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Once they find someone is pregnant, the teacher should listen 
to her. [Female students] get pregnant because they face a 
difficult situation, and if they could talk to the girls first and give 
them a chance to go back to school, that would be better.

—Maria, raped, pregnant, and expelled from school at age 13 467

Schools have been expelling pregnant students in mainland Tanzania since at least 1959.468 
Data from the past decade alone reveals that between 2003 and 2011, over 55,000 female 
students were forced out of primary and secondary schools due to pregnancy.469 This number 
is based on official annual statistics on dropouts470 released by the Ministry of Education, most 
likely compiled from the results of mandatory pregnancy tests.471 As a result, it is undoubtedly 
an underestimate, as not all pregnancy-related dropouts or expulsions are known or recorded 
by schools.472 Many adolescent girls simply drop out on their own accord, before school officials 
are aware they are pregnant, recognizing that expulsion is inevitable. [See Forced or Preemptive 
Dropouts, p. 98.] 

Ministry of Education officials acknowledge that many pregnancy-related “dropouts” from 
primary and secondary schools are instead formally recorded as dropouts due to “truancy.”473 
As the gender focal point at the Ministry of Education explained, pregnant students “know if 
they are discovered they will be sent home, so they just drop out and are considered truants.”474 
Truancy is a catch-all phrase used to refer to unexplained student dropouts.475 In 2011 alone, 
over 107,000 primary and secondary school students in mainland Tanzania were recorded as 
dropouts due to truancy.476

Pregnant students expelled from or forced to drop out of school are then permanently excluded 
from government schools. According to government officials and educators, they cannot 
be readmitted to either the same or a different government school after giving birth. Private 
schools or vocational schools are their only options.477 Most adolescent girls and their families 
are unable or unwilling to pay for private school, leaving vocational school as the only realistic 
alternative. 

Significantly, in practice, there are rarely any repercussions for the boys or men who impregnate 
female students, despite laws that make clear that such individuals should be held criminally 
liable.478 At most, male students or teachers are forced to transfer to a different school.479 Men 
outside the school system are seldom held criminally accountable. 

As discussed in Section Two, neither pregnancy-related expulsion nor the denial of readmission 
to students who have been expelled for pregnancy is mandated by law, policy, or regulation in 
Tanzania. Nonetheless, the Ministry of Education appears to condone these practices, and there 
is a widespread perception among teachers and education officials that primary and secondary 
schools are required by law to do both. As a result, the expulsion and exclusion of pregnant 
students are near-universal practices in Tanzania. 
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This section explores data on school dropouts in Tanzania, the underlying rationales motivating 
the expulsion of pregnant students, how pregnancy-related expulsion and forced dropouts work 
in practice, and the consequences of expulsion for pregnant students and their families. 

Magnitude of the Problem: Statistics and Broader Context 

Annual statistics from the Ministry of Education indicate that, every year for the last decade, 
thousands of adolescent girls have “dropped out” of primary and secondary school due to 
pregnancy in Tanzania.480 The Ministry does not define what constitutes a “dropout” due to 
pregnancy; however, it is likely that records capture primarily those adolescent girls who have 
been formally expelled on these grounds. 

Therefore, as discussed above, these numbers are undoubtedly underestimates. Many more 
pregnancy-related expulsions and forced dropouts have likely been misclassified as dropouts due 
to truancy or “other”481 because of a lack of information about the circumstances leading to these 
students’ absence from school. [See Forced or Preemptive Dropouts, p. 98.]

Nonetheless, recent statistics are instructive. In 2009, almost 9,800 students “dropped out” 
of primary and secondary school due to pregnancy.482 In 2010, more than 8,000 female 
students—1,760 in primary school and 6,300 in secondary school—“dropped out” of school due 
to pregnancy.483 In 2011, that number was 5,767, with the vast majority of pregnancy-related 
“dropouts” recorded in secondary school.484 

Although officially recorded “dropouts” due to pregnancy in secondary schools seem to have 
decreased in recent years, the same time period has seen a substantial increase in the number 
of recorded dropouts due to truancy in secondary schools. Between 2007 and 2011, truancy 
dropouts as a percentage of overall dropouts recorded in secondary schools increased from 
33.2% to 72.7%.485 The Ministry of Education’s truancy data is not disaggregated by sex; 
however, it seems reasonable to propose that pregnancy-related “dropouts” may be falling 
increasingly under the “truancy” umbrella. 

One way to potentially unpack this “truancy” data—and thus obtain a better picture of female 
student enrolment—is to look at gender parity data and the data on student transitions from 
primary to secondary schools. Primary school students typically enrol at the age of 7 and 
graduate around 13 years of age. Recent data shows that slightly fewer females than males enrol 
in primary school in Standard 1.486 However, due to higher rates of male dropouts over time, it 
seems that more females than males are enrolled in primary school overall487 and more females 
than males are completing primary school.488 

However, as adolescent girls transition into secondary school, the numbers change dramatically. 
Secondary school students are typically between the ages of 14 and 19. In Form 1, the first year 
of secondary school, there are approximately 6,000 more adolescent boys than adolescent girls 
enrolled in school.489 The data shows that each year, consistently fewer adolescent girls than 
adolescent boys transition to the next grade.490 By the time students have reached Form 4, the 
final year of secondary school for most students, the gap has widened to over 44,000 more males 

than females enrolled in school.491 In Forms 5 and 6, there are more than double the numbers 
of males versus females enrolled.492 

Overall, 84.9% of males and 70% of females who start Form 1 complete Form 4.493 Only 10.4% 
of males and 5% of females who start Form 1 complete Form 6.494 Although enrolment in 
general decreases over time, the gender disparity in dropouts is clear. There are many reasons 
why adolescent girls may be decreasing in number with each additional year of secondary 
school. Certainly, pregnancy and early marriage are some of the most compelling.495 

Pregnancy-related expulsions and dropouts occur in a broader context of extremely limited access to secondary 
school in Tanzania. Although progress has been made in ensuring universal access to primary school education, 
secondary school remains an elusive goal for the majority of Tanzanian adolescents. Tanzania has the world’s 
lowest rate of transition from primary to secondary school, at 36%.496 Further, compared to other countries in sub-
Saharan Africa, Tanzania’s gross enrolment rate for secondary school—including female enrolment in secondary 
school, specifically—is well below average.497 

In 2012, only roughly 36% of all adolescents aged 14–17 were enrolled in secondary school in Tanzania.498 A 
number of reasons explain the low overall enrolment rate among adolescents—among them, a general shortage of 
secondary schools in the country, which results in qualified students being denied a place because of the limited 
number of spaces,499 and a low pass rate for the national examination required to qualify for secondary school 
studies.500 

In light of these factors, secondary students—particularly female ones—in Tanzania have, in many ways, already 
beaten the odds by continuing to remain in school. Expelling pregnant students for purely discriminatory reasons 
thus deprives them of a prized educational opportunity. In addition to denying these adolescent girls their right 
to education, this practice also serves to further reduce the limited number of secondary school graduates in 
Tanzania.

Limited Access to Secondary School



Tatu attended a government primary 
school in Morogoro. She was 13 
years old and in Standard 5 when 
she underwent mandatory pregnancy 
testing for the first time. Her school 
tested twice a year—in January, 
when students began a new grade or 
class, and in July, when they returned 
to school after vacation. Before she 
enrolled, neither Tatu nor her parents 
were aware that there would be 
pregnancy testing in school. 

After being misled by the class 
teacher—who told female students 
that they were going to the local 
public hospital to do gardening 
work—Tatu and her female 
classmates in Standards 5–7 arrived 
at the hospital and were immediately 
forced to undergo urine pregnancy 
tests. One by one, the students were 
ordered to enter an examination 
room, where the teacher and a 
hospital nurse awaited them. 

When it was Tatu’s turn, she was 
instructed by the teacher and nurse 
to urinate in a specimen bottle. 
Tatu did as she was told and gave 
the bottle to the teacher. The nurse 
then tested the urine to determine 
whether Tatu was pregnant. Neither 
the nurse nor teacher asked for 
Tatu’s consent to do the test—“it’s 
an ambush order,” she explains. Tatu 
was not informed of the test results. 

Once everyone had been tested, the 
teacher recorded the test results and 
the students returned to school. 

According to Tatu, the students 
who are pregnant are typically told 
to stay behind at the end of the 
school day, at which point they 
are informed by the assistant head 
teacher about their positive test 
results. Pregnant students are also 
given a letter addressed to their 
parents asking them to accompany 
their daughters to school the next 
day. When a student’s parents arrive, 
the head teacher informs them of 
their daughter’s pregnancy and her 
expulsion from school. The head 
teacher further mandates that “the 
boy who impregnated” the girl must 
be found and held accountable. If he 
cannot be located, his parents must 
be identified and taken to the police 
station. 

Tatu recalls that after she received 
her positive test result from the 
school, she was “so worried.” She 
did not know how she would tell her 
family that she was pregnant. She 
also worried that her boyfriend would 
deny their relationship, and did not 
know what she would do if he did. 

In Tatu’s case, when a male teacher 
asked her who impregnated her, the 
answer turned out to be the teacher’s 

own son, John. The teacher was 
shocked. He asked to meet with 
Tatu’s mother, privately, to discuss 
the pregnancy.  
 

Her mother asked, 
“What happens now? 
Your son impregnated 
my child, what is my 
child’s future?” 

The teacher suggested keeping the 
pregnancy a secret between the 
two of them, promising not tell the 
school administration about Tatu’s 
test results. He said that this would 
allow both children to continue with 
their studies. However, explains Tatu, 
the teacher had also been worried 
that if the administration discovered 
that his son was responsible for 
Tatu’s pregnancy, he could lose his 
job and his son could face criminal 
repercussions.

The teacher gave Tatu’s mother some 
money and said, “I beg you, take 
Tatu away from this area. Take her 
far away from here.” He also took 
his son, John, out of the school. Yet 
whereas John was able to reenrol in 
another school in Mbeya, Tatu was 
not as lucky. Tatu’s Story
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Tatu was sent to live with her uncle 
in Dar es Salaam. She was four 
months pregnant and 13 years old 
when she arrived to the city. She was 
never expelled from school; instead, 
she dropped out. Unlike John, Tatu 
did not continue with her studies 
because, she asks, 

“Where would I get a 
space as a pregnant 
girl?” 

Instead, she stayed with her uncle 
until she gave birth. She tried, 
unsuccessfully, to induce an 
unsafe abortion with help from a 
“grandmother somewhere”—but, 
although she vomited profusely, she 
did not miscarry. 

When she went home to Morogoro, 
after giving birth to a son, John’s 
father contacted her. He asked that 
his grandson be raised in Mbeya, 
with his son. Tatu felt that she was 
in a difficult position. Her parents 
were divorced and her mother did 
not have enough money to care for 
Tatu’s child—it would have been “a 
hard upbringing.” Tatu’s father lived 
in Arusha and refused to accept Tatu 
as his daughter as long as she had 
her child. So, Tatu, realizing that her 
son would have a better life with John 

and feeling as though she had little 
choice, gave her son to John. Her son 
is currently being raised by John’s 
mother, in Mbeya. Tatu sees him 
every once in a while when they are 
both in Morogoro. 

Tatu tried to return to school. She 
went to live with her father in 
Arusha and he tried to reenrol her 
in a government primary school 
in town. However, the new school 
requested a letter from her old 
school verifying her enrolment there 
and explaining her absence and 
reasons for transfer. Her old school 
refused to provide this until she 
explained where she had been since 
dropping out of school. Because 
she could not reveal anything about 
her pregnancy, she was unable to 
justify her prolonged absence; her 
old school thus declined to issue 
the letter. Government schools in 
Tanzania refuse to accept a student 
who has no confirmation letter from 
her previous school or who has no 
letter from a health care professional 
justifying an absence based on 
illness.501 Returning to a government 
school, even in a different town, 
proved impossible. 

Tatu has been out of school since 
2010. Her son is now four years 
old. She thinks that the government 

should reexamine the expulsion 
policy because  
 

“it damages . . . girls 
completely. It is a 
girl’s right to get an 
education, but they 
don’t know how to do 
it if they get pregnant 
or how to prevent 
pregnancy,” says Tatu. 

Justifications for the Expulsion of Pregnant Students

The stated rationales for expelling pregnant students highlight the discriminatory nature of the 
practice. Officials, teachers, and students interviewed for this report offered various justifications 
for the expulsion and exclusion practices. Some view the practice as purely punitive—expulsion 
is about punishing premarital sexual activity and pregnancy itself. As Maria said, “Schools expel 
pregnant girls because they think they wanted to have sex and get pregnant. The school thinks 
they did it purposely and it’s a punishment.”502 

Others suggested that expulsion is used to maintain discipline and prevent other—particularly 
female—students from having sex. According to one teacher, “If we allow the pregnant students 
to continue with their studies the others will think it is a normal thing and also engage in sexual 
intercourse. [The school is] trying to prevent other students from having sex.”503 Specifically, 
expulsion is about avoiding the “contamination” or “corruption” of other female students. Anna, 
a Form 4 student, said, “If they let a pregnant girl continue to go to school, it will spoil the 
others. So it’s better to expel them.”504 

Many interviewees mentioned the stigma and shame associated with adolescent pregnancy. 
“You lack confidence now that you are a mother. There would be rumours and people laughing 
at you so I would be discouraged to stay [in school] if I was pregnant. So [pregnant students] 
have to be expelled,” said Joyce, a secondary student.505 Pregnant students are expelled both 
because it is “shameful” and inappropriate for them to be at school and “for their own good,” 
so that they can avoid feeling the traumatic effects of that stigma from classmates and teachers. 
The fact that expulsion itself may be generating this stigma was not mentioned by interviewees. 

Stereotypes about pregnant women and motherhood were also set forth as justifications for 
expulsion. One women’s rights advocate stated that “pregnant girls can’t concentrate.”506 A 
student explained that pregnant students were expelled because “a pregnant woman can’t 
work the same way—she may be lazy, have morning sickness, so they have to be expelled.”507 
Another common perception, according to an education official, is that adolescent mothers 
or married adolescents cannot concentrate in the classroom because of their competing 
responsibilities at home and therefore should not be in school.508 Generalized statements about 
a pregnant or parenting adolescent’s abilities lack a medical basis and are evidence of harmful, 
discriminatory stereotyping. 
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Discriminatory Stereotypes

State parties shall take all appropriate measures 
to eliminate discrimination against women in order 
to ensure to them equal rights with men in the field 
of education and in particular to ensure, on a basis 
of equality of men and women . . . [t]he elimination 
of any stereotyped concept of the roles of men and 
women at all levels and in all forms of education.

—Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination against Women509

Discriminatory stereotypes concerning female 
social roles underlie and perpetuate the practices 
of mandatory pregnancy testing in schools and 
the expulsion of pregnant students. Discriminatory 
gender stereotypes are beliefs about the attributes, 
characteristics or roles of men and women that “are 
based on the idea of the inferiority or superiority of 
either of the sexes.”510 These beliefs can manifest 
themselves in discriminatory laws, regulations, 
customs, and practices. 

Various reports document a school environment 
in Tanzania that marginalizes and discriminates 
against adolescent girls. Whereas adolescent boys 
are expected to “finish their education and seek 
employment,”511 adolescent girls’ economic and 
social value is often derived from their contribution to 
household chores512 and their successful marriage.513 
Investing in female education, therefore, is seen as a 
lower priority.514 

The Ministry of Education’s guide for school 
counsellors explains that “these expectations are 
reflected in classroom[s] . . . by teachers whereby 
boys’ performance is considered of greater importance 
than that of girls.”515 According to a baseline 
survey carried out in six districts in Tanzania by 

FAWE-Tanzania, a nongovernmental organisation 
focused on female empowerment through education, 
“Many teachers show obvious bias to boys as they 
frequently point them to answer their questions. Even 
during experiments boys were given preference to 
demonstrate while girls stand aside and watch. This 
reduces girl’s confidence.”516 

The same baseline survey noted that “during class 
hours [female students] were sent to their teachers’ 
houses to do some domestic chores”517; this occurred 
“while boys were in class learning.”518 Adolescent 
girls also experience higher rates of corporal 
punishment in schools,519 which some “rationali[ze] 
. . . as being part of their socialisation into becoming 
respectful and obedient wives and mothers.”520 This 
discriminatory treatment of adolescent girls reflects 
clear stereotypes about women’s role and place in 
society—women’s educational experience is less 
valued, for their primary function is to undertake 
domestic labour and be good wives and mothers. 

