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“They say that I have lost my integrity by
breaking my virginity”: experiences of teen
school going mothers in two schools in
Lusaka Zambia
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Abstract

Background: Adolescent school-going mothers return to school in the rekindled hope of obtaining an education.
However, their re-introduction into the school environment requires adequate support from teachers, fellow pupils,
and the community. The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of school-going mothers in Lusaka
to understand their coping mechanism in the process of re-integration.

Method: This is a qualitative case study. We conducted in-depth interviews with 24 school going mothers between
the ages of 16–19, purposively selected from 2 schools in Lusaka district. Audio-recorded interviews were transcribed,
coded using Nvivo 10 software and analysed using thematic analysis.

Results: The girls reported experiencing stigmatization, discrimination, mockery and abuse from their teachers. Some
community members labelled, humiliated, gossiped about and isolated the girls from their friends and classmates
because of fear of ‘contamination’. Families forced some girls into early marriages making them feel rejected. These
experiences resulted in low self-esteem, inferiority complex, poor performance in their academic work and identity
crises in the young mothers. Therefore, because of the experiences the girls faced, they developed certain behaviours
such as beer drinking, truancy and running away from home. They found it difficult to adjust to motherhood while
doing their schoolwork.

Conclusion: There is a need for the teachers to undergo training on how to handle young mothers and have a
flexible time-table to accommodate adolescent school going mothers when they miss lessons to attend to their
babies. Non-parenting school girls should be counseled so that they do not stigmatize adolescent mothers.
Parents need to be educated on how to deal with adolescent mothers in the community. The guidance office
should have a qualified psychosocial counselor to help create a conducive learning environment for adolescent
mothers, by helping them with missed lessons and seeing to it that they are not stigmatized.

Keywords: Adolescents, Psychosocial, Experiences, Young mothers, Teenage, Coping strategies

* Correspondence: sharonnkwemu@yahoo.com
1Department of Health Promotion and Education, School of Public Health,
University of Zambia, Lusaka, Zambia
4Department of Public Health, School of Medicine, University of Zambia, P.O.
Box 50110, Lusaka, Zambia
Full list of author information is available at the end of the article

© The Author(s). 2019 Open Access This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and
reproduction in any medium, provided you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to
the Creative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The Creative Commons Public Domain Dedication waiver
(http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/) applies to the data made available in this article, unless otherwise stated.

Nkwemu et al. BMC Public Health           (2019) 19:62 
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-019-6394-0

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1186/s12889-019-6394-0&domain=pdf
mailto:sharonnkwemu@yahoo.com
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/


Background
Globally, 101 million girls drop out of school annually be-
cause they get pregnant and 88% of these live in Africa
and Asia [1], with only an estimated 34% returning to
school after giving birth [2]. Adolescent motherhood is es-
pecially disruptive to the educational process of the girls
with many teenage mothers leaving school, never to re-
turn. Those that return experience a disruption in the
learning process both psychosocially and through lack of
support from their social environment [3, 4]. Sub-Saharan
Africa has the highest numbers of teenage mothers drop-
ping out of school [5]. For instance, out of 13,634 million
school girls who got pregnant in 2009, only 5517 million
returned to school [6]. Girls dropping out of school
threaten the national economics and labour market as
well as the social and political development [7] of a coun-
try. Much research shows that the single predictor of fam-
ily health is the completion of primary (elementary)
school by girls normally from the ages of seven to 12
years.
The Forum for African Women Educationalist through

their respective ministries of education have strategically
lobbed to improve the education of the girls by allowing
them to return to school after giving birth. However, im-
plementation has not been straightforward because of the
moral stigma associated with teenage motherhood [8].
Studies have shown that teen mothers experience unbear-
able pressure at school [9–11] such as shaming,
self-stigma and being labelled as deviant [12]. Some
teachers and administrators ignore the provision of equal
opportunities for adolescent mothers by stigmatizing the
girls in front of other learners [13] and did not give the
girls the same chance to learn as they gave other learners.
Instead, teachers utter hurtful words to discourage them
from attending classes for fear that allowing teen mothers
in school would appear to encourage immorality in school
and wanted to protect the reputation of the school [14].
Adolescent mothers suffer from serious emotional distur-

bances with unfortunate social and health consequences.
Teen mothers are prone to dropping out of school because
their emotional feelings remain unattended to [15]. They
are in danger of mood disorder which can lead to depres-
sion [16], or substance use and possibly sex work to sup-
port the habit. Consequently, they become more exposed
to illicit behaviors. Experiences that adolescent school going
mother face when they go back to school after giving birth
in Zambia remains under-studied. Thus, the researcher
sought to explore the experiences adolescent girls face
when they go back to school after giving birth.

