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ABSTRACT 

 

 In 1997, Zambia instituted a School Re-Entry Policy, which officially states that girls who 

become pregnant as students should be allowed to return to school after giving birth.  This policy 

is part of an effort by the Zambian government to increase education rates among the population 

and close the gender gap in education by addressing one of the barriers to education that some 

girls face. This paper uses difference-in-differences models to assess the impact of Zambia’s 

School Re-entry Policy on educational attainment and adolescent fertility among females in 

Zambia.  Data were drawn from the 2000 and 2010 Zambia Censuses.   The results indicate that 

though educational attainment has increased for adolescent mothers since the policy was 

implemented, the rate of increase is lower than for females overall.  There has been a slight 

decrease in the likelihood of giving birth as an adolescent since the policy was implemented for 

females with six or more years of education, while this likelihood has risen for females women 

with less than six years of education.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

In recent decades, achieving gender equality in education has taken on a prominent 

position in international development goals. There are two key justifications for this movement.  

The first is a human rights approach.  As a matter of fairness and ethics, and as recognized in the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the Convention on the Rights of the Child, the Beijing 

Declaration, and the Education for All Dakar Declaration, all children should have access to the 

same education, regardless of whether they are males or females (Mannathoko, 2008).  The 

second is an economic development approach.  Female education is associated with desirable 

development outcomes on a host of indicators.  Females who are educated have healthier 

families and are more likely to educate their own children (Tembon, 2008).  They have better 

employment opportunities and are able to contribute more productively to the economy, 

fostering economic growth (Hanushek, 2008).  Numerous studies have shown that investing in 

women and girls is a smart economic decision (Hanushek, 2008), as well as being the right thing 

to do.   

 Since 1990 substantial progress has been made towards closing the gender gap in 

education.   This is largely attributable to concerted international efforts to enroll more girls in 

school. The Education for All movement, spearheaded by the United Nations Educational, 

Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) in 1990, established a set of international 

educational goals, including free and compulsory primary education for all children, and 

achieving gender parity in education by 2005 and gender equality by 2015 (Hanushek, 2008).  

The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), established by the United Nations (UN) in 2000, 

include an explicit goal to “Promote Gender Equality and Empower Women”, as well as specific 

targets aim to address gender disparities by eliminating gender gaps in education (UN 

Millennium Project, 2005).      

Across the world’s developing regions, primary school net enrollment rates increased 

from 80 percent in 1990 to over 90% in 2012 (United Nations [UN], 2014). However, regional 

and gender disparities remain.  In Sub-Saharan Africa, the primary net enrollment rate in 2012 

was 78% (UN, 2014).    Throughout the region, girls are more likely than boys to drop out of 

school during at all grade levels, and less likely than boys to transition from primary to 

secondary school (Plan, 2012).   One factor that contributes to this phenomenon is student 
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pregnancy. In many sub-Saharan African countries, the norm, at times codified in school policies 

and/or national laws, is for girls to leave school once their pregnancy becomes visible or after 

giving birth (Plan, 2012).  In many places, they are banned from returning, either by law or in 

practice (Chilisa, 2002). 

Over the past two decades, several sub Saharan African countries, including  Botswana, 

Cameroon, Guinea, Kenya, Madagascar, Malawi, Namibia, Sierra Leone, South Africa, and 

Zambia, have instituted a variety of policies intended to address pregnancy-related school 

dropouts by giving adolescent mothers the legal right to return to school after giving birth 

(Chilisa, 2002). Some of these countries have policies or pilot projects to provide additional 

support for adolescent mothers: in Cameroon, girls can request extra classes to keep up with their 

studies while they are away from school; Malawi’s policy calls for guaranteed childcare; in 

South Africa, logistical and financial support is supposed to be provided to help adolescent 

mothers continue attending school (Maluli, 2014).    Such policies are typically referred to as 

“Re-entry” or “Re-admission” policies. While Re-entry Policies (REP) are considered a critical 

component of promoting girl’s education by international institutions (UNESCO, 2005) there is 

often opposition to such policies at the local level.  Some policymakers and school 

administrators fear that REPs encourage teen pregnancy by “rewarding” teens for becoming 

pregnant, or by removing the deterrent aspect that bans on returning to school had; others have 

claimed that such policies encourage second pregnancies (Mutombu & Muenda, 2010).  Though 

REPs are cited as a best practice in promoting girls’ education by the Forum for African Women 

Educationalists (FAWE) (FAWE, 2004) little large-scale quantitative research has been done on 

how effective they are at increasing girls’ education or meeting the unique needs of adolescent 

mothers. Most research on REPs focuses on the implementation process (Mashishi, & Makoelle, 

2014; Mwansa, 2011; Sampa, 2010; Samati, 2013) or presents qualitative data on the educational 

experience of adolescent mothers (Bhana, & McAmbi, 2013; Mutombu & Muenda, 2010; 

Schefer, Bhana, & Morell. 2013).    

There is growing international attention and an emerging body of research on the links 

between early pregnancies, early marriage, and girls’ education, as well as the role of the 

education sector in responding to the sexual and reproductive health (SRH) needs of girls. In 

November 2014, UNESCO, UNFPA, Ford Foundation, and the Population Council/STEP UP 
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Consortium hosted an International Technical Consultation on Education Sector Responses to 

Early and Unintended Pregnancy (UNESCO Events, 2014) at which experts reviewed evidence 

on education sector responses to early and unintended pregnancy, including the re-entry practices 

and policies in  African countries (UNESCO, 2014; Biruni, Undie,& Onyango, 2014), in order to 

define core elements of global guidance for education sector responses to early pregnancy.  The 

Consultation Discussion Paper notes that “a systematic audit of [re-entry] policies is needed to 

better understand their distribution and impact in the different contexts” (UNESCO, 2014).  

 

BACKGROUND AND POLICY RELEVANCE  

 

Zambia’s School Re-entry Policy  

Zambia instituted a REP in 1997, as part of a broader set of initiatives and policies to 

encourage more girls to start school and complete their education (Mutombu & Muenda, 2010).  

Prior to this, schools typically expelled students who became pregnant (Mutombu & Muenda, 

2010). Initially, the policy was met with resistance from various sectors of society, including 

school administrators, teachers, parents, the church, and male and female students themselves. 

Most of these stakeholders were not included in the policy development process, and some 

viewed it as the result of foreign influence (Mwansa, 2011). Many felt the REP did not 

adequately address challenges they foresaw; for example, it makes no provision for counseling of 

adolescent mothers (Mwansa, 2011).   Despite these challenges, and though the implementation 

process was not perfect, acceptance of the policy has grown over time and qualitative studies 

indicate that many parents, students, and non-profit organizations in Zambia now support the 

REP (Mutombu & Muenda, 2010, Sampa, 2010). The REP is viewed by some as “one of the 

most important measures” towards increasing girls’ access to education (Nkosha, Luchembe, & 

Chakufyali, 2013), and has been cited by UNESCO as an “enabling” intervention for promoting 

gender equality in education (2005).    