In addition, the notion that “motherhood” and being 
a student are fundamentally incompatible appears 
pervasive. Semeni remembered being told by teachers, 
upon being expelled from primary school, “You are 
a woman now because you have a child. You are a 
mother, not a girl. We are teaching girls, we are not 
teaching mothers.”521 Students in Semeni’s primary 
school echoed this language when they refused to play 
with her, telling Semeni that “you are not a girl, you 
are a woman, so don’t play with us, go there to other 
women.”522 Similarly, Zambda’s parents refused to 
let her return to school “because [she] had become a 
mother.” There was “no reason for [her] to go to school 
now that [she] has a child.”523

Schools, reflecting broader social norms, thus dictate 
that motherhood is an all-encompassing role—one 
to which adolescent girls must devote themselves 
entirely. In this regard, expulsion is not just about 
punishing adolescent pregnancy but about forcing 
adolescent girls into the exclusive role as “mothers.” 
This explains why adolescent girls may be refused 
admission to school—particularly a government 
school—if they have been pregnant at some point in 
the past, regardless of their pregnancy status at the 
time of application for admission. As one secondary 
school teacher explained, “There is no way a girl who 
got pregnant can return to school. She has to raise 
the baby.”524

This mandatory approach to motherhood is also 
reflected in a commonly stated rationale for forced 
pregnancy testing—namely, to prevent pregnant 
adolescents from procuring an abortion.525 In essence, 
schools are trying to force female students to conform 
to this stereotyped norm by depriving them of their 
ability to choose whether to carry their pregnancies 
to term.526 Those who do manage to terminate their 
pregnancy, and are discovered, are punished with 
expulsion as well; the punishment is for having 
been pregnant as an unmarried adolescent and for 
terminating a pregnancy, both of which contravene 
prevailing social and cultural norms. 

Stereotypes about women and their social roles, as 
well as stereotypes that prioritize the foetus or child 
over the pregnant woman or mother, are often used to 
restrict or prohibit adolescent girls and women from 
enjoying their fundamental human rights. Practices 
that “condition or confine women to mothering or 
domestic roles”527—for example, restricting pregnant 
women’s access to abortion and education—are clear 
examples of the oppressive use of stereotypes. 

The Ministry of Education’s 1995 Education and 
Training Policy, recognizing the impact of harmful 
stereotypes on adolescent girls and women, states, 
“Education and school systems shall eliminate gender 
stereotyping through the curricula, textbooks and 
classroom practices.”528 Condoning practices such 
as the mandatory pregnancy testing or expulsion 
of pregnant students is in clear violation of this 
directive, as well as key constitutional, legislative, and 
human rights protections prohibiting discrimination 
based on sex. 
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Expulsion

Rutaindurwa of the Ministry of Education was definitive: “The government strictly does not want 
pregnant girls in schools. It’s not allowed.”529 She further clarified that “there are no exceptions 
to the expulsion policy”530—regardless of whether a student is pregnant as a result of sexual 
violence, early marriage, or economic necessity, she will be expelled or forced to drop out by 
school officials. 

Thus, although not mandated by any national-level law, regulation, or policy, the Ministry of 
Education makes clear that pregnancy-based exclusion and expulsion is expected. School 
officials believe compliance to be mandatory.531 

No Counselling or Medical Support

Typically, once a school determines that a student is pregnant, the head teacher is informed 
and the student is immediately expelled. As discussed in the previous section, when a student’s 
pregnancy is discovered through mandatory pregnancy testing, she may receive news of 
both her pregnancy and her expulsion in one sitting, in a meeting with the head teacher. This 
experience can be simultaneously shocking and devastating.

Nonetheless, schools do not appear to provide support or counselling to pregnant 
adolescents,532 even in cases of sexual violence.533 Neither government nor private schools 
make any effort to offer pregnant students medical care or to refer them to health care facilities 
or providers for antenatal care or counselling.534 Adolescent girls who are expelled do not 
appear to receive any health-related information,535 nor are they typically asked any questions 
by school officials, including questions concerning how they became pregnant.536 

In Ashura’s case, for example, the school “just said you are pregnant, so you are expelled.”537 
Nothing more was communicated to her. Ashura felt that the school “should ask girls how they 
get pregnant. Some girls are raped, some girls didn’t know how to prevent pregnancy because 
they didn’t have education on reproductive health.”538 

According to one Ministry of Education official, “The school is not responsible for health care 
or counselling. It’s the role of the parent or guardian.”539 Essentially, once a student is found to 
be pregnant, the school severs all ties with her. Any duty of care owed to a student appears, in 
practice, to expire upon the discovery of pregnancy and is formally terminated shortly thereafter, 
upon expulsion. The student’s health and well-being are not taken into consideration. Instead, 
the focus is on ensuring her removal from the school. 

Pregnant Adolescents’ Vulnerability to  
Poor Reproductive Health Outcomes

Punitive measures, such as expulsion for pregnancy, 
fail to address the multiple reasons underlying 
adolescent pregnancy—many of which concern 
serious failures on the part of the government and 

schools.540 These measures further allow schools 
and government institutions to ignore the very real 
challenges that adolescents face when they become 
pregnant and give birth.

Pregnant adolescents are more likely than pregnant 
women to experience poor health outcomes during 
pregnancy and delivery and after giving birth. 
According to the WHO: 

•	 Adolescents “aged 15–19 are more likely than 
older [pregnant women] to die in childbirth, 
while very young [pregnant adolescents] aged 14 
and under are at highest risk.”541

•	 "For every young woman who dies in childbirth, 
30 to 50 others are left with an injury, infection, 
or disease.”542

•	 Adolescents are more likely to have preterm and 
low-birth-weight babies, who are “at risk of 
malnourishment, poor development or death.”543  
The younger the adolescent, the higher the risk 
of giving birth to a preterm and low-birth-weight 
baby; however, “stress and lack of social support 
during pregnancy” also play a role.544 

•	 Infant and child mortality is highest among 
children born to adolescents.545 Stillbirths 
and newborn deaths are 50% higher among 
infants born to adolescents than among those 
born to women aged 20–29.546 The risk is 
highest in babies born to adolescents aged 
15 and below.547 In Tanzania, the rate of 
neonatal mortality is almost twice as high for 
infants born to adolescents compared with 
those born to women 20 to 29 years of age; 
the rates of postneonatal, infant, child, and 
under-five mortality are also higher for children 
of adolescents than of women who are 20 to 29 
years old.548

•	 Adolescents are “less likely to have access to 
legal and safe abortion”549 and thus “more 
likely than adults to have unsafe abortions.”550 
They are also “more likely to delay seeking 
care” for complications resulting from unsafe 
abortion.551

For some adolescents, particularly those below the 
age of 15, some of these poor health outcomes may 
be due to the fact that they are not yet fully developed 
physically.552  However, this is not necessarily 
“the decisive factor.”553  According to the WHO, 
other factors—relating to limited education, lack 
of access to financial resources, low social status, 
the stigmatization of adolescent sexuality, lack of 
autonomy, and a general lack of access to health 

services for adolescents—play a critical role in poor 
health outcomes.554 

Specifically, pregnant adolescents may face the 
following barriers to accessing services: 

•	 Stigma and social exclusion.555 This may be 
further exacerbated in cases where adolescent 
girls are expelled from school for pregnancy. 
Pregnant students, fearful of discovery and 
expulsion, may be reluctant to seek the care they 
need. Once expelled, they often face stigma and 
alienation from family and friends. They receive 
no institutional support from their schools 
to facilitate and ensure their access to key 
reproductive health services. 

•	 A lack of information “about what services 
exist, when care should be sought and 
how to find care at the right time.” 556 The 
stigma associated with unmarried, adolescent 
pregnancy may further limit the support that 
pregnant adolescents might receive from 
family and friends to help them access such 
information and services.

•	 Discrimination from health care providers on 
the basis of age and marital status. According 
to the WHO, “Unmarried pregnant girls may be 
embarrassed to seek help from judgmental or 
critical service providers.”557 A similar situation 
may prevent adolescent girls from seeking or 
obtaining help from school officials, particularly 
given the repercussions for their education.

•	 A lack of resources to pay for transport or 
care, even if informed of and familiar with 
these health care services. As the WHO 
explains, “Pregnant girls have little money of 
their own and usually depend on support from 
others.”558 

Although much attention has been paid to ways 
to prevent adolescent pregnancy, there has been 
less focus on ways to ensure that adolescents have 
access to the care they need once pregnant.559 Due 
to adolescents’ particular vulnerability to poor health 
outcomes—and the often marginalized social status 
of pregnant, unmarried adolescents—governments 
have a special duty to ensure pregnant adolescents’ 
access to the reproductive health care information and 
services that they need.560 
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Police Involvement: The Arrest and Interrogation of Pregnant Students  
and Their Parents 

When schools do engage in follow-up after determining that a student is pregnant, their efforts 
appear to focus exclusively on passing the matter over to law enforcement. This is done to 
comply with Ministry of Education rules and the Law of the Child Act, which outline penalties for 
men or boys who “impregnate a pupil of primary or secondary school.”561 

Salma, a teacher at a secondary school in Mafinga who has handled pregnancy-related 
expulsion cases, explained that, in her experience, after the school determines that a student 
is pregnant, they take her “to the police station to give the information to the police.”562 The 
student’s parents are not present, nor have they been informed of the pregnancy. The teachers 
tell the police that the student is pregnant, and “if she mentions who made her pregnant, the 
police will take action and find that man.”563 

Salma gave additional reasons for reporting a student’s pregnancy to the police. She said that 
“sometimes a pregnant student may commit suicide, so to put the school in a safe position, 
they must go to the police.”564 This is presumably because any suspicious death must be 
investigated. Attempted suicide is a criminal offence in mainland Tanzania565—in fact, one 
school’s rules state that attempted or planned suicide is grounds for expulsion.566 

Thus, in the event that a pregnant girl commits or attempts suicide, the police are aware of the 
circumstances of her case. But no preventative measures are taken. As Salma explained, “The 
police don’t take any action regarding the possibility of suicide. It’s just to let them know that the 
girl is pregnant in case anything happened. If you commit suicide, it will be a police case, so the 
police can then conclude that the suicide was from pregnancy.”567 

Salma added, “Also, abortion is illegal, so it will be a police case.”568 In other words, student 
pregnancies are reported to the police so that if a student fails to eventually give birth, the 
police have grounds to suspect that she procured an abortion. This method of ensuring that 
adolescent girls are forced to carry their pregnancies to term is reminiscent of the justifications 
offered for mandatory pregnancy testing—namely, that it prevents adolescents from terminating 
their pregnancies. 

Treating pregnant adolescents as potential or actual criminals is not unusual. Accounts exist 
of police arresting or detaining adolescent girls to force them to reveal the person who made 
them pregnant. In 2012, Handeni District Commissioner Muhingo Rweyemamu stated that the 
Handeni District Council had decided “to arrest and confine pregnant girls in order to extract 
information from them, ‘especially about the man responsible for the pregnancy because 
families tend to settle such matters at home and refuse to name the culprits.’”569 

The same district also has a policy of mandatory pregnancy testing in schools every month. As 
a district social worker explained, “[O]nce the tests are conducted and girls found pregnant but 
refuse to name the people responsible, they are arrested and kept in custody. It is only when 
they agree to name the person that they are released.”570 Under this new regime, a Form 3 
student at Sindeni Secondary School was “found pregnant and was arrested. . . . [S]he stayed 
in police custody for four days before being released.”571 

Arrest and imprisonment is a frightening and intimidating experience under any circumstance—
being young and pregnant heightens this sense of vulnerability. An assessment by the Tanzania 
Women Lawyers Association indicates that adolescents who are arrested and placed in remand 
in Tanzania may be subject to “harsh detention conditions; being refused visits by their parents 
or guardians; [and] delay in their cases being heard,” among other mistreatment.572 

The detention, interrogation, and arrest of pregnant adolescents in an effort to identify the 
person who caused her pregnancy are not new practices in Tanzania. At times, adolescent 
girls are imprisoned even for refusing to cooperate with police investigations or to testify against 
an accused suspect. In April 2010, in the Muheza District, “one school girl was sentenced to 
six months jail sentence for being convinced not to [testify about] a man who had made her 
pregnant.”573 

In 2011, in one of the most egregious initiatives of this kind, Mbeya Regional Commissioner 
Abbas Kandoro ordered district authorities to arrest and prosecute any student who became 
pregnant. These adolescent girls were to be arrested and “charged in a court of law” apparently 
simply for being pregnant. This order was issued in response to high rates of student dropouts 
due to pregnancy and a failure to prosecute the men responsible. Kandoro said, “‘I think the 
practice of arresting only those who make girls pregnant is not enough, we now need to also 
arrest those who get pregnant, we’ll only leave out someone who was raped, not someone who 
did it voluntarily.’”574 

According to news reports, Kandoro “instructed all district authorities in the region to draft a by-
law to make it possible to arrest schoolgirls who become pregnant.”575 Kandoro rationalized this 
approach as not only accomplishing punitive goals but also somehow addressing the problem of 
adolescent pregnancy: “‘We want to put an end to this trend, and the girls must cooperate and 
name those who have impregnated them,’” he said.576 

Neither the status of being pregnant nor sexual activity by female minors is a crime under 
Tanzanian law. The arrest, prolonged detention, and imprisonment of pregnant adolescents on 
this basis is unlawful and a violation of numerous fundamental human rights. It also serves to 
further punish and stigmatize adolescents who become pregnant, reflecting a broader social 
condemnation of premarital sex and pregnancy outside of marriage. Kandoro’s comments 
convey the message that unmarried adolescent girls, unless they have been sexually assaulted, 
are at fault when they become pregnant. Authorities, charged with protecting adolescent girls 
from violence and helping them seek redress, instead unjustly use the tools of the criminal law 
against, and shift the responsibility for ensuring accountability to, the pregnant adolescent.577 

Police have also arrested adolescent girls’ parents in an effort to identify the boys or men 
responsible for their pregnancies.578 After Hamida dropped out of school due to pregnancy, a 
letter was sent to her home asking Hamida’s mother to come to school to explain her daughter’s 
absence. Her mother was afraid to go “because if you go to school and explain that your 
daughter left because she was pregnant, the school will take the mother to the police and she 
must stay at the police until the boy who impregnated her [daughter] is found. They hold the 
mother against her will until they find the boy.”579 
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Hamida was forced to drop out of 
secondary school at 17 due to pregnancy.

Similarly, a former student at a primary school in Morogoro reported that when a student is 
found to be pregnant, the boy or “the boy’s parents must come to school and go to the police 
station. If his parents are not there and your parents or you can’t find the boy or parents, then 
you are taken to a cell while your parents go to search for the boy or boy’s parents.”580

In spite of these aggressive and unlawful arrests and interrogations, convictions of men for 
statutory rape or “impregnating a schoolgirl”581 are rare. According to UNICEF Tanzania,  
“[T]hose who impregnate under-age girls . . . do not normally face any penalties, whether 
socially or legally sanctioned.”582 Women, particularly adolescents, are often afraid to report 
these crimes due to stigma and fear;583 and even when the crimes are reported (whether 
voluntarily or due to coercive police practices), convictions are rare,584 often due to corruption585 
or a lack of evidence.586 

Police, prosecutors, judicial officers, and local government officials often blame the adolescent 
girl’s parents and the adolescent herself for this lack of accountability.587 Parents are accused of 
“colluding” with the man responsible and either negotiating an early marriage for their pregnant 
daughter (for social or economic reasons) or receiving financial compensation in exchange 
for refusing to provide the police with the suspect’s name. In some cases, the perpetrator 
is the adolescent girl’s parent, making accountability even more difficult. Consequently, 
adolescent girls may face pressure from their families and the man himself not to reveal the 
perpetrator’s name.588

As one court clerk explained, “‘[W]hen the school girls are made pregnant they are ultimately 
married [off by their parents to the suspects] and therefore fail to appear in court to give 
evidence as key or principal witnesses.’”589 Even when parents are not involved, pregnant 
adolescents may face pressure from an often older sexual partner to refrain from cooperating 
with police. Some adolescents, such as Hamida and Sikudhani, also face pressure from a 
boyfriend or sexual partner to terminate their pregnancies, in order to avoid the male’s being 
arrested for impregnating a student.590 

When the perpetrator is a teacher, the lack of accountability is often twofold. First, teachers are 
not held criminally responsible, for the reasons mentioned above. Second, schools fail to hold 
them professionally accountable; teachers responsible for sexual violence or coercion are often 
simply transferred to another school or even allowed to remain in place.591 The cycle of sexual 
violence and pregnancy for female students is therefore permitted to continue. 

