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Abstract 

In a patriarchal society like Ghana, the gendered hierarchy and socially accepted views of 

masculinity and femininity have permeated the school environment, thereby making 

Ghanaian schools the prime site not only for the construction of gender identity but also 

for reinforcing existing gender relations that are built on socially sanctioned inequalities.  

The effect of gender hierarchy in the school environment is particularly severe in rural 

Ghana where sexual exploitation of girls in schools is threatening to undermine recent 

gains in the girl-child education. A distinct evolution of such gendered pattern of abuse 

has been brought to the fore by the Ghanaian media in a phenomenon called bush 

allowance. This phenomenon primarily refers to the situation where some male teachers 

in Ghana accept postings to villages because of opportunities to have sexual relations 

with schoolgirls, as incentives for enduring the hardships of rural life.  The practice of 

bush allowance begs two legitimate questions: what are its causes and how could it be 

addressed effectively?  This phenomenological study explored these questions using 

qualitative research methods and found that gendered hierarchical socio-economic 

structures (poverty, expectations of femaleness, impunity, irresponsible parenting, etc.) 

underline bush allowance. The study also found that although the exploitation of rural 

schoolgirls occurs in contexts where it is often viewed as normal, this abuse has profound 

implications for affected girls, including school dropout, pregnancy, and psychological 

trauma, among others. The study, therefore, proposed to enhance and expand current girl-

empowerment strategies in Ghana to enable girls confront sexual exploitation. 

Key words: Bush allowance, education stakeholders, empowerment, girl-child, power 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Background and Statement of the Problem 

On December 9, 2014, a television broadcaster (Narkwor Kwabla) at the Ghana 

TV3 network featured a documentary on a particular type of sexual exploitation of 

teenage girls in rural schools by male teachers, which is called bush allowance. 

Essentially, the broadcaster was referring to a practice whereby some male teachers 

posted to rural areas in Ghana sexually exploited female pupils in schools as an incentive 

for enduring the hardships of living in Ghana’s most deprived areas (GNA, 2014; TV3 

Network, 2014). In the television documentary, Kwabla interviewed a seventeen-year-old 

girl who alleged that her male teacher had sexually exploited and impregnated her (TV3 

Network, 2014). Before Kwabla’s news story, there had been a proliferation of media 

accounts of sexual abuse of schoolgirls by some male teachers in rural communities in 

the Northern Region of Ghana. Narawie (2014) published a similar story that outlined the 

sexual agony of secondary school girls at the hands of some male teachers. Another 

article posted on the Modern Ghana News website by Tawiah (2012) featured a story on 

the sexual abuse of children and women by teachers and pastors. 

Since then, other news stories of teachers’ sexually exploiting girls have been 

prevalent. Citi FM Online (2015) published two different stories in July and September 

2015 about alleged victimization of female students by some male teachers: one in which 

one girl was impregnated, and another in which the victim was dismissed from school for 

accusing the headmaster of rape. Although not a new phenomenon, the prominence given 

by the media has given traction to the issue of sexual exploitation of rural secondary 

schoolgirls and generated a lot of public debate. In fact, a much earlier research by 
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USAID (2004) found that girls from specific regions of Ghana were at a higher risk of 

sexual abuse from male teachers than girls from other parts of the country and that the 

majority of these girls were likely to be victims of either rape or defilement.  

The USAID (2004) study also revealed that the Ghanaian culture of respect, 

which teaches children to respect elders, was laudable but, at the same time, creates 

power imbalances and can be exploited by those in authority to harm children. The 

USAID (2004) report cited the example of a common practice where teachers freely send 

students on errands outside of the school setting and into the private homes of male 

teachers. As minors, the students have been normalized to comply with such requests 

from their teachers whom they view as elders. Unfortunately, this accepted and extoled 

cultural practice of obeying elders creates room for sexually abusive teachers to take 

advantage and lure students into their private homes for sexual exploitation (USAID, 

2004). The report conveyed research participants’ accounts of cases where teachers have 

impregnated students. In particular, a male teacher was said to have sexually abused 

female students that resulted in several of the students being infected with HIV/AIDS 

(USAID, 2004). These findings highlight the complex nature of the issue and the need for 

a multipronged policy approach - national, procedural, and structures within the 

educational institutions - to help eliminate the exploitation of girls in rural schools. 

Notwithstanding this earlier study by USAID, the problem of sexual exploitation 

of girls by male teachers continues to persist in rural schools partly because rural areas 

are the least developed, poorer than urban areas and highly disadvantaged in Ghana 

(Camfed, 2012). According to the Ghana News Agency, these characteristics of rural 

Ghana are coupled with the fact that teachers and other education staff lack economic 
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power, thereby giving some male teachers the impetus to justify the sexual exploitation of 

female pupils as an incentive for their continuous stay in these rural areas (GNA, 2014). 

Other studies, such as Antonowicz (2010) and CAMFED (2012) also found that such 

teachers often prey on girls’ acceptance of their stereotypical roles and docility to exploit 

them.  

Although both boys and girls can suffer violence in schools that violates their 

human rights, girls are more likely to be targeted for sexual harassment and sexual assault 

(Amnesty International, 2008; Antonowicz, 2010). There is already an existing wide 

gender disparity for boys in rural Ghana where “girls are least likely to go to school, stay 

in school, learn efficiently and transition to Junior High School and Senior High School” 

due to poverty and complex socio-cultural issues (CAMFED, 2012, p. 11). The few girls 

who can attend school are often faced with numerous challenges, such as financial 

barriers, safety concerns, low self-esteem, and long walking commutes (Lambert, Perrino 

& Barreras, 2012). Therefore, adding a layer of challenge through sexual exploitation 

robs them of their little self-esteem, violates their human rights, and could further 

exacerbate their retention in school as well as serve as an obstruction to girls’ education 

in Ghana (Lambert et al., 2012).  

According to a report by UNICEF Ghana (2013), schools in Ghana do not exist in 

a cultural vacuum, and the achievement of girls in school is often affected by the cultural 

values prevalent in the surrounding society. In all communities in Ghana, girls suffer 

many deprivations of their rights. The burden of violence on women has serious 

consequences for their children. Customs and social practices also tend to affect girls 

more negatively than boys (UNICEF Ghana, 2013). In Ghana, for instance, an estimated 
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27 percent of women are married before the age of 18, 17 percent of adolescent girls aged 

15-19 have experienced sexual violence, and 32 percent reported physical violence since 

the age of 15 (UNICEF Ghana, 2013). In fact, an Overseas Development Institute (ODI) 

Paper (ODI, 2014) reports that a study conducted in Ghana in 2003 suggested that six 

percent of the girls surveyed had been victims of sexual blackmail over their class grades. 

Fourteen percent of rape cases had been perpetrated by school comrades while 24 percent 

of boys in the study admitted having raped a girl or having taken part in a collective rape. 

The current study examined the critical factors underlying sexual exploitation of 

schoolgirls by some male teachers in rural schools in Northern Ghana. By narrowing 

down to the specific sexual exploitation of rural schoolgirls by some male teachers, this 

research has contributed to the existing literature (e.g., CAMFED, 2012; Dunne et al., 

2006; Leach et al., 2009; ODI, 2008; USAID, 2004) on the problem of sexual 

exploitation of girls in Ghanaian schools. While many of the previous studies within the 

Ghanaian context have focused on all forms of sexual exploitation of girls in schools, the 

current research explored the particular phenomenon of bush allowance, i.e., male teacher 

exploitation of schoolgirls in rural Ghana, utilizing a qualitative study design rooted in 

the phenomenological methodology. A qualitative methodology has facilitated the 

exploration of sexual exploitation of girls in the context of the bush allowance 

phenomenon in rural schools in Ghana through multiple data sources such as one-on-one 

interviews and group discussions (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Hancock & Algozzine, 2006). 

Studies, such as ODI (2008) and USAID 2004, reveal that investing in girls’ 

education does not only fulfill their rights to quality education but also propels all other 

development goals. UNICEF (2013) corroborates this argument with research 
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conclusions that state that stopping intergenerational poverty is dependent on how much 

is invested in girls’ education. Further, it is cheaper and more efficient to focus upstream; 

ensuring that girls are protected in the school environment, instead of engaging in 

remedial action later in their adult life. Furthermore, bridging the gender gap in education 

and girls’ access to quality education requires the school environment to become safe for 

them to receive a relevant and meaningful education (USAID, 2004). Consequently, there 

have been several commitments by the Ghana government in the past decades to achieve 

gender parity in education, including abolishing school fees in primary education 

nationwide and introducing a capitation grant. The capitation grant is aimed at helping all 

basic education schools improve the quality of education and eliminate the need for 

households to pay fees at the primary school level (Akyeampong, 2011; UNGEi, 2015). 

Significant challenges still abound, as girls continue to be systematically left behind in 

education especially in the northern part of Ghana, where the poverty level is high 

(UNGEi, 2015). According to UNGEi (2015), these challenges include negative social 

and cultural perceptions of formal education, the inability of parents or guardians to bear 

related costs of education, including uniforms, stationery and food, as well as the 

opportunity costs of sending girls to school. The lack of child-friendly environments in 

the schools, and long distances from home to school also pose challenges to girls’ 

education.  As the aforementioned (largely gendered) challenges represent critical 

barriers to girls’ access to quality education and threaten to erode recent gains, the 

USAID (2004), argued that gendered abuse thrives in cultures where gender inequality 

and specific cultural beliefs and attitudes about gender roles marginalize girls. Gender 
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abuse also exist in places where there are economic inequities, political unrest, and 

violent conflicts (USAID, 2004).  

Purpose of the Study 

Based on the background of the research problem outlined above, the issue of 

sexual violence against girls is a topic that needs robust research to understand the 

underlying problems so as to help formulate strategies to curb the threat. The purpose of 

this qualitative study was to examine the critical factors underlying sexual exploitation of 

schoolgirls by some male teachers in rural schools in Northern Ghana.  

Aim Statement 

The aim of the study was to develop evidence-based recommendations as a 

framework to create empowering strategies for young girls in rural Ghana to stand up 

against sexual exploitation.  

Research Questions 

Based on the purpose and aim of the study, this qualitative research study was 

guided by the following primary research questions:  

1. What are the critical factors that underlie the exploitation of rural schoolgirls by 

some male teachers in Ghana?  

2. How could the issue of girls’ exploitation by male teachers in rural schools be 

addressed effectively in Ghana?  
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Significance of the Study 

Studying sexual exploitation of schoolgirls and exploring ways to propose 

evidence-based solutions to the problem is necessary for several reasons. First, this study 

significantly adds to the existing research on the complex issue of gender-based violence. 

Second, the study provides new context-specific perspectives to the global efforts in 

finding practical solutions to this social problem by linking research with practice. This 

study is important because as a review of the literature indicates, gender-based violence is 

a complex problem that continues to occur in several environments. For instance, despite 

many interventions to reduce and eliminate the incidence of gender-based violence in 

Ghana, the Domestic Violence and Victims Support Unit (DOVVSU) noted that there 

was a record number of about 109,784 cases of domestic violence against women and 

children from 1999-2010 (Ghanaweb, 2010). Similarly in Kenya, despite the 2006 Sexual 

Offenses Act decreed by the Kenyan Parliament, recent studies (e.g. Abuya, Onsomu, 

Moore, & Sagwe, 2012) have found that girls continue to experience sexual harassment 

and violence within and outside the walls of schools.  Also, in a study on the prevalence 

and degree of female high school students’ exposure to sexual harassment in Swedish 

high schools, Witkowska and Mencke (2005) concluded that sexual harassment creates a 

hostile environment in schools for girls. 

The complexity of the issue of gender-based violence shows that a universal 

approach to solving the problem may be counterproductive in bringing forth solutions. 

Hence, context-based research is needed to find context-based solutions. This study is, 

therefore, significant because of its specificity in addressing the bush allowance 

phenomenon. Thus, findings from this research add to the growing discourse on gender-
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based sexual abuse prevention while outlining the implication for practice within the rural 

context. 

Additionally, the study went beyond adding to existing knowledge to fill research 

gaps on the issue of sexual abuse of girls. The growing body of research examining issues 

of sexual exploitation, harassment, abuse, and violence against children, and women have 

taken a reactive approach to confronting the problem. Some studies highlight the many 

causes of the problem and recommend reactive strategies while mentioning preventive 

methods briefly (e.g. Abuya et al., 2012; Beninger, 2013; Kilonzo et al., 2009 & Reza et 

al., 2009). This study takes the opposite approach by highlighting preventative strategies 

and helping fill this gap in the literature.  

The recommendations from this study may have implications for practice because 

it outlines ways for stakeholders in education to pursue a coordinated approach to address 

the problem and implement strategies that seek to build the capacities of girls to stop the 

occurrence of sexual exploitation before they occur. In addition, besides presenting 

implications for local and national action on the issue of male teacher sexual misconduct, 

this research may have implications for international action and may significantly help 

improve international practice by contributing to global efforts to end sexual violence 

against girls in schools. Hitherto, the quest to find a strategy to combat all forms of sexual 

violence against girls has led the international development community scrambling to 

understand its occurrence and looking for ways to develop viable strategies by 

reassessing their capacities to prevent and respond to sexual exploitation and abuse 

(Lattu, 2008). As a result of the concern for girls’ safety in schools, the United Nations 

Secretary General’s UNiTE to End Violence against Women campaign marked orange 
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day (i.e a day set aside to focus on various issues on preventing and ending violence 

against women and girls) on September 26th, 2013.  The theme for orange day in 2013 

was, safe schools for girls, and the aim was to raise global concerns over girls’ safety in 

schools (UN Women, 2014). The current study stands to guide action in the fight against 

gender-based violence not only in school environments but also locally and globally. 

Method Overview 

The study utilized a qualitative research design through a phenomenological 

research method to explore the issue of sexual exploitation of schoolgirls by male 

teachers in rural schools in Northern Ghana.  The data gathering plan involved the 

collection of data through one-on-one interviews and group discussions with relevant 

educational stakeholders who voluntarily participated in the interviews. The eighteen 

individual interviews and three separate group discussions were recorded and uploaded 

onto the website of QuickScribe Data Solutions at quickscribeghana.com for transcription 

services. The data were then hand coded for emerging themes after transcription. 

Definition of Terms 

The following section defines terms that were used operationally in this study in 

the context of sexual exploitation of schoolgirls by male teachers in rural settings. 

Bush allowance: A term used to describe male teacher sexual exploitation of 

schoolgirls in rural communities. 

Civil Society Organizations (CSOs): A group of non-profit, non-governmental, 

and charitable organizations that work to advance the interest of citizens. 

Gender-based violence: All forms of violence including sexual, physical and 

mental directed at a person because of gender or sex (UNHCR, 2003).  
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 Girl-child: A girl below the age of eighteen years. 

 Girl empowerment: Any form of capacity building geared towards girls. 

Northern region/Ghana: Ghana is divided into ten regions, and the Northern 

Region of Ghana is situated in the north of Ghana. 

Rural schools: Refers to schools situated in rural communities. 

Schoolgirl: Girls who are enrolled and attend school. 

School prefect: A position given to a senior student to lead the entire student 

body. 

Teacher sexual misconduct: Any sexual advancement from a male teacher 

towards a female student. 

Sexual abuse: The actual or threatened physical intrusion of a sexual nature, 

whether by force or under unequal or coercive conditions. (UN Secretariat, 2003). 

Sexual exploitation: Abuse of a position of all forms of power for sexual 

purposes (UN Secretariat, 2003). 

Sexual violence: Any form of violence that is sexual in nature. 

Stakeholders in education: Government, school authorities, teachers, parents, 

community members, chiefs, media, law enforcement and legal system, civil 

society organizations, and all others concerned for girl-child education. 

Violence against girls in schools: Any form of violence directed at girls in the 

school environment. 

Study Limitations 

The most significant limitation of this study was that the schoolgirls who are 

experiencing sexual exploitation were not recruited as participants in the study due to 
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anticipated risk of exposing the girls to more harm. Creswell (2014) cautioned 

researchers to consider the potential risk to participants who are underage or vulnerable. 

Gathering narratives of the lived experiences from the schoolgirls would have given the 

schoolgirls a voice to talk about the issues at hand and allowed for a deeper 

understanding of the bush allowance phenomenon through the lens of the girl-child. 

Nonetheless, this shortcoming was substituted by interviewing relevant stakeholders in 

education who are in a unique position to speak to the specific issues.  Thus, the voices of 

the schoolgirls were heard indirectly through participants’ narrations. 

Delimitations  

 Due to the scope of this research, the study was restricted to understanding sexual 

exploitation in rural schools only. Generalization of the findings across the country may 

not be justified due to different cultures within Ghana, and also different contexts 

between rural and urban Ghana. As such, the findings could only be applied to the 

particular issue of bush allowance in Northern Ghana, while the lessons learned and 

recommendations could be used as foundations for further research. Delimitation also lies 

in the fact that the problem is focused and narrowed on teacher exploitation of school 

girls without looking broadly at the issue of gender-based exploitation by peers, family 

and other members of the community. This strategy was deliberate to allow 

comprehensive exploration of power dynamics in the teacher-student relationship. For 

this academic exercise, the goal was to remain focused and realistic about the scope of 

the research to complete the dissertation within a defined time frame.   
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Chapter Summary 

The phenomenon of sexual exploitation of schoolgirls by male teachers in rural 

schools in Ghana is an occurrence worthy of investigation. The various media reports on 

this issue indicated that the problem was widespread in rural areas in the Northern region 

of Ghana. This phenomenological study had the purpose of examining the critical factors 

underlying sexual exploitation of schoolgirls by some male teachers in rural schools in 

Ghana with the aim of developing recommendations for a framework to create 

empowering strategies for young girls in rural Ghana to fight sexual exploitation.  

The significance of this study could include: contributing to the existing literature 

on the topic, filling potential research gaps, and improving practice by contributing to 

global efforts to stop sexual violence against girls. As a phenomenological study, the data 

gathering plan involved the collection of data through individual interviews and group 

discussions. 

Study limitations and delimitations include the fact that the girls who are mostly 

affected by the phenomenon were not interviewed for this study. Moreover, the study 

may not be generalizable across the country due to different cultures within Ghana, and 

also different contexts between rural and urban Ghana. The next four chapters provide a 

literature review, methodology, research findings, and conclusions and recommendations. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

The literature presents an overarching theme on the concept of power dynamics 

and the concept of empowerment within a phenomenological framework. The review of 

the literature allowed for the examination of power dynamics about gendered norms and 

empowerment, to ascertain whether and how power imbalance in society, in general, 

could be one of the leading causes of bush allowance in rural schools in Northern Ghana. 

Phenomenology as a literature review technique mirrors phenomenological research 

where a researcher aims to describe the lived experiences of individuals about a particular 

phenomenon as relayed by participants (Creswell, 2014; Randolph, 2009).  In the realm 

of phenomenological literature review, the goal is to describe a researcher’s empirical 

experiences with a phenomenon by presenting a research report on the event as opposed 

to conveying individual lived experiences (Randolph, 2009). Two central themes, power 

dynamics and concepts of empowerment, are presented as empirical research reports in 

the literature review section of this study. These themes served as a step in the 

formulation of practical research questions for the study (Randolph, 2009). The themes 

from the literature review align with and enrich the emerging themes from the research 

findings. 

Power Dynamics 

The following review of French and Raven’s (1959) social power model 

establishes a framework for understanding girls, women and children’s susceptibility to 

sexual exploitation in the context of power and gender relations. Varying definitions of 

the theory of empowerment were highlighted as the first step in identifying what it means 
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to empower the powerless. Power dynamics were reviewed in the context of a teacher-

student relationship. French and Raven’s (1959) social power model, though dated, is 

timeless and still relevant today.  This model was reviewed to understand power 

dynamics in the overarching frame of gender relations. French and Raven (1959) initially 

developed five bases of social power. These five bases were later modified by Raven 

(1965) to include a sixth power base (Erchul & Raven, 1997).  

These six power bases illustrated in Figure 1 below were used to elucidate the 

concept of social influence. Social Influence is defined “as a change in the belief, 

attitude, or behavior of a person-the target of influence, which results from the action, or 

presence, of another person or group of persons-the influencing agent” (Erchul & Raven, 

1997, p.138). Thus, social power within the typology of the six bases of power is defined 

as Person A having the ability to exert influence over Person B leading Person B to 

change his or her belief, attitude or behavior. The six bases of power typology are: 

Reward power, referent power, expert power, coercive power, legitimate power and 

informational power (Erchul & Raven, 1997; French & Raven, 1959).  
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Figure 1. Erchul, French and Raven’s sources of power (1959; 1965) 

 

Reward Power  

Reward power stems from one person’s ability to reward another person. The 

degree of power depends on the magnitude of the reward. This type of power can be used 

to influence positive behavior or attitude or decrease negative attitudes (French & Raven, 

1959). For instance, in a school setting, teachers are authoritative figures and have the 

power to influence children to stop a behavior so as to halt negative consequences or 

improve performance in exchange for a reward. In the realm of gender norms, girls in 

schools are more likely than boys to be coaxed into sexual exploitation by male teachers 

and male peers due to unequal power relations and patriarchy that exist in most societies 

(Greene, Robles, Stout, & Suvilaakso, 2013).  

Consistent with French and Raven’s (1959) concept of reward power, Simic 

(2009) cited several studies as reporting that children fall prey to sexual exploitation due 
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to chronic poverty and lack of economic opportunities. Hence, children are rendered 

powerless and prone to engaging in transactional sexual relations with a person exerting 

the power to reward. Save the Children’s (2006) report revealed that during and after the 

Liberian Civil War, children were being rewarded with food, goods and other favors for 

agreeing to have sexual relations with adult men. Children accepted these rewards as a 

means of survival.  

