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Abstract 
The purpose of our research, as representatives of GlobeMed at Northwestern, is to 
understand the barriers that girls face to attending and completing school at rates 
compared to boys in Namugoga, Uganda. GlobeMed at Northwestern partners with the 
Adonai Family Child Development Centre, a school and orphanage that works to serve 
the surrounding Namugoga community. To investigate this issue, we conducted 40 semi-
structured interviews with school-aged girls and teachers in Namugoga. While much of the 
literature and subsequent actions by NGOs have focused on the lack of adequate 
menstrual management capabilities as a significant barrier to school access for girls1,2,3, 
our findings from the field suggest that the issue is much more complex. The girls and 
teachers we interviewed cited a multitude of interacting factors contributing to this trend, 
most notably stemming from high school fees and deeply rooted socio-cultural gender 
biases. This mainstream focus on menstrual management is problematic, as it does not 
address the root causes that negatively affect a girl’s ability to succeed in school. Further 
research by GlobeMed at Northwestern should be conducted to collect more data, with 
the future hopes of developing multifaceted programs through the partnership that more 
effectively target the education gender disparity in the Namugoga community.  
 

Discussion 
The preliminary results of our interviews suggest that there are a multitude of significant 
societal factors that interact to negatively affect a girl’s ability to attend and succeed in 
school at rates compared to boys in Namugoga, Uganda. Much of the academic literature 
on the subject of girls’ education in Sub-Saharan Africa has focused on the need for better 
menstrual management techniques1,2,3, leading to the influx of organizations that aim to 
distribute sanitary pads and educate communities about their usage into the region. 
However, the on the ground realities of this issue in our community of study are much 
more complex. Menstruation rarely came up as a significant factor in our interviews with 
the girls; when it did, girls only referenced it in association with others. This could be a 
reflection of the social stigma surrounding menstruation, or could suggest that menstrual 
management is not a primary concern on their minds in relation to school attendance.  
Deeper structural issues rooted in communal perceptions perpetuate the tendencies for 
girls to drop out of school at higher rates than boys. The immense poverty in the 
Namugoga region makes many families unable to afford school fees for their children, and 
for those families who are able to, a boy’s education is prioritized over that of a girl. If a girl 
does not have parental support or pressure to attend school, she is at risk of being lured in 
by older men to engage in sexual activities in exchange for gifts or money, which most 
families are unable to provide. Due to a lack of contraception and reproductive health 
awareness, many girls become pregnant, and resultantly are forced to drop out of school 
or may never return. While the focus on menstruation by Western NGOs has allowed for 
the introduction of sanitary materials into remote parts of the world, it may inadvertently 
detract attention from other structural concerns that sustain the education gender disparity.  

Methodology  
We worked directly with the Adonai Centre staff members throughout the development 
and execution of our research to ensure that we approached the issue in a culturally 
sensitive manner. The director and headmistress of the Adonai Centre coordinated each 
of our interviews and briefly explained our research objectives to the participants prior to 
meeting with us. We conducted semi-structured interviews with 15 school teachers and 25 
school aged girls ages 12-19. The teachers we spoke with teach at both the primary and 
secondary levels, and the girls were a mix of current students and those who had 
previously dropped out. During each of our interviews, we were accompanied by a female 
community member who also served as a translator if necessary. We started each 
interview by introducing our research, explaining the questions that would be asked, and 
obtaining verbal consent from the participant or the parent/guardian(s) if necessary. 
Interviews were conducted using a prewritten questionnaire, and were recorded on an 
iPhone and uploaded to a computer shortly afterwards. All interviews remained 
anonymous and the translators agreed to keep all data confidential. Northwestern 
University Institutional Review Board and the Ugandan National Council for Science and 
Technology (UNCST) approved the ethicality of the study.  

Results 
Through the analysis of school attendance and exam score records both at the Adonai 
Centre and surrounding primary level schools, we confirmed early on that school 
attendance is much lower for girls than boys in the Namugoga community, and that boys 
went on to secondary school at higher rates than their female classmates. About one-third 
of the girls we talked with had prematurely dropped out of school, either failing to 
complete their primary education or failing to move from primary to secondary school. The 
preliminary data suggests that the most important factors that affect the school attendance 
of girls are the inability to afford school fees, communal perceptions that prioritize a boy’s 
education over that of a girl’s, and the tendency for girls to engage in sexual activities with 
mostly older men in exchange for small gifts, which often led to early pregnancy. While a 
lack of menstrual management capabilities did occasionally come up in interviews with 
teachers as a reason for a girl’s absence from school, the girls themselves never 
mentioned it as a personal difficulty, and only some brought it up when discussing 
reasons that other girls in their class might be absent.  
We are currently in the process of transcribing our interviews in order to extract more 
precise information.  

Aim 
The aim of our research project is to better understand the experiences of school-aged 
girls in Namugoga, Uganda, specifically the obstacles that they face to attending school 
and completing their education. The three of us are members of GlobeMed at 
Northwestern, whose partner organization is the Adonai Family Child Development Centre 
in Namugoga, Uganda. This study could provide useful information and feedback to the 
Adonai Centre in order to implement future programs and obtain necessary resources to 
address the gender education disparity in the community, and resultantly, improve the 
livelihood of young girls in the community.  

Objectives 
Prominent background literature surrounding this topic in much of Sub-Saharan Africa 
suggests that many girls are absent from school during their menstrual period due to a 
lack of sanitary materials and societal stigmas, causing them to fall behind in studies, lose 
interest, and ultimately drop out1,2,3. The objective of our study is to obtain unbiased 
perspectives from school aged girls and teachers in Namugoga about school attendance. 
We did not presuppose that menstruation was an important factor in our research, and 
instead hypothesized that there exists a multitude of factors that interact to cause this 
gender educational disparity. 
 

Conclusion 
The preliminary results of this study suggest the need for collaborative action by different 
community agents in order to begin to effect change and expand access to long-term 
education for girls in Namugoga, Uganda. Future research could examine secondary 
school attendance, exam, and graduation records to gather further empirical data 
surrounding the issue. From this data, we may determine the specific contexts in which 
girls are most vulnerable to dropping out of school, which would be useful in creating more 
targeted school attendance programs in the future. We hope that the final data compiled 
from our research can be used by the Adonai Centre in partnership with local leaders to 
begin to address the gender education disparity in the community.  
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