As with the other punitive practices discussed in this report, this focus on prosecution and 
punishment comes at the expense of the adolescent girls themselves, adding yet another layer 
to an ever-growing series of rights violations that they experience. Pregnant adolescents—who 
are pregnant due to violence, coercion, or the government’s and community’s failure to provide 
information and services; subjected to forced pregnancy testing in school; and expelled and 
denied access to education—are then detained, arrested, and sometimes imprisoned. 

This approach deliberately and wilfully ignores the underlying factors leading to adolescent 
pregnancy, as well as the government’s role in creating and perpetuating those factors. Instead, 
it wrongly shifts the government’s responsibility to ensure accountability, and to remedy its 
failure to protect adolescent girls’ rights, onto the shoulders of the adolescents themselves. 
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Forced or Preemptive Dropouts 

Many adolescent girls, once they realize that they are pregnant, choose to drop out of school 
rather than face formal expulsion, possible arrest, and stigma from teachers and classmates.599 
Pregnant adolescents may also be directed to drop out of school by their families, for similar 
reasons or in order to be married. In addition, some teachers or nurses actually advise pregnant 
students not to return to school after the holidays, in an effort to “protect” the students and help 
them avoid formal expulsion.600 

Rehema recalled that in her class, six students became pregnant at the same time, but only 
two were discovered by the head mistress and formally expelled. The rest were told by the 
nurse matron “not to come back to school.”601 The school administration was never notified of 

Abortion and Expulsion

Some adolescent girls, desperate to remain in 
school, resort to unsafe abortion to terminate their 
pregnancies. Although Tanzanian law permits access 
to safe and legal abortion to preserve a woman’s 
life or mental or physical health and in cases of 
sexual violence, the service is largely unavailable in 
practice.592 With unsafe abortion therefore often being 
the only option for these adolescents, they risk their 
lives and health in the hope of staying in school. [See 
Section One, p. 39.]

Some adolescent girls successfully evade detection 
of having had an unsafe abortion and are able to 
continue with their schooling. Others are not so lucky: 
many face health complications or even death, while 
others are unable to terminate their pregnancies and 
are forced to carry their pregnancies to term. For those 
who suffer complications from an unsafe abortion, the 
repercussions are greater than just the impact on their 
health. Should they survive the ordeal, they risk being 
expelled from school. 

In addition to pregnancy-based expulsion, many 
schools expel students who are discovered to have 
had an abortion.593 “Aborting pregnancy” is one of 
the 13 possible grounds for expulsion set forth in the 
Ministry of Education’s guidelines for secondary school 
head teachers.594 Procuring an abortion and helping 
someone abort can be found as grounds for expulsion 
in school-specific rules as well.595 

In this way, adolescent girls are certain to be punished 
and expelled for pregnancy, regardless of their 

actions. Even if a pregnant student obtains a safe 
and legal abortion, she may be expelled if the school 
finds out. Given the difficulties in distinguishing 
between abortion and miscarriage in certain cases, 
adolescents are likely also expelled for miscarrying.596 

According to Rutaindurwa at the Ministry of Education, 
“They are expelled because it’s a double crime: 
abortion is a crime, and then they are pregnant.”597 
Rutaindurwa’s perception represents the general 
perception of this ground for expulsion, despite the 
fact that Tanzania allows abortion under certain 
circumstances, mentioned above, and despite the fact 
that being pregnant is not a crime. 

“What the government does not like is that a girl 
gets pregnant before they complete their studies,” 
explained Rutaindurwa.598 It does not matter if an 
adolescent girl terminates her pregnancy or even 
miscarries—if she is subsequently discovered to have 
been pregnant while a student, said Rutaindurwa, 
she will be expelled. By additionally expelling 
students for a history of abortion or miscarriage, the 
government and schools are focused on punishing 
and stigmatizing pregnancy and pre-marital sexual 
activity, under all circumstances. Punishing a student 
for procuring an abortion also reinforces prevailing 
gender stereotypes, which dictate that pregnant 
adolescents undertake an exclusive motherhood role 
at the expense of other life goals. [See Discriminatory 
Stereotypes, p. 90.]

their pregnancies. This is evidence of the fact that the available statistics on pregnancy-related 
“dropouts” are certainly underestimates. 

Adolescent girls also choose to drop out because they feel isolated and unable to relate to 
their friends at school. Afraid to reveal their pregnancy because they want stay in school, they 
carry this burden alone. Sikudhani explained why she dropped out of school when she was 
seven months pregnant: “I decided to leave school because at that time I was tired and no 
one understood my situation, so I left. I told my friends to stop coming at my home, that I’m 
traveling. Nobody knew I was pregnant until I went to the hospital for delivery and then they 
found out.”602 

Adolescent girls who drop out of school due to pregnancy often do so without a word to friends 
or teachers. Sophia described her experience dropping out of her last year of secondary school: 
“None of my friends know about the pregnancy. I just disappeared. I didn’t tell my friends. They 
think I just left.”603 When Rehema dropped out from Form 2, some students were aware that 
she left school because she was pregnant, but “others just think I moved to another place,” 
she said.604 Students who are expelled similarly refrain from informing friends about their 
pregnancies and the reasons for expulsion.605 Fear of stigma and social condemnation are key 
reasons for their silence. 

Anger and Sadness, Stigma and Fear

Regardless of the circumstances of a pregnant student’s departure from school, the immediate 
consequences for her and her family are similar. Families, faced with the end of their 
daughter’s, sibling’s, or niece’s education due to pregnancy, absorb the news in various ways. 
The primary feelings are anger and sadness at the opportunities lost. The pregnant adolescents, 
in addition to having to bear their families’ reactions, face the demoralizing and distressing 
effects of stigma from their friends and communities. Many are also afraid of giving birth and 
anxious about the future. 

When Ashura’s parents found out she was pregnant and expelled from a government boarding 
school at 15, “They chased me away. My father beat me,” she recounted. “I was so sad.” She 
was five months pregnant at the time. She fled to her grandmother’s house, in a rural area, far 
from where her parents lived. Her parents did not come to see her; her friends at school did not 
know that she was pregnant or why she was expelled. She felt very much alone.606 

Sikudhani was expelled from her private, religious school at age 19. The assistant mistress told 
her that she could not stay in school because “what you did is shameful.” When her mother 
found out, she “was crying and refused to talk to me. She was angry,” said Sikudhani, herself 
crying as she remembered her mother’s reaction. 

Sikudhani’s mother then told her brother-in-law that Sikudhani was pregnant. He was verbally 
abusive towards Sikudhani and demanded to know why Sikudhani had not told him about 
the pregnancy earlier. “Even in the hospital,” said Sikudhani, “when I went to deliver,” he was 
verbally abusive. Sikudhani had been having fainting spells towards the end of her pregnancy; 
her child was stillborn.607 

Neema’s father was similarly “angry and harsh” after learning of his daughter’s pregnancy. After 
Neema gave birth, her father took her newborn child away to be raised by the child’s father. She 
was not asked for her opinion. Neema currently has no contact with her child.608 
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When Sophia’s family learned that she was pregnant, they “chased [her] away” and told her 
that she could not stay at home. She said that “later on they realized they made a mistake 
because I had nowhere to go, so they decided to take me back.”609

Mostly, however, adolescent girls spoke of an overwhelming sadness on their and their families’ 
part. Zambda spoke for many pregnant adolescents interviewed for this report when she said, 
“I feel so sad, and it’s painful because my goal of going to school did not succeed.”610 Hamida’s 
brother, who had been supporting her financially to go to school, was “very sad” and cried 
when he found out she was pregnant.611 Rehema’s mother “was crying all day” when she was 
given the news.612 Many of these adolescents come from families struggling to make ends meet. 
Seeing a family member who is young, expelled from school due to pregnancy, and now in need 
of financial support to raise a child, can be devastating for families. 

Pregnant adolescents also face anxiety about their parents’ and partners’ reactions. Tatu 
explained that she was “so worried” after receiving her positive test result from the school:

I couldn’t face my parents, even my mother, to tell my mother I’m pregnant. 
She will beat me. I don’t have courage to stand by my relatives and say 
I’m pregnant. Even my boyfriend, if I told him . . . he could say it’s not my 
pregnancy or he can beat me and ask how I can prove it’s his pregnancy.613 

In Tanzania, stigma and condemnation surrounding extra-marital adolescent pregnancy is 
strong. 

Many of the adolescent girls interviewed for this report spoke of how their friends were “back-
biting” and verbally abusive when they found out about their pregnancies. Community members 
called Rehema a “prostitute,” which made her feel terrible—she cried as she recalled this.614 
Hamida said that her friends discriminated against her and used abusive language towards her: 
“These friendships have ended without a close relationship like before.”615 Semeni’s teachers, 
friends, and neighbours harassed her and “talked badly” when they found out that she had 
given birth, which made Semeni feel “very bad and furious.”616 Chika’s friends “ostracized” her 
and “didn’t want to be friends” with her anymore.617 

According to Anna, a Form 4 student in Mafinga, when a student is expelled for pregnancy, the 
teacher makes an example of her. “They make reference to someone being expelled because 
she’s pregnant and say, ‘So it’s to you now to behave. If you get pregnant, you will also be 
expelled.’”618 Teachers thereby reinforce the stigma around adolescent pregnancy, legitimizing 
the disparaging behaviour of fellow students.

Semeni expressed the following request: “Please do not stigmatize these girls, because if you 
do so some girls will not be able to handle it and will commit suicide or die.”619 Semeni’s friend 
became pregnant a few years ago and, due to the stigma, felt forced to take steps that cost her 
her life. “Her peers laughed at her and said bad things towards her, and her boyfriend rejected 
her, so she decided to have an [unsafe] abortion. But it was not successful and she died,” 
recalled Semeni.620

Even in the best of circumstances, where family members are supportive and friends and 
teachers sympathetic, being a pregnant adolescent is a lonely and scary experience. Maria, 
pregnant at 13 after being raped by the caretaker of her employer’s property, lived with her 
extremely supportive sister and brother-in-law. Her friends, teachers, and the health care 
providers at the nearby hospital all knew the circumstances of her pregnancy and felt “so sorry” 
for what had happened to her. Her friends visited her regularly, at home, after she was expelled. 
But as Maria explained, “I was feeling so bad while I was at home.” Forced out of school, Maria 
was home alone while her friends continued with classes and school activities. With delivery 
looming, she was scared about giving birth, worried that she would suffer complications.621

Complications in adolescent births are common. [See Pregnant Adolescents’ Vulnerability to 
Poor Reproductive Health Outcomes, p. 92.] For adolescents under 15, as Maria was, “there 
are [also] physical risks associated with the fact that the pregnant girl is not fully developed.”622 
Studies have also shown higher rates of perinatal and neonatal mortality among babies born to 
adolescents.623 Not surprisingly, a number of the adolescent girls interviewed for this report who 
were forced out of school due to pregnancy had stillbirths or reported their child’s death during 
delivery or within the first few weeks after birth.624 

Exclusion from Government Schools 

Although not stated in any policy or law, it is clear that government officials and school 
administrators understand pregnancy-related expulsion or “dropouts” to further prohibit 
adolescent girls from ever returning to any government school, whether primary or secondary, 
to continue with their education.625 According to a Ministry of Education official, “Government 
schools are not allowed [to admit adolescent girls after giving birth]. Private schools can decide 
that they can reaccept girls if they want. [But] if a government school allowed a pregnant girl 
back it would be serious. Stern measures can be taken against [the head teacher] because it’s 
not allowed.”626 

Exclusion from schools for pregnancy thus occurs on two fronts. As discussed in the previous 
section, prospective pregnant students are denied admission to school following a coercive 
pregnancy test, which some schools require as part of an overall medical examination 
that determines physical fitness for enrolment. This may also prevent a pregnant student’s 
immediate readmission during pregnancy. In addition, readmission to a government school 
following pregnancy is universally refused, simply on the basis of past pregnancy status. 

Yet, the law on exclusion makes no mention of pregnancy or previous expulsions as grounds 
for refusing readmission. [See Section Two, p. 47.] In fact, according to a recent UNICEF 
publication, “In 2010 the Ministry of Education and Vocational Training clarified that there was 
no official policy preventing girls from returning to school after giving birth.”627 Nonetheless, this 
understanding was consistently reiterated by officials at the Ministry, teachers, policymakers, 
and education experts.628 It also appears to be the case in all government-run schools in 
practice. 
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Semeni was expelled from primary 
school for being pregnant. She now 
works part-time in this restaurant in 

Dar es Salaam to support  
herself and her son.

Essentially, if a student is expelled or drops out and wishes to apply for admission to another 
government school, she must first justify her prolonged absence and provide transfer 
paperwork, certifying her good standing at her previous school. If expelled for pregnancy, her 
previous school will not provide this documentation. If she dropped out due to pregnancy, 
she must reapply for admission to school within 90 days,629 explain her reasons for and 
whereabouts since leaving school, and provide proof to support her claim.630 

For example, if a student has been absent due to illness, she must supply a certificate of 
treatment and a letter from the doctor who treated her. It is hard for adolescent girls to justify 
and provide support for their prolonged absence without making reference to their pregnancy. 
Most schools will therefore not admit them. [See Tatu’s Story, p. 86.] Even if a student is able 
justify her absence without reference to her pregnancy, she may be subsequently expelled from 
a government school should the school administration discover that she has a child, as was 
the case with Semeni.631 In this way, female students who become pregnant while in school are 
effectively locked out of the public school system. 

Some schools will allow a pregnant student who is just about to graduate to return to take her 
exams. This is understood as permissible because of a government official’s announcement to 
that effect in 2010:

[T]he then Deputy Minister for Education and Vocational Training, Mwamtumu 
Mahiza, informed the public that all standard seven school girls who became 
pregnant after being registered for their final exams would be allowed to sit 
for the exams. She stated that instructions had been given that pregnant girls 
who had been registered should remain at home during classes but should be 
allowed to sit for their final examinations.632 

However, in practice, as documented by the Legal and Human Rights Centre, a Tanzanian legal 
and human rights advocacy and monitoring organization, “most students who became pregnant 
after being registered were barred from writing their final exams.”633 Some students were barred 
“from continuing with their exams after they sat for their first exam.”634 There also seems to be 
a lack of clarity about whether Mahiza’s announcement applied just to those students sitting 
for exams in 2010 or whether it was a permanent decision taken by the Ministry and meant to 
apply to all students going forward.635 

In late 2012, the Ministry issued a follow-up directive requiring schools to refrain from expelling 
students in their final year of primary or secondary school so that they may take their national 
examinations and complete this portion of their education.636 It is too early to say whether this 
new directive is being implemented in cases of student pregnancy. 

Reenrolment in Private School

This government school practice of exclusion means that continuing with formal education after 
being expelled for pregnancy is usually possible only for those with the financial means to cover 
the fees for private school and the cost of child care. Given that adolescent pregnancy is most 
common among poor and rural adolescents in mainland Tanzania,637 this policy effectively shuts 
most pregnant students out of the formal education system.
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Chika, who became pregnant after having sex with a man who was supporting her financially to 
meet her basic needs, had no funds for secondary school and no one to care for her child even 
if there were.638 Hamida said that her parents were willing to support her to return to school, 
“But the problem is who is going to stay with the child?”639 For Rehema, Neema, and Ashura, 
the school fees and transportation costs for private school were simply prohibitive.640

Adolescent girls’ lack of access to private schools is not just about financial constraints; it is also 
about stigma. Sometimes a student’s family will refuse to pay for her to continue her education 
after pregnancy, deciding that she is no longer worth the investment. Zambda had just finished 
primary school and had been planning to go to a private secondary school when she found out 
that she was pregnant. Her parents said that she should stay home and deliver, and then she 
could enrol in secondary school. 

