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Abstract 
School re-entry and continuation policies are widely promoted in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) as a means of safeguarding 

adolescent mothers’ educational participation, yet their practical effects remain inconsistently documented. With this 

systematic review we synthesised evidence on national policy and programme responses governing re-entry and continuation 

for adolescent mothers in SSA, drawing on academic and grey literature published between 2000 and March 2022. 

Following multi-database searching and screening, 63 sources were included and analysed thematically, guided by African 

feminism, agency theory, and the positive youth development framework. Across contexts, policy commitments commonly 

articulate educational rights but fall short at the level of operationalisation: guidance on implementation is often vague, 

resourcing limited, and accountability mechanisms weak. The evidence shows that re-entry decisions and persistence in 

school are shaped by intersecting constraints: stigma and moral surveillance, gendered expectations of motherhood, 

inflexible schooling arrangements, inadequate childcare, and household poverty, alongside uneven school-level 

interpretation of policy. However, promising practice is visible in alternative and second chance initiatives that combine 

flexible learning pathways with psychosocial support and childcare or caregiving accommodations, enabling re-engagement 

and completion where mainstream systems remain exclusionary. Overall, the review indicates that policy expansion has 

outpaced implementation capacity and social norm change. Advancing adolescent mothers’ educational inclusion requires 

gender-responsive implementation strategies that translate policy into enforceable procedures, strengthen school and 

community support structures, and institutionalise cross-sector collaboration to address childcare, stigma, and economic 

barriers. 
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Introduction 

Adolescent motherhood, typically following an early pregnancy, remains a critical challenge to girls’ 

educational attainment in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), frequently resulting in long-term or permanent school 

dropout and socio-economic disadvantage (Grant & Hallman, 2008; Lloyd & Mensch, 2008; Morgan, 

Agyemang, Dogbey, Arimiyaw & Owusu, 2022; Sobngwi-Tambekou, Tsague-Agnoux, Fezeu & Ndonko, 

2022). Although the right to education for all learners is widely affirmed in global and regional frameworks 

(United Nations Development Programme, n.d.; United Nations Children’s Fund [UNICEF], 2021; United 

Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization [UNESCO], 2019), adolescent mothers continue to 

face restrictive schooling environments and limited opportunities to resume or complete their education (Achoka 

& Njeru, 2012; Chigona & Chetty, 2008; Malatji, Dube & Nkala-Dlamini, 2020; Sefoka & Odeku, 2021). Over 

the past three decades, many SSA countries have introduced school re-entry and continuation policies and 

related programmes intended to safeguard adolescent mothers’ access to education. However, the design, 

implementation, and impact of these measures vary widely across contexts, and the evidence base remains 

fragmented, with limited consolidated analysis of how such policies function in practice (Birungi, Undie, 

MacKenzie, Katahoire, Obare & Machawira, 2015; Chilisa, 2002; Chiyota & Marishane, 2020; Nyariro, 2018; 

Runhare & Vandeyar, 2011; UNESCO, 2020). 

Against this background, we present a systematic review of national policies and programmes that regulate 

school re-entry and continuation for adolescent mothers in SSA, drawing on literature published between 2000 

and March 2022. We map the policy landscape across countries, examine how and why different policy 

approaches have emerged, and analyse the extent to which they uphold the educational rights of adolescent 

mothers. We further investigate the implementation of these policies, including the role of schools, 

communities, and broader socio-cultural norms, and synthesise evidence on alternative education models and 

support strategies that seek to provide “second chance” pathways for adolescent mothers. 

Despite global and regional recognition of the crisis of adolescent pregnancy and early marriage, school 

dropout associated with these phenomena remains largely permanent for most girls in SSA. In some countries, 

pregnancy accounts for more than half of school dropout among girls, and more than 95% of those who become 
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pregnant while in school do not return, with re-

enrolment rates as low as 2 to 5% in several 

countries (Birungi et al., 2015; Coast, Mwali, 

Isimbi, Ngabonzima, Pereznieto, Buzby, Dutton & 

Baird, 2021; Grant & Hallman, 2008; Okwany, 

2016). This situation persists even where re-entry 

and continuation policies exist, underscoring a 

persistent policy-practice gap in the realisation of 

adolescent mothers’ right to education. 

Guided by African feminism, agency theory, 

and the positive youth development (PYD) 

framework, we critically assess the structural, 

cultural, and institutional dynamics that shape 

policy development and implementation. By 

presenting evidence on policy content, 

implementation experiences, and educational 

outcomes, we aim to inform more inclusive, 

context-sensitive approaches to second chance 

education for adolescent mothers in SSA. 

 
Literature Review 

Girls’ education is widely recognised for its 

transformative potential in advancing gender 

equality, reducing poverty, and promoting inclusive 

development. Situated at the centre of the global 

development agenda, girls’ education is framed as a 

fundamental human right and as a means of 

empowering women to participate in reshaping 

societal structures and redistributing power 

(Chabbott, 2003; United Nations Development 

Programme, n.d.; UNESCO, 2019; Vaughan, 

2010). Despite notable gains in access and 

completion at primary and lower-secondary levels, 

SSA continues to lag other regions in achieving 

international and regional goals related to girls’ and 

young women’s education (Inoue, Di Gropello, 

Taylor & Gresham, 2015; Koski, Strumpf, 

Kaufman, Frank, Heymann & Nandi, 2018; Lewin, 

2009). Among the most persistent barriers to 

educational attainment for adolescent girls in the 

region are early pregnancy and child marriage, 

which are closely tied to broader patterns of 

poverty, gender inequality, and restrictive social 

norms (Delprato, Akyeampong & Dunne, 2017; 

Neema, Muhumuza, Nakigudde, Uldbjerg, Tagoola 

& Muhwezi, 2021; Yakubu & Salisu, 2018). 

