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Abstract 

Child abuse and neglect that occur to children under 18 years of age is a global problem. 

Senior women and men teachers (SWMTs) play a critical role of providing sexuality 

information and protection to school children. However, many parents assume that children 

under 15 are not ready to learn about puberty and sexuality. The purpose of this study was to 

explore parents’ and SWMTs’ awareness, attitudes, pubertal changes, communication and 

protection for primary school children. We conducted a qualitative study design utilizing a 

cross sectional approach. Data were collected from 8 Focus Group Discussion (FGDs) and 

ten paired In-depth interviews (IDIs). Data were transcribed, coded and thematically 

analysed. Parents were knowledgeable about pubertal body changes experienced by children. 

Parents indicated that there is parent-child communication about puberty. The main role of 

SWMTs was reported to ensure children’s health, privacy, promote personal hygiene etc. 

Participants were generally aware of sexual and reproductive health (SRH) issues that 

affected their children. A longitudinal study to establish the role of parents and teachers in 

pubertal communication and protection against child sexual abuse is desired. 
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Background 

Child abuse and neglect that occur to children under 18 years of age is a global problem with 

serious life-long behavioural and mental health consequences such as depression, smoking, 

high-risk sexual behaviours, unintended pregnancy, alcohol and drug misuse among others 

(WHO, 2020). A study conducted by Save the Children in Kenya found that three out of 

every ten females and nearly two out of every ten males aged 18-24 years reported at least 

one experience of sexual violence prior to the age 18 years (Republic of Kenya, 2012). 

Ideally, one way of preventing major forms of violence against children is to provide child-

friendly information on child sexual abuse and sexuality. However, it is documented that 

children often lack basic sexual and reproductive health (SRH) information, knowledge, and 

experience; and are less comfortable accessing reproductive and sexual health services 

(Atuyambe et al., 2015; Masood & Alsonini, 2017; Thongmixay et al., 2019). Likewise, a 

study conducted among adolescents in Canada revealed limited talk about sexuality in 

families and schools because it takes up too much time (Blanchet-Cohen & Bedeaux, 2014). 

Therefore, teaching puberty in schools can help learners better understand themselves and 

deal with the changes they are experiencing, and hence gain self-esteem to overcome daily 

challenges (UNESCO, 2014). This is also when adolescents also become more conscious of 

socially-constructed myths and taboos built around puberty, such as negative perceptions of 

menstruation or dismissal of emotion as un-masculine (UNICEF, 2008).  

A better understanding of puberty and life skills helps young people to make 

independent decisions and better cope with pressure from peers, family, community and 

media messages (UNICEF, 2008). Teachers' tendency to avoid trouble by limiting their 

coverage of sexuality topics may be heightened by the fact that in most cases, sexuality 

education accounts for only a small part of their teaching responsibilities (Nolan, 2010). On 

the other hand, teachers too have personal discomfort with some topics (Santelli et al., 2017). 

That is, teaching puberty in a school setting can fill some teachers with fear (Adele, 2019). It 

sounds touchy-feely, but it is different getting up in front of a class and talking about oral sex 

than it is talking about algebra (Santelli et al., 2017). But when teachers and parents form a 

partnership, children are more likely to form positive attitudes and behaviors regarding 

puberty as it is revealed that more adolescents would like to learn about sexuality from their 

parents (UNICEF, 2008). It should be noted that senior women and men teachers (SWMT) 

can also do much when it comes to engaging and equipping parents with knowledge and 

skills to take on the challenge of talking with their children about puberty and sexuality 

(Grove & Lancy, 2015). This is probably why the “Uganda Ministry of Education and Sports 

(MoES) Guidelines to Schools” stipulate that each school should have a SWMT to guide 

children on puberty, sexuality, personal hygiene etc (MoES, 2020). 
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 Many parents think their children are not ready to learn about puberty and sexuality 

(Ellen, Barbara, Helen, & Jennifer, 2010). Some parents may wait too long to begin 

discussions and miss the time when their children are most open to SRH information 

(Ashcraft & Murray, 2017; Ellen et al., 2010). Whereas parents in rural areas seem to rely on 

hearsays and decide to just be rude on their children instead of telling them what is expected 

of them during puberty, those in urban areas are exposed and much aware of puberty rights of 

their children and do fulfil their duties (UCRNN, Child Fund, Action AID, World Vision, & 

Save the Children, 2015). It is unfortunate that some parents and teachers are not very much 

equipped with pubertal information (Grove & Lancy, 2015). This is probably why children in 

Uganda commonly suffer from reproductive health problems such as sexual coercion, early 

marriage, female genital mutilation and STIs.  