 In the Ghanaian context, as well as in most African countries, females are 

considered inferior to males due to patriarchy, inherent traditional values, cultural norms 

and other socialization processes that value males over females. These cultural 

perceptions about women cause gender inequities and power imbalances in the society 

(Ardayfio-Schandorf, 2009; Kabira & Akinyi Nzioki, 1993). Also, Abuya et al. (2012) 

found in their study that girls experienced sexual harassment and violence while 

attending high school as a result of social construction, perceptions and definition of the 

girl-child in Kenya. According to the authors, these perceptions of others about girls gave 

boys and male teachers the power to exude negative attitudes towards girls in the school 

environment, leading to the erosion of girls’ self-esteem. Consequently, boys and men 

assume power over girls and gain the upper hand to influence girls and women to 

succumb to their pressure through various forms of reward power, hence rendering girls 

vulnerable to sexual exploitation. 

Coercive Power 

Coercive power stems from one’s ability to punish another person for lack of 

conformity (French & Raven, 1959). Coercive power is also described as one’s ability to 

enforce punishment on another person for refusing to comply (Bass & Stogdill, 1990). 
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For instance, Leach (2008) referenced Reuters (2002) as reporting that a girl may have 

acid poured on her face for refusing a man’s marriage proposal or for snubbing a boy in 

some South Asian cultures. Furthermore, Moore, Awusabo-Asare, Madise, John-Langba, 

and Kumi-Kyereme (2007) found that 38 percent of girl-study participants from Malawi 

reported their first sexual encounter as being coercive, followed by Ghana at 30 percent, 

Uganda at 23 percent and Burkina Faso at 15 percent. Beninger (2013) also asserted that 

male teachers often use threats or promises of good grades or money to engage in sexual 

encounters with schoolgirls. These cases illustrate coercive power where boys and men 

have the power to pressure girls for sex or penalize girls and women for non-compliance 

to their sexual coercion. As Heise, Ellsberg, and Gottmoeller (2002) explicitly stated, 

“the touchstone of coercion is that a woman lacks choice and faces severe physical or 

social consequences if she resists sexual advances” (p. s6). 

Expert Power 

According to French and Raven (1959), Expert power is based on one’s 

assumption of another person’s expertise or knowledge to the extent that the individual 

yielding the expert power is seen as truthful and trustworthy. It seems clear how this kind 

of authority in a school setting could influence students to trust teachers who are 

considered by the pupils as custodians of knowledge. Teaching comes with prestige and 

authority, and students see their teachers as authoritative figures who impart knowledge. 

This distinct imbalance of power between students and teachers who have a duty of care 

and hold positions of trust could potentially harm a student when that power is abused. 

Unfortunately, some male teachers have the tendency to exert this kind of expert power 
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for the purpose of ill-treatment. M’jid’s (2007) study found that sexual abuse by teachers 

was the most frequently cited form of violence in 23 West and Central African countries.  

Legitimate Power 

French and Raven (1959) referred to legitimate power as the social norm that 

obligates people to obey persons holding the legitimate power. A person with legitimate 

power can compel others to do their bidding. This type of power can be exerted to 

influence or change another person’s behavior either positively or negatively (French & 

Raven, 1959). Mirembe and Davis (2001) contended that the school environment in 

Uganda was a breeding ground that contributed to risk in sexual health for school goers. 

They found that school practices in Uganda created power imbalance between boys and 

girls that translated into risky sexual behaviors among students. Consequently, girls were 

socialized to conform to male leadership, manhood and man’s rights to sex. 

Referent Power 

Referent power is a type of authority where one person wishes to be like another 

person and makes deliberate efforts to identify with and look like the person with 

perceived referent power (French & Raven, 1959). In the school setting, students may 

view their teachers as role models and may wish to imitate and be like them. This 

wanting to be like teachers can make girls particularly vulnerable to sexual abuse by 

teachers who are in a position of power. Pressure for sexual favors by teachers who exude 

control over their students can cloud a girl’s judgment and ability to stand up against 

sexual exploitation (M’jid, 2008).  
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Informational power 

Erchul and Raven (1997) cite French and Raven’s (1959) power typology by 

explaining informational power as a type of power that one holds to influence others 

because of the person’s perceived power of having information that others rely on or 

want. In their study on the role of power in effective leadership, Bal, Campbell, Steed and 

Meddings (2008) found that people who have information power go beyond sharing 

information to persuading and influencing others on a “position or outcome” (p.15). In 

relation to teacher-student dynamics, a teacher utilizing informational power can exert 

influence over a student depending on the relevance of the information (Erchurl & Raven, 

1997). 

It is clear from the analysis that the bases of power give rise to all types of social 

influences that can either be positive or negative (French & Raven, 1959). Although the 

bases of power have been examined to illuminate how influencing agents can use their 

power to cause sexual harm to schoolgirls, these bases of power can also be utilized to 

effect positive change. Haslam, Reicher, and Platow (2011) contended that those who 

have power were best placed to recreate the social environment and not just be actors in a 

world created by others. As evidenced in French and Raven’s (1959) bases of power 

typology, and asserted by Haslam et al. (2011), those who are powerless depend on the 

powerful for knowledge and resources that allow the powerful to control the powerless to 

do their bidding. However, the use of coercion, reward, and punishment to monitor and 

influence the behaviors of others has been shown to be “ineffective and expensive” (p. 

61). While people might be induced to do the bidding of those who are perceived to have 

the ability to reward and punish, they are unlikely to be convinced that they are doing the 
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right thing and this may subsequently lead to rejection of the control (Haslam, et al., 

2011). 

To this effect, Haslam et al. (2011) brought attention to Turner’s (2005) concept 

of “power over and power through” (p. 61). Power over is using power and resources to 

control the act of others by way of reward and punishment, while power through is the 

idea of people working with other people to help them achieve what they want to achieve 

for themselves (Haslam et al., 2011). Rowlands (1997) also posited that power can take 

different forms such as “power over, power to, power with, and power from within” (p. 

13). These manifestations of power show that power should not only be seen through the 

lens of power over – which is described as zero-sum, where those who yield power can 

get those with less power to do their bidding. For instance, power to can be exercised 

productively to create possibilities without domination, whereas power with can be used 

to garner communal support to tackle a problem, and power from within focuses on 

individual spiritual strength and uniqueness that allow one to obtain self-acceptance and 

self-respect as an extension to respecting and accepting others as equals (Rowlands, 

1997). 

Consequently, French and Raven (1959) and Raven (2012) remind us that people 

have the ability to resist the control of others. Hence, power can only be effective when 

the controlled agent implicitly or explicitly agrees to any of the applicable bases of power 

in spite of the lack of choice under certain circumstances. This study sought to create an 

evidence-based solution to address the sexual exploitation of girls in rural schools. 

Findings from this research suggested that girls, when empowered, could serve as agents 

of change for themselves and others. 
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Drawing on the fact that people have the ability to resist the power of others, as 

suggested by French and Raven (1959) and Raven (2012), there is hope that schoolgirls 

in rural Ghana could be helped to attain some form of power. A form of power that could 

build their capacities to the extent that they can fight the influence of negative power 

exerted on them by their male teachers who are in positions of authority. Indeed, 

empowerment as an outcome can only be achieved for the rural school girls when the 

causes of disempowerment and the corresponding marginalization are addressed 

effectively to create equal opportunities for girls to thrive and realize their true potential 

(Luttrel, Quiroz, Scrutton & Bird, 2009). The concept of empowerment is therefore 

reviewed in the ensuing paragraphs.  

Concept of Empowerment 

Definitions 

Empowerment has varying definitions in literature, in practice and in many 

disciplines to the extent that the meaning has become contentious, diluted and argued to 

have lost the positive transformative connotations (Ibrahim & Alkire, 2007; Malhotra, 

Schuler & Boender, 2002; Perkins & Zimmerman, 1995; Pettit, 2012; Rowland, 1997). If 

the concept of empowerment is convoluted, how can development practitioners, 

researchers, and academics apply the concept to engender positive change in the lives of 

marginalized individuals, groups, and communities? Rowlands (1997) cautioned that the 

“failure to define and explore the practical details of how empowerment can be achieved 

considerably weakens the value of the concept as a tool for analysis or as part of a 

strategy for change” (p. 8). This section presents an empirical literature report on 

empowerment and examines ways by which the concept has been used by development 
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practitioners in international development to empower girls and women globally. This 

review begins with some basic definitions and concepts of empowerment to highlight the 

different ways in which it has been conceptualized in the literature. 

 In general terms, empowerment builds the capacities of individuals to gain a 

deeper understanding of their environment which allows them to be engaged as active 

participants in taking control of issues that affect their lives (Bolton & Brooking, 1996; 

Zimmerman, Israel, Schulz, & Checkoway, 1992). The World Bank described the 

concept of empowerment as giving people the freedom to choose and act in a way that 

shapes their own lives (Narayan, 2005). Ibrahim and Alkire (2007) conducted a literature 

review of the concept and definitions of empowerment and found 32 definitions, of which 

some were common, and others vary. They viewed the concept of empowerment as 

relating to agency, autonomy, self-direction, liberation, and participation. Among the 32 

definitions they found, Alsop, Bertelsen and Holland (2006) defined empowerment, as 

the process of building the capacities of individuals and groups to make choices and to 

transform those choices into desired actions and outcomes. 

Sen (1985), also cited in Ibrahim and Alkire (2007), defined empowerment in 

relation to agency as a person’s freedom to pursue his or her goals as deemed fit. The 

common theme underlying these definitions is the relationship between agency and 

opportunity structure (Saman & Santos, 2009). Conversely, Samman and Santos (2009) 

understood the concept of empowerment as having multiple dimensions, grounded in 

culture and relational, and which can be applied to varying levels, domains, and spheres. 

Thus, the empowerment framework should be expanded to show the real situation of 

marginalized individuals and groups along their unique circumstances.  Similarly, 
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Malhotra, Schuler, and Boender (2002) observed that the empowerment of women should 

be viewed broadly in sub categories in which women may be empowered in the realm of 

economic, socio-cultural, interpersonal, legal, political, and psychological. 

  Reeves and Baden, (2000) cautioned that empowerment has to be understood in 

the realm of power itself so that women empowerment will not be misconstrued to mean 

women taking over control previously held by men. Rather, it should be understood as 

changing the nature of power relations to allow women to be self-confident and have the 

capacity to work with others towards a shared goal as well as gain capacity to take their 

own decisions (Reeves & Baden, 2000).  The concept of empowerment must always be 

discussed within a specific context to avoid the discrepancies in its meaning (Rowlands, 

1997). The caveat is to avoid using a one-size fit all empowerment strategy to address all 

situations. Hence, empowerment strategies should take into consideration, culture, values, 

and structures of society (Narayan 2005; Sammaran & Santos, 2009). This caution was 

supported by Mason’s (2005) discernment that despite the fact that women from Kumasi 

in the Ashanti region of Ghana were doing well economically, they were marginalized 

politically, and were submissive to their husband’s whims and caprices. These Ghanaian 

women could, therefore, be considered economically empowered but marginalized 

socially and politically. These definitions of empowerment from the literature presented 

lessons that guided the aim of the research in looking for strategic ways to help empower 

girls to fight sexual abuse. Collecting data on research informants’ understanding of 

empowerment was important because it facilitated the development of recommendations 

for girl empowerment strategies that were specific to the real situations of the girls in 

rural Ghana. 
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The Theory of Empowerment 

Perkins and Zimmerman (1995) argued that to comprehend the theory of 

empowerment; there is the need to distinguish between empowering processes and 

outcomes. They argued that involvement in the empowering process could be at the 

individual, community or organizational level. Thus, the empowerment process might 

include the participation of individuals in community organizations, or joint access to 

public community resources and collective decision making and shared leadership 

respectively (Perkins & Zimmerman, 1995). Empowered outcomes, on the other hand, 

referred to the application of the empowerment process that gives meaning to the 

resulting impacts of the empowering process. “Empowered outcomes for individuals 

might include situation-specific perceived control and resource mobilization skills” (p. 

570). At the organizational level, the empowered outcomes might be measured using 

organizational growth, networks, and political clout. Community level empowerment 

outcomes as well might be seen in diverse communities, organizational coalitions, and 

accessible community resources (Perkins & Zimmerman, 1995). Similarly, empowerment 

within the gender and development framework is broadly viewed as a dynamic process 

that is constantly changing and varies depending on the circumstance (Rowland, 1997). 

 Furthermore, Zimmerman, Israel, Schulz, and Checkoway (1992) introduced a 

model of empowerment termed as Psychological Empowerment (PE), which comprises 

three components: intrapersonal, interactional, and behavioral. The intrapersonal 

component, according to the authors, refers to people’s self-perception about their 

capacity to effect change in social and political systems that are of importance to them. 

The interactional component shows a transactional relationship between persons and 
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environments that paves the way for individuals to gain knowledge about relevant 

resources that allows mastery of social and political systems. The behavioral component, 

on the other hand, involves specific actions that individuals take to play a role in their 

political and social environment by participating in community organizations and 

services, such as neighborhood associations, political groups, community services, faith 

groups, and self-help groups. Here too, psychological empowerment will manifest 

differently depending on the context and population being studied. 

Gender and Development (GAD) Approach to Empowerment 

In this section, the concept of empowerment is reviewed through the lens of 

Gender and Development (GAD) framework of international development. The rationale 

is to present a phenomenological report on the practice of empowerment by countries and 

development partners in the context of GAD. The following overarching questions 

directed the type of literature review: How is the concept of empowerment used in 

international development? What worked in girls’ and women’s empowerment in the 

Global South?  What lessons can be derived from development projects that seek to 

empower girls and women in the Global South to bridge the gender gap in all spheres of 

life? Global South refers to underdeveloped economies such as countries in Africa, South 

America and Asia (Odeh, 2010). 

The GAD Framework 

National and international development actors have mostly used the GAD 

approach to balance power between women and men to increase women’s participation in 

decision-making. The concept of Gender and Development emerged in the 1980s as a 

response to concerns that the previous Women in Development (WID) approach initiated 
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by international development partners failed to improve the lives of women. The 

criticism was that the WID approach focused on integrating women into development 

processes and did not take into consideration gender roles and norms. The GAD concept 

approaches gender relations from a perspective that envisions equality between men and 

women based on environmental, socio-economic, and political structures rather than the 

inherent biological distinction between male and female (Razavi & Miller, 1995; Reeves 

& Baden, 2000; Rowland, 1997; Tasli, 2007).  

Unlike the WID approach that assumes that a woman’s general wellbeing is 

automatically improved as a result of her economic empowerment, the GAD approach 

focuses on women liberation and views women as agents of change who are not mere 

recipients of aid and development. The focus is on promoting women to participate in all 

spheres of life equally with men (Razavi & Miller, 1995; Tasli, 2007). As the discourse in 

WID shifted from “women” to “gender,” gender mainstreaming became a unique strategy 

within GAD as a means to promote gender equality between men and women (Tasli, 

2007). The 1995 UN World Conference on Women in Beijing acknowledged Gender 

mainstreaming as an important component of gender equality. All countries under United 

Nations umbrella were then instructed and directed to adopt gender mainstreaming in all 

segments of society. Subsequently, a resolution on gender mainstreaming was assumed in 

2001 by the Economic and Social Council to ensure that gender perspectives are taught in 

all aspects of its work (UN, 2002). 

However, the GAD approach does not go without reproach. Daly (2005) is 

particularly critical of gender mainstreaming. The author argued in a study (undertaken to 

evaluate the progress and impact of gender mainstreaming in eight European countries) 
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that understanding of gender is weak, and calls for the need to elaborate further on the 

fundamentals of gender mainstreaming. “In particular, the conceptualization of 

mainstreaming needs to be rethought with special attention devoted to the understanding 

of the problematic of gender inequality that underlies it and the articulation of the 

relationship between gender mainstreaming and societal change” (p. 433).  

Rao and Kelleher (2010) added that while there has been progress in women’s 

development as a result of gender mainstreaming, some profound failures have been 

recorded. Partly because, “gender mainstreaming has been caught between a rock and a 

hard place” where in a large scale, policy environments do not create conducive 

conditions for justice and equity to prevail, thereby further feminizing poverty (p. 59).  

And at the micro level, gender mainstreaming has been reduced to a process of moving 

gender equality agenda forward with undesirable results (Rao & Kelleher, 2010). El-

Bushra (2000) cited in Tasli (2007) also argued that the GAD concept brings about 

confusion mainly due to the lack of clarity in its meaning that has seen many individuals 

and organizations construing and applying it differently. 

Women Empowerment in International Development 

The eight United Nations Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) have become 

the blueprint for an international response to eradicating extreme poverty, achieving 

universal primary education, ensuring gender equality and empowering women, reducing 

child mortality, improving maternal health, combating diseases, ensuring environmental 

sustainability, and creating a global partnership for development. The MDGs were 

developed in the year 2000 at the Millennium Summit that saw the largest assembly of 

world leaders in time. At this summit, the world leaders adopted the UN Millennium 
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Declaration by committing and pledging their national support to implement the MDGs 

(Millennium Project, 2006). 

It is millennium development goal number three which is specific to gender 

equality and women’s empowerment. Goal number three is the goal that seeks to 

“promote gender equality and empower women” with the target to “eliminate gender 

disparity in primary and secondary education, preferably by 2005, and in all levels of 

education no later than 2015” (United Nations, 2014, p. 20). The year 2014 trends 

indicate significant gains in the gender parity index in developing regions; but at the 

various levels of education, girls still face barriers to gaining admission into both primary 

and secondary schools in sub-Saharan Africa, Oceania and Western Asia (United 

Nations, 2014). To this end, development actors on the world stage recognize the 

importance of mainstreaming gender in all aspects of development to achieve gender 

equality (United Nations, 2005). As evidenced from the GAD framework discussions 

above, however, gender mainstreaming although good in practice is not necessarily 

effective in ensuring equality between men and women. 

Nonetheless, the United Nations in its efforts to bridge the gender gap and ensure 

equal opportunities for women and girls in all spheres of life has since organized five 

world conferences to examine the issues of women. The first conference was organized in 

Mexico City in 1975 followed by the second in 1980 in Copenhagen, third in 1985 in 

Nairobi and forth in 1995 in Beijing. Fifthly, in September 2015, world leaders of UN 

member states gathered again in China to commit to taking action on gender equality and 

ending discrimination against women. Thus, there have been global efforts by 

governments, civil society organizations and leading international development agencies 
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to empower women. It is clear that the concept of empowerment did not arise from a 

vacuum but has been instrumental in helping meet the needs of disadvantaged individuals 

and groups in the real world, albeit discrepancies exist in usage (Rowlands, 1997). The 

next section will present a report on how the concept of empowerment has been used to 

improve the lives of women and girls in the global south. 

Women Economic Empowerment 

  Women’s economic empowerment has increasingly become the model for 

international development for the empowerment of women in addition to global efforts to 

reduce and eliminate poverty (Andrews, Barbera, Mickle, & Novik, 2013). According to 

Golla, Malhotra, Nanda, and Mehra (2011), “a woman is economically empowered when 

she has both the ability to succeed and advance economically and the power to make and 

act on economic decisions.” (p. 4). The authors argue that for women “to succeed and 

advance economically”, and to have “the power and agency”, there is the need for women 

to have “fair and equal access to economic institutions” with the “needed skills and 

recourses to compete in markets as well as have the ability to make and act on decisions 

and control resources and profits” (p. 4). Andrew et al. (2013) also defined economic 

empowerment as the growth of a woman’s wealth and attainment of power in the 

household. Eyben, Kabeer and Cornwall (2008) added that economic empowerment: 

Is the capacity of women and men to participate in, contribute to and benefit from 

growth processes in ways which recognize the value of their contributions, respect 

their dignity and make it possible to negotiate a fairer distribution of the benefits 

of growth (p. 9). 
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  These conceptions of economic empowerment underpinned the many programs 

strategized by governments and international development actors to empower women 

economically, as well as reduce and subsequently eliminate poverty in the global south. 

For instance, the UN Commission on the Status of Women (CSW) made “the 

empowerment of rural women and their role in poverty and hunger eradication, 

development and current challenges” as a development priority as part of its multi-year 

program of work for 2010-2014 (UN Women, 2011, p. 3). As a result, UN Women in 

partnership with the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), the International Fund 

for Agricultural Development (IFAD), and the World Food Program (WFP) at an expert 

group meeting in 2011 recommended to United Nations organizations, governments, civil 

society organizations, and the private sector to amplify their efforts in the economic 

development of rural women in the global south (UN, Women, 2011).  

 For instance, the Ghana government in cooperation with International 

development partners initiated micro-finance programs such as the United Nations 

Development Programme (UNDP) Microfinance Project and the Social Investment Fund 

(SIF), to grant small-scale loans to poor and low-income citizens as part of its efforts to 

reduce poverty (Asiama & Osei, 2007). Additionally, SEWA, an organization in India, 

developed a credit program as a strategy to support informal sector workers seeking to 

obtain credit (Mayoux, 2000). Similarly other International actors such as the United 

States Agency for International Development (USAID), Canadian International 

Development Agency (CIDA) and other bilateral and multilateral agencies are all 

currently undertaking projects in the global south to advance women’s economic 

empowerment. USAID is currently boosting women’s economic growth worldwide. One 
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of such programs is the SPRING Accelerator program engendered by USAID in 

partnership with United Kingdom’s Department for International Development (DFID), 

and the Nike Foundation, to economically empower girls in Africa and parts of Asia. 

They do so by providing entrepreneurs with capital, technical assistance, mentoring, and 

networking to reach girls aged 13-19 (USAID, 2015). 

 One must note that although economic empowerment has the potential of lifting 

women out of poverty; its effectiveness depends on gender, culture, class or caste. 

Economic activities that seek to empower women may bring about many opportunities 

for marginalized women but may not necessarily give them the power to have the options 

of choice for their growth. Therefore, “the processes and structures through which an 

economic activity operates need to be deliberately designed to create opportunities for an 

empowerment process to happen.” (Rowlands, 1996, p. 89).  Hence, any empowerment 

process that focuses on the economic activity must lay particular emphasis to more than 

the activity itself (Rowlands, 1996).  

