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ABSTRACT
Early marriage and pregnancy hinder global commitment to attain
gender parity in education. This article discusses educational
challenges experienced by parenting college students during the
COVID-19 pandemic in Uganda. The study qualitatively assessed
the effects of COVID-19 on the National Teacher Colleges’
learning environment. On the reopening of schools after the
lockdown, colleges were overwhelmed with an increased number
of students who returned either pregnant or with young babies.
Colleges were not prepared since pregnancy in college is
prohibited through denial of on-campus accommodation and
other services. Pregnant students were stigmatized, shunned and
blamed for having engaged in immoral sexual behaviour and
punished for their indiscretions. Pregnant and abandoned is
structural gender-based violence that manifests in the physical,
emotional, economic and social violence faced by pregnancy and
parenting students, the young mothers are abandoned by their
families and partners, and are denied child support and other
student services. Future studies need to investigate the effects of
such tormenting experiences of being abandoned on the
academic performance and future parenting decisions of such girls.

ARTICLE HISTORY
Received 1 November 2022
Accepted 12 August 2023

KEYWORDS
Student pregnancy; gender;
teacher education; equality;
Uganda

Introduction

Attempts to improve access to education as a development goal remain at the top of the
global development agenda. Transitions from the Women in Development (1970–1980s),
Gender and Development strategies (1990s), and 1990 World Declaration on Education
for All (1990), to the present-day global development goals have contributed to strategies
to tackle equality in education access, retention and quality of education for women and
girls (Chilisa and Ntseane 2010; David 2017). Core to these strategies addressing the
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negative effects of early marriage and teenage pregnancy on girls’ education (Monk et al.
2021; Okwany 2016). Globally, sexual and gender-based violence (SBBV) remains one of
the major challenges faced by educational settings and is a major obstacle to efforts to
attain gender parity in education (Bhana, Singh, and Msibi 2021). This paper presents
findings from a study on the impact of COVID-19 on young women attending post-sec-
ondary teacher training institutions revealing systemic effects of SGBV on girls’ education.

The World Health Organization (WHO) declared COVID-19 a pandemic on 11 March
2020 and closure of schools and other educational institutions was among the major
responses adopted to slow down the spread and infection rate of the COVID virus
(Burgess and Sievertsen 2020; de Bruin et al. 2020; WHO 2020). Shutting schools meant
that formal learning and education were disrupted. Uganda is on record for the longest
school closure period at nearly 2 years (Angrist et al. 2021). At the peak of school
closure, for the first time, the world saw more than 1.6 billion students out of school
across 190 lower-income countries (UNESCO 2020b, 2020a). Remote learning increased
for those who could afford access to the internet causing a digital divide with children
from lower socioeconomic groups in poor countries lacking support to continue edu-
cation (Azubuike, Adegboye, and Quadri 2021). Te related major effect is the increase
in the number of children who are unable to read and write which has been projected
to rise from 50% to 70%, further worsening the already dire global education divide
between low and high income countries (Unicef 2022).

Pregnancy and education

Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia rank on top of the regions with the highest teenage
pregnancy and early marriage associated with high rates of school dropouts among
girls (Gunawardena, Wondwossen Fantaye, and Yaya 2019; Unicef 2015). African countries
have instituted laws that allow girls to stay in or return to school after pregnancy, though
with restrictions on when and how to return (Mubatsi 2022; Mwangi 2021). In most
countries, being pregnant while in school results in discontinuation which is a punish-
ment for defying the expected moral behaviours and deterrent measure to avoid
setting a bad example to the other girls (Chigona and Chetty 2007). These restrictions,
coupled with cultural and social norms that shame and blame a girl for being pregnant
outside marriage, return to school policies are ineffective with only 5% of girls who
become pregnant ever returning to school (Birungi et al. 2015; Nyariro 2021). There are
significant benefits to women and their empowerment associated with girls’ education
at every level (Eastwood and Lipton 2011; Tiedeu, Para-Mallam, and Nyambi 2019) yet
efforts to keep girls in school remain hampered by high rates of dropout at lower
levels of education (Iddy 2021; Undie et al. 2015).

