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ABSTRACT

Background: The re-entry policy was introduced in Zambia in 1997 to allow pregnant girls to
continue their education. However, the increase in dropout rates among re-entered adolescents has
become a significant concern in schools, so it is necessary to explore and understand the lived
experiences of school-going breastfeeding adolescents. The re-entry policy needs to be revised to
protect the school-going breastfeeding adolescent (SGBA) from the challenges related to mothering
while schooling. The study aimed to explore the experiences and coping strategies of SGBA in
Secondary Schools of Western Province in Zambia.

Subjects and Method: The study employed a descriptive phenomenology design—the research
sample comprised sixteen (16) participants. Fourteen (14) girls re-entered after maternity leave.
Nine (9) from Sesheke and five from Katima-Mulilo secondary schools, including two (2) guidance
teachers, one (1) from each school. A purposive sampling technique without maximum variation
was used. Data generation was through in-depth, semi-structured interview guides and which were
audio recorded. In addition, the data underwent manual and Microsoft word coding accompanied
by Nvivo version 11 and thematic analysis.

Results: The findings revealed that breastfeeding school-going breastfeeding adolescents
experienced many challenges in pursuing and completing their school. The challenges ranged from
combining roles of schooling and mothering, financial challenges, stigma and discrimination, poor
academic performance and lack of breastfeeding space within school premises, including minimal
and lack of support from peers and school authority.

Conclusion: The data shows the numerous challenges faced by breastfeeding adolescents.
Therefore, the Ministry of Education, schools, parents and other stakeholders should review and
amend the re-entry policy to enable it to respond to girls’ needs to improve their stay in school and
performance.
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BACKGROUND

Early motherhood has shown a steady in-
crease, as confirmed by available statistics.
This trend is seen both in developed and
developing countries. For instance, appro-
ximately 16 million teenage girls become
mothers yearly Gyan (2013), most of them
from economically disadvantaged settings
(Konadu Gyesaw and Ankomah, 2013). In
addition, the prevalence of adolescent preg-
nancy in the Sub-Saharan African region is
estimated at 19.3% (Kassa et al., 2018).

In 2014, the estimated number of teen
pregnancies was 15,000 among enrolled
girls per year (Ministry of Education, 2014).
To this confounding adolescent pregnancy
rate, only 50 per cent of girls who become
pregnant return to school (Raqgib S, 2018).
School-Going Breastfeeding Adolescents
(SGBA) most often find themselves under-
taking roles of motherhood and pupils at
home and school, which can stress these
adolescents and affect their schoolwork.

Studies on the school re-entry policy
have reported that teen mothers who re-
enter school have faced many challenges
despite the policy (Sitali, 2011; Mweemba,
2014). School-going breastfeeding adoles-
cents have needs that are unique to the
developmental stages of adolescence, espe-
cially when faced with challenging situations
demanding coping. For example, Pogoy
(2014) states that in the Philippines, teen
mothers were being discriminated against
by their peers, making some quit school.
Another survey conducted in China by
Erfina et al. (2019) revealed that teen
mothers experienced sleepless nights thinki-
ng of what to do about their situation.
Further, stigmatization and discrimination
were among the sources of stress experien-
ced by school-going breastfeeding adoles-
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cents. Mwanza (2018) further noted that the
girls experienced stress due to a lack of
school, home, and community support.

Teen mothers need to develop coping
strategies to pull through this unplanned
event. Maluwa-Banda (2004) defined copi-
ng strategies as behaviours individuals use
to avoid, relieve, or react to a traumatic situ-
ation. For example, according to (Labrague
et al., 2017), an emotion-focused approach
like wanting to abort is one of the strategies
used to cope with challenging situations. In
addition, a study conducted in the United
States of America by (Bityutskaya and Kor-
neev, 2021)revealed that self-blame and
wishful thinking were among the critical
coping strategies.

The Zambian breastfeeding policy em-
phasises the need to protect, promote and
support breastfeeding (Ministry of Health,
2015). This policy entails that implemen-
tation should be anywhere a breastfeeding
mother is found, whether at work, school, or
college. It further states that successful
breastfeeding depends on factors like social
support from family, friends, and peers.