A key lesson on empowerment that served as the foundation for developing 

proposed solutions for this research is that the concept of economic empowerment is 

multifaceted, consisting of many dimensions to women’s economic empowerment. 

Therefore, when measuring indicators for women empowerment, one must be cognizant 

of the fact that economic empowerment can be implemented through varying ways, 

because, “no universal set of indicators is appropriate for every project, in every sector 

and in every context” (Golla et al., 2011, p. 5). The following figure designed by Golla et 

al. (2011) succinctly illustrates the many ways in which women economic empowerment 

can be addressed. 
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Figure 2. Contributors to women’s economic empowerment (Taken from Golla et al., 

2011). 

Political Empowerment 

Political empowerment is an empowering process that builds the capacities of 

those who are least vocal to be equitably represented in political institutions so that they 

can engage meaningfully in political discourse and make decisions to enhance their 

wellbeing as well as others like them. In other words, political empowerment enables 

marginalized people to be vocal so that they can speak about and on their own behalf, and 

be recognized as legitimate participants in the democratic process (Eyben & Kabeer, 

2008). Similarly, Pettit (2012) also talked about political empowerment regarding equity 



A PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY ON SEXUAL EXPLOITATION 33 

 
representation of women in political institutions with an enriched voice to speak about 

and for themselves. Hence, socio-cultural perceptions of women’s political participation 

and leadership need to change to enable the economic empowerment of women (Pettit, 

2012). 

 The concern for women’s political empowerment is in response to the unequal 

representation of women in political institutions globally. There are many obstacles that 

inhibit women’s participation in politics. Discriminatory laws and capacity gaps still limit 

women’s opportunities to partake in politics and become effective leaders (UN Women, 

n.d).  Over the years, the UN has made several commitments towards the political 

empowerment of women and has called on member countries to adopt resolutions in 

pursuance of the women in political agendas. Most recently in 2011, the UN General 

Assembly adopted a resolution on women’s political participation and called upon 

member states to take critical measures towards the political empowerment of women. 

These measures, among others, call on member states to: 

1. Eliminate laws, regulations, and practices that, in a discriminatory manner, 

prevent or restrict women’s participation in the political process 

2. Take effective steps to ensure the participation of women on equal terms with 

men in all phases of political reform, from decisions on whether to call for 

reforms in existing institutions to decisions regarding transitional governments, to 

the formulation of   government policy, to the means of electing new democratic 

governments 
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3. To promote awareness and recognition of the importance of women’s 

participation in the political process at the community, local, national and 

international levels 

4. To review the differential impact of their electoral systems on the political 

participation of women and their representation in elected bodies and to adjust or 

reform those systems where appropriate  

5. To encourage greater involvement of women who may be marginalized, including 

indigenous women, women with disabilities, women from rural areas and women 

of any ethnic, cultural or religious minority, in decision-making at all levels, and 

address and counter the barriers faced by marginalized women in accessing and 

participating in politics and decision-making at all levels (UN General Assembly, 

2012). 

In compliance with these resolutions, the UN Women entity has undertaken many 

global projects to support and build the capacities of women to partake in politics. For 

instance, UN Women supported a group of twenty Zimbabwean women activist who 

lobbied the Zimbabwean government to bring about a new constitution that supported 

women’s rights. This political campaign led to an increase in political seats for women in 

the 2013 elections from 17 percent to 35 percent (UN Women, n.d).  

Additionally, Kantengwa (2010) argued that the enforcement of an “electoral gender 

quota” system paves the way to increase the participation of women in politics (p. 72). 

The argument was based on the successful implementation of an electoral gender quota 

system in Rwanda. After the 1994 war and genocide in Rwanda, there was a political will 

to advance equality between men and women and the empowerment of women. This 
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political will and commitment led to the development of policies and procedures that 

eventually facilitated the increase of women in the Rwandan Parliament. Women hold 

48.8 percent of the parliamentary seats in Rwanda, which is the highest in the world 

(Kantengwa, 2010). 

Another country that has seen the increase in women’s representation and 

participation in politics is Tanzania. After the 2009 elections, 30.4 percent of the 

parliamentary seats went to women, an increase from 11.24 percent and 21.36 percent in 

1995 and 2005 respectively (Waring, 2010). These were all made possible after a series 

of constitutional reforms and affirmative action policies in Tanzania to promote the 

political empowerment of women (Waring, 2010). Similarly, the UN Women in 

collaboration with UNDP supported an active Women’s parliamentary caucus and other 

civil society organizations in Timor-Leste in Asia to promote women to stand for 

elections. The campaign led to the election of 38 percent of women to the legislature after 

the 2012 elections in Timor-Leste (UN Women, n.d). 

A subsequent success story on women political empowerment is that of Kenya where 

through the efforts of UN Women, training was provided to female candidates to embark 

on a Campaign for Women in Leadership to canvass votes for women political aspirants. 

This campaign paid off in the 2013 elections in which Kenya saw an increase in women 

legislators, doubling the previous year to more than 20 percent in 2013 (UN Women, 

n.d). 

Despite these successes in the political empowerment of women in International 

development, political empowerment of women does not always translate into the 

successful integration of women into the political arena. Women politicians continue to 
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face challenges in a political environment dominated by men. Waring (2010) tells the 

story of Miria Matembe, a former MP in Uganda who spoke up against corruption in the 

legislature and was dismissed from parliament for speaking up. Other women in the 

Ugandan parliament were said to be subjected to sexual harassment with no proper laws 

to protect women against sexual offenses (Waring, 2010). To this end, Eyben et al. 

(2008) added that: 

Societal groups whose historical experience has been marginalization from politics 

and decision-making may not have a clear sense of their interests as a group nor of an 

agenda for change. This may require the creation of spaces of their own, within which 

to begin a process of becoming aware of their specific circumstances as a group and 

articulating an agenda for action to address the specific inequities that they face (p. 

15). 

The caveat is that political, and economic empowerment in the realm of international 

development should always take into consideration the realities and situations of the 

women they seek to help attain political empowerment. While establishing political 

quotas and affirmative action for women are critical in ensuring women gain grounds in 

politics, multiple factors should be put in specific perspectives to enable women to 

succeed (Kantengwa, 2010). Nonetheless, “measures for political empowerment are 

inadequate if they simply involve establishing quotas so that people from particular 

groups are officially given seats at the table” (Eyben et al., 2008, p. 15). A case in point is 

that of Burundi in which, as a result of constitutional reforms and political quota, women 

were significantly represented in all levels of government.  
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Nonetheless, women and especially rural and peri-urban women continue to face 

barriers. While the quota system was a significant tool for increasing women 

representation in Burundian politics, the state failed to transform the political and 

institutional systems that were still controlled by men. Nevertheless, these political gains 

by women in Burundi are changing the social lives of women profoundly. Women have 

become socially transformed and are building their self-confidence to the extent that they 

have more access to talk on public platforms, which are beginning to earn them some 

higher social respect (International Alert, 2012).  

Social Empowerment 

According to Eyben et al. (2008), social empowerment is understood to mean 

affecting societal change to the extent that individuals are respected and recognized so 

that persons can live on their own terms and not what others dictate. It is a process 

whereby people utilize their individual power within and collective power with others to 

ensure better social relationships that allow them to secure respect, dignity, and freedom 

from violence so that they can effect positive change either deliberately or otherwise in 

the systematic discriminations and marginalizations that are keeping them in poverty 

(Eyben et al., 2008). Women’s socio-cultural empowerment can be realized in multiple 

dimensions such as within the household, the community and broader areas (Malhotra, 

2003). In the household domain, women’s socio-cultural dimensions are eloquently 

described by Malhotra (2003) as “women’s freedom of movement, lack of discrimination 

against daughters, and commitment to the education of daughters” (p. 5).  

In the community and broader arenas, Malhotra (2003) noted that women’s socio-

cultural dimensions can be seen in shifts in societal practices where women have the 
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autonomy to choose their own spouses, when to marry, the right to seek divorce and have 

the greater ability and acceptance to campaign against domestic violence. In the broader 

sense, the public systems and institutions should support women in various ways to 

achieve the socio-cultural empowerment (Malhotra, 2003). This type of empowerment 

can be done through the improvement of women’s access to literacy and other 

educational options and the portrayal of women and their roles in a positive manner 

(Malhotra, 2003). Scheyvens (1999) also described social empowerment as a situation in 

which an activity, for example, ecotourism, could improve and strengthen a community’s 

sense of cohesion and integrity.  

Eyben et al. (2008) argued that women who are socially disempowered need more 

than political and economic empowerment to achieve social empowerment. When people 

are discriminated against based on societal labels such as race, sex, and class, “they begin 

to internalize a sense of lack of worth that profoundly affects their sense of what they can 

do and what they are due by society” ( p. 8). Therefore, strategic efforts such us changing 

the attitudes and mindsets of communities about the role and status of women are needed 

to complement political and economic empowerment to achieve women’s social 

empowerment (Eyben et al., 2008).  

Post the UN MDGS and the September 2015 United Nations leaders meeting in 

China, which was convened to take action on gender equality and women’s 

empowerment among other range of issues, world leaders have again reaffirmed their 

commitment to ending discrimination and violence against women. Emphases are put on 

addressing inherent socio-cultural norms that perpetuate discrimination and violence 

against women (UN press release, 2015). Globally, development actors and governments 
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continue to work to ensure girls and women achieve social empowerment. A cursory look 

at development work worldwide illustrates global efforts to change perceptions and 

mindsets about people who are marginalized. For instance, in Ghana, gender equality 

programs seek to promote girls’ right to education by complementing policies with 

programs to effect positive attitudinal change towards the role of the girl-child.  Girls 

themselves are sensitized to attain assertiveness and gain confidence to stand up for their 

rights. Parents and community members are also educated to value the girl-child and 

support her right to education. 

Nevertheless, the post-2015 MDG framework has a challenge of ensuring that 

gender equality remains front and center of the development agenda while ensuring that 

there is an exclusive goal to engender social transformations that tackle exclusions and 

poverty at its base (Harper, Nowacka, Alder, & Ferrant, 2014). The emphasis on the 

transformation of social reforms in the post-2015 development agenda is because social 

norms play a significant role in determining the extent to which a woman can achieve any 

form of empowerment (Harper et al., 2014). Harper et al. (2014) defined social norms as 

the “informal and formal laws, beliefs and practices that help to determine collective 

understanding of what are acceptable attitudes and behaviors” (p. 2).  

Inherent social norms can undermine implementation of any developmental 

agenda even with the existences of policies and laws. For instance, in a society where the 

topic of rape or sexual abuse is a taboo, women may be prevented due to fear of stigma to 

come forward to report sexual abuse that in turn makes the problem difficult to eradicate.  

Also, social norms that value girls over boys have a negative impact on education 

delivery, especially in content delivery where teachers reinforce these stereotypical 
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masculine and feminine identities (Harper et al., 2015; Jones et al., 2010). Eyben et al. 

(2008) gave an example in Bolivia where local patients refused to visit the health clinics 

because they felt they were not treated with respect. This refusal of treatment by patients 

is a typical example of providing health services to marginalized people, which may be 

high quality, but patients will refuse to patronize the service based on negative 

perceptions about the services provided.  

 In sum and based on this review, the concept of empowerment has value in the 

context of international development in the use of organization and to plan development 

interventions albeit there is controversy in the current usage of the concept of 

empowerment (Rowland, 1996). To this end, the literature review section of this study 

concludes with three requirements identified by Eyben et al. (2008) to strengthen donor 

capacity for supporting empowerment as a way to improve aid effectiveness. These 

stipulations are (1) empowerment is context specific; (2) empowerment is not necessarily 

predictable and may take a long time; and, (3) donors need to be aware of the effects of 

power in their relations with others (pp. 27-28). 

Research Setting 

Northern Region of Ghana 

The Ghana Statistical Survey (2013) classified the Northern region of Ghana as 

the largest in landmass, occupying an area of about 70,384 square kilometers. The region 

shares boundaries with two other regions on the north side namely the Upper East and the 

Upper West regions whiles Brong Ahafo and Volta regions border the region to the 

south. Two neighboring countries, the Republic of Togo and La Cote d’Ivoire also border 

the region to the east and west respectively. The Northern region has two major seasons, 
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dry and rainy seasons with the dry season beginning in November and ending in 

March/April while the rainy season typically takes off in May and ends in October. 

Currently, the region is divided into 26 districts and the main administrative structure 

consists of the Regional Coordinating Council (RCC), headed by the regional minister. 

Additionally, there are four paramount chiefs in the region who are also members of the 

Northern regional chiefs as well as the national house of chiefs (Ghana Statistical Survey, 

2013). 

 

Figure 3. Map of the Northern region and its districts (Ghana Statistical Survey, 

2013). 

About 71 percent of the people in the region are engaged in farming (Ghana 

Districts, 2014). Studies reveal that the majority of Ghana’s poor reside in the three 

Northern regions of Ghana. The majority of the farmers in the region depend on rainfall 

for farm yields rendering these farmers vulnerable to harsh weather conditions such as 
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heavy rains, droughts, insects, and diseases. These unfavorable weather conditions further 

isolate and marginalize the north economically as compared to the southern parts of the 

country (World Bank, 2011). 

Many rural schools in northern Ghana lag behind in academic achievement partly 

due to lack of qualified teachers in rural areas. Teachers who are posted to rural areas in 

northern Ghana face many challenges due to poor school infrastructure and 

accommodation (Addy, 2013). The Ghana Statistical Service (2014) regional analytical 

report on the Northern region shows that about 62 percent of persons 11 years and older 

in the district in the Northern region are not literate in any language. More so, there 

remains a disparity in educational attainment between males and females. 

The key stakeholders in education include the Ministry of Education and relevant 

education actors including the school community, local community leaders such as chiefs 

and queen mothers, Ministry of Women and Children Welfare, civil society organizations 

in Ghana, International development partners, the media, Ghana Police Service and the 

Ghana Judicial Service. Some of these stakeholders played critical roles as participants in 

this study. 

Chapter Summary 

 In this chapter, a review of the literature was conducted to present empirical 

findings on two major themes; power dynamics and the concept of empowerment. French 

and Raven’s (1959) bases of social power framework elucidated the dynamics of power 

in the context of gender norms and relations. The implications of the literature findings 

indicated that power can either be used to effect positive change or do harm. The concept 

of empowerment was then introduced on the grounds that empowerment could be 
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instrumental in helping young girls fight sexual exploitation. However, the concept of 

empowerment was bogged with contention as to its meaning and application. To this 

effect, various definitions, concepts, and application of empowerment in literature and 

practice were reviewed to present an empirical literature report on the concept of 

empowerment and also examined were ways by which the concept of empowerment had 

been used by development practitioners in international development to empower girls 

and women globally. A description of the research setting, Northern region of Ghana was 

also provided in this chapter. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

Restatement of the Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine the critical factors 

underlying sexual exploitation of schoolgirls by some male teachers in rural schools in 

Northern Ghana. The aim was to develop recommendations for a framework to create 

empowering strategies for young girls in rural Ghana to fight sexual exploitation.  

Research Question 

Based on the purpose and aim of the study, the primary research questions were: 

What are the critical factors that underlie the exploitation of rural schoolgirls by some 

male teachers in Northern Ghana? How could the issue of girls’ exploitation by male 

teachers in rural schools be addressed effectively in Northern Ghana?  

Research Design 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the problem of sexual 

exploitation of schoolgirls by male teachers in rural schools in Ghana known as bush 

allowance. A qualitative study approach was chosen for this study because, unlike a 

quantitative approach which emanates from a postpositive thinking and deals with testing 

objective theories by measuring variables to get numbered data, a qualitative approach 

allows the researcher to explore and gain deeper understanding of the meaning which 

individuals or groups ascribe to a phenomenon (Creswell, 2014). Despite its unique 

features, a qualitative study approach can be designed differently depending on the 

strategy a researcher wishes to take. Creswell (2014) describes five primary qualitative 

research designs, which are narrative research, phenomenological research, ethnographic 

studies, grounded theory, and case studies. These designs may emanate from varying 
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disciplines such as anthropology, sociology, history, education or philosophy (Creswell, 

2014; Hancock & Algozzine, 2006).  

This current study utilized a phenomenological research design. A 

phenomenological research operates within the philosophy of interpretivism and is 

“concerned with what it means to be human” (Nichols, 2009, p. 588). Phenomenologists 

are of the view that each person is unique and assign meaning to events based on one’s 

worldview. Hence, a phenomenological study calls for an exploration of a phenomenon 

from the understanding of research participants’ account (Nichols, 2009). 

The phenomenological design was suitable for this study because it allowed for 

the gathering of rich data emanating from research participants’ lived experiences of the 

phenomenon of some male teachers sexually abusing schoolgirls in rural schools in 

Northern Ghana (Creswell, 2014; Nichols, 2009). The researcher methodologically relied 

on research participants to describe their understanding of the problem of sexual 

exploitation of girls in schools and then suggested ways in which girls could be 

empowered to stand up against sexual exploitation. A phenomenological methodology 

was chosen for this research based on the researcher’s intention to gather data regarding 

the bush allowance phenomenon from the perspectives of the research participants.  

The research informants were selected to participate in the study based on the 

assumption that the informants were in a good position to ascribe meaning to the 

phenomenon. This is in line with Groenewald’s (2004) assertion that a phenomenological 

researcher undertakes a study with his/her own assumptions and cannot be detached from 

these preconceptions completely, albeit relying on the research respondents descriptions 

of the phenomenon. Hence, this researcher assumed the participants’ narratives of the 



A PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY ON SEXUAL EXPLOITATION 46 

 
phenomenon as factual due to their unique position and indirect experiences with the 

phenomenon. This standpoint was instrumental in choosing the study data collection and 

sampling procedures (Goulding, 2004).  

Sampling Procedures 

In qualitative research, Researchers tend to look for research informants who are 

in a position to offer in-depth accounts of the phenomenon under study. Hence, 

“sampling in qualitative studies is based on qualities rather than quantities” (Nicholls, 

2009, p. 590). A sampling strategy in a qualitative study is often dictated by the objective 

and nature of the study (Palys, 2008). Unlike quantitative methods, where large samples 

are used, and research participants are selected randomly, qualitative methods rely on 

purpose sampling focusing on relatively small samples (Patton, 1990). Purposeful 

sampling through snowball or chain sampling strategy was used to recruit 35 individuals 

who participated in one-on-one in person interviews and three separate group discussions. 

Snowball sampling, a research recruitment method that allows researchers to seek 

potential respondents from participants’ social networks was used to gain access to a 

large pool of potential research participants (Browne, 2005; Patton 1990). This type of 

sampling resulted in the opportunity to include Ghanaian relevant stakeholders in 

education who are aware of the research problem and could speak to the issues based on 

their professional and personal experiences.  

Sample Size 

Sample size in qualitative studies largely depends on what a researcher seeks to 

find regarding the purpose, aim and credibility of the research, taking into consideration 

time resources and the scope of the study (Patton, 1990). With the intent to get maximum 
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information, interviewing ensued till the point of saturation and redundancy where no 

new information was coming forth from the research informants (Creswell, 2014; Patton, 

1990). Hence, a total of 35 individuals participated in one-on-one in person interviews 

and three separate group interviews.  Eighteen of the participants were interviewed 

individually while a total of 17 individuals participated in the three different group 

discussions combined. The separate group discussions comprised of 12 individuals for 

group discussion one, three persons for group discussion two, and two people for group 

discussion three. Out of the total 35 interviews conducted, there were 28 female 

participants and seven male participants. 

Data Collection  

Creswell (2014) suggests several phases for data collection. These steps include 

designing a research boundary, gathering information either through semi-structured or 

structured interviews and observations, reviewing of documents and other visual 

materials as well as creating a protocol to guide how information will be recorded. Data 

were collected through one-on-one in-person semi-structured interviews and group 

discussions with relevant Ghanaian stakeholders in education. An interview protocol, 

with open-ended questions, was prepared ahead of time and used as an instrument to 

gather data from research informants. The interview protocol is attached as an appendix 

to this study (see Appendix A).  

The stakeholders included key personnel from the Ministry of Education (MOE), 

the Ghana Education Service, civil society organizations, teachers, media, and healthcare 

practitioners actively working to address gender inequality in Ghana. As noted earlier, 

these stakeholders were included as research participants because of their positions of 
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authority at the national and community levels. It was the assumption of the researcher 

that the identified stakeholders would shed more light on the phenomenon of bush 

allowance and offer suggestions as to how and whether a multi-stakeholder approach 

could be utilized to propose sustainable solutions to the problem.  

Creswell (2014) posits that researchers must take steps to gain access to the 

research site and research participants by seeking permission from “gatekeepers” (p. 

188). These are people who have the ability to grant permission to the research site and 

for the research to take place. These steps included writing a brief proposal to the 

gatekeepers explaining why the research site was chosen, research benefits, the type of 

activities that will take place during the study, how research results will be communicated 

and the disruptive nature of the study (Creswell, 2014). Following Creswell’s advice, 

specific steps were taken to gain access to research sites and participants. After having 

identified which stakeholder group to target, the researcher created a list of potential 

organizations to approach. Initial contact with a few participants were established via 

email a month before departure from Canada to Ghana, followed by phone calls upon 

arrival in Ghana to set up appointments for interviews. 