A REP alone will not sufficiently address the barriers that adolescent mothers face in 

returning to school. Efforts must be made to raise awareness and ownership of the policy among 

community leaders, parents, students, and school administrators; develop clear implementation 

guidelines in collaboration with communities and school administrators, and address the cultural 

norms that lead most adolescents to drop out of school when they become pregnant (Samati, 
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2013).  Zambia made efforts to address these factors through Girl-Child Education Campaigns 

implemented by the Ministry of Education and Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) in the 

2000s. 

However, many girls continue to face social, financial, and practical challenges in 

returning to school after giving birth.  In their 2010 Review of the Re-entry Policy, Mutombu and 

Muenda conducted 279 interviews with females in 12 districts who had left school due to 

pregnancy, some of whom had returned to school and others who had not.  50% of girls who had 

not returned to school named lack of financial support as their main reason for not returning, 

while 10% cited stigma and the way that they would be treated by other students. 53% of those 

who have not returned to school but would like to in the future said that they would prefer to go 

to a different school, primarily because of the stigma they feared they would face at their former 

school.     Among those that had returned to school, 68% said that a challenge to returning was 

that they were the “focus of scorn from fellow pupils” and 10% said that inadequate resources to 

support both themselves and their child.  Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) with parents, 

teachers, community members, and students were also conducted in each of the 12 districts.  

These findings indicated that most parents felt the REP was good, but that girls were “abusing” 

it. Many teachers likewise thought girls “abused” the policy, that it was “not good for the 

education system”, and that girls who had children were “difficult to teach” because they felt 

their status as parents put them at the same level as teachers.   

Similar experiences have been reported in other countries in the region.  Nkhoma (2011) 

notes that in some southern African settings, adolescent mothers encounter “ridicule and 

discriminatory language” from both teachers and other students when they return to school. 

Through interviews with pregnant girls in Durban, South Africa, Bhana and Mcambi (2013) 

found that pregnant girls experience great stigma and shame at school.  Similarly, Shefer, Bhana, 

and Morell (2013) conducted interviews with teachers, principals, and adolescent parents in Cape 

Town and Durban, South Africa. They found that views on the morality of teen pregnancy and 

female sexuality lead to exclusionary practices towards adolescent mothers in schools, despite an 

official policy that adolescent mothers be allowed to return to school.  Malawian adolescent 

mothers cited community pressure as an obstacle to returning to school (Samati, 2013). In some 

Malawian communities, girls who become pregnant are expected to leave school and get 
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married; those who become pregnant but do not get married encounter ridicule from their peers 

and community (Samati, 2013).   

 

 Zambia Country Context 

Education Trends 

 Zambia has made a concerted effort to improve education for all children, with a 

particular emphasis on girls, in the past two decades. In 2002, the government eliminated school 

fees at primary schools under a free basic education policy (Netherlands Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs [NMFA], 2011). The government has also made substantial investments in education; 

education sector funding has increased from 2.9% of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in 2004 to 

3.5% in 2010 (NMFA, 2011). Primary school (Grades 1-7) attendance rates are relatively high, 

with over 80% of children in school  (Figure 1), and virtually equal enrolment rates for girls and 

boys (UNDP, 2013).   

Figure 1: Primary School Net Attendance Rates 

 

However, attendance drops off considerably for both males and females at the secondary level 

(Grades 8-12). Though attendance has been increasing over time (see Figure 2), the gender gap 

in secondary education has increased since 1992, largely due to a higher dropout rate for girls 

than boys (UNDP, 2013).  
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Figure 2: Secondary School Net Attendance Rates 

 

Fertility Trends 

 Data from the Zambia Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) indicate that both the 

Total Fertility Rate (TFR), the average number of children a woman gives birth to over her 

reproductive lifetime, and the Adolescent Fertility Rate,  the number of births per 1,000 females 

ages 15-19, have been declining over the period from 1992 to 2014 (see Figures 3 and 4). 

Contraceptive Prevalence, the use of one or more contraceptive methods, has been increasing 

over this timeframe, both among all females ages 15-49, and among the adolescents ages 15-19 

within that group (Figure 5).   
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Figure 5: Zambia Contraceptive Prevalence Rates 
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This paper seeks to understand what role, if any, the Zambia REP is playing in these education 

and adolescent fertility trends.  According to Zambia Ministry of Education Statistics, between 

2002 and 2009, approximately 35-40% of females attending basic schools (Grades 1-9) and 
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pregnant returned to school (Mutombo & Muenda, 2010), indicating that the REP may be having 

some degree of impact. Statistics were not kept on this measure prior to the introduction of the 

policy, so there is no data on how this compares to the prior situation.  However, the reality that 

the official policy at most schools was to expel from school girls who became pregnant, coupled 
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adolescent fertility. They find that the gender gap is partially independent of gross secondary 

enrollment statistics, and that countries with large gender gaps have higher adolescent fertility 

rates. However, over the period from 1995-2005, neither changes in the gender gap nor in female 

secondary enrollment levels were significantly associated with changes in adolescent fertility 

rates.    

Some researchers have looked at the effect of education policies on adolescent fertility, 

though research on this relationship has not been well-studied. Wilson (2014) found that in the 

United Kingdom, a one-year increase in the minimum school-leaving age, from 15 to 16, is 

associated with a decrease in the incidence of pregnancy at ages 16, 17, and 18, and a slight, but 

not significant, increase in the incidence of pregnancy at age 15. In a study in Turkey, Kirdar, 

Dayioglu, and Kic (2012) found that increasing the duration of compulsory schooling from 5 

years to 8 years reduced the probability of teenage marriage and teenage births, even beyond the 

new compulsory schooling years.  

The second related line of literature is the relationship between pregnancy and school-

leaving. Several researchers have used national level data to estimate the portion of school 

dropouts that can be attributed to pregnancy in African countries.    Lloyd and Mensch (2008) 

note that this is a complicated relationship to tease out, because “the same social and economic 

circumstances that predispose young women to engage in unprotected premarital sex …are, in all 

likelihood, critical factors in early school leaving.” For example, lack of parental support, poor 

grades, and marriage may lead to both pregnancy and school-leaving.  Thus, pregnancy may be a 

“precipitating cause but not the underlying cause” that ultimately results in a girl dropping out of 

school. 