Methods
Study design
This was a qualitative case study conducted in Lusaka
Zambia between October and November in 2015.

Twenty-four adolescent school going mothers aged be-
tween 16 and 19 years were purposively selected from
two secondary schools to achieve a better understanding
of adolescent school going mothers’ experiences. The
two schools were purposively selected with the help of
the District Education Board Secretary office which pro-
vided information on schools with the highest numbers
of adolescent school going mothers in the zone.

Data collection
The 24 In-depth Interviews (IDIs) allowed face to face
interaction between the researcher and adolescent school
going mothers and the ability to clarify ambiguous ques-
tions or to seek more elaborations of incomplete answers.
We chose to conduct IDIs over other possible methods
because of the sensitivity of the topic and to protect the
girls’ privacy. The use of an interview guide helped the re-
searcher to explore and collect contextual information
and young mothers’ ideas, thoughts and memories in their
own words. A voice recorder was used with the partici-
pants to ensure that data collected was accurate and cred-
ible. During the interviews, field notes were taken to avoid
reliance on recall which could have led to omission of im-
portant information in case of unseen events where the
participant may nod or whisper.

Data analysis
All interviews were conducted in English hence, there
was no translation needed. Recorded files were down-
loaded on the computer to prepare for transcribing. Data
were transcribed verbatim from the audio tape. Tran-
scriptions were read for better comprehension where
ideas about possible categories were written down as
these came to mind. Similar topics were clustered to-
gether. Codes were written next to the appropriate seg-
ment text. Related topics were grouped together to
reduce the number of categories. Transcripts were read
and re-read the verbatim transcripts until specific codes
emerged. These codes allowed the researcher to develop
themes and categories. The codebook was developed
and imported into Nvivo 10. All transcripts were
imported into Nvivo 10 for analysis. Data was coded by
themes (see Tables 1 and 2) with accompanying memos
and participant quotes. Memos of key statements, ideas
and attitudes were noted using as much as possible the
words in the text.

Ethics approval
Ethical clearance (reference number 2015-June-026) was
granted by Excellence in Research Ethics and Science
(IRB No. 00005948), located along Addis Ababa road in
Roads Park Lusaka-Zambia. Written permission was
sought from District Education Board Secretary Offices
(DEBS) to carry out the study in the mentioned schools.
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Written and verbal permission was obtained from the
head-teachers of the two schools.

Results
The primary source of information in this study were
adolescent school going mothers aged 16 to 19. The girls
were from grade eight to twelve and most of the girls
were single except for two who were married. Main find-
ings show that most of the girls experienced humiliation
at school by teachers, classmates and peers. Some people
in the community had a negative perception of these
girls and were perceived as bad influences and others
did not receive family support to cope with motherhood
and public humiliation. For these reasons, some young
mothers became resilient by embracing the ‘label’ of im-
moral (drinking) and taking intermittent breaks from
school.

Attitude of teachers toward teen mothers
While few adolescent school going mothers reported
having been helped by some teachers on one or two oc-
casions, a number of adolescent school going mothers
during the interviews mentioned that teachers refused to
assist adolescent mothers with the extra lessons when
they missed class. Adolescent school going mothers re-
ported that sometimes teachers would refer them to
their fellow pupils who would not explain as much as
the teacher

“Teachers have never assisted me with extra lessons
every time I miss the lessons to attend to my child
when she is sick. They would tell me to ask my
classmates to assist me with the missed lessons, but I
used to feel shy to ask my friends… so that’s how I just
stopped and forgot about it.” (18 years grade 12 pupil).

However, a few participants acknowledged having been
helped by their mathematics teacher on two occasions.
Adolescent mothers mentioned that it was difficult to
ask teachers for extra lessons as most of the teachers
would demand payment towards the extra lesson.

“Teachers would want to be paid for teaching extra
lessons even if you had a genuine reason for not
coming to school…I saw it from my Mathematics
teacher the very first time I came back from maternity
leave. I wanted some extra lessons on “Time
calculation” then he told me that it was K100 per
session. That is how I just stopped because I had no
money to pay him.”(19 years, grade 12 pupils).