Data collection spanned a period of 28 days. Interviews occurred from July 15th, 

2015 through August 12th, 2015. Sixteen of the individual interviews, as well as all three 

focus group discussions, took place in a town in the Northern region of Ghana, and only 

two interviews were conducted in the South of Ghana. Participants chose interview 

locations based on their preferred times. For the most part, the individual, as well as the 

group interviews, occurred at researchers’ workplace in a private office setting. Two of 

the group discussions were held during a stakeholder meeting of education officers at a 
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rental facility. The purpose and aim of the study were explained to participants’ before 

the commencement of the interviews. An informed consent form (see Appendix B) was 

used to advise participants that participation in the study was strictly voluntary. The 

interview questions were followed by probes asking respondents to elaborate on their 

responses (Creswell, 2014). The interviews lasted in the range of 18-45 minutes. The 

researcher took field notes as part of a journaling process to capture conversations and 

nonverbal cues from participants (Creswell, 2014). 

Data Analysis Plan 

All interviews were audio recorded in English using a Zoom H2 recorder and an 

IPhone 4 for back-up. Many conversations continued even after the recorder had stopped. 

These non-recorded conversations were taken as field notes, summarized, analyzed, and 

included in the research findings. The recorded interviews were uploaded onto the 

researcher’s laptop and downloaded onto the website of QuickScribe Data Solutions at 

quickscribeghana.com for verbatim transcription services. The researcher verified the 

accuracy of the transcribed data by randomly listening to a few of the recorded interviews 

and comparing it to the transcribed data for accuracy and discrepancy. Precautions were 

taken to eliminate names of respondents’ by replacing their names with individual 

identifiers and synonyms. NVivo computer software was initially used to code the 

transcribed data into themes. However, the researcher switched to hand coding as a 

preferred method of coding.   

Creswell (2014) suggested six general steps to take when analyzing data in a 

qualitative study. The steps involve: (1) getting the data organized and ready for analysis 

by transcribing interviews, typing up notes, and scanning up images to be categorized 
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based on the source of the information; (2) reading to make sense of information relayed 

by participants; (3) coding by segmenting sentences and paragraphs into thematic 

categories; (4) describing in detail the themes in the context of information about the 

people, events, places within the setting; (5) using a narrative passage to give a 

chronological description of how findings will be presented; and finally, (6) presenting 

interpretation of research findings (p. 200).  

Creswell (2014) noted that in qualitative data analysis, it was ideal to follow two 

steps by blending the six general data analysis procedures outlined above with the 

specific research design. In this study, data analysis was guided by a qualitative research 

method within the framework of a phenomenological research design. Hence, the data 

analysis proceeded on two levels within a qualitative and phenomenological 

methodology. First, by combining the general steps of data analysis with the particular 

data analysis procedure in a phenomenological research method which “uses the analysis 

of significant statements, the generation of meaning units and development of essence 

creation” (p. 196). This analytical style allowed the researcher to analyze the data to 

generate descriptive themes that give significant meaning to the lived experiences of the 

research respondents’ understanding of the bush allowance phenomenon (Creswell, 

2014). 

Furthermore, data collection for this research proceeded simultaneously with 

coding, analysis, and report writing. Unlike quantitative research where data are analyzed 

in sequence in which data are collected, analyzed and a report produced at the end, 

qualitative research lends itself to a synchronized process where data analysis proceed 

hand-in-hand with data collection and write-up of findings (Creswell, 2014). To this end, 
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data was immediately uploaded for transcription after each interview. Transcribed 

interviews were returned within 24-48 hours and upon receipt of the transcribed data, the 

researcher begun uploading the data onto the NVivo software program for coding. While 

interviews were ongoing, previously collected interviews were analyzed. However, it was 

imperative that the researcher immerses herself in the data, thus coding by hand became 

the preferred method as it allowed the researcher to read each transcript several times to 

catalog the data for coding. Subsequent readings of each transcript allowed for the 

documentation of emerging themes, which were then coded for further analysis.  

Subscribing to Creswell’s (2014) steps for data analysis, and after having gotten a 

sense of the data through reading and re-reading, the left and right-hand margins of the 

transcribed data on paper were used to take note of significant and interesting thoughts 

shared by the respondents.  Subsequently, emerging topics were segmented and clustered 

under headings on different columns. Followed by reducing the list to thematic categories 

and labeled for coding. The emerging themes were then compared to identify 

interrelationships which were then used to conduct preliminary and final analysis 

(Creswell, 2014).  

Validity and Reliability 

 In qualitative studies, validity is used to determine the accuracy of the research 

findings. The recommendation is for researchers to employ multiple strategies to check 

the credibility of the findings (Creswell, 2014). This study utilized four different 

strategies to validate the research findings. First, member checking was used to get 

research participants to check transcripts for inconsistencies. Additionally, a summary of 

the major themes was also sent out to respondents for comments and validation of the 
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results (Creswell, 2014). Secondly, triangulation of data also occurred as a means to add 

validation to the research findings. The research results of this dissertation were 

compared to existing literature on similar studies, which are further discussed in chapter 

five under findings related to literature section. The comparative analysis of existing 

research with the results of this study served as a method of establishing validation 

(Creswell, 2014). Thirdly, peer briefing was employed to check for accuracy. Two peers 

were used to review the research findings for interpretation beyond the researcher’s 

analysis so that the results will resonate with readers (Creswell, 2014). Finally, rich, thick 

descriptions were used to elucidate the findings (Creswell, 2014). The rich, thick 

descriptions are evident in chapter four in the research results section, where thick 

descriptions of participants’ responses are presented to “transport readers to the setting 

and give the discussion an element of shared experiences” (Creswell, 2014, p. 202).  

Personal Biases 

Researchers may have personal attachments, opinions and points of view about a 

problem that may hinder a researcher’s ability to conduct work objectively, albeit, having 

a vested interest in a problem can stimulate passion and dedication in the research work 

(Machi & McEvoy, 2012). In this study, researcher biases may be introduced into the 

study due to the qualitative nature of this research, which allows the researcher to gather 

data and interpret the meanings of research participants’ narratives (Creswell, 2014). The 

researcher is a descendent of the Northern region of Ghana where the sexual exploitation 

of schoolgirls by male teachers is said to be taking place. Personal biases could be 

introduced due to the researcher’s passion for social justice and ongoing work in 

promoting girls’ education in Ghana. These biases were acknowledged, and efforts were 
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geared towards a commitment to do no harm. Bracketing was employed to reduce the 

potential of personal biases in the study. The researcher’s biases were held in abeyance 

through the application of appropriate data collection and analysis techniques. Rationally 

recognizing personal biases and making a commitment to be unbiased is an excellent way 

to control bias and personal opinions (Machi & McEvoy, 2012).  

Ethical Considerations 

Permission to conduct research must be obtained from the Institutional Review 

Board (IRB) before embarking on data collection (Creswell, 2014; Roberts, 2010). In 

compliance with IRB requirement, all IRB-required certification was fulfilled, and 

permission to conduct social science research application was submitted and approved for 

an exempt status by Creighton University’s IRB Social-Behavioral Review Committee. 

Also, an informed consent form was developed. This form contained information 

guaranteeing participants confidentiality and refusal to participate in the study at any 

time. Study participants were also assured that research results would be shared with 

them after completion of the study. Numerical identifiers were used to protect research 

participants’ anonymity. Respondents who participated in the group discussions were 

reminded to keep the identities of fellow participants in the study confidential as well as 

what was discussed. On the field, all data collected on the audio device were downloaded 

onto an electronically secured password-protected laptop. All collected data will be 

destroyed after dissertation defense. 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter presented the research methodological framework highlighting an 

overview of the data collection as well as instruments for data collection and a plan for 
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analysis. The study used a qualitative study design to explore the issue of sexual 

exploitation of schoolgirls by male teachers in rural schools in Northern Ghana and to 

examine efforts to create empowering strategies for young girls to fight sexual 

exploitation. Two central research questions guided the study: (1) what are the critical 

factors that underlie the exploitation of rural schoolgirls by some male teachers in 

Northern Ghana?  (2) How could the issue of girls’ exploitation by male teachers in rural 

schools be addressed effectively in Northern Ghana? Data were gathered mainly through 

one-on-one in-person interviews, and group discussions, and hand coded for themes after 

data were professionally transcribed. The findings of the study were also checked for 

validity and reliability through member checking, peer debriefing, triangulation of data, 

and use of rich, thick description (Creswell, 2014). 
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

Introduction 

This research was guided by two primary research questions: What are the critical 

factors that underlie the exploitation of rural schoolgirls by some male teachers in 

Northern Ghana? And how could the issue of girls’ exploitation by male teachers in rural 

schools be addressed adequately? The purpose of the qualitative study was, therefore, to 

examine the critical factors that underlie sexual exploitation of schoolgirls by some male 

teachers in rural schools in Ghana and to develop a framework of recommendations to 

create empowering strategies for young girls in rural Ghana to fight sexual exploitation.  

This chapter presents a review of the research methodology, a snapshot of data 

demographics of participants’, an explanation of data analysis procedures, and a detailed 

presentation of research findings. 

Review of the Methodology 

The study utilized a qualitative research design through a phenomenological 

research method. A qualitative study approach was chosen because, unlike a quantitative 

approach that deals with testing objective theories by measuring variables to get 

numbered data, a qualitative approach allows the researcher to explore and gain a deeper 

understanding of the meaning which individuals or groups ascribe to a phenomenon 

(Creswell, 2014). Creswell (2014) described five major qualitative research designs as 

narrative research, phenomenological research, ethnographic studies, grounded theory, 

and case studies.  

The phenomenological design is suitable for this study because the intention 

allows for the gathering of rich data emanating from research participants’ lived 



A PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY ON SEXUAL EXPLOITATION 56 

 
experiences (Creswell, 2014) of some male teachers sexually abusing schoolgirls in rural 

schools in Northern Ghana. The researcher methodologically relied on research 

participants to describe their understanding of the problem of sexual exploitation of girls 

in schools and further suggested ways in which girls could be empowered to stand up 

against all forms of sexual abuse. Recruitment of research participants was easily 

generated as the researcher was fortunate to receive referrals from prospective 

participants, providing a large potential pool of probable candidates. This potential pool 

allowed the researcher to reach saturation quickly, as the relevant stakeholders spoke 

directly to issues based on their professional and personal experiences.  

A total of 35 individuals participated in face-to-face interviews and three separate 

group interviews.  Eighteen of the participants were interviewed individually. The three 

separate group discussions comprised of 12 individuals for Group Discussion One, three 

individuals for Group Discussion Two, and two individuals for Group Discussion Three, 

totaling 17 participants in all three group discussions combined. The respondents were 

included as research participants based on their capacity to speak to the issues at hand.  

The majority of the interviews took place in a town in the Northern Region of Ghana 

while only two interviews were conducted in the South of Ghana. The entire interview 

process spanned a period of 28 days.   

At the beginning of each interview, the researcher explained the purpose and aim 

of the study and read an Informed Consent (Appendix B), advising that participation in 

the study was strictly voluntary. Data collection procedure for this study involved two 

basic types: the first collection method occurred through one-on-one in-person interviews 

and the second method occurred in three separate group settings. An interview protocol 
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(Appendix A) was developed with open-ended questions reflecting the two overarching 

research questions, followed by probes asking respondents to elaborate on their responses 

(Creswell, 2014). All interviews were audio recorded in English using a Zoom H2 

recorder and an IPhone 4 for back-up. Many conversations continued after the recorder 

was formally stopped. These non-recorded conversations were taken as field notes, 

summarized, analyzed, and included in the research findings.  

The recorded interviews were uploaded onto the researcher’s laptop and 

downloaded onto the website of QuickScribe Data Solutions at quickscribeghana.com. 

Participants were assured of anonymity and confidentiality; thus, all precautions were 

taken to eliminate names of respondents by replacing names with individual identifiers 

and pseudonyms. The NVivo computer software was initially used to code the 

transcribed data into themes. The researcher subsequently switched to hand coding as a 

preferred method for ease of continuity and overall understanding.   

Data Demographics 

  Of the 35 interviews conducted, 28 participants were female, and seven were 

male, representing sectors such as health, media and law enforcement. In addition, 

participants employed by the Ghana Education Service comprised of teachers and district 

girls education officers. As well, the study participants included representatives from 

NGOs who worked in rural areas on a variety of social issues including the promotion of 

girl-child education, youth empowerment, child protection, women empowerment, 

human rights and other anti-poverty initiatives. The composition of the research 

participants is shown in Table 1 below . 
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Table 1 
  
Research Participant Demographic 
 

Participant 
Identifier: 
 

Sex 
M/F 

Work Place 
Category 

Position 

Int1-15 F Education Teacher  
Int 2-15 M NGO  Director  
Int 3-15 F NGO  Project Officer  
Int 4-15 F NGO  Executive Director 
Int 5-15 F NGO  Program Manager 
Int 6-15 M Government   Child Protection 

Officer 
Int 7-15 F Government Health Practitioner 
Int 8-15 M Government Law Enforcement 
Int 9-15 M NGO Program Officer 
Int 10-15 M Education Teacher 
Int 11-15 F NGO Project Officer 
Int 12-15 F Government Midwife 
Int 13-15 F Education Head Teacher 
Int 14-15 F NGO Community Worker 
Int 15-15 F NGO Volunteer 
Int 16-15 F Media T.V. Reporter 
Int 17-15 F Education Teacher 
Int 18-15 F NGO Executive Director 

Group Discussion 1 
Total # of 
Participants 

Female Male Sector 

12 10 2 NGO 
Group Discussion 2 

3 3 0 Education (Girls 
Education Officers) 

Group Discussion 3 
2 2 0 Girls Education 

Officers 
 
 

Data Analysis 

Data collection and coding proceeded simultaneously. Immediately after each 

interview, data were immediately uploaded for transcription. Transcribed interviews were 

returned within 24-48 hours upon the upload of data.  The researcher coded by hand as it 



A PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY ON SEXUAL EXPLOITATION 59 

 
allowed the researcher to read each transcript several times to catalog the data for coding. 

Subsequent readings of each transcript allowed for the documentation of emerging 

themes which were then coded for further analysis.  

Results 

  The research participants were first asked to explain their understanding of the 

phrase bush allowance.  The purpose of this first question was to gain insights on 

participants’ understanding of the bush allowance phenomenon in rural communities as 

well as to determine whether the term “bush allowance” as reported to be widespread, 

was indeed known in principle and practice by education and community stakeholders. 

Of the 18 one-on-one in-person interviews conducted, only two participants were not 

familiar with the term bush allowance. The respondents in the first two separate group 

discussions all reported they knew of the term bush allowance.   However, only one 

participant out of the 12 participants in the third group discussion which comprised of 

non-governmental organization volunteers and staff had ever heard of the term bush 

allowance. However, once the participant in the 12 participant group discussion who 

knew about the term explained her understanding of it most of the group participants 

nodded in agreement and indicated that they too were aware of sexual exploitations of 

schoolgirls by male teachers albeit not familiar with the term itself.  

Although this study focused on the phenomenon of teacher/student relationship, 

interviews revealed that other practitioners, such as nurses posted to serve in rural 

communities, also engaged in sexual relationships with schoolgirls and that they, too, use 

different terms to describe the practice. When asked about the term bush allowance, a 

nurse participant reported:  
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So yeah, I think we know it in a different term. I’ve not heard exactly the bush 

allowance; but I’m a nurse by profession and after completion, a lot of my friends 

are in the rural areas. And they call it like a “give and take” thing. Because you go 

to the rural areas, and the young girls, they try to look up to you as someone; and 

then they take advantage of it in the sense that, I want to support the girl, I want 

the girl to be like me; more than me.  

Still in the group discussion, another participant interjected and added that “Yeah, 

there is another term called “teacher coping, whereby teachers use the girls for their 

entertainment to cope with the hardships in the rural communities.” In essence, the study 

revealed that the phenomenon of male teacher sexual misconduct against schoolgirls is 

widespread in rural communities despite some unfamiliarity with the specific term bush 

allowance. Nonetheless, 63 percent of the research participants knew the term, and 100 

percent of the research participants were aware of some male teachers having sexual 

relations with female students.  Even those who did not know the term bush allowance 

knew of other terms such as “teacher coping” and “give and take.” All of these terms 

depict the idea of some male teachers and other male professionals such as health care 

workers in rural communities having sexual relations with schoolgirls.  

The ensuing paragraphs will present research participants’ understanding of the 

term bush allowance to show the commonality in the description of the term in principle 

and to illustrate the thick descriptions of participants’ responses for a shared experience 

with readers (Creswell, 2014). 
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Participants Description of the Term Bush Allowance 

Throughout the interviews, the common understanding of the term bush 

allowance is the idea of some teachers in rural settings taking advantage of female 

students as an added incentive for taking up teaching positions in rural schools. Table 2 

presents a verbatim account of a few of the research respondents’ explanations of the 

term bush allowance. 

Table 2    

Participants’ Descriptions of Bush Allowance 

1. It is a term used by teachers posted to rural schools. It involves the exploitation of 
female students for their sexual gratification, and they consider it to be a reward 
enough, and they tag it an allowance. So because they work in the rural 
communities down there – that in the normal sense, people who are better 
qualified will not like to work in, they find consolation in also having to satisfy 
their sexual desires with the girls. 

2. It’s simply rural areas; teachers who teach in very remote areas. They always 
think it’s only the deprived people or ones who are being taken out to go and 
work in the bush or in the village. So they use the young girls to compensate 
themselves, or in a way, pay themselves some allowances. When I say, they use 
the young girls, they actually harass them sexually. Some of these victims do 
comply whiles others find it very difficult. 

3. And the most painful part of it is, it isn’t all the girls who are bold enough to say 
what is happening to them. That’s what I know about bush allowance. 

4. It is in relation to teachers. Especially male teachers who are posted to schools 
that have female students, and who then tend to take advantage of their female 
students. Mostly, kids under age, and mostly within their tutelage – I mean, the 
teachers themselves. 

5. When these teachers are posted to the rural areas because they live on meager 
salaries, they prey on these innocent girls, and they see it as an added incentive. 
So fine, you don’t pay me; I can take these girls, I can have them anytime I want. 
If they get pregnant, their families are shy to even report it, so either they abort it, 
or they disown the girls or it’s just covered, and the teachers get away with it. Or 
the Ghana Education Service transfers them from wherever they are teaching. So 
that’s when I got to understand bush allowance. 

6. It’s the situation where teachers, especially those in the remote areas, feel like 
they do have the right, if you like, to use girls whom they teach for their sexual 
satisfaction. In view of the fact that they have sacrificed to leave their families in 
the big cities to come to stay in the communities to teach these children; and for 
that matter, it’s more or less a reward for that sacrifice they have made. 
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The data strongly suggested that sexual exploitation of schoolgirls by some male 

teachers were prevalent in rural schools in northern Ghana. To understand the critical 

factors that underlie bush allowance, interview questions were framed to elicit answers 

from participants’ view on the manifestation, causes, and characteristics of sexual 

exploitation of schoolgirls by male teachers in rural schools. From these questions, 

several important themes emerged from research participants’ narrations. These themes 

are grouped under emerging categories in the context of the two central research 

questions:  

1. What are the critical factors that underlie the exploitation of rural schoolgirls by 

some male teachers in Ghana?  

2. How could the issue of girls’ exploitation by male teachers in rural schools be 

addressed effectively in Ghana?  

Three categories emerged on research question one while research question two 

outlined study participants’ definitions of empowerment as well as the major themes that 

emerged from respondents’ recommendations on ending the bush allowance phenomenon 

as shown in Table 3. 

Table 3 

Emerging Themes from Research Question One 

Research Question 1: 
Category 1: Manifestation, causes, and characteristics of sexual exploitation of 
schoolgirls by male teachers in rural schools 
       Emerging themes:  

1. Girls’ responsibility  
2. Irresponsible parenting 
3. Pressure by teachers 
4. Poverty  
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Research Question 1: 

Category 1: Manifestation, causes, and characteristics of sexual exploitation of 
schoolgirls by male teachers in rural schools 

5. Lack of punitive measures against culprits  
6. Shortage of teachers in rural communities 

Category 2: consequences of sexual exploitation of girls by male teachers in rural schools 
       Emerging themes: 

1. Pregnancy and school dropout  
2. Forced/early marriages  
3. Cycle of poverty perpetuates 
4. Psychological trauma and other health Issues 

Category 3: Gender relations in the school environment  
       Emerging themes:  

1. Gender inequality 
2. Socio-cultural and religious norms 
3. School Prefect 

 
Category 1: Manifestation, Causes, and Characteristics of Sexual Exploitation  

These themes are presented in the figure below, followed by verbatim narrations from 

research respondents. 

 

Figure 4. Manifestations, causes and characteristics of sexual exploitation 

Sexual 
Exploitation

Girl's 
Responsibility

Pressure by 
Teachers

Irresponsible 
Parenting

Lack of 
Teachers

Poverty 

Lack of 
Punitive 

Measures
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Girls’ Responsibility 

When asked the causes, characteristic and manifestations of sexual exploitation 

by male teachers in rural schools, 31 participants, comprising of all 18 from the 

individual interviews, as well as 13 participants from the three separate group discussions 

said that schoolgirls are responsible for either innocently putting themselves in harm’s 

way, or intentionally instigating and inviting male teachers to have sexual relations with 

them. One participant stated that teachers were not to be blamed entirely for sexual 

encounters between male teachers and schoolgirls by reporting “I don’t want to say it’s 

just the teachers. Some of the students also push for it. So it’s a dicey situation. You have 

the students themselves pushing the teachers for such a thing, and you have the teachers 

solely doing it”.  An interesting narrative came from a participant’s observation:  

Sometimes I want to believe that it comes in two ways or more than two ways. 

Sometimes the girls send themselves; because they need validation and 

affirmation from the guys. So if the guy says you look beautiful, which you don’t 

get from home – your mother is always saying you are stupid; you are good for 

nothing. I mean, a girl will definitely fall for that. 