In Uganda, some parents and teachers are frequently unwilling or unable to provide 

age-appropriate pubertal information to young people (Muhwezi et al., 2015; UNICEF, 

2008). According to Dixon-Mueller (2011), parents, teachers and other duty bearers lack 

knowledge and skills to communicate to children. In fact, their discussions on children’s 

rights and SRH tend to be authoritarian and unidirectional coupled with vague warnings 

rather than open direct discussion (Bastien, Kajula, & Muhwezi, 2001; Muhwezi et al., 2015). 

Yet a better understanding of puberty and life skills helps young people to make independent 

decisions and cope up better in their lives (UNICEF, 2008). This means that both parents and 

caregivers can have an important role as their children’s primary sexuality educators 

(Breuner, Mattson, AAP Committee on Adolescence., & Health, 2016). It is necessary for 

parents and teachers to help learners understand the sexual desires they first experience in 

puberty and deal with them in a healthy way. Without correct SRH information, young 

adolescents (10-14 years old) are at a continued risk of STIs, unintended pregnancies and 

sexual abuse among others. The 10–14 age range is a time when adolescent can best be 

protected from potential risks by parents or caregivers who are closely involved in their lives 

(Muhwezi et al., 2015). Therefore, the main aim of this study was to explore parents’, 

SWMT’s pubertal awareness, attitudes, pubertal information communication and protection 

for primary school children aged 10-14 years. 
 

Statement of the Problem 

Puberty is a critical stage in life when boys and girls experience fundamental physical body 

changes. Like it is in some countries, young adolescents in Uganda experience puberty while 

still in primary schools and this means that they urgently require pubertal information, 

awareness, and support in order to manage and appropriately respond to body changes and 

challenges they face at this stage. However, despite the urgent and recurring need, little is 

known in regard to pubertal changes, communication and protection against child abuse. This 

is probably because few studies address knowledge of puberty among young adolescents 

(Coast, Lattof, & Strong, 2019). By facing this fundamental phase of life with little (or none) 

knowledge about pubertal body changes, some children especially those in developing 

countries like Uganda are left confused, hence, vulnerable. This situation has left some 

children acquire early pregnancies coupled with early parenthood, sexual transmitted diseases 

like HIV, Fistula etc.; psychological effects like stress, depression, and trauma among others 

(Igras, Macieira, Murphy, & Lundgren, 2014; Symonds & Galton, 2014). According to 

Uganda’s National Sexuality Education Framework, there is still a gap in written materials 
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that outline the appropriate standards for providing sexuality education (MoES, 2018). 

Therefore, in an effort to bridge this knowledge gap, key stakeholders (both national and 

international) ought to pay full attention to pubertal concerns of all children especially those 

aged 10-14 years.  
 

Review of Related Literature 

Awareness and Attitude of Parents, Senior Women and Men Teachers towards 

Pubertal Changes, Communication and Protection 

In some parts of the world, young people often lack basic SRH information and are less 

comfortable accessing SRH services than their counterparts. This is probably due to the fact 

that some parents and educators are not willing to provide age-appropriate SRH information 

to young people (Alomair, Alageel, Daviesa, & Bailey, 2021; UNICEF, 2008), not very much 

aware of SRH information (Grove & Lancy, 2015), and not comfortable in engaging them on 

SRH issues (Othman et al., 2020) among others. Nevertheless, some duty bearers like parents 

are expected to play a pivotal role in provision of pubertal information and protection of 

children against abuse and exploitation. In fact, more adolescents prefer learning about 

sexuality from their parents (UNICEF, 2008). Hence, parents ought to approach SRH topics 

with their children with an open mind, be transparent in their respective communities to 

encourage open discussion among family members (Ashcraft & Murray, 2017; Fanta, 

Lemma, Sagaro, & Meskele, 2016). For instance, parents need to explain that pubertal 

changes in both boys and girls have advantages and disadvantages (Jonathan & Tate, 2006). 

They need to be empowered with adequate and factual SRH information and effective 

communication strategies to enhance communication with their children (Maina, Ushie, & 

Kabiru, 2020). On the other hand, while demand for SRH information by adolescents is 

increasing, some teachers are reported to have a tendency of avoiding trouble through 

limiting their coverage of sexuality topics (Nolan, 2010; Tilahun, Mengistie, Egata, & Reda, 

2012). Positively, in a descriptive study conducted in Haryana, teachers were more 

knowledgeable about the concept of puberty and SRH (Sankhyan, Sheoran, Kaur, & Sarin, 

2019). 