Uganda has one of the lowest numbers of children who transition from primary to sec-
ondary education with less than 30% transitioning to secondary education and higher
education (Candia et al. 2018; Nabugoomu 2019) translating into millions of school-age
girls who become pregnant and never get opportunity to return to school. Young girls
engage in risky sexual behaviours due to lack of sexual and reproductive health infor-
mation and are victims of structural limitations and barriers to address SGBV (Lundgren
and Amin 2015; Muhanguzi 2011). While not all unplanned pregnancies outside marriage
may be attributed to SGBV, being pregnant at a young age, outside marriage or at worse
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as a student, exposes girls and young women to SGBV. Girls who drop out of school due to
pregnancy tend to be abandoned by their families and the men who made them preg-
nant (Mubatsi 2022). This puts them at risk of sexual violence and harassment as they
fend for themselves and their babies (Nyakato et al. 2021). The long-term effect of adoles-
cent pregnancy is the intergenerational transmission of poverty for women and their chil-
dren as they lose the opportunity to better their economic status through education (Salvi
2019).

Pregnancy before or outside marriage

In traditional Africa, pregnancy before or outside marriage is harshly punished and is
blamed on the girl for failure to adhere to the expected sexual morals and behaviours.
Punishments range from excommunication, forced into marriage, and in some cultures
girls could be punished by death (Ninsiima et al. 2018), boys and men are however not
blamed, women and girls take full responsibility. The girl’s pregnancy brings shame
and blame on the family for not properly raising her; because of this, pregnant girls
lose chances of ever getting ‘properly’married (Neema et al. 2021). Controlling girls’ sexu-
ality is structurally interwoven with a traditional patriarchal system, including the repro-
duction role associated with womanhood (Chilisa and Ntseane 2010; MacDonald 2012).
It’s this view that contradicts victimization and the failure to hold men and boys accoun-
table for pregnancy (Ninsiima et al. 2018). Poverty, religion and culture are the primary
proliferators of vulnerability to sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV) and repulse
attempts to offer girls a chance for education after pregnancy (Salvi 2018; Yakubu and
Salisu 2018).

SGBV and learning environments

School-based SGBV is the most destructive social disorder associated with unsafe learning
environments affecting all learners (Agardh, Odberg-Pettersson, and Östergren 2011;
Parkes et al. 2016). In school settings, more girls than boys experience SGBV, negatively
affecting their enrolment, academic performance and completion causing gender
inequality in education (Badri 2014; Devries et al. 2014). Unsafe learning environments
not only constrain women’s pursuit for higher education but propagate patriarchal atti-
tudes and justification to control freedom of movement as a disguise for the protection
and safety of women and girls. Girls’ access to education in the global south is influenced
by what Salvi (2019) described as push and pull factors: pull factors include household
poverty, gendered labour demands, health, gendered cultural regulations and cost of
education while push factors are SGBV, gendered curricula and school practices that pos-
ition girls to attain less than boys.

Theoretical underpinnings

Post-colonial approaches to gender in education specifically African feminism and posi-
tive youth development have been adapted to provide critical dimensions and debate
that are relevant to the experiences of pregnant and parenting students in Uganda.
The paper presents an example of structural limitations to access education after
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pregnancy by putting into perspective the escalation of pregnancy among pregnant stu-
dents in NTCs during the COVID-19 pandemic in Uganda. The application of liberal femin-
ism theories to girls’ education and pregnancy has limited focus on legal and institutional
frameworks to promote equity. The paper underscores the need for flexibility towards
dealing with specific cultural contexts (Chilisa and Ntseane 2010) and expound from
narrow views on women equal opportunities to education, by adapting to African femin-
ism, the paper emphasizes the understanding, regulation, resistance and activism in edu-
cational policies and programming. Unlike Western Feminism, African Feminism owns it’s
origin to the struggles against crosscutting issues that surround patriarchal power and
multiple experiences of colonialism including women’s resistance to western hegemony
and appreciates the transformative strides made in the political, economic and socio-
economic spheres (Ahikire 2014).