SUBJECTS AND METHOD

1. Study design

The research study employed a descriptive
phenomenology design to emphasise the
meaning of an individual’s perceptions, fee-
lings, and lived experiences to understand
the phenomena clearly.

2. Population and Sample

It comprised sixteen (16) participants. Four-
teen (14) girls re-entered after maternity
leave. Nine (9) from Sesheke and five from
Katima-Mulilo secondary schools, including
two (2) guidance teachers, one (1) from each
school. A purposive sampling technique
without maximum variation.
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3. Study Instruments

The instrument used in collecting research
data was an in-depth semi-structured inter-
view guide using a tape recorder.

4. Data Analysis

Used in-depth, semi-structured interview
guides. For analysis, Microsoft word soft-
ware accompanied by Nvivo version 11 was
adopted to check for frequency or omission
of identified items/ themes. Transcribed da-
ta were coded and then grouped into themes
allocated to different objectives under study.
The emerging themes and subthemes were
then analysed and interpreted decisively.

5. Research Ethics

Research ethical issues, including informed
consent and assent, anonymity and confi-
dentiality, were addressed carefully during
the study. The research ethical clearance
approval letter was obtained from the UNZA
Biomedical Research Ethics Committee and
National Health Research Authority Ref
NHRA 000020/06/01/22 on January 06,
2022.

RESULTS

1. Sample Characteristics

In this study, a total of fourteen (14) adoles-
cent breastfeeding mothers, nine (9) from
Sesheke secondary school, five (5) from
Katima secondary schools, and one (1)
teacher from each school. During data ana-
lysis, three themes and nine sub-themes
emerged. The three themes are breastfee-

ding and schooling, an emotional under-
taking, the support given to breastfeeding
adolescents, and adjusting to the new
reality.

Breastfeeding and schooling an emo-
tional undertaking

Participants expressed that the process of
breastfeeding and schooling is an emotional
undertaking. They reported how bad it felt
to leave their babies with others when they
went to school because they had to conform
to the bitter change. Therefore, the theme
has three subthemes, namely: (a) Mothering
and schooling, (b) Academic performance,
and (c) Divided attention at school.

All Participants confirmed having
faced challenges when combining mothering
and schooling. They reported that the time
of separation with their babies was too long.
In most cases, they would find their babies
crying when returning from school as they
miss the love and care of their mother.
Below is an extract from the views with L5, a
participant from Sesheke Secondary:

e the challenge I used to
find is that I had to be leaving my baby
with my neighbours and only to come
back home around 14 hours or at times
when I attend prep at 16 Hours...............
(Ls, Interview, February 2022).

However, the school-going breastfee-
ding adolescent desires to forge ahead and
complete their education because of the
numerous benefits afterwards.

Table 1. Perception of participants on mothering and schooling

Major Theme Sub-theme

Key statement

Breastfeeding and

schooling an

emotional

undertaking
Divided attention at
school

Support given to the Family support
breastfeeding
schoolgirl

Academic performance

Support from the school

Mothering and schooling Difficult to find somebody to remain with

the baby while at school

Divided time between the baby and
schoolwork

Thinking of baby while at school

Miss class in the afternoon to rush to
breastfeed the baby

Influential support from the mother
No support from the father of the baby
Poor support from the school
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372



Mutakatala et al./ Experiences and Coping Strategies of School Going Breastfeeding Adolescents

Major Theme Sub-theme

Key statement

Support from peers

Stigma and discrimination from peers

Adjusting to the
new reality

Keeping busy
Time management

Ignoring

Being involved in income-generating
Income

Study after-home chores and baby
sleeping

Isolate oneself and concentrate on the
baby

No formal counselling for re-entering girls

Most of the girls acknowledged that acade-
mic performance was affected by mothering
after re-entry to school. The long maternity
breaks the girls undergo affect their acade-
mic performance. Participants confirmed
that no formal re-entry orientation is given
to the girls when they return to school after
giving birth. Lack of re-orientation makes it
challenging to catch up with lessons, and
worse still, at this level of learning, their
study groups are not prominent, and the
schools need modules to help the girls catch
up.
L11 narrated her experience and
T2 1 ¢ PR my performance
is poor, the reason being that I do not
have enough time to study because of
the concentration on the baby............ no
time to study because when the child
cries, at that moment, I stop studyi-
NZeveeereernrennn ” (L11, Interview, Feb-

ruary 2022).
Affirming this, the guidance teacher (TRK)
put it as follows:
.................. ” It usually becomes a cha-
llenge when the girl misses’ lessons-
even when she gets the notes without
explanation; comprehension does not
take place”............. ” the other challenge
is that at this level, the learners do not
have study groups and even modules”
............... (TRK, Interview, Febru-
ary 2022)
After missing classes for six (6) months or
more, breastfeeding girls find it challenging
to catch up with lessons lost. This situation

has affected the academic performance of
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most of the interviewed girls.

