detained in Trinidad and Tobago and their academic achievements 
were also utilised in this study. In an attempt to strengthen the findings from 
the study and to provide corroboration for the structured interviews, senior 
Prison officials in the island and an executive member of the Trinidad and 
Tobago Prisons Services Association were also interviewed.

Literature	review

Traditionally, education has been viewed as the means to escape from poverty 
as better educated people are better able to support themselves and avoid 
long-term dependency.  However, Leone and Weinberg (2012:5) posit ‘that 
there are two groups of children who frequently have complex educational 
needs and are less likely to receive adequate education services than their 
peers.’ Continuing, they point out that ‘Youth in foster care and those 
involved with the juvenile delinquency system too often do not receive the 
education services to which they are entitled.’ In addressing the educational 
needs of children in the juvenile justice system, with particular emphasis 
on educational services for confined youth, the Children’s Defense Fund 
(CDF) (2014) surmise that students in the juvenile justice system often do 
not have access to quality academic instruction and programming while they 
are in confinement. The CDF (2014) points out that while the average school 
day for the general population is six to seven hours a day, only 45 per cent 
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of youths in the juvenile justice system spend at least six hours a day in 
school.

Importantly, the starting point for any discussion on the educational needs of 
children and youth in detention must be the various international conventions 
which deal with the rights of children and juveniles. This includes the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (1989), the United 
Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the Administration of Juvenile Justice 
(‘Beijing Rules’) (1985), the United Nations Guidelines for the Prevention 
of Juvenile Delinquency (The ‘Riyadh Guidelines’) and the United Nations 
Rules for the Protection of Juveniles Deprived of their Liberty (JDLs) 
(1990).

For children and youth, these conventions cover issues such as (1) the right to 
be educated (United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) 
[1989] ), (2) the provision of care, protection, education and vocational 
skills, with a view to assisting them to assume socially constructive and 
productive roles in society (United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the 
Administration of Juvenile Justice (‘Beijing Rules’) [1985] ), (3) the right 
of every juvenile of compulsory school age to education suited to his or her 
needs and abilities and designed to prepare him or her for return to society 
(the United Nations Rules for the Protection of Juveniles Deprived of their 
Liberty [JDL’s] ), (4) every detention facility should provide access to a library 
that is adequately stocked with both instructional and recreational books and 
periodicals suitable for the juveniles, who should be encouraged and enabled 
to make full use of it (the United Nations Rules for the Protection of Juveniles 
Deprived of their Liberty [JDL’s] ) and (5) the education of illiterates and 
young prisoners shall be compulsory and special attention shall be paid to 
it by the administration (United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the 
Treatment of Prisoners). The JDLs even note that special attention should 
be given by the administration of the detention facilities to the education 
of juveniles of foreign origin or with particular cultural or ethnic needs, 
while Rule 64, section XII of the plans of action for the implementation of 
the Vienna Declaration (the United Nations Economic and Social Council: 
Administration of Juvenile Justice) (the Vienna Guidelines) (1997) calls on 
States to strengthen juvenile justice systems and promote the re-education 
and rehabilitation of juvenile offenders. Importantly, a common thread which 
runs through these international conventions is that the education of children 
and youth in detention is of paramount importance.
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Why address the educational needs of children and youth in detention in 
Trinidad and Tobago?

Globally, it has also been generally accepted that most children and youth 
admitted to detention centres and industrial homes have a history of poor 
academic performance and are at higher risk for learning disabilities and 
emotional disabilities than their counterparts in the free world. Importantly, 
the detention experience which often occurs during a period of crisis for 
youth can serve as a catalyst for change and education often provides this 
catalyst. However, many children and youth enter and exit detention facilities 
in Trinidad and Tobago inadequately educated and they are often deficient in 
basic academic skills and abilities. For many of these youth, their previous 
experience in school has been frustrating and disappointing; leading to a 
sense of hopelessness and lack of commitment to the educational process and 
this is often exacerbated by an inefficient education system for children and 
youth in detention and this is applicable in Trinidad and Tobago’s context. 

From the legal, humanitarian and utilitarian perspectives, there are many 
reasons to address the unmet educational needs of children and youth in 
detention in Trinidad and Tobago, however, education which is a critical 
aspect of the rehabilitation and overall well-being of children and youth 
is inadequate, not absent. Kraus and Arroyo (2005:13) point out that ‘all 
children, whether incarcerated in juvenile or adult facilities, have the same 
right to an education.’ It should be noted that appropriate educational services 
provides detained children and youth with the opportunity to keep current 
with their studies and facilitate their return to school when discharged. 

Meisel, et al. (1998) reporting on education in juvenile correctional facilities 
point out that education has a positive effect on reducing recidivism and a 
positive effect on post-release employment success. Leone and Weinberg 
(2012:5) also point out that ‘academically competent children become 
successful adults and that evidence shows that there is a strong relationship 
between educational attainment and adult outcomes.’ Importantly, further 
academic and/or vocational successes help to enhance the detained individuals’ 
chances of employment following release. Additionally, education in juvenile 
correctional facilities provides youth who are not enrolled in public school or 
who are not interested in education with opportunities to explore survival skills 
or life skills, and career or vocational opportunities. Indeed, there are many 
reasons to educate detained children and youth and this include the following:
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1. Success in academic achievement, provided through a good
  school programme in a juvenile facility, should enhance the  

student’s self-esteem, as well as provide capacities and tools for  
more successful reentry into the community. 

2. Assists in recidivism reduction (Foley, 2001; Katsiyannis and
  Archwamety, 1999).
3. Most youth admitted to detention have a history of poor academic 
 performance. They are at higher risk for learning disabilities and  

emotional disabilities than their peers in the free world. The  
detention experience often occurs during a period of crisis for  
youth, and when coupled with positive experiences such as  
academic achievement, it can serve as a catalyst for change  
(OJJDP, 1994).

4. Appropriate educational services provide youth enrolled in school 
with an opportunity to keep current with their studies and facilitate 
their return to school when released.

5. Academic and/or vocational successes help to enhance the children 
and youth chances of employment following release.

6. Academic success helps youth to see themselves differently, which 
can lead to enhanced self-esteem and improved problem-solving 
abilities.

7. It provides youth who are not enrolled in school or who are not 
interested in education with opportunities to explore survival skills 
or life skills, and career or vocational opportunities.

8. A good education is the foundation for successful life experiences. 
‘Children who receive quality education services, meet age-
appropriate education milestones, and earn high school and post-
secondary school certification have significantly brighter outcomes 
as adults’ (Leone and Weinberg, 2012:5).

Findings

The findings of the study revealed that for children and youth in detention in 
Trinidad and Tobago there is limited assessment of the educational capacities 
on entry into the State’s care, a lack of inter-agency collaboration between 
education and detention providers as well as a chronic lack of integrated 
services. The findings also indicate that for female juvenile offenders who 
are housed at the Women’s Prison in Trinidad and Tobago, meeting their 
educational needs is difficult as there are no organised academic programmes 
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in place for these girls, reportedly due to their small numbers. Additionally, 
though female juvenile offenders are exposed to some reading and writing, 
it is not conducted in a structured manner and is done based on the empathy 
of various female Prison officers. For lads, (male juvenile offenders) the 
findings indicate that there is a proper and fully functional school at the 
Youth Training Centre (YTC) under the supervision of a Director of School, 
not the Ministry of Education. This poses some difficulties as a non-educator 
is responsible for making educational decisions and the curriculum does not 
follow the dictates of the Ministry of Education which is responsible for 
education. 

Another finding which emanated from the structured interviews revealed that 
academic choices (disciplines) were limited, that the homes were neither ideal 
nor conducive to learning and that some educational facilitators appeared 
disinterested and lacking in patience to deal with the wide differential in 
learning styles and abilities/disabilities of the detained population. A key 
finding emanating from the data was that male juveniles at the Youth Training 
Centre who are remandees are excluded from the three (3) year remedial 
educational programmes at the institution. Therefore, a major anomaly 
which is associated with the aforementioned programmes is that the periods 
of incarceration and institutionalisation varies widely for juveniles who are 
in detention and local planning does not account for this variation. 

The data revealed that in some instances Rule 41 of the JDLs is being 
contravened by the detention officials in Trinidad and Tobago. For example, 
at the Women’s Prison (where delinquent girls are housed) and at the St. 
Michael’s Home for Boys the institutions lacks an age appropriate library 
for delinquent girls and boys. The findings indicated that for St. Michael’s 
Home for Boys (an Industrial School) only one male in its 60 year history has 
ever left the institution with academic qualifications at the Advanced Level 
(A Level) format and that was in 2010. The findings also revealed that the 
facilities for the detention of children and youth in Trinidad and Tobago were 
not designed for academic training, but for detention and this has inherent 
challenges. For example, for the successful male juvenile who left the St. 
Michael’s Home for Boys with academic certification, private arrangements 
had to be made for his attendance at the South East Port-of-Spain Secondary 
School to pursue Sixth Form studies as well as other private arrangements 
for quiet study time. For this individual, monies to travel to school from the 
home was a constant source of bother, at time his studies were conducted via 
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flashlight when the dormitory lights were switched off and it was intimated 
that he was the subject of envy by some staff members at the Home who felt 
that he should be kept uneducated and subservient. 

The contextual data also revealed that at the St. Jude’s Home for Girls and 
the St. Michael’s Home for Boys, there exist no private space for the children 
and youth to study while in detention as the institutions were constructed in 
a dormitory like manner with no private study space. As such, individuals 
wanting to pursue studies were faced with their books being stolen, damaged 
and/or hidden. Reportedly, this situation was only rectified in 2012 at the St. 
Jude’s Home for Girls when an age appropriate library was constructed at the 
facility. Unfortunately, at the time of authoring this paper, the St. Michael’s 
Home for Boys still lacks a library. In June 2014, a report commissioned 
by the Government of Trinidad and Tobago into the operations of the St. 
Michael’s Home for Boys, which was necessitated by the death of 14 year 
old Brandon Hargreaves (a lad housed at the home), found a multiplicity of 
malpractices inclusive of physical and sexual abuse as well as a high level 
of educational inefficiency.

At the St. Jude’s Home for Girls, the academic syllabus was referred to as 
being archaic. This is premised on the data which indicated that as recent as 
2012 books were being donated by an ex-principal of the facility and that 
it was only with the intervention of a new staff member in 2012 that the 
syllabus was modified. The findings also revealed that within the past two 
years, two (2) females at the Home were able to attain academic certification, 
with both obtaining Caribbean Examination Council (CXC) Ordinary level 
Mathematics and English. Further, that the remodeled syllabus allowed 
several delinquent female juveniles to obtain school leaving certificates. It 
should be noted that the St. Jude’s Home for Girls, like the St. Michael’s 
Home for Boys, is an Industrial Home with rules and regulations, therefore, 
lights must be switched off at fixed time at night and this affects individuals 
who may wish to read/study late into the night or very early in the morning. 
Further, the findings highlighted that there was and still is nothing in place to 
deal with and assist the female delinquents who are desirous of learning but 
who have mental problems. The findings also revealed a definitive lack in 
readiness and capacity for Advance Level teaching and learning at both the 
St. Michael’s Home for Boys and the St. Jude’s Home for Girls. 
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A key contextual theme that emanated from the interviews and was a 
common thread throughout the interviews was that the curriculum at 
the institutions were ad hoc, piecemeal and differed radically from what 
obtained at government schools (Prison Task Force Report, 2000:266). The 
data also suggested that there appeared to be a culture of wanting to keep 
the detained children uneducated and subservient. Further evidence of the 
flawed system of education for detained children and youth in Trinidad and 
Tobago was evinced from the Ministry of Justice (2013) which has oversight 
of these incarcerated individuals. For example, in a published discourse 
on reforming the system of justice for juveniles in Trinidad and Tobago, 
the Ministry of Justice noted ‘the operation of the youth justice system in 
Trinidad and Tobago seems to reflect a distinctively punitive approach to 
youth justice where the focus is on punishment and forced ‘training’ and not 
on the positive development and empowerment of the child [via academic 
and vocational training] who exhibits deviant behaviour’ (Ministry of Justice, 
2013). This in itself is an admission of the flaws in the system of education 
for children and youth in the island. The deficiencies highlighted above are 
further exacerbated by global findings of the inadequacy of juvenile justice 
agencies to provide quality education and an incessant focus on security 
(Gagnon and Barber, 2010). When combined, these deficiencies serve as 
barriers to addressing the educational needs of children and youth in Trinidad 
and Tobago.

The author of this paper is not submitting that there is a general lack of 
academic and vocational opportunities for children and youth in detention 
facilities to fulfill their educational needs as these are also findings that there 
are educational opportunities for children and youth who are detained at 
industrial homes and detention facilities in Trinidad and Tobago to fulfill 
their educational aspirations. These include academic education and 
certification, sports, technical/vocational (carpentry, metalwork and electrical 
engineering), life skills (youth barbering) and music. What is being proffered 
by the researcher is that the programmes for delinquent children and youth 
who are institutionalised by the state do not go far enough in terms of both 
context and content and it appears that their educational needs assume a 
subsidiary role when compared to the need for their security (Gagnon and 
Barber, 2010:7). 

With the aforementioned in mind, the educational offerings at detention 
facilities in Trinidad and Tobago do not compare favourably to those that 
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are offered to children and youth who are not in detention. This is evidenced 
by non-educators being responsible for making educational decisions 
within detention facilities and unflatteringly using a curriculum which 
does not conform to that for children in public schools. For example, the 
Trinidad and Tobago Prison Task Force report (2000, 266) pointed out ‘the 
vocational training lacks a curriculum and where there is one, it seems to 
have developed by accident, without regard of trends in the labour market. 
This has limited the range of jobs that ex-inmates can apply for upon release. 
As a consequence of the above, the Task Force recommends the reform and 
modernisation of the vocational training curriculum and programme, by 
developing a contemporary curriculum.’ However, Rule 77 (2) of the United 
Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners notes 
‘So far as practicable, the education of prisoners shall be integrated with 
the educational system of the country so that after their release they may 
continue their education without difficulty.’ Additionally, prison officials are 
not trained teachers in most instances, the facilities have limited capacity to 
support appropriate educational interventions for incarcerated children and 
youth, the facilities are contextually isolated from education reform practices 
and from public schools and though now gaining some structure, the system 
still appears archaic. Therefore, policy makers in Trinidad and Tobago must 
now ensure that the system of education for children and youth in detention 
meet the same rigorous standards as those in the public education system. 

An examination of the available data on children and youth in detention in 
Trinidad and Tobago, though limited, (Deosaran, 2003; Busby, 2003; and 
James, 2010) revealed that the educational needs of children and youth in 
detention in the island are largely unmet. It is against this background of 
general unmet education for this vulnerable population that the researcher 
posits that there should be a reformation of the present system of education 
for children and youth in detention in Trinidad and Tobago.

Reformation	of	the	education	system	for	detained	children	and	youth	in	
Trinidad	and	Tobago

Recently, practitioners have increasingly recognised that it is insufficient to 
focus solely on the safety and security of children and youth in detention, 
but that they must now focus on the educational well-being of the detained 
children (Weinberg, 2007). This has come about largely due to on-going 
research from academics such as Hoge (2007, 2009) who notes that the 
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child welfare and rehabilitation model is most effective in the rehabilitation 
of children and youth in detention as it seeks to address their every need, 
inclusive of their educational needs. It is the researcher’s submission 
that by working in tandem, the education and detention systems stand to 
complement each other and give children and youth in detention a greater 
chance at academic and life success. 