 In the same way, literature on parent-child sexuality communication in sub-Saharan 

Africa (SSA) is increasing (WHO, 2007). In SSA, the role of parents in the sexual and 

reproductive health of adolescents has been studied as part of the broader effort to understand 

sexual socialization and to determine the influence of parental characteristics on their 

children’s sexual behavior (Kinsman, Nyanzi, Pool, & sexuality, 2000; Odimegwu, Solanke, 

& Adedokun, 2002). In their review of studies of parent-child communication about sexuality 

[…] in SSA, several studies reiterated the importance of timeliness in sexuality discussions 

because some programs have been found to be most effective when they target young people 

(Bastien et al., 2001). However, there exists a number of barriers to parent-child sexuality 

communication such as lack of parental knowledge, gender mismatch etc (Bastien et al., 

2001; Maina et al., 2020; Othman et al., 2020). A review of qualitative research in four East 

African countries revealed that parents-child communication on SRH issues is hindered by a 

number of factors including gender differences, parent’s level of education, occupations, 

religion etc (Kamangu, Magata, & Nyakoki, 2017). 

 Findings from a study conducted in Uganda on “Perceptions and experiences of 

adolescents, parents and school administrators regarding adolescent-parent communication 
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on sexual and reproductive health issues […]” revealed a communication deficiency among 

young adolescents and their parents (Muhwezi et al., 2015). These findings may partly 

explain why some children in Uganda commonly suffer from reproductive health problems 

such as sexual coercion, early marriage, female genital cutting and sexually transmitted 

infections. Therefore, for effective communication on reproductive health issues, parents and 

other key duty bearers ought to be educated on their roles as primary source of information to 

young people (Kamangu et al., 2017). Likewise, through adolescence, effective parent–child 

communication is fundamental to shaping young people’s behaviours (WHO, 2007). The 

above literature was reviewed while rotating around two duty bearers (parents and teachers). 
 

Methods 

Design of the Study 

We employed a qualitative study design that utilised qualitative interviews among parents, 

senior women teachers and senior men teachers. The study intended to explore parents’ 

Senior Women and Senior Men teachers’ awareness of pubertal changes and challenges, 

provision of SRH information, and protection of the 10 – 14-year-old primary school children 

in Jinja District. 
 

Study Sites and Context 

We conducted this study among parents, Senior Women and Men Teachers (SWMTs) in Jinja 

District. Jinja District is located in the eastern part of Uganda. Eight Focus group discussions 

(FGDs) were conducted among parents from rural and urban areas and ten paired in-depth 

interviews (IDIs) were conducted among senior men and senior women teachers from both 

rural and urban schools.  
 

Data Collection and Procedures  

The first author (SBN) conducted eight focus group discussions with parents and ten in-depth 

interviews with senior women and men teachers (SWMTs).  The teachers were purposively 

selected by virtue of their responsibility, while parents were purposively identified from 

communities that neighbored the selected primary schools.  The FGD guide was pretested to 

check for accuracy and consistency and to improve validity before the actual data collection 

began. The FGD guide consisted of open-ended questions which elicited responses related to 

experiences with awareness of pubertal information among children. Interviews among 

parents and other duty bearers were conducted in Lusoga, Luganda and English depending on 

the preferred language by a respondent. SBN was assisted by two trained research assistants 

to collect data. 
 

Data Analysis  

Data were transcribed verbatim into texts, tallied, coded, grouped (into sub-themes) and 

tabulated as seen in table 1. Tabulated data were categorized into rural and urban schools. 

Tabulated data were thematically analyzed in line with Creswell’s Steps of Qualitative Data 

Analysis (Creswell, 2009). Categorized data in the matrix were meant to ease data analysis 

and interpretation processes. Thematic content analysis was desired because it aims at 

presenting key elements of respondents’ accounts (Green & Thorogood, 2009). 
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Table 1: Showing a Matrix for Senior Women/Men Teachers (Example) 

THEMES  RESPONSE 

CATEGORY 

RURAL SCHOOLS  URBAN SCHOOLS   

TOTAL 

RESPONSES  1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Role and 

competen

ces of 

SMT and 

SWT 

Welfare of both 

male and female 

pupils 

1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 0 1 1 1 1 18 

Health of Pupils 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 20 

Menstruation of 

girls 

0 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 10 

Guidance and 

counseling ...  

1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 20 

Sex education/and 

child abuse,  

1 0 1 1 1 1 1 0 1 1 0 0 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 16 

Privacy when 

talking to children 

about HIV, 

defilement etc 

1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 20 

PIASCY 

programs ... 