The research established that the girls
experienced divided time between schoo-
ling and breastfeeding their babies. Most of
them narrated that the caretakers had been
randomly bringing the babies to school
mainly because they were crying or sick. In
this case, all the attention shifts to the baby,
and she loses out on academic lessons. In
addition, concentrating at home is the tric-
kiest situation because it usually involves
caring for the baby, doing house chores,
and studying. L3 said caring for the baby
and studying cannot be done simulta-
neously. She summed up her feeling and
experience as tabulated below:

| 7 SN "If the baby starts
crying while studying,” I immediately
stop and care for the baby before I con-
tinue.” “In the process, I lose concen-
tration “............ “it is difficult to study
at home because the baby would like
my 100% concentration” (L3, Inter-
view, February 2022)

Abandoning schoolwork was the only
alternative when the baby cried and as it
wanted attention from the mother. To con-
firm this assertion, L9 went on and narrat-
ed that:

.......... “Many times, I have to stay away
from school because no one is willing to
stay with my baby” .......... ” (L9, In-
terview, February 2022).
Due to multi-tasking, participants feel stre-
ssed due to limited time to care for their

373



Mutakatala et al./ Experiences and Coping Strategies of School Going Breastfeeding Adolescents

children and prepare for schoolwork 19. In
most cases, they perform their roles as
mothers by taking the child to under five
clinics and attending to other house chores
at the expense of schoolwork (Maynard,
1999, as cited in Mweemba G M, 2014).
Most interviewees revealed they needed
help balancing school needs and home
chores, including their obligations.
Support given to breastfeeding ado-
lescents
This theme will report on the various
elements that emerged under the following
sub-themes: support from family, support
from the school, and support from peers.
Most participants confirmed that su-
pport was more from the parents than from
any other segment of society. The support
given to the girls was in the form of caring
for the baby when the girls were at school,
finances to buy milk, soap, and diapers,
counselling, and emotional support. How-
ever, most of them indicated no help from
the baby’s father. For example, L6, one of
the girls informed the researcher and
narrated that:

L6.......cuuee.. ” my parents do much
more than anybody else; they have
been buying diapers and milk for my
baby............ she has been taking care of
my baby when I go to school” ...
Another girl L3 confirmed the challenges

about the support from the baby’s father
and said: “no support from the father of my
baby because he does not buy food and dia-
pers.” (L3, interview, February 2022)

The social support from the family,
especially at home, can either make or bre-
ak up the girls going through this unpla-
nned transition.

The study further established that the
two secondary schools needed more proper
and well-organised support. Schools need-
ed to provide re-entry orientation and con-
tinued counselling services, causing stress,
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especially since they are combining school
and mothering. About breastfeeding on the
school premises, respondent Lio put it
categorically and said:

..................... No orientation was given
to us when we just re-entered the
school............. ” in addition, the school
does not allow breastfeeding because
there is even no room where one can
breastfeed from” ...cccceeeeeeeceecenees (Lo,
Interview, February 2022).

The two guidance teachers from

Katima-Mulilo and Sesheke Secondary
schools added their experience concerning
support from the school authority and
teachers. A guidance teacher from Sesheke
secondary school narrated as follows:

........................ “the girls are encourage-
ed to seek permission in the afternoon
so that they go tend to their babies ......
“I also encourage them to ask teachers
in subjects where they are unclear;
however, very few do so” As the school,
we do not meet the girls when they
report back as a group but individually
for counselling.”......(TRS, Interview,
February 2022)

Participants’ responses indicate that

support from school authorities needed to
be structured. A formal system was requir-
ed to receive the re-entered girls and prepa-
re them for the challenges ahead. Guidance
teachers from the two schools narrated
during the interview that the girls need to
be oriented upon re-entry to prepare them
academically and emotionally.