Another participant added that “sometimes the girls themselves give themselves 

out to the men – to the teachers because they are not morally upright, and they are born 

like that and looking for fame among their peers as the teacher’s favorite.”  A teacher 

participant also confirmed that “There’s this one form where the students themselves give 

themselves to the teachers because of the perception of - I am the teacher’s favorite or I 

am the girlfriend of the teacher.”  A subsequent participant reinforced the idea: “Some of 
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the children, they just throw themselves to them. Some of them, too, they just go there, 

and they visit the men half naked”.  Another recounted that: 

Sometimes, some of the issues come from the ladies themselves. And other times 

too, from the teachers themselves. On the side of the students themselves, 

sometimes a student will just feel like being around with the teachers. Because the 

masters are from the urban areas, and then the students are from the rural areas, 

they just want to associate with the teachers. Sometimes they will like to – maybe 

the master is having a laptop, a TV; that this student will want to have some kind 

of fun with the teacher. So they go there, and then the teacher also pretends as if 

he is lecturing them or teaching them certain things. They get attracted to that 

particular teacher, and they keep visiting, and visiting this particular teacher. Then 

over there, the teacher can take advantage of the students.  

In one of the group discussions, a male participant working with an NGO in rural 

communities added that “I often receive phone calls from schoolgirls just wanting to chit-

chat” and that he could easily take advantage of these girls if he wanted to, so he added:  

Sometimes the girls are friendly with us and approach us which you don’t 

understand. Sometimes you see them to be like kids, but the way they think is 

even more than you. The things the girls do to even attract us, you wouldn’t 

believe it. I think I’ve had countless cases like that; but just that I try my best just 

to make sure that I’ll be very, very distant from them.  

Many participants echoed this sentiment that female students initiate 

inappropriate contact. Another respondent relayed an incident involving a male teacher 

and a schoolgirl. The informant admitted to first blaming the teacher for getting involved 
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in a sexual relationship with the student. However, the participant was quick to shift the 

blame to the female student when he realized that “the girl would hide and wait around 

after school for all the other students to leave school and she will sneak away with the 

teacher to go home.” During one group discussion, a heated argument ensued when a 

female group participant interjected with frustration. She pointed to the male participant 

and argued:  

But all you’re trying to say is like it boils down to the fault of the girl. The actual 

thing is that it is you the man, you’ll have to be in control of it because you are a 

teacher. Under normal circumstances, you don’t just have any right to have 

anything to do with her.  

Other group participants nodded in agreement with the female participant’s statement. 

Nonetheless, Int5, an educationist referred to the schoolgirls as “Lazy – who don’t want 

to work and don’t want to study”. She further maintained that some of the girls in senior 

high schools have coined a term they refer to as, “use what you have to get what you 

want”,  denoting a transactional relationship as schoolgirls engage in sexual relationship 

with some of their male teachers in exchange for  good grades, financial rewards, and 

other favors.  Further, Int15, a university student NGO volunteer, exposed that as part of 

her community service program, she witnessed similar behavior:  

Schoolgirls were just throwing themselves to guys. It even came to a time where 

we as teachers – we were teaching them at their school, so they used to call us 

teachers, Sir,  Madam and all those stuff. So I think it’s just – girls are mostly to 

blame, not because they are in their right sense of mind, but because of the 
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changes in them. They are developing, and they get all these new feelings that 

they’re not able to control. But that is not their crime to blame. 

Int6, a public servant, had this to say about schoolgirl’s own responsibility: 

Another thing too is that the girls sometimes pick up certain lifestyles, which for 

me is wrong. If you have ever visited our junior high schools, when you go, just 

look at the girls. Look at the way they dress. You find out that most of them are 

even – they’re toning their skins. That’s not necessary for me, at that age it’s not 

necessary. Where do you get the money to do all that? And then aside the fact that 

– where do they get the money – why the need for it in the first place? It means 

you’re inviting men to come. So the factors are multifaceted, and I think these are 

some.  

To explain further, Int6 basically blamed the girls for grooming themselves by 

“toning” – which refers to girls using bleaching creams intended to lighten their skin. Int6 

was of the view that schoolgirls should have no business polishing up their skins to look 

good because the outcome attracts men. Thus, the onus was on the schoolgirls to look 

plain so men would not exploit them. 

Irresponsible Parenting 

All 18 individual interviewees and several others from the group discussions cited 

irresponsible parenting as a factor contributing to the sexual exploitation of schoolgirls in 

rural communities, indicated by statements such as “It’s a breakdown of the family 

system” and “Nobody cares about what happens to the other family member and their 

children”.  Such comments infer communities that have lost the spirit of taking care of 
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each other’s families. Int2, an NGO Director, noted that sometimes parents develop 

personal relationships with teachers who come to the rural communities to teach and: 

Then at a point, families wish that they marry their daughters and then they force 

the girls on them. We have a clear example of a case like that, where it was 

actually the father who pushed the girl to accept to be in that kind of relationship. 

And I believe it’s because of the esteem attached to teaching. 

  Further supporting the concept of irresponsible parenting, another participant said: 

A lot of the parents don’t really have time; they don’t pay attention to the girls. At 

a certain stage, you know girls need attention, and so if your parents are not 

paying attention to you, and someone gives you the little attention, then you’re 

tempted to think that, that person really cares about you. And at that stage too 

they’re really very young. They can’t really discern between whether they’re 

being taken advantage of or not. They actually think that you’re showing them 

care and love.  

A participant from a group discussion explained that “some mothers actually have 

expectations of their daughters contributing to the household, knowing that the girls have 

no viable source of income.” The pressure imposed to bring income into the home is 

often inferred as the girls’ engagement in transactional sexual relationships with male 

teachers.  research participants reported that parents fail to provide necessities of food, 

textbooks, and school uniforms. Therefore, the students “rely on the teachers who are 

male to support them to provide those things”.   Int9, an NGO officer, shared that when 

girls who were under the age of 15 inquired about financial support, parents chastised: “A 
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girl of your age, and you still expect me to give you pocket money?” Conveying   

“responsibility is already placed on them”. Int6 recounted that:  

Sometimes it comes from the various homes that the children come from. The 

mothers, in my opinion, sometimes are behind it. Some mothers, let me say – 

sometimes fuel this. Because I’ve interacted with a lot of girls and sometimes 

what they tell me is that it’s their mothers who influenced them. In one way or the 

other – because a junior high school girl who absolutely doesn’t do anything, 

she’s in school. The mother knows very well she doesn’t do anything, yet the 

mother expects something from her when she goes out to town. So where is she 

going to get it? From men of course. 

 Int1 corroborated this sentiment by describing how girls are often forced by their 

mothers to contribute financially toward the upkeep of the home. Int1 had this to tell 

about the story of a Junior High School girl: 

A JHS girl told me in a community that her mother has about four girls and every 

market day is a day for one of them to go to the market and buy ingredients and 

come and cook. She has to do it irrespective of where she gets the money from. 

The mother doesn’t care; the father doesn’t care. She has to do it. And according 

to her, they have boyfriends who give them these monies to come and feed the 

family. Even their parents send you to school they don’t provide you with the 

necessities. For instance, your uniform, and the school books; some parents don’t. 

You get them from boyfriends. 

Many other respondents indicated irresponsible parenting manifested in parents 

having higher ambitions for their girls to get out of rural communities and poverty. Thus, 
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the parents welcomed sexual advances from male teachers towards their daughters 

because of the status ascribed to teachers who come from big towns and cities to teach in 

rural communities. Int9 said that parents do not see anything wrong with male teachers 

having sexual affairs with their female children because: 

They see the teacher as an enlightened person and don’t see it as exploitation. 

They think that the teacher impregnating their daughter signifies that their 

daughter has a brighter future because she’s going to be married to somebody 

who is teaching. 

Int11, a nonprofit professional, revealed that she was once a victim of sexual 

exploitation by a male teacher when she was in school. In her own words, she shared her 

experience: 

I’m a victim myself. I can remember, even at my secondary school level, there 

was this teacher who would always touch me in a very bad way; but I couldn’t tell 

my mother because my mother will even shut me up for starting the topic. My 

father was worse because he wouldn’t even come closer to listen to the case I 

have.  

Members of the Girls Education Officers (GEOs) of the Ghana Education Service, 

who participated in two separate group discussions, each reported in the interviews that 

sometimes parents thwart their attempts to dissuade the conversations  when issues of 

male teacher sexual misconduct occur in schools. One education officer indicated that:  

Some of the parents of those rural girls encourage the girls. And when you, the 

education officer try to intervene, the parents will tell you that their daughter has 

gotten a teacher to marry, a big person to marry, a prominent person – and you are 
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going to be a stumbling block or something. So don’t destroy their child’s future. 

You should allow the teacher to go ahead to have whatever he has with the girl 

with the perception that, that teacher is going to marry the girl.  

To this remark, the researcher probed further to inquire if such marriage between 

a male teacher and a female student does occur. The respondents’ in the group discussion 

indicated that in a case where a student gets pregnant by a teacher, the teacher might be 

forced to marry the girl. In this instance, often the teacher denies responsibility and 

marriage rarely occurs. The GEOs added that some parents just have a goal of marrying 

their daughters off to male teachers posted to teach in their communities. One of the 

GEOs noted that in some cases, some parents will be pushing their children to “go and 

cook for the teacher, go and fetch water for the teacher”. Such things happen. They will 

prefer a teacher impregnating the daughter than a community farmer or somebody else.  

  Additionally, most members of the group discussion upheld their opinion that 

irresponsible parenting was a major cause of sexual exploitation of schoolgirls by male 

teachers. A member from one of the group discussions stated that “There is no bad child, 

but a bad parent.” A volunteer from the group discussion blamed parents by posing this 

rhetorical question “What kind of a parent would you be if you realize that your child is 

throwing herself at a teacher, but then you do not do anything?”  This participant 

continued by adding that parents who do nothing to stop the sexual exploitation of their 

children do so partly because of the community’s perception that teachers are doing them 

a favor by coming to teach in their rural towns and also because “Parents think that 

because teachers are from the city, probably if you are able to get my daughter pregnant, 
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or you’re able to stay with my daughter or whatever, my daughter gets to live a better 

life”.   

In addition, Int1 narrated a story of a girl who brought complaints forth about her 

mother’s constant pressure to provide for her knowing very well she is only fifteen years 

of age with no source of income. Int1 reported:  

There is a girl at one of the rural communities. She has been complaining this to 

me several times. She told me her mom always expects her to give her something 

while she’s not working. And she has explained it more than thrice to me, and 

I’ve been telling her, please just try to be patient. “But you know I’m not working, 

I’m not doing anything, and she always expects me to give her something.” So 

such a person, when the pressure is too much on her, what do you expect? At the 

end of the day, she’ll end up or involving herself with any other person coming 

around and perhaps not only the teacher but other males coming around her.  

Pressure by Teachers 

Overwhelmingly, all 35 research participants cited teacher’s putting pressure on 

schoolgirls for sexual favors as a major cause of sexual exploitation of female students by 

male teachers. Teacher pressure manifested in varying ways, including threats, offering 

gifts, instilling fear, constant harassment of school girls, favoritism,  and verbal and 

physical abuse. Int14, a rural community worker, eloquently described the various tactics 

some male teachers employ to sexually exploit the female students:  

Sexual exploitation manifests itself largely in the male teachers identifying 

otherwise, kids within the schools who they may be – not rightly so, but they may 

be attracted to. And so use a number of opportunities to take advantage of these 
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kids. It could be offering them gifts, presents. It could be in the form of tangible 

items and cash, or even general favors as in, being overly good or giving much 

more attention than a teacher would otherwise do to a kid. Giving some special 

attention and also giving some favors in the form of good marks and all that. So 

these can translate and transcend to having physical – physically harassing the 

student and trying to some extent touch the kids in certain ways that the teacher 

shouldn’t.  

Seventy-eight percent of those who participated in the individual interviews 

echoed that some teachers begin by “sending school girls on errands to their houses to 

fetch water, wash their clothes and cook for them” and that the teachers use these 

schemes to build cordial relationships with the girls and subsequently engage in sexual 

relations with the girls. One particular informant indicated that “some of the girls often 

yield to the teacher’s cordiality out of respect and ignorance”. A health worker from the 

focus group discussion recounted an incident that occurred in a rural community:  

So some teachers start by trying to give the mother, give the father, and give the 

family. And so when he does the wrong thing, he gets away with it. Because I’m 

saying this from a practical experience in – where one of my colleagues when we 

were doing pupil teaching. So because of the way he was supporting the family, 

and then the girl was being abused, but then they could not talk. And other 

household people wanted to intervene, but the parents were showing an 

unwillingness to take up the issue, because the girl was raped and then it came to 

even a hospital thing and all that and they were trying to cover it, because of the 

advantage he has taken about the family. So this is one of the major causes. 
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Several participants maintained that some male teachers engage in sexual 

relationship with the female students because the exchange is “cheap – getting into a 

relationship with a rural girl is cheap; the girls are so poor that teachers don’t have to 

spend much on them to get them.”  Instilling fear and harassment were described as 

predominant ways in which teachers employed sexual exploitation of their female 

students. Int 9 explained that: 

 Also, most girls consent to be in this relationship because of fear. Because 

teachers sometimes use some harassment tactics to get them into it, so they fear 

that if they refuse to be in that relationship, there are some consequences that 

won’t be good for them. That may include failure in exams and other things.   

Another participant explicated that:  

There was a case in one community, and then I happened to be in that community, 

and I spoke to that girl. I mean, her first experience was basically rape. She was 

raped. She was raped in a teacher’s quarters, and then there were teachers sitting 

outside the house. They heard her scream; none of them came to support her or to 

get her out. And then having gone through that, she felt that perhaps that’s the 

normal way. That’s the normal life; why don’t I be in that relationship, because 

even teachers do not see anything wrong.   

Int14 expounded: “Some teachers too, they beat the girls if the girls are even not 

giving in. They beat them. The assertive ones will drop out of school and get enrolled 

elsewhere. Others who don’t have anywhere to go, you know that will be the end of the 

road for their education”.  
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Furthermore, Int18 revealed that some male teachers simply use the female 

students to satisfy their sexual desires. The process begins with these teachers harassing 

the girls and engaging in inappropriate sexual conversations:  “They sometimes say 

things like, look at how her buttocks are shaking. You’ve grown these days, so I see you 

have also gotten some breasts, or you look beautiful, do you know you’re grown? You’re 

no longer a child”. Others added that some male teachers go to the extent of: 

Using pornographic films to attract these girls. And while he’s showing the film, 

he’ll just go and get malt (popular beverage in Ghana) or something that the 

children treasure. – The girls. They will eat, and then he will have sex with them. 

And you know, as it happens, the children will continue to develop the interest of 

coming to him.  

Int3 with a frown on her face summed it up by adding that: 

When I say, they use the young girls, they actually harass them sexually. Some of 

these victims do comply whiles others find it very difficult. And the most painful 

part of it is it isn’t all the girls who are bold enough to say what is happening to 

them. For instance, I came across a case in town X, where this girl got herself 

pregnant. Because the teacher wasn’t in a position to say, okay I’m responsible. 

And all that brought this whole thing was, the teacher claimed – he actually 

claimed that the girl brought herself to him; seduced him, and he couldn’t just 

help it than to get her pregnant. But the girl told us too on the other hand that the 

teacher used to call her to come and wash for him. And in an attempt to wash for 

him, she finds him touching some parts of her body. Especially, the day she 

conceived was when he tried her breasts – according to her, she struggled a lot 
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with him till he got access and had sex with her. So mostly, it’s from touching of 

very sensitive parts of the girl even in classrooms. Because some of the male 

teachers, in attempt to correct these girls or to encourage them, they do touch 

them in abusive ways.  

Poverty 

In describing poverty as a leading cause of child exploitation, Int6 conveyed that:  

Mostly it’s due to poverty. A lot of these girls, they don’t even get food to eat 

when they’re coming to school. And so the little that the teacher offers them, they 

think that it’s a lot of support for them. And so the teachers are actually able to 

use that to manipulate them. So mostly, it’s just access to basic necessities that 

they do not have. The issue has got to do with the fact that most of the girls, the 

background they’re coming from is not so good. So sometimes they rely on their 

teachers.   

Int13 corroborated this view and added: 

Yes, it’s true; poverty is a cause. Because this is a teacher, they know he takes 

salary at the end of the month. If they give themselves to the teacher, at the end of 

the day they’ll get something for soap or maybe even buy a sanitary pad to use. 

Certainly, poverty also contributes to this; there is no two-ways about it, but I 

don’t think it’s only poverty. There are other reasons too that pushes either the 

student to go in for the teacher, or the teacher even coming in. But I think the very 

wrong one I see is the teacher wanting the girl. Because they know what is right, 

but still they do the wrong things. 
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Research respondents’ linked parental irresponsibility and girls’ own 

responsibility to poverty as contributing factors to the problem of sexual exploitation of 

schoolgirls. These links were evidenced in the various tactics reported to be used by male 

teachers to sexually exploit schoolgirls. As a result, some male teachers are able to take 

advantage of parents and their children vulnerabilities by enticing them with “small 

money and gifts including candies, clothes, and shoes.” 

Lack of Punitive Measures  

Interestingly, all the research participants except the five Education Officers cited 

lack of punitive measures against perpetrators of sexual exploitation of schoolgirls in 

rural schools. They expressed frustration against the Ghana Education Service for their 

practice of transferring male teachers who are accused of sexual misconduct to other 

schools instead of outright dismissal from teaching. Int16 had this to say:  

Sexual exploitation of girls is not something that should be promoted. 

Unfortunately, the authorities don’t pay attention to it. And one trend we are 

observing with Ghana Education Service is that teachers who are found engaging 

in these activities, instead of getting them to the legal regime to handle, they 

rather transfer them from one location to the other. And they continue to repeat 

the same thing over and over again until they are caught somewhere.  

Int7 added that cases of sexual abuse are often “swept under the carpet in the 

primary schools and school officials do not want to expose the incident.” Int9 spoke with 

frustration regarding the lack of enforcement mechanisms to punish offenders of sexual 

abuse of girls. He explained that: 
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It is mainly the inability on the part of authority to enforce the rules and 

regulations pertaining to the ethics of a teacher. What a teacher should do and 

should not do and the consequences of those. And I say so because; it is one way 

of checking that. As for the temptation or the tendency to commit crime, it will 

always exist, but when there is a good sense of – a realization that rules and 

regulations will always be enforced, fear of the enforcement is a deterrent. That’s 

why I think enforcement is key. 

Int2 corroborated the above sentiment by going further, blaming the lack of 

enforcement on all stakeholders. Int2 started by saying that: 

Stakeholders are to be blamed. I think systems or the structures, the educational 

governance structures haven’t been too firm in regards to that. Come to look at 

PTA/SMC (Parents Teacher Association/School Management Council) there are 

instances – and I know of two – meaning, a community where such issue 

happened, and they just handled it at home level. Thinking the teacher was just 

someone who, according to them, they thought was doing them a favor. Because 

all the teachers had gone back, leaving this male teacher. And he choosing to stay 

back needed some kind of compensation. And him doing that to the female 

students in the school was something they saw bad, but they couldn’t fight it 

because they just thought he was just their last resort. No teacher will agree to 

come to their village. So stakeholders aren’t being firm on the ground.  

In the midst of data collection for this research, a news break reported by Citi FM, 

a popular radio station in Ghana, noted that 10 schoolgirls had been sexually abused by 

three male teachers in a primary school in the Volta Region of Ghana. The news report 
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indicated that the media contacted the Acting Volta Regional Director of Education who 

said they were currently investigating the incident and in the interim, the accused teachers 

had been transferred to another school to ensure a thorough investigation (City FM 

online, 2015). These and other news stories illustrate the plight of schoolgirls and the lack 

of punitive measures against teachers who offend against the school girls. Int4, the 

executive director of an NGO, happened to have been called by one of the media houses 

to comment on the incident as a child advocate. When asked about the manifestation of 

sexual abuse in rural schools, the participant reported: 

There is a case in Volta region where three teachers impregnated ten students, so I 

was called about the case, and I said, oh okay, three teachers, ten girls. What 

happened to the teachers? Oh, the usual thing: the teachers were transferred. And 

I said, oh okay, Teachers' Code of Conduct says sexual exploitation of their girls 

– dismissal, outright dismissal because it’s criminal. So why don’t we enforce the 

rules? But from all discussions, you could see that enforcement is an issue with 

the girls’ education officers. They don’t want to offend people; they don’t want to 

offend family members, and again, the notion that, oh, the girl has sent herself, is 

also there which is very bad. 

Shortage of Teachers in Rural Communities 

Lack of teachers in rural communities emerged as a recurring theme that 

contributed to the problem of sexual exploitation of female students by male teachers in 

rural communities. Sixty-nine percent of the research participants were of the view that 

historically, there had been an acute shortage of trained teachers in most rural 

communities in Ghana. As a result, “rural community members and parents revere 
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teachers when they come into their communities to teach, and they treat them special so 

that they don’t leave”.  A participant commented that the shortage of resource personnel 

to rural towns is not restricted to teachers as “nurses are also lacking in rural 

communities.” The participant remarked that:  

And the nurse comes to the village, and the whole of the community look up to 

him. They think he is doing them a favor – the village thinks he’s doing them a 

favor by coming to serve in the remote area because they are not aware when you 

finish your school, it is mandatory; you’re supposed to serve anywhere. It’s part 

of our commitment. So the village or the rural people see it to be a favor, and then 

they have to do everything to make sure that the guy stays and be happy. And I’ve 

witnessed practical experiences where a nurse is seriously abusing girls, but the 

community is not talking about it. Because they make it look like if they talk 

about it, he’ll run away.  