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 4 

Source: Field Data, (2014-2017) 
 

Ethical Considerations  

Ethical considerations were rigorously streamlined by the Higher Degree Research Ethics 

Committee (HDREC) of Makerere University School of Public Health (MUSPH). The study 

was approved by the Uganda National Council of Science and Technology and was 

conducted in accordance with the four basic research ethics principles namely; respect for 

persons, beneficence (limited harm, sound design and competent  investigators), No evil, and 

justice - morally right, and distributive (UNCST, 2007). Consent was sought from all parents 

and teachers that participated in this study. 

 

Results  

Study Characteristics  

Of the two categories interviewed, parents were the majority (as each FGD comprised 8-10 

members) and there were followed by SWMTs as seen in table 2. Findings from the two 

categories (parents and SWMTs) are presented according to themes that included: -  

awareness of pubertal changes, communication and protection; knowledge of children rights 

and responsibilities; factors that expose primary school children to sexual abuse; and roles, 

competences of senior women and senior men teachers, support and collaboration with 

parents.  
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Table 2: Showing Characteristics of Respondents  

S/N Category  Locality     IDIs FGDs  

1 Parents  Rural  -- 04 

Urban  -- 04 

2 Paired Senior Men & Women Teachers Rural  05 -- 

Urban  05 -- 

Total    10 08 

Source: Field Data, (2014-2017) 
 

Parents’ Awareness of Pubertal changes, their Communication and child Protection 

When asked about body changes that their children experience, parents from both urban and 

rural areas revealed that their children experience sexual attraction, physical weight loss, new 

walking styles, indecency among girls, growth of beards in boys, tidiness among girls and 

change in behaviour among others. In regard to behaviour, findings revealed that both girls 

and boys change in their ways of doing things. Out of the eight FGDs that were conducted 

among parents from both rural and urban areas, parents from seven FGDs reported that boys 

and girls start moving at night, growing pubic hair, body odour, menstruations, growth of 

breasts and boys start luring girls into sexual activities. Parents in six FGDs revealed that 

some girls start experiencing early pregnancies. Relatedly, parents from rural areas in five 

FGDs revealed that boys start answering defilement cases in courts of laws. Findings from 

four FGDs indicated that both boys and girls start experiencing the growth of pimples. 

Findings further revealed that these body changes bring about lack of respect for others, dirty 

boy-girl relationships, uneasiness, sense of independence, lack of respects for adults, peer 

pressure, increased demands, school dropouts and early sexual intercourse. 

 

“When these children enter the adolescence stage, they start getting attracted to 

opposite sex; some boys start walking while bouncing […]”, (Participant 1, 

female Urban Parent). 

[…] some girls and boys start moving at night and this sometimes cause some 

girls to get those unwanted early pregnancies that are common here”, (Participant 

3, Rural Parent). 

Boys in their early ages lose control and start disrespecting each and every one 

including their parents; they are terrible human beings at this age”, (Participant 2, 

Rural Parent). 

  

Our findings of this study revealed that there is parent-child communication about puberty 

and timing of communication and the discussion is gender oriented. That is, fathers are to 

discuss with boys, and mothers discuss with girls. Findings indicated that parent-child 

communication among women starts when girls develop breasts. This is when there are 

warnings about HIV and sex, there is lack of comfortability to talk about sex and pregnancy, 

and this is the time for visiting aunties and uncles. Some parents from one FGD revealed that 

this communication takes place when both boys and girls are fellowshipping. When asked 

about factors that expose both boys and girls to sexual abuse, parents in all eight FGDs cited 

high poverty levels, lack of economic empowerment and girl’s personal interests, 

adolescence stage of development and peer pressure. They also cited parental negligence, 
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congested accommodation, pornographic materials, mass media, indecency, and being close 

to teachers among others. Findings from parents in six FGDs mentioned girls’ intentions, 

environment/living conditions and rude parents. Asked about other sources of information, 

parents in eight FGDs were in position to mention teachers, radio and TV programs, PIASCY 

programs, religious leaders, peers and other relatives: -  

 

“[…] when girls develop breasts that is when mothers start picking interest of 

talking to them especially about sex matters; some are talked to by aunties […]”, 

(Participant 6, Rural female Parent). 

“[…] girls are lured into sexual activities, they are abused sexually due to being 

broke without any money on their own; they sleep some men because they want 

money”, (Participant 8,  Urban male Parent). 

“You see some of these parents are negligent; they just leave their daughters 

move around without any caution; how do you let your girl move at night with 

boys” (Participant 3, Urban female Parent).  