Lloyd and Mensch (2008) estimate the proportion of school dropouts that are attributable 

to either pregnancy or marriage using Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) data from five 

West African countries:  Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Cote d'Ivoire, Guinea, and Togo. To account 

for the potentially confounding relationships discussed above, they look at both those who 

reported pregnancy or marriage as their main reason for leaving school and those who either got 

married or gave birth within one year of leaving school to produce a maximum estimate of the 

proportion of school dropouts that could be attributed to either event.  They conclude that among 
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girls who were still in school at age 12, pregnancy may account for up to about one fifth of 

school dropouts in the countries analyzed.  

Eloundou-Enyegue (2004) analyzed national survey data from Cameroon in 1999 using a 

life table approach to estimate the portion of the gender gap in secondary school completion that 

can be attributed to pregnancy related drop outs.  He concludes that “reducing the incidence of 

pregnancy-related school dropouts would significantly reduce and possibly close the country’s 

gender gap in completion of secondary school” but that the impact would be stronger if other 

sources of gender inequality are also addressed.      

Omoeva, Hatch, and Sylla (2014) used DHS data to explore the effect of marriage and 

childbirth on school-exit in Malawi. They find that “both marriage and childbirth are highly 

predictive of school exit” the year the event takes place.  However, when looking at school 

attendance the following year, marriage is found to be “a far more influential predictor” of 

whether a girl is out of school than childbirth is. The researchers note this may be due to 

Malawi’s School REP, which prevents girls from attending school while pregnant, but allows 

them to enroll one year later.     

Utilizing data from Kwa-Sulu-Natal, South Africa, Grant and Hallman (2006) triangulate 

data on birth, education, and pregnancy histories “to strengthen the identification of young 

women who became pregnant while enrolled in school and to define periods of school 

interruption prior to first pregnancy.” They find that prior school performance, including grade 

repletion and temporary withdrawals from school, “is strongly associated with a young woman’s 

likelihood of becoming pregnant while enrolled in school,….likelihood of dropping out of school 

if she becomes pregnant,” and likelihood of returning to school after a pregnancy-related drop-

out.  Those most likely to return to school after having a child are those who have someone to 

help with childcare.  

Thus, the literature indicates that there is considerable endogeneity between early 

pregnancy, age of first marriage, and school-leaving, and that these relationships are difficult to 

estimate at the macro level.   
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND HYPOTHESES  

 

This paper seeks to contribute to the evidence base on the impact of REPs to inform the 

discussion on effective policies for increasing girl’s access to education by examining data from 

Zambia. The research will assess whether the REP in Zambia is contributing to its intended goal 

of increasing female educational attainment and whether it is having a secondary effect on 

adolescent fertility.   

 Research Question 1: Is Zambia’s REP effective at increasing educational attainment 

among adolescent females? 

Hypothesis: A REP, if well-implemented, will lead to higher educational attainment 

among females by providing more girls who become pregnant while still in school the 

option of continuing their education.  

 Research Question 2: Does Zambia’s REP have an impact on adolescent fertility rates? 

Hypothesis: A REP, if well-implemented, will lead to lead to a lower adolescent fertility 

rate, as girls who are able to return to school after giving birth will be more likely to 

delay a second birth compared to those who do not return to school.  

 

DATA AND METHODS  

 

Population of Interest 

The objective of this paper is to assess the impact of Zambia’s REP on two outcomes: (1) 

female educational attainment and (2) adolescent fertility rates. The population of interest in this 

study are adolescents in Zambia.  The REP directly affected females who became mothers while 

still attending school.  The policy may affect the educational attainment and fertility decisions of 

all adolescent females, as they may alter their behavior in these domains in response to the 

policy.   

To assess the impact of REP on educational attainment for all females, I first compare the 

trend in educational attainment among females relative to the trend of educational attainment 

among males. To assess whether there was an impact on educational attainment specifically for 

females who became mothers as adolescents, I then compare the trend in educational attainment 
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among females who gave birth during adolescence to the trend in educational attainment for 

females who did not give birth during adolescence.  

  To assess the impact of the policy on adolescent fertility, I compare the likelihood that a 

female will give birth during adolescence for those who experienced adolescence before the REP 

was implemented and those who experienced adolescence after it was implemented.  It is 

assumed that the REP can only affect those who are still in school at the time they reach 

adolescence. Thus, I compare the likelihood an adolescent gives birth in a given year for females 

with less than 6 years of schooling to females with 6 or more years of schooling.  

This paper uses different definitions of “adolescence”, “adolescent mother”, and 

“adolescent fertility”, than are typically used. The World Health Organization (WHO) defines 

“adolescence” as the period between being 10-19 years old (WHO, 2015). “Adolescent Fertility” 

is typically defined as births per 1,000 females aged 15-19.  As the policy of interest is expected 

to primarily affect adolescent females who can become pregnant, this paper defines 

“adolescence” as ages 12-19, “adolescent mother” as females who gave birth during these ages, 

and “adolescent fertility” as the rate of births among the same age group.    This definition 

reflects the fact that there are females in the dataset who gave birth at younger than 15, and thus 

were potentially affected by the REP.  

  Figure 6 displays a timeline of when the individuals included in this study experienced 

adolescence, the establishment of Zambia’s School REP, and the collection of the two sets of 

census data used in this analysis.  The School REP, represented in yellow in the timeline, was 

established in September 1997. A new school year began in January 1998, and this study 

assumes 1998 was the earliest that the policy could have an effect. Individuals in the study are 

classified into three “cohorts” based on whether the School REP had the potential to affect them.  

 Cohort A (Not Affected) includes the group of individuals born between 1974 and 1978.   

The youngest of this cohort was 20 in 1998 and are considered not affected by the REP, 

as they were no longer adolescents by the time the policy was put in place.    

 Cohort B (Partially Affected) includes the group of individuals born between 1979 and 

1985.  Individuals in this cohort were between the ages of 12 and 19 at the time the 

School REP was implemented, and are considered to be partially affected by it. However, 

it is not likely that they were all affected in the same way.  Those at the older range of 
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this cohort are less likely to be affected, as many would have already completed 

schooling; while those at the younger end of are more likely to have been affected 

because:  actual implementation and awareness of this policy grew over time; acceptance 

of adolescent mothers returning to school is likely to increase over time; and they had 

more time to make reproductive and education decisions with the policy in mind. As it is 

difficult to estimate the degree to which members of this cohort were affected by the 

policy, Cohort B is not included in the analysis.  

 Cohort C (Affected) includes the group of individuals born 1986 and 1990. The School 

REP was in place by the time members of this cohort reached adolescence (age 12). This 

is the group where any policy effect is most likely to be found, as it had the potential to 

affect their education and reproductive decisions throughout the time that they were 

adolescents. This group is considered to be affected by the policy.  