Other participants expanded on these comments, indicating that rural community 

members see the presence of teachers and nurses to their communities as a privilege and 

not a civic right. Int2 added that: 

No one has been here for about two, three years. No one has been stable, so if this 

guy comes and is willing to sacrifice himself for the community, why do we have 

to talk about some of the things they’re doing. So I think most of the ways it 

manifests is the community’s perception about the work of either the teacher or 

the nurse. If they think the work he’s doing is a favor to the community, he’s not 

serving, it’s not his mandate, he’s being paid for what he’s doing; they’re more 

likely to create an environment that motivates some of the things. As opposed to 



A PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY ON SEXUAL EXPLOITATION 81 

 
where they say, oh he’s here to serve; it is your work, and you have to do it. So 

such communities that have this knowledge or information, you see they are able 

to make them be responsible. When they see you in a manner that is not good, 

they try to bring you to order. 

Int9 shared that parents and community members live in constant fear of losing 

teachers in their rural schools and are therefore reluctant to seek justice for their girls 

when instances of sexual abuse are reported. The participant explained:  

So if parents even get to know, they will not want to talk about it. And in some 

cases too, the parents think that if they report it to the Ghana Education Service, 

and the teacher is transferred, they will not bring any teacher there. So as part of 

our work is to train the girls to protect themselves and also to report such cases.  

When probed further to understand why rural communities were not holding 

teachers accountable for misconduct, Int7 commented:  

Rural folks often feel that they don’t want to lose the teachers who have sacrificed 

to come to our village to teach our children, so they feel like, let's solve any 

problem at the community level. I witnessed a case where a teacher raped a little 

girl of about 14 years. Her mother didn’t know what to do. So they took the 

matter to the chief palace, and the chief didn’t want the community to lose the 

teacher, so they fined the teacher and asked him to compensate the girl. I don’t 

know if he actually compensated the girl. But can you imagine? Such a thing 

should happen to a small girl, how can she continue her studies in the same school 

when the teacher was never sacked? 
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In an interview with Int12, a midwife, serving a rural community, Int12 shared 

stories of girls reporting to the clinic with incidents of rape and pregnancy alleged to be 

perpetrated by their teachers. The participant reported that: 

There was a case involving a girl who got pregnant by a male teacher in my 

village, and when it was brought to the clinic, we asked the parents to report the 

case to the police. But the parents refused and took the case to the local chief. We 

later heard that the chief had solved the case by asking the teacher to marry the 

girl so that the teacher can continue to stay in the village to teach. They didn’t 

want to lose him by reporting to the police. 

Category 2: Consequences of Sexual Exploitation of Girls by Male Teachers in 

Rural Schools 

Emerging Themes: 

1. Pregnancy and school dropout  

2. Forced/early marriages  

3. Cycle of poverty perpetuates 

4. Psychological trauma and other health Issues 

Pregnancy and School Dropout 

Four common themes emerged as responses to prompts when participants were 

asked to elaborate on the consequences of sexual exploitation.  Hundred percent of 

Participants unanimously agreed that pregnancy and school dropout were the 

predominant themes as both appeared to be the immediate repercussions following sexual 

encounter incident between a male teacher and female student.  A director of a non-profit 

organization noted: 
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From our experience here in our organization, we’ve received a lot of complaints. 

We’ve taken some investigations around some of these issues. For instance, I’ll 

give an example. An instance – we have a situation where it was reported that a 

girl had dropped out of school, and then we followed up to realize that she was 

actually pregnant. The community itself was not willing to open up for us to 

know, especially who is behind the pregnancy. So we pushed, and finally, we got 

to know that it was a teacher.   

Int6 stated:  

Some of them get pregnant. And then some of them stop schooling, they don’t 

show up. And some of them, you can physically see in them that they’re worried, 

and they’re scared. And so most of the time, you meet girls who are in that kind 

of state; or they run away from school. 

When asked about the consequences of sexual exploitation, Int5 exclaimed, “of 

course, first and foremost is when the girl-child gets pregnant; she’s forced to drop out of 

school.” The researcher probed research participants in order to understand why girls felt 

the need to drop out of school when sexually abused.  Several participants responded to 

the probe reporting that pregnancy was the number one cause of school dropout among 

girls.  Multiple reasons were provided including, but not limited to, stigmatization, fear, 

and safety, psychological and physical trauma after the incidence of rape/other sexual 

encounters as well as subsequent sexual encounters with male teachers. One participant 

noted that: 

Most young girls are not able to even finish their primary school, for this bush 

allowance and things. Among their colleagues, they’re not safe; teachers, they’re 
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not safe; even young men in their community, they’re not safe. So it becomes a 

very huge thing for them to say I’m leaving from one point to the other.  

Following the same thoughts, Int11 said:  

She’s pregnant; she has given birth; she’s afraid of stigmatization, even among 

her peers. She has to be a mother. Taking care of herself and taking care of a child 

is going to be very tedious for her in school. So you see - all of these things are 

cause for her to drop out of school. 

Int15 upheld this view, adding: 

Most of them tend to drop out of school. Because when they become pregnant, 

they have to drop out of school. And most of them become pregnant, because, at 

that level, they don’t even know how to use contraceptives. And they don’t even 

have any counseling services that they can take advantage. So they just drop out 

of school. 

Int6 showed me pictures on his mobile phone of young girls nursing babies while 

writing the Basic Education Certificate Examination (B.E.C.E), (an exam written by 

Junior High School students to gain admission to Senior Secondary School). Int6 had this 

to say: 

Some of the consequences are – she gets pregnant, she’s supposed to – not 

entirely drop out, but I would show you some pictures here, where they’ve just 

ended BECE, some of them were holding babies in the exam hall. Yeah, I have it 

here on my phone, they’re holding babies. And one of the pictures, actually, the 

girl at a point just left the papers and was attending to her baby. These are 
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children having children. So you can just imagine what will happen to their 

future. 

Int17 added: 

Yeah, the biggest for me is that these girls are not able to really realize their full 

potentials. Some of these end up in pregnancies, and these girls are drawn back. 

Even in the rare cases where they’re able to pick up and to go back to school, you 

would notice that they would have been drawn back several years. And the fact 

that she has to cope with bringing up a child also has effect on her growing to 

really realize her full potential. 

Forced and Early Marriage 

Twelve out of the 18 individual research participants and a total of seven from the 

group discussions all said that girls are often forced to marry their male teachers after 

incidents of rape and/or sexual encounters, especially in the event of pregnancy. Int6 

lamented:  “It is a shame because also these men who end up impregnating them are 

those who are being forced to marry them; in most cases, to seal the case.” Int7 also 

observed that: 

These girls are often forced to marry their male teachers once pregnancy occurs. 

Again, parents think that by marrying their daughter to a teacher they would have 

secured the girl’s future. But we have seen examples of where the teacher just 

leaves the village and seeks transfer to another town abandoning the girl with the 

baby. Sometimes, the girls will also abandon the baby to her parents and leave the 

village seeking greener pastures in the city by engaging in Kayayo – Kayayo is a 
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common practice in Ghana where girls from rural communities migrate to urban 

centers to work as head porters. 

 Int2 noted that: 

I think, first of all, the issue of early marriage. Early marriages are even promoted, 

once the situation exists, and then it does not come to the attention of the law 

enforcement agencies. Sometimes … So basically, once they find out that the girl 

is impregnated by the teacher they force her. They just marry off the girl to the 

teacher, and that ends her schooling. That is quite common. But of course, there 

are other consequences. I mean, some of them are forced to even travel out of the 

community. And sometimes when they give birth, and the child grows to a certain 

level, I mean, the girl’s mother can take care of the child; they just will … 

Abandon the child in the community, and then that ends their education also. Of 

course, we’ve not come across a situation where a pregnant girl gets complicated 

with her pregnancy because of her age. But then we’ve read in literature that 

that’s some kind of consequences. 

Cycle of poverty perpetuates 

Eighty-seven percent of the research respondents indicated that the cycle of 

poverty perpetuates in rural communities when school girls are sexually abused and 

become pregnant and drop out of school. According to one of the education officers: 

Most of these girls give birth and bring additional burden on their impoverished 

families because the parents now have to fend for the girl and her new baby. This 

was a girl whom the family was counting on to finish school and find a good job 

to help the family. So the cycle of poverty continues. 
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One participant observed: 

I think that on a major scale it’s just – what do you call it – reinvention or 

continuation of the poverty; right? Yeah, it is a cycle. It perpetuates that cycle of 

poverty because we have a lot of the girls dropping out of school or running to go 

and do kayayei. And then they’re not able to continue. So in the end, they come 

back, and they’re in the same situation. And their children are in the same 

situation, and then the cycle continues. So although at that level it is just like the 

pregnancy and the rest; but in the long term, it is this cycle of poverty that is 

perpetuated that makes it much scarier. 

Int10 added: 

The consequences go beyond the victim; you get to see that men will no longer 

send their girl children to school because the elder ones have disappointed them. 

For that matter, they will no longer send. So it’s not just the girl-child, but even 

those who come after her are equally affected. The family, financially – you can’t 

run away from it. That, financially, is going to be affected. Because this is a girl 

who doesn’t do anything; she has brought forth a child. Already, that financial 

burden comes back to the extended family; where the father has to take care of – 

because most often than not, some of them are also being impregnated sometimes 

by their colleague students.  

Participants from the group discussions maintained that as girls drop out of 

school, the cycle of poverty continues, and affecting not just the girl-child but her family 

and community as well.  Int13 corroborated the views held by members of the group 

discussions by observing:   
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It leads to school drop-outs. At the end of the day, the children don’t continue 

their school. Sometimes they deceive them that when they give birth; especially 

when they get pregnant, they’ll deceive them that when they give birth, they’ll let 

them continue, but it ends there. And lack of employment, poverty cycle 

increases. And then they don’t even know how to take very good care of 

themselves, let alone the children. 

Psychological Trauma and Other Health Issues 

All research participants consistently pointed out that girls in rural schools who 

become victims of sexual exploitation by their male teachers experience some form of 

psychological trauma in addition to other related health issues. Participants relayed that 

some victims experience emotional and behavioral symptoms. Health issues include 

sexually transmitted diseases, HIV/AIDs and unsafe abortions which sometimes lead to 

the subsequent death of the girl-child. A participant expressed concern about the young 

age of the abused female students, noting:   

These girls are very young, some fourteen, others fifteen, and because of some of 

their ages, later in life, they get a lot of diseases; because they themselves have 

not grown to be parents. They are children themselves, taking care of children. 

And their physiological makeup is not matured enough for them to carry a baby 

for nine months and to deliver. Therefore, most of them tend to have a lot of 

diseases later on in life.  

A male director from a government ministry added: 

If I am pregnant, let’s factor, how easy would it be for me to learn, as compared to 

somebody who is not. So first and foremost, even if the girl-child does not drop 
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out, it affects her psychologically, emotionally, mentally. Even the girl – at her 

age, scientists will tell you that at her age, when she gives birth, most often than 

not the babies have low weight. Their weight is not as compared to somebody 

who is giving birth to – an elderly woman; say 20s, women in their 20s. So that is 

one side of it. 

Another respondent from a group discussion stated: 

We have health issues. Health issues, the girls who have not biologically 

developed; when they go to deliver, some die. Yeah, they die. When you get to 

the hospitals, you will see that a lot of the maternal deaths that are being recorded 

are from teenage pregnancy. Some too, the next thing, when they detect that 

they’re pregnant, and the man will actually deny. And then if he will even accept, 

he will ask that you go for abortion. And a lot of them die out of this abortion. 

The abortion is not done at authorized facilities by authorized medical persons. 

They use crude methods. You’ll see cassava sticks and all things to – they push it 

through their vagina to dislodge the fetus. They take all manner of concoctions to 

do all this. And few occasions, we get some of them who come here. Some they’ll 

bleed to the point that they have to be rushed to the hospital, and then we’ll be 

called in, and we’ll investigate. So it has health implications, just as we have 

social implications. Yeah. 

Int 16 observed: 

The other thing is even the psychological aspect. The result is that it kind of 

shapes the mind of the girl to think that she is restricted to be just a sex object or 

something. Because especially at that age, when these things are done, the girl 
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does not get the opportunity to know that she’s worth much more than what the 

teacher sees her to be. So that impact psychologically is there, and it contributes 

to just limiting her dreams. That she can only end up being somebody’s wife and 

maybe engaging in some job somewhere.  

This view was corroborated by Int3: 

Apart from drawing the girls backward and the psychological impact, in a way it 

contributes to diminishing their confidence, especially among their colleagues. 

These things can have some ripple effects where kids can make fun of each other. 

“You’re teacher’s this, you’re teacher’s that” – and that can also affect the girl’s 

confidence and relationships in school.  

A male NGO director indicated that some girls develop unhealthy behavioral 

problems in schools when they are in sexual relationships with their male teachers. The 

director exemplified several instances where girls “who are sleeping with some male 

teachers become disrespectful to their peers, their parents, and other teachers in the 

school” and that these girls start to exhibit behavioral problems which eventually “leads 

to their expulsion in school or they drop out of school entirely”. Another informant 

added, “even if she doesn’t get pregnant, psychologically, she is traumatized.” This 

participant sadly and empathically touched her chest and said: “I feel for these girls, they 

are at risk of infection; risk of HIV and the like.”  

Other factors shared by participants’ and worthy of noting included child 

abandonment, single parenting, prostitution, and girls being disowned by family. 

Participants indicated that girls who become pregnant often abandon their babies and 

leave the village. This abandonment can result in the baby suffering neglect, abuse, 
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malnutrition and sometimes death. One respondent revealed that “these girls who become 

pregnant sometimes abandon their babies because they don’t know how to take care of 

the baby; these babies end up suffering malnutrition, and they even die”. Other 

respondents added that the girls sometimes leave the village because they have dropped 

out of school and have nothing to do with their life. “They can’t face the shame and 

stigma, so they leave for the big cities and end up in prostitution. This is just a waste of a 

girl’s life”.   Members of the group discussions confirmed that girls who fall victim to 

sexual exploitation indeed abandon their villages and seek greener pastures in the big 

cities only to be confronted with other challenges:  “Because life on the street, you will 

meet rape cases, you will meet prostitution, you will meet everything.” 

Category 3: Gender Relations in the School Environment  

Emerging Themes  

1. Gender inequality 

2. Socio-cultural and religious norms 

3. School Prefects are reserved for boys 

  All Participants were asked to describe perceptions and experiences of gender 

relations within the school environment. Respondents were encouraged to elaborate 

specifically on gender equality in the school environment in light of the role of the girl-

child in school, as well as girls’ perception of themselves. Essentially, three themes 

emerged out of the question of gender relations in the school environment. These 

emerging interrelated and interconnected themes are represented in Figure 5 below.  The 

central themes are (1) the lack of gender equality in the school environment; (2) boys as 
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preferred school prefects; and, (3) socio-cultural and religious norms as a major cause of 

gender inequality in schools. 

 

Figure 5. Gender relations 

 

The relationships in Figure 5 indicate that socio-cultural and religious norms in 

Ghana, specifically, in most parts of Northern Ghana where boys are valued more than 

girls, might be one of the major causes of gender inequality in the school environment. 

Thus, gender inequality in most schools translates to boys being preferred as school 

prefects over girls. These inequalities define how girls are perceived and solidify girls’ 

personal self-perception. The ensuing paragraphs highlight research participants’ 

response regarding gender relations in schools. 

Gender Inequality 

When questioned regarding gender equality in schools, a female teacher 

responded emphatically that: 

Boys are 
preferred as 

school prefects

Social 
cultural and 

religious 
norms

Lack of 
gender 
equality
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No. There is no equality; because there was a time – me, particularly, I’ve been a 

voluntary teacher for three years in the upper primary school. And then, it gets to 

a time they were contesting for this school prefect positions; then a lady contested 

the senior prefect. The headmistress said, “no, the lady cannot handle the school” 

and yet the lady had all the qualifications. When it comes to – in terms of speech, 

presentation and then the academic performance, the lady was …high than the 

male counterpart, but the headmistress wanted the boy to be the senior prefect of 

the school. So they have to give the chance of the senior prefect to the boy. And 

according to the headmistress, for the girl, people may not take her serious. She 

said “She’s a girl. And the students will not respect her”. You get it? So there is 

no equality over there.  

The teacher further explained the effect that gender inequality has on the girl-

child. It: 

Has a lot of effect on the girl-child. One is, demoralizing the girl-child. It 

demoralizes the girl-child, socially. And when it comes to – in terms of 

academically too, it demoralizes the girl. Because she thinks whatever she’s doing 

is not important to the society. So she doesn’t even feel she is important in the 

society. And anything she does, she doesn’t even think it contributes to the 

development of anything; you understand. So it demoralizes the women.  

A male NGO director narrated an incident where a girl reported that her teacher 

was demeaning her to her peers in the classroom just because she is a girl: 

The girl said that there was an exam that she wrote – she was reported to have 

been the best in her class for a particular term. And the teacher was surprised – 
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was using her to insult the boys. “You know, you are boys and then you allow a 

girl to top all of you in a particular term”.  And then she was just reporting how it 

demoralized her and then made her feel bad about her efforts to learn as a student. 

So in terms of the gender relation, it’s still much not in favor of girls.  

Sixty-eight percent of the respondents who reported that gender equality was 

lacking in rural schools blamed the Northern culture of valuing boys over girls and the 

patriarchal society in which they reside.  The informants went further to describe gender 

roles in schools and explained that girls are often responsible for sweeping the 

classrooms and school compounds, execute errands for teachers and fulfill other chores 

within the school environment. A female participant answered that “I will say, no there is 

no gender equality. Especially if you go to the rural areas, girls are still treated as people 

who belong to the home, and the boys are supposed to be in school.”  She went further to 

describe how the treatment of “girls as second-class students” manifests in the school 

environment: 

And so if you go to a school where they don’t have water, the girls are expected to 

go and fetch the water. Even in some secondary schools here, some of the girls we 

sponsor, they’re expected to wash the clothes of the boys. And it’s actually 

captured on video. It’s not like someone – it’s not a rumor. And so then, you find 

that girls are treated like – okay, you’re the woman, so you should do all of this.  

 All the 18 research informants who were interviewed individually as well as fifty 

eight percent of the group discussion respondents talked about the inherent discrimination 

against girls in school in relation to girls’ self-esteem. Int14 observed that “as a result of 

discrimination against girls in schools, girls have a negative perception about 
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themselves.” Int2 corroborated these sentiments by stating that he was often saddened by 

how girls have come to accept the roles ascribed to them, as they “perceive themselves so 

low.” A participant from the discussion group gesturing her hand asked: “What do you 

expect? Girls have been brought up to feel they are inferior to boys” A female director of 

a non-profit organization reminisces about her own experience growing up as girl-child in 

the Northern region of Ghana: 

Inferiority is our problem. Even we the so-called learned ones had to battle it out 

to gain grounds. You are made to understand from home that you are beneath 

your brother. Even if you are the elderly one, he’s still the man. And that moves 

to the school. And even when you come to the school environment, sweeping, 

dusting, fetching water, all the tedious jobs are done by the girls in school. They 

will tell you (Pawu ma yenkoli Phonetic 0:07:10); which literally means, it’s the 

girls who are responsible for sweeping the school environment. So I do ask 

myself, what makes them think it should be the girl. And even we the girls 

ourselves aren’t confident; because you lost it from day one. You were made to 

understood, look, “your voice should be down always”. You don’t have a word. 

So even if you go to a place where you think, or you wish to – you end up just 

getting yourself very timid. Even among your colleague women, you see that kind 

of complex all over you; that no, I must keep quiet. I must keep quiet. So 

inferiority is something that is eating into the sisters.  

A male nonprofit organization director pointed to himself and noted: 

I think we still are a very heavily-patriarchal society; and it transcends homes into 

our schools, even in our institutions. So women in general are not treated fairly 
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wherever they are. Especially girls, when they are in school. And this is 

manifested in the form of, even assignment of duties and roles in school; where 

these roles are ascribed more or less, based on the sex of the child. So you will 

find girls doing assignments or performing roles in school that are generally 

perceived as the role of girls within the society. So in terms of fair treatment, I’m 

not sure – I’m very sure schools – girls don’t get that treatment in school. So I 

think that they are not generally treated fairly in school, because they’re restricted 

to some roles and responsibilities in school.  

Participants’ from the discussions group talked about how girls are often 

encouraged to take up courses in the Arts programs, while boys are encouraged to take up 

courses in the science and business programs. One informant narrated an incident where a 

female student reported to her that she was being “discouraged by people not to enter into 

the sciences because it is very difficult and not meant for girls.”  

Socio-Cultural and Religious Norms 

Ninety-two percent of research respondents who were interviewed individually 

and 59 percent of respondents from the group discussion cited the socio-cultural and 

religious practices as a leading cause of creating gender inequalities in most rural schools 

in Ghana. Both female and male research participants upheld the notion that the Ghanaian 

culture and religious beliefs place barriers to the attainment of gender equality in schools. 

The following narrations from research respondents illustrated their thoughts on the 

Ghanaian culture.   
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A respondent noted that: 

Well, like I said. The girls, because of our culture, they always see that respect 

should be number one. And for them, once a male teacher requests something of 

them, it’s difficult to say no, even if it affects them. So that’s one cause, our 

culture; subordination to the male counterpart.  

  There were other participants’ who mentioned Islamic practices as a culture that 

fosters discrimination against girls. Int6 had this to say: 

Yeah, strictly speaking as a northerner, our socio-cultural upbringing has always 

put the northern girl at a disadvantage. Because we claim to be Muslims – 

majority of us, if I may say, claim to be Muslims. And a whole lot of 

misinterpretations of the religion go against the Muslim girl. For instance, even 

the very first right of the child, as the child is of age to go to school, one of the 

fundamental principles of Islam is to seek for knowledge. But this is not always 

the case. For instance, if I have a boy-child and a girl-child, and one has to go to 

school; per my orientation, per the society in which I live, it’s the boy-child I’ll 

send. So from the word go, the girl-child is already disadvantaged.  

When asked whether there was equality between boys and girls in schools, a 

female respondent answered with a smirk while shaking her head and said emphatically, 

“of course not, there is no gender equality anywhere” she went further to state: 

You see, the gender issue is borne out of our cultural upbringing. So what pertains 

in the general community will not be different from what pertains in the school. 