The participants from the two schools
acknowledged that peer support is not avai-
lable, and their peers need to be prepared
to receive and accept those re-entering. The
school-going breastfeeding adolescents
need their friends to lean on at this crucial
time more than any other time; however,
the same peers scone and stigmatise them.
With that visible tag of having a baby and
breastfeeding, peers take advantage of and
use it to ridicule and stigmatise them at
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every opportunity.

L4 confirmed that this support, at times,
could be more forthcoming. She went on to
recount:

............ “my main challenge is that
other pupils laugh at me and mock me.
“I usually feel horrible. ") veceeceaeeees Lo,
Interview, February 2022
Adjusting to the new reality

Respondents said they used different co-
ping strategies to adapt to this unexpected
and unplanned reality of mothering and
schooling. Sub-themes formed the themes:
(i) keeping busy and (ii) time management.
(iii) Ignoring the happening around

Participants indicated that one of the
strategies for coping with the stress of
mothering and schooling was keeping busy.
They narrated that they used the solving-
problem style to make life less stressful by
doing piecework to raise funds in their
spare time. In addition, they reported that
they keep themselves busy by concentrating
on schoolwork and doing home chores. For
example, participant L10 narrated during
the interview and said:

................. in coping with stress, “I
usually get busy- getting involved in
domestic chores and doing my school
work.” (L10, interview, February
2022)

After missing each other for 6 hours

attending school, the reunion requires the
adolescent mother to breastfeed the baby,
wash their clothes, and bathe them before
retiring back to schoolwork. All these works
will keep the girls busy, and the brain will
focus and concentrate on what they are
doing.

Respondents’ other coping strategy
was concentrating on productive activities,
especially during their spare time when the
girls are not at school. A number of the girls
have reported having to manage their time
by keeping themselves busy immediately
after they come from school. One of the
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respondents, L1, narrated her experience
thus:

................. “after school,” I am expected
to participate in the domestic work to
manage my time; immediately “I return
from school, I have to breastfeed, wash
and bathe the baby, cook and get back to
my School WOTK” ...ccecevecreeceecceenes L1,
Interview, February 2022)

Some respondents indicated that one

of the coping strategies they used was
ignoring the happening around them.
Instead, they usually occupy themselves
with work, school, and even the baby.
Therefore, identifying girls utilising this
strategy is critical because they are
candidates for counselling and treatment if
necessary. To confirm this finding, one girl
used the avoidance strategy and said:

................... “I just ignore what is
happening” ... (L3,
Interview, February 2022)

This unproductive strategy may lead to

depression and other mental illnesses, and
they should be observed and referred for
counselling.

DISCUSSION
The study explored the experiences and
coping strategies of School Going Breastfee-
ding Adolescents in two secondary schools
in the Western province of Zambia. The
findings generated three themes that emer-
ged from no sub-themes.
Mothering and schooling
The findings showed that respondents nee-
ded help in combining breastfeeding and
schooling. However, they were cheerful and
eager to complete their education owing to
teachers’ and parents’ encouragement. The
finding aligns with a study by (Mangino,
2008), who reported that bonding was
among the better-known “benefits” of
breastfeeding. Further states that, on the
other hand, “bonding” can make it difficult
to leave their babies with others. Several
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studies have alluded that many school-
going breastfeeding adolescents must learn
to incorporate breastfeeding into schooling
(Mpetshwa, 2001). However, Ntinda et al.
(2016) reported a contrary finding that ear-
ly motherhood appeared to cause many fee-
lings of happiness, regret, and anxiety and a
personal sense of satisfaction and accom-
plishment in some. The school-going
breastfeeding adolescents struggled to leave
their babies in other people’s hands even
when they knew it was unsuitable and
unconducive to the baby’s healthy growth.
Academic performance