  

Findings from parents indicated that boys and girls in their pre and early adolescence do face 

a number of barriers that hinder their protection from sexual abuse. Findings from all the 

eight FGDs revealed that children are affected by high poverty levels in most homes. Of the 

eight FGDs that were conducted among parents in both rural and urban areas, seven FGDs 

had parents who revealed lack of respect as another barrier to children’s protection against 

sexual abuse. The barrier of congested accommodation was also revealed by parents from 

four FGDs. Still, parents from four FGDs revealed that bad groups also hinder children’s 

protection against sexual abuse as seen in the following excerpts: -  

 

Girls from poor families cannot run away from sex for money; young girls want 

free things; they are not protected from these men who approach them; some 

parents have not played their role of providing some needs […]”, (Participant 7, 

Urban female Parent). 

“[…], because they go on abusing each and every one, who will be there to 

protect them anyway; children at this age have no respect for anyone, that’s why 

they are harassed”, (Participant 4, Rural male Parent). 

[…] some boys form groups and start moving at night; these groups are 

uncontrollable, […]; they are the ones that start abusing young girls in our 

villages, actually they are a very big problem to young girls”, (Participant 8, 

Rural male Parent). 
 

Teachers’ awareness of Pubertal Information, Children Rights and Responsibilities 

Findings from paired (senior man teacher and senior woman teacher) interviews from both 

rural and urban schools indicated that puberty changes mainly occur at an average age of 12 

years in girls and 13 years in boys. Findings from teachers showed general knowledge of 

pubertal information. Pubertal experiences in both boys and girls that were commonly 

mentioned by teachers included menstruation in girls, wet dreams in boys, body odour, and 

shyness about breasts in girls, growth of beards in boys, pimples, pubic hair and deep voices 

in boys. On the other hand, despite these body changes, almost all teachers interviewed 
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indicated that most parents in rural and urban areas tend to neglect their children in regard to 

providing pubertal information and needs such as sanitary pads, knickers, panties, 

deodorants, tubes for fungal infections, jelly etc. 

 

“Most the girls start their menstruation periods at the age of 12 years, however 

some delay up to 13 or 14 years […]”, (Female Teacher 1, Rural). 

“I sometimes interact with boys in Primary seven, some are 14 years and have not 

started their pubertal stage, but majority of the boys start at around 13 years”, 

(Male Teacher 2, Urban).  

“Some parents are just ignorant, they have not played their roles really; you find a 

man taking his daughter to school and he cannot ask her if she has enough pads”, 

(Female Teacher 4, Urban) 

 

In relation to communication, more than half of the teachers interviewed mentioned 

that a bigger percentage of children open up to their teachers and health workers especially 

when having sexual reproductive issues like menstruation disorders, pregnancies, STIs, when 

in need of condoms etc. Urban girls tend to open up more than boys and girls from rural areas 

and this probably due to exposure. Findings of this study revealed that teachers in the visited 

schools were not well equipped with all children’s rights and responsibilities. In regard to 

children’s rights and responsibilities, all teachers that were interviewed only mentioned the 

right to food, right to shelter, right to health, and right to play. Of the ten paired interviews 

conducted among teachers, five were from urban areas and other five were from rural areas. 

In terms of gender, five comprised senior man teachers and other five comprised senior 

woman teachers. 

 

“Some boys tell us that they are told to start sex when they are still young so that 

they  can get enough experience before they marry and start getting ashamed 

in front of their wives”, (Male Teacher 5, Rural). 

[…]; I know that all children in Uganda and in the whole world in general have a 

right  to be educated by his/her parents and the government of Uganda has 

that responsibility  too […]”, (Female Teacher 2, Rural). 

“Children have a right to be housed like any other human being; they are 

supposed to be given health care whenever they are sick or suspected to be sick 

[…]; they are supposed  to play whenever they want” (Female Teacher 5, 

Urban).  

 

Roles, Competences of Senior Women/ Men Teachers, Support and Collaboration with 

Parents 

Our findings indicated that senior men and senior women play an important role in protecting 

children while in schools. According to this study, findings from the ten paired teacher 

interviews revealed that their main role is to ensure pupil’s health, conduct guidance and 

counselling, ensure pupils’ privacy, train pupils in real-life experiences and promote 

smartness. Of the ten paired teacher interviews conducted from both rural and urban areas, 

nine of them revealed that the main role of teachers is to take care of pupil’s welfare. All the 

interviewed senior women revealed that their role is to take care of the girls’ menstrual 
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issues. A big number of teachers revealed that their main role is to conduct health education 

in their respective schools. Out of the ten paired teacher interviews, findings from only four 

revealed that teachers’ role was to implement the Presidential Initiative on AIDS Strategy for 

Communication to Youth (PIASCY) activities in schools. When asked about receiving 

training in SRH issues, a few participants revealed to have attended training about general 

behaviour, age and body changes, menstruations, and bad TV programs.   