Figure 6: Timeline of Cohort Birth Years and Adolescence  
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Dataset 

This paper uses data from the 2000 and 2010 Zambia National Census.  The datasets from 

each were retrieved from the Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS) database at the 

Minnesota Population Center.  The IPUMS dataset contains a 10 percent sample of each census 

drawn by the Zambia Statistical Office.  The census does not ask women the age at which they 

first gave birth.  It does, however, identify all of a woman’s children who are living with her at 

the time of the census.  Thus, this paper identifies females who became mothers as adolescents 

by calculating the age at which the mother gave birth to her oldest child who is still living with 

her.   It is possible that some females did in fact become mothers as adolescents but were not 

coded as such because that child is no longer living with them.  It is also possible that due to 

errors in the coding of the original census data, some individuals were coded as the child of a 

female that they were living with but were not the biological child of.  Thus, this paper may 

underestimate or overestimate the incidence of adolescent motherhood by an unknown amount.  

Throughout this paper, ages and years of birth are calculated based on the age in years at the time 

of the census. The data report each individual’s age in years without details on the month or date 

a person was born.  Thus, the ages and years of birth included here should be viewed as accurate 

to within one year, rather than as precise calculations of either variable.   

To account for the fact that females would only be classified as adolescent mothers if the 

child(ren) they had as an adolescent was/were still living with them, Cohort A was pulled from 

the 2000 Zambia Census data and Cohort C was pulled from the 2010 Zambia Census data.  

Cohort A contains individuals born between 1974 and 1978.  They were 22 to 26 years old at the 

time of the 2000 census, so it is likely that children these females had as adolescents were still 

living with them.  Cohort C contains individuals born between 1986 and 1990. These individuals 

had not completed adolescence at the time of the 2000 census, but had by the time of the 2010 

census. They were 20 to 24 years old at the time of the 2010 census, so it is likely that any 

children these females had as adolescents were still living with them.   

To create the dataset, all households in the 2000 Zambia Census that contained Cohort A 

and all households in the 2010 Zambia Census that contained Cohort C individuals were 

identified.  The two sets of data were then merged in STATA into a single dataset.  Individuals 

whose country of birth is not Zambia were dropped, as there is no variable indicating the age at 
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which they moved to Zambia or whether they attended school in Zambia or in their country of 

birth.  

Methods 

I use two separate methods for identifying adolescent mothers. In Research Question 1, I 

identify adolescent mothers using a variable which indicates the age of the mother’s eldest own 

child who is living in her household.  I subtract the child’s age from the mother’s age to calculate 

the age at which she gave birth, and if she was between 12 and 19 at the time of the birth she is 

classified as an adolescent mother. By this methodology, there are a total of 39,431 adolescent 

mothers in Cohorts A and C.   This method did identify an additional 3,466 females in Cohorts A 

and C who were reported to have given birth between ages 0 and 11, as well as before they 

themselves were born.  Many of these observations could be the result of errors in the collection 

or entry of data, or in respondents’ understanding of the questions.  I consider age 12 to be the 

youngest age at which it is realistic for most females to have been able to give birth, and thus  

used this as the lower bound for the “adolescent mother’ category. However, it is possible that 

some portion of females in the dataset did in fact give birth before age 12 and were erroneously 

excluded from the “adolescent mother” category.  

In Research Question 2, I create fertility histories for each female in Cohorts A and C.  I 

used a variable in the dataset which identifies the mother of each person in a household to 

associate each female with her children and the year in which each of her children were born.  I 

then reshaped the data to create a panel dataset, with one observation for each year in which each 

female in Cohorts A and C was age 12-19, so that there were eight observations for each female. 

A dummy variable indicated whether the female had given birth in each of those years; if she 

had, she was considered an adolescent mother.   By this methodology, there are a total of 38,272 

adolescent mothers in Cohorts A and C. The difference of 1,159 adolescent mothers identified by 

the two methodologies may also be due to errors in the collection or entry of data, or in 

respondents’ understanding of the questions.          
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DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS  

 

Table 1 displays the average educational attainment for Cohorts A and C, and is further broken 

down by female, females who gave birth as adolescents, females who did not give birth as 

adolescents, and males. Average educational attainment rose for all categories in Cohort C as 

compared to Cohort A.  

 

Table 1: Average Educational Attainment in Cohort A and Cohort C 

*For all categories, the minimum years of school is 0 and the maximum is 13  
 

RESEARCH QUESTION 1: IS ZAMBIA’S RE-ENTRY POLICY EFFECTIVE AT INCREASING 

EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT AMONG ADOLESCENT FEMALES?  

 

If the School REP had an impact on female educational attainment, female educational 

attainment could be expected to rise more quickly than male educational attainment over a 

specified period as a result of the policy. Furthermore, educational attainment among females 

who gave birth as adolescents would be expected to increase more quickly than females who did 

  Cohort A   

Born 1974 to 1978 
Cohort C  

Born 1986 to 1990 
  

Observations Mean 
Standard 

Deviation 
Observations Mean 

Standard 

Deviation 

All * 
Average Years of 

School  
91,427 5.905 4.325 110,229 7.549 3.955 

Females*  

Average Years of 

School 
47,704 5.462 4.199 60,392 7.047 4.092 

Average years of 

School among 

females who did 

not give birth as 

Adolescents 

30,939 

 

5.754 4.387 37 ,726 7.944 

 

 

4.057 

Average Years of 

School Among 

Females who gave 

birth as 

Adolescents 

16,765 4.924 

 

3.768 22,666 

 

5.556 3.696 

Males* 
Average Years of 

School 
43,723 6.387 4.408 49,837 8.157 3.693 
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not give birth as adolescents. The following analyses will use a differences-in-differences 

approach to compare the Cohort Not Affected (Cohort A) by the REP with the Cohort 

Affected (Cohort C) by the REP.    

 

Analysis A: Educational Attainment of Females Compared to Males  

Analysis A compares the average educational attainment for females and males who were not 

affected by the REP with those who were affected by the REP.   As only females can become 

pregnant and thus be affected by the policy, females are considered the “treatment” group, while 

males are the comparison group. The differences-in differences model for Analysis A is 

displayed in Figure 7.  

Figure 7: Question 1 Analysis A Difference-in-Differences Model 

 Cohort A  

Not Affected by Policy 
Cohort C 

Affected by Policy 

“Treatment” Group: 

Females 
Before Policy 

Implementation 

After Policy 

Implementation 

Comparison Group:  

Males  
Before Policy 

Implementation 

After Policy 

Implementation 

 

This analysis uses difference-in-differences to compare the educational attainment for females to 

educational attainment for males in the cohort not affected by the policy and the cohort affected 

by the policy.   It includes control variables to account for individual characteristics, as well as 

area fixed effects for each of Zambia’s 150 constituencies.   