Mockery
When all the participants were asked on mockery, most
adolescent school going mothers agreed to have mocked
by some teachers at school. Adolescent school going
mothers explained the situation to be so hurtful to the
point that some young mothers contemplated going to
neighboring schools where they were not known. Most
participants perceived their teachers as being judgmental
such that even seemingly good advice such as Voluntary
Counselling and Testing (VCT) was seen as intended to
emotionally hurt the learners.

…“Some teachers would mention sensitive issues such as
going for VCT, they may be saying it in good faith as an
advice; but what hurt me most, was the way they would
openly say it in class, though he didn’t mention my
name, but my friends would laugh while looking at
me…because one day he passed a bad comment when
he saw me wearing a T-shirt written [Fridays uniform]
“Virgin Power Virgin Pride”.” (18 years grade 12 pupil).

Table 1 Demographic Characteristics of Adolescent School Going
Mothers. As Table 1 below, 18 (75%) of the girls were 17–18 years
old, about half were in grade 9 and 2 were married

Age No. Per Age Grade No. Per Grade Married

16 years 03 8 03

17 years 10 9 11

18 years 08 10 05

19 years 03 11 03

12 02 02

Table 2 Major and Sub-themes of the Girls’ Experiences that
Emerged from the Data

Major themes Sub- themes

School- related
challenges

Experience with teachers
• Disapproving remarks by teachers
• Teachers reminding the girls about their past
• Lack of support from teachers
• Mockery from the teachers
Experience with pupils
• Stigmatization
• Isolation and rejection
• Gossip from fellow pupils

Community-related
challenges

• Multiple roles
• Relationship with the community
• Community fearing that girls will teach others
immoral issues

• Social insecurity

Family related
challenges

• Support from home
• Parenting and schooling
• Forced early marriages
• Labelling as deviances

Coping of young
mothers

Behavioral Change
• Skipping school days
• Substance abuse
• Staying away from home
• Resilience
• Spiritual Intervention
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Lack of shame
Another recurring theme in respondent’s explanation for
their experiences in school as adolescent mothers was
that some teachers looked at adolescent mothers to have
had lack of shame. Adolescent school going mothers
during the discussion mentioned that teachers remained
convinced that allowing adolescent mothers in school
was undermining public moral standards of the educa-
tion system.

“Some teachers liked saying that I was stubborn
because I came back to school after giving birth
without feeling shy and pretending that all was well.
They told me that I am a disgrace because I was
degrading the standards of the school.” (19 years grade
12 pupil).

Stigmatization by fellow pupils
Furthermore, adolescent school going mothers men-
tioned how their fellow classmates stigmatized them.
Adolescent school going mothers mentioned that some
girls stated that schools were encouraging immoral be-
havior. The participants reported having been laughed at
by their friends for having lost their virginity. The girls
confirmed feeling neglected and judged by their friends.

“Some of the girls in class would tease me…saying that
the school was encouraging immorality by allowing
mothers to continue with school when they are
supposed to be home looking after their babies. What
hurt me most was that the ones who liked saying that
were my best friends whom I used to play with before I
got pregnant. But now they would tell me that I have
lost my integrity by breaking my virginity. My former
best friend was the one in the forefront of saying that I
have lost my virginity.” (17 years old, grade 9 pupil).

Most participants highlighted that even if they were
allowed in school as young mothers the treatment they
got from both teachers and pupils was not good.
Almost all the girls further reported that some learners

in school were always gossiping about their status and
saying unpleasant things about them. Participants re-
vealed that some girls would share young mothers’ pri-
vate issues with other girls in the class. Adolescent
school going mothers narrated how they felt when class-
mates were gossiping about the description of the fathers
of their babies.

“Some learners talk carelessly and even make up
stories about me and my baby. One girl was telling
others in class about the father of my baby, that he is
a sugar daddy and that my child is ugly. The moment

they saw me, they laughed and changed the story. I
felt bad and wanted to beat her up. Then I thought of
the punishment I was going to get for fighting in
school.” (16 years grade 8 pupil).

Community fearing that young mothers will teach other
girls bad morals
Some adolescents reported that some community members
were not pleased to see adolescent mothers going back to
school after giving birth. Adolescent mothers reported that
the community’s argument was that adolescent mothers
would teach their children immoral activities.