Based on the deficiencies that were highlighted in the findings on the 
educational system for children and youth in detention in Trinidad and 
Tobago, it is suggested that a comprehensive overhaul and reformation of the 
system be conducted immediately. The goals of reformation of the present 
system of education for children and youth in detention in Trinidad and 
Tobago should be to widen, structure and improve the quality of educational 
services that are presently available to detained children and youth so that 
they have the opportunity to attain age appropriate academic content and 
standards. The reformation of the present system of education for detained 
children and youth should also provide them with a high quality educational 
system, which would provide them with a wider range of life skills and 
academic programmes to aid their rehabilitation and re-integration into their 
social milieus to face the challenges of the twenty-first century and also 
empower them with educational services to aid their successful transition 
from institutionalisation to further schooling or employment. A reformed 
system should also provide children and youth who are transitioning out of 
detention facilities and industrial homes with educational support systems to 
ensure their continued education and ensure that their educational needs are 
satisfied by a strict regimen of age-responsive education and training. 

It is submitted that it is a reprehensible act by the state to allow the educational 
needs of children and youth in Trinidad and Tobago to go unaddressed due 
to their incarceration or institutionalisation. This position is premised on two 
grounds. First, the state has an inherent responsibility to these children and 
youth since a great majority of them are removed from the care of their 
parents and guardians by the courts to keep them safe and provide for their 
overall well-being, which includes ensuring that they succeed educationally. 
The second ground is that research has shown that there is a link between 
academic achievement and delinquency which is evident in the early school 
experiences of children and youth (Zingraff et al., 1994). 
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Global	 best	 practices	 in	 reforming	 the	 education	 of	 incarcerated	
children	and	youth

Addressing the educational needs of children and youth in detention cannot 
be conducted in a vacuum and must be viewed from the context of the 
rehabilitation. In this rehabilitative context, Hoge (2009) describes several 
alternative approaches to the treatment of offenders within contemporary 
juvenile justice systems that might be explored in this jurisdiction. First, 
there is the child welfare and rehabilitation model, whose goal is to control 
the antisocial behaviour of young persons under the assumption that this can 
be best achieved by improving their behavioural and emotional competencies 
as well as deficits in their environment. Second, there is the corporatist 
model, which shares the goals of the previous model but departs from it by 
emphasising the integration of all services for children. The third model is 
the justice model, which shifts from a concern for the needs of the individual 
offender and towards the criminal act and appropriate legal responses to it. 
The fourth model is the modified justice model which combines elements 
of both the child welfare and justice models. The fifth model is the crime 
control model which shares with the justice model a focus on formal legal 
procedures; however, the primary concern in this model is the use of legal 
sanctions against offenders that ensure the protection of society.

Though arguments can be developed for and against all of the aforementioned 
models, Hoge’s (2009) fundamental assumption is that current theory and 
research supports the child welfare and rehabilitation orientation as the 
optimal means for addressing juveniles’ antisocial behaviour. It is suggested 
that the implementation and usage of the child welfare and rehabilitation 
model to address the problem of the unmet educational needs of children 
and youth, vis-à-vis, juvenile delinquency in Trinidad and Tobago is the 
‘ideal’ practice. The child welfare and rehabilitation model is a model for 
delinquency control which ‘is generally implemented within a formal justice 
system, but there may be less emphasis on legal processing and more concern 
with providing rehabilitative interventions’ (Hoge, 2009:49-50). 

The child welfare and rehabilitation model is the model of choice for 
implementation in Trinidad and Tobago as it aims to control the antisocial 
behaviour of young persons under the assumption that this can be best 
achieved by improving their behavioural and emotional competencies 
as well as deficits in their environment. This is predicated on the notion 



95Addressing Unmet Educational Needs

that the welfare and interests of the child or young person should be the 
first and paramount consideration when dealing with children. Ideally, this 
model can be delivered in the larger context of the education, mental health, 
and/or social service systems in Trinidad and Tobago. The model can also 
be delivered in the context of the justice model so long as the focus is on 
addressing deficits and educational needs of the juvenile.

There are two other global best practices which can be adapted in seeking 
to address the unmet educational needs of children and youth in detention 
in Trinidad and Tobago. These best practices can be implemented within the 
context of Hoge’s child welfare and rehabilitation model. The first emanates 
from a practice guide compiled by Gonsoulin et al. (2012) for the National 
Evaluation and Technical Assistance Center for the Education of Children 
and Youth Who Are Neglected, Delinquent, or At-Risk (NDTAC). The 
NDTAC practice guide espouse the view that individually tailored academic 
and behavioural support services should be provided to foster better 
outcomes for children and youth who become involved with the juvenile 
justice system. This principle focuses on the fact that in order to address the 
academic hardship faced by children and youth in detention—changes in 
placement, family mobility, disabling conditions, economic disadvantage, 
and involvement in the justice system—education providers need to provide 
supports that address students’ ‘unique needs’ (Gonsoulin et al., 2012: i). 
Coming out of the NDTAC practice guide were eighteen strategies for 
creating such a supportive educational system. These strategies have been 
organised into five practice areas inclusive of addressing behavioural and 
social needs to promote educational success (practice area #5)

The other global best practice emanates from a research document by Leone 
and Weinberg (2012), which sought to address the unmet educational needs 
of Children and Youth in the Juvenile Justice and Child Welfare Systems. 
Of particular importance are ‘six principles which Leone and Weinberg 
identify as drivers for education reform for children and youth’ (Leone 
and Weinberg, 2012:3). Leone and Weinberg’s strategies posit that early 
education for incarcerated children is essential, that quality education 
services are critical for the successful development of all youth and that 
if outcomes matter, they must be measured. As an integral component of 
their strategy, they also submit that support services are needed to help some 
youth succeed, interagency collaboration and communication is vital and 
that change requires within-agency and cross-agency leadership. The global 



96 Journal of Eastern Caribbean Studies

best practices espoused by Leone and Weinberg (2012) and Gonsoulin et 
al. (2012) can also be implemented in Trinidad and Tobago with the aim of 
addressing the unmet educational needs of children and youth in detention 
in the island as their aims, principles and outcomes are similar to those 
espoused by Hoge (2007, 2009). 

Structuring	the	education	of	detained	children	and	youth 

Several questions are yet to be answered in connection with the education 
of detained children in Trinidad and Tobago. For example, how should 
the education of detained children and youth be structured? What balance 
should be struck between academic, functional/vocational, personal and 
developmental/life skills so that the requirements of children in detention 
are met?  Which model of education is most appropriate, should it address 
the ‘needs’ or ‘rights’ of detained children and what should be the balance 
between education and security? The answers to these questions are 
amazingly simple. As it relates to the five (5) models of rehabilitation earlier 
alluded to in this paper, Hoge (2007:83) submits that ‘While arguments can 
be developed for and against all of the models, the fundamental assumption is 
that current theory and research supports the child welfare and rehabilitation 
model as the optimal means for addressing antisocial behaviour in youth.’ 

Hoge’s (2009) position is supported by Gonsoulin et al. (2012) who submit 
that academic services should be provided to and specifically tailored to 
children and youth who become involved with the juvenile justice system so 
as to foster better outcomes. The position by Hoge (2009) is also supported 
by Leone and Weinberg (2012) with their ‘six principles for educational 
reform for children and youth’ aimed at addressing the unmet educational 
needs of children and youth in the Juvenile Justice and Child Welfare 
Systems. Importantly, Leone and Weinberg (2012) posit that for incarcerated 
juveniles, early education is essential and that quality education services are 
critical for the successful development of all youth. They also submit that 
there must be support services to help some youth succeed, that interagency 
collaboration and communication is vital and that change requires within-
agency and cross-agency leadership. 

In seeking to reconstruct a system of education for detained children and 
youth in Trinidad and Tobago, an important pronouncement by the Ministry 
of Justice in the island must be considered due to its contextual value in 
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relation to the thesis under research. The Ministry of Justice in Trinidad and 
Tobago submits that ‘Detention facilities in Trinidad and Tobago should be 
required to serve the needs of both boys and girls on remand, as well as 
boys and girls who have been convicted. Detention facilities should also 
allow for programmes, training and education to be provided in a modern, 
humane campus-like setting that allows the children to grow and develop 
notwithstanding that they are in a controlled penal environment’ (Ministry 
of Justice, Trinidad and Tobago, 2013). The author of this paper submits that 
the education of detained children in Trinidad and Tobago should address 
their ‘needs’ for a high quality education as well as their ‘rights’ to a high 
quality education and that this should be provided at the same level with 
juveniles in the ‘free world’ in a conducive learning environment but which 
takes into account their security in a ‘penal environment’.

Suggested	policy	recommendations

The provision of education and life skills to delinquent children and youth 
is generally viewed in the Trinidad and Tobagonian society as being noble 
as such treatment is perceived to prevent future criminality. Therefore, the 
best practice is for detained children and youth to be provided with general 
and special education where possible. It is suggested that in order to address 
the educational needs of children and youth in Trinidad and Tobago, the 
following are suggested policy recommendations: 

1. Educational services for incarcerated children and youth should 
meet the minimum standards set for public schools.

2. Provision of a comprehensive educational and developmental 
screening, assessing the possibility of learning disabilities, 
emotional/behavioural disorders, or cognitive limitations for every 
youth entering the juvenile justice system.

3. Systematically identification of all incarcerated youth who have 
special educational needs.

4. Development of stronger ties between juvenile detention facilities 
and industrial homes to public school within various communities to 
ensure a smooth transition for children and youth returning to their 
social milieus.

5. Provision of appropriate education services regardless of the 
detention facility or industrial home where the child or youth is 
confined.
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6. Provision of a flexible curricula that include academic, vocational, 
and social and life skills.

7. Maintenance of year-round education programmes to allow for the 
variability of times when children and youth enter and leave the 
facilities.

8. Encouragement and facilitation of the recruitment and retention of 
certified special education teachers in juvenile facilities.

9.  Maintenance of an educational programme within the juvenile justice 
system which focuses on the educational needs of institutionalised 
children and youth.

10. Provision of incentives to schools that partner with youth detention 
facilities in the delivery of education.

11. Joint development of educational programmes for children and 
youth in detention by the Ministries of Justice and Education.

12. Creation of a national plan for the education of children and youth 
in detention as part of a larger Juvenile Justice system.

13. Prioritisation of access to education for children and youth regardless 
of their criminal or disciplinary history.

14. Creation and implementation of a national policy for corrections 
education and the development of standards for administration. 

15. Development of formalised processes to measure compliance with 
set standards for children and youth education programmes.

Challenges	to	the	implementation	of	global	best	practices 

In spite of the many possibilities which abound in terms of available global 
best practices and policies aimed at addressing the unmet educational needs 
of children and youth in detention, there are several contributory factors 
which hinders the implementation of similar practices in Trinidad and 
Tobago. These contributory factors either singularly or when combined act 
as challenges and limitations to the implementation of global best practices 
aimed at addressing the educational needs of children and youth in detention 
in the island. The list of contributory factors is not an exhaustive one and 
includes those discussed below.

The	inadequacy	of	juvenile	justice	agencies	to	provide	quality	education

Juvenile justice agencies are not designed to provide or monitor education 
services or to manage and document children and youth academic 
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performance. Yet these agencies may act in loco parentis for the children 
entrusted to them, and this often involves managing children’s access to 
schooling.

Limitedness/lack	of	inter-agency	collaboration

In Trinidad and Tobago, policy makers have the propensity to operate in 
silos with low levels of inter-agency collaboration. This lack of collaboration 
between and among various ministries has deleterious effects on the 
educational and other needs of children and youth who are in the state’s 
custody. Therefore, interagency collaboration is a perquisite to addressing 
these unmet educational needs. As Leone and Weinberg (2012:3) submit 
‘inter-agency collaboration and communication is vital.’ 

A	lack	of	integrated	services

A lack of integrated systems is pervasive in Trinidad and Tobago. This lack 
of integrated systems and services creates a number of negative outcomes 
for the children and youth who they are designed to assist. For example, 
detained children and youth often are ‘hidden’ from the public educational 
systems because they may not be enrolled in local schools. As a result, ‘the 
responsibility for their education becomes subsumed to the need for their 
security’ (Gagnon and Barber, 2010:7) and their academic outcomes are no 
longer seen as a priority. 

A	focus	on	security

Another major issue which obviates addressing the unmet educational 
needs of children and youth in detention is the focus on security; security 
of those in detention as well as security of the public from the detainees. 
Custody and supervision are often seen as the primary functions of youth 
detention facilities and ‘institutional security and housing take priority over 
educational needs’ (Nelson, 1996; Gagnon and Barber, 2010:7). This often 
reveals conflicting organisational priorities for security and rehabilitation 
and the focus on security has serious consequences for the education of 
children and youth as their educational requirements may remain unfulfilled. 
Gagnon and Barber surmise that individuals and institutions which provide 
service to youths in detention largely work within a juvenile justice system 
‘that is largely driven by security concerns, often at the expense at other 
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needed supports and services (for example, adequate school funding and 
staffing……’ (2010:7). 

Improper	assessment

Clinical and actuarial assessments are generally used as predictive tools 
to measure the risk of dangerousness or violence among institutionalised 
populations; however, they can be used to properly screen new intakes 
of children and youth at detention facilities. In many instances, while 
assessments are conducted on children and youth in Trinidad and Tobago, 
it is usually done in a cursory manner and in some instances conducted by 
individuals who lack the necessary training to do so. However, from an 
international perspective, as it relates to learning interventions in Juvenile 
Justice settings; once a juvenile’s academic deficit is identified, the next step 
is to provide effective (educational) intervention’ (Sander et al., 2011:3). 

There are other limitations which serve to stymie efforts to address the 
unmet educational requirements of children and youth in detention facilities 
and industrial homes in Trinidad and Tobago. This includes basic issues such 
as poor physical facilities, lack of trained and certified special education 
teachers and insufficient collaboration between the juvenile justice system 
and the educational system. Other limiting factors includes the punitive 
nature of the Criminal Justice System in the island, frequent changes in 
Government ministers with responsibility for children in detention, the 
dichotomous relationship between education and security ministries, a 
debilitating lack of long term governmental planning on the issue as well as 
the dominant culture of treating children like adults which makes the present 
situation difficult to remedy. There are also problems of the transient of the 
population and shortages of adequately prepared personnel. In spite of these 
shortcomings, it is imperative that these children and youth in detention are 
provided with a high quality education so as to facilitate their educational 
needs.

Study	limitations	and	directions	for	future	research

All analyses on data and findings should be interpreted in light of two key 
limitations of the current study. First, the study was hampered by an inefficient 
system of data collection and storage in the Caribbean and second, by the 
limitedness of available data on the educational achievements of juveniles 
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who are, or, were detained by the state in Trinidad and Tobago. This lack 
of/incompleteness of data is supported by Deosaran (2003:5) who points out 
‘Crime data across the Caribbean is in a very untidy and inefficient state, 
to say the least.’ Continuing, Deosaran notes ‘a similar situation exists for 
prison figures.’ The position by Deosaran (2003) finds support from Busby 
(2003:3) who points out ‘Generally, the Caribbean countries have been 
described as data poor’ and James (2010:1) who argues that with reference 
to the Caribbean, that there is ‘very weak general statistical data collection 
capacity.’ 

