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Abstract

The aim of this article is to analyze the issue of preventing risk behaviour among pupils in school settings in Slovakia, in the context
of contemporary social changes, digitalization, and the evolving dynamics of school communities. Risk behaviour is a
multidimensional phenomenon arising from the interaction of individual, family, peer, and school-related factors. Its manifestations
range from traditional forms such as aggression, truancy, and experimentation with addictive substances to emerging digital
behaviours such as cyberbullying, online dependency, and self-harm. The school, as a key socializing environment, plays an
irreplaceable role in the prevention process by shaping pupils’ values, attitudes, emotional stability, and conflict-resolution skills.
The effectiveness of preventive measures depends on the quality of relationships within the school, the professional competence of
teachers, and the systemic support provided by the state and local authorities. The empirical part of the study, conducted in 2023
on a sample of 612 primary and secondary school pupils, focused on identifying the most frequent forms of risk behaviour,
examining pupils’ perceptions of the school environment, and assessing the effectiveness of preventive measures. Findings
confirmed that although schools implement a wide range of preventive activities, their success largely depends on collaboration
among teachers, parents, and pupils. The article provides recommendations for optimizing prevention practices in schools,
highlighting the importance of an interdisciplinary approach, continuous teacher training, and the integration of prevention into the
overall school curriculum. The study also emphasizes the role of social pedagogy as a scientific and practical framework that links
theoretical knowledge with real-world educational practice.
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1. Introduction

Risk behavior among pupils represents one of the most serious socio-pathological phenomena encountered in the school
environment. Its manifestations vary—from aggression, bullying, and truancy to new phenomena such as cyberbullying
and self-harming—but they share a common basis: they signal difficulties in the child’s adaptation to school, family, and
social demands (Kraus, 2014; Ondrejkovi¢, 2009). The prevention of such behavior thus becomes a key element of a
successful educational process and an essential part of pedagogical practice.

In contemporary society, the school performs not only an educational but also a socializing and protective function.
It is not merely a place for acquiring knowledge but primarily a space where personality, value orientation, and
cooperation skills are developed. In a world characterized by rapid social changes, digitalization, weakened family bonds,
and growing performance pressure, the school’s mission expands to include preventive, educational, and supportive
dimensions (Emmerova, 2011; Hroncova, 2007).

The issue of preventing risk behavior is relevant not only in Slovakia but also across the broader European context.
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The European Union, in its strategic documents such as the EU Strategy on the Rights of the Child (2021-2027),
emphasizes the need for systematic child protection against violence, the promotion of mental health, and the creation of
safe school environments. The World Health Organization (WHO, 2022) similarly highlights the critical role of schools in
preventing violence and fostering the mental well-being of children and adolescents.

In Slovakia, prevention is implemented through multiple institutional and professional forms—school prevention
coordinators, class teachers, social pedagogues, psychologists, and interdisciplinary teams within counseling and
prevention centers. Although progress has been made in legislation and methodological guidance in recent years,
disparities in the quality, scope, and sustainability of preventive measures persist (Ministry of Education of the Slovak
Republic, 2022).

Effective prevention requires a comprehensive approach that integrates theoretical knowledge, empirical findings,
and interdisciplinary collaboration. The aim of this study is therefore to present current insights into the prevention of risk
behavior, analyze its state in Slovak schools, and propose recommendations for practice based on empirical research.
The article seeks to highlight the importance of linking social-pedagogical theory with school practice and underscores
the necessity of a systematic, participatory, and value-oriented approach to prevention.

The prevention of risk behavior is a long-term process that involves anticipating, reducing, or eliminating negative
manifestations of pupils’ behavior. According to Kraus (2014) and Ondrejkovi¢ (2009), educational prevention is based on
the principles of anticipation, timeliness, and interdisciplinarity.

The basic forms of prevention include:

e  Primary prevention, which has a universal impact and focuses on the development of pupils’ personalities,

the promotion of healthy relationships, and the cultivation of positive value models.

e  Secondary prevention, which identifies and addresses the initial manifestations of risk behavior, such as

aggression or truancy.

e  Tertiary prevention, aimed at the re-education and reintegration of pupils in whom risk behavior has already

developed.