Yet, when the time came for Zambda to join secondary school, her parents refused to let 
her continue with her studies because they said she needed to stay home and care for her 
child. When Zambda’s child died soon after delivery, and she asked again if she could return 
to school, they still refused. They said, “What is the point?” Zambda said that her parents, 
especially her father, were angry about what had happened and therefore did not want to 
support her return to school.641 

Similarly, when Sikudhani told her mother of her desire to return to secondary school, her 
mother told her that “the family has put [her] aside, and [so] there is no one to support [her] to 
continue with secondary school.”642 Essentially, families—echoing the position of schools—are 
communicating that adolescent girls who become pregnant are less deserving of educational 
opportunities.

This stigma and discrimination towards adolescents who become pregnant is internalized 
by private schools as well. Although some private schools allow adolescents who have been 
pregnant to enrol, they tend not to publicly admit to doing so. Some of these schools may even 
require students to refrain from speaking about their children as a condition for enrolment.643 
Maria enrolled in a private school after being expelled from her government secondary school 
for becoming pregnant as a result of rape. She said that she knows of other classmates at her 
private school who were also expelled from government schools for pregnancy. “But, if you ask 
the headmaster, they deny they have ‘such kinds of girls.’”644 

Alternatives to Formal Schooling: Vocational Institutions and Training Centres

Returning to formal schooling after pregnancy thus depends on arbitrary factors—financial 
means, supportive parents, a good relationship with a teacher, or a teacher taking a particular 
interest in a student’s future.645 For most adolescent girls whose schooling is forcibly interrupted 
by pregnancy, the only option for continued education is to enrol in a short-term vocational 
training course. 

Vocational training centres provide students with an opportunity to gain critical skills for 
employment, such as training in carpentry, foundry, tailoring, and cookery. In Tanzania, these 
centres are largely geared towards traditionally “male employment areas” and enrol many more 

Zambda became pregnant after 
completing primary school and 
never matriculated to a private 
secondary school as planned.
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Discriminatory Impact:  
No Repercussions for Male Students 

As discussed in Section Two, the government’s 
expulsion regulations make no specific mention 
of pregnancy as grounds for expulsion. This 
understanding instead seems to stem, in part, 
from guidelines for secondary school teachers 
issued by the Ministry of Education. However, these 
guidelines indicate that both “getting pregnant” 
and “impregnating someone within and outside the 
school” may be grounds for expulsion.651 

School-specific rules often adopt this language or a 
modified version of it. Schools that do not mention 
pregnancy specifically may instead use broader, also 
ostensibly “gender-neutral,” language and prohibit 
all sexual activity or “romantic” relationships. Thus, 
in theory, adolescents of either sex may be expelled for 
having sex or for pregnancy in most schools. However, 
in practice, males rarely appear to be disciplined 
for sexual behaviour or for impregnating a fellow 
student.652 

Multiple interviewees attested to the fact that schools 
typically do not take any disciplinary measures against 
adolescent boys who impregnate adolescent girls.653 
As Martha, a Form 4 student, explained, “Boys can be 
expelled for drinking or drugs but not for pregnancy. . 
. . If the boy is from the same school [as the student 
he impregnated], he will remain in school.”654 
According to Hellen Kijo-Bisimba, executive director 
of the Legal and Human Rights Centre in Tanzania, 
“I only heard once of a boy who was held responsible 
for impregnating a school girl. We have been doing a 
lot of campaigns regarding this but nothing has been 
done so far.”655

This failure to apply the same disciplinary measures 
to adolescent boys as girls may be due to any number 
of reasons. Some teachers, advocates and education 
officials suggested that schools do not hold male 
students accountable in the same way because, 
in practice, it is difficult for school officials to 
identify the male involved.656 Some also noted that 
adolescent boys can easily switch to another school, 
if necessary,657 to avoid repercussions—a luxury that 

adolescent girls do not have. Tatu’s story illustrates 
this reality. [See Tatu’s Story, p. 86.]

Certainly, due to females’ biological capacity to 
become pregnant, it is much easier to determine 
whether an adolescent girl has engaged in sexual 
activity and to expel her on these grounds. However, 
the discriminatory application of the expulsion policy 
may also stem from broader social prejudices that 
place greater value on males, and their education, 
than females. [See Discriminatory Stereotypes, p. 90.] 
It may further reflect an intention to punish pregnancy 
specifically, as opposed to sexual activity.

The situation at one secondary school in Dar es 
Salaam supports this understanding. Teachers 
interviewed for this report explained that their school 
rules prohibit sexual intercourse. Adolescent girls are 
therefore expelled for being pregnant because they 
broke school rules and had sex, which led to their 
pregnancy. However, while pregnancy as evidence 
of sex would lead to expulsion, sexual activity alone 
would not. The teachers explained that male and 
female students alike have been, and are being, 
disciplined for having sex but that the disciplinary 
measures involved in such cases are suspension and 
corporal punishment. In other words, as far as the 
teachers were aware, students are not being expelled 
for sexual activity alone.658 

In practice, adolescent boys do not seem to face the 
same repercussions as adolescent girls for the same 
disciplinary offences—whether sex or pregnancy—in 
school. This is not to condone or advocate for greater 
enforcement of these disciplinary rules against 
male students. Indeed, the expulsion of adolescent 
boys on the basis of pregnancy or sex would 
violate their human rights, too, such as the right 
to education. Rather, the point is simply to observe 
that the application of discipline is one-sided and 
discriminatory. 

males than females.646 Vocational schools have substantially increased their enrolment in recent 
years; however, they still lack the capacity to meet demand, particularly in rural areas.647 

Although vocational centres offer the opportunity to obtain critical skills to gain entrance to 
the workforce,648 they cannot be said to provide the same educational experience or future 
prospects as a primary or secondary school education.649 A government policy of simply 
redirecting pregnant adolescents into vocational education systems is discriminatory. By 
denying adolescent girls who become pregnant the opportunity to return to the same type of 
school—namely, a primary or secondary school—the government is deliberately depriving 
adolescent girls of a specific, more valued educational experience. 

Some private schools behave similarly. Sikudhani was expelled from her private school but then 
allowed to attend the same school’s vocational courses, housed within the same complex as 
her private secondary school.650 There is no logical justification for this. It is simply a punitive 
practice, meant to make clear that adolescent girls who become pregnant forfeit their right to 
certain opportunities and, in effect, become second-class citizens. 

In this way, adolescent girls from poorer families who cannot afford private school are doubly 
discriminated against. They are permanently denied access to a more affordable, government 
school and shut out from private school alternatives. This leaves them without recourse to 
an equivalent educational opportunity simply because of their socioeconomic status. The 
consequences for these adolescent girls are severe, as discussed below. 

The Consequences of Exclusion and Expulsion for Adolescent Girls 

I lost everything—school, the baby. If I get the chance, I’d like to go back to 
school. Otherwise, I am just home.

—Sophia, forced out of school due to pregnancy at age 18 659

Exclusion or expulsion from primary or secondary school due to pregnancy can be devastating 
for pregnant adolescents. In addition to confronting stigma and fear, adolescent girls who are 
expelled for pregnancy face a challenging future. Although some may be fortunate enough 
to return to a private school to continue with their studies after giving birth, the vast majority 
expelled for pregnancy have neither the financial means nor the support structures to do so. 

On the Streets

Some adolescent girls are forced out of their parents’ homes due to the stigma and shame 
surrounding adolescent pregnancy.660 They may end up living on the streets, where they are 
at risk of being forced into commercial sex work661 or human trafficking.662 A report by the 
Tanzanian Education Network notes “the clear link between children being out of school and 
subsequently migrating to the streets.”663 

This was Ashura’s fate. After her pregnancy ended in a stillbirth, she was sent to work as a 
“house girl” for a woman in Dar es Salaam, far from her parents’ home. According to UNICEF, 
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“Rural adolescents are sometimes sent by their families to work in the homes of urban relatives, 
though the families do not recognize this as trafficking.”664 However, her employer was abusive, 
and Ashura felt compelled to leave. With nowhere to go and no one to turn to, she ended up on 
the streets. 

Ashura’s situation is not uncommon. In Tanzania, adolescents make up the majority of 
individuals under the age of 18 who are either living on the streets or trafficked, and very few 
organizations exist to help meet their needs.665 Ashura was fortunate enough to be taken in by 
someone who found her living in a homeless shelter for youth; nevertheless, four years after 
being expelled from school, she remains unemployed. Her hopes for returning to school rest on 
her finding the financial means to do so.

Forced into Commercial Sex Work 

Some adolescents who are excluded or expelled from school because of pregnancy have no 
choice but to resort to commercial sex work to support themselves and their children. A teacher 
at a vocational school in Dar es Salaam that caters to adolescent girls who have been forced 
out of school due to pregnancy stated that a number of them end up leaving the vocational 
courses to enter into sex work. These adolescents are in desperate need of an income, she 
explained, and cannot wait six months to complete a training course to begin earning a living.666 
Commercial sex workers in Tanzania are at a significantly higher risk of HIV infection667 and 
additional pregnancies.

Early Marriage 

Other pregnant adolescents are forced into early marriage.668 Parents, often unable or unwilling 
to support their pregnant and out-of-school daughter, may marry her to the man who fathered 
her child. [See Police Involvement: The Arrest and Interrogation of Pregnant Students and 
Their Parents, p. 94.] As discussed in Section Two, females in Tanzania may be legally married 
as early as age 14, with parental consent and court approval. Although marrying or marrying 
off a female student is a punishable offence according to rules and circulars from the Ministry 
of Education,669 that protection is lost for adolescent girls who are no longer within the school 
system. 

Early marriage, in turn, may lead to additional early pregnancies. It is also associated with high 
rates of physical abuse and abandonment.670 According to the 2010 Tanzania Demographic 
and Health Survey, nearly 10% of married adolescent girls aged 15–19 experience physical 
violence during pregnancy.671 The instability of these marriages often leads to separation or 
divorce, potentially leaving a young mother to support herself and her children.672 Early marriage 
may also reduce an adolescent girl’s chances of returning to school, given that marriage is 
grounds for expulsion from school under Tanzania’s expulsion regulations.673

Unemployment and Limited Education Prospects 

Even if not married off or abandoned, many pregnant adolescents are forced to leave their 
parents’ homes out of financial necessity. Adolescent girls in rural areas may head to Dar es 

Salaam, hopeful that the city will offer more employment prospects than their village or nearby 
town. But even in the city, employment opportunities are few and far between. 

Tanzania’s unemployment rate, as of 2011, stands at 10.7%.674 Youth unemployment, however, 
“is almost twice the national unemployment rate and disproportionately affects urban youth 
and young women in particular.”675 The fact that these youth lack either a primary or secondary 
school graduation certificate makes finding a job all the more challenging. As Hamida, forced 
out of school at age 17 due to pregnancy, stated, “I would like to be helped to go back to school 
because life without studying is like ending your opportunities. There is nothing you can get in 
the market. It is difficult to get a job.”676

Of the adolescent girls interviewed for this report, some of whom were forced out of school more 
than three years ago, not one of them currently has a full-time job. Sophia, Hamida, Chika, and 
Zambda live with family and are unemployed.677

Some have managed to find part-time employment, earning perhaps a few thousand shillings 
per day. Tatu is a fruit vendor.678 Neema, sent to Dar es Salaam after giving birth, helps her aunt 
sell porridge.679 Rehema, unemployed until recently, just acquired a part-time job cooking at a 
small hotel in town; she has been out of school for almost seven years.680 Semeni works part-
time in a small restaurant to support herself and her three-year-old son.681 

All of these adolescents expressed a strong desire to return to school if they could find 
the money or someone willing to support their return. They also acknowledged that their 
employment prospects would have been better had they completed primary and secondary 
school. 

Cycle of Poverty

If the mother doesn’t have education, then the child may not get an education 
as well. Who will teach the child something?

—Semeni, forced out of primary school due to pregnancy682

As many studies have shown, there is a strong and direct correlation between an individual’s 
level of educational achievement and his or her socioeconomic status. The U.N. Special 
Rapporteur on Education has pointed to studies that demonstrate the importance of secondary 
education, as opposed to just primary education, as “the key to reducing poverty.”683 In 
Tanzania specifically, a 2010 study “indicated that the higher the level of education of the 
household head, the higher the household per capita income. Indeed, if the education of a 
rural household head was raised by one level, per capita household income would rise by 
approximately one-third.”684 

Poverty is central to the adolescent girls’ stories documented throughout this report. Poverty 
leads to early pregnancy and prevents female adolescents from accessing key educational 
opportunities after giving birth; this, in turn, affects the opportunities available to the next 
generation. According to a report by UNICEF Tanzania, “Women that begin child-bearing 
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as adolescents, and their children, are more likely to be among the poorest in Tanzanian 
society.”685 

The same UNICEF report further states that “women who start having children in adolescence 
tend to have more children and shorter spacing between pregnancies—all of which are risk 
factors for maternal and neonatal mortality.”686 Thus, many of these adolescent girls face the 
prospect of additional children to support, as well as potentially fatal health consequences, 
further preventing them from improving their economic situation. 

In sum, as the WHO has noted, “Early childbearing can entrench a vicious cycle of poverty.”687 
For many of these adolescent girls, the prospects for providing their children with a better 
life are greatly diminished by their own incomplete education and consequently limited 
employment opportunities. 

.

Women that begin child-bearing as 
adolescents, and their children, are 
more likely to be among the poorest  
in Tanzanian society.’’



Ashura was 15 years old and a 
first-year secondary student at a 
government boarding school in 
Iringa when her teacher informed 
her that she was pregnant following 
a mandatory urine pregnancy test. 
The news was unexpected and 
shocking for Ashura. She had not 
known that she was pregnant. Ashura 
also did not know that she would be 
immediately expelled as a result. 

The teacher told her, 
“You know the rules, 
you must go home if 
you are pregnant.”  
 
The headmistress then issued a letter 
of expulsion, addressed to Ashura’s 
parents, explaining that the ground 
for expulsion was pregnancy. No 
one asked Ashura how she became 
pregnant or referred her to health 
care or counselling services. Instead, 
the matron simply escorted Ashura 
home, gave the letter to Ashura’s 
parents, and left. 

At the time of her expulsion, Ashura 
was approximately five months 
pregnant. She had been in secondary 
school for only seven months. She 
did not tell her friends at school 
about the pregnancy or expulsion—
she just disappeared. 

Ashura recalled that she was “so 
sad when [she] came back home” 
and that her parents “were furious” 
when they were told by the matron 
that Ashura was pregnant. If you get 
pregnant, she explains, “it is shame 
for the family.” Ashura’s father beat 
her and then kicked her out of their 

home. She fled to her grandmother’s 
house, in a village far from where her 
parents lived. 

Ashura stayed with her grandmother 
for three months, until she was eight 
months pregnant. During that time, 
she did not have any antenatal check-
ups or receive any health care, for 
the nearest hospital was too far away. 

Ashura’s mother came to visit Ashura 
about a month before her due date 
and brought her home to deliver. A 
few weeks later, Ashura gave birth in 
the hospital to a stillborn child. The 
doctor did not explain to Ashura why 
“the baby died in the womb.” 

Ashura did not consider trying to 
return school after giving birth. She 
knew that she could not go back to a 
government school “because of the 
regulation that you can’t be in school 
once you get pregnant. 

 
No public school 
could accept me after 
I was expelled for 
pregnancy.”

Her parents could not afford a 
private school: “They are not well 
off economically, and they couldn’t 
afford to pay [the school] fees,” she 
says.

In need of employment, Ashura 
agreed to work as a house girl in 
Dar es Salaam for a woman from 
her village. She travelled to the city 
to begin her employment, but the 
woman was rude and abusive. Ashura 
decided that she could not stay 

with her and felt that she had to run 
away. Knowing no one else in Dar es 
Salaam, Ashura took to the streets. 

Being homeless was dangerous, 
remembered Ashura. “It’s not safe for 
a girl because there are street boys 
and gangs.” A woman saw Ashura 
living on the streets and took her to 
a centre for homeless youth. Another 
woman eventually brought Ashura 
home to live with her, where Ashura 
still lives today. 

It has now been four years since 
Ashura was expelled from school 
and moved to Dar es Salaam. She 
would like to return to school and 
undertake a degree programme—one 
that allows students to complete 
secondary school in two years 
instead of four. She just needs to find 
the funding. She would like to find 
a job and “save [her] wages to go 
back to school.” Right now, she is 
unemployed.