While conducting research on the system of education that exists for 
incarcerated children and youth in Trinidad and Tobago, limited studies and 
data were located. Unfortunately, none of the studies considered ways to 
address the unmet educational needs of incarcerated students in their analysis. 
As official data on the educational achievements of children and youth who 
were in state custody in Trinidad and Tobago were difficult to obtain from 
the relevant organisations, the researcher sought to nullify the limitation by 
conducting structured interviews with randomly selected individuals who 
had resided at these institutions (Youth Training Centre (YTC), St. Jude’s 
Home for Girls and St. Michael’s Home for Boys) within the past three years 
(2010-2012) to elicit their views on the system of education obtained while 
they were detained. This is less than ideal as a wider source of information 
on those not included would have been helpful in better understanding the 
needs of this population. 

In spite of the limitations mentioned above, it is important to note that the 
current study contributes new information to the field and advances our 
understanding of the lack of educational opportunities for incarcerated youth 
by highlighting data for this vulnerable population. Therefore, the findings 
and recommendations of this study are of immense value to local policy 
makers and legislators. The author of this article now advocates for more 
research in this area that is mindful of addressing the educational needs of 
incarcerated children and youth in the island. 

Conclusion

It is the author’s desire that this research paper is viewed through collaborative 
and not through territorial lens, as a failure to address the educational 
needs of children and youth in detention in Trinidad and Tobago will only 
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exacerbate their current untenable position. The Ministries of Justice and 
Education must now engage in collaborate discourse to successfully address 
the issue of the educational needs of children and youth in detention in the 
island. Importantly, conversations pertaining to inter-agency collaboration 
should occur at the policy making level and the resulting policies must reflect 
practices that cater for a quick and easy exchange of information. 

It is hoped that in the near future there will be a high level of inter-agency 
collaboration and that as the various agencies begin the collaborative 
processes, shared decision-making will start on the best ways to meet 
the educational needs of detained children and youth in the jurisdiction. 
Emanating from this process, the various agencies should hopefully start the 
revolutionary process of addressing the unmet needs of children and youth 
in detention in the island via universal interventions and the application 
of global best practices. For example, efforts should be made to improve 
the level of education which is available to detained children and youth in 
Trinidad and Tobago by creating and implementing a national policy to guide 
Prison based education for juveniles who run afoul of the law. There should 
also be a formal process for measuring Prison based education to ensure 
that there is a comparable standard as well as compliance with state level 
educational standards for juveniles in the island. Furthermore, standards 
should be developed for guiding the development of Prison based education 
programmes for children and youths in detention. This is predicated on the 
postulation of Hanson (2005, 73) (cited in Kraus and Arroyo, 2005) who 
points out that ‘youth who are incarcerated in juvenile detention facilities are 
in need of, and in fact are entitled to, educational programmes to facilitate 
their cognitive and social development, their rehabilitation, and their re-
entry into the community.’ 

While efforts are currently underway to improve the education of children 
and youth in detention by seeking to create a national policy on juvenile 
detention education and developing set standards for its administration, 
the process appears to suffer from the ‘culture of delay’ (Cowper, 2012:4) 
and is frustratingly immobile. Further, for the successful implementation of 
policies and best practices aimed at addressing the unmet educational needs 
of children and youth in detention in Trinidad and Tobago, there must be 
a perceptible shift in the concept of and responsibility for the education of 
these detained juveniles. It is hoped that addressing the educational needs 
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of children and youth in detention is not dependent or reliant on privately 
initiated class-action litigation to challenge the inadequate educational 
practices in juvenile detention facilities in the jurisdiction.

In closing, this paper reflects a contemporary orientation where the needs 
and interests of detained children and youth are paramount and detention 
efforts are geared toward the treatment of the juvenile offender. As explained 
earlier, current theory and research from psychology and criminology support 
the position that juvenile justice systems which focus on the identification 
and amelioration of criminogenic deficits (for example, education) in youth 
and their circumstances produce more positive outcomes than strict punitive 
sanctions. Further, the implications of implementing the child welfare and 
rehabilitation model by Hoge (2009), the six principles for educational reform 
for children and youth by Leone and Weinberg (2012) or the provision of 
specifically tailored educational programmes for detained children and youth 
by Gonsoulin et al. (2012) for the treatment of youth are fully consistent with 
the UNICEF Guiding Principles for Organisations and Individuals Dealing 
with Child Welfare and the United Nations Convention on the Child.
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Abstract

In Trinidad and Tobago, the phenomenon of ‘missing girls’ is 
a misnomer given its representation in police record-keeping.  
Though not applicable to all cases of ‘missing girls’, it may rather 
be indicative of a pattern of delinquency characterising a specific 
group of females under 18 years. Considering child rights that are 
geared towards protecting those with the greatest predisposition 
to all forms of violence, public health risks and deprivation, all of 
which limit their life chances, females under 18 years constitute a 
critical sub-population

Bearing in mind similarities and differences in the distribution 
of missing teenage girls in Trinidad and Tobago during a four-
year period between 2008 and 2011, the paper constitutes an 
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exploratory study that provides clues for further research and 
policy prescription. This study seeks to examine critical attributes 
such as age, ethnicity and episode characteristics across time 
and space to discern profiles of ‘missing girls’ in Trinidad and 
Tobago.  

Micro-level data are drawn from police-records for the period 
January 2008 to December 2011. Descriptive statistics examining 
patterns of variation and association are analysed to discern 
similarities, differences and inequities. Available data indicate 
increases in the frequency of missing girls’ reports during the 
period, an urban bias with respect to such reports despite their 
increasingly ubiquitous character with the passage of time, 
Though the whereabouts of the vast majority of girls were known, 
there is evidence of some measure of criminal activity with girls 
being offenders and victims.  The majority of the reported cases 
occurred on the weekend and irrespective of temporal or spatial 
domain, the median age of missing girls is 15 years. 

Key	 words: missing girls’, risky sexual behaviours, ‘at risk 
groups’
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Introduction

Missing girls data in Trinidad and Tobago is a unique phenomenon which up 
until now has not been studied.  Between January 2008 and December 2011, 
police statistics indicate a consistent increase in reported cases of missing 
persons who were teenage girls.  These statistics are unique due to the fact 
that less than 1% of missing persons reports are episodes of kidnapping 
and more interestingly, more than 90% are reports of girls who eventually 
return home after a short period of absence. These characteristics of the data 
urge us to reconsider and explore the underpinning nuances characterising 
the lives of these girls who oftentimes are labelled as ‘runaways’ and thus 
engaging in an  act of deviance including some amount of status offending 
behaviour. From this perspective, the increase in missing girls reports imply 
that attention may also have to be placed on gauging whether there are also 
increases in a range of social problems which include social and public 
health issues that are known to have adverse effects on the economic and 
social well-being of our children and in particular, their future well-being.

Police records of missing girls for the period 2008 to 2011 indicate that 
approximately 1% of all cases are outstanding and indicative of the fact 
that such girls had not been found.  Approximately 98% were shown to 
have either returned or been escorted home with a miniscule proportion 
of less than 1% being found dead. As such, there is no doubt that trends 
concerning activities of missing teenage girls, can uncover insights that have 
implications for the likelihood of this group being exposed to the risk of 
becoming victims of crime and developing sexually transmitted infections 
and teenage pregnancies as a result of risky sexual behaviour, all of which 
serve to impede the social development of young girls in Trinidad and 
Tobago. Additionally, while away from home, these girls may be placed in 
situations where they may commit criminal offences to survive on the streets 
and are also in danger of becoming victims of street crime and violence. 
Researchers such as Chesney-Lind (2008) have indicated that runaway girls 
oftentimes commit criminal offences such as stealing and prostitution as a 
means of survival while away from home. These studies also indicate that 
runaway girls are highly likely to be victims of sexual and physical abuse. 
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Purpose	of	the	Research

Considering the plethora of social issues that become apparent in studying 
episodes characterising missing girls cases, this paper seeks to provide an 
initial pathway to understanding missing girls episodes by undertaking an 
exploratory study that uses micro-level police records for the period 2008 to 
2011 to provide empirical evidence and discern the nature and scope of the 
‘missing girl’ phenomenon as a social problem.  This study also contributes 
to substantiating the need to conduct further research in this area.  In so 
doing, it is hoped that closer attention would be given to these data especially 
since they would be deemed instrumental in shaping research design options 
that inform prospective links between deviance in the form of running away 
and outcomes that manifest in the form of status offences. Furthermore, 
observations regarding behavioural patterns consistent with the data obtained 
in these police records, can potentially stimulate discussion concerning 
gendered nuances and their implications for prevailing differences in thrusts 
towards treating with juvenile female offenders.

Notwithstanding limitations in the breadth of attributes pertaining to the 
characteristics of missing girls in Trinidad and Tobago, data are available 
for a few key attributes such as age, ethnicity, missing status, return status, 
location (police station handling the missing case and the municipal area 
within which such a station is located) and temporal factors associated with 
missing girl episodes, for example, day of the week and month of the year.  
Such data permit preliminary exploratory analyses that can inform insights 
for gaining a better understanding and deeper appreciation of the phenomenon 
of missing girls and in so doing, stimulate alternative interpretive accounts 
about the motivation of teenage girls to engage in activities to the extent 
that they are reported as missing.  Collectively, these research outcomes 
could contribute towards the conduct of further research geared towards the 
evaluation of novel hypotheses bearing such alternative interpretive accounts 
in mind and evaluating their merit in the context of reducing ill-effects that 
have been observed to be outcomes of instances when girls are reported as 
missing.  

The analysis of the data aims at observing similarities and differences in 
trends pertaining to key characteristics such as age, ethnicity, status remarks 
and other episode characteristics controlling for location and calendar year.  
To the extent that patterns remain unchanged despite controlling for location 



111Improving Life Chances of an ‘At Risk’ Group

and calendar year, an emergent pattern becomes evident and is indicative 
of a pattern that lends itself to a prescribed set of interventions.  As such, 
policy implications will be discussed within the context of safeguarding 
this ‘at risk’ group from the adverse repercussions that are spinoffs of being 
classified as a missing girl including status offending behaviour.

In order to satisfy the purpose of this study, a number of research concerns 
have come to the fore and deemed central to this study.  First, the study 
seeks to discern patterns of variation in outcomes linked to the search 
status of missing cases, age of girls when they were reported as missing, 
their ethnicity, temporal characteristics of missing cases and return status 
outcomes of missing cases.  Second, spatial differences and inequities in the 
distribution of reported missing cases are computed comparing outcomes for 
the four-year period to outcomes for each of the calendar years in order to 
throw light upon imbalances and highlight specific sub-population domains 
as targets for intervention.  Third, the study seeks to determine whether the 
distribution of ages at which girls have been reported as missing vary in a 
consistent manner dependent upon calendar year, ethnicity and municipal 
area.  With respect to the day of the week when most cases are reported as 
missing, the fourth concern is geared towards discerning whether or not, 
outcomes persist or vary dependent upon calendar year, and municipal 
area.

Literature	Review

According to Stintion (2007, 3), ‘running away from home is a status offense 
that has played a significant and controversial role in girls’ delinquency, as 
running away has the highest proportion of female offenders of any form of 
delinquency’.  In the context of this study, reports have shown that running 
away from home accounts for the highest proportion of status offences 
committed by girls. Additionally, this status offence has been increasing over 
time, raising concerns about consequences such as social and health problems 
that may be a spinoff from running away from home. However, despite 
its prevalence, there is very little research that focuses on understanding 
this phenomenon. Only recently, there has been the emergence of feminist 
criminologists such as Chesney-Lind (2008), who have made significant 
contributions to understanding causes and correlates as they relate to female 
offending behaviour. Coming out of these studies, is the discovery that the 
causes of girls’ delinquency are different from those ascribed to boys.
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Though the literature makes reference to delinquency in treating with the 
actions of young offenders, this study anchors offenders’ action as a form of 
deviance rather than delinquency insofar as missing girls’ intentions to run 
away oftentimes may not have their roots in outcomes that can be labelled 
as delinquent.  With respect to the demographic characteristics of female 
status offenders, the patterns and trends cited in the literature indicate that 
girls tend to be between 12 and 17 years old. As such, official statistics for 
England and Wales in 2004 reveal that the peak age for recorded offending 
is 15 years old for females (Gelsthorpe and Sharpe 2004, 50). In the United 
States of America, the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention 
(OJJDP) has reported that in 2008, 58% of runaways were reported to 
be female with 32% of them being under age 15 (Puzzarchera 2009, 3).  
Concerning ethnicity, youth of all ethnicities accounted for runaway cases 
more than any other status offence.3  

With regard to the activities of runaway girls, the literature does not 
specifically focus on where runaways go when they leave home.  However, 
researchers such as Chesney-Lind (2008) and Stintion (2007) imply that 
several teens leave home to wander the streets. Additionally, statistics 
indicate that there are 1 - 3 million runaway and homeless kids living in 
the United States of America. In the Caribbean, specifically in Trinidad and 
Tobago, very few statistics are available concerning the current state of street 
children although this phenomenon has been acknowledged as a growing 
social problem (Marshall 2007).

Concerning the spinoff of street wandering, researchers such as Chesney-
Lind and Pasko (2008), Marshall (2003) and Stintion (2007), note that 
running away to live on the streets exposes these teenagers to exploitation 
and such female runaways are more vulnerable, as runaway teens are most 
likely forced to participate in both minor and serious crimes to survive. There 
is also the prospect of runaway girls engaging in prostitution which has been 
proven to lead to further victimisation at later stages in their lives. Apart from 
prostitution, it has also been found that runaways who have been sexually 
abused are most likely to engage in delinquent and criminal behaviours such 

3Profile of Petitioned Status Offenders. Accessed on 10th May 2012. https://www.ncjrs.gov/html/
ojjdp/216251/chap4.html
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as substance abuse and petty theft (McCormack et al 1986 cited in Chesney-
Lind and Pasko 2008, 31). In essence, though running away may at best 
be considered as an act of deviance often without a delinquent intent, the 
act of running away is associated with unintended delinquent consequences.  
In some cases, runaway girls engage in delinquent activities as a means of 
survival while away from home.

The literature also indicates that runaway girls’ engagement in prostitution 
and other risky sexual behaviour is highly correlated with future victimisation 
and future problems such as AIDS, depression and rape (Chesney-Lind 
and Pasko, 2008). Involvement in risky sexual behaviour can also lead to 
unwanted teenage pregnancy, school dropout and other social problems that 
can hamper educational and social development among runaway teenage 
girls.  Another pertinent aspect that is most dominant in the literature on 
running away is its association with physical and sexual abuse.  Studies of 
girls who are chronic runaways document significant levels of sexual and 
physical victimisation” (Zahn et al 2010, 3).  Chesney-Lind and Pasko 
(2008) have also cited Meiselman (1998) whose study of victims of sexual 
abuse found that 50% of such women were the victims of child sexual abuse, 
but ‘only 20% of the non-victim group, left home before the age of 18’ 
(Chesney-Lind and Pasko 2008, 30). Moreover, Calhoun, Jurgens, and Chen 
(1993) cited in Gouvis, Roman et al (2006,4) note that 70% of delinquent 
girls have been sexually abused. 