“My aunty chased me when she discovered that I
was pregnant…the people in the same compound
used to say a lot of bad things about me because I
continued going to school before I gave birth. Some
community members would even pass bad
comments that I would influence other girls with
immoral activities.” (17 years grade 9 pupil).

Lack of family support
Some girls revealed that they had to fulfill multiple roles
as learners, mothers and wives. Adolescent school going
mothers reported that their family members had to de-
cide that the girls be married. The girls who got married
mentioned that it was difficult for them to concentrate
on school work as they had to do other house chores as
well as taking care of the baby.

… “I feel victimized by my husband because sometimes
you find that I want to start off for school then he would
want to sleep with me [having sex]. I have lost weight
because I have to do all the house chores, taking care of
the baby and studying…I get so tired that most of the
times I doze in class. I am not at peace. Sometimes even
if I tell him that I am sick, he would want to have sex”.
(19 years grade 12 married pupil).

Furthermore, most adolescent mothers who have been
forced into marriage mentioned that their parents/guardian
do not have a stable income. Some girls reported that their
parents preferred to marry them off rather than keeping
both the mother and the child at home.

“My family have been insisting that I get married. The
family to the baby’s father did not want me to get
married into their family. It has really been a
challenge because some are forcing me to get married;
the other side was telling me that I can’t get married
to their son…that is how I even started selling
homemade cobra so that I pay for my school because I
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didn’t want to stop school because of my husband”. (18
years grade 11 pupil).

Staying away from home
Some girls mentioned having been supported by their
parents and being taken care of during pregnancy and
after giving birth. However, most adolescent school go-
ing mothers’ guardians had no kind words for young
mothers, so the girls preferred staying away from home
because they were forced to find the person responsible
for the pregnancy. They did not want to start a new life
with the father of their child. Young mothers mentioned
that they felt neglected by the family who did not show
any sympathy at all.

“From the time I got pregnant my parents have had no
kind words with me such that when I knock off from
school I would rather be with my friends for a while
than going home…sometimes I never used to go home
from school and they would not care…so my elder
sister would take care of the baby. It was difficult to
stay at home because of the way they treat me, I felt
bad … My mother would always force me to call the
father of my child and ask him to bring money. But
each time I called him, he would ask for sex, so I was
scared to tell my mother” (17 years grade 9 pupil).

Consequences of the adolescent mothers’
experiences
Resilience
The girls reported that the only way they could complete
their education was to ignore any comments. Few girls
mentioned that they proudly announced having a child to
their friends in class. Asked why they were announcing, one
girl reported feeling bad the way her classmates were talking
about them, so by doing that, she mentioned that it was
one way of challenging them that she was not ashamed of
what she did but being pained by it.

“I tried not to pay attention to what others were saying
because if I paid attention I would have stopped school. I
know that in the end, I am going to live a better life with
my child through education. I pretended as if there was
nothing wrong and concentrate on my books because if I
had concentrated on what they were saying I would have
stopped school.” (18 years grade 11 pupil).

Skipping some days at school
All the girls mentioned that they had to be absent from
school for at least 1 day every month to attend to the
child. Some of the girls revealed having missed some

days at school just to avoid embarrassment especially
immediately after giving birth. Some girls mentioned
having experiences of breast milk coming out while in
class and her friends would be laughing at her.

“I would stay away from school just to avoid hearing bad
comments from the teachers and my classmates
especially the experience of having breast milk coming
out...I would dodge at break time …” (17 years grade 9
pupil).

Beer drinking
Adolescent school going mothers revealed that they felt
embarrassed to associate with other friends as they had
nothing in common to talk about. The girls revealed that
they demonstrated the behavior of beer drinking due to
denial, self-pity and low self-esteem. When asked where
they found the money to buy beer, one of the girls who
mentioned beer drinking disclosed.

“I really didn’t know what to do the time I discovered I
was pregnant…all I wanted that time was chibuku
[local bulky beer]. It has helped me up to now to
remove stress, people can talk…this time I don’t care
whatever they say. It (alcohol) has helped me…
Without this, maybe I would have had drunk poison.”
(18 years grade 10 pupil).

Isolation and rejection
The girls were prone to being lonely and isolated, mostly
because of the negative feedback from fellow pupils.
Most of the girls were shunned by their friends for fear
of being classified in the same category as adolescent
school going mothers. The rapport between adolescent
school going mothers and their classmates/peers was
normally poor.