From the perspective of the school environment, prevention is built upon three fundamental pillars:

e  Educational dimension - shaping pupils’ personalities through learning and social development;

e  Socio-pedagogical dimension — fostering social inclusion, relationships, and communication;

e  Professional dimension - applying diagnostics, intervention, and cooperation with specialized institutions.

Contemporary approaches to prevention also emphasize the concept of positive education, which integrates
academic achievement with the development of mental health, emotional stability, and a sense of community.

2. Methods

The empirical part of the research was conducted between March and June 2023 across eight regions of the Slovak
Republic. The primary objective was to analyze the occurrence and forms of pupils’ risk behavior, their perception of
preventive measures, and their sense of safety within the school environment. The study was based on the assumption
that the quality of the school environment and the effectiveness of preventive activities have a direct impact on the
prevalence of risk behavior.

The research involved a total of N = 612 respondents, comprising 310 pupils from the second level of primary
schools and 302 students from secondary schools. The schools were selected through a stratified sampling method to
ensure representation from all Slovak regions and to include different types of school settings—urban, suburban, and
rural. The participants’ ages ranged from 12 to 18 years, with a nearly balanced gender ratio (51.3% girls and 48.7%
boys).

The sampling was purposive, taking into account the regional accessibility of schools, their willingness to
participate, and the presence of a school prevention coordinator or social pedagogue. This ensured environmental
variability and population heterogeneity, enabling a broader interpretation of findings.

The primary research instrument was a researcher-designed questionnaire consisting of 35 closed and semi-open
items. It was developed in accordance with the study’s objectives and covered four thematic areas:

manifestations of risk behavior (e.g., aggression, bullying, truancy, substance use),
factors of the school environment (relationships with peers and teachers, school climate),
pupils’ perception of preventive measures, and

their subjective sense of safety in school.
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Prior to administration, the questionnaire was pilot-tested on a small sample (N = 30) to verify clarity,
comprehensibility, and internal consistency. The resulting Cronbach’s alpha of 0.84 indicated a high level of reliability.

In addition to the quantitative data collection, semi-structured interviews with teachers (N = 15) were conducted.
These interviews served to complement and interpret quantitative findings, providing deeper insight into teachers’
experiences with prevention of risk behavior. The combination of quantitative and qualitative approaches strengthened
the validity of the study and provided a more comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon (Creswell, 2014).
The collected data were processed using the SPSS software (version 26). Descriptive statistical methods such as
percentage analysis were used to determine the frequency of various forms of risk behavior. Relationships between
variables were explored through correlation analysis, while hypotheses were tested using the Chi-square test of
independence and t-tests for differences between groups, with the significance level set at p < 0.05.

During interpretation, attention was given to gender, age, and school type. The qualitative data obtained from
interviews were analyzed using thematic analysis, which enabled the identification of key categories and patterns in
teachers’ responses.

The research was guided by the following hypotheses:

e H1: The most frequent manifestations of pupils’ risk behavior are aggression and bullying.
e  H2: The sense of safety at school has a statistically significant impact on the prevalence of risk behavior.
e H3: The pupil's gender influences the form and intensity of risk behavior.

These hypotheses reflect the assumption that school climate, perceived safety, and gender differences are key

determinants of pupils’ behavioral patterns (Vagnerova, 2004; Kraus, 2014).

3. Results

The following section presents the main findings of the empirical research, which examined the forms and frequency of
pupils’ risk behavior, the relationship between perceived safety at school and the prevalence of such behavior, and
gender differences in its manifestations. Results are structured according to the hypotheses formulated in the
methodological section.

3.1 Overall Frequency and Forms of Risk Behavior

The analysis of questionnaire data revealed that risk behavior is a relatively common phenomenon among Slovak pupils.
A total of 68.9% of respondents reported witnessing or engaging in at least one form of risk behavior during the previous
school year. The most frequent manifestations included verbal aggression (reported by 52.3% of pupils), physical
aggression (41.7%), truancy (35.9%), and cyberbullying (28.4%). Less frequent but still significant were behaviors
associated with substance use (19.8%) and self-harming tendencies (8.2%).