It has also been postulated by Smith et al, (2006) that traumatic experiences 
such as physical and sexual abuse are highly associated with the development 
of mental health problems and are also highly likely to promote health 
behaviours that are tantamount to risky sexual behaviour. Childhood 
maltreatment has been linked to increasing rates of delinquency, health-risking 
behaviour and other problems such as anxiety, depression, suicidal ideation 
and personality disorders (Smith et al 2006, 351). Chesney-Lind and Pasko 
(2008) also highlighted studies conducted by the American Correctional 
Association (ACA) indicating that 53.8% of runaway girls reported that they 
had attempted suicide because they felt like no one cared.

Taking these research findings into consideration, ‘running away’ may in 
some instances be a coping strategy for girls who are experiencing chronic 
levels of victimisation at home. Therefore, one should not lose sight of the 
fact that some runaway girls could be the victims of incidents such as sexual 
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abuse against minors and as such, running away as a defensive mechanism. 
Consequently, we are now urged to rethink our perception of girls who 
run away or engage in other types of deviant behaviour especially since 
such behaviours could indeed be optimal coping strategies to counteract 
other more serious outcomes associated with societal ills.  These girls are 
oftentimes stigmatised as troublemakers or promiscuous but such labels 
may be unjust as dysfunctional structural forces could be underlying 
factors precipitating actions tantamount to ‘running away’. However when 
considering the abundance of research that has uncovered high levels of 
sexual and other forms of abuse among runaway teenage girls, negative 
stereotypes assigned to such girls ought to be reconsidered.  Instead thrusts 
towards the establishment of policies and other initiatives should be pursued 
in order to increase the protection of minors from sexual abuse in their homes 
and communities.

Methodology

Research	Design

Ideally, the data pertaining to missing girls should be based on primary 
data collection targeting such girls as the unit of analysis and the unit of 
observation.  The principal advantage of such an approach is the prospect 
of obtaining data on a much wider array of attributes that throw light on 
the characteristics of such girls and more important, systemic associations 
between such attributes.  Notwithstanding such a prospect, there appears to 
be obvious threats to the validity of the data that are likely to be collected 
especially with respect to attributes that evoke responses that missing girls 
may deem to be sensitive.  In addition, primary data collection precludes the 
collection of observations pertaining to missing girls whose missing status 
is categorised as ‘dead’ or ‘outstanding’.   The fact that the population of 
interest is a hidden population, poses difficulties with regard to locating 
and developing a sufficiently reliable sampling frame that can permit the 
enumeration of either the entire population or a random sample that permits 
inferences about population parameters. Moreover, ethical considerations 
may exclude the participation of virtually all of the girls as respondents 
providing primary data.  As such, primary data collection will have to target 
informants including relatives and close acquaintances resulting in similar 
problems of obtaining reliable sampling frames and prospective threats to 
the validity of observations.  Given such challenges, secondary data analysis 
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seems to be a more feasible option for the collection of data pertaining to 
missing girls.

The study is based on secondary research drawing on data collected by 
the Crime and Problem Analysis (CAPA) Unit within the Police Service 
of Trinidad and Tobago.  The data assume the form of a micro-data file 
containing records summarising selected characteristics of cases of missing 
girls in Trinidad and Tobago.  Notwithstanding limitations in the range of 
attributes that are needed to permit more comprehensive exploration of the 
explanatory requirements of this study, the data are sufficient to embark 
upon preliminary exploratory studies that can uncover useful insights in 
understanding the phenomenon of missing girls in Trinidad and Tobago.  
Insofar as the secondary data constitute a micro-data file that is amenable to 
data quality evaluation and data analysis in accordance with the principles 
of survey research, subsequent sub-sections address characteristics of the 
data file including the principal variables of interest.  This is followed by 
an evaluation of data quality and finally a statement on proposed analytical 
techniques.

Characteristics	of	the	Data	File

The data file consists of 1,420 records summarising observations on a wide 
array of attributes pertaining to missing girls 10-18 years old during 2008-
2011.  The data file constitutes a subset of the cases pertaining to missing 
persons in Trinidad and Tobago during the specified period.  For the set of 
cases contained in the data file, the records consist of a collection of data that 
were obtained from reports made by informants about girls who had been 
missing.  A limited set of data items constituting variables of interest inform 
the statistical analyses that permit efforts geared towards understanding the 
phenomenon of missing girls in Trinidad and Tobago.  These data items 
and their characteristic features are summarised in Table 1. Specifically, 
the analysis focuses on demographic factors such as age and ethnicity of 
the missing girls, temporal factors such as calendar year, month and day 
of the week when girls were considered to have been missing, spatial 
factors such as police station zones and their respective municipal domains 
and case outcomes including the search status and return and discovery 
circumstances.   
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Data	Quality	Issues

Insofar as the data on missing girls were based on reports made by informants 
who were either relatives or close acquaintances of the missing girls, it is 
assumed that their age and ethnicity are accurately reported and hardly likely 
to compromise the validity of such demographic characteristics in subsequent 
analyses.  It is also expected that informants would have reported missing 
cases to the police within a sufficiently short timeframe that is hardly likely 
to increase the prospect of recall error.  Accordingly, the dates when girls 
went missing and when their respective cases were reported are highly likely 
to be accurately captured unless negatively impacted by recording errors.  
This also enhances the validity of temporal factors that reflect calendar 
year, month and day of the week when girls were considered to have been 
missing.  In some instances especially if there are multiple informants for the 
same case, double-counting becomes an issue.  However, the technical staff 
in CAPA is capable of effectively dealing with this threat which has also 
been checked in accordance with quality control strategies consistent with 
the preparation of the data that were analysed in this study.   

Police zones throw light on the location of the police station that has 
responsibility for investigating a missing case to the extent that police zones 
are going to be accurately captured in the cases of interest.  The location 
of police stations in relation to the major municipal areas of Trinidad and 
Tobago permits a valid classification of municipal areas as a spatial factor 
of interest.  Case outcomes include the variable ‘search status’ which should 
be accurately captured based on direct knowledge or ignorance pertaining 
to missing girls’ location subsequent to a missing persons’ report.  For those 
who have been found, their return/discovery status has been deduced from 
remarks contained in the missing persons’ reports.  Given that such remarks 
are characterised by variable levels of ambiguity, broader categories have 
been generated to enhance the validity of interpretive accounts of girls’ 
return/discovery status. 

Data	Analysis

The data are analysed using simple descriptive statistics in keeping with the 
exploratory nature of this study.  Frequency distributions are interpreted to 
facilitate statements about various properties pertaining to the key variables of 
interest to the study.  Cross-tabular analyses permit assessments of variability 
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in selected target variables contingent upon variation in antecedent factors.  
Accordingly, the persistence of a specific outcome irrespective of variation 
in antecedent factors could be evaluated to facilitate statements about the 
merit of such a claim.  Spatial inequity is gauged on the basis of computing 
and interpreting Gini Indexes of Inequity while the persistence of consistent 
patterns of association with respect to reported missing cases within police 
zones is assessed in accordance with Spearman’s Rank Correlation Co-
efficient.

Key	Findings

Preliminary	Observations

Table 2 provides a summary of key characteristics describing temporal, 
demographic and search outcomes with respect to missing girls 10-18 years 
between 2008 and 2011. It shows that there were noteworthy increases in the 
reported number of cases consisting of missing girls 10-18 years, the number 
increasing from 260 in 2008 to 418 in 2011.  Girls reported to have gone 
missing between 2008 and 2011 were primarily of African, East Indian and 
Mixed origins.  According to Table 2, at least 43.5% were of African descent, 
at least a quarter were of East Indian descent (25.2%) and at least 23% were 
of Mixed origin.  Given the respective sizes of these ethnic sub-populations 
on a national scale, these findings are consistent with higher rates among 
girls of Mixed origin and those of African descent than among those of East 
Indian descent.  The reported ages of the missing girls 10-18 years follow a 
normal distribution with a mean age approximating 15 years.

Evidence pertaining to search status indicates that the vast majority (98.2%) 
of the 1,420 missing girls were located after having been reported as missing.  
However, 18 girls were still outstanding insofar as their whereabouts remain 
unknown and 7 were deceased.  Having been located, almost 95% of all girls 
reported as missing had either returned to their home (47%), been found 
or discovered (38%) or had made contact with friends, relatives or law 
enforcement (10%).  Smaller numbers have neither returned nor been found 
though there appears to be some knowledge of their whereabouts (13 cases).  
Similarly small numbers have either been in police custody (6 cases) or been 
arrested (4 cases).  During the four-year period under review, the majority of 
missing girls were reported to have gone missing on Fridays, the respective 
proportion being approximately 20%.  However, reports of missing cases 
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were evenly distributed on a monthly basis indicating that there was no clear 
pattern tantamount to a seasonal bias.  

Spatial	Differences	and	Inequities

Table 3 presents the most prominent police zones and their respective 
municipal areas in accordance with the number of girls who have been 
reported to be missing.  These spatial areas have become targeted regional 
spaces for identifying cases of runaway teenage girls reported to the police 
between 2008 and 2011.  Despite the relatively smaller population sizes of 
the major urban domains, the number of reported cases of missing girls was 
observed to be disproportionately higher in the two cities and three boroughs 
than in other municipal areas that have much larger populations and comprise 
a mix of urban and rural spaces.  Table 4 presents measures that throw light 
on inequities in the context of two sets of distributions; one pertaining to 
municipal areas and the other pertaining to differences between the major 
urban domains and the rest of Trinidad and Tobago.  Not surprisingly, 
the latter permits assessments of temporal difference in the extent of the 
imbalance, indicating a preponderance of missing girls in the major urban 
areas despite such areas having relatively smaller ‘at risk’ populations in 
comparison to the rest of Trinidad and Tobago.  The former permits similar 
assessments of imbalance across the 14 municipal areas of Trinidad and 
Tobago.  Magnitudes closer to zero are indicative of greater equity in the 
spatial distribution of reported cases of missing girls.

For the period 2008-2011 as a whole and for each of the four years, the 
imbalance in the distribution of reported cases of missing girls was assessed 
across the 14 municipal area by taking the respective percentages of the 
population 10-18 years and comparing them with corresponding percentages 
based on the total number of reported cases computed for each municipal 
area.  This permitted the computation of a Gini Index of Inequity for each 
period as shown in Table 4.  Specifically, Table 4 reveals that between 2008 
and 2010, there was growing imbalance in the distribution of reported 
cases of missing girls with disproportionately larger numbers of cases 
reported in municipal areas that had smaller ‘at risk’ populations.  This is 
further corroborated by similar computations of Gini Indexes that compare 
corresponding distributions between the main urban domains (that is, the two 
cities and three boroughs) and the rest of Trinidad and Tobago, especially 
since the cities and boroughs are known to have much smaller population 
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sizes but inordinately larger numbers of reported cases.  Both indexes are 
consistent with a trend towards a more equitable distribution between 2010 
and 2011 and this might be indicative of the fact that reported cases have not 
only been increasing in number but also becoming increasingly concentrated 
in municipal areas and police zones where the phenomenon was not as 
prevalent in earlier periods.  Thus, it will be instructive to monitor this trend 
to confirm its persistence when similar data become available for later years 
with the passage of the decade of the 2010s.

Within each of the municipal areas, there are a number of police zones.  
There are 68 police zones in Trinidad and Tobago, Table 3 shows 24 zones, 
each accounting for at least 20 reported cases of missing girls during the 
period 2008-2011.  Nine of the 24 police zones had at least 50 reported cases 
during the period though collectively, the set of 24 police zones accounted 
for 74% of all reported missing cases.  For the period as a whole and for each 
of the four years during the period, police zones were ordered according to 
reported cases of missing girls.  Based upon observation for the four-year 
period, Table 5 shows that the five zones with the highest ranks were Besson 
Street, Morvant,  Arima, Couva and Chaguanas.  A second tier of five zones 
with the highest ranks among remaining zones includes Arouca, Princes 
Town, West End, Belmont and San Fernando.   These ten zones (15% of 
all zones) account for 45% of all reported cases and in accordance with the 
matrix contained in Table 5, the ordering of police zones seems consistent 
across each of the four years under review.

Insofar as the police zones were ordered according to reported cases of 
missing girls, Spearman’s Rank Correlation Co-efficient was computed for 
sets of paired ranks.  A first set of paired ranks examined associations between 
zone-ranks for the four-year period as a whole and each of the four years 
individually.  A second set of paired ranks examined associations between 
zone ranks for consecutive years.  Table 6 shows the respective Spearman’s 
Rank Correlation Co-efficients within each set of paired ranks.  Within each 
set, paired ranks involving ranks for 2011 yielded the lowest co-efficient. 
Moreover, a comparison of the magnitudes of the association between zone 
ranks for consecutive years indicates reductions in the strength of association 
from one year to the next over the four-year period.  The reduction is 
notably marked between the periods 2009-2010 and 2010-2011.  The latter 
does corroborate earlier observations that paired ranks involving ranks 
for 2011 yield a relatively weaker association than other paired ranks and 
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further substantiates a trend towards reported cases becoming increasingly 
concentrated in municipal areas and police zones where the phenomenon 
was not as prevalent in earlier periods. 

Age	Differentials	and	Antecedent	Factors

For girls 10-18 years and reported as missing during 2008-2011, their age 
differentials are examined in accordance with calendar year, their ethnic 
origin and municipal area where their missing case was reported.  Table 7 
produces evidence supporting the notion that the same age-related pattern 
prevailed during each calendar year from 2008 to 2011, whether girls were 
or African, East Indian or Mixed origin, and in each of the fourteen municipal 
areas of Trinidad and Tobago (Median Age = 15 years).  In each of these sub-
populations, there appears to be congruity with respect to the variability in 
the reported ages of the girls at the time when they went missing (Standard 
Deviation ranging between 1.4 and 1.7).  Table 8 permits further elaboration 
showing that the outcome is the same in each of the three ethnic groups from 
one calendar year to the next. 

Temporal	Differences	and	Antecedent	Factors

During the four-year period under review, the majority of missing girls were 
reported to have gone missing on Fridays, the respective proportion being 
approximately 20%.  The outcome of further statistical analyses in Table 
9 reveals that in each of the four years, the majority of missing girls were 
reported to have gone missing on Fridays (20.4% in 2008, 20.5% in 2009, 
19.4 % in 2010 and 19.6% in 2011).  On examining the ‘Friday phenomenon’ 
in the context of patterns that were characteristic of reports made at police 
stations within the municipal areas, differences were evident dependent on 
the municipal area.  Nonetheless, the ‘Friday phenomenon’ persisted in the 
cities of Port of Spain and San Fernando as well as in other municipalities 
such as Princes Town, San Juan-Laventille, Sangre Grande and Tobago. In 
Tunapuna-Piarco, the frequency of reported cases according to the day of 
the week appears to be quite variable.  For the four-year period as a whole, 
the ‘Friday phenomenon’ is characteristic of the cities of Port of Spain and 
San Fernando and their respective contiguous municipal areas of San Juan-
Laventille and Princes Town. 
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Discussion:	Implications	for	Research	and	Policy

The mere fact that reported cases of missing girls has been increasing over 
time and may be associated with ‘running away’ as a form of deviance, 
raises concerns about adverse consequences for social and health-related 
problems and their spinoff effects.  In Trinidad and Tobago, the number of 
reported cases of missing girls increased from 260 in 2008 to 418 in 2011 
with the evidence suggesting that the phenomenon had begun to become 
more widespread spatially albeit in major urban cities and their contiguous 
municipal areas.  In particular, the evidence suggests that missing cases 
have been girls whether of African, East Indian or Mixed origins and that 
the majority of girls had returned home, were found by somebody or had 
made contact with friends, relatives and law enforcement.   The evidence 
also reveals alarming results claiming that irrespective of ethnic origin and 
calendar year, the majority of girls were under the age of consent.  Consistent 
with evidence from England and Wales in 2004,(Gelsthorpe and Sharpe 2004, 
50) and from the United States of America for 2008 (Puzzachera 2009, 3), 
this study points toward a specific class of young offenders among whom the 
principal offenders are under 16 years.  Though relatively fewer in number, 
the fact that some missing girls were found dead, another set being in police 
custody or arrested, and yet others still missing, is indicative of the sinister 
side of the ‘missing girl’ phenomenon.