Under this sub-theme, the study found out
that the girls’ performance was affected due
to the new reality the girls found them-
selves. This situation posed a significant
challenge to their progression in school.
According to Fennel and Arnot (2008), as
cited by (Mufalo and Kabeta, 2019), teen
mothers’ roles as mothers, daughters, and
learners co-exist simultaneously and in
conflict. It was evident from the data
collected that teen mothers had to perform
their socially prescribed roles of daughters
and mothers within their cultural setup and
gender. Another survey was conducted in
Indonesia by (Erfina et al., 2019) where the
majority, 70%, said they spend sleepless
nights because of breastfeeding while going
to school. Further, Ojo et al. (2020) indicat-
ed that most respondents found studying
while caring for a child difficult. Because of
this, the respondents mentioned that their
academic performance was poor at school.
Divided attention

The study findings were that school-going
breastfeeding adolescents experienced the
challenge of managing the roles of a mother
and the demands of school. This finding
aligns with Fennel and Anort (2008), as
cited by Mufalo and Kabeta (2019), who
revealed that the roles of teen mothers as
mothers, daughters, and learners co-exist
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simultaneously and in conflict. In addition,
school-going breastfeeding adolescents find
it challenging to manage schoolwork. They
feel stressed due to limited time to care for
their child and prepare for schoolwork
(UNICEF, 2016). However, to the contrary,
Etuah, Gbagbo, and Nkrumah (2018) state
that breastfeeding adolescents felt that the
pregnancy was “mistimed as it occurred du-
ring schooling, posing some physiological,
financial, and academic challenges.”
Family support

Participants narrated that apart from their
mothers, the rest of the family members,
including the child’s father, were not su-
pportive. The findings align with the study
by Micah et al. (2013), who reported that
social support from family, friends and
partners is among the most critical factors
affecting school-going breastfeeding ado-
lescents. Another study supporting the fin-
ding is that of (Mwansa, 2011), whose resul-
ts indicated that the majority, 55% of parti-
cipants, lacked emotional support while
45% experienced poor healthcare access.
However, Pigaiani et al. (2020) had a diffe-
rent finding where the report indicated that
data was available from 306 participants,
which gave a positive reading of the conti-
nuous period (57.8%), and home support
was at (63.1%).

The Zambian breastfeeding policy
emphasises the need to protect, promote
and support breastfeeding (Ministry of
Health, 2015). This policy entails that im-
plementation should be anywhere a breast-
feeding mother is found, whether at work,
school, or college. It goes on to state that
successful breastfeeding depends on factors
like social support from family, teachers,
and peers.

Support from school

From the analysis, the two schools under
study do not have any orientation programs
for the girls who re-enter after a maternity
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break. In support of these findings, Mwe-
emba (2014) contends that teen mothers,
who returned to school, encountered cha-
llenges arising from the negative perception
among fellow learners and the lack of
support from teachers and the school infra-
structure environment. The young mothers
perceived themselves to be discriminated
against by teachers in educational support
(Ntinda, Thwala and Dlamini, 2016). On
the contrary, Mwanza (2018) reported that
school-going breastfeeding adolescents had
the shelter to breastfeed their children if
needed. Affirming this, a study by Mwansa
(2011), conducted in the Eastern province
of Zambia, indicated that the majority, 55%
of school-going breastfeeding, received
support from school authorities.

Support from the peers

School-going breastfeeding adolescents ex-
perienced no support from peers at school.
In support of the findings, the study con-
ducted in the Philippines by Pogoy (2014)
aimed to explore lived experiences of early
pregnancy among teenagers and showed
that their peers discriminated against them.
In line with previous studies, it is clear that
there is little or no support from peers as
established by stigma and discrimination.
However, Pigaiani et al. (2020) reported
that data was available from 306 partici-
pants who gave a positive reading of the
continuous period (57.8%), thus revealing
that almost all adolescents kept contact
with their partners, friends, and teachers.
Chumbler et al. (2016) also agreed with the
findings. They reported that adolescent mo-
thers used positive reappraisal of life cir-
cumstances to create a positive self-image
and resist the stress of stigma and paren-
ting. Peer support is the bedrock of settling
down after the break and a facilitation spa-
ce for learners to concentrate and achieve
good results. Peers have a significant influ-
ence on the life of Breastfeeding School
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going girls. A positive attitude towards the
girls will facilitate positive results, while a
negative one will influence the girls in the
opposite direction.