Recent demographic and survey evidence 

highlights the scale of these challenges. In SSA, a 

substantial proportion of girls give birth before the 

age of 18, and the region reports one of the highest 

adolescent pregnancy rates globally (Grønvik & 

Fossgard Sandøy, 2018; UNICEF, 2018, 2021; 

Yakubu & Salisu, 2018). An estimated 115 million 

girls were married before the age of 18 over the last 

decade (UNICEF, 2018). These early life 

transitions often result in a permanent disruption of 

schooling, with long-term consequences for 

educational attainment, economic prospects, health, 

and overall well-being (Lloyd & Mensch, 2008; 

UNESCO, 2019; Zuilkowski, Henning, Zulu & 

Matafwali, 2019). Studies from South Africa, 

Cameroon, Rwanda and other SSA countries 

demonstrate that adolescent motherhood is strongly 

associated with school dropout and reduced 

chances of returning to formal education (Coast et 

al., 2021; Grant & Hallman, 2008; Morgan et al., 

2022; Sobngwi-Tambekou et al., 2022). 

The coronavirus disease (COVID-19) 

pandemic further intensified these risks. Prolonged 

school closures, economic hardship, and 

heightened exposure to sexual and gender-based 

violence contributed to increases in adolescent 

pregnancy and child marriage, as well as weakened 

prospects for school re-entry (Aziegbe-Esho, 

Oyewunmi & Verhoef, 2021; Bewa, 2021; Forum 

for African Women Educationalists [FAWE] 

Uganda Chapter, 2021; Kons, Biney & Sznajder, 

2022; Nyakato, Kemigisha, Tuhumwire & Fisher, 

2021; Tumwesige, 2020; UNESCO, n.d.). Evidence 

from Uganda, Kenya, Malawi, and other countries 

indicates marked rises in teenage pregnancies 

during lockdowns, often in contexts where 

distance-learning opportunities were limited or 

inaccessible to poor and rural girls (Baker, 2020; 

Bewa, 2021; FAWE Uganda Chapter, 2021; 

Tumwesige, 2020). These trends underscore the 

vulnerability of girls’ educational trajectories to 

crises and the fragility of existing systems in 

safeguarding adolescent mothers’ right to 

education. 

Adolescent pregnancy and early marriage 

remain among the leading proximate causes of 

school dropout for girls in low-income contexts. In 

SSA, they disproportionately affect girls from 

marginalised socio-economic backgrounds, for 

whom school withdrawal is often permanent (Inoue 

et al., 2015; Lloyd & Mensch, 2008; Okwany, 

2016; Yakubu & Salisu, 2018). In some countries, 

pregnancy accounts for more than half of school 

dropout among girls, and more than 95% of 

adolescent girls who become pregnant while in 

school do not return (Coast et al., 2021; Grant & 

Hallman, 2008). Re-enrolment rates among 

adolescent mothers remain extremely low – for 

example, 2.2% in Kenya and Uganda, 3.4% in 

Malawi, 1.3% in Tanzania, and 4.9% in Zambia 

(Birungi et al., 2015; Zuilkowski et al., 2019). 

These patterns reflect individual circumstances and 

gendered social norms, including the moral 

regulation of girls’ sexuality, the devaluation of 

girls’ education, and the expectation that 

motherhood terminates schooling (Chigona & 

Chetty, 2007, 2008; Jones, Whitfield, Seymour & 

Hayter, 2019; Ninsiima, Leye, Michielsen, 

Kemigisha, Nyakato & Coene, 2018). 

Global and regional policy frameworks 

explicitly call for the protection and inclusion of 

pregnant and parenting learners. The Convention 

on the Rights of the Child ([CRC], 1989) and the 

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
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Discrimination Against Women ([CEDAW], 1979) 

emphasise the right to non-discriminatory access to 

education, while the Sustainable Development 

Goals – particularly Goals 4 and 5 – underscore 

commitments to inclusive, equitable, quality 

education and gender equality (United Nations 

Development Programme, n.d.; UNESCO, n.d., 

2019, 2020). In response, a growing number of 

SSA countries have adopted school re-entry and 

continuation policies or guidelines targeting 

adolescent mothers (Baa-Poku, 2019; Birungi et al., 

2015; Mwangi, 2021; Nyariro, 2018; Undie, 

Mackenzie, Birungi, Barongo, Ahindukha & 

Omondi, 2015). Countries such as Zambia, South 

Africa, and Mozambique introduced explicit re-

entry policies that allow adolescent mothers to 

return to school after childbirth, sometimes with 

provisions for maternity leave and flexibility in re-

enrolment (Chilisa, 2002; Sempebwa, Tukesiga, 

Muhumure & Nabende, 2016; Zuilkowski et al., 

2019). In other countries such as Botswana, 

Tanzania (until recent reforms), Malawi, and parts 

of Zimbabwe have relied on exclusionary or 

ambiguous approaches that effectively bar pregnant 

learners from mainstream schooling or confine 

them to under-resourced alternative pathways 

(Chilisa, 2002; Hagues & McCarty, 2022; Hall, 

2022; Runhare, Mulaudzi, Vandeyar & Dzimiri, 

2014; Runhare & Vandeyar, 2011; Silver, 2019). 

Despite these policy developments, a 

substantial body of research highlights a persistent 

gap between policy intent and implementation. 