Ashura recommends that the 
government “abolish the policy of 
expelling students for pregnancy.” 
She thinks that “they should let girls 
go home [from boarding school] to 
give birth and then come back to 
school.” Ashura also stresses the 
importance of providing reproductive 
health education to students in 
schools “because most students 
don’t know anything, like me, and get 
pregnant because they don’t know 
how you get pregnant.  
 

If I had known [how to 
prevent pregnancy], I 
would have finished my 
studies.”688

Ashura’s Story
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Legal Standards:  
Human Rights Violations in 
the Context of Mandatory 
Pregnancy Testing and 
the Expulsion of Pregnant 
Students

Section Five
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The discrimination and abuse documented in this report constitute 
serious violations of fundamental human rights protected 
under national, regional, and international law. The Tanzanian 
government is obligated to guarantee the right to equality and 
nondiscrimination; the right to dignity; the right to be free from 
torture and cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment; the right to 
education; the right to privacy; the right to liberty and security; the 
right to health; the right to information; and the right to life.

Regional and International Standards 

Several regional treaties ratified by the United Republic of Tanzania—the African Charter on 
Human and Peoples’ Rights (Banjul Charter),689 the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare 
of the Child (African Charter on Children),690 the Protocol to the African Charter on Human 
and Peoples’ Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa (Maputo Protocol),691 the African Youth 
Charter,692 and the Southern African Development Community’s Protocol on Health693— provide 
important protections for the rights of women and girls in Tanzania. 

Tanzania has also committed itself to upholding international human rights standards by 
ratifying several major global treaties, including the International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights (ICCPR);694 the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
(ICESCR);695 the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW);696 the CRC;697 and the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.698 

A state that ratifies or accedes to an international convention “establishes on the international 
plane its consent to be bound by a treaty.”699 The government of Tanzania is therefore obligated 
under international law to protect the rights guaranteed by these instruments. While Tanzania 
has not incorporated the vast majority of these treaties’ provisions into its national-level laws,700 
under the Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties, “[a] party may not invoke the provisions of 
its internal law as justification for its failure to perform a treaty.”701 

The legally binding provisions of the aforementioned human rights conventions are 
complemented by politically binding regional and international consensus documents that 
support a human rights and women’s rights framework. These include the outcome documents 
of conferences such as the United Nations International Conference on Population and 
Development, the Fifth African Regional Conference on Women, the 2nd Ordinary Session of 
the Conference of African Ministers of Health, and the United Nations Fourth World Conference 
on Women.702 

Moreover, Tanzania has committed itself to attaining the United Nations Millennium 
Development Goals, which seek, among other things, to promote gender equality and ensure 

universal access to education.703 Tanzania’s Development Vision 2025 likewise focuses 
on achieving gender equality and ensuring access to education.704 By signing on to these 
documents, Tanzania has further demonstrated its commitment to upholding and supporting 
the realization of women’s and adolescents’ rights.

The government of Tanzania is legally bound to respect, protect, and fulfil the following rights 
pursuant to the regional and international conventions that it has signed or ratified. These 
legal obligations require the government to ensure that state and nonstate actors alike—
including both private and public schools and health care facilities—comply with the rights 
discussed below.705 

Right to Equality and Nondiscrimination

The rights to equality and nondiscrimination—regardless of gender, age, or financial 
resources—are bedrocks of human rights doctrine and fundamental principles of international 
and regional law.706 Every human right discussed in this section must be exercised without 
discrimination.707 The Banjul Charter not only declares that all individuals are “equal before the 
law” but also specifically requires that states “ensure the elimination of every discrimination 
against women and also ensure the protection of the rights of the woman and the child as 
stipulated in international declarations and conventions.”708 Similarly, the Maputo Protocol calls 
on states to reform laws and practices that discriminate against women.709 The African Youth 
Charter explicitly acknowledges “the need to eliminate discrimination against girls and young 
women.”710

Article 1 of CEDAW defines “discrimination against women” as

any distinction, exclusion or restriction made on the basis of sex which has 
the effect or purpose of impairing or nullifying the recognition, enjoyment or 
exercise by women, irrespective of their marital status, on a basis of equality of 
men and women, of human rights and fundamental freedoms in the political, 
economic, social, cultural, civil or any other field.711

Mandatory pregnancy testing and the expulsion of pregnant students are practices that 
discriminate against adolescent girls on the basis of their sex, targeting both their unique 
capacity to become pregnant and their actual pregnancy status. Mandatory pregnancy testing 
is a degrading, nonconsensual practice that discriminates against adolescent girls in general, 
while the consequent practice of expulsion targets pregnant adolescents specifically. 

As discussed earlier, adolescent boys are not similarly subject to invasions of their privacy 
or efforts to control their sexual activity while in school; nor are they expelled from school for 
sexual activity or impregnating a female student. Particularly in the realm of expulsion, pregnant 
adolescents are disproportionately targeted and disciplined. The Children’s Rights Committee, 
which monitors compliance with the CRC, has noted that “discrimination against certain groups 
of children still exists in legislation as well as in practice [in Tanzania], particularly with regard to 
teenage pregnant girls.”712
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The effect of this discrimination is to impair adolescent girls’ enjoyment of their fundamental 
human rights to dignity, privacy, education, health, liberty, life, and freedom from cruel, 
inhuman, and degrading treatment, among other rights, on an equal basis with men. 

CEDAW and the body that oversees its implementation, the CEDAW Committee, establish that 
mandatory pregnancy testing as a condition of employment713 and dismissal from employment 
on grounds of pregnancy714 are forms of discrimination against women. An analogy can be 
made to mandatory pregnancy testing as a condition of admission or enrolment in school and 
expulsion on the basis of pregnancy—both practices are clearly forms of discrimination on the 
basis of sex.

The gender stereotypes that underlie these practices also constitute discrimination against 
adolescent girls on the basis of their sex.715 [See Discriminatory Stereotypes, p. 90.] Reinforcing 
the legal requirements in CEDAW,716 the Maputo Protocol requires 

States Parties . . . to modify the social and cultural patterns of conduct of 
women and men through public education, information, education and 
communication strategies, with a view to achieving the elimination of harmful 
cultural and traditional practices and all other practices which are based on the 
idea of the inferiority or the superiority of either of the sexes, or on stereotyped 
roles for women and men.717 

The Tanzanian government, by failing to eradicate such stereotypes within the country’s 
educational system, is in violation of this obligation. 

The Human Rights Committee, which monitors state compliance with the ICCPR, has 
expressed concern over Tanzania’s compliance with its obligation to give effect to the rights 
in the Covenant without discrimination: “[Tanzania] seems to subject this undertaking to the 
will of the people, traditions, and customs that are prejudicial to the realization of a number of 
Covenant rights, including those affecting women and the protection of individuals for behaviour 
which does not conform to traditional notions of morality.”718 

As documented throughout this report, the practices of mandatory pregnancy testing and 
pregnancy-related expulsion are rooted largely in cultural assumptions concerning the “moral 
propriety” of female premarital sex. By failing to explicitly prohibit forced pregnancy testing and 
the expulsion of pregnant students—and instead implicitly condoning these practices—the 
Tanzanian government is in violation of its obligation to uphold the right to nondiscrimination.

In addition, the expressed intent to prevent females from accessing abortion services 
by carrying out mandatory pregnancy testing in schools is a violation of the right to 
nondiscrimination. Women and adolescent girls experience discrimination when they are 
denied access to safe abortion services and forced to carry an unwanted pregnancy to term. 
The responsibility of bearing and raising a child falls disproportionately on women, who 
consequently may be unable to exercise other rights guaranteed to them under international 
law, such as the right to education, on an equal basis with men.

Prohibiting adolescent girls who have been expelled or forced out of school due to pregnancy 
from returning to government schools is also a form of discrimination based on sex and 
socioeconomic status. Only those with financial means—and thus access to private school—are 
able to return to formal schooling following pregnancy.

The early and forced marriage of adolescent girls, as well as the legislation permitting this 
practice, is also discriminatory. International human rights bodies have repeatedly called on 
Tanzania to amend its legislation so that the minimum age for marriage for both women and 
men is 18.719 

The denial of services and lack of adolescent-friendly reproductive health services encountered 
by adolescent girls who seek contraceptives or other reproductive health services in health 
facilities constitutes added discrimination on the basis of age. The Tanzanian government is 
required to remedy any such discrimination in both the public and private sectors.720	

Gender-Based Violence 

Regional and international conventions protect the rights of women and adolescent girls to 
live their lives free of gender-based violence. The CEDAW Committee has stated that “gender-
based violence is a form of discrimination that seriously inhibits women’s ability to enjoy rights 
and freedoms on a basis of equality with men.”721 The CEDAW Committee has elaborated that 
“gender-based” refers to acts that are either directed at a woman because “she is a woman or 
that affects women disproportionately.”722

The Tanzanian government, in its National Strategy for Gender Development, defines gender 
violence as 

any act, omission or conduct by means of which physical, sexual or mental 
suffering is inflicted directly or indirectly, through threat, coercion, or any other 
means on any person with the purpose of intimidating, punishing, humiliating, 
maintaining sex stereotyped roles, undermining the security of a person, self 
respect or diminishing physical or mental capacities.723 

The sexual violence perpetrated against female students, including by teachers, constitutes 
gender-based violence, as does the disproportionate application of corporal punishment against 
female students. Mandatory pregnancy testing in schools is also a form of gender-based 
violence, as it is often physically invasive and painful, and is an inherently disempowering and 
coercive practice carried out solely to discipline and punish female students. Tanzania’s failure 
to take appropriate steps to prevent schools and health care providers from forcibly testing 
adolescent girls for pregnancy violates its international legal obligations to prevent and eliminate 
violence against women. 

International human rights bodies have repeatedly expressed their concern at the high rates 
of violence against women and adolescent girls in Tanzania and the lack of accountability 
for perpetrators of gender-based violence.724 The CEDAW Committee has also noted “that 
such violence appears to be socially legitimized and accompanied by a culture of silence and 
impunity, that cases of violence are thus underreported and that those that are reported are 
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settled out of court.”725 The Committee has urged the Tanzanian government to “give priority 
attention to combating violence against women.”726

Right to Dignity

Children do not lose their human rights by virtue of passing through the school 
gates. . . . [E]ducation must be provided in a way that respects the inherent 
dignity of the child.

—U.N. Committee on the Rights of the Child727

Human dignity is one of the most basic foundations of human rights.728 The right to dignity 
is recognized and protected by various international and regional instruments, including the 
ICCPR, which states that “the inherent dignity” of the human person is at the source of all other 
human rights.729 CEDAW recognizes “that discrimination against women violates the principles 
of equality of rights and respect for human dignity.”730 

The Banjul Charter echoes this concept: “Every individual shall have the right to the respect of 
the dignity inherent in a human being.”731 Furthermore, the Maputo Protocol requires states 
to “adopt and implement appropriate measures to ensure the protection of every woman’s 
right to respect for her dignity.”732 The African Charter on Children makes several references 
to governments’ obligation to protect dignity, including in the context of disciplinary measures 
against children in schools.733 

The practices documented in this report violate adolescent girls’ right to dignity in a number 
of ways. First, the right to dignity is linked closely with the right to informed consent. The 
CEDAW Committee makes reference to this link in the context of employment, stating that 
“States parties should not permit forms of coercion, such as . . . mandatory pregnancy testing 
as a condition of employment that violate women’s rights to informed consent and dignity.”734 
Mandatory pregnancy testing in schools as a condition of admission and continued enrolment 
is similarly a violation of adolescent girls’ rights to dignity and informed consent. The non-
consensual disclosure of students’ test results, by providers and school officials, also violates 
their right to dignity. 

Second, the forced and disciplinary nature of the testing violates adolescent girls’ right to 
dignity. Treaties and treaty-monitoring bodies (also known as committees) have consistently 
stated that disciplinary measures towards children in schools must be undertaken “with respect 
for the inherent dignity of the child” as well as in conformity with the best interest of the child.735 
The Children’s Rights Committee has further stated that “interpretation of a child’s best interests 
must be consistent with the whole Convention . . . ; it cannot be used to justify practices, 
including . . . forms of cruel or degrading punishment, which conflict with the child’s human 
dignity and right to physical integrity.”736 The Committee also notes that “eliminating violent and 
humiliating punishment of children, through law reform and other necessary measures, is an 
immediate and unqualified obligation of States parties.”737

The Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, charged with monitoring states’ 
compliance with the ICESCR, has also addressed the issue of school discipline. In its General 

Comment 13, the Committee indicates that physically invasive and humiliating practices 
performed for disciplinary reasons may be “inconsistent with human dignity.”738 The Committee 
has further clarified that “[a] State party is required to take measures to ensure that discipline 
which is inconsistent with the Covenant does not occur in any public or private educational 
institution within its jurisdiction.”739

Mandatory pregnancy testing is a degrading and, at times, physically invasive and painful 
school disciplinary measure that violates adolescent girls’ right to dignity. Tanzania has a 
clear and immediate obligation to prohibit and eliminate this practice in both government 
and private schools. The right to dignity is also violated when adolescent girls are denied the 
necessary sexuality education to protect themselves from unwanted pregnancy and when they 
are discriminatorily denied access to contraceptive services that would allow them to do so. 
Arresting and imprisoning pregnant adolescents in order to determine who impregnated them, 
is also an affront to adolescents’ right to dignity.  

Right to Freedom from Torture and Cruel, Inhuman, or Degrading Treatment 

The right to be free from torture and cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment is both a facet 
of customary international law740 and is also specifically protected by several regional and 
international conventions that Tanzania has ratified, such as the Banjul Charter, the CRC, and 
the ICCPR.741 It is also protected under the Convention against Torture.742 According to the 
Banjul Charter, “All forms of exploitation and degradation . . . particularly . . . torture, cruel, 
inhuman or degrading punishment and treatment shall be prohibited.”743 

The African Charter on Children further requires states parties to “take specific legislative, 
administrative, social and educational measures to protect the child from all forms of torture, 
inhuman or degrading treatment and especially physical or mental injury or abuse, neglect or 
maltreatment including sexual abuse, while in the care of the child.”744

Cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment is not restricted to acts that cause physical pain; it also 
encompasses actions that result in mental suffering.745 The Human Rights Committee has thus 
stated that the protection against cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment “must extend to . . . 
excessive chastisement ordered as punishment for a crime or as an educative or disciplinary 
measure. It is appropriate to emphasize in this regard that article 7 protects, in particular, 
children, pupils and patients in teaching and medical institutions.”746 The Committee has also 
specified that public authorities have a duty to protect citizens from inhuman or degrading 
treatment, whether at the hands of state or nonstate actors.747

The African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights (African Commission) has also 
established that “Article 5 of the [Banjul] Charter prohibits not only cruel but also inhuman 
and degrading treatment. This includes not only actions which cause serious physical 
or psychological suffering, but which humiliate or force the individual against his will or 
conscience.”748 It has further clarified that “the prohibition of torture, cruel, inhuman, or 
degrading treatment or punishment is to be interpreted as widely as possible to encompass the 
widest possible array of physical and mental abuses.”749



122 123Forced out: Mandatory Pregnancy Testing and the Expulsion of Pregnant Students in Tanzanian Schools THE CENTER FOR REPRODUCTIVE RIGHTS

The practices documented in this report violate the prohibition on cruel, inhuman, or degrading 
treatment in multiple ways. Forced pregnancy testing in government and private schools is an 
institutionalized practice of cruel, inhuman, and degrading treatment, targeted specifically at 
adolescent girls because of their capacity to become pregnant. In schools where such testing 
occurs, female students experience the mental anguish of anticipating the nonconsensual 
testing and treatment, as well as possible expulsion. 

In addition, manual testing causes physical pain for adolescent girls and does not appear to 
conform to standard medical practice, in large part because it serves no therapeutic purpose. 
The deliberate failure to provide information and counselling to adolescent girls prior to and 
during this procedure is additional evidence of cruel treatment, leaving female students feeling 
disempowered and afraid. Anxiety and feelings of powerlessness relating to the testing and 
test results—along with the anticipation of their possible nonconsensual disclosure to school 
administrators, family, and friends—cause psychological suffering for female students. 