These observations raise concerns about the nature of the living arrangements 
and other life-course experiences that predispose teenage girls to be declared 
as ‘missing’.  Notwithstanding these concerns, it should be noted that this study 
has no intention of providing conclusive answers to these questions insofar as 
the input data do not permit such outcomes.  Instead, the exploratory nature 
of the study is instrumental in providing profiles of missing girls and the 
spatial domains where missing girls’ cases have been reported.  Moreover, it 
should provide opportunities for discerning specific targets that could be the 
focus of future research designed specifically to treat with questions focusing 
on explaining the factors that predispose teenage girls to running away and 
in another context, to investigate the consequences of running away given 
the variety of motivational factors that stimulate such action.  The fact that 
there are claims of missing teenage girls and especially since relatively large 
numbers are under the age of consent exacerbates a grave problem given that 
informants especially ‘significant others’ are unaware of girls’ whereabouts.  
This introduces the spectre of a host of issues that could be triggers of such 
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action and in accordance with the literature, yield an action that is defined 
as a coping strategy.  At the same time, such action could be indicative of 
young girls’ inability to cope with the range of messages being transmitted 
through the different agents of juvenile socialisation.

Despite being principally a phenomenon in urban domains such as the cities 
of Port of Spain and San Fernando, their respective contiguous urbanised 
municipalities – San Juan/Laventille and Princes Town and the three boroughs 
– Arima, Chaguanas and Point Fortin, the data indicate that between 2008 
and 2011, reports of missing girls have been becoming more frequent in 
other less urbanised domains of Trinidad and Tobago.  However, given the 
relatively smaller population sizes in the cities and boroughs, observed 
Gini Indexes point to a gross imbalance between these urban municipalities 
and the rest of Trinidad and Tobago as the ‘missing girls’ phenomenon 
was expressly marked in the main cities and boroughs.  The increasingly 
ubiquitous character of the ‘missing girls’ phenomenon notwithstanding 
the urban bias reinforces the fact that the phenomenon could emerge as a 
national problem.

At the national level, these findings have utility with respect to promoting 
the need for future research initiatives geared towards monitoring and 
evaluating links between variations in childhood psycho-social encounters 
and the proclivity to runaway for various reasons among teenage girls and 
other females who would have been reported as missing while as teenagers.  
Such research initiatives are especially recommended in Trinidad and 
Tobago and by extension, in a Caribbean context, in a manner consistent 
with international research that has established systematic links between 
childhood maltreatment and increasing rates of delinquency, health-risking 
behaviour and other problems such as anxiety, depression, suicidal ideation 
and personality disorders (Smith et al 2006, 351).  A study conducted also 
by the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Protection (OJJDP) 
recommended that intensive social service and mental health treatment 
be implemented as part  of dealing with runaways who have suffered 
maltreatment, abuse and traumatic stress (Hammer, Finklehor and Sedlak 
2002, 9) 

The study also shows that police zones with jurisdiction over spatial domains 
that are predominantly urban account for 74% of the reported missing cases 
during calendar years spanning 2008 to 2011.  During the four-year period, 
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at least 50 cases of missing girls were reported in five police zones - Besson 
Street, Morvant, Arima, Couva and Chaguanas.  Noteworthy numbers of 
reported cases were also found to have surfaced in police zones such as 
Arouca, Princes Town, West End, Belmont and San Fernando.  These spatial 
domains are critical insofar as they constitute leads to potential sites for 
the conduct of ethnographic research that could throw light on sub-cultural 
nuances which are difficult to observe from post-positivist lenses.

Accordingly, future research drawing on ethnographic methodologies can 
further explore the idiosyncrasies of sub-cultural nuances within families, 
communities and the larger society, in addition to motives influencing 
teenage girls’ orientation towards running away to the point of being 
declared missing.  Such research methodologies could also be instrumental 
in understanding their experiences whether during their childhood and 
adolescence and how these two life stages had been shaped by intra-familial 
circumstances, community-level influences, and periodic events whether 
national or international.  There is also the likelihood that such research 
endeavours will yield greater understanding about their experiences during 
periods when they had been declared as missing and the motives for returning 
or not returning to their respective homes.  In the quest to interrogate such 
phenomena, one may also draw on the logic of grounded theory.

As indicated earlier, deviant behaviour in girls can very well be considered a 
coping strategy for girls who are experiencing chronic levels of victimisation 
at home (Chesney-Lind and Pasko, 2008).  Such nuances can only be gauged 
from incorporating gendered sensibilities through analysing and interpreting 
qualitative data based on ethnographic inquiries.  They draw on deeper 
philosophical insights embracing gendered sensibilities that are critical and 
thus ought to be entertained in order to redress misconceptions that may 
otherwise thwart policy initiatives that are to be pursued to increase the 
protection of minors and promote options that expose them to improved 
life chances in the adult stages of their lives.  For example, a worthy 
programme that should be implemented is one focusing on health and 
family life education.  Through obtaining qualitative insights on the basis of 
ethnographic research in some of the communities that have been identified, 
the implementation of such programmes ought to be more sensitive to cultural 
influences and gendered nuances that enable them to more adequately cater 
to the needs of beneficiaries including teenage girls.  In spatial domains 
where the ‘missing girls’ phenomenon is prevalent, research interventions 
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incorporating constructivist paradigms for gaining knowledge ought to be 
given primacy.  This is especially essential in efforts that seek to broaden 
the scope of empowerment initiatives and other options that individually or 
collectively strive to improve the life chances of teenage girls exposed to the 
risk of becoming runaways.

The value of pursuing further research embracing a qualitative research 
design is further reinforced by the evidence that has drawn some attention 
to the prospect of a ‘Friday phenomenon’ in urban communities that have 
the highest frequencies of girls reported as missing.  Thus, it is the relatively 
high frequency of such events in the principal urban communities and their 
association with the ‘Friday phenomenon’ that have resulted in the ‘Friday 
phenomenon’ looming large among reported cases of missing girls during 
the four-year period under review.  Notwithstanding the need for further 
elaboration of such a multivariate connection, the limited number of cases 
does preclude further elaboration to yield more meaningful and conclusive 
results to the extent that qualitative approaches delving into the ‘Friday 
phenomenon’ are likely to provide more direct clues.

Specifically, there is a need to further interrogate temporal factors such as 
day of the week, time of day, daily time-use trajectories, peer associations 
and voluntary/involuntary sojourns without the approval of ‘significant 
others’.  In addition to embarking upon qualitative research designs that could 
establish interactions between all of the above attributes on a case by case 
basis and their meanings for all cases as a collective, it is also important that 
background demographic, family, education and community engagement 
histories be obtained on a case by case basis.  As such, preliminary results 
indicative of a ‘Friday phenomenon’ have fulfilled the goal of an exploratory 
study by informing and precipitating the need for further investigation as a 
means of contesting and elaborating the existence of the ‘Friday phenomenon’ 
and its essence.  Such research outcomes should have utility in providing 
parents/guardians, counsellors, teachers, law enforcement officers and 
potential victims with insights that could potentially yield more favourable 
actions and outcomes in addressing situations that accentuate reported cases 
of missing girls. 
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Concluding	Remarks

Based upon methodological challenges and findings associated with this 
study, some interesting insights have emerged having relevance, not only 
for improving the validity of findings that can eventually inform policy 
prescriptions but also for the policy implementation process as a whole.  A 
key area for consideration is record-keeping by the police and its implications 
for studies that seek to understand offending-behaviour across the sexes in 
Trinidad and Tobago.  It has become the norm to use official crime statistics 
as the primary medium for gauging the prevalence of offending behaviour 
and especially comparisons across the sexes.  This study reckons that sole 
reliance on crime statistics may actually be distorting interpretive accounts 
of offending-behaviour and that greater emphasis should be placed on 
developing a systematic framework that incorporates sensibilities that are 
critical in capturing more valid data.  In analysing the data on missing girls, 
this study has encountered challenges that have precipitated the need for 
insights that yield more holistic approaches to understanding the underlying 
triggers of such deviant behaviour.  

The study notes that there are definite limitations associated with the validity 
of remarks characterising missing girls’ return status to the extent that parallel 
mechanisms ought to be adopted to assess the validity of claims proffered 
about the nature of missing episodes.  In particular, the study recognises that 
gendered lenses are instrumental in order to enhance the validity of claims 
based on the recorded data collected about the return status of missing girls.  
It recommends that prospective qualitative inquiries should embrace gender-
sensitive methodologies and that gender-sensitive social  programmes should 
be implemented as means towards favourably responding to the threat of 
status offending-behaviour as a consequence of actions that render teenage 
girls to be reported as missing.

In Trinidad and Tobago, there have been discussions and commentaries 
revolving around policy implementation to decrease the likelihood of youth 
crime and delinquency.  However, very little dialogue has been initiated 
to address issues concerning gender-sensitive nuances when formulating 
preventive and rehabilitative programmes, some of which ought to consider 
young females predisposal to and/or engagement in delinquent and criminal 
behaviour.  This is especially critical given that such behaviour could be 
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linked to activities and associations that characterise the kind of experiences 
that may be characteristic of periods during which teenage girls are reported 
as missing.  In earlier stages of this study, it had been noted that there was a 
greater likelihood of teenage females being reported as missing and not having 
any intention or prospect of engaging in criminal activity when compared to 
teenage boys.  This signifies that the circumstances surrounding deviance 
and prospective criminal activity among teenage girls could be different to 
the extent that there ought to be some reconsideration of traditional models 
that have not been sufficiently gender sensitive, yet prevailing as means for 
interpreting delinquency and criminal behaviour among teenage youth.

It is also worth noting that this study offers a potential pathway for 
operationalising explanatory studies geared towards discerning the risk 
profiles of girls who are likely to be reported as missing and the subset that 
are likely to engage in criminal activity.  Taking into consideration the limited 
demographic and spatial differentials pertaining to reported cases, observed 
parameters inform the feasibility of embarking upon a more comprehensive 
study using the principles of quasi-experimentation and collecting data 
retrospectively.  Such a thrust has the potential for generating findings that 
can be utilised more directly in developing more targeted social programmes 
that can impact positively upon improving the life chances of teenage girls 
who otherwise may engage in criminal activity predicated upon the intrinsic 
nature of missing episodes that they may have endured.

Based on evidence obtained from earlier literature cited in this study, 
references have been made about social, economic and public health issues 
that are likely spinoffs of the ‘missing girl’ phenomenon.   This study contains 
data indicating that 15 year old females are more frequently engaged in this 
kind of behaviour than any of their other teenage counterparts.  This is of 
major concern when considering the negative implications associated with 
the sexual health of such girls especially in this early period of their pre-
adult life.  Drawing on evidence from studies that have been cited, risky 
sexual behaviour among minors is a possible catalyst for a series of social 
problems such as teenage pregnancy, contracting sexually transmitted 
infections (STIs), dropping out of school as well as other mental health and 
social problems. These prospective ills reinforce the critical need to bolster 
initiatives geared towards developing social programmes more specifically 
in the area of community and family care, health awareness and other related 
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preventive programmes aimed at protecting teen girls from dangerous 
encounters including risky sexual behaviour.  Given the evidence from the 
spatial analyses that have been presented in the context of this study, priority 
municipalities and police jurisdictions have been identified as potential 
targets for the implementation of such initiatives.

Enhancing prospects for sustainable human development is an important 
goal in any modern society.  To this end, it is important to consider the 
economic impact of the ‘missing girl’ phenomenon as increased rates of 
deviant behaviour among girls is precursor to diminished opportunities for 
positive social development.  For example, higher rates of teen pregnancies 
may result in decreased chances for optimising opportunities for educational 
development which in turn adversely hampers the development of human 
capital on a national level. Additionally, increasing rates of sexually 
transmitted infections nullify on-going initiatives to reduce the spread of 
such health challenges and their negative impact particularly with regard to 
obstructing the attainment of goals consistent with national thrusts toward 
sustainable development.
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Table 1: Selected Variables and their Properties 

Variable Data Type Level of 
Measurement 

Value Labels 

Year String Nominal stated year 
Search status String Nominal Returned

outstanding  
dead

Age Numeric Interval stated age 

Police station Numeric Nominal See classification of police stations 
Ethnicity Numeric Nominal 1. African

2. East Indian 
3. Mixed
4. Caucasian 

Day missing Numeric Nominal 1. Sunday    2. Monday 
3. Tuesday   4. Wednesday 
5. Thursday  6. Friday 
7. Saturday 

Month
missing

Numeric Nominal 1. January    2. February 
3. March      4. April 
5. May         6. June 
7. July          8. August 
9. September  10. October 
11. November  12. December 

Date reported String Nominal stated date 
Date returned String Nominal stated date 
Return and 
discovery 
status

Numeric Nominal 0. dead  1. returned home   2. made 
contact  3. arrested 4. police custody         
5. escorted home by police  
6. escorted to station 
7. escaping abusive home   
8. found_discovered   
9. habitual runaway 
10. whereabouts known 

Clearance 
rate

Numeric Nominal number of days elapsing between date 
reported and date returned 

Municipal
area

Numeric Nominal Classification of municipal areas in 
Trinidad and Tobago 
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Table 2: Distribution of Selected Characteristics, 2008-2011Reported 
Cases of Missing Girls by Calendar Year, Ethnicity, Age, and Return 

Status

Selected 
Characteristics

Number 
of Cases 

Percentage Selected 
Characteristics

Number 
of Cases 

Percentage

Calendar Year Search Status
2008 260 18.3 Returned 1395 98.2
2009 380 26.8 Outstanding 18 1.3
2010 362 25.5 Dead 7 0.5 
2011 418 29.4
Ethnicity 
African 617 43.5
East Indian 358 25.2
Mixed 325 22.9
Caucasian 1 0.1
Not Known 119 8.4
Age – Missing 
Girl

Day Missing 

   10 years 6 0.4    Sunday 133 9.4
   11 years 8 0.6    Monday 231 16.3
   12 years 49 3.5    Tuesday 190 13.4
   13 years 175 12.3    Wednesday 171 12.0
   14 years 305 21.5    Thursday 182 12.8
   15 years 367 25.8    Friday 282 19.9
   16 years 274 19.3    Saturday 225 15.8
   17 years 169 11.9    Not Stated 6 0.4 
   18 years 67 4.7
Return Status Month Missing 
Dead 7 0.5 January 120 8.5
Returned Home 661 46.5 February 113 8.0
Made Contact 149 10.5 March 114 8.0
Arrested 4 0.3 April 123 8.7
Police Custody 6 0.4 May 112 7.9
Escorted Home 5 0.4 June 116 8.2
Escorted to Station 15 1.1 July 106 7.5
Abusive Home 1 0.1 August 104 7.4
Found/Discovered 533 37.5 September 122 8.6
Habitual Runaway 1 0.1 October 131 9.3
Know
Whereabouts