Table 1. Frequency of risk behavior among pupils (N = 612)

|Type of behavior || % of respondents |
|Verba| aggression || 523 % |
|Physical aggression || M7 % |
|Truancy || 359 % |
Cyberbullying I 284 % |
|Substance use || 19.8 % |
|Se|f-harming tendencies || 82 % |

Source: Author’s research (2023)
These results confirm Hypothesis 1 (H1), which assumed that aggression and bullying represent the most frequent

manifestations of pupils’ risk behavior. A statistically significant difference was found between the frequency of
aggressive behavior and other types of risk behavior (x* = 42.86, p < 0.001).
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3.2 Relationship between Perceived Safety and Risk Behavior

The sense of safety in school was evaluated on a five-point Likert scale (1 = very unsafe; 5 = very safe). The mean score
was 3.94, indicating a generally positive perception of school safety. However, correlation analysis revealed a significant
negative relationship between perceived safety and overall frequency of risk behavior (r = -0.42, p < 0.01). Pupils
who reported feeling safe at school displayed markedly fewer forms of aggressive or disruptive behavior.

Table 2. Correlation between perceived safety and selected forms of risk behavior

| Variable “ Verbal aggression || Physical aggression “ Cyberbullying || Truancyl

| Perceived safety || 038" I 042" | 031~ | -02r
*p <0.05; **p < 0.01; Source: Author’s research (2023)

These findings strongly support Hypothesis 2 (H2), confirming that pupils’ sense of safety at school has a statistically
significant impact on the prevalence of risk behavior. In schools where pupils perceived open communication and mutual
trust with teachers, lower rates of aggressive and antisocial behavior were recorded.

3.3 Gender Differences in Risk Behavior

Gender was also found to be a relevant factor influencing the forms of risk behavior. Male pupils reported significantly
higher levels of physical aggression and truancy, whereas female pupils were more likely to engage in cyberbullying or
experience emotional self-harming tendencies. Differences between male and female pupils were statistically significant
across several categories (t = 3.27, p < 0.01).

Table 3. Gender differences in forms of risk behavior (in %)

|Type of behavior || Boys || Girls |
Verbal aggression I 548% ] 501% |
[Physical aggression [ 493% [ 341% |
[Truancy I 395% ][ 322% |
[Cyberbullying I 237% [ 329% |
|Se|f—harming tendencies || 5.3 % || 10.8 % |

Source: Author’s research (2023)

These results confirm Hypothesis 3 (H3), suggesting that gender plays a role in shaping the form and intensity of risk
behavior. Male pupils tend to exhibit more overt and externalized forms (physical aggression, truancy), while female
pupils are more prone to internalized or relational behaviors (cyberbullying, self-harm).

3.4 Summary of Key Findings

Overall, the results indicate that risk behavior among Slovak pupils remains a relevant educational challenge.
Aggression—both verbal and physical—was confirmed as the most frequent manifestation, while the perception of safety
emerged as a key protective factor reducing the likelihood of risk behavior. Gender differences further underline the
importance of differentiated preventive approaches. Schools characterized by a positive climate, supportive teacher—pupil
relationships, and active cooperation with parents showed significantly lower levels of reported risk behavior (p < 0.05).
These findings collectively support all three research hypotheses and highlight the need for continuous and targeted
preventive efforts at both institutional and systemic levels.
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4, Discussion

The results of this study contribute to a deeper understanding of the prevention of risk behaviour among pupils in Slovak
schools and provide empirical support for the theoretical assumptions formulated in the national and international
literature. The findings confirm that risk behaviour remains a complex and multidimensional phenomenon that reflects the
interplay between individual predispositions, family background, peer influences, and school environment.

Similar to the conceptual frameworks presented by Kraus (2014) and Ondrejkovi¢ (2009), the study demonstrates
that aggression—both verbal (52.3%) and physical (41.7%)—represents one of the most prevalent forms of risk
behaviour in the school context. This confirmation of Hypothesis 1 is critical, as it suggests that despite increased
attention and the rise of digital phenomena, traditional forms of aggression persist as a core challenge. The qualitative
interviews with teachers (N=15) corroborated this, with participants frequently describing verbal aggression as a "daily
reality" that often serves as a precursor to more severe conflicts, including cyberbullying. This suggests a potential
continuum where offline verbal aggression and online harassment feed into one another, creating a hybrid form of peer
victimisation that preventive strategies must address.