By referring to both feminism and the positive youth development (PYD) frameworks,
the paper discusses the need to secure young people’s well-being. PYD provides perspec-
tives for comprehensive sexuality education and promotion of positive and protective
sexual behaviours as an alternative to abstinence only education (Romeo and Kelley
2009) and is suitable because of its application to sexual health and well-being including
the management of high rates of early pregnancy among school-going girls (Benson et al.
2006; Lerner et al. 2011). In addition, working with PYD provides a theoretical linkage to
the contemporary increased focus on teenage pregnancy within education policy and
programming, emphasizing attention to individual cognitive, emotional and behavioural
engagement with family, school and the community. As opposed to western feminists,
proponents of the global south gender theories in education posit the existence and rec-
ognition of the global gender disparities pointing to harnessing resilience factors in
gender and power relations (Fennell and Arnot 2008).

Methods

The data for this paper were generated from a qualitative study on the assessment of the
effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on SGBV in the five National Teacher Colleges (NTCs)
which is a sub-study of an ongoing project on improving secondary teachers’ education
in the NTCs. The project was implemented based on evidence generated from a study in
2019 on the prevalence of SGBV in the NTCs and the Business Technical and Vocational
Education Training (BTVET) institutions in Uganda. SGBV is ‘any act that is perpetrated
against a person’s will and is based on gender norms and unequal power relationships’
(UNHCR 2021), encompassing threats of violence and coercion. SGBV can be physical,
emotional, psychological or sexual in nature, and take the form of a denial of resources
or access to services.

Setting

In Uganda, higher education is offered at universities and other tertiary institutions, such
as polytechnics, teacher colleges, business, vocational and technical colleges, and col-
leges of commerce. There are both public/state-owned and private institutions with a
great proportion of the ownership by the religious foundation bodies and other
members of the private sector and civil society. The study was conducted in NTCs of
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which Uganda has five regional NTCs. Participants were recruited from the north and
northeastern Kaliro and Muni colleges. Uganda like most countries in the region lacks evi-
dence on SGBV in higher institutions of learning.

Data collection

Six gender-specific focus group discussions (FGD), including female and male groups
were conducted totalling 06 FGDs. Participants included 43 students and 19 teaching
and non-teaching staff (total N = 26 females and N = 32 males) and students and staff
were interviewed separately. Data were collected in January 2022, a few weeks after
Uganda’s official reopening of schools after about 18 months of school closure as a pre-
vention measure for COVID-19. The discussions centred on personal and community
SGBV experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic. The FGD data were supplemented
with data from other project activities, specifically the strengths-based participatory
assessment of the safety of the learning environment and mapped existing resources
for prevention of SGBV in the 5 NTCs conducted between November and December
2022. The participatory assessment activities involved 230 people included teaching
and non-teaching staff, students and selected community resource persons participating
in the other project activities.

Data analysis

Thematic analysis was used to analyse the transcripts for each FGD and other project
activities data sets. Thematic analysis is a qualitative analytic method used to search for
themes or patterns, and in relation to different epistemological and ontological positions
in given data sets (Braun and Clarke 2006). First, the transcripts were independently coded
by three members of the research team. A research team meeting was held to come to
consensus on a code list. Together, the team merged related codes to create categories,
the categories were further merged to generate themes and these were checked against
the data to ensure their salience and fit. A code book was created with products from all
phases of analysis and memos were written on each salient theme with interpretation and
possible inferences. Data exemplars were generated for each theme. They were then
checked for linkage and relevance to the study aim. Overarching themes that best
described the overall effect of COVID-19 on SGBV in NTCs were identified and related
to generate a pattern.