Keeping busy

This coping strategy was used by most of
the girls, especially during their free time.
Study findings indicate that after school,
they had to allocate time to cater to baby
care, washing clothes, cooking, and school
work. These activities occupy their time
such that before they realise it, it is time to
sleep and think of the following day’s acti-
vities. In Saudi Arabia, findings by Raheel
(2014) indicate that adolescent school-goi-
ng girls adopted problem-solving coping
strategies rather than emotion-focused on-
es to combat stress. Mukwato et al. (2017)
further reported that victims avoided nega-
tivity and focused on their own and their
child’s future. These findings are affirmed
by Kaye (2008), whose results state that the
majority, 73% of the respondents among
school-going adolescents, used tension re-
duction as a coping strategy. However, the
coping strategies and support by the ado-
lescents varied in line with whether adoles-
cents were experiencing higher or lower le-
vels of adversity over time and according to
the resources available within their physical
and social contexts (Stapley et al., 2022).
Time management

Respondents’ other coping strategy was con-
centrating on productive activities, espe-
cially during their spare time when the girls
are not at school. A number of the girls have
reported having to manage their time by
keeping themselves busy immediately after
they come from school. While in school,
teachers and counsellors advised girls to
concentrate on school and avoid over-
thinking about the baby. It meant that to
cope with several stresses, the girls had to
utilise their free time to engage in several
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activities that earned them an income. To
support the findings, Karimi (2015) reported
that the lack of much-needed financial, emo-
tional and social support was challenging.
Kaye (2008), in his study to assess the
coping strategies that school-going breast-
feeding adolescents use, showed that school-
going breastfeeding adolescents utilised
time management as a coping strategy.
Ignoring the happening within the
surrounding

Some respondents narrated that one stra-
tegy they used to cope with the situation
was to ignore the happening around them.
This assertion was in tandem with a study
by Kaye (2008), where the results showed
that school-going breastfeeding adolescents
utilised avoidance through physical activity
as a coping strategy. Respondents kept
themselves busy by ignoring the happening
in their surroundings and focused on phy-
sical activities to do away with stress. Equ-
ally, the study showed that the emotional
support the respondents received was one
way they used to cope with the stress they
faced.

Because of this, resources are nece-
ssary to allow the pupils to manage these
events successfully. For example, Heiman
(2004) states that family relationships and
coping strategies are the most prominent
personal factors that facilitate the develop-
ment of adapted behaviours. Therefore,
teenage mothers may need this support in
adapting to the new role of motherhood
and schooling. Another study by Raheel
(2014) reported that schools in Saudi
Arabia identify and build mechanisms for
early and timely diagnosis of stress among
adolescents and support adolescents to
adopt problem-solving coping strategies
rather than emotion-focused ones to
combat stress.

Study limitations include using only
the qualitative design and limiting the
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benefits of triangulation with quantitative
findings. Furthermore, purpose sampling
limited the generalizability of the results as
it is limited only to those with similar
characteristics. However, the study ensured
rigour and a thick description of the
experiences.

The study established that school-
going breastfeeding adolescents experien-
ced many challenges in completing school.
The respondents narrated their challenges,
including baby care at school, missing cla-
sses, no support from school authorities
and teachers, financial constraints, stigma,
and discrimination. However, they went
ahead and informed the researcher on how
they have been coping with the challenges
experienced, some of which included kee-
ping themselves busy, time management,
and sometimes just ignoring. These fin-
dings can help improve the conditions and
livelihood of re-entered girls in schools and
at home.

The study recommends that the
Ministry of Education, working with key
stakeholders, review and amend the re-
entry policy to respond to the identified
needs of different school-going breast-
feeding adolescents. They should further
work on the infrastructure of the schools to
include space where the girls, especially the
breastfeeding ones, can interface with their
babies during school time. Furthermore,
the school authority and teachers should
prepare the environment, especially the
peers, to receive the re-entered breast-
feeding girls to avoid stigmatisation and
discrimination. Further, the Ministry of
Education, working with other Government
departments like social welfare and child
health and NGOs, should offer support in
the form of financial literacy and survival
skills to the breastfeeding school-going
adolescents in alleviating economic cha-
llenges and also the creation of a position of
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teacher counsellors in all secondary schools
to ensure the implementation of profe-
ssional psychosocial counselling.
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