 

Equation:   𝐸𝑑𝑢𝑐𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑎𝑙𝐴𝑡𝑡𝑎𝑖𝑛𝑚𝑒𝑛𝑡 =  𝛽0 + 𝐹𝑒𝑚𝑎𝑙𝑒 +   𝛽2𝐶𝑜ℎ𝑜𝑟𝑡 𝐴𝑓𝑓𝑒𝑐𝑡𝑒𝑑  +

 𝛽3𝐹𝑒𝑚𝑎𝑙𝑒 ∗ 𝐶𝑜ℎ𝑜𝑟𝑡 𝐴𝑓𝑓𝑒𝑐𝑡𝑒𝑑 + 𝛽4𝐶𝑜𝑛𝑡𝑟𝑜𝑙𝑠 +  𝛽5𝐹𝑖𝑥𝑒𝑑𝐸𝑓𝑓𝑒𝑐𝑡𝑠   

 

Variables: 

Dependent Variable: Educational attainment, as measured by years of schooling 

completed 
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Key Independent Variables: Female (a dummy variable indicating whether the person 

is a female), Cohort Affected (a dummy variable indicated whether the person is in the 

Cohort Affected by the Policy), Interaction of Female and Cohort 

Control Variables: Background: Ethnicity and Religion 

Fixed Effects: The model includes a dummy variable for each of Zambia’s 150 

constituencies to control for fixed effects.  

 

Results: 

Table 2 displays the regression results of Analysis A. Models 1-3 show the results as each 

of the key independent variables are added to the model.  In Models 4-5, control variables are 

added and in Model 6 Constituency Fixed Effects is added.   I consider Model 6 to be the best 

model and discuss these results below.   

 

Question 1 Analysis A Discussion 

Table 3 shows the average years of schooling among females and males in both cohorts, 

and Figure 8 displays the results graphically.  As expected given overall trends in educational 

attainment, there is an increase in average years of schooling between Cohort A and Cohort C for 

both males and females. The average years of schooling for females increases 1.434 years from 

Cohort A to Cohort C.  The average years of schooling for males increases 1.614 years from 

Cohort A to Cohort C.  Assuming that the trends in educational attainment are the same over 

time for males and females, we would expect the difference to be the same for both males and 

females. The regression indicates that gains in educational attainment among females have been 

lower than those for males.  The increase in educational attainment for females was .18 school 

years less than that for males, a result that is statistically significant at the 1% level.  

This result is consistent with World Databank Data (see Figure 2) which indicates that 

secondary school net attendance rates were increasing more quickly for males than for females 

over the period from 2001-2007. This may indicate that further efforts are needed to support 

female education and ensure that females have the same access to education that males do.
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Table 2: Years of Schooling for Females and Males     
Dependent Variable: Years of Schooling Completed 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

       

Female -0.982*** -1.025*** -0.925*** -0.922*** -0.943*** -0.911*** 

 (0.0186) (0.0182) (0.0285) (0.0282) (0.0282) (0.0262) 

       

Cohort Affected   1.671*** 1.770*** 1.730*** 1.672*** 1.614*** 

  (0.0185) (0.0268) (0.0266) (0.0268) (0.0249) 

 

Female*Cohort    -0.185*** -0.197*** -0.184*** -0.180*** 

Affected    (0.0369) (0.0365) (0.0365) (0.0334) 

 

Ethnic Group Dummies    Yes Yes Yes 

 

Christian     0.630*** 0.640*** 

     (0.0359) (0.0327) 

 

Constituency FE      Yes 

       

Constant 7.330*** 6.440*** 6.387*** 7.154*** 6.602*** 5.374*** 

 (0.0135) (0.0174) (0.0211) (0.0269) (0.0414) (0.100) 

       

Observations 201,656 201,656 201,656 201,656 201,656 201,656 

R-squared 0.014 0.053 0.053 0.073 0.074 0.238 

 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
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Table 3: Difference-in -Differences Chart of Average Years of School Completed for Females and 
Males (Model 6) 

 Cohort A  

Not Affected By Re-entry 
Policy  

Born: 1974-1978 
Adolescence: 1986-1997 

Cohort C 

Affected By Re-entry 
Policy 

Born: 1986-1990 
Adolescence: 1998-2009 

 

 

Difference 

Treatment Group: 

Females 
4.463 5.897 1.434 

Comparison Group: 

Males 
5.374 

 

6.988 1.614 

Difference -0.911 

 

-1.091 -.180 

 

Figure 8: Line Graph of Average Years of School Completed for Females and Males  
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Analysis B: Educational Attainment of Females who Gave Birth as Adolescents 

Compared to Females Who Did Not Give Birth as Adolescents  

This analysis uses difference-in-differences to compare the educational attainment for females 

who gave birth as adolescents with females who did not give birth as adolescents among the 

cohort not affected by the REP and the cohort affected by the REP.   The differences-in-

differences model for Analysis B displayed in Figure 9. 

Figure 9: Question 1 Analysis B Difference-in-Differences Model 

 Cohort A- 

Not Affected by Policy 
Cohort C - 

Affected by Policy 

“Treatment” Group: 

 Females Who Did Gave Birth as 
Adolescents 

Before Policy 

Implementation 

After Policy 

Implementation 

Comparison Group: 

 Females Who Did Not Give 
Birth as Adolescents  

Before Policy 

Implementation 

After Policy 

Implementation 

 

Equation:     𝐸𝑑𝑢𝑐𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑎𝑙𝐴𝑡𝑡𝑎𝑖𝑛𝑚𝑒𝑛𝑡 = 𝛽0 + 𝛽1𝐴𝑑𝑜𝑙𝑒𝑠𝑐𝑒𝑛𝑡 𝑀𝑜𝑡ℎ𝑒𝑟 +

𝛽2𝐶𝑜ℎ𝑜𝑟𝑡 𝐴𝑓𝑓𝑒𝑐𝑡𝑒𝑑 + 𝛽3𝐴𝑑𝑜𝑙𝑒𝑠𝑐𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑀𝑜𝑡ℎ𝑒𝑟 ∗ 𝐶𝑜ℎ𝑜𝑟𝑡 𝐴𝑓𝑓𝑒𝑐𝑡𝑒𝑑 + 𝛽4𝐶𝑜𝑛𝑡𝑟𝑜𝑙𝑠 +

 𝛽5𝐹𝑖𝑥𝑒𝑑𝐸𝑓𝑓𝑒𝑐𝑡𝑠 

Variables: 

Dependent Variable: Educational Attainment, as measured by years of schooling 

completed  

Key Independent Variables: Adolescent Mother (a dummy variable indicating whether 

the female gave birth as an adolescent or not); Cohort Affected (a dummy variable 

indicating whether the individual is in the Cohort Affected by the Re-entry Policy); 

Interaction of Adolescent Mother and Cohort Affected 

Control Variables: Background: Ethnicity and Religion  

Fixed Effects: The model includes a dummy variable for each of Zambia’s 150 

constituencies to control for fixed effects.  