Ethical considerations

Ethical clearance was obtained from the Research Ethics’ Committee of Mbarara Univer-
sity of Science and Technology (MUST 2021-289) and the Uganda National Council of
Science and Technology (UNCST) (SS1487ES). All participants provided written informed
consent to participate in the study during enrolment. Permission was also obtained to
allow recording of the interviews and FGDs. Privacy and confidentiality were maintained
during the data collection process by selecting an agreed on convenient location for the
interviews and FGDs within the college, a place where participants felt comfortable to
express their views.
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Results

There were three overarching themes with parenting students’ experience of abandon-
ment after pregnancy, as the major theme. The other themes were: COVID-19 lockdown
consequences and College responses to increased numbers of parenting students. The
following quote represents the burdens of pregnancy experienced in the NTCs after
COVID 19:

the impact of the 2 years lockdown will be with us for a long time, for example when our stu-
dents came back, some of them were already pregnant and this pregnancy was a result of the
lockdown, and it has impacted their academic performance. I am saying this because I had to
investigate a student who was in the hospital to give birth. (Staff, Muni NTC).

While at home during the 1st and 2nd phases of the COVID-19 lockdown, students had a
lot of free time in which they engaged in and were exposed to risky behaviours. As a
result, many female students returned from the lockdown pregnant. Female and male
students are equally sexually active but female students bore the burdens and conse-
quences of unplanned and unwanted pregnancies. This is described in their perceptions
of abandonment by their families, the persons responsible for the pregnancy, the com-
munities and the learning institutions. Abandonment presented a wide range of facets

Figure 1. Dimensions of abandonment experienced by pregnant and parenting college students.
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and caused a number of challenges explained in the following dimensions illustrated in
Figure 1.

Abandonment after Pregnancy is characterized by the burdens of being a single parent,
including parenting babies whose fathers are not known publicly. The students were con-
tinuously faced with voices of blame and shame for giving birth outside marriage. Not all
students who became pregnant returned to school; some dropped out and never
returned to college to complete their studies. Others were forced by their families to
get married to the men who made them pregnant. Those who chose to return had to
silently bear the burdens of being a single parent, including ‘othering’, that is being sub-
jected to demeaning conditions, including being treated differently and suffering from
lack of child care support and food insecurity. Parenting students were forced to live in
unsafe shelter themselves and their children.

Abandoned to be a single student mother in care of ‘fatherless’ children

Parenting students bore burdens of being single mothers, and for many of them, their
families stopped providing and supporting as a form of punishment. Some needed to
find their own school fees, meet childcare needs and were continuously humiliated.
Men and boys responsible for the pregnancy were either unknown or unrevealed,
the girls feared revealing in fear, and they wanted to protect the perpetrators being
punished or imprisoned. They feared to blamed and victimized by the perpetuators
both in the colleges and community. They didn’t want to freely talk about the
fathers of their children mostly because they are not present, supportive or the preg-
nancy was a result of SGBV, and revealing the men would result in forced marriages.
Those who were raped may not have known who the fathers of the children were,
others were forced by circumstances to abort the pregnancy. Respondents described
these circumstances:

Some of older men in our communities took this Covid19 situation as an advantage to sexu-
ally abuse young girls. It reached an extent whereby men would come in the name of helping
and promising that they will provide everything. The situation was so bad that cases of abor-
tions increased, some girls did not have a choice but to just abort andmove on with their lives
(Female Student, Muni NTC).

The boy ended up denying the responsibility and the girl had to use part of her school fees to
cater for herself, so there was struggle to raise the school fees. And some girls are even denied
access and necessities from home because she became pregnant when the parents are not
aware and when they become aware, they cut off their support (Male Student, Kaliro NTC).

Blame and shame by family and community

Because pregnancy outside marriage brings shame to the family of the girl, pregnant girls
often experience abandonment by family, sexual partner/person responsible for the preg-
nancy, friends, family, school and community. Students shared the following:

Being pregnant when one is still in school reduces the chances of ever enrolling for school for
girls education is not a ‘right’ so when one gets pregnant they are assumed to have wasted
their chances even for other girls in the family and the rest of the community (Female
Student, Muni NTC)
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At risk for school dropout

Pregnant girls are denied the opportunity to remain in school. Reasons given for drop out:
when pregnant, they can no longer concentrate on their studies; they have divided atten-
tion, and they are shunned by teachers and colleagues; they dodge lecturers to find
school fees and fend for their children.