A central finding of the study is the significant negative relationship between pupils’ sense of safety and the
occurrence of risk behaviour (r = -0.42, p < 0.01). This strong support for Hypothesis 2 moves beyond intuition and
provides firm data: a stronger feeling of safety in school correlates with lower levels of aggression, truancy, and other
negative manifestations. While the mean safety score of 3.94 indicates a "generally positive" perception, it is not perfect.
This gap implies that a significant minority of pupils do not feel fully safe, highlighting a critical area for intervention. This
outcome is consistent with the notion of a supportive and protective school environment described by Emmerova (2011),
who emphasized that the quality of school climate plays a decisive role in the formation of pupils’ behavioural patterns. A
safe environment is not defined merely by the absence of physical threats, but also by the presence of emotional security,
trust, and mutual respect—elements that are fundamental to the school's socialising and protective function.

The results also align with the preventive priorities articulated in the Strategy for the Prevention of Risk Behaviour
among Children and Youth 2022-2027 (Ministry of Education, Science, Research and Sport of the Slovak Republic,
2022), which underlines the need for systemic prevention at the level of educational policy. According to this strategy,
preventive work in schools must be comprehensive, evidence-based, and continuous. The findings of the present study
empirically confirm these priorities: schools that implemented structured preventive programs and fostered trustful
relationships between teachers and pupils demonstrated significantly lower levels of risk behaviour (p < 0.05). The
importance of interdisciplinary cooperation is further supported by Hroncova (2007), who highlighted that social
pathologies such as delinquency or aggression can only be effectively addressed through the joint efforts of pedagogical,
psychological, and social institutions. This research supports her perspective, showing that prevention becomes most
effective when individual-level interventions are complemented by school-wide and community-oriented measures. Social
pedagogy thus represents an important integrative framework, combining educational and social dimensions into a
coherent system of preventive practice.

Gender differences observed in the research also provide meaningful insight, confirming Hypothesis 3. The study
found that male pupils were more prone to externalised forms of behaviour such as physical aggression (49.3% vs.
34.1%) and truancy (39.5% vs. 32.2%). Conversely, female pupils exhibited significantly higher rates of behaviours that
are often more relational or internalised, such as cyberbullying (32.9% vs. 23.7%) and self-harming tendencies (10.8%
vs. 5.3%). These findings correspond to the interpretations of Vagnerova (2004) and Kraus (2014), who noted that
gender socialization shapes the externalization or internalization of behavioural problems. This distinction is not trivial; it
has profound implications for practice. While boys’ aggression may be more visible and draw immediate disciplinary
action, girls’ distress may manifest in less overt ways (relational aggression online, internalised harm) that risk being
overlooked by traditional prevention models. Prevention coordinators and school psychologists must therefore employ
gender-sensitive approaches that recognise these different modalities of risk and distress.

At the global level, the results are in line with the conclusions of both UNICEF (2020) and the WHO (2022). Both
organisations emphasized that violence and aggression in schools remain universal challenges that undermine pupils’
well-being, academic achievement, and mental health. UNICEF, in particular, highlights the necessity of prevention
systems that are both school-based and community-driven, focusing on inclusivity, safety, and psychosocial support. The
present findings resonate with these recommendations, showing that the most effective prevention occurs when schools
provide not only disciplinary control but also emotional and social guidance.

Furthermore, the combination of quantitative and qualitative methods used in this study proved effective. As
Creswell (2014) suggests, mixed methods enable a more comprehensive interpretation of social phenomena by
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integrating numerical data with contextual understanding. In this study, the teachers’ narratives helped to explain why
certain preventive measures succeed or fail, particularly in relation to communication, cooperation, and institutional
support, adding vital context to the statistical findings from the pupil questionnaires.

5. Limitations of the Study and Future Research

Despite the valuable insights gained, this study has several limitations that must be acknowledged. First, the sampling
method, while stratified to ensure regional representation, relied on purposive selection based on schools’ willingness to
participate. This introduces a potential selection bias, as schools that are more proactive in prevention may have been
more likely to participate, potentially skewing the results towards a more positive view of the school climate than the
national average.

Second, the primary quantitative data was collected via a researcher-designed questionnaire, which relies on
pupils' self-reporting. This method is susceptible to social desirability bias, where pupils might under-report their own
engagement in risk behaviour or over-report their perceived sense of safety to align with perceived social norms.

Third, the research design is cross-sectional, providing a "snapshot" of the situation between March and June
2023. While this design identified a strong correlation between perceived safety and risk behaviour, it cannot establish
causation. It is unclear whether a safe school climate causes a reduction in risk behaviour, or if lower levels of risk
behaviour contribute to a safer-feeling climate. Future research should employ a longitudinal design to track these
variables over time and better determine the direction of causality.

