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Keeping girls in school every week of the month 

 

The topic of girls staying in school in developing countries and how their periods affect 
them has been discussed widely as has the introduction of other sanitary products such 
as reusable sanitary pads and menstrual cups. 

We have trialled both products as well as recently building female-only toilets at the six 
primary schools we support to ensure that even girls wearing traditional rags and 
reusable pads have a safe and adequate space at school to change so that they don’t 
have to miss a day or more of lessons. 

Intrigued to see whether things have changed and progressed we spoke with 64 
mothers and grandmothers about what life was like when they were at school as well as 
their view on girls missing school because of their periods. Only 20% of these women 
finished primary school. 

Gertrude, 60 said, “My daughter is part of a mother’s group which teaches girls the 
importance of school and how to properly use rags and pads. They talk to other parents 
about not partaking in the tradition of keeping girls indoors during their first period. We 
do know that, even when facilities are available, girls miss school because of lack of 
funds for buckets and soap. At our local primary school, when there was a female 
headteacher she used to provide these items but the new male headteacher hasn’t 
continued this and now there is only one bucket for all the girls at the school to use.” 

Grace, 55 said, “Girls should not be missing school since the tradition of keeping girls 
inside when they are on their period is no longer practiced.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nowadays, primary school is free with the exception of the school development fund 
and exam fees that parents have to pay for. From the 13 women which did attend and 
finish primary school, 10 of them went on to secondary education but sadly not one of 
them finished mainly due to getting pregnant.  
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Discussing with the mothers whether their periods affected their school attendance, 11 
of the 39 that were still in school once their periods had started said they had missed 
school at some point. The other 28 said they didn’t miss school because they used thick 
rags and/or changed at school or a nearby house. The main reasons that women 
missed school were menstrual cramps and a fear of leaking. 93% of these women used 
rags during their monthly period. 

In comparison, 66% of their daughters who are at school today and have started their 
periods said they didn’t miss school but only 28% of them use rags as many of the girls 
are now accessing disposable pads. Thirty one percent use only disposable pads and 
36% use disposable pads at school and rags at home as they feel less likely they will 
leak.  
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Compared to their mothers and grandmothers, more girls now have access to or want 
to use disposable pads for the ease and freedom that it gives them whereas the 
majority of their mothers continue to use rags. Seven mothers though have changed 
what they use. Four now use disposable pads, one uses rags when she used just 
underwear before and two are now using a menstrual cup. These two women were part 
of a Menstrual Cup trial which ran to see whether women and teenage girls liked and 
wanted to use a cup versus other sanitary products.  

Most of the mothers and grandmothers had never heard of a menstrual cup but after 
hearing about what it is and how it works, many were keen to try one and would 
encourage their daughters to use one too.  

Cecilia, 62 a grandmother of two teenagers said, “The menstrual cup sounds like a good 
idea as there is little money for (disposable) pads.” 

Esther, 21, “I would like to try one because rags are uncomfortable and cause friction, 
and the cup lasts a long time.” 

Cliffa, 67, “I would have loved the option of the cup because it wouldn't show at the back 
like rags do, less cost and sometimes I had no soap for washing rags.” 

Uppiness, 37, “I use a menstrual cup and I can recommend it because it's more 
comfortable and doesn't leak.” 

Whilst menstrual cups have many 
positives, it is not necessarily the answer 
for everyone nor is everyone going to be 
able to access them. Therefore, we have 
built female-only toilet and wash facilities 
at the six primary schools we support. 
The women and their daughters agreed 
that better facilities at school where girls 
can change and wash their rags and 
reusable pads would be better. Many also 
said that the provision of disposable pads 
would also help as it is even more discreet 
than having to wash and hang out rags. 
The schools all have a limited supply of 
disposable pads each month in case girls 
do get caught out at school however, 
there are never enough. 

Maggy, 43, said, “My 16-year-old daughter uses the washing facility. She brings a spare 
rag to school and changes. The facilities really help but if painkillers were provided at 
school it would also mean girls wouldn't have to go home because of cramps.” 
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Previously a local women’s group made 
and tried selling reusable sanitary pads 
but these weren’t successful as the girls 
preferred the disposable pads as there 
was no washing involved. Although over 
the year they would save money by 
having the reusable pads, they didn’t 
value them and therefore wouldn’t buy 
them. The menstrual cup trial has 
proved equally challenging when 
compared with disposable sanitary 
pads. 