Results: 

The regression results of Analysis B are presented in Table 4. Models 1-3 show the results as 

each of the key independent variables are added to the model. In Models 4-5, control variables 
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are added, and in Model 6 Constituency Fixed Effects are added.  In all models all coefficients 

are statistically significant at the 1% level.  I consider Model 6 to be the best estimate and 

discuss these results below.    

Question 1 Analysis B Discussion 

Table 5 and Figure 10 shows the results of the difference in differences estimate of 

average years of education for females who gave birth as adolescents compared to females who 

did not give birth as adolescents in chart and graphical form.    As expected given overall trends 

in education, average years of schooling increased between Cohort A and Cohort C both for 

females who gave birth as adolescents and females who did not give birth as adolescents. Among 

the treatment group, females who gave birth as adolescents, average years of schooling increased 

by .688 years between Cohort A and C. Among the comparison group, females who did not give 

birth as adolescents, average years of schooling increased by 1.734 years.  Assuming that the 

trends for these two groups were comparable, we would expect the increase for both groups to be 

about the same.  However, the increase for females who gave birth was 1.046 years less than the 

increase for girls who did not give birth, an amount that is statistically significant at the 1% level.  

This negative difference between the two groups may indicate that the REP was not particularly 

successful at increasing years of schooling among girls who become pregnant.  

The underlying assumption of this analysis is that the trends in the treatment and 

comparison groups would be the same in the absence of the REP.  However, I recognize that 

other changes, policies, and trends were occurring simultaneously over the period of interest in 

this study, which may affect selection into the “treatment” and comparison groups.  Increasing 

investments in education and an emphasis on the importance of girl’s education may have 

impacted different groups in different ways.  Those economically better off and at the margin 

were likely the most able to take advantage of additional educational opportunities.  Likewise, 

investments in and increasing access to family planning services may have preferentially 

benefitted the better off and those at the margin. It could be that those both most at risk for 

adolescent pregnancy and most likely to leave school at an early age became concentrated in the 

comparison group.    
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Table 4: Years of School for Females who Became Mothers as Adolescents and those who did not become Mothers as Adolescents 

Dependent Variable: Years of schooling completed  

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

       

Adolescent Mother -1.885*** -1.944*** -1.201*** -1.177*** -1.189*** -0.912*** 

 (0.0216) (0.0215) (0.0333) (0.0328) (0.0328) (0.0306) 

 

Cohort Affected   1.688*** 1.940*** 1.893*** 1.843*** 1.734*** 

  (0.0183) (0.0207) (0.0206) (0.0208) (0.0193) 

 

Adolescent Mother*Cohort   -1.308*** -1.308*** -1.301*** -1.046*** 

Affected   (0.0434) (0.0428) (0.0427) (0.0395) 

 

Ethnic Group Dummies    Yes Yes Yes 

 

Christian     0.597*** 0.592*** 

     (0.0357) (0.0326) 

 

Constituency FE      Yes 

       

Constant 7.172*** 6.261*** 6.125*** 6.876*** 6.344*** 5.179*** 

 (0.0105) (0.0151) (0.0161) (0.0232) (0.0394) (0.0999) 

       

Observations 201,656 201,656 201,656 201,656 201,656 201,656 

R-squared 0.032 0.071 0.075 0.094 0.096 0.246 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
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Table 5: Difference-in-differences chart of average years of schooling completed for females who became 
mothers as adolescents and those who did not become mothers as adolescents (Model 6)   

 Cohort A  

Not Affected by Re-entry 
Policy  

Born: 1974-1978 
Adolescence: 1986-1997 

Cohort C 

Affected by Re-entry 
Policy 

Born: 1986-1990 
Adolescence: 1998-2009 

 

 

Difference 

Treatment Group:  

Females who became 
mothers as adolescents 

 

4.267 

 

4.955 

 

.688 

Comparison Group:  

Females who became 
mothers as adolescents 

 

5.179 

 

 

6.913 

 

1.734 

 

Difference  

 

-0.912 

 

 

-1.958 

 

-1.046 

 

Figure 10: Line graph of average years of schooling completed for females who became mothers as 
adolescents and those who did not become mothers as adolescents 
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RESEARCH QUESTION 2: DOES ZAMBIA’S RE-ENTRY POLICY HAVE AN IMPACT ON ADOLESCENT 

FERTILITY RATES? 

 

This analysis uses a difference-in-differences approach to assess whether the REP has an 

impact on the likelihood that a female will give birth during adolescence.  If the REP has an impact on 

adolescent fertility rates, the impact would be expected to be seen among those who are still attending 

school at the time that they become pregnant. The REP would not be expected to impact those who 

have already stopped going to school at the time that they become pregnant.  The differences-in-

differences model for this analysis is displayed in Figure 12.  

 

Figure 11: Question 2 Difference-in-Differences Model 

  Cohort A 

Experienced Adolescence Before 
Re-Entry Policy Implemented 

Cohort C 

Experienced Adolescence After 
Re-Entry Policy Implemented 

Treatment Group Females with six or more years of 

education 

Females with six or more years 

of education 

Comparison 

Group 

Females with less than six years of 

education 

Females with less than six years 

of education 

 

The "treatment” group is the group that is potentially affected by the REP. Using the definition 

of adolescence previously discussed, this is assumed to be girls who are aged 12-19.   In Zambia, the 

standard age for starting school is 7.  Thus, if a student begins schooling at the standard age and 

progresses a grade each year, she will be in Grade 6 when she is 12 years old.  The comparison group 

is a group is composed of females who never began Grade 6.  Assuming that they began school at the 

standard age and progressed one grade each year, they stopped attending school prior to reaching age 

12 (adolescence). The REP would not be expected to have an impact on their subsequent reproductive 

or education decisions.  
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Equation 

This analysis uses a linear probability model.  The outcome of interest is the probability that an 

adolescent gave birth during a given year t during the years she was 12-19 years old. 