“All my friends that I used to play with before I became
pregnant had distanced themselves from me….I tried to
follow them one time during break, but the way they
behaved towards me when I joined them was not good
because they all laughed and left me alone…that is how I
stopped following them.” (17 years old grade 10 pupil).

Discussion
In this study, we aimed at exploring the experiences of
adolescent school going mothers when they return to
school. We have found that adolescent school going
mothers have challenges. Teachers demanded that ado-
lescent school going mothers pay the teacher if they
were to be helped with the missed lessons. The poor
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learning environment was found to be one of the chal-
lenges adolescent school going mothers faced. This was
because adolescent school going mothers were misun-
derstood by non-parenting girls. Adolescent school go-
ing mother were also forced into early marriages by
their parents/guardians. The community further per-
ceived schools to have lost values for allowing adolescent
mothers back into school. This was seen as encouraging
immorality in schools. Non-parenting girls in school did
not want to associate with adolescent school going
mothers as they were considered to be naughty. We also
found that adolescent school going mothers involved
themselves in elicit behavior such as beer drinking.
This data were collected from adolescent school going

mothers only. Therefore, the results could have been biased
because of some strengths and limitations. To begin with,
data were collected from two schools in an urban area
[Lusaka province only] as the study setting and limited to
an urban environment. The study population was a limita-
tion as data were collected from adolescent school going
mothers only, leaving out teachers, non-parenting pupils
and the community. Generalizability of the findings of the
study is a limitation in most studies which is an exception
to this study. However, in-depth interview as a qualitative
method of gathering information was ideal as respondents
were able to express themselves and probing questions
were asked after respondents gave their initial response.
Furthermore, a phenomenological study was used as it
would be better if a mixed method was conducted in this
study.
We found that the teachers’ negative attitude made it

difficult for adolescent school going mothers to catch up
on lessons missed the times they would be absent from
school to attend to the baby as teachers demanded that
they teach the mothers at a fee. According to Chigona
and Chetty [9] teachers were not willing to go through
the lesson when a learner has missed due to infant re-
lated problem. This has been outlined in other studies
conducted in the same region that had the same study
population in their studies [10, 17, 18]. Olivier [19] fur-
ther disputed that some teachers considered adolescent
mothers’ issue as private that does not concern them.
We further observed that adolescent school going
mothers are absent from school at least every month as
also observed elsewhere [9] albeit teachers having no
flexible timetable for them. Our study suggests the need
for the policymaker to introduce workshops for teachers
on how best to assist adolescent school going mothers
and involve other organizations like health sectors and
social welfare to obtain help.
Even if adolescent school going mothers continued

with their education, our finding reported that the learn-
ing environment for adolescent school going mothers
was not good. This is because schools have no

committees which are responsible to protect adolescent
school going mothers’ welfare especially in cases where
they experience any form of humiliation within the
school premises. This coincides with earlier reports by
Ministry of Education in South Africa [20] that reported
that adolescent mothers complained that their schools
had not allowed them to attend classes because they
were mothers. This is because schools feared that allow-
ing adolescent mothers in school would seem like en-
couraging immorality in school which is like degrading
the education system. This confirms with Chigona and
Chetty [9] who revealed that teenage mothers contamin-
ate other non-parenting learners leading to the rejection
of those teenage mothers who exercise their education
rights by returning to school. Chauke [21] advocated
that adolescent school going mothers suffered from anx-
iety and isolation, as girls in classes did not want to
share a seat with adolescent mothers for fear of adulter-
ation [22]. The study suggests practical intervention to
build communication between adolescent school going
mothers and the school authorities through the forma-
tion of committees to be responsible for adolescent
school going mothers’ challenges. The poor learning
environment for adolescent school going mothers may
discourage the young mothers from attending lessons
regularly.
Consequently, our study adds to this literature by