 

“My main role is to make sure that all children’s welfare is catered for in this 

school; make sure that they are accessed with all the services and information 

needed”,  (Female Teacher 1, Urban). 

“Our work is mainly to educate and protect these boys and girls against sexual 

abuse; it  is their right to be protected; we are their parents when they are here at 

school”, (Male Teacher 3, Rural).  

We are supposed to conduct health education in our respective schools; we 

conduct health education weekly mostly talking about SRH”, (Male Teacher1, 

Rural). 

  

In regard to support for teachers while handling children’s issues, all the ten teacher paired 

interviews revealed the availability of infrastructure in terms of private space, free 

classrooms, senior man/woman office etc. Of the ten paired teacher interviews conducted, 

findings from five interviews revealed the availability of sanitary materials like pads for girls 

and toilet papers. Of the five paired teacher interviews that revealed sanitary pads, four 

interviews comprised male teachers and the majority were from urban schools. Findings 

further indicated the availability of medicines/drugs like pain killers for both boys and girls. 

Only three paired teacher interviews revealed the availability of laundry equipment like 

basins and bathrooms.  

 

“[…] we are privileged to have enough space here in our school where we talk to 

some  of the pupils experiencing some tough pubertal body changes”, 

(Female Teacher 4,  Rural). 

“These senior men and women here have done a great role; they are in position to 

provide counselling to some pupils; they are honoured to have an office where 

they counsel from”, (Female Teacher 2, Urban). 

[…], senior woman/man teachers are in position to provide basic drugs to some 

sick children especially giving them pain killers to girls who suffer from 

abdominal pain during menstruation […]”, (Male Teacher 5, Urban). 

  

Findings of this study have established that there exists low collaboration between teachers 

and parents in both urban and rural schools. Asked about how they collaborate with parents, 

all the ten paired teacher interviews reported low collaboration, lack of male involvement, 

parent’s negligence and limited time to collaborate on the side of teachers who are ever busy 

at schools. Of the ten interviews conducted, findings from nine interviews revealed that some 

parents’ interests hinder them from collaborating with them. Hypothetically, a quite big 

number of teachers revealed good relations with health workers that are provided by NGOs to 

foster collaborations between teachers and parents as seen in the following excerpts: -  
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“Some of the parents do not have time for us; we are ever here with their children 

and when they come here, they do not give us time to discuss with them; they are 

ever claiming not to have time to come here at school”, (Female Teacher 4, 

Urban). 

“The men would be the right people to collaborate […]; but they are rarely 

involved in school matters; most of the parents who come here are mothers; you 

will never see a child’s father coming to school to ask how the child is behaving 

[…]”, (Female Teacher  2, Rural). 

[…] some parents are just negligent; they are not bothered to find out how their 

children  are doing; some come here and leave without talking to any of the 

teachers and yet we are the people in charge of their children while at school 

[…]”, (Male Teacher 3, Urban). 
 

Factors that Expose Primary School Children to Sexual Abuse 

When asked about factors responsible for risky sexual behaviours among children, all the ten 

interviews conducted among teachers revealed deception, night movements, peer pressure, 

high poverty levels, manipulative mass media and indecency. Teachers from urban schools 

cited more factors compared to their counterparts from rural schools. Out of the ten paired 

teacher interviews, more than a half revealed lack of parental love as a factor responsible for 

sexual behaviours amongst children in schools. It was revealed that some parents tend to have 

their own selfish interests out of their daughters. Findings further indicated that the 

environment in which one lives in also determines one’s sexual behaviour in schools. Related 

to the environment, findings from six interviews revealed that some children’s home have 

congested accommodation which perhaps puts them at risk of developing unwanted sexual 

behaviours as seen in the following quote. In the same way, some teachers revealed the 

availability of boys’ quarters as another risk factor especially to the boys themselves: 

  

“Some parents stay in single rooms with their daughters and boys who are in their 

adolescent stages and when these children hear their parents make love, they may 

also feel practising the same with their friends”, (Female Teacher 4, Urban). 

“[…], you find a boy of 14 years staying in a single house besides their parents, 

[…], why can’t he get some young girls to visit him at night since nobody is there 

to see who has entered his room?”, (Male Teacher 1, Urban).    

