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Introduction

Methodology 

• Across Sub-Saharan Africa, girls remain at an educational disadvantage: Fewer 
girls than boys complete high school and tertiary education (UNESCO, 2019). 

• In South Africa, where pregnancy and motherhood are common reasons for 
dropping out of school, especially young mothers face numerous barriers to 
completing their education (Grant & Hallman, 2008; Willian, 2013; 
Panday et al., 2009).

Research questions:  
(i) Which factors are associated with adolescent mothers’ postpartum return      

to school?
(ii) What are the mechanisms through which economic hardship affects school 

return? 

Results 

Conclusion

 Preventing school withdrawal during pregnancy and providing affordable childcare options may help to support 
rates of school return among school-aged mothers in South Africa. 

 Future studies should investigate the range of additional factors that influence schooling during pregnancy and the 
use of formal childcare in addition to economic deprivation. This will help to carefully design and test which 
combination of interventions best address mothers pre- and post-birth challenges to support girls’ schooling.  

Return to 
school

Descriptive statistics for the sample of adolescent mothers from the Eastern Cape, South Africa 

(n = 911).

Total sample (n = 

911)

Returned 

(n = 634)

Not returned

(n = 277)

Variable 
n (%); M (SD) n (%); M (SD) n (%); M (SD)

Adolescent mother’s age 18.13 (1.77) 17.91 (1.71) 18.63 (1.79)

Adolescent mothers’ age at the onset of the pregnancy    16.48 (1.52) 16.22 (1.45) 17.10 (1.51)

Infant/child age 1.76 (1.54) 1.82 (1.54) 1.61 (1.53)

Rural residency (vs. urban) 260 (28.5%) 179 (28.2%) 81 (29.2%) 

Respondent is primary caregiver of her infant/child 857 (94.1%) 589 (92.9%) 268 (96.8%) 

Exclusive breastfeeding (first six months postpartum)  225 (24.7%) 129 (20.4%) 96 (34.7%) 

Grade-delay at pregnancy onset  529 (58.1%) 314 (49.5%) 215 (77.1%)

Continued schooling during pregnancy 633 (73.9%) 539 (85%) 94 (42.3%)

Available basic necessities (out of 8) in the household 5.20 (2.24) 5.52 (2.16) 4.44 (2.23) 

Respondent co-habits with caregiver 834 (91.6%) 600 (94.6%) 234 (84.5%)

Household size 6.26 (2.65) 6.25 (2.59) 6.29 (2.77)

Family support with childcare   759 (88.6%) 548 (93.0%) 211 (78.7%)

In relationship with child’s father 457 (50.1%) 314 (49.5%) 143 (51.6%)

Maintenance payments receipt from the child’s father 43 (4.7%) 33 (5.2%) 10 (3.6%) 

Childcare/crèche use 237 (27.6%) 204 (34.6%) 33 (12.3%)

Medical - any birth problems 32 (3.5%) 23 (3.6%) 9 (3.3%) 

Government child support grant receipt 720 (79.0%) 504 (79.5%) 216 (77.9%) 

Continuing 
school during 

pregnancy

Family childcare 
provision

Household 
necessities

Formal 
childcare 
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1. Two significant routes towards postpartum school 
return emerged (i) a ‘pre-birth pathway’ where 
continued schooling throughout pregnancy drives 
higher return-rates; and 
(ii) a ‘post-birth pathway’ where the use of 
formal childcare drives greater return-rates. 

2. The significance of these two pathways is likely 
driven by the strong associations between the 
mediators and the return to school. 
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 1.046 adolescent mothers (<19 years) from the Eastern Cape      
province in South Africa.   

 Completed quantitative questionnaires 
including items on socioeconomic factors,         
health, relationships, childcare and   
financial support, and school enrolment 
before and after the pregnancy. 

 Logistic regressions which were supplemented          
with mediation analyses (using Mplus),           
controlling for age, location, and a history of school delay.

β = 0.039, p = 0.002 

β = 0.028, p = 0.01 