School re-entry policies are often weakly 

disseminated, lack clear operational guidelines, and 

are not supported with adequate resources or 

accountability mechanisms (Birungi et al., 2015; 

Chiyota & Marishane, 2020; Nyariro, 2021; Sefoka 

& Odeku, 2021; Sempebwa et al., 2016). Teachers 

and school leaders frequently interpret policies 

through moralising lenses that stigmatise 

adolescent motherhood, leading to punitive 

practices, subtle exclusion, or discouragement of 

re-enrolment (Chigona & Chetty, 2008; Jochim, 

Cluver & Meinck, 2021; Malatji et al., 2020; 

Matlala, Nolte & Temane, 2014). Studies from 

Kenya, Uganda, Rwanda, and South Africa 

document hostile school climates, victim-blaming 

discourses, and limited institutional empathy 

towards adolescent mothers, all of which 

undermine the stated goal of facilitating school 

continuation (Coast et al., 2021; Monk, Del 

Guadalupe Davidson & Harris, 2021; Ninsiima et 

al., 2018; Okwany, 2016; Sefoka & Odeku, 2021). 

Emerging evidence also suggests that 

alternative education environments can mitigate 

some of these barriers. Programmes designed to 

offer non-judgmental spaces with integrated 

support services, such as childcare, counselling, 

health services, and flexible schedules, have been 

found to improve school re-engagement and 

completion among pregnant and parenting 

adolescents (Amin et al., Browne, Ahmed & Sato, 

2006; Brouwer, Foster & Jalensky, 2019; 

McGregor & Mills, 2012; Musita, Ogange & 

Lugendo, 2018; Sempebwa et al., 2016; Watson & 

Vogel, 2017; Zulu, Zulu, Svanemyr, Michelo, 

Mutale & Sandøy, 2022). These models resonate 

with broader discussions on alternative and second 

chance education for marginalised youths, 

emphasising relational support, context-relevant 

curricula, and respect for learners’ complex lives 

(McGregor & Mills, 2012; Musita et al., 2018). 

However, such initiatives are often project-based, 

underfunded, and weakly articulated with national 

policy frameworks, limiting their scale and 

sustainability (Baa-Poku, 2019; Birungi et al., 

2015; Nyariro, 2018, 2021; Sempebwa et al., 

2016). 

Taken together, the literature reveals three key 

gaps. Firstly, while there is substantial, 

country-specific documentation of policies and 

programmes related to pregnant and parenting 

learners, there is limited comparative analysis that 

synthesises this evidence across SSA. Secondly, 

few studies systematically connect the content of 

re-entry and continuation policies to adolescent 

mothers’ lived experiences of re-enrolment, 

continuation, or permanent dropout. Thirdly, 

alternative education models are often treated as 

isolated interventions rather than as integral 

components of national strategies for second 

chance education. With this systematic review we 

respond to these gaps by bringing together 

evidence on national school re-entry and 

continuation policies and programmes for 

adolescent mothers in SSA and examining the 

conditions under which they support or undermine 

educational inclusion. 

 
Theoretical Framework 

This review was informed by three interrelated 

theoretical perspectives: African feminism, agency 

theory, and the PYD framework. Together, these 

lenses provided a multi-level understanding of how 

gendered power relations, individual capacity, and 

social environments shape adolescent mothers’ 

educational trajectories in SSA. African feminist 

scholarship highlights patriarchy as a key 

organising principle of social and institutional life, 

while also foregrounding the historical legacies of 

slavery, colonialism, imperialism, neo-colonialism 

and colonial educational systems that continue to 

structure gender inequalities (Ahikire, 2014; Nfah-

Abbenyi, 2005; Tamale, 2020). From this 

standpoint, policies on school re-entry and 

continuation are understood not as neutral 

instruments but as products of power-laden 

negotiations over sexuality, motherhood, and girls’ 

place in society (Manion, 2011; Okwany, 2016; 

Onsongo, 2009). African feminism, therefore, 
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sensitises the analysis to how policy texts and 

implementation practices may reproduce or 

challenge gendered hierarchies and normative 

expectations about adolescent girls’ conduct. 

Agency theory complements this perspective 

by focusing on individuals’ ability to make choices 

and pursue goals within constraining social and 

institutional contexts. Agency is expressed when 

individuals run their own lives, influence their 

communities, and act in ways that shape their 

futures, even under significant structural limitations 

(Alkire, 2008; Crocker & Robeyns, 2009). In the 

context of adolescent motherhood, agency involves 

navigating stigma, negotiating caregiving 

responsibilities, and making decisions about 

returning to school or pursuing alternative 

education pathways. This theoretical lens draws 

attention to the ways in which adolescent mothers 

interpret policy provisions, engage with school 

authorities, and mobilise available resources, as 

well as to the factors that restrict their capacity to 

exercise meaningful choice, such as poverty, 

violence, and unequal power relations within 

families and communities (Coast et al., 2021; 

Okwany, 2016). 

The PYD framework, in turn, emphasises the 

importance of developmental assets; cognitive, 

emotional, social, and behavioural resources, that 

young people derive from their interactions with 

families, schools, and communities (Benson, 

Scales, Hamilton & Sesma, 2007; Lerner, Lerner, 

Lewin-Bizan, Bowers, Boyd, Mueller, Schmid & 

Napolitano, 2011). Rather than focusing solely on 

risk or deficit, PYD highlights the potential of 

supportive environments to foster resilience, 

competence, and positive life outcomes. Applied to 

adolescent mothers in SSA, PYD directs attention 

to how school and alternative learning 

environments can function as protective or 

promotive settings, for example, through 

non-judgmental relationships with teachers, peer 

support, access to childcare, flexible scheduling, 

and integrated social and health services (Amin et 

al., 2006; Sempebwa et al., 2016; Watson & Vogel, 

2017). It also underscores the role of 

community-based organisations and social 

networks in providing resources that enable young 

mothers to remain in or return to education. 

In this review, these theoretical frameworks 

were not only descriptive but instrumental in 

shaping the research focus and analytic approach. 