   

Discussion 

We explored parents’ and teachers’ knowledge and attitude towards pubertal information and 

protection for primary school children. Our findings showed that parents were aware of body 

changes experienced by children during pubertal stage. This is an indication that children 

were being given time to share their experiences with parents. Reported changes included 

weight loss, walking styles, indecency among girls, growth of beards in boys, tidiness among 

girls, dirty boy-girl relationships, sense of independence, lack of respect for adults, early 

sexual intercourse etc. According to Cohen and others (1986), such body changes are both 

negative and positive. More so, they do not affect all children equally (Seifert & Sutton, 

2008). Our study found that parent-child communication about puberty starts when fathers 

are discussing with their sons and when mothers are discussing with their daughters. 
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Similarly, a study on mother-daughter communication about sexuality among children in 

Jordan found that mothers were comfortable discussing SRH issues with their daughters and 

fathers with their sons (Othman et al., 2020). Close to our findings, a common trigger to 

parents to start conversations about SRH with their girls was when a girl in a comparable age-

group would become pregnant (Muhwezi et al., 2015). In regard to sources of pubertal 

information to children, participants mentioned teachers, radios, TV programs, PIASCY 

programs, religious leaders, peers and close relatives among others. Equally, studies 

conducted elsewhere revealed similar sources of SRH information for children to include 

radio, television, magazines/newspaper and peers (Kamangu et al., 2017; Kuntala et al., 2011; 

Musibau & Ajuwon, 2017). However, our findings indicated that some parents tend to 

neglect their roles when it comes to providing children with pubertal information and needs 

such as sanitary pads, knickers, panties, deodorants, tubes for fungal infections, jelly etc. 

Perhaps, some parents feel embarrassed or think that it is too early to discuss SRH issues with 

children especially those aged between 10-14 years (Ellen et al., 2010; Othman et al., 2020). 

Thus, they need to be equipped with SRH information (Maina et al., 2020). 

On the other hand, teachers were equally knowledgeable about pubertal body 

changes. They were aware of menstruation in girls, wet dreams in boys, body odour, and 

shyness about breasts, growth of beards in boys, pimples, pubic hair and deep voices in boys 

among others. Our findings revealed that children open up to teachers when they are having 

sexual reproductive issues like menstruation disorders, pregnancies, STIs, when in need of 

condoms etc. It was also established that girls from urban areas tend to open up more than 

boys and girls from rural areas. This is probably due to the exposure experienced by girls 

from urban areas compared to their counterparts. Hence, when teaching children who are 

experiencing puberty, teachers ought to respond flexibly and supportively (Seifert & Sutton, 

2008). Parents too ought to discuss with their children about sexual orientation with an open 

mind (Ashcraft & Murray, 2017). Our findings demonstrated that teachers play a vital role in 

regard to protecting children in schools, i.e., they take care of pupil’s welfare, ensure pupil’s 

health, conduct guidance and counselling, ensure pupils’ privacy, train pupils in real-life 

experiences, promote smartness, conduct health education in their respective schools. 

Likewise, according to Abong (2008) the role of a senior woman teacher involves working 

with the girls, supporting them with issues of body changes and adolescence and even 

encouraging them to stay in school even when they are menstruating. It is therefore 

imperative for senior women and senior men teachers to have refresher courses related to 

pubertal communication and child protection. Nonetheless, a few of the teachers revealed to 

have received training in SRH issues. In one of the policy briefs, Apiot (2016) confirms that 

training, placement policies, and responsibility guidelines for senior women teachers are 

poorly defined.  

A study conducted in Kapchorwa, north eastern Uganda also found that teachers lack 

the training and expertise to teach SRH curriculum thoroughly and accurately (Meredith, 

2015). Similarly, findings of a study conducted in low and middle-income countries found 

that teachers were rarely taught how to integrate sexuality issues (Keogh et al., 2018). In 

regard to support for teachers in what to use while handling children’s SRH issues, 

availability of space in terms of private space, free classrooms, availability of sanitary 

materials like pads for girls, presence of SW/M office were reported to play a big role. Low 

collaboration between teachers and parents in both urban and rural schools was attributed to 
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lack of male involvement, parent’s negligence and limited time to collaborate. In their study 

conducted in rural and urban Uganda, Muhwezi and colleagues (2015) assert that 

communication on SRH issues between parents and their children existed but with challenges 

to the extent that parents were often busy to for their children in schools. Limited resources in 

schools, domestic violence, sexual disorders, school setting, and lack of cooperation among 

leaders in schools may also account for low collaboration. To improve SRH of primary 

school children, there is a need for provision of privacy to children, providing community 

protection, utilizing peers, training of ASRH personnel, forming ASRH clubs, parental 

guidance training, economic empowerment, involvement of all stakeholders, availing SRH 

information and other materials to all children, involving all stakeholders and establishment 

of juveniles’ detention centres among others. Equally, paying attention to children rights 

might be an important factor in protecting them as it yields increased confidence, enhanced 

co-operation, development of new skills, experience in leadership etc (Tadele, 2009). 