Culturally, the woman is expected – the social expectation is that she must be 

dependent on the male; she must be a follower. So even where the woman has 
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positive things to think about, the woman expects that it should be brought up by 

somebody; meanwhile, the man might not be thinking of that. So the gender issue 

cannot be different in what we see in the schools. What we see in the school 

cannot be different from what we see in the community; it’s a general trend. 

A girl’s education officer asserted that: 

Girls don’t see themselves as leaders, because culturally, in the African setting 

that is not what is expected, socially. If you want to be assertive, they call you a 

witch; they call you too-known; then they say you are arrogant. Yeah, that is the 

tag they will give you. And if you don’t want to be called arrogant, it means you 

have to … subdue yourself to whatever expectation the society has. 

As presented so far, the three central themes; gender inequality, socio-cultural 

norms and school prefect that emerged from the gender relations interview questions 

indicate an interconnected and an interrelated trend. Responses from research participants 

indicated that gender inequality leading to marginalization and discrimination against 

girls did exist in most schools in rural Ghana. This disparity in gender relations was said 

to have been caused in part by the Ghanaian socio-cultural and religious norms that value 

boys over girls. Therefore, gender disparity manifested in how boys were preferred as 

school prefects over girls. 

School Prefect 

With regards to school prefect position, a number of the participants explained 

that school leadership in most Ghanaian co-educational junior and secondary schools was 

structured in a way that reserves school prefect position which was considered the top 
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position in school leadership at the junior and secondary levels to only boys and limit 

girls to taking other lesser positions such as girl’s prefect, health prefect – among others. 

Int4 summed up participants thoughts on the issue of school leadership by stating that: 

If you look at some leadership positions, for instance, school prefect. Usually, 

they say boys should contest for school prefect while girls contest for girl’s 

prefect. In that case, they’ve already told you that girls can have only control over 

their girl counterparts and not the whole school. So maybe sometimes the school 

needs to understand that certain positions like the school prefect should be made 

open so that boys and girls can equally contest. That is an aspect on leadership. 

To this end, several of the NGO respondents indicated they were working to 

promote female leadership in schools by empowering schoolgirls to step up and vie for 

school prefect positions. One NGO director explained how her organization implemented 

this strategy: 

In the school system, one of the things we are working with – some young girls in 

the second cycle schools to look at the prefect-ship structure of the second cycle 

institutions. You know that every school has a school prefect, then you have a 

girl’s prefect, and we have assistant school prefect. That structure, if the school 

prefect is not there, the assistant is there. If the assistant is not there, either the 

dining hall prefect or the environment takes over. So the line of the girl’s prefect 

is just a ceremonial position in the school. And the school prefect position is 

meant for the boys. So we are working with the girls. We have girls groups in the 

second cycle institutions we call “Young Female Parliaments.” Where we build 

their leadership skills for them to be empowered, and also to take up leadership 



A PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY ON SEXUAL EXPLOITATION 100 

 
positions at all levels. So what they do is, we’re working with them to get – 

election of the school prefect, girls should be given the chance to also contest.  

This was affirmed by another participant from the NGO sector who added that “we are 

indeed working with the schools to eliminate the barriers that prevent young girls from 

taking up school prefect positions.” She further reported on a remarkable and 

unprecedented achievement where two senior high schools now have female leaders as a 

school prefect and an assistant school prefect. She had this to say: 

Yes, we are working with the school leadership. Now we have one school – is it 

Zabzugu or Chereponi – no I think it’s Zabzugu. The senior high school; the 

school prefect is a lady now. I think Chereponi Secondary School, the assistant 

school prefect is also a lady. So it’s something we’re working with them. And 

also at the primary school, we have what we call the girls clubs. They are also part 

of the things we’re doing for them to aspire to leadership positions. And so as 

time goes on, we’ll get some of these girls taking up a leadership position. 

Research Question Two 

Table 4 

Girl Empowerment Strategies 

Definitions 
Emerging Concepts 

1. There are existing empowerment strategies 
2. Current empowerment strategies need to be strengthened and expanded 
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Girl Empowerment Strategies 

Definitions 

The empowerment strategy segment sought to address research question two; how 

could the issue of girls’ exploitation by male teachers in rural schools be addressed 

effectively in Ghana? To this effect, pertinent interview questions were asked to garner 

participants’ understanding of empowerment and the best strategy to stop sexual 

exploitation of schoolgirls by male teachers in rural schools.  The participants were 

drawn from non-governmental organizations, health sector, government organizations, 

including the education sector, media, and law enforcement.  The premise of asking 

research participants to explain their understanding of empowerment was based on the 

fact that the term empowerment is debated. Thus, gathering participants’ understanding 

of empowerment would presumably facilitate the development of girl-empowerment 

strategies within the context of stakeholders’ understanding of empowerment. The 

underlying definitions from respondents’ explanation of empowerment suggest that 

empowerment is a process where individuals are provided with the necessary tools and 

skills that build their capacities to the extent that they can make decisions to improve 

their lives (see Appendix C which present the majority of the research participant’s 

definition of empowerment verbatim).  

Empowerment Strategies 

 Recommendations by Research Participants 

After taking note of respondents understanding of empowerment, research 

participants were then asked to recommend girl empowerment strategies that could be 

implemented in schools to equip girls with the necessary skills to confront sexual 
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exploitation. Two major concepts emerged out of the data on empowerment strategies. 

These concepts were: (1) There are existing empowerment strategies in Northern Ghana, 

and (2) the current empowerment strategies need to be strengthened and expanded. 

One hundred percent of the research respondents revealed that there are already a 

number of girl empowerment initiatives currently ongoing in the Northern region of 

Ghana. The girls’ club initiative was mentioned by participants as an existing program 

that is being implemented by various nonprofit organizations in collaboration with Ghana 

Education Service in some rural schools. Int4 described the girls club as an “initiative 

created to empower young girls to be assertive and understand their rights in the school 

environment”. Other initiatives mentioned by participants included; Girl Mentorship, 

Stop Violence against Girls in School (SVAGS), Girls Caucus, Sex Education, Guidance 

and Counseling, Child Rights Initiatives, Domestic Violence and Victim Support Unit 

(DOVVSU), Campaign For Female Education (CAMFED), and School for Life among 

others.  

All of these initiatives are aimed at promoting girl-child education in Northern 

Ghana. The participants suggested that these numerous existing government and 

nongovernmental initiatives need to be strengthened and expanded and used as a base for 

further work to protect young girls against all forms of sexual violence in schools. To this 

effect Int2 observed that:  

We need more resources and coordinated efforts by all stakeholders in child 

welfare to ensure that girls are protected from sexual abuse as well as build the 

capacities of girls to stand up to their abusers or resist the temptation of falling 

prey to their male teachers who covet and coerce them for sex.  The programs in 
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place are obviously inadequate because girls are still being abused in high 

degrees. So we really need to wake up as stakeholders to like – I was saying, 

coordinate and come together to solve this problem.  

Int11 had this to say: 

You see, I think we as civil society organizations need to come together to share 

our work, learn from each other so we can go deeper than we are. Due to lack of 

resources, we are not able to reach all schools with our programs. But if we were 

to work together we could share the load and take off where another NGO is not 

able to reach one way or the other. 

Int9 stated that: 

There are a lot of organizations already working to build the capacities of girls to 

change their lives for the better. But the challenge is all of us NGOs are working 

independently. And then we’ve not really created the opportunity to even share 

lessons and things that have worked for us, for others to use. And then we’ve 

always said that if we had that opportunity, then we can really increase the rate at 

which we are addressing the situation. It has been recommended at a point that we 

need to work together, but there are a lot of challenges that limit us from working 

together. We’re all busy with our donors. We have different donors; everybody is 

working to suit his or her donor, so it becomes difficult to work together. But I 

think that if we have the opportunity, it can get to the benefit of the children.  

Another respondent suggested that: 

Girls need to know that the law is on their side so that they can feel confident to 

report cases of abuse. And the police service must also do their due diligence to 
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investigate and prosecute offenders. If we are able to do this, girls will not be 

afraid to come forward and report. Like I told you, the girls are taught 

assertiveness, and they sort of know their rights, but they feel the community and 

the system is not on their side. 

Int14 also noted that: 

Yes we have a lot of initiative to empower the girl-child. But not all the remote 

schools have access to some of these programs. I think we can do better. We need 

to ensure that all girls in schools regardless of their community should have 

access to resources that will help them know where to go for help when trouble 

comes. For instance some schools have access to school counselors and other 

schools don’t have that access.  

Summary of Findings 

This study utilized a phenomenological qualitative research method to examine 

the critical factors underlying sexual exploitation of schoolgirls by some male teachers in 

rural schools in Ghana and to develop recommendations as a framework to create 

empowering strategies for young girls in rural schools to fight sexual exploitation. 

Interviews were conducted in Ghana in which 35 individuals were interviewed face-to-

face on an individual basis and through three other group interviews. An interview 

protocol prepared prior to interviewing was used to interview research participants in a 

semi-structured format. Permission was sought from respondents to record the interviews. 

The recorded interviews were later transcribed by a transcription service. Data coding 

and analysis proceeded simultaneously with data collection. Several themes emerged 

addressing the two major research questions:  What are the critical factors that underlie 
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the exploitation of rural schoolgirls by some male teachers in northern Ghana? And how 

could the issue of girls’ exploitation by male teachers in rural schools be addressed 

effectively?  Respondents indicated awareness of the term bush allowance. The few who 

were not aware of the term had knowledge of teacher sexual misconduct in rural schools.  

The characteristics and causes of sexual exploitation of girls by some male 

teachers in rural schools were manifested in several ways. Girls were considered to be 

responsible for either innocently or intentionally putting themselves in harm’s way and/or 

instigating or inviting male teachers for transactional sex. Irresponsible parenting, 

poverty, teacher pressure, lack of punitive measures against sexual misconduct culprits, 

and shortage of teachers in rural communities were reported as major characteristics, 

causes and manifestations of sexual encounters between male teachers and female 

students. The research informants’ also elaborated on the consequences of sexual 

exploitation of girls by male teachers in rural schools. Four themes emerged: Pregnancy 

and school drop-out, forced and early marriages, cycle of poverty, and psychological 

trauma and other health issues. Many of the research respondents mentioned pregnancy 

and school dropout as a consequence of sexual exploitation of girls in rural schools.  

The respondents believed that school dropout and/or pregnancy appeared to be the 

immediate repercussion following an incident of a sexual encounter between a male 

teacher and a female student. A subsequent theme was the topic of forced and early 

marriages. Research participants believed that girls are often forced to marry their male 

teachers in incidences of rape and or sexual encounters especially in the event of 

pregnancy. The issue of poverty emerged twice: First, as a cause of girls’ vulnerability to 

sexual exploitation by some male teachers and second, as a consequence in cases of 
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sexual abuse of girls. The participants illustrated how poverty pushes young girls to be 

coerced into transactional relationships with male teachers, and in some cases, parents 

encourage their daughters to enter relationships with male teachers for perceived 

economic gain. Research participants believed that the problem of sexual exploitation of 

young girls perpetuates the cycle of poverty as girls drop-out of school, thereby ruining 

their prospects of economic empowerment.  

Participants were asked to describe their perceptions and experiences regarding 

gender relations within the school environment. Respondents elaborated on the issue of 

gender equality in the school environment, shared perceptions in the role of the girl-child, 

as well as girls’ perception of themselves. Essentially, three themes emerged out of the 

question of gender relations in the school environment. These emerging themes are 

interrelated and interconnected. The central themes are: (1) Lack of gender equality in the 

school environment; (2) boys preferred as school prefects; and, (3) socio-cultural and 

religious norms as a major cause of gender inequality in the school setting. The topic of 

empowerment was explored with the research participants due to their role as relevant 

stakeholders of the girl-child welfare.  

Regarding issues of empowerment, participants explained their understanding of 

empowerment as it relates to the girl-child. The empowerment strategy segment sought to 

address research question two, how the issue of girls’ exploitation by male teachers in 

rural schools could be addressed effectively in Ghana. The premise of asking research 

participants to explain their understanding of empowerment was based on the use of a 

debated term. Thus, gathering participants understanding of empowerment facilitated the 

development of girl-empowerment strategies within the context of stakeholders’ 
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understanding of said term. The underlying definition of respondents’ explanation of 

empowerment suggested that empowerment is a process whereby individuals are 

provided with the necessary tools and skills that build their capacities to the extent that 

they can make decisions to improve their lives. A few of the definitions of empowerment 

offered by the respondents have been captured and reported verbatim in (Appendix C).  

Finally, respondents were asked if they knew of existing empowerment strategies 

that are currently creating opportunities for young girls to gain empowerment; and also to 

recommend girl empowerment strategies that could be implemented in schools to equip 

girls with the necessary skills to fight sexual exploitation. Two major concepts emerged: 

There are quite a number of existing empowerment strategies in the Northern region of 

Ghana and that the current empowerment strategies need to be strengthened and 

expanded. Participants named organizations such as the Ghana Education Service, Girls 

Education Unit, DOVVSU, CAMFED, Action Aid and School for Life who are working 

through various initiatives such as girl-clubs, girl mentorship, SVAGS, as well as  

guidance and counseling to promote girl-child education in the Northern region of Ghana 

– as some of the sources of empowerment.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Summary and Overview of the Research Study 

In much of West Africa, sexual exploitation of girls in schools is a serious and 

pressing challenge. According to the Overseas Development Institute (ODI, 2008), about 

34% of school children in ten villages of Benin confirmed the occurrence of sexual 

exploitation and violence within their schools in 2006. And about 15% of teachers 

acknowledged that sexual harassment takes place within the school although such 

incidences are seldom reported, or perpetrators held accountably. In Ghana, about 6% of 

girls surveyed in 2003 had been victims of sexual blackmail over class grades, while 14% 

of girls had been raped before by school comrades, with about 24% of boys admitting to 

having raped a girl or to have taken part in a collective rape (ODI, 2008). In recent years, 

the Ghanaian media has expressed much interest in documenting and reporting sexual 

exploitation of school girls, which has brought the issue to the forefront of national 

debate. In fact, media reports have revealed that the phenomenon is far worse in rural 

Ghana, as some male teachers deliberately accept postings to villages because they will 

have the opportunity to sleep with young schoolgirls as an incentive for enduring the 

hardships of rural life. This pull factor (exploitation of rural schoolgirls by male teachers) 

is now so pervasive that it is termed bush allowance (First Digital TV, 2014). Indeed, 

ODI (2008) revealed that rural teachers are often under-compensated, or occasionally not 

paid at all, and frequently endure difficult living and working conditions. As such, many 

of them perceive sexual favors from students as an adequate compensation. This situation 

reflects the focus of the education sector policies on infrastructural development rather 

than investments in educational quality.      
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As evidenced in this study’s findings, sexual exploitation has profound long-term 

effects on the lives of girls, in addition to the secondary negative consequence of 

compromising their rights to education, freedom from oppression and equality. It further 

threatens to erode the recent gains in gender equality and undermine the quality of girls’ 

lives, as well as reinforce poverty by perpetuating a vicious cycle of low attendance and 

high drop-out rates. These threats are further exacerbated by the risk of sexually 

transmitted diseases, especially HIV, unwanted pregnancies, and psychological trauma.  

These negative consequences on girls’ lives notwithstanding, the phenomenon is 

still widespread in rural Ghana. The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the 

issue of sexual exploitation of schoolgirls by male teachers in rural schools in Ghana 

known as bush allowance. Two fundamental questions arise, and which this research 

sought to answer, are: (1) what are the critical factors that underlie the exploitation of 

rural schoolgirls by some male teachers in Northern Ghana? (2) How could the issue of 

girls’ exploitation by male teachers in rural schools be addressed effectively? These 

questions were used to address the research problem. 

Restatement of the Purpose and Aim 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to examine the critical factors 

underlying sexual exploitation of schoolgirls by some male teachers in rural schools in 

Ghana. The aim of this study was to develop recommendations as a framework to create 

empowering strategies for young girls in rural Ghana to fight sexual exploitation. Based 

on the purpose and aim of the study, the primary research questions were:  

1. What are the critical factors that underlie the exploitation of rural schoolgirls by 

some male teachers in Ghana?  
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2. How could the issue of girls’ exploitation by male teachers in rural schools be 

addressed effectively in Ghana?  

Brief Review of Research Methodology 

The study utilized a qualitative research design through a phenomenological 

research method to seek answers to the research questions. An interview protocol was 

used to interview research participants, asking them to describe their understanding of the 

problem of sexual exploitation of girls in schools, and to suggest ways in which girls 

could be empowered to stand up against their perpetrators. Snowball sampling, a research 

recruitment method that allows researchers’ to seek potential informants from 

participants’ social networks, was used to gain access to a large pool of potential research 

participants (Browne, 2005). A total of 35 individuals participated in individual 

interviews, and three separate group interviews were audio recorded. The interviews 

occurred over a period of 28 days in two different cities in Ghana.  

Major Findings 

The study found that the phenomenon of bush allowance is widespread. Research 

participants were unanimous in describing the term to mean some teachers in rural 

settings taking advantage of female students as an added incentive for taking up teaching 

positions in rural schools. Every one of the research participants indicated that they were 

aware of the phenomenon of some male teachers having sexual relations with school girls 

in rural communities. Furthermore, the study sought to understand the critical factors that 

underlie bush allowance – the exploitation of schoolgirls by male teachers in rural areas. 

Several important themes emerged from research participants’ perception of the 



A PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY ON SEXUAL EXPLOITATION 111 

 
manifestation, causes, and characteristics of sexual exploitation of schoolgirls by male 

teachers in rural schools. 

The themes were categorized under three main headings under research question 

one with each heading consisting of corresponding themes. Also, two concepts emerged 

under research question two. The following themes were developed under the category 

entitled Manifestation, Causes, and Characteristics of Sexual Exploitation of school girls 

by male teachers in rural schools: 

• Girls’ Responsibility 

• Irresponsible Parenting 

• Teacher Pressure 

• Poverty 

• Lack of Punitive Measures against Teachers 

• Shortage of Teachers in Rural Communities. 

After having outlined the causes, characteristics and manifestations of the “bush 

allowance” phenomenon, as told by participants, the data were further analyzed to 

determine the consequences of sexual exploitation of schoolgirls by male teachers in rural 

schools in Northern Ghana. The effects of male teacher sexual misconduct against school 

girls were categorized under the following themes: 

• Pregnancy and school dropout 

• Forced and Early Marriage 

• Cycle of Poverty Perpetuates 

• Psychological Trauma and other Health issues 
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Additionally, the study sought to gain research participants’ perceptions on 

gender relations within the school environment. The corresponding themes that emerged 

under the gender relations heading were: 

• Gender Inequality 

• Socio-cultural and Religious Norms 

• School Prefect 

Two additional concepts emerged to answer research question two which was 

designed to answer how the issue of girls’ exploitation by male teachers in rural schools 

could be addressed effectively. These concepts were: (1) a good number of strategies 

already exist, but their implementation is weak; and, (2) the current empowerment 

strategies need to be strengthened and expanded in scope. In sum, the findings revealed 

that the causes of male sexual misconduct against female students are multifaceted 

including irresponsible parenting, where parents neglect their parental duties and are seen 

to be encouraging their daughters to engage in transactional sex with their male teachers. 

School girls are also blamed for willingly engaging in transactional sexual relations with 

some male teachers or innocently putting themselves in risky situations where they are 

easily victimized by some male teachers. 

Notwithstanding these, male teacher sexual misconduct against school girls has 

negative impacts on the girl-child. These consequences include the girl-child getting 

pregnant and dropping out of school, in some cases, girls are forced to marry their 

perpetrators in the event of pregnancy. Dropping out of school perpetuates the cycle of 

poverty as girls are unable to continue their education to improve their economic 

situations. Additionally, participants take on gender relations within the school 
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environment revealed three interrelated and interconnected themes which indicate that 

there is no gender equality in the school environment, boys are preferred as school 

prefects, and socio-cultural and religious norms are leading causes of gender inequality in 

schools. 

Findings Related to Literature 

Most studies on sexual violence against girls in schools broadly examined all 

forms of gender violence as perpetrated by peers, teachers, parents, family, community 

members, including sexual violence against boys. However, this study focussed on the 

exclusive phenomenon of bush allowance. Nonetheless, the findings from this study are 

similar to other studies in this field. For instance, poverty was widely cited in this study 

as a leading factor in sexual exploitation of schoolgirls by male teachers in rural 

communities. This research found that widespread poverty and limited livelihood 

opportunities for many families in rural Ghana are factors that compel rural school girls 

to engage in transactional sex to pay for their education.  

This finding is corroborated by Leach et al.’s (2003) findings that girls are 

particularly vulnerable to sexual abuse due to the lures of transactional sex where sexual 

services are exchanged for money, school fees, gifts or food. In fact, both George (2001) 

and Burton (2005) found that extreme poverty has led many teenage girls to perceive 

their bodies as economic assets, and thus justifying the normalization of transactional sex. 

Similarly, the 2009 - 2015 report on the Ghana National Plan of Action (NPA) for the 

Elimination of the Worst Forms of Child Labor in Ghana note that most children from 

poor homes are more at risk of being exposed to exploitation relating to worst forms of 

child labor partly because poor families rely on children to earn income (Ghana Ministry 
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of Employment and Social Welfare, 2009). This reliance on children to earn income has 

been described in the interviews as pushing young girls to accept financial rewards from 

male teachers who may end up taking sexual advantage of the girls. 

Research respondents also linked parental irresponsibility and girls’ 

responsibility as contributing factors to the problem of sexual exploitation of school girls. 