African feminism guided the identification and 

coding of structural and cultural barriers in policy 

documents and empirical studies, including 

institutionalised stigma, moral regulation of girls’ 

sexuality, and the gendered allocation of blame for 

pregnancy (Ahikire, 2014; Okwany, 2016; Tamale, 

2020). Agency theory informed the reading of 

qualitative and mixed-methods research on 

adolescent mothers’ experiences, highlighting how 

young women negotiate their educational 

trajectories in relation to family expectations, 

school responses, and policy provisions (Alkire, 

2008; Coast et al., 2021; Crocker & Robeyns, 

2009; Nyariro, 2018, 2021). The PYD framework 

sensitised the analysis to descriptions of school and 

programme settings as potential developmental 

assets or liabilities, particularly in relation to the 

availability of psychosocial support, supportive 

adult relationships, and opportunities for 

meaningful participation (Amin et al., 2006; 

Benson et al., 2007; Lerner et al., 2011; Sempebwa 

et al., 2016). 

By integrating these three perspectives, we 

developed an interpretive lens that linked policy 

design and implementation to the lived experiences 

of adolescent mothers. This lens was used to assess 

whether school re-entry and continuation policies 

in SSA merely reproduce existing power structures 

or provide genuine opportunities for adolescent 

mothers’ educational and personal development, 

and to identify the kinds of institutional and 

community supports that enable more equitable 

second chance education pathways. 

 
Methodology 

A systematic literature review was conducted to 

examine school re-entry and continuation policies 

and programmes for pregnant and parenting 

adolescents in SSA. We aimed to map the scope of 

national responses, identify implementation 

challenges, and assess the extent to which these 

measures promote educational inclusion for 

adolescent mothers. The search covered literature 

published between January 2000 and March 2022 

and was informed by principles of systematic 

reviewing, including transparent documentation of 

search, screening, and synthesis procedures (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006; Page, McKenzie, Bossuyt, 

Boutron, Hoffmann, Mulrow, Shamseer, Tetzlaff & 

Moher, 2021). 

Searches were undertaken in five academic 

databases with strong coverage of African 

scholarship: Web of Science, Nordic Africa 

Institute electronic journals (E-journals), Africa 

Web Information, AfricaLit Plus, and Africa Wide 

Information. Search strings combined terms related 

to pregnancy and parenting (e.g. “pregnant 

adolescents,” “adolescent mothers,” “teenage 

mothers”) with education-related terms (e.g. 

“school re-entry,” “return to school,” 

“continuation,” “second chance education,” 

“alternative education”) and the geographical filter 

“sub-Saharan Africa.” The terms “teenagers” and 

“adolescents” were initially used interchangeably 

but were standardised to “adolescents” for 

analytical consistency. To capture relevant grey 

literature and policy-oriented work, complementary 

searches were conducted in Google Scholar and on 

institutional websites such as Human Rights 
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Watch, UNICEF, and UNESCO, focusing on 

policy reports, programme evaluations, and 

government strategies often under-represented in 

academic databases. All search results were 

exported to EndNote X5, de-duplicated, and logged 

in a structured Microsoft Excel matrix containing 

citation details, country focus, type of document, 

and preliminary thematic tags. 

Inclusion criteria encompassed peer-reviewed 

articles, systematic reviews, book chapters, and 

institutional or policy reports that (i) focused on 

one or more SSA countries, (ii) addressed pregnant 

and/or parenting adolescents (including adolescent 

mothers), (iii) discussed school re-entry, 

continuation, or second chance education in 

relation to adolescent pregnancy or motherhood, 

and (iv) were published in English within the 

specified timeframe. Sources were eligible if they 

examined policy frameworks or national strategies, 

documented educational barriers and 

implementation challenges, or provided conceptual 

or theoretical insight relevant to gender, youth 

development, and inclusive education. Publications 

focusing exclusively on high-income settings, 

lacking an explicit link between adolescent 

pregnancy and education, or dealing solely with 

sexual and reproductive health without educational 

implications were excluded. 

Titles and abstracts were screened for 

relevance against these criteria. Records deemed 

potentially eligible were retrieved in full text and 

assessed in greater depth. Particular attention was 

paid to studies that (i) described national or 

subnational policies and guidelines on school 

re-entry or continuation, (ii) reported on 

implementation experiences in schools or 

alternative learning environments, and/or 

(iii) provided rich accounts of adolescent mothers’ 

educational trajectories. Studies offering 

multi-dimensional perspectives on policy, practice, 

and lived experience were prioritised for inclusion 

in the final synthesis. The overall selection process 

and number of included sources are reported in the 

Results section. 

Data analysis followed the principles of 

thematic analysis as outlined by Braun and Clarke 

(2006). Full-text documents were read in detail and 

inductively coded to identify recurrent patterns in 

how re-entry and continuation policies were 

conceptualised, implemented, and experienced. 

Initial codes captured, for example, policy 

intentions and provisions, institutional responses, 

forms of stigma and exclusion, supportive 

practices, and descriptions of alternative education 

models. These codes were iteratively refined and 

grouped into higher-order themes addressing the 

review questions on policy focus, implementation 

gaps, and innovative or promising responses to 

educational exclusion. Drawing on the theoretical 

perspectives outlined earlier, African feminism, 

agency theory, and the PYD framework, we then 

organised the findings into a thematic matrix that 

linked the state of policy and programming, the 

dominant theoretical underpinnings, the barriers 

and gaps identified in the literature, and 

programming responses for more inclusive learning 

environments. This synthesis is summarised in 

Table 1. 
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Table 1 Thematic guide for interpretation of post-pregnancy school return policies and theoretical 

underpinnings 
State of policy and 

programming for school 

re-entry 

Theoretical 

underpinnings Barriers and gaps 

Programming for inclusive 

learning environments 

Five countries 

(Mozambique, Zambia, 

Sierra Leone, Uganda, and 

São Tomé) have revoked 

discriminatory policies and 

now allow pregnant 

students and adolescent 

mothers to return to school. 