 Our study revealed a number of factors that put primary school children at risk of 

sexual abuse. These factors included limited SRH knowledge, lack of parental love, peer 

pressure, high poverty levels, tedious legal procedures, low levels of education, availability of 

pornographic materials, indecency, congested housing, lack of economic empowerment etc 

(Alomair et al., 2021; Maina et al., 2020). However, other studies argue that parents do try to 

create and maintain an intimate and good relationship with early adolescents to discuss with 

them values and morals (Darabi et al., 2017; Maina et al., 2020). On the other hand, 

availability of boys’ quarters was also cited as another risky factor especially to the boys. 

Boys who stay in these quarters are attempted to invite young girls and indulge in sexual 

activities at an early age. In the same way, a qualitative study on perceptions from a 

community in western Kenya found that staying in a separate house provided opportunities 

for some adolescents to sneak out at night to meet with girlfriends/boyfriends, a situation that 

puts them at a risk of engaging in sexual activities (Juma, Askew, Alaii, Bartholomew, & van 

den Borne, 2014). Whereas a few parents perceived legal procedures to be tedious, they tend 

to fear to expose their defiled children to the public. Some parents develop selfish interests 

out of their daughters. This best explains why some parents in some parts of the world force 

their children into early marriages sometimes at the age of 14 (UNICEF, 2008). At times, 

childhood sexual abuse often occurs alongside other forms of abuse coupled with low family 

support due to high poverty levels (Meredith, 2015; Murray, Nguyen, & Cohen, 2014). 

Interestingly, in his evaluation report, Ssengendo, (2007) asserts that duty bearers like 

teachers can be equipped with skills to effectively handle child protection issues in a friendly 

manner and promote resilience among children to protect themselves from sexual abuse. 
  

Methodological Challenges 

We met a few challenges, and where possible, some action was taken to ensure smooth data 

collection process and data quality.   

 Each region in Uganda is quite unique in terms of culture. The fact that this study was 

limited to Jinja District in the eastern region only; this uniqueness may have played 

significant influence on our study participants.  Hence, it is not entirely appropriate to 

generalize findings of this study across the country. 

 We collected data from SWMT once (cross-sectional) leaving an information gap 

among other teachers on what happens after a long time. A longitudinal study is 
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recommended to establish the role of educators in pubertal communication and protection 

against sexual abuse.  Unpredictable school programs coupled with national public holidays 

affected this study’s data collection process among teachers. In addition, there were general 

elections during our data collection period.  
 

Conclusion and Recommendations  

We explored parents’, senior women teachers’ and senior men teachers’ awareness and 

attitude towards pubertal information and protection for primary school children aged 10-14 

years. Generally, majority of the parents and SWMTs were aware of SRH issues that affect 

children. Teachers from both rural and urban schools made an effort to support and protect 

the 10-14 year olds. However, limited resources, lack of collaboration, work overload 

affected the way they fulfil their duties. Teachers and parents continue to be the main source 

of pubertal information. Nonetheless, there is limited involvement of male parents in regard 

to pubertal communication and support. Further, there is a need to conduct longitudinal study 

to establish the role of parents and teachers in pubertal communication and protection against 

child sexual abuse. 

 

Policy Implications 

This study’s findings render support to parents, SWMTs to consider the provision of pubertal 

information and protection to primary school children in both rural and urban Uganda. This 

study’s findings also suggest that simple strategies like pubertal education, parent-child 

communication would be among the developmentally best practices for enabling children 

overcome barriers against relevant information needed. SWMTs who are meant to protect 

children in schools are encouraged to always collaborate with parents in an effort to acquire 

more of the children’s pubertal needs. As a result, they need to be reached out with 

continuous training in pubertal communication and protection.  

 These study findings offer evident implications for parents and teachers in Uganda in 

particular and other parts of the world in general. That is, this study was conducted in real-life 

situations of school and community settings. Hence, these findings provide the basis for the 

potential methodology of utilizing the school and community settings in an effort to create 

awareness among key duty bearers like parents and teachers so as to protect primary school 

children against sexual abuse and exploitation. 
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