showing that adolescent school going mothers were
forced into early marriages by their parents who with-
drew from paying school fees for adolescent school go-
ing mothers. The reasons for this could be that parents
would not want to continue supporting young mothers
with school as having a baby while at school is a sign of
not wanting school. This confirms with earlier reports
by Jewkes et al. [23] who reported that if society per-
ceives adolescent mothers as women, it is a challenge for
them to go back to school. Grant et al. [3] advocated
that the birth of the baby marks the end of schooling for
adolescent mothers [3] who are often married and their
birth may be welcomed by family and society, and there-
fore, does not involve a social stigma [24]. Explanations
for exclusionary practices of young mothers responded
to these in strategic ways, where the girls would look for
small rented houses and resort to street vending to pro-
vide for their baby as well as school. In this regard,
Makibi et al. [25] further reported that some families
distanced themselves from teen mother because they felt
ashamed that the community would look down upon
the family for the action of their daughter. The reasons
for this was outside the scope of this study because par-
ents were not part of the study sample and the study re-
lied on adolescent mothers for all the information. This
study advocates a need to train parents to understand
the progressing cognitive capacity of adolescent mothers
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and help young mothers to advise them of the hardship
of being in marriage while at school. We also know that
the community is not comfortable to allow adolescent
school going mothers in school.
Despite parents of adolescent mothers forcing them

into marriage, we have further found that the commu-
nity members regarded the education system to have lost
value because of allowing adolescent mothers in school
together with non-parenting girls which is perceived as
encouraging immorality in schools. The community
would indirectly tease young mothers by calling them
with all sort of bad names to discourage them from at-
tending school. Although issues concerning community
members forcing the school authorities not to allow ado-
lescent mothers in school were not mentioned in this
study, we still argue that this is possible because it has
been reported somewhere else in the region. Chigona
and Chetty [9] reported that committees in the commu-
nity were up in arms with the school authority demand-
ing the expulsion of young mothers, where the girls
were regarded as ‘othered’ [17, 21, 26]. This is confirmed
by Chapati, Yahoo Contributor Network [27] when he
explained that teenage mothers are tagged as bad news
in Nigeria as it is the case in South Africa, and they are
socially ostracized. It was also revealed by Chauke [21]
that parents warn their daughters to stay away from the
mothers as they feared that their kids will be corrupted
by the immoral ways of a teenage mother. The study
demonstrates that issues concerning adolescent mothers
could incorporate community-based interventions that
transmute social–ethnic values associated with how soci-
ety perceives adolescent school going mother and sexu-
ality. This is observed in an approach that considers the
wider social environment of adolescents and acknowl-
edges that the experience of adolescents is influenced by
factors located at the individual, family, peer, community
and structural levels in determining relevant interven-
tion [28].
While it is possible that adolescent school going

mothers may endure with their situation by seeking
God’s intervention as found in our study, we also ob-
served that the negative psychological outcomes of being
a young mother caused the girls to handle their situation
differently where young mothers engaged themselves in
illicit behaviors such as beer drinking. This coincides
with Huang et al. [29], who reported that most of the
teen mothers resort to beer drinking, drug abuse as well
as prostitution. The reasons for this are unclear and
were beyond the scope of this study but need further ex-
ploration particularly given that adolescent mothers
resorted to seeking God’s intervention as they struggled
with their new role and school [23]. This is confirmed
by Zondo [30] who reported that teenage mothers expe-
rienced difficulties in balancing their educational

responsibilities and taking care of their babies. Smith
battle [31] also advocated that substance use was high
among the girls. Policy makers in Zambia have not inte-
grated new programs to guide the schools about the
well-being of the young mothers. Our study suggests the
need for developing strategies to counsel young mothers
and parents so that they better understand the develop-
ing cognitive capacity of adolescent mothers to under-
stand the meaning of being a mother and to better know
when adolescents are in a state of denial so that they
don’t involve themselves in illicit behavior.

Recommendations
Since the study was conducted in an urban area in one
district, a similar study should be conducted in a rural
area where teachers, parents and the community could
be part of the study population. A study should use a
mixed method.

Conclusion
The research was conducted to provide information on ex-
periences of adolescent school going mothers. Our findings
show that inadequate support from the teachers, commu-
nity and fellow pupils disempower adolescent mothers.
Adolescent school going mothers are forced into early mar-
riages and therefore involved themselves in street vending
while others worked as maids. The community looked
down on adolescent mothers calling them all sorts of bad
names. It also led young school going mothers to develop
certain behaviors such as beer drinking, skipping school
days in order to withstand the situation and continue with
their education. There is need to strengthen the education
system by supporting adolescent mothers through provid-
ing flexible time tables where extra lessons could be con-
ducted for free. There is also need to educate the teachers,
non-parenting girls and the community on how best to
handle adolescent school going mothers and support them
through counselling. There is need for policy makers to
introduce separate classes and committees to deal with
adolescent school going mothers’ problems in order to cre-
ate a friendly learning environment for adolescent mothers.