13 0.9 November 126 8.9

Not Stated 25 1.8 December 127 9.0
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Not Stated 6 0.4 

Table 3: Reported Cases of Missing Girls by Police Zones having 20+ 
Cases, 2008-2011 

Police Zones Municipal Areas 50+
Cases

20-49
Cases

Besson Street City of Port of Spain 104 …
Morvant San Juan-Laventille 71 …
Arima Borough of Arima 67 …
Couva Couva-Tabaquite-Talparo 67 …
Chaguanas Borough of Chaguanas 64 …
Arouca Tunapuna-Piarco 61 …
Princes Town Princes Town 55 …
West End Diego Martin 52 …
Belmont City of Port of Spain 50 …
San Fernando City of San Fernando … 48
Tunapuna Tunapuna-Piarco … 46
St. Joseph Tunapuna-Piarco … 42
Freeport Couva_Tabaquite-Talparo … 33
Mon Repos City of San Fernando … 32
San Juan San Juan-Laventille … 31
St. Madeline Princes Town … 30
St. James City of Port of Spain … 27
Maloney Tunapuna-Piarco … 27
Barrackpore Penal-Debe … 26
Gasparillo Couva_Tabaquite-Talparo … 25
Cunupia Borough of Chaguanas … 25
Point Fortin Borough of Point Fortin … 24
Barataria San Juan-Laventille … 24
Pinto Road Tunapuna-Piarco … 20
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Table 4: Gini Index of Inequity: Reported Cases of Missing Girls, 2008-
2011

Main Urban Domains vs Rest of Trinidad and Tobago Period

2008-2011 0.1912 
2008 0.1792 
2009 0.1993 
2010 0.2315 
2011 0.1560 
Period

Municipal Areas 
2008-2011 0.2095 
2008 0.2238 
2009 0.2303 
2010 0.2582 
2011 0.1396 
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Table 5: Police Zones Ordered According to Reported Cases of Missing 
Girls 2008-2011 

Order 2008-2011 2008 2009 2010 2011 
1 Besson

Street
Couva Besson 

Street
Besson
Street

Arima 

2 Morvant Besson
Street

Morvant Arima Morvant

3 Arima 
Couva 

Chaguanas Couva 
Belmont 

Chaguanas San
Fernando 

4 Tunapuna Arouca Arouca 
5 Chaguanas West End 

Morvant 
Arima 

Chaguanas 
Princes 
Town
San
Fernando 

Morvant Belmont 

6 Arouca Couva
Princes 
Town

St. Joseph 
Barrackpor
e

7 Princes 
Town

8 West End Princes 
Town

Arouca West End Besson 
Street
Tunapuna 

9 Belmont Arouca Freeport 
10 San

Fernando 
Mon Repos 
San Juan 

West End Belmont 
Gasparillo 

Couva 
Maloney 

11 Tunapuna Tunapuna 
St. Joseph 
Barataria

12 St. Joseph Cunupia St. Joseph Chaguanas 
West End 

13 Freeport Belmont 
St. Joseph 

San
Fernando 
Mon Repos 
Cunupia 

14 Mon Repos Mon Repos 
Ste.
Madeline 

Princes 
Town
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Order 2008-2011 2008 2009 2010 2011 
15 San Juan San

Fernando 
Gasparillo 
Ste.
Madeline 

St. James 

16+ Cunupia 
Gasparillo 
Ste.
Madeline 
Barataria
Barrackpor
e
St. James 
Maloney 

Freeport 
Gasparillo 
Barataria
Barrackpor
e
St. James 
Maloney 

Arima 
Freeport 
San Juan 
Cunupia 
Gasparillo 
Barrackpor
e
St. James 
Maloney 

Tunapuna 
San Juan 
Ste.
Madeline 
Barataria
Barrackpore 
St. James 
Maloney 

Freeport 
Mon Repos 
San Juan 
Cunupia 
Gasparillo 
Ste.
Madeline 
Barataria

Table 6: Spearman’s Rho Correlation Co-efficient by Pairs of Periods 

Pairs of Periods Spearman’s Rho Correlation Co-efficient 

Between 2008-2011 and 2008  0.826 

Between 2008-2011 and 2009 0.816 

Between 2008-2011 and 2010 0.826 

Between 2008-2011 and 2011 0.671 

Between 2009 and 2008 0.698 

Between 2010 and 2009 0.651 

Between 2011 and 2010 0.385 
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Table 7: Age of Missing Girls - Summary Descriptive Statistics 
According to Calendar Year, Ethnicity and Municipal Area 

Municipal 
Area

Mean Number 
of Cases 

Standard 
Deviation 

Median Skewness

Trinidad 
and
Tobago
Arima 

14.96 
15.10 

1420 
82

1.519 
1.445 

15.00 
15.00 

-.101 
-.476 

Chaguanas 15.17 95 1.520 15.00 -.291 
Couva-
Tabaquite-
Talparo

14.87 160 1.488 15.00 -.039 

Diego 
Martin 

15.05 82 1.523 15.00 .066 

Penal-
Debe

15.18 39 1.587 15.00 -.061 

Point 
Fortin 

15.38 24 1.637 15.50 .048 

Port of 
Spain

14.75 194 1.482 15.00 -.049 

Princes 
Town

15.23 110 1.589 15.00 -.200 

Rio Claro 
Mayaro 

15.91 11 1.700 16.00 -.425 

San
Fernando 

14.94 94 1.734 15.00 -.342 

San-Juan-
Laventille 

14.82 153 1.383 15.00 -.149 

Sangre 
Grande 

14.94 49 1.676 15.00 -.204 

Siparia 15.18 51 1.545 15.00 -.477 
Tobago 14.83 35 1.618 15.00 .206 
Tunapuna-
Piarco

14.88 215 1.469 15.00 .087 
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Table 7: (continued): Age of Missing Girls - Summary Descriptive 
Statistics According to Calendar Year, Ethnicity and Municipal Area 

Ethnicity Mean Number 
of Cases 

Standard 
Deviation 

Median Skewness

African 14.87 617 1.492 15.00 -.222 
East
Indian 

15.20 358 1.576 15.00 -.144 

Mixed 14.83 325 1.453 15.00 .067 
Caucasian 13.00 1 . 13.00 .

Calendar 
Year

Mean Number  
of Cases 

Standard 
Deviation 

Median Skewness

2008 14.94 260 1.502 15.00 -.122 

2009 14.94 380 1.584 15.00 -.157 

2010 15.03 362 1.539 15.00 -.166 

2011 14.94 418 1.456 15.00 .039 

2008-2011 14.96 1420 1.519 15.00 -.101 



136 Journal of Eastern Caribbean Studies
                            Improving Life Chances of an ‘At Risk’ Group                     135 

Table 8: Age of Missing Girls - Summary Descriptive Statistics 
According to Ethnicity Controlling for Year 

Ethnicity

Y
ea

r M
ea

n 

N
um

be
r 

of
 

C
as

es
 

St
d.

 
D

ev
ia

ti
on

 

M
ed

ia
n 

Sk
ew

ne
ss

2008 14.82 107 1.541 15.00 -.201 

2009 14.68 170 1.497 15.00 -.170 
2010 14.96 178 1.467 15.00 -.279 
2011 14.99 162 1.472 15.00 -.226 

African

2008 15.19 85 1.547 15.00 -.224 

2009 15.45 76 1.784 16.00 -.635 
2010 15.18 77 1.537 15.00 .200 
2011 15.05 120 1.477 15.00 .056 

East
Indian 

2008 14.84 58 1.374 15.00 .121 

2009 14.86 84 1.474 15.00 .137 
2010 15.00 77 1.622 15.00 -.285 
2011 14.68 106 1.349 15.00 .274 

Mixed 
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Table 9: Number  of Reported Cases of Missing Girls by Day of Week 
According to Calendar Year and Municipal Area, 2008, 2009, 2010 and 

2011
Day of Week – Missing Case Reported to Police Calendar 

Year Sun Mon Tue Wed Thur Fri Sat
Total

2008 18 44 39 27 32 53 47 260
2009 39 58 49 58 40 77 55 376
2010 39 56 46 38 59 70 52 360
2011 37 73 56 48 51 82 71 418

Day of Week – Missing Case Reported to Police TotalMunicipal 
Area Sun Mon Tue Wed Thur Fri Sat

 Arima 6 21 9 6 12 13 15 82

Chaguanas 10 16 7 20 9 14 18 94

Couva-
Tabaquite-
Talparo

10 33 23 16 19 29 30 160

Diego 
Martin 

7 18 14 8 9 12 14 82

Penal-
Debe

3 6 1 4 6 10 8 38

Point 
Fortin 

3 5 5 1 2 2 6 24

Port of 
Spain

23 20 27 22 29 42 30 193

Princes 
Town

8 17 12 17 13 25 18 110

Rio Claro 
Mayaro 

0 1 1 2 2 2 2 10

San
Fernando 

5 11 14 15 12 24 13 94

San-Juan-
Laventille 

14 25 21 19 12 35 25 151

Sangre 
Grande 

4 8 7 2 9 15 4 49

Siparia 3 9 12 3 7 10 7 51

Tobago 7 6 4 2 3 10 3 35

 Tunapuna-
Piarco            

27 30 28 32 33 34 31 215
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Independence and Rights of Children 
in the OECS

Neville C. Duncan, Professor Emeritus

Introduction

When Duncan and Castillo (Children’s Well-Being in Small Islands 
Developing States (SIDS): The Caribbean Experience, UNICEF, Barbados, 
2004), studied the situation in the Caribbean they indicated that ‘while some 
of these social indicators resemble the profile of the developed industrial 
countries, their children-specific indicators are yet to measure up to those 
standards’. One of the objectives of this study is to see whether noticeable 
improvements have occurred. Specifically, in relation to the Organisation of 
Eastern Caribbean States (OECS), there is interest in examining whether in 
the period since formal political independence; special attention was paid to 
achieving full child rights goals. 

Since the OECS experienced political independence individually within 
the overarching framework of Organisation of Eastern Caribbean States 
(OECS), there is special interest in seeing whether this care and concern 
spread from the individual country level (Montserrat, a member, is not an 
independent state) to a common regional set of policies and implementation 
methodologies to ensure Child Rights protection. In the context of freedom 
of movement within the OECS and the establishment of the OECS Court 
of Justice, it is important to see whether children became more protected 
institutionally and legally and receive equal treatment wherever in the OECS 
they reside. 

Additionally, the OECS has recently deepened its integration processes and 
made advances significantly beyond what the wider Caribbean Community 
(CARICOM) (of which the OECS member countries are a part) has achieved 

Copyright © Sir Arthur Lewis Institute of Social and Economic Studies, UWI, (Cave Hill), 
2013
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or is likely to achieve. Was the focus primarily on political, administrative 
and economic arrangements and advances or is there evidence that social 
issues (especially Child and Women’s Rights) received the attention they 
deserved? 

If so, main parts of the explanation may be found in the growing 
inappropriateness of the Westminster/Whitehall constitutional arrangements 
and in the absence of dynamism in the political process which would permit 
real participation by all the population through deep governance reform. The 
failure to achieve democratic governance reform was also stultified by the 
pursuit of a classical and later neo-classical economic development model, 
although Grenada did experience a period of pro-socialist rule (which also 
had its negative consequences for children). 

The contemporary economic model, essentially a neoliberal model of 
economic development, is manifestly unable to cope with the complexities 
of the modern domestic and international world yet it seems to be the one 
which underpins the current constitutional/political and administrative 
changes. It has, as a consequence, led to the undervaluing of people and their 
needs (especially the bottom two quintiles – 40 per cent of the population) by 
requiring sacrifice now for the collective good later. That sacrifice continues 
to fall mainly on the poor, women and children through budgetary cuts and 
inadequate adjustments of allocations of state resources to at least match the 
high inflation levels experienced in these economies. 

Indeed, given continued global recession and slow growth in USA and 
Europe and the real possibility of the loss of reserve currency status of the 
US dollar (to which the OECS dollar is tied), among other major impending 
possible global challenges, the OECS citizens may be asked instead to 
sacrifice in order to avert imminent disaster with no promise of a better life 
soon thereafter.  In this context, the situation will become almost unbearable 
for the poor, the youth, the elderly, the aging population, but especially for 
women and children.

In essence, a new set of constitutional arrangements and, correlatively, a 
new economic development paradigm are necessary to ensure that Child 
Rights are secured beyond legislation and regulation and the provision of 
special facilities for those in need. Also, the political, social, ethical, and 
cultural system will need to evolve in order to ensure that people’s rights 
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to food, public health services, water and personal security are provided 
for first. There is no serious expectation that this collective hope can be 
fulfilled if a global financial and economic recession or collapse were to 
occur or if, more likely, a new technology-based industrialisation were to 
emerge in the near future. Indeed, with new energy technologies, medical 
technologies, significant robotisation of production systems (which would 
have the effect of shutting down employment-seeking migration and hence 
reducing remittances from North American and Europe) along with several 
other critical emerging technological developments, the devil may indeed 
take the hindmost countries within the OECS and promote the emergence of 
social disorder!

Meaning	 of	 Political	 Independence	 and	 OECS’	 Deepening	 of	 the	
Integration	Process

Within a period of seven years dating from 1974, five OECS member countries 
attained independence from Britain. The Organisation of Eastern Caribbean 
States (OECS) by way of the Treaty of Basseterre came into existence on 
June 18, 1981. The Revised Treaty of Basseterre, establishing the OECS 
Economic Union, was ratified by January 21, 2011. The membership of this 
economic union constitutes approximately 630,000 persons with a land area 
of 3,070 square kilometers. 

This has been and still is a union which, as Prime Minister Ralph 
Gonsalves (‘The Independence experience of the OECS and prospects 
for  the future’ September 20 2012, http://www.caribbeannewsnow.com/
headline-Commentary%3A-The-independence-experience-of-the-OECS-
and-prospects-for-the-future---Part-1-12677.html) described in which the 
member states are seen as:

small resource-challenged, structurally dependent, open economies, 
which are prone to natural disasters and rank very high among 
disaster-prone countries internationally. … Each of these factors 
constitutes profound economic constraints or limitations …. 
Environmental and economic shocks are a permanent and regular 
feature of their experience)…. The economically-active population 
is but one-half of the very small population overall…. The rest of 
the population are too old to work, too ill to work, too young and 
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ill-educated to work, or are at school (Gonsalves, ibid.). Labour 
productivity is comparatively low by international standards (ibid). 
Compounding all this is an unemployment rate of some 20 percent 
of the population (ibid)…. Their economies are constrained by 
the very limited domestic market or internal demand…. They are 
marked by an insufficiency of well-developed tourism infrastructure 
…. The OECS is, so far, a middle-income region, geographically 
close to the USA, with highly sophisticated and expensive consumer 
tastes, generally-speaking. 

Notwithstanding all this, each OECS member-country has a fairly good 
profile on the Human Development Index (HDI) in relation to education, 
health, housing, access to public utilities (water, sanitation, electricity, 
telecommunications), and social safety nets. Antigua and Barbuda and St 
Kitts and Nevis are in the top 20 per cent of the countries internationally 
assessed in terms of the United Nations’ HDI, and the other independent 
member-countries of the OECS are in the top 40 percent in the HDI ranking. 
This was achieved in the latter through excessive governmental debt creation 
and so cannot be deemed sustainable.