Finally, the qualitative component, while insightful, was limited to a relatively small sample of teachers (N=15).
Future studies would benefit from including the perspectives of pupils and parents through semi-structured interviews or
focus groups to create a more holistic, 360-degree view of the preventive process.

6. Summary of Discussion

From a practical perspective, the findings indicate that prevention should not be limited to occasional programs or one-
time campaigns. Instead, it should be an integral part of the school culture, embedded in daily educational interactions.
Schools that cultivate empathy, open dialogue, and mutual respect among pupils and teachers tend to reduce the
incidence of risky or antisocial behaviour. The preventive function of the school is therefore inseparable from its
educational mission—both share the goal of developing responsible, socially competent, and emotionally balanced
individuals.

Finally, the results emphasize that preventive education in Slovakia must continue to evolve in response to new
social realities, particularly the growing influence of digital media. While traditional forms of risk behaviour remain
significant, new manifestations—such as cyberbullying and online addiction—require updated preventive frameworks.
This need is also reflected in the national strategy (Ministry of Education, 2022), which calls for innovative, evidence-
based approaches that integrate digital literacy, mental health promotion, and value education.

Overall, the discussion confirms that prevention of risk behaviour is not a marginal pedagogical activity but a
central element of modern education. Consistent with the views of Kraus (2014), Emmerova (2011), and UNICEF (2020),
effective prevention demands an interdisciplinary, long-term, and participatory approach. Schools must act not only as
educational institutions but also as safe, supportive, and inclusive communities that empower young people to grow into
resilient and socially responsible citizens.

Future research should also consider cultural and regional differences across Central and Eastern Europe to
contextualize findings.

7. Conclusion

The study confirmed that the prevention of risk behaviour among pupils in Slovak schools represents a crucial yet
complex area of educational practice. The findings demonstrated that aggression, truancy, and cyberbullying remain the
most prevalent forms of risk behaviour and that the quality of school climate and pupils’ perceived safety significantly
influence their occurrence. The results also highlighted gender differences in behavioural manifestations, underlining the
importance of adopting tailored preventive approaches.

From a theoretical perspective, the study supports the assumptions formulated by Kraus (2014), Ondrejkovi¢
(2009), and Emmerova (2011), who emphasize that prevention must be comprehensive, continuous, and based on
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cooperation between pedagogical, psychological, and social actors. The empirical evidence presented here confirms that
schools function most effectively as preventive environments when they combine emotional support, consistent
communication, and structured interventions. These principles are also reflected in the Strategy for the Prevention of Risk
Behaviour among Children and Youth 2022-2027 (Ministry of Education, 2022), which identifies prevention as a systemic
priority of national education policy.

8. Recommendations for Practice

1. Strengthening the preventive role of schools — Schools should integrate prevention into their everyday
pedagogical practice, not as isolated activities but as a consistent component of the educational process.

2. Teacher training and professional development — Continuous education for teachers and school specialists
in areas such as communication, emotional regulation, and conflict resolution is essential for effective
prevention (Emmerova, 2011).

3. Building a positive and safe school climate — Schools should focus on developing mutual trust, inclusion,
and respect between pupils and teachers. A supportive atmosphere significantly reduces the occurrence of
aggressive and antisocial behaviour.

4. Interdisciplinary and community cooperation — Following Hroncova (2007) and Kraus (2014), preventive
activities should involve cooperation between schools, families, social services, and local communities to
address the multifaceted nature of risk behaviour.

5. Digital prevention and literacy - In line with UNICEF (2020), preventive programs must address digital risks
such as cyberbullying and online dependency. Integrating digital literacy and responsible online behaviour into
the curriculum is key to reducing these threats.

6.  Monitoring and evaluation — The Ministry of Education (2022) recommends establishing standardized tools
for evaluating the effectiveness of preventive programs to ensure their long-term impact and sustainability.

In conclusion, the prevention of risk behaviour should be viewed as a shared responsibility of schools, families, and
society. It requires a long-term, participatory approach that supports not only pupils’ academic success but also their
emotional stability, mental health, and social responsibility. Schools that cultivate empathy, dialogue, and cooperation
become more than educational institutions—they transform into communities of safety, trust, and human growth.
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