Human rights standards in the context of HIV testing further illustrate that this practice violates 
the right to be free from inhuman or degrading treatment. The U.N. Special Rapporteur on 
Torture has stated the following in the context of forced or compulsory HIV testing:

If forcible testing is done on a discriminatory basis without respecting consent 
and necessity requirements, it may constitute degrading treatment, especially 
in a detention setting. Therefore, the Special Rapporteur welcomes the 
clear language used in the UNAIDS/WHO policy statement on HIV testing of 
2004, regarding consent, which requires that, in order to be able to provide 
informed consent, the patients should at a minimum be informed of the 
clinical benefit and the prevention benefits of testing, their right to refuse, the 
follow-up services that will be offered . . . . The statement also mentions the 
right to confidentiality, which, if not respected, might raise concerns regarding 
inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment.750

Logical analogies can be made to the practice of forced or coerced pregnancy testing 
in schools. This testing is clearly discriminatory and is done without respect for consent 
requirements or confidentiality. It is carried out in a custodial setting, which is similar to a 
detention context in that an adolescent girl’s capacity to exercise her liberty and autonomy while 
in school are severely constrained. As discussed in Section Three, adolescents are effectively 
powerless to challenge the practice of forced testing, and, for many, it is carried out against 
their will. 

In addition, the testing has no “clinical” or “prevention benefit.” Schools and health care 
providers do not appear to provide any information or services relating to antenatal care or 
pregnancy prevention. On the schools’ part, in particular, there is no intent to provide treatment 
or counselling to female students—the testing is done in a purely disciplinary effort. In this 
regard, mandatory pregnancy testing in schools is a clear violation of adolescent girls’ right to be 
free from inhuman and degrading treatment or punishment.

The practices around expulsion, documented in this report, are also violations of this right. An 
adolescent girl’s anticipation of the possibility of arrest or imprisonment following expulsion—or 

of her parents’ arrest and imprisonment—can cause severe anxiety and mental anguish. Her 
actual detention and questioning may also have a serious psychological impact. 

The unlawful arrest, interrogation, and imprisonment of pregnant adolescents in an effort to 
force them to reveal to police who they had sex with or who impregnated them is degrading 
and cruel. Pregnant adolescents are intimidated and harassed by law enforcement officials to 
provide personal information against their will. This treatment follows on the heels of a complete 
deprivation of the right to education—itself a devastating event. Pregnant adolescent girls 
are then denied their right to liberty, held in often poor conditions of detention, with typically 
limited due process and limited access to their families. They can be held indefinitely, until they 
“confess” or until the police decide that they are no longer worth detaining. 

Right to Education 

The right to education, especially for children, is protected by the ICESCR,751 the Banjul 
Charter,752 the CRC,753 the African Charter on Children,754 and the Maputo Protocol.755 The right 
to nondiscrimination in education is further protected under CEDAW756 and the Convention 
against Discrimination in Education.757 States’ obligation to uphold the right to education 
extends to nonstate actors, such as private schools.758 

Goals of Education 

Various human rights treaties set forth the goals and aims of education. The African 
Commission notes education’s “vital role in empowering women.”759 The ICESCR states that “all 
education, whether public or private, formal or non-formal, shall be directed towards the aims 
and objectives identified in article 13 (1).”760 These aims and objectives include an agreement 
among states parties that “education shall be directed to the full development of the human 
personality and the sense of its dignity, and shall strengthen the respect for human rights and 
fundamental freedoms.”761 

The CRC similarly provides that the “education of the child shall be directed to . . . [t]he 
development of the child’s personality, talents and mental and physical abilities to their fullest 
potential [and t]he development of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms, and for 
the principles enshrined in the Charter of the United Nations,” among other goals.762 

In its General Comment 1, the Children’s Rights Committee states that “[t]he goal is to empower 
the child by developing his or her skills, learning and other capacities, human dignity, self-
esteem and self-confidence.”763 As the Committee further notes, “Compliance with the[se] 
values . . . clearly requires that schools be child-friendly in the fullest sense of the term and that 
they be consistent in all respects with the dignity of the child.”764 According to the Committee, 
“A school which allows . . . violent and exclusionary practices to occur is not one which meets 
the requirements” of the CRC.765

The practices of mandatory pregnancy testing and the expulsion of female students for 
pregnancy contravene these aims and objectives. Rather than empower adolescent girls 
and provide them with self-esteem and self-confidence, these practices serve to reinforce 
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female students’ sense of powerlessness and social inequality within the school environment. 
The degrading practice of forced, and sometimes manual, pregnancy testing is a direct 
affront to an adolescent’s dignity and fails to foster a sense of respect for human rights and 
fundamental freedoms. 

Moreover, schools deliberately deny adolescents information or knowledge that would 
empower them to exercise their sexual and reproductive rights. Students are not provided 
with comprehensive sexuality education in school; instead, teachers and student health care 
providers often communicate opaque and confusing information that serves only to instil 
a fear of sex and pregnancy. The discriminatory expulsion of female students found to be 
pregnant reinforces the stigma and fear associated with adolescent pregnancy, while failing 
to acknowledge the rights violations that may have led to the pregnancy. The stereotypes 
underlying these practices—those promoting women’s social roles as mothers and domestic 
labourers—further contribute to this educational environment of disempowerment and 
discrimination. 

Availability, Accessibility, Acceptability, and Adaptability 

The ESCR Committee, in its General Comment 13, maintains that the essential components 
of the right to education are availability, accessibility, acceptability, and adaptability.766 When 
considering these factors, the Committee specifies that “the best interests of the student shall 
be a primary consideration.”767

Availability 

For education to comply with the principle of availability, “functional education institutions 
and programmes have to be available in sufficient quantity.”768 This principle explicitly 
requires governments to ensure that teachers are adequately trained and have the necessary 
teaching materials.769 The failure to provide teachers with the training and materials to offer 
comprehensive sexuality education in schools, making such education unavailable in practice, 
violates this aspect of the right to education. 

In addition, availability mandates that governments provide free, compulsory primary school 
education.770 The imposition of indirect fees for primary school education in Tanzania, making 
the cost of primary school education prohibitive for many families, is in violation of this 
obligation.

Accessibility

Accessibility requires that education be available without discrimination.771 The principle of 
nondiscrimination requires that education be “accessible to all, especially the most vulnerable 
groups, in law and fact, without discrimination on any of the prohibited grounds,”772 which 
include discrimination on the basis of sex.773 The principle is interpreted by the Committee in 
light of CEDAW774 and the CRC, among other treaties.775 

Significantly, governments’ obligation to ensure access to education without discrimination 
is of immediate effect. The ESCR Committee emphasizes that this obligation is “subject to 

neither progressive realization nor the availability of resources; it applies fully and immediately 
to all aspects of education and encompasses all internationally prohibited grounds of 
discrimination.”776 

Of special importance is the obligation to ensure access to primary education without 
discrimination. Under international human rights law, primary school is compulsory. In this light, 
the ESCR Committee has noted that the “element of compulsion serves to highlight the fact that 
neither parents, nor guardians, nor the State are entitled to treat as optional the decision as to 
whether the child should have access to primary education. Similarly, the prohibition of gender 
discrimination in access to education . . . is further underlined by this requirement.”777 

The practice of excluding and expelling pregnant adolescents from school is a violation of the 
prohibition on discrimination in education. Excluding and expelling students solely on the basis 
of their pregnancy status—a status that only female students can have—is sex discrimination. 
Further, prohibiting these students from returning to a government school is compounded 
discrimination. This practice means that adolescent girls from poor or rural families experience 
a total deprivation of their right to formal education, whether primary or secondary, or both. 
Rerouting these females into vocational schools is also discriminatory, for it deprives them of a 
specific educational opportunity and the possibility of future, higher educational opportunities. 

The African Charter on Children, in guaranteeing the right to education, recognizes that 
discrimination against pregnant adolescents greatly affects their ability to access education. It 
therefore calls on states parties to take “all appropriate measures to ensure that children who 
become pregnant before completing their education shall have an opportunity to continue with 
their education on the basis of their individual ability.”778 The African Commission’s guidelines 
on economic, social, and cultural rights emphasize the importance of this article in realizing 
the right to nondiscrimination in education779 and further state that governments have the 
obligation to “ensure that all children that have dropped out receive the opportunity to finish 
their education.”780

Treaty-monitoring bodies echo these legal obligations. The Children’s Rights Committee has 
expressed in concluding observations a “deep concern that girls who become pregnant 
whilst still attending school are often excluded from school and that such action is not only 
discriminatory against girls but also a violation of the right to education.”781 The Committee has 
further urged a “State party to ensure that pregnant girls are permitted to continue attending 
school both during and after their pregnancy.”782 

Similarly, the CEDAW Committee has commended a state party for introducing a “penalty for 
schools which exclude students on the ground of pregnancy”783 and has recommended that 
the same state party “intensify its efforts to ensure that pregnant students stay in and return 
to school during and after pregnancy.”784 In more recent concluding observations, the CEDAW 
Committee has encouraged a state party to “put in place measures, including monitoring 
mechanisms and sanctions, to ensure that pregnant students stay in school during pregnancy 
and return after childbirth.”785

In its recent concluding observations for Tanzania, the ESCR Committee has expressed its 
concern “about the high dropout rate from secondary education, in particular owing to . . . 
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expulsions following positive mandatory pregnancy test results and early marriage.”786 The 
Committee has recommended that Tanzania “take steps to . . . urgently address the high 
dropout rate from both primary and secondary education, including by abolishing mandatory 
pregnancy testing and prohibiting expulsions due to pregnancy.”787

Likewise, the CEDAW Committee has voiced concern over Tanzania’s “lower transition rate for 
girls from primary to secondary school as compared with that of boys . . . [and] girls’ drop-out 
rates due to . . . pregnancies.”788 The Committee has expressed special concern “at information 
that girls falling victim to early pregnancies are expelled from Tanzanian schools”789 and has 
recommended that Tanzania “implement measures to ensure equal access of girls and women 
to all levels of education, retain girls in school and strengthen the implementation of re-entry 
policies so that girls return to Tanzanian schools after giving birth.”790

The Children’s Rights Committee, in discussing the principle of nondiscrimination in education, 
has noted that “gender discrimination can be reinforced . . . by arrangements which limit the 
benefits girls can obtain from the educational opportunities offered, and by unsafe or unfriendly 
environments which discourage girls’ participation.”791 The practices discussed in this report—
of teachers coercing or forcing female students to have sex with them, favouring male students 
over female students, inflicting greater corporal punishment on female students than on male 
ones, and sending female students to their homes to clean during school hours—are examples 
of such reinforcement. 

Education must also be physically accessible, meaning that it must be “within safe physical 
reach . . . by attendance at some reasonably convenient geographic location (e.g. a 
neighbourhood school).”792 In addition, as emphasized by the African Commission, states 
must “ensure the safety of schoolchildren . . . on their way to and from school.”793 The lack of 
accessible schools that force schoolchildren to walk long distances to and from school, or to 
reside in unsafe hostels closer to schools, is a violation of this right. 

Economic accessibility requires that education be “affordable to all.”794 The obligation to ensure 
economic accessibility is dependent on the level of schooling. Whereas states must make 
primary education “free to all,” they “are required to progressively introduce free secondary [] 
education.”795 Although free secondary school education is to be progressively realized, states 
are still obligated to move as expeditiously and effectively as possible towards this goal. 

When schools, particularly government-run schools, allocate funds towards discriminatory 
practices (such as mandatory urine pregnancy tests), this detracts from the funding available 
for basic education necessities. These costs may then be transferred to the student and her 
family, raising serious questions about the government’s compliance with its obligation to 
progressively realize the right to free secondary school education. 

In addition, the various “hidden” fees and expenses associated with primary and secondary 
school make the cost of education prohibitive for many. This can force adolescent girls—
desperate to obtain the financial means to remain in school—into sexually exploitative 
relationships or into employment that leaves them vulnerable to sexual violence. 

Acceptability 

The component of “acceptability” means that “the form and substance of education, including 
curricula and teaching methods, have to be acceptable (e.g. relevant, culturally appropriate and 
of good quality) to students and, in appropriate cases, parents.”796 Acceptability must conform 
to the “educational objectives required by article 13 (1)” of the ICESCR.797 In particular, 
acceptability requires that discipline be carried out in a manner consistent with the covenant 
and the student’s fundamental right to dignity.798 The Special Rapporteur on the Right to 
Education has questioned the use of “pregnancy as a disciplinary offence” in a discussion of 
what constitutes acceptable education.799 

Acceptability also dictates that the school environment itself be safe. In this regard, the African 
Commission has emphasized states’ obligation “[t]o ensure the safety of schoolchildren by 
taking effective measures to address physical and sexual abuse by other students, teachers, 
staff or principal.”800

The Tanzanian government violates female students’ right to acceptable education in many 
ways: by failing to provide accurate and comprehensive sexuality education in schools, by 
failing to protect female students from sexual violence on school grounds, by failing to eliminate 
harmful gender-based stereotypes within the school environment, by permitting and implicitly 
condoning the discriminatory practice of mandatory pregnancy in schools, and by permitting 
pregnancy to be a ground for discipline in and expulsion from schools. 

Adaptability 

Finally, education must be adaptable, meaning that it be “flexible” and “adapt to the needs of 
changing societies and communities and respond to the needs of students within their diverse 
social and cultural settings.”801 This requirement arguably implies a duty to accommodate 
students who are pregnant or who are parents. The expulsion of pregnant and married students 
and the prohibition against mothers’ returning to school violates this aspect of the right to 
education. 

An Empowerment Right

The ESCR Committee has stated that education is 

both a human right in itself and an indispensable means of realizing other 
human rights. As an empowerment right, education is the primary vehicle 
by which economically and socially marginalized adults and children can lift 
themselves out of poverty and obtain the means to participate fully in their 
communities. Education has a vital role in empowering women, safeguarding 
children from exploitative and hazardous labour and sexual exploitation . . . .802 

In the same vein, the Committee has noted that children’s lack of educational opportunities 
“often reinforces their subjection to various other human rights violations. For instance these 
children . . . are particularly vulnerable to forced labour and other forms of exploitation. 
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Moreover, there is a direct correlation between, for example, primary school enrolment levels for 
girls and major reductions in child marriages.”803 	

Denying a female student her right to education due to pregnancy seriously affects her ability 
to exercise other rights and may also lead her to experience further rights violations. This is 
evident in the discussion of the consequences of expulsion for students, which may include 
sexual exploitation, child labour, and forced, early marriage. 

Right to Privacy 

The right to privacy for all persons is protected by the ICCPR,804 the CRC805 and the African 
Charter on Children.806 The ICCPR states that “no one shall be subjected to arbitrary or unlawful 
interference with his privacy.”807 

The Human Rights Committee has interpreted state obligations under this provision to include 
a prohibition on all interference with an individual’s right to privacy by both public and private 
actors. This prohibition should be guaranteed through the creation of legislation and other state 
measures protecting individual privacy.808 The CRC also establishes that the “child has the 
right to the protection of the law against [arbitrary or unlawful] interference or attacks” on her 
privacy.809 

The practice of arresting or detaining pregnant adolescents and forcing them to disclose 
who they had sex with or who impregnated them is a violation of their right to privacy. These 
adolescents have committed no crime and should not be compelled, under threats of 
intimidation or imprisonment, to reveal this information about their private lives. 

In addition, the ESCR Committee has articulated that the right to privacy is an integral 
component of the right to health.810 Its General Comment 14 maintains that the freedoms 
encompassed by the right to health include “the right to control one’s health and body, 
including sexual and reproductive freedom . . . [and] the right to be free from interference, such 
as the right to be free from . . . non-consensual medical treatment.”811

The CEDAW Committee has also stated that the right to privacy is essential to realizing a 
women’s right to health, and the Committee has required states to ensure that “all health 
services . . . be consistent with the human rights of women, including the rights to autonomy, 
privacy, confidentiality, informed consent, and choice.”812 

In Tanzania, adolescent girls’ right to privacy is violated by government and private primary 
and secondary schools, as well as by public- and private-sector health care providers, when 
these females are subjected to pregnancy tests without their informed consent and against 
their will. Their right to privacy is also violated when health care providers and school officials 
fail to respect the confidentiality of their test results by disclosing the results to the school 
administration, parents, and sometimes other teachers and students, without the adolescents’ 
consent. In addition, forcing adolescent girls to carry their pregnancy to term by forcibly 
investigating their pregnancy status in order to prevent recourse to abortion is a violation of the 
right to privacy. 