We worked with 100 women and girls who wanted to take part in trying a menstrual 
cup. Before the trial, the majority of the women used chitenje rags which are bulky and 
not reliable but after trying the menstrual cup, 87% of the women loved the product 
and have carried on using it without any problems. The few women that didn’t like it 
said they had trouble inserting it so prefer to buy disposable pads or stick with using 
chitenje rags. Talking about cost, on average the women would be happy to pay 
1,200MK (£1.15/$1.55) for a menstrual cup and said the main benefits are that it is 
cleaner, they don’t leak and the cups are environmentally friendly. The average age of 
the women involved in the trial was 32 years old. 
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At Kapanda Secondary School 49 girls boarding at the girl’s dormitory were involved in 
the trial. Several meetings were held with them to discuss menstrual cups, provide 
training on how to use them and to monitor whether the girls did in fact try them. At the 
six-week follow up, 98% of the girls had tried to use it but only 50% had actually 
managed to use it as the others had difficulty inserting it. Of the girls that did use it, 75% 
liked it. However, when given the choice of what sanitary product they would prefer to 
use, 84% chose disposable pads.  

On reflection, part of the problem with the trial at the boarding house is that the girls 
have to use disposable pads as there is not the space for washing rags. Parents have to 
send money to cover the cost of the pads each month, and because the girls already 
have access to this option, they didn’t feel the need to try something else, even if the 
overall cost is cheaper and kinder to the environment. 

 

Several girls from the dormitory shared their views on the menstrual cups and why they 
choose to use or not use one.  

Katie is 18 years old. She comes from a very remote village in the hills and said, “We 
have no access to modern sanitary products in the hills so I have always used rags until 
I came to board here. I really like the freedom that the cup gives me and I know other 
women living in my village would love this opportunity. I only ever miss school now if I 
have really bad cramps.” 

Gertrude started to use the menstrual cup but then went back to disposable pads. She 
said, “They are more convenient as they are just dropped in to the toilet pit and I don’t 
have to worry about washing anything.” 
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For anyone starting to use the menstrual cup, it can seem daunting and that was the 
experience for 16-year-old Joy. She said, “I stopped using the cup as I was scared every 
time I put it in. Once it was in, I would then worry about it leaking but with pads you can 
see when it needs changing. I do understand that the cup is better for the environment 
and cheaper as I only need one cup for many years. Maybe in the future I will try again.” 

Fortunate tried the menstrual cup because her friends told her how good it was but she 
said, “It takes a while to finally know how best to insert it. After each time it got easier 
but I have a heavy flow so I do worry about it leaking so still use pads too.” 

During the trial, a few of the women 
involved asked if their 15-year-old 
daughters at primary school could try a 
menstrual cup. These girls relied on 
rags during their monthly period and 
didn’t have the money for disposable 
pads. Although they agreed that they 
found it a little tricky at the beginning, 
once they became comfortable with 
how to use the menstrual cup, they 
loved that it didn’t leak and were 
excited that they could play sport. 
 

Summary and future plans 

We would like to thank the donors who have supported these various projects to 
support girls and women in the local community close to Mwaya Beach.  

Access to disposable sanitary products, whilst providing a solution, is also creating a far 
greater environmental issue. There is no waste disposal system or plumbed toilets 
within these rural schools so any disposable sanitary pads are being dropped into the 
toilet pits which fill up more quickly and the pads do not decompose. This was a 
concern also raised by some of the teaching staff at Kapanda Community Day 
Secondary School. 

As mentioned in the report, the school requires girls living at the boarding house to pay 
for these disposable pads so there is no incentive or need for them to consider 
switching to a menstrual cup. However, girls still at primary school who rely on rags, 
welcomed the product as it solved so many problems for them – it is more discrete, less 
leaks and saving money.  

Therefore, we would be really keen to develop the menstrual cup project further if we 
are able to secure funding. If you are or know of a company which is passionate about 
empowering women and girls and removing barriers for them who might be keen to 
support this project, please get in touch: nikki@rippleafrica.org 