 

𝑃(𝐺𝑎𝑣𝑒 𝑏𝑖𝑟𝑡ℎ 𝑎𝑠 𝐴𝑑𝑜𝑙𝑒𝑠𝑐𝑒𝑛𝑡)𝑡 =  𝛽0 + 𝛽1𝐶𝑜ℎ𝑜𝑟𝑡 𝐴𝑓𝑓𝑒𝑐𝑡𝑒𝑑 +

𝛽2𝑆𝑖𝑥 𝑜𝑟 𝑀𝑜𝑟𝑒 𝑌𝑒𝑎𝑟𝑠 𝑜𝑓 𝑆𝑐ℎ𝑜𝑜𝑙𝑖𝑛𝑔 + 𝛽3𝐶𝑜ℎ𝑜𝑟𝑡 𝐴𝑓𝑓𝑒𝑐𝑡𝑒𝑑 ∗ 𝑆𝑖𝑥 𝑜𝑟 𝑀𝑜𝑟𝑒 𝑌𝑒𝑎𝑟𝑠 𝑜𝑓 𝑆𝑐ℎ𝑜𝑜𝑙𝑖𝑛𝑔 +

𝛽4𝐶𝑜𝑛𝑡𝑟𝑜𝑙𝑠 + 𝛽5𝐹𝑖𝑥𝑒𝑑𝐸𝑓𝑓𝑒𝑐𝑡𝑠  

 

Variables: 

Dependent Variable: Gave Birth as an Adolescent (a dummy variable indicating whether a female 

gave birth in a particular year during adolescence) 

Key Independent Variables: Cohort Affected (a dummy variable indicating whether the individual is 

in the Cohort Affected by the Re-entry Policy); Six or More Years of Education (a dummy variable 

indicating whether the female has completed six or more years of school); Interaction of Cohort 

Affected and Six or More Years of Education   

Control Variables: Background: Ethnicity and Religion  

Fixed Effects: The model includes a dummy variable for each of Zambia’s 150 constituencies to 

control for fixed effects. 

 

Question 2 Results 

 The regression results for Question 2 are presented in Table 6.  Models 1-3 show the results as 

each of the key independent variables are added to the model. In Models 4-5, control variables are 

added, and in Model 6 Constituency Fixed Effects is added.  In nearly all models, nearly all 

coefficients are statistically significant at the 1% level. The exceptions are the coefficients on the 

control variable Christian, which are not significant in any model, as well as the coefficient on Cohort 

Affected, which is not significant in Model 1, but becomes significant when other independent and 

control variables are added. I consider Model 6 to be the best model and discuss these results below.  

However, the R-squared for this model is 0.008, indication that only 0.8% of the variation in the 

sample is explained by this model. 
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Table 6: Likelihood of Giving Birth during a Given Year of Adolescence (Age 12-19)      
Dependent Variable: Gave birth during a given year of adolescence*100  

 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

Cohort Affected 0.205 0.611*** 2.830*** 2.819*** 2.814*** 2.707*** 

 (0.148) (0.136) (0.137) (0.137) (0.136) (0.136) 

       

Six or More Years  -3.201*** -1.352*** -1.348*** -1.350*** -0.617*** 

Of Schooling   (0.145) (0.145) (0.139) (0.139) (0.120) 

       

Cohort Affected* Six or 

More Years Of Schooling 

  -3.537*** 

(0.167) 

-3.543*** 

(0.166) 

-3.543*** 

(0.166) 

-3.466*** 

(0.158) 

       

Christian     0.0716 -0.0672 

     (0.139) (0.123) 

       

Ethnic Group Dummies    Yes Yes Yes 

       

Constituency Fixed 

Effects 

     Yes 

       

Constant 6.204*** 8.019*** 6.970*** 7.089*** 7.025*** 8.172*** 

 (0.132) (0.114) (0.126) (0.180) (0.239) (0.169) 

       

Observations 864,768 864,768 864,768 864,768 864,768  864,768 

R-squared 0.000 0.004 0.005 0.005 0.005 0.008 

 

Robust standard errors, clustered by constituency, in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 



27 

 

Question 2 Discussion 

Table 7 and Figure 12 display the results of the difference-in-differences estimate of the 

likelihood a female will give birth in a given year of adolescence. The likelihood of giving birth 

in a given year decreased .759 percentage points, from 7.555% to 6.796%, between Cohort A 

and Cohort C for those with six or more years of education.   For those with less than six years of 

education, the likelihood of giving birth during a given year of adolescence increased 2.707 

percentage points between Cohort A and Cohort C, from 8.172% to 10.879%. The difference-in-

differences coefficient estimates that the likelihood of giving birth during a given year of 

adolescence is 3.466 percentage points lower for those with six or more years of education than 

would be expected if the trend in this group’s childbearing rates were the same as for those with 

less than six years of education.  

This may be due to several factors.   First, as educational attainment among females has 

increased, a smaller portion of the female population falls into the category of “less than 6 years 

of education.” As discussed above, adolescent fertility tends to co-vary with other measures of 

vulnerability, including low household income and poor school performance.   Those females 

that are not able to achieve at least a Grade 6 education amid a trend of increasing educational 

attainment may be those that are the most vulnerable, and therefore the most likely to experience 

an adolescent pregnancy.  Thus, as educational attainment increased for the majority of the 

population, fertility rates among those with less than a Grade 6 education may increase partially 

because it is the most vulnerable population that remains in this educational category. 

Furthermore, it is possible that sexual education and family planning information is targeted at 

adolescents who are attending school, as this population is easier to reach than those who are not.  

Those who do not reach Grade 6 may have less knowledge of family planning options and feel 

less empowered to access family planning through the health system.  
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Table 7: Difference-in-differences chart of the likelihood of giving birth during a given year of 

adolescence (Age 12-19) (Model 6) 

 Cohort A  

Born: 1974-1978 
Adolescence: 1986-1997 

Cohort C 

Born: 1986-1990 
Adolescence: 1998-2009 

 

Difference 

Treatment Group: 

Females with 6 or 
more years of 

schooling  

7.555% 6.796% -.759% 

Comparison Group: 

Females with less than 
6 years of schooling  

 

8.172% 

 

10.879% 2.707% 

 

Difference  -0.617% -4.083% -3.466% 

 

 
 
Figure 12: Line Graph of the likelihood of giving birth during a given year of adolescence (Age 12-19) 
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METHODOLOGICAL LIMITATIONS  

 

As a retrospective analysis of national census data, this study is limited by the nature of the 

data that was available. Ideally, to assess the impact of the REP on educational attainment of 

adolescent mothers, one would use detailed data on the date of school entry, grade repetition, 

episodes of interrupted schooling, and return to school, as well as on the date of any births during 

adolescence. As such details were not available, this study looks at overall trends in educational 

attainment and adolescent fertility before and after the implementation of the REP, but it is not 

possible to use this dataset to identify whether any particular individual’s educational or fertility 

history was influenced by this policy. 

The data do not allow for identification of the point in a female’s educational career at which 

a pregnancy occurred.   This study assumes that all individuals entered school at the standard 

school-entry age of 7 and progresses one grade each year so that at age 12 the individual is in 

Grade 6.  The analysis of the probability of an adolescent giving birth assumes that if an 

individual left school before Grade 6, she had not yet reached adolescence and thus her 

subsequent fertility and educational decisions would not be impacted by the REP.  However, it is 

known that starting school late and grade repetition are common in Zambia (Susy, et. al, 2008; 

Central Statistical Office [Zambia] and ORC Macro, 2003). A better designation would be 

“attending school at age 12”, but this data was not available. Therefore, some females who were 

assigned to the “comparison” group may have in fact been impacted by the REP and should have 

been included in the treatment group.  Furthermore, the educational variable collected by the 

Zambia census is highest year of schooling completed. However, as grade repetition is fairly 

common another relevant variable is total number of school years attended.   It is possible that 

some females returned to school after giving birth but were required to repeat a grade; any 

additional educational benefits that may have accrued during that time are not captured in this 

analysis.   