The issues of pregnancies and abortions have affected students because most students have
ended up dropping out of school. For example, imagine a situation whereby someone is
impregnated and, in that process, the parents decide to maybe not continue paying
school fees and in many cases the person who made her pregnant is either not or will be
in hiding, we have seen many such girls drop out of school (Female Student, Muni NTC).

Forced marriages

When students were sent home due to the COVID 19 pandemic, parents feared that girls
could get pregnant while out of school and they opted to instead give them away for mar-
riage. Some girls weremarried off for lack of resources tomeet their needs, or in protection
against engaging in risky sexual encounters that may lead to pregnancy outside marriage.
The following quote is an expression of how forced marriage manifests as a form of GBV:

There was nothing as a girl consenting, when you are pregnant, parents just order you to
pack your things and go only to realize, you are in a man’s house, just like that, no agreement,
no nothing (Female Student, Muni NTC).

Girls in my village were exchanged for cows by their parents (Female Student, Muni NTC).

Lack of social support

Being pregnant before marriage is synonymous with physical, emotional and financial
abandoned by family, the person responsible for the pregnancy, and the community as
expressed: being pregnancy is worse than contracting HIV, you are denied everything by
everyone (Female Student, Kaliro NTC)

During the COVID-19 lockdown, many young people became victims of SGBV and
lacked protective SHR education. This manifested in the high number of unplanned preg-
nancies among female students. It could be that the students were not equipped with
knowledge, skills and awareness about SRH. Pregnant students who were victims
found a lack of procedures and awareness about SGBV: In the community and colleges,
there are no clear reporting procedures to ensure that the person responsible for preg-
nancy takes responsibility. A staff at Muni NTC had this to say I shared with a lot of the
victims and realized that they young people were not aware of the consequences engaging
in risky sexual practices, many after becoming pregnant realized the challenges, I found a
poor mother of the parenting student trying to toil up and down with the daughter in the
hospital and her fear was the daughter may never be in school again.

Colleges lack childcare services

Student mothers were visibly at the college compound with their babies, babies came to
school with their mothers, and mothers juggled the demands of the school with

8 V. N. NYAKATO ET AL.



parenting. In most cases, only mothers are talked about without considering the plight of
their babies. Some students reported to the school and left their toddlers home without
structured opportunities to see and bond with their infants since childcare is not inte-
grated into the college structures. The challenges faced by parenting students extend
to their babies, these students have to catch up with the demands of education, family
and community. In the following expression is a narration of the children who have to
be ‘in school with their mother’, an experience some of them who had babies as they
were about to come back, one student was forced by the father to come back to college
and carry alongside her child to college, his child was just 8 months. (Staff, Kaliro NTC).

Student mothers are not accommodated in the colleges for fear of setting a bad example
for other students who may look at it as normal to give birth while still in school (Staff, Muni
NTC).

Increased number of students reporting pregnancy or carrying a baby

NTCs reported an increase in the number of students who reported back to school after
the lockdown who were either pregnant or having a baby. More boys, therefore came
back to college compared to girls after the lockdown. Many girls ended up with unwanted
pregnancies and in forced marriages which denied some of them a chance to return to
college and others who went back had the burden to look after their children. These
student mothers reported a hard time concentrating in class, sleeping in unworthy
places outside the colleges and having to walk long distances to go and attend lectures
among college students. A staff at Muni reflected:

The unintended pregnancies have occurred even for primary school-going girls, the abor-
tions have occurred because I have gone to the police and the data is available. I have not
heard much about early marriages… I am aware that these students have already been
wounded, and wounded in the sense that, they are pregnant, others aborted, and they
have gone through a lot.