The Debt-to-GDP ratios of four of the independent member-states of the 
OECS (Dominica, Grenada, Antigua and Barbuda, and St. Kitts and Nevis) 
range from 90 percent to 170 per cent Ralph Gonsalves, op. cit). Antigua 
and Barbuda, Grenada, and St Kitts and Nevis are currently on International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) programmes; Dominica was on a similar programme 
for much of the first decade of the 21st century (Gonsalves,). St Lucia and 
St Vincent and the Grenadines have Debt-to-GDP ratios hovering around 
68 per cent (ibid.). From an average growth rate up to the early 1990s, the 
OECS member-countries by the end of 2007 the comparative average growth 
rate has been around 3 percent punctuated by episodic growth blips (ibid.). 
Economic growth recovery has been substandard at around 1 percent.  

(Ralph E. Gonsalves, ‘The Independence experience of the OECS and 
prospects for the future’, September 20, 2012, http://www.caribbeannewsnow.
com/headline-Commentary%3A-The-independence-experience-of-the-
OECS-and-prospects-for-the-future---Part-1-12677.html).
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The	 Revised	 Treaty	 of	 Basseterre	 2010	 –	 2011:	 the	 legal	 basis	 of	
Integration

The 2010 Revised Treaty of Basseterre, reflects the inclusion of a set of 
innovations directed at deepening and broadening OECS integration, 
improving responsible and more effective governance of the OECS, and 
delivering more benefits more effectively to the people of the OECS. Specific 
obligations were imposed on each member-state within the framework of the 
general undertaking as to implementation but special attention is drawn to 
Article 5.4 which states:

Nothing in this Treaty requires a Member-State to undertake 
amendments to its Constitution, and its obligations as to 
implementation are circumscribed accordingly.

This essentially means, sadly, that where social differences exists, such 
as in the legal age for marriage, age for consensual sex, issues related to 
inheritance, etc. that they are not restated or integrated into one common 
OECS policy. With freedom of movement as an important feature of the 
Treaty, this failure to do so presages future difficulties where child rights 
are concerned and require urgent new policy focus and OECS- centred 
leadership. Whether this will be forthcoming soon is doubtful. While the 
OECS Assembly structure and processes represent an advance in regional 
integration, it still presents a weak form of integration.

OECS	Assembly

Each member-state sends five of its legislators to this Assembly, chosen by 
the legislative body of each member-state, from government and opposition 
parliamentarians proportionately, to represent their constituents. This OECS 
Assembly derives its structure and authority from the Revised Treaty which 
has been put into the domestic law, statutorily, by the respective Parliaments 
of each member-state. 

The central role of the OECS Assembly, as set out in Article 10.13 of the 
Revised Treaty, is to consider and report: (a) to the OECS Authority on any 
proposal to enact an Act of the OECS and on any other matter referred to 
the Assembly by the Authority; and (b) to the Council of Ministers in the 
case of any proposal to make certain regulations which have been referred 
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to the Authority. The matters of relevance which the OECS Assembly may 
be called upon for consideration and reportage include specifically the 
five areas of legislative competence of the OECS Authority, namely: the 
Common Market including the customs union; monetary policy; trade policy; 
maritime jurisdiction and maritime boundaries; and civil aviation; three 
areas of restrictive legislative competence, namely, common commercial 
policy, environmental policy, and immigration policy; and other areas of 
sub-regional coordination necessary for a better achievement of the purposes 
of public policy. 

Again, there is the manifest failure to deal explicitly and urgently with 
social issues relating to Child Rights, women, the aging population, and 
unemployed young persons, at the regional level. These are unfortunate 
indications that these matters will not be treated on a common policy basis 
in the near future. This is to be bemoaned. 

In the latter regard, the whole range of matters in the Economic Union 
Protocol are likely to be considered and reported upon by the OECS 
Assembly including: trade issues and the free circulation of goods in the 
economic union; freedom of movement of citizens of the protocol member-
states within the economic union area; economic transformation; economic 
growth, employment, and poverty reduction; policies for the various 
economic sectors and sub-sectors; fiscal policy; incomes policy; law and 
order and citizen security; health and education; social security; sports and 
culture; air and sea transportation; airports and seaports; CARICOM affairs; 
foreign policy; and international economic relations. Article 6 of the Revised 
Treaty lists the Eastern Caribbean Central Bank, the Eastern Caribbean Civil 
Aviation Authority (ECCAA), and the Eastern Caribbean Supreme Court as 
institutions of the OECS but it is made absolutely clear that this listing ‘does 
not impair any powers or jurisdiction of any of these institutions’. So it can 
be appreciated that child rights will soon need explicit attention at the OECS 
level if progress is ever to be achieved.

Notwithstanding Ralph Gonsalves’ assertion in addressing his Prime 
Ministerial colleagues that ‘each of us has an obligation to love and care 
for his or her family and to be considerate to those who depend on us, this 
exposes further the lack of definite action at the regional level required to 
secure child rights. In that speech, the list for functional cooperation did not 
include anything specific regarding the need of extending and coordinating, 
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except in general, in relation to education and health and poverty reduction.  
Specific child issues were not highlighted at all. They remained illusory under 
the non-specific imagery of the OECS being part of a family (an emotional 
rather than a practical usage of the concept!). 

Interaction	between	the	economic	and	political	development	paradigm

The limits of the current economic model, wavering between welfare-ist 
and free market tendencies but heavily reliant on external demands and 
investments, have been manifestly disintegrating. The economic model is 
essentially a neo-liberal one.  It is not economical in that it does not conserve 
resources and the environment and has led the OECS states into high debt-
producing economies notwithstanding the powerful restraining hand of the 
Caribbean Development Bank (CDB) where monetary policy is concerned.  

Imported inflation is exceptionally high because of their weak/small domestic 
markets notwithstanding having the per capita income level of middle 
income countries. Governments feel it is vital to borrow at levels exceeding 
100 per cent of GDP and reaching as high as 178 per cent in order to provide 
for infrastructural recovery, infrastructural developments and trying to meet 
social needs oftentimes in unproductive (low cost recovery) ways. So a 
dysfunctional economy has developed based on speedy obsolescence in the 
provision of goods, services, food and medicine. So while education gets 
high stated priority and there is positive commitment to meeting essential 
needs of families, indebtedness and consumption-based economies prevent 
sustainable development.

The progressive nature of the challenge can be seen in GDP growth averaging 
6 per cent per year in the 1970s and 1980s; down to 3 per cent in the 1990s; 
and now around 1 per cent in the 12 years of the 20th century (Gonsalves, op. 
cit.). In other words significant changes in the development and management 
of development must be conceptualised and speedily implemented, if social 
and economic development is to be sustained. In this context, the achieving 
of real progress on the rights of children remains troublesome.



147Independence and Rights of Children in OECS

Current	Child	Rights	Situation	in	the	OECS

All of the OECS countries have ratified the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (CRC). The CRC contains 54 articles which can be broadly divided into 
three main categories of rights. These are provision rights (which deal with 
the provision of education, health and social protection); protection rights 
(those which advocate for protection of children from sexual exploitation 
and child labour) and participation rights (seeking to ensure that children 
are provided with an opportunity to express their opinions on matters that 
concern them).  All three categories of rights are to be implemented based on 
the principles stated in four Articles:

Article 2: Non-discrimination
Article 3: Best interests of the child
Article 6: the right to life, survival and development
Article 12: respect for the views of the child

As our analysis will show, the situation of children in the OECS proves 
that there is not full adherence to the Convention on the Rights of the child. 
The OECS have a far way to go to implement policies and programmes 
that depict the four principles represented by these four above-mentioned 
articles. 

In an attempt to implement the protection rights stated in the CRC, the OECS 
Juvenile Justice Reform Programme was launched in September 2012.  It is 
a programme yet to be fulfilled and is supported by the USAID with funding 
from the Caribbean Basin Security Initiative (CBSI). The CBSI represents 
the new paradigm for the US government’s cooperation with the Caribbean 
on matters related to citizen safety and security. It is geared towards 
reducing recidivism rates among youth offenders, to increase the chances 
of reform for youth who have been in conflict with the law and to provide 
opportunities for them to transform themselves into citizens who contribute 
positively to society (http://www.stlucia.gov.lc/press-release/oecs-juvenile-
justice-reform-programme-launched). It remains to be seen whether it will 
get off the ground and be sustained by state and voluntary funding. 
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Some	aspects	of	the	status	of	Children	in	the	OECS

Article 6 speaks specifically to the right of the child to life, survival and 
development. Trustworthy data are available up to January 2014 on the 
status of infant mortality.

Source: Compiled from UNICEF, The State of the World’s Children 2014, In 
Numbers, Statistical Tables, January 2014 (http://www.unicef.org/sowc2014/
numbers/documents/english/SOWC2014_In%20Numbers_28%20Jan.pdf)

The important thing to notice is the significant drop in infant mortality rate 
for Latin America and the Caribbean since 1970. Nevertheless, the rate is 
closer to four times higher than that of industrialised countries although 
it is still significantly better than it is for the world. From a medical and 
nutritional point of view in the OECS, there is little reason why the gap with 
industrialised countries should not be much closer to parity. 

When the under-five infant mortality rate is examined by selected Caribbean 
countries, the OECS states differentiate themselves from the Latin America 
and Caribbean (Table 1). In general the rate (Table 2) 12 per 1,000 births 
with St. Vincent and the Grenadines performing poorly.  The ratio is about 
two to one compared to industrialised countries. The intent is be at least on 
par with industrialised states and requires leadership and policies nationally 
and at the OECS to generate a meaningful reduction in the gap identified.
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Some aspects of the status of Children in the OECS 

Article 6 speaks specifically to the right of the child to life, survival and 
development. Trustworthy data are available up to January 2014 on the 
status of infant mortality. 

Table 1 Under-five mortality rate (per 1,000 live births) 

Region  1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005  2007  2008 2010 2012

Latin
America and 
the
Caribbean 

122 103 83 66 52 43 33 26 24 23 23 19

Industrialised 
Countries 

 24  19  15 12 10 8 7 6 6 6 na na

World 142 125 113 98 90 87 78 70 66 65 52 48

Source: Compiled from UNICEF, The State of the World’s Children 2014, In 
Numbers, Statistical Tables, January 2014 
(http://www.unicef.org/sowc2014/numbers/documents/english/SOWC2014_In%
20Numbers_28%20Jan.pdf)

The important thing to notice is the significant drop in infant mortality 
rate for Latin America and the Caribbean since 1970. Nevertheless, the 
rate is closer to four times higher than that of industrialised countries 
although it is still significantly better than it is for the world. From a 
medical and nutritional point of view in the OECS, there is little reason 
why the gap with industrialised countries should not be much closer to 
parity.

When the under-five infant mortality rate is examined by selected 
Caribbean countries, the OECS states differentiate themselves from the 
Latin America and Caribbean (Table 1). In general the rate (Table 2) 12 
per 1,000 births with St. Vincent and the Grenadines performing poorly.  
The ratio is about two to one compared to industrialised countries. The 
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Table 2: 2012 under-five mortality rate (Selected countries. OECS 
highlighted	in	purple)

Source: Compiled from UNICEF, The State of the World’s Children 2014, In 
Numbers, Statistical Tables, January 2014  (http://www.unicef.org/sowc2014/
numbers/documents/english/SOWC2014_In%20Numbers_28%20Jan.pdf)

Note: Montserrat, Anguilla and BVI (which participate in several OECS 
activities, have associated status because they are British Overseas Territories 
and are not independent states).

In terms of basic statistics in Table 3, the most noteworthy feature is that 
Dominica and St. Kitts/Nevis still need to report to UNICEF on life expectancy 
at birth, only Antigua and Barbuda has reported on total adult literacy rate, 
there are still no data on primary school net enrolment/attendance rate and 
percentage share of household income, and on annual number of under 5 
deaths. Fortunately the World Bank was able to acquire relevant data as 
reported in Table 8 below.
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intent is be at least on par with industrialised states and requires 
leadership and policies nationally and at the OECS to generate a 
meaningful reduction in the gap identified. 

Table 2: 2012 under-five mortality rate (Selected countries. OECS 
highlighted in purple) 

Country Value Rank in descending 
order

St. Kitts and Nevis 9 141 
Antigua and Barbuda 10 136 
Dominica 13 125 
Grenada 14 120 
Jamaica 17   109 
The Bahamas 17 109 
Belize 18 100 
St. Lucia 18 100 
Barbados 18 100 
Trinidad and Tobago 21 91 
Suriname 21   91 
St. Vincent and the 
Grenadines

23 83

Guyana 35 68

Source: Compiled from UNICEF, The State of the World’s Children 2014, In 
Numbers, Statistical Tables, January 2014  
(http://www.unicef.org/sowc2014/numbers/documents/english/SOWC2014_In%
20Numbers_28%20Jan.pdf)

Note: Montserrat, Anguilla and BVI (which participate in several OECS 
activities, have associated status because they are British Overseas Territories 
and are not independent states). 

In terms of basic statistics in Table 3, the most noteworthy feature is that 
Dominica and St. Kitts/Nevis still need to report to UNICEF on life 
expectancy at birth, only Antigua and Barbuda has reported on total adult 
literacy rate, there are still no data on primary school net 
enrolment/attendance rate and percentage share of household income, and 
on annual number of under 5 deaths. Fortunately the World Bank was 
able to acquire relevant data as reported in Table 8 below. 
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Source: Compiled from UNICEF, The State of the World’s Children 2014, In 
Numbers, Statistical Tables, January 2014, adapted from Table 1 (http://www.
unicef.org/sowc2014/numbers/documents/english/SOWC2014_In%20Numbers_
28%20Jan.pdf)

In reproductive health, OECS countries are doing extremely well with 
almost all births attended by trained health staff. However, the countries that 
provided data on adolescent (15-19) fertility rates demonstrated very high 
rates: Grenada 42.4%; St. Lucia 60% and St. Vincent and the Grenadines 
63.9% (OECS Regional Partnership Strategy 2010-2014, World Bank and 
International Financial Corporation, May 2010:4) 

Again in Table 4, the low percentage birth rate is indicative of the need for 
some more attention to be paid to the needs of the mother, to the role of the 
state and education in ensuring proper nutrition. Information such as early 
initiation of breast-feeding, underweight, wasting, stunting, use of Vitamin 
A supplement, and consuming iodine salt were not reported upon. It may be 
that they were not considered important to know or report on. Maybe the 
lack of data is indicative of the need for more policy attention by the state 
and health practitioners. This stands in stark contrast to the emphasis placed 
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Table 3: UNICEF Basic Statistics (Selected items) 

Country Under 5 
mortality 
rate 2012 

Neonatal
mortality 
rate 2012 

Total
population
(1000s)
2012

Annual
no. of 
under 
5
deaths 
(1000s)
2012

Life
expectancy 
at birth 
2012

Total
adult
literacy 
rate
2008-
2012

Primary 
school net 
enrolment/ 

attendance 
rate 2008 -
2011

% share 
of
household 
income
2007-
2011

Antigua
and
Barbuda 10 6 89 0 76 99 86 -

Dominica 13 9 72 0 - - 98 -

Grenada 14 7 105 0 73 - 97 -

St. K and 
Nevis

9 7 54 0 - - 87 -

St. Lucia 18 10 181 0 75 - 88 -

Source: Compiled from UNICEF, The State of the World’s Children 2014, In 
Numbers, Statistical Tables, January 2014, adapted from Table 1 
(http://www.unicef.org/sowc2014/numbers/documents/english/SOWC2014_In%
20Numbers_28%20Jan.pdf)

In reproductive health, OECS countries are doing extremely well with
almost all births attended by trained health staff. However, the countries 
that provided data on adolescent (15-19) fertility rates demonstrated very 
high rates: Grenada 42.4%; St. Lucia 60% and St. Vincent and the 
Grenadines 63.9% (OECS Regional Partnership Strategy 2010-2014, 
World Bank and International Financial Corporation, May 2010:4)

Again in Table 4, the low percentage birth rate is indicative of the need 
for some more attention to be paid to the needs of the mother, to the role 
of the state and education in ensuring proper nutrition. Information such 
as early initiation of breast-feeding, underweight, wasting, stunting, use of 
Vitamin A supplement, and consuming iodine salt were not reported 
upon. It may be that they were not considered important to know or report 
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on a medical rather than a nutrition-centred approach by policy-makers as 
identified in table 5.