Right to Liberty and Security of Person

The ICCPR and the Banjul Charter both guarantee the right to liberty and security of person. 
Under both treaties, the right to liberty protects against arbitrary arrest and detention. Similar 
to language in the Banjul Charter, the ICCPR further states that “[n]o one shall be deprived of 
his liberty except on such grounds and in accordance with such procedure as are established 
by law.”813 

The CRC also obliges states parties to “ensure that . . . [n]o child shall be deprived of his or 
her liberty unlawfully or arbitrarily. The arrest, detention or imprisonment of a child shall be in 
conformity with the law and shall be used only as a measure of last resort and for the shortest 
appropriate period of time.”814 

The arrest, detention, and imprisonment of pregnant adolescent girls in Tanzania in order 
to determine who impregnated them, or as a punitive measure, has no basis in the law. 
These practices serve no purpose other than to unlawfully intimidate and harass pregnant 
adolescents. Holding them for days or months at a time is a violation of their right to liberty and 
security. 

In addition, in the context of health, the right to liberty and security relates to the right to 
autonomy in health-related decisions.815 The Maputo Protocol, for example, provides that 
the right to integrity and security of person requires prohibiting “all medical or scientific 
experiments on women without their informed consent.”816 

In this regard, the practices of coercive and forced pregnancy testing—medical interventions 
occurring without informed consent and against a student’s will—violate adolescent girls’ right 
to liberty and security. The coercive and custodial circumstances in which the testing often 
occurs, which deliberately leave no room for adolescent girls to decline or “escape,” also 
contribute to violations of this right. 

Right to the Highest Attainable Standard of Health 

Numerous regional and international treaties and covenants recognize the fundamental right 
to the highest attainable standard of physical and mental health, and impose an obligation on 
states to enforce this right.817 The right to health is not confined to the right to health care, but 
rather includes freedom from interference with one’s health, the right to control one’s health 
and body, and the right to access essential health information.818 Under the ICESCR, a state’s 
principal obligation with respect to the right to health is to take steps “with a view to achieving 
progressively the full realization of the rights recognized” in the covenant.819

Availability, Accessibility, Acceptability, and Quality 

The ESCR Committee, in its General Comment 14, maintains that the essential components 
of the right to health are “availability, accessibility, acceptability and quality of health facilities, 
goods and services.”820 
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Availability 

The principle of availability requires states to have “[f]unctioning public health and health 
care facilities, goods and services” that are “available in sufficient quantity.”821 This obligation 
includes ensuring the availability of “youth friendly reproductive health services.”822 The severe 
lack of adolescent-friendly reproductive health services in Tanzania means that reproductive 
health care is not available to many adolescents in practice, violating their right to health. This 
fact, along with stockouts of preferred methods in health care facilities, can lead to unwanted 
pregnancies, which can have negative and far-reaching consequences on adolescent girls’ 
health and well-being. In addition, the limited availability of safe abortion services in Tanzania 
violates adolescent girls’ and women’s right to health. 

Accessibility 

The principle of accessibility requires states to ensure that medical services are “accessible to 
everyone without discrimination.”823 Ensuring “the right of access to health facilities, goods and 
services on a non-discriminatory basis” is part of states parties’ core, nonderogable obligation 
under article 12 of the ICESCR.824 Health facilities, goods, and services must be physically and 
financially accessible.825 In addition, health care “goods and services must be affordable for all 
. . . whether privately or publicly provided,”826 and they must be accessible regardless of age or 
marital status.827

The discriminatory refusal by health care workers to provide family planning services to 
unmarried, adolescent girls leads to unwanted pregnancies and violates their right to health. 
In concluding observations for Tanzania, the CESCR Committee has explicitly expressed its 
concern “about the high rate of teenage pregnancies” and has recommended that Tanzania 
“take measures to address [this issue], including through . . . ensuring access to contraceptives 
regardless of marital status or age.”828

Discrimination by providers towards adolescents occurs most often in rural areas, where 
health care services are already limited. Rural adolescents must then pay additional and often 
prohibitive transportation costs in order to access services, further violating their right to health. 
Similarly, adolescent girls’ lack of access to safe abortion services due to prohibitive costs and 
the inaccessibility of services in rural areas violates their right to health.

Acceptability 

The principle of acceptability mandates that all health facilities and services “be respectful 
of medical ethics” and “designed to respect confidentiality and improve the health status of 
those concerned.”829 The ESCR Committee has further stated that “[t]he realization of the right 
to health of adolescents is dependent on the development of adolescent-friendly health care, 
which respects confidentiality and privacy and includes appropriate sexual and reproductive 
health services.”830 

When health care providers, whether in schools or at health care facilities, engage in pregnancy 
testing and the disclosure of test results without informed consent, they are violating medical 
ethics and human rights relating to informed consent and confidentiality. Requiring adolescent 

girls, dressed in their school uniforms, to wait in a public area of a government health care 
facility to be tested is a further violation of their right to privacy and confidentiality. Moreover, 
forced pregnancy testing is not designed to improve adolescents’ health status but is rather a 
purely punitive measure. Finally, the general lack of adolescent-friendly reproductive health 
services in Tanzania is a violation of their right to acceptable health care. 

Recognizing the Tanzanian government’s failure to uphold adolescents’ right to health, the 
Children’s Rights Committee, in its 2006 concluding observations for Tanzania, “note[d] with 
concern the high rate of teenage pregnancies and the fact that the State party does not pay 
sufficient attention to adolescent health issues, including . . . reproductive health concerns.831 

Quality 

Finally, health care goods and services must be “scientifically and medically appropriate and 
of good quality.”832 This requires the presence of “skilled medical personnel.”833 In interpreting 
the ICESCR, the ESCR Committee has emphasized that “States have to ensure the appropriate 
training of doctors and other medical personnel . . . .”834 

The Tanzanian government’s failure to train providers to offer adolescent-friendly reproductive 
health services violates its obligation to provide quality health care to adolescents. In addition, 
health care professionals’ manual pregnancy testing of adolescent girls as a screening measure 
is not “medically appropriate” care and violates adolescents’ right to health. Similarly, medically 
baseless pregnancy “testing” that involves the pinching and squeezing of female students’ 
breasts and nipples is a violation of their right to quality health care. 

Right to Information 

The right to information about health is a critical component of reproductive rights; failure 
to provide such information can threaten the rights to life, health, and autonomy in decision 
making, as well as all other reproductive rights of women and girls. The Banjul Charter 
recognizes that every individual has “the right to receive information” and “the right to 
education.”835 

The Maputo Protocol includes “the right to have family planning education” and obligates 
governments to “provide adequate, affordable and accessible health services, including 
information, education and communication programmes to women especially those in rural 
areas.”836 The African Youth Charter specifies that young people’s education must incorporate 
“life skills,” including “issues such as HIV/AIDS [and] reproductive health.”837 The CRC requires 
states to “develop preventive health care, guidance for parents and family planning education 
and services.”838 

Similarly, CEDAW obligates states to empower women to “decide freely and responsibly on the 
number and spacing of their children and to have access to the information, education and 
means to enable them to exercise these rights.”839 Further elaborating on this right, the CEDAW 
Committee has stated that “[i]n order to make an informed decision about safe and reliable 
contraceptive measures, women must have information about contraceptive measures and their 
use, and guaranteed access to sex education and family planning services . . . .”840 
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The Tanzanian government violates the right to information in many ways. Most significantly, 
the government has failed to provide accurate, comprehensive sexuality education in schools. 
The CEDAW Committee has observed that Tanzania’s “existing sex education programmes 
are not sufficient, and may not give enough attention to the prevention of early pregnancy and 
the control of sexually transmitted infections.”841 It has recommended “that sex education be 
widely promoted and targeted at adolescent girls and boys, with special attention [given to 
these issues].”842

The Children’s Rights Committee, in its concluding observations for Tanzania, has similarly 
urged the government to “[e]nsure the inclusion of reproductive health education in the school 
curriculum and fully inform adolescents of reproductive health rights, including the prevention 
of teenage pregnancies and sexually transmitted diseases, including HIV/AIDS.”843 

In addition, Tanzanian youth’s lack of access to information and counselling on family planning 
services, due to provider and institutional biases and the lack of adolescent-friendly services, 
is a violation of their right to information. The CEDAW Committee has stated its concern “that 
negative attitudes of health workers may be an impediment to women’s access to health 
care services” in Tanzania.844 The Committee has thus urged Tanzania “to ensure that health 
workers adopt a client-friendly attitude that will lead to improved access to quality health 
care.”845 

Schools’ and providers’ failure to provide adolescent girls with counselling and information 
prior to, during and after forced pregnancy tests is also a violation of their right to information 
and informed consent. In particular, the right to information is violated when providers fail to 
disclose to students the results of their own pregnancy test.

Right to Life

The ICCPR, the CRC, the Banjul Charter, and the Maputo Protocol have repeatedly affirmed the 
fundamental right to life.846 The African Charter on Children and the CRC both protect the right 
to life, survival, and development.847 

The Children’s Rights Committee has made clear that the right to life, survival, and development 
protected under the Convention should not be narrowly interpreted. This right extends beyond 
“[e]nsuring survival and physical health.”848 In its General Comment 7, the Committee reminds 
states parties that this right 

encompasses all aspects of development, and that a young child’s health and 
psychosocial well-being are in many respects interdependent. Both may be 
put at risk by . . . insensitive or abusive treatment and restricted opportunities 
for realizing human potential. . . . The Committee reminds States parties (and 
others concerned) that the right to survival and development can only be 
implemented in a holistic manner, through the enforcement of all the other 
provisions of the Convention, including rights to health . . . a healthy and safe 
environment [and] education . . . .849

Education and health are critical to any child’s development. Mandatory pregnancy testing, 
undertaken as a purely disciplinary measure, is “insensitive or abusive treatment” that 
denies adolescent girls their rights to health and to acceptable education. Failing to provide 
adolescents who are subject to sexual violence in schools with “a safe environment” is also a 
violation of this right. 

Expulsion for pregnancy is also a clear denial of a pregnant adolescent’s right to development, 
often permanently ending her formal educational opportunities and thereby “restricting [her] 
opportunities for realizing human potential.” The combined practices of testing and expulsion 
are also an effort to prevent adolescents from procuring an abortion and to thereby force them 
to carry their pregnancies to term. In this way, adolescents are made to forfeit their right to 
make decisions about their lives and futures. 

Expelling pregnant adolescents from school puts in direct conflict an adolescent girl’s right 
to education and her right to decide when and whether to have children. Once expelled for 
pregnancy, most adolescent girls have little hope of returning to formal schooling. Since safe 
abortion services are largely unavailable in Tanzania, this expulsion practice forces adolescent 
girls who wish to continue their education to resort to unsafe abortion, thereby placing their lives 
and health at risk. This is also a violation of their right to life. 

Treaty-monitoring bodies have consistently associated the lack of access to safe abortion 
services with high rates of maternal mortality. The Children’s Rights Committee, for example, 
has repeatedly linked maternal mortality to high rates of illegal,850 clandestine,851 and unsafe 
abortions852 among adolescents. In Tanzania, adolescents contribute to a significant percentage 
of overall maternal mortality related to unsafe abortion.853 

National Law 

Tanzania’s national laws similarly set forth protections for the rights enumerated above. The 
Tanzanian Constitution protects many of the rights outlined in this report, including the rights to 
life,854 privacy and personal security,855 equality,856 nondiscrimination,857 dignity858 and freedom 
from torture or inhuman or degrading punishment or treatment.859 

In addition, other domestic provisions protect the rights of girls in the context of education. In 
2009, Tanzania passed the Law of the Child Act, which domesticates the CRC and provides 
many protections for children’s rights. The law guarantees a child’s right to nondiscrimination, 
including on the basis of gender, age, health status, socioeconomic status and other status.860 

The Act also states that “a person shall not deprive a child access to education”861 nor subject 
a child “to torture, or other cruel, inhuman punishment or degrading treatment including any 
cultural practice which dehumanizes or is injurious to the physical and mental well-being of 
a child.”862 In this context, “degrading treatment” refers to “an act done to a child with the 
intention of humiliating or lowering his dignity.”863 

In addition, the Law of the Child Act introduces critical amendments to the Education Act, 
including a requirement that “no child of the age of seven or above shall be refused enrollment 
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in a school.”864 It further introduces an additional offence under the Education Act, stating that 
any person who “impregnates a pupil of primary or secondary school” commits an offence and 
is liable to a fine and imprisonment upon conviction.865 Finally, it provides for increased criminal 
liability for sexual violence perpetrated in schools.866

The Education Act itself also provides for key protections of the right to education, stating that 
“[a]ny person who . . . denies any child access to pursue formal education due to sex . . . or 
socio-economic status” commits an offence.867

Nonetheless, despite this strong national legal framework protecting girls’ rights and freedoms, 
the government, schools and health care providers have failed to fully and fairly implement 
these laws. Instead, the discriminatory practices of mandatory pregnancy testing in schools and 
the expulsion of pregnant students are openly implemented by public and private schools and 
condoned by the government. 

Recommendations

Section Six



136 137Forced out: Mandatory Pregnancy Testing and the Expulsion of Pregnant Students in Tanzanian Schools THE CENTER FOR REPRODUCTIVE RIGHTS

The following recommendations are based on the findings of this 
report and input from adolescent girls and other stakeholders with 
whom the Center for Reproductive Rights spoke in the course 
of this research. These recommendations do not exhaustively 
list the actions required of the Tanzanian government in order to 
comply with its legal obligations but instead target some of the key 
rights violations that we encountered during our investigation. 

To the Government of Tanzania

Prime Minister’s Office, Regional Administration, and Local Government 

Ensure that all local government authorities are aware that forced and coercive 
pregnancy testing in schools and the expulsion and exclusion of pregnant students from 
schools are prohibited under national and international human rights law.

Clarify to all local government authorities that the arrest, detention, or imprisonment of 
pregnant adolescents in order to determine who impregnated them is unlawful and must 
end immediately. 

Facilitate the dissemination and implementation of policies, guidelines and circulars 
developed by the Ministry of Education aimed at prohibiting mandatory and coercive 
pregnancy testing in schools and the expulsion and exclusion of pregnant students from 
schools, and at supporting pregnant or parenting students’ continued education. 

Ministry of Education 

Reduce unwanted and unplanned pregnancies by improving access to quality 
comprehensive sexuality education in schools. 

	 Renew efforts to introduce a comprehensive sexuality education curriculum 
in primary and secondary schools that complies with the key human rights 
standards outlined in Section One.  

	 Ensure that teachers are adequately trained and equipped with the necessary 
resources to teach this material. 

Ensure that adolescent girls are protected from sexual violence and coercion in primary 
and secondary schools. 

	 Follow through on commitments made under the Priority Responses towards a 
Multi-Sectoral National Prevention and Response Plan (2011–2015), created 

in response to the findings of the 2009 Violence Against Children in Tanzania 
report. 

Clarify the existing legal and policy framework governing expulsion and exclusion. 
Ensure that teachers and school officials are aware that expulsion and exclusion on the 
basis of pregnancy is prohibited.

	 Issue a circular to all teachers, school administrators, and school inspectors 
stating that (1) the national expulsion regulations do not require the expulsion 
or exclusion of pregnant students; (2) the expulsion and exclusion of pregnant 
students from primary or secondary schools is inconsistent with national and 
international human rights law; and (3) the expulsion and exclusion of female 
students on the basis of pregnancy is prohibited in all government and private 
schools.

	 Amend the Education (Expulsion and Exclusion of Pupils from Schools) 
Regulations by removing “wedlock” as a ground for expulsion and adding a 
regulation that states explicitly that neither pregnancy nor wedlock are grounds 
for expulsion or exclusion.

	 Issue a revised edition of the Kiongozi cha Mkuu wa Shule ya Sekondari, as well 
as similar guidance for head teachers in primary schools, that explicitly prohibits 
the expulsion of students on the bases of pregnancy, abortion, and marriage. 

Clarify the existing legal and policy framework governing pregnancy testing in schools 
and ensure that teachers and school officials are aware that coercive and mandatory 
pregnancy testing practices are prohibited. 

	 Issue a circular to all teachers, school health staff, school administrators, 
and school inspectors that prohibits the practices of coercive and mandatory 
pregnancy testing in government and private primary and secondary schools. 

	 Ensure that the revised edition of the Kiongozi cha Mkuu wa Shule ya 
Sekondari, as well as guidance for head teachers in primary schools, explicitly 
prohibits mandatory and coercive pregnancy testing in schools. 