Lack of parental guidance and support

During the lockdown, many students and their families lost their main sources of liveli-
hood. Some students were forced to open up small businesses to support their families
but even these didn’t work due to many restrictions on movement. As expressed in the
following quote, families found it hard to look after their children during the COVID lock-
down. In cases where parents were away from home for work they lacked time to provide
guidance and protection against sexual exploitation including harassment and violence.
Students were home with little to do. There was a lack of parental guidance and this
created exposure to sexual risk taking and immorality among the children. Staff from
Muni said: I think these 2 lockdowns have caused so much GBV compared to before
because there are so many reasons which we have already shared for example lack of
control. You know during the lockdown children did not have much guidance and counsel-
ling, so I think GBV in my community was too much during the lockdown compared to before.

In response to the children’s behaviour, parents became angry, depressed, mentally
unstable and lost control over their children while at home. Parents started abusing
their children verbally, physically and psychologically. In this case, the children resorted
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to leaving home and becoming independent. When they became independent, they
started looking after themselves at a young age which exposes them to different chal-
lenges like financial constraints and men who take advantage of them sexually.

There were instances where some young people were engaged in sex for gain; Stu-
dents during the lockdown were not getting support from their parents, so they resorted
to getting money from older men who took advantage of them.

I went to look for a job by then and that was during the lockdown the woman who was sup-
posed to employ me asked me to have sex with him before she could employ me and that
was after a long time of her tossing me around. (Male student, Kaliro NTC)

Lack of resources to meet personal needs

Girls more than boys lack resources to meet their needs; during the lockdown, families
lacked enough money to support the needs of their children, especially girls. While
some students were able to work to meet their needs, for others it was difficult. When
colleges were opened, some female students didn’t report to school because of
financial constraints. Some exchanged their bodies for their needs. A student from
Muni had this to say the Covid-19 pandemic seasons exposed us to a lot of challenges,
majorly the females looked at men as solution makers, thought that being men they are
able to find solutions.

Risky sexual behaviours associated with lack of activities to be pre-occupied
with

The lockdown was associated with having a lot of free time and lack of activities that pre-
occupied them; they got involved in risky sexual behaviours. These sexual activities could
have exposed them to diseases like HIV and other sexually transmitted infections. Male
students got engaged in drug use and abuse and it was feared that this could have
caused failure to report back to school. For example, a lecturer at Kaliro NTC said person-
ally I have seen peer groups of both girls and boys who later start drug abuse.

Another expressed: Young girls who live alone were victims of GBV and sexual harass-
ment. Some people who did not have money to meet their needs gave in sex for pay,
some of these sexual encounters resulted in pregnancy. Some girls were forced to get
married, they lost hope of returning to school. (Staff, Muni NTC)

College response to the increased number of students returning to College with
pregnancy or babies

Providing improvised accommodation in campus
Accordingly, on-campus accommodation guidelines do not provide for students with
babies. All students with families, parenting or pregnant are expected to privately
arrange for their place of residence. The available accommodation is mostly outside or
off campus, this is intended to separate them from the ‘normal students’. When the gov-
ernment reopened the schools, the standard operating procedures for prevention and
management of the spread of the COVID-19 required that colleges limit students’ inter-
actions with outside communities. As such all students including those who were
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pregnant were required to stay within the college compound. Because of the large
numbers, colleges did not have accommodations and services appropriate for parenting
and pregnant students, there was no standard way pregnant and parenting students
could be provided with accommodation that befits them and their babies or families.
They were given improvised structures for accommodation, some of these improvised
accommodation spaces that were not fit for babies who were always falling sick. For
example: Pregnant girls could share accommodation with the other students, however,
the colleges are overwhelmed by the number of student mothers that returned after lock-
down. That is why these mother students designated halls are substandard, congested and
could be a cause of other health conditions like pneumonia, malaria and typhoid for the
mothers and their children (Staff, Muni NTC).

Emotional and material support offered by the colleges
On return to school, colleges prioritized offering psychological and emotional support
because of the wide range of SGBV student mothers had experienced. These ranged
from lack of protective SHR information, forced marriage, drug abuse and unplanned
pregnancies. The following quotes represent the college response mechanism:

These students are provided with college food that they share with the baby sitters. They also
get to the college’s the college inevitabilities like water, electricity, and security. This helps the
student mothers not to spend money renting unworthy houses outside the colleges (Senior
Staff, Muni NTC).