Social support and 

resource-based 

frameworks; 

rights-based 

approaches; positive 

youth development 

Victimisation through traditional 

social norms; stigma and 

exclusion due to fear of 

“contamination”; lack of 

empathy from schools and 

communities; childcare burdens; 

competing demands of 

motherhood and schooling 

Formal school spaces that 

provide regular schedules and 

curriculum; stigma-free 

environments; comprehensive 

support to delay subsequent 

childbearing and prevent repeat 

pregnancies; access to preventive 

health education; life-skills 

training and psychosocial support 

Around 30 countries have 

laws and policies intended 

to protect the right to 

education for pregnant and 

parenting adolescents. 

Gender equality and 

empowerment 

frameworks; 

contextual and 

rights-based 

approaches 

Policy-practice gaps; lack of 

enforcement and monitoring; 

resistance from school authorities 

and communities; limited 

resourcing 

Creation of supportive school 

climates; strengthened 

implementation frameworks; 

training for teachers on inclusive 

practices; community 

sensitisation 

Three countries (Equatorial 

Guinea, Sierra Leone, and 

Tanzania) have, at various 

points, maintained policies 

that bar pregnant girls and 

adolescent mothers from 

attending school. 

Patriarchy, moral 

surveillance, and 

exclusionary gender 

norms 

Discriminatory laws and punitive 

practices; moral judgement 

framing pregnancy as a violation 

of girlhood; formal and informal 

exclusion from mainstream 

schooling 

Advocacy for policy reform; 

human-rights-based litigation; 

engagement of social movements 

and civil society to challenge 

discriminatory norms 

The COVID-19 pandemic 

led to a sharp increase in 

adolescent pregnancy 

across SSA. 

Intersectional 

feminism; structural 

vulnerability 

frameworks 

Pandemic-related school 

closures; increased sexual and 

gender-based violence (SGBV) 

and child marriage; reduced 

access to sexual and reproductive 

health and rights (SRHR) 

services and social protection; 

deepened socio-economic 

inequalities  

Recovery-focused policies 

integrating catch-up education, 

re-entry campaigns, and 

reproductive health services; 

holistic support for pregnant and 

parenting learners in the 

aftermath of school closures 

 

As illustrated in Table 1, the literature points 

to different configurations of policy and 

programming across SSA, ranging from 

progressive re-entry frameworks to explicitly 

exclusionary regimes. The matrix also highlights 

how these policy environments are underpinned by 

distinct normative and theoretical logics, 

rights-based, gender-equality-oriented, or 

moralising, and how they translate into specific 

barriers and opportunities for adolescent mothers. 

Using this structure, we interrogated whether and 

how school re-entry and continuation policies 

disrupted or reproduced gendered power relations, 

constrained or enabled adolescent mothers’ agency, 

and provided the developmental assets associated 

with more inclusive, supportive learning 

environments. 

This review formed part of a broader mixed 

methods study on the experiences of adolescent 

mothers who dropped out of school during the 

COVID-19-related school closures in south-

western Uganda. That wider study involved human 

participants and was conducted in accordance with 

the Declaration of Helsinki on Human Subjects 

Research. It received ethical approval from the 

Institutional Research Ethics Committee of 

Mbarara University of Science and Technology 

(MUST-REC; reference MUST-2022-416) and the 

Uganda National Council for Science and 

Technology (UNCST; reference SS1487ES). 

 
AI Assistance Statement 

This manuscript, up to the final draft submitted to 

the journal, was originally developed by the 

authors. Chat Generative Pre-trained Transformer 

(ChatGPT) – Open AI – was used at the final 

revision stage of the manuscript only for language 

editing, specifically grammar, clarity, and 

readability. The authors are fully responsible for 

the final content; the first author reviewed and 

approved all revisions before the final submission. 

 
Results 

In this review we drew on a systematic search and 

thematic analysis of literature on school re-entry 

and continuation policies for pregnant and 

parenting adolescents in SSA. The initial database 

and supplementary searches yielded 5,391 records. 

After screening titles and abstracts for relevance 

and eligibility, 225 articles were retained for 

full-text assessment, of which 63 met the inclusion 

criteria based on their empirical, policy, or 

theoretical relevance to the educational experiences 

of adolescent mothers in SSA. The 63 sources 
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constitute the evidence base for the analysis 

presented below. The overall selection and 

screening process is summarised in Figure 1. 

Of the 63 documents included, 22 provided 

detailed evidence on national policies, 

programmes, and institutional interventions related 

to school re-entry and continuation for pregnant 

and parenting adolescents. A further 28 focused 

primarily on barriers to education for adolescent 

mothers, including stigma, discriminatory 

practices, and lack of structural support. An 

additional 13 articles contributed conceptual and 

contextual depth by examining adolescent 

pregnancy, gender inequality, and theoretical 

frameworks such as African feminism, agency, and 

PYD. Taken together, this body of literature offers 

a multi-layered understanding of the policy 

landscape and educational realities facing 

adolescent mothers in SSA. The findings were 

organised into three interrelated thematic areas: 

(1) quality and scope of the evidence base; 

(2) national policies and educational programming 

on school re-entry and continuation; and 

(3) educational challenges and second chance 

pathways for adolescent mothers. 

 

 
 

Figure 1 Flow diagram of the study selection process for the systematic review, based on the PRISMA 2020 

framework (Page et al., 2021) 

 
Quality and Scope of the Evidence Base 

Across the 63 sources, the evidence base is diverse 

but uneven. The set includes national policy 

documents and guidelines, qualitative and mixed 

methods studies conducted in schools and 

communities, and a smaller number of comparative 

or regionally focused analyses (Birungi et al., 2015; 

Chilisa, 2002; Coast et al., 2021; Nyariro, 2018, 

2021). To strengthen the robustness of the review, 

an independent concurrent search was conducted 

by a Senior Research Librarian at the Nordic Africa 

Institute using the same keywords and databases. 

This validation exercise produced a comparable 

pool of sources, increasing confidence that major 

relevant contributions were captured. 