Data on certain factors which likely co-vary with both adolescent fertility and educational 

attainment were not available and thus not included in this study.   Household income, parent’s 

education, prior school performance, and marital status are generally believed to be correlated 

with both educational attainment and adolescent fertility (Lloyd and Mensch, 2008).  These 

variables were not included either because the data was not available, was not available for a 

substantial portion of observations, or was not available for the time period of interest.  
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DISCUSSION AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

 

While educational attainment has been increasing for both males and both females overall 

and specifically for females who have become mothers during adolescence, the rate of increase 

for adolescent mothers has been less than that of their peers who have not given birth during 

adolescence. As previously discussed, this is likely due in part to factors that co-vary with both 

educational attainment and likelihood of adolescent pregnancy that were changing over time, 

including access to schools, access to family planning, and age at first marriage. As average 

education among females increases and access to family planning increases, those who face the 

most barriers to preventing an adolescent pregnancy may also face the most barriers to returning 

to school if they do become pregnant.  

Nonetheless, it is clear that a majority of adolescent mothers are not returning to school 

after giving birth (Mutombo & Muenda, 2010). The REP does not appear to be having as great 

an impact as it could on adolescent mothers’ ability to continue their education after giving birth; 

additional support systems are likely needed to address the barriers that prevent many adolescent 

mothers from returning to school. These barriers include the responsibility of caring for their 

child, new financial responsibilities, and the logistics of regularly breastfeeding a young baby.  

These responsibilities may prevent an adolescent mother from returning to school even if she 

wishes to do so and the school permits her too.   Furthermore, adolescents may be stigmatized 

and face discrimination other students as well as teachers when and if they return to school.  

These realities may prevent many adolescent mothers from returning to school even though they 

have the legal right to do so.  

This suggests several important changes that could improve educational outcomes among 

adolescent mothers.  While the REP was a critical step in establishing females’ right to return to 

school after giving birth, more should be done to actively encourage adolescent mothers to 

continue their education.   Additional programs that meet the particular needs of adolescent 

mothers should be implemented. These could include providing counseling services for 

adolescents during pregnancy, after giving birth, and upon returning to school to support them 

during this transition time; providing learning materials so that they can continue studying on 

their own during the time they are away from school; arranging for childcare at the school or in 

the community; providing space and time at school for mothers to breastfeed, and providing 
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financial subsidies, such as a conditional cash transfer, that would allow the adolescent mother to 

provide for her child while continuing to attend school.   

A concerted effort should be made to address negative attitudes some teachers and 

administrators appear to hold toward adolescent mothers who return to school.   A national 

training initiative for teachers and school administrators should be implemented to educate them 

on the long term benefits to individuals and society of education, including for those who 

become mothers as adolescents.   Teachers’ professional responsibility to treat and educate all 

students equally should be emphasized.  

The REP specifies that an adolescent mother take a one year leave of absence from 

school after giving birth (Chilisa, 2002).  This may create an unnecessary barrier to an adolescent 

mother’s continued education, if she wishes to return to school earlier but is not allowed to do so. 

Furthermore, research in South Africa has indicated that the longer an adolescent mother is away 

from school, the less likely she is to return (Grant & Hallman, 2006).  The mandatory leave of 

absence should be replaced with a “continuation policy” such as those in Cameroon, 

Madagascar, Namibia and Sierra Leone, which allow pregnant girls to remain in school for as 

long as they like and return to school as soon as they wish to after giving birth (Chilisa, 2002).  

The timing of return to school should be a personal decision made by each adolescent mother 

based on her specific needs, rather than one directed by a policy.   

The fears expressed by some teachers and school administrators that the REP is 

encouraging girls to become pregnant while still in school are not supported by national census 

data. This analysis indicates that the probability of becoming pregnant during adolescence is 

declining for those who attain at least six years of education, while increasing for those who do 

not have at least six years of education.  Perceived increases in instances of pregnancies among 

adolescents in school may be due to the fact that more girls are staying in school for longer 

periods of time, including beyond puberty.  There may be larger numbers of pregnancies among 

females enrolled in school in absolute terms, but the percentage of females enrolled in school 

who become pregnant appears to be decreasing alongside the overall adolescent fertility rate.  

Those interested in reducing adolescent fertility should consider implementing evidence-based 

approaches for addressing this issue.   

Continued research is warranted to assess the impact of the REP over time. This paper 

looked at the first cohort to experience adolescence after the REP was implemented.  It is 



32 

 

possible that the impact is growing over time if cultural attitudes and expectations shift, and it 

becomes more acceptable for adolescents to return to school after giving birth.    

Finally, additional research is needed to identify both the factors that enable some 

adolescent mothers to return to school and the barriers that others face to doing so.   In addition 

to data on the number of students who return to school after a pregnancy, data on how long they 

remain in school should be collected, in order to assess retention rates and whether they are able 

to complete school at the same rates as their peers.  Together, this information can form the basis 

for shaping policies and programs that adequately meet the educational needs of adolescent 

mothers.  

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

The School REP in Zambia provides an important first step towards creating more 

equitable access to education for adolescent mothers in Zambia.  The policy was implemented 

alongside other important education and development initiatives in Zambia, which collectively 

are leading to improved educational outcomes for many Zambians.   

This study indicates that average educational attainment for adolescents who become 

mothers as adolescent increased by about .7 school years for those who experienced adolescence 

after the policy was implemented as compared to those who experienced adolescence prior to the 

policy’s implementation.   While this is a positive development, this study indicates that 

educational attainment for adolescent mothers did not rise as quickly as educational attainment 

for females who did not become mothers during adolescence.  During this period, the likelihood 

of giving birth during adolescence dropped about 0.76 percentage points for females with 6 or 

more years of education, while increasing about 2.7 percentage points for those with less than six 

years of education.   This finding provides evidence against the assertion some have made that 

the REP is driving an increase in pregnancy rates among schoolgirls.  

The REP alone may not be sufficient to drive a substantial increase in educational 

attainment among adolescent mothers.  Additional support is likely needed to encourage this 

group to return to school, help them in meeting their responsibilities as both mothers and 

students, and ensure that they are able to remain in school for as long as their peers.   Further 

research should be conducted to identify the barriers that adolescent mothers in Zambia face to 

returning to school and develop policies to appropriately address these issues.   
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