We have to make male students accountable, in some cases the male student who has made
a girl student pregnant, they are required to look after the female student and this agreement
is reached upon by having a meeting with the family of the 2 parties and the school manage-
ment. Failure to look after the impregnated student half of the male student’s tuition is cut off
and given to the female student (GBV Resource Mapping Exercise, Unyama NTC).

Discussion

While the literature on pregnancy and education tends to focus on adolescents, abandon-
ment experiences among parenting NTC students in Uganda reveal systemic patriarchal
oppression that extends to institutions of higher education and the youngmother’s resist-
ance to complete their studies. After COVID 19 lockdown, a number of female students
reported back either pregnant or breastfeeding, many others reportedly got married. A
large number of parenting female students returned to colleges to no accommodation
provisions for students with children a state of affairs that uncover another important
form of gender discrimination against student mothers in higher institutions of learning.
As such we present dimensions of abandonment experienced by pregnant and student
mothers comprised of single parenting, lack of childcare services, caring for ‘fatherless’
children, blame and shame, forced marriage, lack of social support, inadequate shelter
and food insecurity.

Because of the requirements to open schools safely and prevent the spread of COVID
19 infections, it was necessary that all students find accommodation within the college
housing. This would minimize regular interface with the public but one group of students
would be isolated; pre COVID 19 any student who became pregnant would have to find
private housing outside the college and the college could no longer take responsibility for
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the pregnant students’ accommodation. Failure to provide housing and childcare facilities
to student mothers is consistent with African and Post-colonial Feminist theories on
entrenched and systemic discrimination that manifests in patriarchal oppression in edu-
cation systems and a symbolic representation of roles to reproduce and care for children
(Chilisa and Ntseane 2010; Salvi 2019). This may further explain the widespread unequal
access and differential treatment that girls and women face in educational institutions
(Bhana et al. 2008; Chilisa 2002).

Student pregnancy has gender inequitable effects on access to higher education which
are rarely in focus because of the overwhelming large numbers of girls who drop out of
school due to teenage pregnancy in lower levels of education. It should be noted that the
few numbers of girls who struggle through the challenges of completing lower levels of
education are not spared the gender factors and are unfortunately inhibited by other bar-
riers that hinder them from successfully attaining their higher education aspirations
(Mieszczanski 2018; Mirembe and Davies 2001). Further, establishing gender-sensitive
and equitable learning environments in higher institutions of learning contributes to
national and global commitments to gender equality and the promotion of women’s edu-
cation (Kwesiga and Ssendiwala 2006; UNESCO 2019).

While it may be assumed that after lower levels of education, girls will have crossed
school completion barriers and this paper provides contrary evidence to these assump-
tions. We confirm that the older girls in higher institutions of learning were not protected
from SGBV during the COVID 19 lockdown that manifested in their high rates of preg-
nancy while waiting for school to re-open. Worse still, the results of the study confirm
other findings which have emphasized the country’s delayed implementation of policies
and guidelines coupled with social structures that perpetuate SGBV and increased risky
sexual behaviours among young people without appropriate SHR awareness (De Haas
and Hutter 2019; Kemigisha et al. 2019; Moore et al. 2022).

The results of this paper indicate that parenting students in higher institutions of learn-
ing are discriminated against across different levels of society, at home and in the com-
munity where they come from and at college. At the college, discrimination is
entrenched in the housing rules and regulations, for example, in most religious
founded institutions of higher learning, if a pregnant student cannot prove they are for-
mally married, they are automatically dismissed from the institution, and among public or
government founded institutions, girls who become pregnant lose their right to student
housing and are required to find private housing. Although Colleges made accommo-
dation available, the housing was considerably substandard.

While most studies on the effects of early pregnancy on access to education tend to
focus on younger adolescents, this study provides perspectives for older girls. The unmar-
ried student mothers have to bear the economic and social burdens of childcare and this
inhibits them from fully concentrating on their studies. They are thus more likely to
perform poorly in school and many drop out. It was mentioned repeatedly that these
girls struggle to find food for themselves and their children as well as adequate shelter
since they are not allowed in college housing.