The 63 sources included texts that collectively 

address the core themes of the review: the design of 

school re-entry and continuation policies; the 

implementation of these policies within schools and 

communities; and the educational trajectories of 
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adolescent mothers in different country contexts. 

However, the distribution of evidence was skewed 

towards a limited set of countries (notably South 

Africa, Kenya, Uganda, Malawi, and Zambia), with 

relatively fewer studies from Central and 

Francophone West Africa. There was also a marked 

imbalance between normative policy commitments 

and empirical evaluation: while many documents 

describe policy provisions or report on school 

experiences, few offer rigorous assessments of 

policy effectiveness or long-term educational 

outcomes for adolescent mothers (Birungi et al., 

2015; Coast et al., 2021; Silver, 2019). These 

limitations should be considered in the 

interpretation of the findings. 

 
Country Policies on Pregnant and Parenting 
Adolescents’ Re-entry and Continuation 

The review shows that several SSA countries have 

adopted policies intended to promote equitable 

access to education for pregnant and parenting 

adolescents, some dating back to the early 1990s 

(Birungi et al., 2015; Silver, 2019; Undie et al., 

2015). By the end of 2021, several countries, 

including Mozambique, Zambia, Uganda and São 

Tomé, had revoked explicit bans on pregnant 

learners and adopted provisions allowing 

adolescent mothers to return to school after 

childbirth (Birungi et al., 2015; Hall, 2022). In 

these settings, official policy frameworks recognise 

the right of pregnant and parenting learners to 

continue their education, sometimes including 

clauses on maternity leave or flexibility in 

re-enrolment. 

At the same time, other countries in the region 

have retained, or only recently begun to reform 

exclusionary or ambiguous policies. Historically, 

countries such as Equatorial Guinea, Sierra Leone 

and Tanzania have enforced regulations that barred 

visibly pregnant girls and adolescent mothers from 

attending mainstream schools or required 

compulsory withdrawal during pregnancy (Chilisa, 

2002; Hall, 2022; Runhare & Vandeyar, 2011). 

Recent reforms in some of these contexts have 

introduced alternative education centres or 

accelerated learning programmes as the primary 

route for re-engagement, rather than re-entry into 

mainstream schooling, thereby preserving a degree 

of separation between pregnant/parenting learners 

and their peers (Hagues & McCarty, 2022; Hall, 

2022). 

Drawing on this literature, national policy 

responses can be broadly grouped into three 

categories. Firstly, explicitly exclusionary regimes 

that categorically prevent pregnant learners or 

adolescent mothers from returning to formal 

schooling (e.g. Equatorial Guinea and, until 

recently, Tanzania and Sierra Leone), often 

justified through moralising narratives about 

protecting the innocence of other girls (Chilisa, 

2002; Runhare & Vandeyar, 2011; Shefer, Bhana 

& Morrell, 2013). Secondly, conditional or punitive 

re-entry policies that allow adolescent mothers to 

return but impose restrictive conditions designed to 

deter other girls from becoming pregnant, for 

example, mandatory periods of withdrawal, 

compulsory disclosure of the identity of the father, 

or re-enrolment only in specific grades, streams, or 

institutions (Okwany, 2016; Runhare et al., 2014). 

Thirdly, more inclusive frameworks, such as those 

documented in Zambia and South Africa, which 

uphold the right of adolescent mothers to continue 

schooling with fewer formal restrictions and, in 

some cases, protect their entitlement to maternity 

leave and re-entry at their own discretion (Sefoka 

& Odeku, 2021; Zuilkowski et al., 2019). 

However, across all three categories, the 

literature consistently highlights a gap between 

policy on paper and practice in schools. Few policy 

documents are accompanied by detailed 

implementation guidelines, dedicated resourcing, or 

monitoring mechanisms (Birungi et al., 2015; 

Chiyota & Marishane, 2020; Nyariro, 2018, 2021; 

Sempebwa et al., 2016). In many contexts, policy 

provisions are weakly disseminated, leaving school 

leaders and teachers unaware of or uncertain about 

their obligations. Some schools continue to subject 

girls to humiliating practices such as mandatory 

pregnancy testing or interrogation, while failing to 

hold male perpetrators accountable (Okwany, 2016; 

Runhare & Vandeyar, 2011). Studies of policy 

implementation, therefore, conclude that, while 

national frameworks often echo international 

commitments to the right to education, they 

frequently remain symbolic rather than 

transformative, and may inadvertently reinforce 

existing gender norms and institutionalised forms 

of violence and discrimination (Coast et al., 2021; 

Malatji et al., 2020; Shefer et al., 2013). 

The educational challenges documented in the 

reviewed literature are extensive and deeply 

embedded in broader socio-economic and cultural 

structures. Approximately one in four adolescent 

girls in SSA get pregnant before the age of 19, with 

the highest risks concentrated among girls from 

low-income households, rural areas, and 

communities that enforce rigid gender norms and 

traditional roles for women and girls (Grant & 

Hallman, 2008; Undie et al., 2015; UNICEF, 

2018). Data from several countries indicate that 

fewer than 5% of adolescent mothers ever return to 

school after childbirth, despite the existence of 

re-entry policies (Birungi et al., 2015; Zuilkowski 

et al., 2019). 

The reviewed studies identify multiple, 

intersecting barriers to school re-entry and 

continuation. These include the burden of childcare 

and domestic responsibilities, lack of financial 

resources for fees and materials, limited access to 

childcare services, and absence of flexible 
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timetabling to accommodate caregiving and 

breastfeeding (Amin et al., 2006; Birungi et al., 

2015; Sempebwa et al., 2016). In addition, 

adolescent mothers routinely encounter stigma and 

moral judgement at school and in their 

communities. Teachers, peers, and community 

members often blame them for bringing shame on 

their families, question their moral worth, or treat 

them as bad influences on other pupils (Atuyambe, 

Mirembe, Johansson, Kirumira & Faxelid, 2005; 

Chigona & Chetty, 2008; Jones et al., 2019; 

Nyariro, 2021). Such attitudes discourage 

re-enrolment, undermine self-esteem, and 

contribute to early exit from school even when 

formal re-entry is permitted (Chigona & Chetty, 

2007; Malatji et al., 2020; Sefoka & Odeku, 2021). 