Abbreviations
IDI: In-depth Interviews; VCT: Voluntary Counselling and Testing

Acknowledgements
The authors thank all study participants, researchers and Ministry of
Education staff.

Funding
Not applicable.

Availability of data and materials
Data sharing is not applicable to this article as data and material is the
property of the University of Zambia, School of Public Health and can only
be accessed with permission.

Nkwemu et al. BMC Public Health           (2019) 19:62 Page 7 of 8



Authors’ contributions
All authors greatly contributed to the conception and design (SN, CNJ, OM,
AS, JMZ), and/or acquisition of data (SN), and/or analysis and interpretation
of the data (AS, SN). (OM, JMZ, CNJ, AS and SN) conceived the study; (SN)
collected the data and analysed it. (SN) drafted the manuscript. All authors
have been involved in revising the manuscript (CNJ, AS and JMZ). All authors
have given approval for this version of the manuscript to be submitted. Each
author has contributed sufficiently in the work to take public responsibility
for appropriate portions of the content. The authors take full accountability
for all aspects of the work. All authors provided extensive input and
reviewed draft manuscripts, read and approved the final manuscripts.

Ethics approval and consent to participate
In order to ensure the safety and rights of the participants, a letter for
conducting the study was granted to the researcher by the University of
Zambia stating the purpose of the research. Approval and clearance was
sought from the Excellence in Research Ethics and Science (ERES) (IRB No.
00005948) located in Roads-Park, Lusaka-Zambia, reference number 2015-
June-026. Written permission was sought from District Education Board Sec-
retary Offices (DEBS) to carry out the study in the mentioned schools. Written
and verbal permission was obtained from the head-teachers of the two
schools.
Anonymity was assured where the participant’s names were not going to be
mentioned and the participants were informed that they had the right to
decline participation in the study from the onset or withdraw from
participating at any time during the study. Consent forms were given to
adolescent mothers (respondents) to read and sign as proof of their
voluntary participating in the study. Assent forms had to be co-signed by
parents/guardians, if adolescent mothers were still minors. Confidentiality of
respondents was guaranteed and therefore numbers were utilized to protect
their identity.

Consent to publication
Not applicable.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affiliations.

Author details
1Department of Health Promotion and Education, School of Public Health,
University of Zambia, Lusaka, Zambia. 2Department of Epidemiology and
Biostatistics, School of Public Health, University of Zambia, Lusaka, Zambia.
3Center for Infectious Disease Research in Zambia, Lusaka, Zambia.
4Department of Public Health, School of Medicine, University of Zambia, P.O.
Box 50110, Lusaka, Zambia.

Received: 2 November 2017 Accepted: 3 January 2019

References
1. UNICEF. Sexuality education approaches: what would be applicable to north

of Africa and Middle East. Unicef; 2010.
2. Mulenga IM, Mukaba B. Policy and practice: roles of the guidance and

counseling teachers in the implementation of the girls’ reentry policy in
selected schools in Lusaka, Zambia. Policy and Practice. 2018;9.

3. Grant MJ, Hallman KK. Pregnancy-related school dropout and prior school
performance in KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa. Stud Fam Plan. 2008;39:369–82.

4. Theron L, Dunn N. Coping strategies for adolescent birth-mothers who
return to school following adoption. S Afr J Educ. 2006;26:491–9.

5. Nduli JJ. An investigation into the high prevalence of schoolgirl pregnancy:
University of Zululand; 2012.

6. MOE. Education act on Teenange pregnancy among school age children. In:
Maseru; 2010.

7. Kapur D, Lewis JP, Webb RC. The World Bank: its first half century: Brookings
Institution Press; 2011.

8. Barmao-Kiptanui C, Kindiki JN, Lelan JK. Impact of teenage motherhood on
the academic performance in public primary schools in Bungoma County,
Kenya. Int J Educ Admin Policy Stud. 2015;7:61–71.

9. Chigona A, Chetty R. Girls’ education in South Africa: special consideration
to teen mothers as learners. J Educ Int Dev. 2007;3:1–17.

