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By Richard Wetaya

In a halting low tone, 17-year-
old Florence (not real name), 
offers me a wooden bench 
outside her grandmother’s 
home to sit. It is a hot sunny 
day in this Rwengo village in 
Kamwenge district.

As I take my seat, her 
apprehensive grandmother, 
seated on a papyrus mat a few 
yards away, recites the rosary 
quietly. 

As I said my salutations, 
unable to hold back tears, 
Florence narrates how she 
unwittingly became a young 
mother at 15. 

“I was sexually assaulted by 
one of the men involved in the 
construction of the Fort Portal-
Kamwenge road in 2015,” she 
says

Florence says she was 
naively cajoled into 
unprotected sex. 

“I deeply regret the ordeal. 
It ruined my education and 
shattered my dreams,” says 
Florence, then a Primary Six 
pupil at Rwengobe Primary 
School. 

Florence is part of the 
statistics of the rising number 
of Ugandan girls who drop 
out of school due to early 
pregnancies. 

Statistics
A 2016 study by the education 
ministry, which tracked 
sexually active school girls 
aged 14–18, found that 80% 
of them dropped out of school 
due to pregnancy. The 175 
girls used in the study were 
randomly selected from 13 
districts across the country, 
both from primary and 
secondary schools. 

The study, supported by 
the United Nations Joint 
Programme for Gender 
Equality, dubbed Linkages 
between Teenage Pregnancy 
and School Dropout in 
Uganda, found that of the 
28% girls who were sexually 
active, 80.1% were pregnant. 
Of these, 97% dropped out of 
school as a result. 

A 2017 World Bank report 
shows that as many as three 
in 10 Ugandan girls have 
their first child before their 
18th birthday and more than 
a third marry before the age 
of 18. 

Both child marriage and 
early childbearing lead girls to 
drop out of school.

The Uganda Demographic 
and Health Survey 2016 
(UDHS) conducted by 
the Uganda Bureau of 
Statistics also indicates a one 
percentage increase in teenage 
pregnancy, from 24% in 2011 
to 25% in 2016.

Low education attainment 
The rise in early childbearing 
has been attributed to low 
education attainment among 
girls aged 15 to 19 years, with 
at least three in every 10 of 
them having no education and 
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three in every 10 having only 
primary level education.

The report further shows 
that there is restricted re-entry 
of girls in schools, with a view, 
from teachers, that they will 
destroy the moral fibre of the 
school. 

This argument comes even 
when the Government, in its 
guidelines on re-entry into 
school by child mothers, is in 
place. 

Studies show that most 

child mothers never return 
to school, which affects their 
education journey.

To stem the growing danger 
of teenage pregnancies to the 
country’s education sector, 
the Government developed 
the National Strategy to End 
Teenage Pregnancies in 2015. 
However, the policy seems 
ineffective. 

The 2018 World Bank’s 
10th edition of the Uganda 
Economic Update estimates 
the negative impact of child 
marriage, early childbearing, 
and the low educational 
attainment of girls affected by 
the above on a wide range of 
development indicators.

The report shows that the 
cost of child marriage to the 
economy and not taking 
action is currently high and 
will run into billions of dollars 
a year by 2030. 

Eliminate poverty, 
illiteracy to help girls  
A number of experts have 
argued that poverty, low 
education of parents and lack 
of follow-ups by government 
officials, are some of the 
factors dragging thousands of 
girls into early marriage and 
pregnancies. 

Teenagers in the lowest 
wealth social class tend to 
begin childbearing earlier than 
those in the highest class (34% 
versus 15%, respectively).

A big number of adolescent 
girls, especially in the north, 
east and the west, such as 
Florence, have had their 
education journey prematurely 
ended,” Wilfred Onoria, an 
education consultant in Mbale 

says.
“Uganda has through the 

years, scored high points, in 
expanding enrolment and 
ensuring gender parity in its 
education system. It would 
be a good thing if the efforts 
that led to those successes are 
replicated in the fight against 
teenage pregnancies.”

Onoria says adolescent 
girls, who get pregnant 
bear the brunt of stigma 

and ostracisation from their 
communities, peers and 
family.

In some areas, however, 
there is no fuss about the issue 
because teenage pregnancy is 
a common thing. 

The other factor failing the 
policy is the negative attitude 
to education in many rural 
areas. 

Lydia Nakaweesi, an 
education consultant with the 

East African Partnership for 
education in Kampala, says: 
“Low education for parents 
is the root of the problem. 
Vulnerable girls ought to be 
supported to stay in school by 
local leaders, the community 
and, policy-makers, even 
when the parents are less 
educated and at times not 
bothered with children’s 
education.”