The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated these 

longstanding challenges. School closures 

contributed to a sharp increase in adolescent 

pregnancies and child marriages, particularly in 

contexts where remote learning opportunities were 

limited or inaccessible (Bewa, 2021; FAWE 

Uganda Chapter, 2021; Kons et al., 2022; Nyakato, 

Kemigisha, et al., 2021; Tumwesige, 2020). 

Evidence from Uganda, Kenya, Malawi and the 

Democratic Republic of Congo points to large 

numbers of girls who did not return to school when 

institutions reopened, many due to pregnancy, early 

marriage, or caregiving responsibilities (Baker, 

2020; UNESCO, n.d.; UNICEF, 2021). UNICEF 

(2021) estimates that more than one million girls 

who were in school before the pandemic may never 

return. These dynamics highlight the fragility of 

existing safety nets for pregnant and parenting 

learners and reinforce the urgency of effective re-

entry and second chance strategies. 

Alongside these barriers, the evidence base 

also documents a range of alternative or second 

chance education initiatives designed to support 

adolescent mothers. These programmes include 

specialised return-to-school centres, flexible 

learning schemes, and community-based education 

models that provide non-judgemental spaces, 

childcare, psychosocial support, and linkages to 

health and social services (Amin et al., 2006; 

Brouwer et al., 2019; McGregor & Mills, 2012; 

Musita et al., 2018; Sempebwa et al., 2016; Watson 

& Vogel, 2017; Zulu et al., 2022). Although often 

small in scale and unevenly funded, such initiatives 

demonstrate that when learning environments are 

deliberately structured to address the practical and 

psychosocial needs of adolescent mothers, 

re-engagement and completion are possible. 

However, these models are rarely institutionalised 

in national policy frameworks and tend to depend 

on support from non-governmental organisations 

(NGO) or donors, limiting their reach and 

sustainability (Baa-Poku, 2019; Birungi et al., 

2015; Nyariro, 2018, 2021). 

Overall, the findings underscore the systemic 

nature of the barriers facing adolescent mothers in 

SSA. National re-entry and continuation policies 

are necessary but insufficient: without clear 

implementation strategies, adequate resourcing, 

supportive school cultures, and integrated second 

chance programmes, most adolescent mothers 

remain effectively excluded from meaningful 

educational opportunities. These results directly 

supplement the purpose of the study by showing 

how policy intentions align, or fail to align, with 

adolescent mothers’ lived experiences, and by 

identifying concrete levers for more inclusive 

second chance education systems in the region. 

 
Discussion 

Adolescent pregnancy and early marriage are key 

drivers of school dropout and persistent gender 

inequality in education across SSA. These 

phenomena are deeply embedded in social and 

cultural norms that reinforce hyper-masculinity and 

restrict girls’ agency over their bodies and life 

trajectories (Ninsiima et al., 2018; Nyakato, Achen, 

Chambers, Kaziga, Ogunnaya, Wright & Kools, 

2021; Onsongo, 2009). Teenage pregnancy 

frequently results from structural gender-based 

violence (GBV), including coercion, child 

marriage, and transactional sex, making it not 

merely a personal or moral issue, but a systemic 

form of exclusion from educational opportunity 

(Iddy, 2023; Neema et al., 2021). 

With this review we found that while many 

SSA countries have adopted policies allowing 

pregnant and parenting adolescents to return to 

school, these policies largely fail to challenge the 

underlying socio-cultural conditions that 

marginalise adolescent mothers. Most remain 

limited to symbolic provisions that do not translate 

into tangible support or protective environments. In 

many cases, school re-entry policies are 

implemented in contexts that remain hostile, 

judgmental, and unsupportive, further discouraging 

adolescent mothers from continuing their education 

(Chigona & Chetty, 2008; Coast et al., 2021; 

Malatji et al., 2020). The COVID-19 pandemic 

further exposed these weaknesses, amplifying 

existing educational disparities and increasing 

adolescent pregnancy rates, especially among 

younger girls (Aziegbe-Esho et al., 2021; Bewa, 

2021). 

Despite the proliferation of school re-entry 

frameworks, the review revealed that most policies 

do not address the multi-dimensional realities of 

adolescent motherhood. They often lack clear 

implementation guidelines and fail to provide 

adolescent-responsive services such as childcare 

support, mental health counselling, flexible 

academic schedules, and protection from stigma. 

Girls who attempt to re-enter school often face 

shame, isolation, or moral policing, while the male 
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perpetrators of pregnancies remain largely 

unaccountable (Okwany, 2016; Runhare & 

Vandeyar, 2011). 

Policies also exhibit internal contradictions: 

while they claim to uphold girls’ right to education, 

they frequently embed mechanisms that reinforce 

exclusion. These include mandatory pregnancy 

testing, punitive re-admission conditions, and 

moralistic narratives that position adolescent 

mothers as failures or cautionary tales (Hagues & 

McCarty, 2022; Monk et al., 2021). The broader 

education policy landscape is shaped by competing 

interests and power dynamics, which tend to 

reproduce rather than dismantle gender-based 

inequalities (Achoka & Njeru, 2012; Chunga, 

2014). The continued absence of comprehensive 

sexuality education (CSE) in most SSA curricula, 

especially for out-of-school adolescents, 

compounds the problem, leaving young people 

without the knowledge or skills to prevent early 

pregnancy (Kemigisha, Bruce, Ivanova, Leye, 

Coene, Ruzaaza, Ninsiima, Mlahagwa, Nyakato & 

Michielsen, 2019; Kons et al., 2022). 