Source: Compiled from UNICEF, The State of the World’s Children 2014, In 
Numbers, Statistical Tables, January 2014, adapted from Table 2 (http://www.
unicef.org/sowc2014/numbers/documents/english/SOWC2014_In%20Numbers_
28%20Jan.pdf)

It is to be assumed (Table 5) that tetanus is no longer a health challenge to 
children but immunisation rates for tuberculosis diphtheria, polio, measles, 
hepatitis B and Haemophilus influenza Type B (hib) have been high.  The 
OECS appear to be adhering to  right to health as advocated in Article 24 
of the CRC which notes that the State should ensure that each child enjoys 
the highest attainable standard of health care for treatment of illness and 
rehabilitation of health.  Given this high coverage and the absence of 
public debate about possible dangers of immunisation to children, it is to 
be understood that the health community is committed to the immunisation 
programme.1  There is need for serious evidence-based policy reflection on 
the contribution of immunisation in contrast to nutrition in ensuring health 
of children.
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on. Maybe the lack of data is indicative of the need for more policy 
attention by the state and health practitioners. This stands in stark contrast 
to the emphasis placed on a medical rather than a nutrition-centred 
approach by policy-makers as identified in table 5. 

Table 4: UNICEF Nutrition (selected items)
Country % low

birth
weight 

Exclusively
breastfeeding <6 
months

Still Breastfeeding 
20-23 months 

Antigua and 
Barbuda 

5x - -

Dominica 10 - -
Grenada 9x - - 
St. Kitts and 
Nevis

8 - -

St. Lucia 11 - -
St. Vincent and 
the Grenadines 

8 - -

Source: Compiled from UNICEF, The State of the World’s Children 2014, In 
Numbers, Statistical Tables, January 2014, adapted from Table 2 
(http://www.unicef.org/sowc2014/numbers/documents/english/SOWC2014_In%
20Numbers_28%20Jan.pdf)

It is to be assumed (Table 5) that tetanus is no longer a health challenge to 
children but immunisation rates for tuberculosis diphtheria, polio, 
measles, hepatitis B and Haemophilus influenza Type B (hib) have been 
high. The OECS appear to be adhering to  right to health as advocated in 
Article 24 of the CRC which notes that the State should ensure that each 
child enjoys the highest attainable standard of health care for treatment of 
illness and rehabilitation of health.  Given this high coverage and the 
absence of public debate about possible dangers of immunisation to 
children, it is to be understood that the health community is committed to 
the immunisation programme.1 There is need for serious evidence-based 

                                                           
1 Considerable recent and not so recent evidence should require UNICEF, WHO, and 
PAHO to seriously re-consider their insistence that participating countries make 
mandatory vaccinations for children and the shocking number of vaccinations required, 
including triple doses administered one time, into the bodies of infants and children whose 
immunological systems are not yet well developed. In addition, many of the medium and 
long-term studies have been industry-sponsored with a high degree of ‘cherry-
picking’ of findings released to the public. This policy is ripe for review. 

1Considerable recent and not so recent evidence should require UNICEF, WHO, and PAHO to seriously 
re-consider their insistence that participating countries make mandatory vaccinations for children and the 
shocking number of vaccinations required, including triple doses administered one time, into the bodies 
of infants and children whose immunological systems are not yet well developed. In addition, many of 
the medium and long-term studies have been industry-sponsored with a high degree of ‘cherry-picking’ 
of findings released to the public. This policy is ripe for review.
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Table	5:	OECS	Health	data

Source: Compiled from UNICEF, The State of the World’s Children 2014, In 
Numbers, Statistical Tables, January 2014, adapted from Table 3 (http://www.
unicef.org/sowc2014/numbers/documents/english/SOWC2014_In%20Numbers_
28%20Jan.pdf)

In Article 28, the CRC mandates that States’ Parties recognise the right of 
the child to education, with a view to achieving this right progressively and 
on the basis of equal opportunity. Table 6 provides information on school 
attendance rates for male and female children. Interestingly, in only two 
countries, the net primary school attendance rates for females exceeded that 
of males. In terms of net secondary school attendance more females were 
attending except for St. Kitts and Nevis (a marginal difference). There is 
room to get the attendance rates up to near 100 per cent for both primary and 
secondary schools. 
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policy reflection on the contribution of immunisation in contrast to 
nutrition in ensuring health of children. 

Table 5: OECS Health data

Country Immun-
isation
2012

Immun
-isation
2012

Immun
isation
2012

Immun
-isation
2012

Immun
-isation
2012

Immun
-isation
2012

Immun
-isation
2012

%
of
pop
usin
g
pota
ble
wat
er
201
1

%
of
pop
usin
g
imp
rove
d
sani
tatio
n
facil
ities
201
1

BCG DPT1 DPT3 Polio3 MCV HepB3 Hib3 % new 
borns
protec
ted
agains
t
tetanu
s

A & B 98 91 - 99 98 97 98 98 98 -

Dominic
a

- - 98 98 97 99 99 97 97 -

Grenada - - - 99 97 98 94 97 97 -

St. K&N 98 - 95 99 97 98 95 98 98 -

St. Lucia 94 65 99 99 98 98 99 98 98 -

St. V&G 95 - 97 98 96 96 94 96 97 -

Source: Compiled from UNICEF, The State of the World’s Children 2014, In 
Numbers, Statistical Tables, January 2014, adapted from Table 3 
(http://www.unicef.org/sowc2014/numbers/documents/english/SOWC2014_In%
20Numbers_28%20Jan.pdf)
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Table	6:	Education

Source: UNICEF, The State of the World’s Children, Special Edition, Statistical 
Tables, November 2009, adapted from Table 4, (http://www.childinfo.org/files/
SOWC_Spec_Ed_CRC_Statistical_Tables_EN_111809.pdf)

Disappointingly, no OECS state kept statistics on 15-24 years literacy rate, 
child labour, child marriage, birth registration, female genital mutilation, 
etc., or maybe they were not reported to UNICEF. These are important issues 
on which current information is always needed to head off emerging social 
and development challenges through corrective policy initiatives.  

Given that these OECS states are characterised as middle income countries, 
the urbanisation rates are relatively low. The reported life expectancy rates 
are fair. 
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In Article 28, the CRC mandates that States’ Parties recognise the right of 
the child to education, with a view to achieving this right progressively 
and on the basis of equal opportunity. Table 6 provides information on 
school attendance rates for male and female children. Interestingly, in 
only two countries, the net primary school attendance rates for females 
exceeded that of males. In terms of net secondary school attendance more 
females were attending except for St. Kitts and Nevis (a marginal 
difference). There is room to get the attendance rates up to near 100 per 
cent for both primary and secondary schools.  

Table 6: Education 

Country Net
Primary 
School

Attendance
2003-2008 

Male

Net
Primary 
School

Attendance
2003-2008 

Female

Net
Secondary

School
attendance

ratio
2003-2008 

Male

Net
Secondary

School
attendance

ratio
 2003-2008 

Female
Dominica 75 80 77 85

Grenada 78 74 78 80

St. K&N 91 96 87 85

St. Lucia 99 98 69 84

St. V&G 94 88 57 71

Source: UNICEF, The State of the World’s Children, Special Edition, Statistical 
Tables, November 2009, adapted from Table 4, 
(http://www.childinfo.org/files/SOWC_Spec_Ed_CRC_Statistical_Tables_EN_1
11809.pdf)

Disappointingly, no OECS state kept statistics on 15-24 years literacy 
rate, child labour, child marriage, birth registration, female genital 
mutilation, etc., or maybe they were not reported to UNICEF. These are 
important issues on which current information is always needed to head 
off emerging social and development challenges through corrective policy 
initiatives.



154 Journal of Eastern Caribbean Studies

Table	7:	Demographic	Indicators

Source: UNICEF, The State of the World’s Children 2014, In Numbers, Statistical 
Tables, January 2014, adapted from Table 6, http://www.unicef.org/sowc2014/
numbers/documents/english/SOWC2014_In%20Numbers_28%20Jan.pdf

Data in table 8 shows a fair life expectancy rate with Grenada being below 
the norm. Much more intervention is needed to improve the birth weight of 
babies, infant mortality levels, and under-five mortality rates. 
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Given that these OECS states are characterised as middle income 
countries, the urbanisation rates are relatively low. The reported life 
expectancy rates are fair.  

Table 7: Demographic Indicators

Country Population 
(‘000) 2012 

Under 18 
years 

Population 
(‘000) 2012 

Under 5 
years 

Life
Expectancy 

2012

% of 
Population 
Urbanised

A&B 27 7 76 30

Dominica 22 6 - 67

Grenada 35 10 73 39

St. K&N 17 5 - 32

St. Lucia 54 14 75 17

St. V&G 34 9 72 50

Source: UNICEF, The State of the World’s Children 2014, In Numbers, 
Statistical Tables, January 2014, adapted from Table 6, 
http://www.unicef.org/sowc2014/numbers/documents/english/SOWC2014_In%2
0Numbers_28%20Jan.pdf

Data in table 8 shows a fair life expectancy rate with Grenada being 
below the norm. Much more intervention is needed to improve the birth 
weight of babies, infant mortality levels, and under-five mortality rates.  
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Table	8	Selected	Social	Indicators	for	OECS

Source:  a Table 1 Word Bank, International Finance Corporation (op. cit., p.5). 
(LAC (Latin America and Caribbean))
   b http://data.worldbank.org/indicator
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Table 8 Selected Social Indicators for OECS 

Social
Indicators 

Year Antigua
and
Barbuda 

Dominic
a

Grenad
a

St. 
Kitts
and
Nevis

St. 
Lucia

St. Vincent  
and  the   
Grenadines 

LAC

Average

Health

Life 

expectancy 

at birth 

(years) 

2000

2007

2012

75.1

75.3

76.0

76.3

76.6

-

67.3

68.3

73.0

70.8

78.3

-

71.1

74.4

75.0

70.4

71.6

72.0

71.6

73.2

-

Low-birth

weight

babies (% 

of births) 

1999

2004

2012

8.0

7.8

-

10.0

9.8

-

9.0

8.0

-

9.0

9.0

-

8.0

11.7

-

10.0

4.8

-

10.6

8.6

-

Infant

mortality 

(per 1,000 

live births)

2000

2007

2012

13.0

9.5

9.0

13.4

9.0

12.0

21.0

15.4

11.0

21.0

16.1

7.0

13.4

13.7

15.0

20.5

16.6

21.0

-

-

-

Mortality 

rate, under-

5 (per 

1,000)

2000

2007

2012

15.0

10.8

10.0

15.5

11.4

13.0

26.0

19.0

14.0

25.0

19.0

9.0

25.0

18.0

18.0

16.0

18.1

23.0

-

-

-

Source: a Table 1 Word Bank, International Finance Corporation (op. cit., p.5). 
(LAC (Latin America and Caribbean)) 

  b http://data.worldbank.org/indicator
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Article 12 of the CRC mandates that States’ Parties shall assure to the child 
who is capable of forming his or her own views, the right to express those 
views freely in all matters affecting the child, the views of the child being 
given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child. 
There is limited research on the level of adherence to child participation in 
the OECS. Cultural changes in attitudes and processes of governance are 
pre-requisites for the inclusion of children in the policy formulation and 
implementation processes that affect them. 

What	must	be	done	to	achieve	optimal	outcomes	for	Children?

Based on the responses from the countries and applying the PARIS21 four-
scale assessment level rating, Dominica received a 3.68 average on the four-
scale assessment level, indicating that its statistical system is moderately, to 
highly developed.  Montserrat and St. Vincent and the Grenadines averaged 
3.56 and 3.51 respectively, indicating moderately developed systems. St. 
Lucia (3.29), Anguilla (3.21) and Antigua and Barbuda (3.13) have slightly, 
moderately developed systems. Grenada and St. Kitts received 2.73 and 2.60 
respectively, indicating developing to moderately developed systems (Chase 
and Mathurin, 2006).

For statistics to play its important role as a public good in the OECS, the 
statistical systems have to break out of the vicious cycle of under-funding 
and under-performance, and to make a significant contribution to the overall 
national development effort. For this to be achieved each OECS Member 
States should:  

• develop a National	Strategy	for	strengthening	statistical	capacity 
across the entire national statistical system (NSS) including the CSO 
and statistical units of other government departments; 

• develop a cadre	of	 specialised	experts at the regional level who 
will be able to provide specialised technical assistance to national 
CSOs; and create an appropriate mechanism that would allow for 
more detailed	 analyses including the extrapolation of the issues 
with implications for policy and change to	 occur	 at	 the	 OECS	
regional	level;

• endeavour to fully	utilise	existing	data located within the Central 
Statistics Offices;
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• create a statistical	unit	within	the	present	structure	of	the	OECS	
Secretariat to support development planning initiatives of the Units 
and Divisions; and to

• establish a National Statistical Advisory Commission (NSAC) in 
Member States. (ibid., p. 25).

Conclusion

Expectations that there would be significant developments for child rights 
in the post-independence period as well as with the deepening of the OECS 
have produced only partial good results.  There is still inadequate adherence 
to the CRC, based on the principles underlying the Articles, 2, 3, 6 and 12. 
Child rights should have been made explicit and dealt with at the OECS 
level in order to ensure uniformity in a union in which freedom of movement 
is assured.  Leaving many child rights issues to the national level of member 
states is not the best way to proceed. It could be that OECS could propose a 
model legislative proposal which could then be ratified in each parliament 
simultaneously. 

From the statistical gaps identified, it is obvious that being a signatory 
to UNICEF’s Convention is being observed in the breach and needs a 
comprehensive state-led along with OECS-led consistent policy to fulfilling 
the terms of engagement. It is also sufficiently shown that at the national and 
regional level, human needs are not being prioritised and allowed to shape 
economic policies directly.

Notwithstanding the rough global economic situation ahead and the 
consequential domestic challenges, there should be an agreed position across 
the member countries that child rights will be protected from budgetary cuts 
and the maintenance of vigorous implementation mechanisms.  It is an ethical 
commitment and should be publicly voiced by members of the respective 
legislatures. Small islands states also face special vulnerabilities and it would 
help if international agencies acknowledge and respond to selected issues 
such as environmental protection, and protection and extension of child 
rights in spite of their own severely constrained financial and administrative 
circumstances. Let us in these challenging times, prioritise our children.
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