Some few years back in 
Kamwenge, Kibaale and Fort 
Portal, for instance, many 
school-going girls had their 
school journeys cut short after 
being impregnated by men 
involved in the construction 
of the Fort Portal-Kamwenge 
road, she says.

Charles Wabwire, an 
educationist with Opportunity 
International, says: “As 
the 2013 Adolescent Girl 
Vulnerability Index shows, 
many of these vulnerable girls 
face disproportionate risks 
and distinctive consequences 
from their vulnerabilities.” 

“The statistics of teenage 
pregnancies in the country 

are compelling enough 
to take action. There is 

a gradual 1% rise in 
the last eight years 
based on the Health 

Demographic Survey 
report. There is a need 

to act now, especially 
in areas where the issue is 

often glossed over and treated 
lightly due to backward 
cultural norms,” Wabwire 
says.

“In many ways, rural 
adolescent girls remain the 
most vulnerable segment of 
our population. Pregnancy 

National policy
What is the policy’s focus?
The National Strategy on Child Marriage 
is a holistic, comprehensive framework 
to end child marriages and other forms 
of violence against girls.

The focus areas include improved 
policy and legal protection of children, 
as well as the promotion girl’s rights. 

It also focuses on improved access 
to quality sexual and reproductive 
health services, education, child 
protection services and other 
opportunities.

Others include changing 
dominant thinking and 
social norms related to 
child marriage in the 
communities and the 
empowerment of both 
girls and boys with the 
right information to 
enable them recognise a 
child marriage and early 
pregnancy.

However, this policy 
has failed, going by the 
rising number of teenage 
pregnancies and the resultant school 
dropout rates.

WHY TEENAGE 
PREGNANCY

n The negative attitude 
towards education in 
many rural areas. 

n In some areas, there 
is no fuss about the 
issue because teenage 
pregnancy is a common 
thing. 

n Teenagers in the lowest 
wealth social class tend to 
begin childbearing earlier 
than those in the highest 
class. 

n Poverty, a driver of 
teenage marriages and 
pregnancies in risk areas, 
is high.

n Community-based 
engagements with opinion 
leaders on the need to 
keep girls in schools is 
still low.

The Government has been advised to recruit guidance counsellors in schools to teach adolescents important life skills
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affects not only their health, 
educational and social 
progress, but also their 
empowerment. It is time 
to let our girls be girls, not 
mothers. A better future has 
to be prepared for them,” 
Angel Nakafero, the technical 
advisor in the gender unit at 
the education ministry, says 

Onoria adds: “With the 
education of young girls at 
stake in many disadvantaged 
areas of the country, there 
is need to go beyond the 
clichés we keep hearing from 
offi cials regarding teenage 
pregnancies. The Government 
should recruit guidance 
counsellors in schools to teach 
adolescents important life 
skills and to empower them 
with information about the 
dangers of early sex.”

“There are already nation-
wide community-based 
initiatives to enhance girls’ 
education. But more needs to 
be done to address the issue 
in the far-fl ung areas of the 
country, where girls’ education 
is undermined,” Wabwire 
says.

“In the north and east, 
there is still a lot that needs 
to be done to educate the 
communities on the need 
to keep adolescent girls in 
school. Girls in these areas 
often walk long distances to 
school and are not supported 
enough by their parents. That 
predisposes them to rape,” 
Nakaweesi says.

“Household poverty should 
be tackled in earnest since 
research shows that girls from 
poor backgrounds are usually 
the most affected. Poverty 
at the household level plays 
havoc with girl’s education in 
many respects,’’ she adds.

“The education ministry 
should have suggested in 
its 2019 national strategy 
for girls’ education review 
report creation of links 
with programmes such as 
Operation Wealth Creation, 
the National Agricultural 
Organisation and the Uganda 
Women’s Entrepreneurship 
Programme to provide 
support to vulnerable and 
disadvantaged girls,’ Onoria 
says. 

Johnny Backri, a parent 
and teacher at Morulem 
Girls SS in Abim district, says 

teenage pregnancies pose a 
challenge to the educational 
empowerment of young girls 
in the north.

“Child marriages and 
pregnancies are common 
in the north, because of 
poverty. There is still a lot that 
needs to be done to engage 
communities where girls’ 

education is not seen as a 
priority,” Backri says.

Christine Amuge, a sub-
county chief in Aboke in Kole 
district, attributes the rise in 
teenage pregnancies in the 
far-fl ung areas of the north 
to deeply entrenched and 
backward cultural beliefs.