10. Dlamini LS. The problems of teenage mothers in the southern Hho-Hho
region of Swaziland; 2002.

11. Karim AM, Magnani RJ, Morgan GT, Bond KC. Reproductive health risk and
protective factors among unmarried youth in Ghana. Int Fam Plan Perspect.
2003:14–24.

12. Onyango G, Ngunzo Kioli F, Nyambedha E. Challenges of school re-entry
among teenage mothers in primary schools in Muhoroni District, Western
Kenya; 2015.

13. Sibeko PG. The effect of pregnancy on a schoolgirl's. Education. 2012.
14. Pogoy AM, Verzosa R. Coming NS, Agustino RG: lived experiences of early

pregnancy among teenagers: a phenomenological study. Eur Sci J. 2014;10.
15. Mokobocho-Mohlakoana KM. Pregnant at the wrong time: experiences of

being a pregnant young woman while schooling: selected Lesotho cases:
University of KwaZulu-Natal; 2005.

16. Shefer T, Bhana D, Morrell R. Teenage pregnancy and parenting at school in
contemporary south African contexts: deconstructing school narratives and
understanding policy implementation. Perspect Educ. 2013;31:1–10.

17. Shaningwa LM. The educationally-related challenges faced by teenage mothers
on returning to school: a Namibian case study: Rhodes University; 2007.

18. Richter MS, Mlambo G. Perceptions of rural teenagers on teenage pregnancy.
Health SA Gesondheid. 2005;10:61–9.

19. Olivier M, Myburgh C, Poggenpoel M. Adolescents' views on termination of
pregnancy. S Afr J Educ. 2000;20:213–21.

20. Haberland N, Rogow D. Sexuality education: emerging trends in evidence
and practice. J Adolesc Health. 2015;56:S15–21.

21. Chauke H: The challenges experienced by teenage mothers in secondary
schools: the case of Hlanganani south circuit. University of Limpopo
(Turfloop campus), 2013.

22. Mohase L, Van der Westhuizen AJ, Pretorius ZA. Induced defence responses
and rust development in sunflower. S Afr J Sci. 2006;102:144–50.

23. Jewkes R, Morrell R, Christofides N. Empowering teenagers to prevent
pregnancy: lessons from South Africa. Cult Health Sex. 2009;11:675–88.

24. Miller BC, Coyl DD. Adolescent pregnancy and childbearing in relation to
infant adoption in the United States. Adopt Q. 2000;4:3–25.

25. Makibi MA. Teacher conflict within schools in Lesotho: exploring the
dynamics. J Educ Stud. 2010;9:89–107.

26. Molapo CM. Experiences of young school-going mothers in high schools at
Leribe District of Lesotho: University of Zululand; 2012.

27. Chapati Available at Yahoo Contributor Network Accessed 27 April 2009.
28. Mburu G, Ram M, Oxenham D, Haamujompa C, Iorpenda K, Ferguson L.

Responding to adolescents living with HIV in Zambia: a social–ecological
approach. Child Youth Serv Rev. 2014;45:9–17.

29. Huang CY, Costeines J, Kaufman JS, Ayala C. Parenting stress, social support,
and depression for ethnic minority adolescent mothers: impact on child
development. J Child Fam Stud. 2014;23:255–62.

30. Zondo MS. The challenges faced by teenage mothers when balancing their
child rearing responsibilities with academic excellence in three secondary
schools in Inanda; 2010.

31. SmithBattle LI. Reducing the stigmatization of teen mothers. MCN Am J
Matern Child Nurs. 2013;38:235–41.

Nkwemu et al. BMC Public Health           (2019) 19:62 Page 8 of 8


	Abstract
	Background
	Method
	Results
	Conclusion

	Background
	Methods
	Study design
	Data collection
	Data analysis

	Ethics approval
	Results
	Attitude of teachers toward teen mothers
	Mockery
	Lack of shame
	Stigmatization by fellow pupils
	Community fearing that young mothers will teach other girls bad morals
	Lack of family support
	Staying away from home

	Consequences of the adolescent mothers’ experiences
	Resilience
	Skipping some days at school
	Beer drinking
	Isolation and rejection

	Discussion
	Recommendations
	Conclusion
	Abbreviations
	Acknowledgements
	Funding
	Availability of data and materials
	Authors’ contributions
	Ethics approval and consent to participate
	Consent to publication
	Competing interests
	Publisher’s Note
	Author details
	References

