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 SUMMARY OF THEMES:

     THEME 1. PROVIDING BETTER FUTURES: Girls work hard to protect and 
provide for their children. Despite the significant barriers, shame, 
and stigma they experience as young mothers, many strive to pursue 
different futures for their babies to ensure their success.  

     THEME 2. PURSUING DREAMS: While young mothers face significant 
challenges, their adversity is often a catalyst for re-imagining their, 
and their children’s, futures. These dreams are protective for young 
mothers as they negotiate many of the challenges that come with 
young motherhood.  

 CONTEXT

  This research summarizes fifteen months of ethnographic fieldwork 
with 33 (HIV-negative and HIV-positive) pregnant teenagers and 
teenage mothers in Free State, South Africa. This research was carried 
out with permissions and ethical approvals from the University of 
Oxford, University of the Free State, township hospital, and Free State 
Department of Health. All names have been anonymised to protect the 
identity of teenagers and their families.

BOHLALE is a 20-year-old mother to a six-month-
old baby boy. She is living with HIV and single. She had 
been sick since she gave birth to her baby boy. Her HIV 
aggravated her delivery experience, and subsequently 
limited her physical capabilities. Her family, especially 
her mother, took care of her baby.

MAIPATO is a 19-year-old mother to a one-month-
old baby girl. She is living with HIV and single. She left 
school because her family could not help with taking 
care of her daughter. Maipato plans to resume Grade 12 
in a couple of years, when her daughter starts crèche 
(daycare). She aspires to be a nurse or paramedic. She 
worked hard to attend school - despite the challenges of 
pregnancy.

LETSOBA is a 22-year-old mother to a four-year-
old baby girl. She is HIV-negative, and in a relationship. 
Although she stayed at home during her pregnancy, 
Letsoba was preparing to return to school after she had 
her baby. She met with the school principal, who agreed 
to give her a scholarship for her textbooks. Yet this 
financial support did not materialize. Letsoba could not 
resume high school. 

Adolescent mothers in resource-limited settings:

FUTURES FOR WOMEN  
AND CHILDREN



NEXT STEPS (draft for discussion):

  Government and community organizations can work with girls to 
identify barriers and solutions for resuming school, such as how 
to maximize girls’ personal, familial, and government resources 
(e.g., welfare, childcare) as well as alternative schooling options 
(e.g., night school)

  Government and community 
organizations can work with girls to create a 
peer (inter-school) mentorship program that can provide 
a support network for girls who are not allowed to attend 
school while pregnant

THEME 1. 

Providing better futures

Despite the very real stigmas linked to teenage pregnancy and HIV, 
many girls work hard to protect – and provide for - their babies. They 
consider ways to ensure future success. Perhaps charting her own 
path to avoid following in her own mother’s footsteps. Furthermore, 
finishing school is an important way for girls to provide for their 
babies. Yet there is tension in this decision as girls choose between 
mothering and schooling, in earnest. 

  Bohlale explains: One day, I will build a school. It will 
offer karate and chess. Then youth won’t become 
gangsters. … I know that life. I did it with drugs, and 
trucks. … My boy will finish school. The school will 
keep my child and other children here safe. 

THEME 2. 

Pursuing dreams

In spite of the significant struggles adolescent and HIV positive 
mothers experienced, some girls also described how teenage 
motherhood became a possibility for girls to re-imagine their own 
futures. They see adversity – HIV, pregnancy – as possibility. 
These challenges do not restrain dreams. On the contrary, these 
challenges seem to catalyse dreams. In the face of HIV infection 
and pregnancy, some girls choose to work hard so they can be 
good and loving mothers. Keeping dreams alive is an important 
part of taking care of babies. It is incredibly meaningful that girls 
try to rise above the challenges and stigmas associated with 
teenage pregnancy, teenage motherhood, and HIV. Girls work to 
become ‘good’ mothers. Oftentimes, this means being brave, and 
having perspective. 

 Maipato says: Going back to school stresses me. … 
 but I must come back to school because I’m going to  
 do my Grade 12. Having HIV doesn’t make me less.  
 My life is full of possibilities. I love my baby. I will 
miss her. … But education, it’s the key of success. Success means a 
good life, a good house, the things I want to give my child. Like love, 
protection, support. … I want to be a good and loving mother. 

 Letsoba explains: If there is one thing I have learned  
 in my years of existence, it’s how you see or perceive  
 things that makes the difference. Always look on  
 the brighter side of things, and do not dwell on the 
negativity. Do not let problems bring you down. Rather make the 
best out of it. Be motivated and rise above any obstacles that life 
throws upon you.

  www.acceleratehub.org   |     @accelerate_hub   |     diana.ocholla@uct.ac.za  

Written by: Sasheenie Moodley, University of Oxford. With thanks to: McKenzie Berezin, Lucie Cluver, Rebecca Maughan-Brown, and Elona Toska - Publication date: 20.05.2020

Images: © UNICEF/UN0205718/Njiokiktjien VII Photo_bnw,  © UNICEF/UN0205718/Njiokiktjien VII Photo_bnw