Develop a clear policy framework that permits and supports pregnant students’ 
continued enrolment in school. Ensure that school inspectors regularly monitor and 
evaluate compliance with this policy and develop indicators to hold schools accountable to 
the goal of retaining pregnant students in school. At a minimum, this policy should include 
the following components: 

	 A clear prohibition on coercive and mandatory pregnancy testing in schools. 

	 A clear prohibition on the suspension, expulsion and exclusion of pregnant 
students. 
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	 An express statement that pregnant students have an equal right to education 
and that schools shall make every effort to support the continued enrolment of 
pregnant or parenting students who wish to continue their education.

	 A commitment to a flexible, individualized approach to the continuation of a 
pregnant student’s schooling. The pregnant student’s withdrawal from school, 
whether temporary or permanent, and her return to school after pregnancy, 
should be based on a voluntary, noncoerced decision made by the pregnant 
student according to her particular circumstances. This requires the following 
considerations: 

–	 Any assessment of what is best for the pregnant or parenting student 
should not be conditioned on a health care provider’s decision nor made 
on her behalf by the school or government. 

–	A pregnant student should be entitled to a leave of absence from school, 
without penalty, and her name must remain on the school’s register 
during her absence. She should also be entitled to return to school when 
she chooses and to return to a school of her choice. Should she choose 
to return to a different school, her original school should facilitate this 
transfer to ensure her continued education. 

–	The option of a voluntary, nondisciplinary, and individualized leave from 
school should apply equally to a male student who becomes a parent 
while in school. 

 A commitment to the retention of adolescent girls in school following 
pregnancy. This, too, requires accommodating the student’s needs and 
requests should she be in a position of balancing child care and school. In 
line with the Special Rapporteur on the Right to Education’s recommendations 
regarding students with children, “consideration should also be given to the 
possibility of providing food and child care services during school hours.”868 
Schools should be encouraged to devise innovative solutions to accommodate 
and support pregnant students and students who are parenting in the 
continuation of their education. Again, this accommodation policy should apply 
equally to a male student who is parenting while in school. 

 A clear recognition that pregnancy is not a criminal offence and that pregnant 
students should be treated with dignity and without discrimination. 

–	The policy should state clearly that a pregnant student cannot be 
harassed or pressured by school officials, police, or other actors 
to provide the name of the person who impregnated her. It should 
emphasize that the arrest and imprisonment of pregnant students in this 
context is unlawful.

–	The policy should provide for a method of addressing stigmatizing 
behaviour and the harassment of pregnant students by teachers and 
other students, including by stipulating in teachers’ and students’ codes 
of conduct that this type of behaviour violates professionals’ and pupils’ 
core obligations.

–	Students who become pregnant should not be required to undergo any 
disciplinary or other measures in school solely because of their past or 
present pregnancy status.

	 The provision of voluntary, confidential, and nondirective counselling and 
support to students who become pregnant, including the provision of referrals to 
antenatal health care services, if requested by the student.

	 A model complaints mechanism for schools that would ensure students’ 
effective recourse in cases of noncompliance with this policy and in cases of 
other forms of discrimination and harassment against pregnant or parenting 
students. 

Address the stigma surrounding adolescent pregnancy. 

 	 Include training on the principles of nondiscrimination and the importance of 
respecting pregnant students’ rights in national primary and secondary school 
curricula. 

	 Require teacher-training schools to include the principles of nondiscrimination 
and respect for students’ rights in their curricula. 

	 Amend the Ministry’s current Guidance and Counselling Services guide for 
schools to reflect the new policy of continuity and retention and to constructively 
address issues of discrimination against pregnant students. 

Improve data collection on pregnancy and education to better evaluate the impact of 
new laws and policies. Forthcoming Basic Education Statistics in Tanzania reports should 
accomplish the following: 

 Clarify the methods used to collect current pregnancy dropout data. 

 Collect and publish disaggregated data on dropouts in primary and secondary 
schools to distinguish between dropouts and expulsions. 

 Collect and publish disaggregated data on truancy dropouts to determine the 
numbers of males and females classified as truants.

 Collect and publish data on dropouts and expulsions due to marriage, 
disaggregated by sex.
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 Following the promulgation of a clear continuation and retention policy for 
pregnant students, develop indicators to monitor its impact on adolescent girls’ 
access to education. 

–	Collect data on the number of pregnant students who remain in school 
during and following their pregnancies and for how long. Track their 
transition to higher education and employment. Ensure respect for privacy 
and confidentiality in data collection. 

Support the creation of a comprehensive code of conduct for teachers. 

 Ensure that the code does the following: 

–	Requires that immediate and adequate disciplinary actions, including 
administrative and criminal actions, be taken against teachers who 
perpetrate sexual violence.

–	Emphasizes and protects the confidentiality of students’ private 
information, including information concerning their pregnancy status.

–	Prohibits the practice of mandatory pregnancy testing, discrimination 
against pregnant students, and discrimination against female students, 
including through gender stereotyping.  

 Create a monitoring mechanism to ensure that teachers who fail to comply with  
 this code receive the appropriate professional sanction. 

Create a supportive and empowering educational environment for adolescent girls. 

 Comply with the Special Rapporteur on the Right to Education’s 
recommendation to “[c]onduct teaching exercises with children and 
adolescents to analyse gender stereotypes in classroom activity and combat 
their prevalence in textbooks, teaching materials and all other school 
activities.”869

 Comply with existing commitments under the Multi-Sector Task Force on 
Violence against Children’s priority activities, including by implementing the 
Child Friendly School Guidelines to address physical and sexual violence in 
schools.870

Ensure the widespread establishment of school feeding programmes, as committed to in 
the Ministry’s 1995 Education and Training Policy.

Ministry of Health 

Ensure that quality adolescent-friendly reproductive health information and services 
are available and accessible throughout mainland Tanzania, as committed to under the 

National Adolescent Reproductive Health Strategy 2011–2015. Ensure that providers 
receive the necessary training to provide these services. 

 Issue clear guidance to health care professionals and administrators 
demonstrating that the denial of adolescents’ access to reproductive health 
services, including family planning and abortion, is unlawful discrimination. 

Provide health care providers with appropriate training on the international human 
rights framework governing adolescents’ reproductive and sexual rights. Follow the 
recommendation of the Children’s Rights Committee to “provide training for health 
personnel on the rights of adolescents to privacy and confidentiality, to be informed about 
planned treatment and to give their informed consent to treatment.”871 

 Emphasize that the capacity to consent is determined on a case-by-case basis 
and that, in all circumstances, children have a right to be involved in medical 
decisions that affect them. 

Ensure that providers are informed about the human rights violations at issue in 
mandatory pregnancy testing in schools. 

 Make clear that forced pregnancy testing is impermissible under the law and 
health care providers’ respective codes of professional conduct. 

 Clarify that health care providers must always seek an adolescent girl’s informed 
consent before testing her for pregnancy and must maintain the confidentiality 
of her test results, unless given express permission by the adolescent to disclose 
them to a third party. 

Collaborate with the Ministry of Education to ensure that the policy it develops to 
support pregnant students’ continued enrolment in school respects adolescents’ sexual 
and reproductive rights. In particular, ensure that mandatory pregnancy testing is 
not a component of this policy. This initiative would fall under existing commitments to 
strengthen the legal and policy environment on sexual and reproductive rights under the 
National Adolescent Reproductive Health Strategy 2011–2015.

Ministry of Community, Development, Gender and Children 

Support the development of a gender-sensitive education policy that ensures that 
pregnant adolescents are able to remain in and continue with school. 

Address the stigma surrounding adolescent pregnancy at the community level. 

Ensure that the retention of pregnant adolescents in schools is mainstreamed into 
existing Ministry programmes, including efforts to implement the Law of the Child Act 
and coordinate the National Plan of Action to Prevent and Respond to Violence against 
Children. 
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Ensure that comprehensive sexuality education is included in programmes seeking to 
empower children through children’s councils. 

Ministry of Constitutional and Legal Affairs

Issue a statement clarifying that Tanzanian law neither mandates nor authorizes the 
practices of coercive or mandatory pregnancy testing or expelling or excluding pregnant 
students. Make clear that these practices contravene Tanzanian and international human 
rights law and are prohibited. 

Work with the Ministry of Education to develop a clear policy permitting and supporting 
adolescent girls’ enrolment in school during and after pregnancy. 

Ensure that mandatory pregnancy testing is expressly prohibited in schools. 

Constitutional Review Commission 

Ensure that the new constitutional framework recognizes key human rights, including 
the rights to education, to health and health care services, to nondiscrimination on the 
basis of pregnancy and sex, and children’s rights. 

Attorney General’s Office

Clarify that Tanzanian law prohibits the practices of mandatory pregnancy testing and 
expelling and excluding pregnant students. Make clear that these practices contravene 
Tanzanian and international human rights law. 

Investigate, prosecute, and punish perpetrators of sexual violence. 

Tanzanian Parliament

Strengthen Tanzania’s human rights framework. 

 Domesticate international human rights treaties already ratified by Tanzania, 
including the ICESCR, CEDAW, the Maputo Protocol, and the African Youth 
Charter.

 Lift the reservations made to provisions in the African Youth Charter that guarantee 
pregnant adolescents’ and married adolescents’ right to continued education.

 Ratify the Convention against Torture and the Optional Protocol to the ICESCR. 

Amend the Education Act to prohibit the expulsion and exclusion of adolescent girls 
from school on the basis of pregnancy.

Amend the Law of the Child Act to specify that no child may be excluded, expelled or 
suspended from school on the basis of pregnancy.

Strengthen the national legal framework by amending existing legislation, including the 
Law of the Child Act and the Education Act, to explicitly prohibit discrimination on the 
basis of pregnancy.

Work with key ministries to develop a comprehensive policy that allows pregnant 
adolescents to remain in school, during and after their pregnancy, and prohibits 
mandatory pregnancy testing in schools. Approve and promote this policy when it is 
tabled before Parliament. 

Amend the Law of Marriage Act to raise the minimum age for marriage for females to 
18, in line with international human rights standards. 

Create a strong legal framework that protects clients’ rights, including adolescents’ 
rights, to informed consent and confidentiality for all tests and treatment.872

Tanzania Police Force 

Issue a directive explicitly prohibiting the arrest, detention, or imprisonment of pregnant 
adolescents for the sole purpose of determining who impregnated them. 

Sensitize police officers, particularly the gender and children’s desk officers, on child 
protection policies and the importance of treating pregnant adolescents with dignity. 
Train officers to protect, rather than arrest and detain, pregnant adolescents who are 
referred to them by educational institutions. Ensure that pregnant adolescents are not 
harassed or arrested for refusing to disclose information about the men who impregnated 
them. 

Ensure the rollout of Safety First Programmes in primary schools, as well as other 
key interventions committed to under the Priority Responses towards a Multi-Sectoral 
National Prevention and Response Plan (2011–2015), created in response to the 
findings of the 2009 Violence Against Children in Tanzania report.873

To the Commission for Human Rights and Good Governance 

Inform and educate the public about children’s and adolescents’ reproductive rights, 
including the rights to informed consent and confidentiality, as well as their right to 
education. Publicize treaty-monitoring bodies’ concluding observations for Tanzania 
pertaining to teenage pregnancy, mandatory pregnancy testing in schools, sexuality 
education, and adolescent girls’ access to education.

Inform and educate the public about gender-based stereotypes and their impact on 
adolescent girls’ ability to realize their human rights. 
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Recommend to the government that, in conformity with international human rights law, 
it develop a policy framework that allows pregnant students to remain in school and 
continue with their schooling after childbirth. 

Recommend to the government that it explicitly prohibit and prevent the practice of 
mandatory pregnancy testing in schools. 

Investigate violations of adolescent girls’ reproductive rights in the educational context, 
including the treatment of pregnant students in schools. 

Urge the government to ratify the Convention against Torture and domesticate treaties 
that it has already ratified, including the Maputo Protocol, CEDAW, and the ICESCR.

To Government and Private Primary and Secondary Schools, including 
Head Teachers, School Committees, and School Boards 

Ensure that comprehensive sexuality education is taught to students and that teachers 
are adequately trained to teach this subject. 

Explicitly state in school rules and school joining forms that neither mandatory nor 
coercive pregnancy testing will be carried out. 

Amend school rules, as needed, to remove pregnancy, abortion, marriage, and sexual 
relationships as grounds for expulsion and exclusion. Prohibit expulsion and exclusion 
on these grounds and ensure that teachers are aware that disciplinary measures on 
these grounds are prohibited. 

Implement a continuation and retention policy, as outlined in the recommendations to 
the Ministry of Education, to ensure that pregnant students are able to continue with 
their education. 

Ensure that pregnant students who wish to remain in school during and after their 
pregnancies receive appropriate support. 

 Ensure the presence of trained counsellors to provide open, nonjudgmental, and 
nondirective counselling to students. Ensure that counsellors are able to provide 
students with health-related information and referrals to a nearby health care 
facility. 

 Ensure that students are aware of counselling opportunities should they wish to 
speak to someone concerning pregnancy. 

 Create a mechanism that allows a student to inform the school administration 
of her pregnancy in order to discuss how the pregnancy may affect her studies. 
Ensure that counsellors work with the student to devise a plan, based on the 
student’s needs, for continuing with her education during and after pregnancy. 

 As an institution, seek ways to ensure that adolescent girls continue with their 
education after pregnancy, including by accommodating their needs for child care 
and other academic support.

Create a supportive educational environment that tackles the stigma and stereotypes 
surrounding adolescent pregnancy. Ensure that teachers and students do not 
discriminate against pregnant students.

Create a gender-sensitive complaints mechanism that would allow students, including 
pregnant students, to confidentially report any sexual violence, harassment or abuse. 

To the Teachers’ Service Department 

Develop a clear, specific code of conduct for teachers that prohibits and sanctions 
discriminatory behaviour, including towards adolescent girls in general and pregnant 
adolescents in particular. 

Make clear that sexual offences, especially towards students, will not be tolerated 
in the teaching profession. Ensure that teachers found to have engaged in coercive 
sexual relationships with students are held professionally responsible. Ensure that they 
are stripped of their teaching licenses and reported to the authorities and not simply 
reassigned to another school. 

To Teachers’ Training Colleges and Teachers’ Associations 

Incorporate the following key issues into existing teachers’ training curricula: 

 Train teachers on professional ethics and the penalties associated with breaches 
of these ethics. Make clear that discrimination against students, including on 
the basis of sex and pregnancy, is impermissible. In the list of activities that 
breach teachers’ professional ethical obligations, include sexual violence, forced 
pregnancy testing, sending female students to perform domestic labour in 
teachers’ homes during class hours, and publicly discussing or disclosing students’ 
confidential information. 

 Train teachers to use nonviolent methods of discipline in the classroom. 

 Ensure that teachers are accurately trained on the Ministry of Education’s expulsion 
regulations. Make clear that pregnancy is not a disciplinary offence and not 
grounds for expulsion or exclusion. 

 Educate teachers on children’s rights under international human rights law and the 
Law of the Child Act.
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 Emphasize the importance of eliminating gender-based stereotypes and make 
clear that these stereotypes violate girls’ and women’s fundamental human rights to 
nondiscrimination and education, among other rights. 

 Ensure that teachers are expressly taught how to provide sexuality education to 
students and are comfortable discussing sex and reproduction in the classroom. 

 Ensure that teachers are taught how to constructively address and dispel the 
stigma associated with student pregnancy in the school environment. 

To Regional and International Human Rights Bodies and Experts 

Urge Tanzania to protect the rights of adolescent girls in schools by eliminating the 
practices of mandatory and coercive pregnancy testing and of the expulsion and 
exclusion of pregnant students. 

Continue exposing how other human rights violations—such as sexual violence, the lack 
of access to safe abortion services, and the denial of the right to health—contribute to 
unwanted pregnancies among adolescents in Tanzania. 

To the International Donor Community

Support advocacy efforts to protect adolescents’ reproductive rights, including efforts to 
eliminate the practices of coercive and mandatory pregnancy testing and the expulsion 
and exclusion of pregnant students. 

Ensure that funds allocated towards education are not supporting mandatory pregnancy 
testing initiatives or the expulsion or exclusion of pregnant students. 

Allocate funding for initiatives that support pregnant students’ efforts to continue with 
their schooling during and after pregnancy. 
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