“That aside, there is also the 

Deeper reality
Early child bearing 
rampant in rural areas
According to the 2016 Uganda Demographic Survey report, 
25% of adolescents aged 15 to 19 in Uganda have begun 
childbearing, 19% of women aged 15-19 have given birth, 
and another 5% were pregnant with their fi rst child at the 
time of interview. 

As expected, the proportion of women aged 15-19, who 
have begun childbearing, rises rapidly with age, from 3% 
among women aged 15 to 22% among women aged 17; and 
54% among women aged 19. 

Adolescent childbearing is more common in rural than in 
urban areas (27% versus 19%, respectively). 

There is regional variation, with Teso sub-region having 
the highest proportion of adolescents who have begun 
childbearing and Kigezi sub-region having the lowest (31% 
and 16% respectively).

The proportion of teenagers who have started childbearing 
decreases with increasing level of education. Slightly more 
than one-third of teenagers aged 15-19 with no education 
(35%) have begun childbearing compared to 11% of those 
who have more than secondary education. 

STATISTICS
A 2017 World Bank report 
shows that as many as 
three in 10 Ugandan girls 
have their fi rst child 
before their 18th birthday

Wabwire adds that 
engagement with cultural and 
traditional leaders in areas 
where teenage marriages and 
pregnancies are rife needs to 
be prioritised.

“Picking the brains of 
local leaders on why the 
vice persists in their areas 
and what they think can be 
done would help education 
ministry offi cials make better 
deductions and interventions,” 
he says.

Nakaweesi notes 
that community-based 
engagements with opinion 
leaders and peer group 
infl uencers on the need to 
keep girls in schools in high-
risk areas are still few. 

She adds that the strategy 
has been ineffectual because 
poverty, the pre-eminent 
driver of teenage marriages 
and pregnancies in high-risk 
areas for teenage girls, still 
rears its ugly head.

“The families that are 
marrying off their daughters 
early are hard-pressed. More 
needs to be done to tackle 
household poverty and to 
empower young girls at the 

grassroots level,” she adds.
More so, last year, the 

Government, through the 
education ministry, introduced 
the Seed School Programme, 
where girls who drop out of 
school are helped to re-enrol 
in school.

Under the programme, 
schools are required to, among 
other things, create early 
safety nets for the prevention 
of early or unintended 
pregnancies in school settings 
and to support local by-laws 
that fi ght teenage pregnancy.

There are also guidelines 
on how to re-admit teenage 
mothers into schools.

The State Minister for Higher 
Education, Dr John Muyingo, 
says the Government has 
made considerable progress 
in improving the status of the 
girl-child over the last decade. 

Government initiatives 
include Universal Primary 
Education, Universal 
Secondary Education and the 
additional 1.5 points scheme 
for girls entering university 
to bridge the gender gap in 
higher education. 

Muyingo says these 
programmes have led to an 
increase in girls’ enrolment 
and completion of school.

In addition, numerous pieces 
of legislation that have been 
passed, such as the Penal 
Code Act, Children’s Act, 
Domestic Violence Act and 
Female Genital Mutilation Act 
have all worked in synergy 
to create a sense of increased 
protection of girls in Uganda. 

issue of ineffective 
child rights 
advocacy groups. 
The number of 

teenage girls getting 
pregnant every year 

in Kole and Oyam is 
astounding,” she 

says.

Shortcomings 
Wabwire 
says while 
the national 
strategy to 
end teenage 
pregnancies 
was well-
intentioned, 
it has for 
the most 

part, not 
been effective 
in changing 
the negative 
norms, beliefs, 
practices 
and attitudes 
that lie at the 

root of the problem in some 
regions of the country.

“In many areas where 
teenage marriages and 
pregnancies are common, 
attitudes towards girls’ 
education still remain bad. 

In a way, that shows that 
the strategy has not been far-
reaching enough,” he says.

Government has put in place initiatives such as Universal Primary Education to 
bridge the gender gap as well as keep more girls in school

2016

175

2011
24% 25%

2016

Girls
From 13 districts
(Primary and secondary
 schools)14-18AGED

Age at first pregnancy: 

Fight against teenage pregnancy

Study Group: 

Early child bearing and education levels:
(Ages 15-19)

No education

Only primary level of education

3/10

3/10
First pregnancy before age of 18
Marry before the age of 18

3/10

Teenage pregnancy on the rise

28% Sexually active
80.1% Got Pregnant
97% Dropped out of school