In most cultures in Uganda, pregnancy before marriage brings shame to the family of
the girl, forced marriages are culturally constructed as a way of protecting the family
image and keeping a high value on the value of bride price (Achen et al. 2022; Neema
et al. 2021; Nyakato et al. 2021). On the contrary, there are limited societal measures
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put in place to protect young girls from sexual abuse that may result in outside marriage
pregnancies. Girls’ sexuality is controlled using blame, as boys are seemingly free to have
sex in proof of their manhood (Ninsiima et al. 2018). These and many other cultural norms
lack of the ethos to protect women against SGBV.

While abortion is both illegal and morally preconceived (Babigumira et al. 2011), the
paper agrees with previous studies that revealed that students engage in unsafe
because of the fear of lack of child support, need for school continuation and because
of pregnancies resulting from SGBV (Cleeve et al. 2017) and validation of studies which
have reported high rates of abortion among school going girls resulting from lack of
agency to negotiate their sexuality amidst competing priority to continue with school
(Muhanguzi 2011). Similarly, reproductive coercion and unplanned pregnancy have
been found to be interconnected, unlike previous studies which associate reproductive
coercion from male partners (Grace and Anderson 2018), unsafe abortion could be
seen as a tradeoff for academic progress.

Lack of sexual health knowledge and skills puts young people at risk of risky sexual
behaviour which could explain the high rates of unplanned pregnancies among college stu-
dents. Uganda still lacks consistency in the implementation of sexuality education in
schools. In 2018, the country launched the Sexuality Education Framework which provides
policy guidance on sex education in schools. This however is not yet in operation because
resistance by a number of stakeholders on grounds of cultural and religious concerns (Kemi-
gisha et al. 2019; Ninsiima et al. 2020). In consonance with the positive youth development
approaches, sexuality education should be comprehensive in a way that does not only
focus on sexuality and sexual health but the promotion of positive relational skills as well
as collective dimensions of human development (Lerner et al. 2011).

Conclusions

The shutdown of schools to prevent the spread of COVID-19 exposed gaps in community
support systems for the prevention of SGBV against young people when they are outside
the school environment. The vulnerability and lack of resilience among school-going stu-
dents to sexual violence leading to unplanned and unwanted pregnancies show the pre-
vailing challenge of adhering to traditional gender norms and values. When norms and
values do not change with education, it confirms the critique of liberal and western fem-
inist feminists approaches which may not deal with the entrenchment of culture and per-
petuation of patriarchal oppression of girls’ sexuality and agency to prevent and protect
them against SGBV in and outside the school environment.

Shame and blame, lack of adequate accommodation for students with children, and
single parenting are presented as dimensions of abandonment experienced by pregnant
and parenting students on return to school to continue with their education after COVID-
19. These are examples of the lack of preparedness for inclusiveness and gender equality
in education; they are examples of systemic failure to address education needs for preg-
nancy in the education system. On the other hand, the pregnant students’ persistence to
carry on amidst restrictive power and structural system controls could be associated with
African Feminism’s perspectives on women and girls’ agency and resilience to overcome
cultural and structural oppression. Becoming pregnant as a college student comes with
significant burdens of childcare and the associated disruption of learning. Since most
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of the parenting students were not married, they had the shame and blame for being
sexually immoral, they were treated as the other by their colleagues and the college lea-
dership, and lacked family support but still made it to school. Not holding the men and
boy’s responsible and accountable for childcare and support to the mothers of their
babies is a dimension of gender inequality and injustice in the girls’ education agenda.

Not providing childcare for pregnant and parenting students in higher institutions of
learning is discriminatory and perpetuates gender inequality in education. Vulnerability to
sexual violence calls for an education system that addresses individual cognitive,
emotional and behavioural engagement with family, school and the community
aspects of learning and wellbeing. Future studies need to investigate the effects of
such tormenting experiences of being abandoned young mother on academic perform-
ance and future parenting decisions of such girls.
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