Furthermore, the burden of early pregnancy 

falls overwhelmingly on girls, while their male 

counterparts often face no interruption to their 

schooling. This asymmetry entrenches long-term 

gender disparities in education, health, and 

economic participation (Kim & Manion, 2019; 

Neema et al., 2021; Sobngwi-Tambekou et al., 

2022). Cultural norms that criminalise female 

sexuality while enabling male sexual freedom 

continue to silence, blame, and marginalise 

adolescent mothers (Ninsiima et al., 2018; 

Nyakato, Achen, et al., 2021). 

This review confirms that most school 

re-entry policies in SSA offer legal rights in 

principle, but do not provide the institutional or 

community-level supports necessary for 

meaningful inclusion. These frameworks are often 

reactionary, developed in response to international 

pressure, rather than grounded in local realities or 

informed by adolescent voices. Few acknowledge 

the complex parenting roles that adolescent 

mothers take on or the support systems they require 

to thrive academically. When re-entry is permitted, 

it typically occurs within unsupportive mainstream 

school environments where girls are judged, 

shamed, or sidelined by teachers and peers 

(Nyariro, 2021; Yakubu & Salisu, 2018). 

The findings point to the urgent need to 

reframe policy and practice using feminist and 

adolescent-centred frameworks. African feminism, 

agency theory, and the PYD approach provide 

valuable lenses through which to reconceptualise 

school re-entry not as an exception, but as a right 

rooted in justice, support, and empowerment. 

Alternative education environments, such as those 

offering flexible curricula, psychosocial support, 

and childcare, have shown promise in facilitating 

the return and retention of adolescent mothers 

(Amin et al., 2006; Kim & Manion, 2019; 

McGregor & Mills, 2012). These spaces enable 

adolescent mothers to build resilience, maintain 

their aspirations, and access the academic and 

emotional support needed to succeed (Brouwer et 

al., 2019; Sempebwa et al., 2016). 

From an Afro-feminist perspective, education 

policy must be grounded in an understanding of 

how intersecting power structures; gender, age, 

class, culture, and religion, combine to exclude 

adolescent mothers. This requires not only 

technical reforms but also deliberate efforts to shift 

social norms, attitudes, and institutional cultures 

(Jones et al., 2019). Reform efforts must centre 

adolescent mothers as co-creators of solutions 

rather than passive beneficiaries. 

To ensure more effective implementation of 

school re-entry and continuation policies, we 

advocate for the adoption of community-based 

participatory approaches. These approaches foster 

collective ownership and promote 

context-sensitive, sustainable solutions by actively 

involving adolescents, families, teachers, and local 

leaders in all phases of policy design and 

implementation (Zulu et al., 2022). As Nyariro 

(2018) argues, feminist and participatory strategies 

are vital to embedding gender-equitable reforms in 

education systems. Incorporating the PYD 

framework can further ensure that re-entry 

programmes nurture the developmental assets that 

adolescent mothers need to recover, persist, and 

succeed. 

 
Conclusion 

Although SSA countries differ in their social, 

political, and educational contexts, they share 

common structural, cultural, and institutional 

challenges that continue to hinder school re-entry 

and continuation for adolescent mothers. Despite 

the existence of national policies aligned with 

international commitments to gender equality and 

the right to education, implementation remains 

largely symbolic. Most re-entry policies lack 

concrete, actionable strategies and fail to confront 

the gendered social norms, institutional stigma, and 

structural inequalities that adolescent mothers face 

when attempting to return to school. 

The review demonstrates that school 

environments in many SSA countries remain 

hostile, judgmental, and unresponsive to the unique 

needs of adolescent mothers. The few who manage 

to return often navigate spaces that are neither 

emotionally safe nor academically supportive. 

Without targeted interventions, school re-entry 

policies risk becoming rhetorical rather than 

transformative, perpetuating high dropout rates and 

reinforcing intergenerational cycles of gender 
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inequality. 

This review highlights the urgent need to 

move beyond policy declarations toward the 

development of inclusive, context-sensitive, and 

gender-responsive strategies that support 

adolescent mothers in continuing their education. 

Drawing on African feminism, agency theory, and 

the PYD framework, the review affirms the 

importance of creating alternative education 

environments that are grounded in the realities of 

adolescent motherhood. These spaces must provide 

flexible learning schedules, psychosocial support, 

childcare services, and non-judgmental settings that 

foster dignity and academic resilience. 

We recommend the adoption of culturally 

grounded, participatory approaches that engage 

community leaders, parents, teachers, and 

adolescent mothers in co-designing solutions. Such 

engagement is essential for shifting harmful norms 

and ensuring that adolescent girls are welcomed, 

not merely allowed, back into the education 

system. These insights should inform the 

operationalisation of re-entry policies, transforming 

them from aspirational documents into enforceable 

frameworks that ensure inclusive education. 

In cases where adolescent mothers return to 

mainstream schools, school administrators must be 

supported to create learner-centred environments 

that are free from stigma and responsive to the 

changed needs of parenting students. At the same 

time, national governments should invest in 

piloting and scaling alternative education models 

that integrate health, education, and social services 

under one roof. These models, informed by PYD 

and African feminist principles, have the potential 

to increase re-enrolment and completion rates while 

promoting adolescent mothers’ well-being and 

long-term empowerment. 

Future research should focus on the design, 

implementation, and evaluation of 

community-based alternative education 

programmes. Studies should also explore the 

development of “centres of excellence” for 

adolescent mothers – safe and inclusive learning 

hubs that serve as models for policy replication 

across SSA. Such innovations will be vital in 

advancing not only education access but broader 

gender equity and adolescent development goals. 
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