The participants explained that poverty is a factor that drives girls to engage in sexual 

relations with some male teachers. As a result, these male teachers can take advantage of 

parents and their children’s vulnerabilities by enticing them with financial rewards. This 

particular finding aligns with Smith’ (2002) study which stated that many girls enter into 

sexual relations with older adults known as “sugar daddies” due to poverty so that the 

older men reward them financially in exchange for sex. Evans (2002) also added that 

sometimes, the only way a girl can continue her education is to engage in transactional 

sex with an older man to get money to pay for her school fees.  

Relatedly, research respondents from this study spoke of how school girls are 

lured into sexual relations by some male teachers in exchange for money and good 

grades, among other freebies. In the literature, Abuya et al. (2012) found that girls in their 

study were vulnerable to sexual exploitation as a result of lack of basic needs. As such, 

girls are likely to be enticed to engage in sexual relations in exchange for money to meet 

their basic needs. This finding is consistent with that of a study by USAID (2004), which 

revealed that “economic hardship and the need to earn money can also play a part in the 

sexual abuse of students” because “a commonly mentioned form of sexual abuse of 

female students is economically-coerced sex – that is in exchange for school fees or other 

needs associated with schooling” (p. 15). ODI (2008) also corroborated this finding by 
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arguing that the economics of sexual violence are intricately linked to the breakdown of 

traditional family structures as labor migration to urban areas of one or both parents 

increases. In such instances, there may be even more pressure on young girls to support 

themselves, leading to a higher proportion resorting to transactional sex. 

Another theme that was similar to the existing literature was the finding that there 

was a lack of punitive measures against male teacher offenders of sexual misconduct 

against female students. Leach et al. (2009) stated that male abusive behaviors against 

girls often go unquestioned and unpunished. As a result, children view exploitative 

behavior from male teachers and other male peers as normal and acceptable. Also, Leach 

et al. (2003) and Dunne et al. (2006) reported from their studies on violence against girls 

in developing countries, particularly Sub-Saharan Africa, that there was a lack of punitive 

measures against teachers who exploit and sexually abuse school children even in 

instances of evidence of sexual abuse where a male teacher was confirmed to have 

impregnated a school girl. Culprits of these crimes rarely face expulsion from the 

teaching profession; instead, they are transferred to another school. These views are 

relative to research participants’ account that the Ghana Education Service is guilty of 

transferring offenders of sexual misconduct from one school to the other instead of an 

outright dismissal of the offender.  

On the consequences and impact of sexual exploitation of girls, the results of this 

research showed that the impacts of sexual exploitation of rural schoolgirls had 

multiple and reinforcing detrimental effects on the victim’s educational, physical and 

psychological development, and well-being. Some research participants framed the 

sexual exploitation of rural schoolgirls as risking their right to an education and 
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threatening the achievement of the national push for gender equality in education, which 

has been corroborated by Parkes and Heslop (2011). This, according to the study 

participants, is a compelling factor in influencing some parents to keep girls out of 

school, or as one participant articulated, “the girls sometimes avoid school or if they stay, 

they don’t perform well.” 

Beyond the rights-based approach, other study participants in this research 

highlighted the potentially harmful effects of sexual exploitation on reproductive health, a 

finding that has been buttressed by Ogunyemi (2000) that the health consequences of 

sexual exploitation of rural schoolgirls abound. In addition to suffering physical and 

psychological trauma, these young girls are at further risk of unwanted pregnancy, unsafe 

abortion and sexually transmitted infections, including HIV/AIDS. Evidence from 

various studies (McCleary-Sills et al., 2013; Devers, Henry, Hoffmann & Benabdallah, 

2012; Moore et al., 2007; & USAID, 2004) all relay similar themes. Devers et al. (2012) 

cited sexual violence against girls in schools as being the number one cause of girls 

dropping out of school because of its corresponding effects of unwanted pregnancies. 

McCleary-Sills et al. (2013) added that “adolescent girls who become pregnant also face 

a greater risk of poor educational outcomes, including school dropout, which is linked to 

curtailed livelihood options and limited economic independence” (p. 97). Kilonzo et al. 

(2009) and Reza et al. (2009) also affirmed that sexual violence against girls can cause 

girls to suffer unwanted pregnancy among other psychological traumas.  

The majority of the research participants blamed parents for neglecting their 

parental duties and told stories of how parents were seen to be encouraging their 

daughters to enter into sexual relations with some male teachers who were posted to teach 
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in their rural communities, with the hope of getting the teacher to marry their daughter. 

This behavior by parents was reported by research informants to be one of the ways girls 

were exposed to sexual exploitation by some male teachers. Parents were perceived as 

complicit in the sexual abuse of their daughters by male teachers who sometimes 

prevented authorities from taking action against culprits.  This finding aligned with that 

of Leach et al.’s (2003) study which stated that “it is the apparent collusion of the parents 

in the affair usually in the hope that the teacher will marry the girl, which prevents the 

authorities from taking action” (p. ix). 

The question on gender relations within the school environment revealed three 

interrelated and interconnected themes which indicated gender inequality existed in 

schools where boys were accorded the highest position of school prefect over girls. The 

socio-cultural and religious norms were major causes of gender inequality in schools. 

This research found that like many social contexts, the school environment also lends 

itself to power relations between teachers, staff, and students. According to the research 

participants, in much of Ghana, the power relationships that exist between elders and 

juniors at home are usually transmitted to the school environment.  

The patriarchal system that dominates most parts of Ghana is reflected in 

hierarchical socio-economic structures that permeate the school environment. Patriarchy 

is often reflected in the form of disciplining girls, and through that, a hierarchical 

teacher/female pupil relationship is established, maintained and legitimized as normal. 

Kim and Bailey (2003, p. iii) found that the problem “takes place in a context of gender 

inequality and specific cultural beliefs and attitudes about gender roles, especially those 

concerning male and female sexuality, a pattern of economic inequality, and in some 
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instances significant political unrest and violent conflict” (p. #). In Ghana, like many 

other African countries, researchers have found that school cultures are based on 

authoritarian relationships where physical discipline is central to the classroom. This 

discipline is further compounded by the pervasive patriarchal values and norms that 

encourage female passivity and male aggression and identified as a crucial factor in 

sexual exploitation in schools (Harber, 2001; Nhundu and Shumba, 2001). 

Correspondingly, Dunne et al. (2005) discovered that gendered practices are 

experienced by both male and female students, including teachers, where gender-specific 

roles are assigned in schools. Most often, female students and female teachers are 

assigned domestic duties. This assertion is similar to the finding in this study where 

participants reported that household chores such as sweeping, cleaning, and washing 

were done by girls. The research results which pointed to the idea that school prefect 

positions which are considered the top position in school leadership at the junior and 

secondary levels are reserved for only boys, also parallel Dunne et al.’s (2005) study 

which found that “although prefects and monitors were appointed equally by gender, in 

practice there was an explicit gender hierarchy in which the male prefect dominated” (p. 

ix). 

 Additionally, Evans (2002) found in her studies that the school environment in 

Tanzania was not conducive for girls to learn because girls were sometimes subjected to 

discrimination and other forms of violence and abuse. Furthermore, Evans (2002) cited a 

Kuleana’s Center for Children’s Rights (1999) study in which it was reported that girls 

may be exposed to all forms of punishment including humiliation, corporal punishment, 

and earning low grades for refusing to have sex with some male teachers in Tanzania and 
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other African countries. These findings corresponded with the research informants’ 

observation that some male teachers in rural schools in Northern Ghana engaged in 

sexual misconduct by using various tactics to pressure girls in varying ways, including 

threats, offering gifts, instilling fear, constant harassment of school girls, favoritism, and 

verbal and physical abuse. 

 Abeid et al. (2014) also undertook a study to explore and understand the 

perception of sexual violence in Tanzania and found that rape of women and children in 

rural Tanzania were perceived by research participants as an incident that was hidden and 

frequent. Participants cited erosion of social norms, globalization, poverty, the 

vulnerability of children, alcohol/drug abuse and poor parental care as contributing to the 

rape of women and children in rural Tanzania. Based on these findings, Abeid et al. 

(2014) concluded that in the context of rural Tanzania, sexual violence against women 

and children were reinforced by local norms that prevented victims from seeking support 

services. Similarly, the current research participants’ anecdotes aligned with the 

perception that socio-cultural and religious norms coupled with irresponsible parenting 

and poverty escalated girls’ vulnerability to sexual exploitation.  

 Reza et al. (2009) found that feelings of depression, suicidal thoughts, unwanted 

pregnancy, pregnancy complications or miscarriages, sexually transmitted diseases, 

difficulty in sleeping, and alcohol consumption were related health consequences 

associated with sexual violence against girls less than 18 years of age. In this study, when 

asked about the consequences of sexual exploitation of girls in schools, many of the 

research participants mentioned that these girls in rural schools who became victims of 
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sexual exploitation by their male teachers experienced some form of psychological 

trauma and other related health issues.  

It is clear from the above discussions that findings from this study corresponded 

with existing literature – adding validity to the current findings. Nonetheless, this study 

added new information to existing literature on the issue of gender-based violence in 

schools. This study stands apart from existing literature as it explored the particular 

occurrence of bush allowance through individual narrations, a phenomenon that is 

inherent in rural communities, whereby some male teachers posted to rural schools 

engage in sexual misconduct with female students, as an incentive for bearing the brunt 

of rural living conditions. 

Proposed Solution 

At the heart of this study was the question that sought answers to how rural girls 

can be empowered to prevent sexual exploitation by their male teachers. To address this 

research question, participants were asked to suggest ways in which the girl-child could 

be empowered to stand up against all forms of gender-based violence. The 

recommendations set forth by the research informants in the study suggests that there are 

already existing programs and projects implemented by the Ghana Education Service, 

civil society organizations, and other international development partners to address the 

issue of girl empowerment. To this effect, the overarching recommendation from the 

research findings was that the existing girl-empowerment strategies should be expanded 

and strengthened to ensure that girls are empowered enough to protect themselves from 

sexual exploitation. Thus, having presented the research results, the proposed solutions 

contained herein are based on the research findings and the specific recommendation by 
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participants which stated that there are existing mechanisms to address gender-based 

violence in schools albeit the capacity is weak and needs to be strengthened and 

expanded. The ensuing paragraphs present recommendations to first address the capacity 

gaps observed by the research informants and to second, offer girl empowerment 

strategies to help guide the relevant stakeholders in education to address all forms of 

sexual exploitation of girls in schools. 

Strengthen and Expand Existing Girl-Empowerment Strategies 

1. It is proposed that these existing programs should be reviewed and evaluated to 

draw on good practices in order to improve the programs and to address emerging 

implementation gaps. Organizations working on these girl-empowerment 

programs need not reinvent the wheel; instead, a concerted effort is needed by all 

stakeholders, including but not limited to, parents, community leaders, education 

authorities and civil society organizations, to ensure that girls’ capacities are built 

to the extent that they can stand up for their personal and academic rights. 

Sustainability strategies should be developed into such programs to ensure 

continuous impart of knowledge after project life-cycle. 

2. To address the issue of expanding programs to rural communities that are lacking 

some of these girl-empowerment initiatives, the suggestion here is for all 

concerned stakeholders among civil society groups, including relevant 

government agencies to develop a collaborative approach to extend programs to 

all rural communities in Northern Ghana. Results from the present study revealed 

that civil society organizations executing girl-empowerment initiatives in 

Northern Ghana do so in isolation with little cooperation with each other. Hence, 
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this researcher suggests that these organizations should form a united coalition 

with the aim of building partnerships to develop a holistic approach to ending the 

sexual exploitation of girls in rural schools in Northern Ghana. This approach is 

backed by evidence from an Action Aid International (2013) research which 

suggested that partnerships with multiple organizations are needed to ensure an 

effectively managed integrated intervention approach. 

Proposed Strategies to Strengthen the Existing Girl Empowerment programs  

As documented in the study’s findings, the phenomenon of sexual exploitation of 

girls in rural schools by male teachers is a sensitive and complex issue that necessities a 

dynamic approach to ending the problem. The study results revealed that the factors that 

lead to the phenomenon of bush allowance are multifaceted ranging from poverty, 

parents’ irresponsibility, inadequate supply of teachers in rural schools, and lack of 

punitive measures against teachers’ sexual misconduct as well as girls’ own 

responsibility. For girl-empowerment strategies to work effectively, girls must be 

adequately educated on sexual exploitation preventative measures so that they can gain 

self-awareness and confidence to the extent that they are fully aware of the phenomenon 

of bush allowance and all other forms of abuse. By so doing, girls’ may be better placed 

to prevent sexual exploitation before it happens.  

The Girls Club Initiative and Action Aid Stop Violence against Girls in Schools 

are programs through which school girls are being empowered to fight for their rights and 

to challenge all forms of marginalization and discrimination against them (Parkes & 

Heslop, 2013). A 2013 cross-country analysis of change research conducted by Action 

Aid in Ghana, Kenya, and, Mozambique found that “girls’ clubs have had a positive 
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effect on girls’ knowledge, confidence, attitudes and practices in managing violence and 

inequality” (Parkes & Heslop, 2013, p. 8). This begs the question of why the 

phenomenon of bush allowance is still pervasive in rural schools in Northern Ghana in 

spite of all the various interventions being implemented to stop all forms of violence 

against girls in schools. This question is beyond the scope of this present research and 

will be left for future studies. Nonetheless, the findings show evidence that these 

intervention programs such as girls club and stop violence against girls’ initiatives are 

yielding some successes.  In particular, the girls’ clubs provide a safe and comfortable 

space for girls to learn from trusted adult mentors their right to education and protection 

(Parkes & Heslop, 2013). Based on the findings showing that there is lack of coordination 

among stakeholders in implementing girl empowerment strategies, it is recommended 

that:  

1. Research should be conducted in rural communities in the Northern region of 

Ghana to collect data on all girl empowerment programs, initiatives to monitor 

and evaluate the effectiveness of strategies as well as potential areas of 

improvement.  Lessons learned can be shared with program implementers, not 

limited to but including relevant government departments and law enforcement 

agencies so that tailored interventions are developed to not only empower girls to 

speak for themselves but that mechanisms are put in place to ensure that girls can 

seek help safely and promptly when threatened.  

2. Intervention programs should be tailored to specifically empower girls to 

understand the nuances and adverse effects of bush allowance. Girls need to be 

educated to understand that any form of teacher misconduct is both unacceptable 
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and against the law.  Girls will achieve self-advocacy as they are trained properly 

to understand their rights, to build self- confidence, and to strengthen their 

resilience to overcome the many barriers to their well-being. 

3. Girls should be at the center of any intervention program, as participants and 

constituents. They should be involved in consultations before developing 

programs that seek to empower them. Seeking girls’ input will foster the 

development of strategies as seen through the lens of the girl-child. By so doing, 

appropriate approaches can be developed to meet the needs of girls. This type pf 

girl empowerment will likely allow girls to take ownership of their own 

empowerment. 

4. Additionally, girl empowerment strategies should include cultural sensitization 

training programs. These programs should be designed to help girls refute cultural 

practices that are detrimental to their general well-being. They should be 

empowered to lead efforts in changing negative cultural/parental perceptions 

within their homes, communities and schools. 

Implications for Action 

 This study presented a detailed overview of the problem of male teacher sexual 

misconduct against female students in rural schools in Northern Ghana. The findings 

from this research point to the magnitude of the problem, its underlying causes, and 

negative impacts on the general well-being of the girl-child, including a girl’s right to 

education.  Over the years, the Ghana government has made tremendous efforts to 

promote girls’ education and introduced several initiatives including the setting-up of the 

Girls’ Education Unit to promote girls’ equal access to education (GEU, 2003). This 
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study, accordingly, has significant implications for students, parents, school authorities, 

and other stakeholders of the Ghana educational system, civil society organizations, 

researchers, the police, the legal system, media, and communities among others. 

 If Ghana is to achieve gender parity in education and to ensure all children have 

equal access to quality education, then a multisector approach involving the ministry of 

education, the Ghana education service, law enforcement and legal system and other 

important stakeholders must first of all ensure that teachers face the full rigour of the law 

for any form of teacher misconduct. Enforcement of the law may serve as a deterrent to 

teachers from engaging in sexual misconduct with female students. In fact, some 

participants in this research cited the lack of punitive measures against male culprits of 

sexual misconduct against girls as one of the many reasons why bush allowance was 

pervasive in rural schools in Northern Ghana. What will be the use of girl empowerment 

strategies, if girls have no avenues to seek justice in the event that they are threatened or 

when harm has been done? Research participants told stories of how teachers who were 

guilty of sexual misconduct against girls were often transferred from one school to the 

other instead of being dismissed, investigated and made to face the law. 

The problem is endemic, and unless concerted efforts are made, starting at the 

level of the individual teacher, the problem will continue to persist. Leach et al. (2003) 

argued that education had to begin with teachers, particularly about gender and power 

issues because they were more than likely to model behavior that reflects their 

experiences and those of the wider community, which was often unequal and even violent 

towards girls. Hence, teachers tend to reinforce culturally accepted gender norms and 

attitudes through their actions and/or inaction. It is, therefore, imperative to respond with 
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severe punitive measures to sexual exploitation of rural schoolgirls, as the lack of serious 

response sends a wrong signal that it is permissible or tolerated to sexually exploit 

schoolgirls. As this research alludes to, male teachers who sexually abuse rural school 

girls often use cultural, sexual dynamics by enforcing their gender and authority as a sign 

of power, often offering good grades or tuition for sexual relationships. On the other 

hand, some female students make use of their physical assets to gain good grades or 

financial rewards from the male teachers; thus, reflecting a severely challenged education 

system that fails to penalize such sexual relationships. In fact, an illustrative example is 

Leach et al.’s (2003) finding where a Ghanaian head teacher’s sexual misconduct was an 

‘open secret’ for many years, but where there were no outlets to voice complaints and/or 

take action (Leach et al., 2003).  

The above, thus, demonstrates an extremely complex phenomenon which requires 

joint action across various relevant actors to close the gap between education policies and 

implementation. Good leadership, accountability, and protective mechanisms must be 

created to ensure the enforcement of the Ghana education service teachers’ code of 

conduct which stipulates that: 

No teacher shall directly or indirectly do anything that may constitute sexual 

harassment of a pupil/student. Any teacher who has carnal knowledge of any 

female or male pupil/student of any age, with or without his or her consent, shall 

be guilty of professional misconduct (Teachers Code of Conduct, 2008, p. 9). 

Being guilty of professional misconduct is explained in the teachers’ code of 

conduct. Offenders are liable to disciplinary action including facing the law. Nonetheless, 

evidence from the literature and findings from this study, show that some male teachers 
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engage in sexual misconduct with school girls in rural communities with impunity. 

Hence, a concerted effort must be made by the various actors to strengthen the ability and 

protective structures within the school system to deter perpetrators of sexual exploitation 

of girls in schools. These efforts should start with the school heads who must first lead by 

example and take the leadership in creating a safe learning school environment for all 

students. 

The girls themselves must be trained to understand their rights so that they can 

become assertive, build confidence, and use their voice to make decisions that affect their 

lives. Girls should also be given confidential outlets to voice abuse by male teachers. At 

the heart of this study lies the question of how girls can be empowered to eradicate the 

phenomenon of male teacher sexual exploitation. The implication for action here stands 

with all the stakeholders in education to strengthen their efforts to ensure girls are fully 

empowered to stand up against sexual exploitation. 

The media continues to play a significant role in disseminating news concerning 

the issue of sexual violence against girls in schools. This research topic was influenced 

by the media accounts of the bush allowance. The media should continue to investigate 

and draw attention to the issue of sexual exploitation by male teachers. Media outlets 

should be used as a platform to bring these issues forward and also to hold stakeholders 

in education accountable so that they can uphold the tenets of the teachers’ code of 

conduct. 

 The proposed solutions in this research focus on empowering girls as agents of 

change to fight for their rights. However, as evidenced by the complexity of this topic, 

empowering girls alone will not be enough to eradicate the problem of sexual 



A PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY ON SEXUAL EXPLOITATION 128 

 
exploitation of schoolgirls by some male teachers. For instance, poverty was cited by 

many participants as being one of the main causes of pushing girls into transactional sex. 

Again, a multi-sector collaboration and a transformative leadership approach are needed 

to develop, strengthen, and effectively implement anti-poverty policies to enhance the 

economic wellbeing of rural communities.  

Economic empowerment is fundamental to helping girls attain economic 

independence so that they will not be compelled by themselves or by their parents to 

engage in transactional sex with any male teacher. Lambert et al. (2012) stated that nearly 

100 percent of students surveyed in their study reported having financial difficulties with 

some students saying they go to school hungry and lack the necessary school supplies. 

This finding is similar to the present research participants’ observation that girls 

sometimes get into transactional sexual relationships with some male teachers out of 

necessity. Transformative leadership is needed from stakeholders in education in Ghana 

to increase their efforts in providing financial assistance to students from impoverished 

communities.  

 Many respondents also mentioned the lack of teachers in rural communities as a 

factor for parents and community leaders turning a blind-eye to male teacher sexual 

misconduct. Parents and community members fail to speak up against sexual exploitation 

of girls for fear of losing the teacher. It will be in the best interest of Ghana education 

service to ensure equitable distribution of teachers to all regions of Ghana coupled with 

improving the conditions of employment for teachers serving in rural communities. 

Teacher development and training programs should be built into the school system to 

train and sensitized teachers on the teachers’ code of conduct.  
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The Role of Leadership  

At the heart of successful schools lie true leaders and it is the duty of those put in 

authority to embrace their responsibility and cultivate a culture of trust in schools 

(Tschannen-Moran, 2007). School leaders including teachers have a moral and ethical 

responsibility to create a safe school environment for all children to learn and thrive in 

the school environment. How can students trust the very people who have been charged 

with the duty of care to ensure their safety if teachers are guilty of sexual misconduct? If 

trust is integral to the success of schools, how can rural schools succeed to achieve their 

mandate of ensuring education for all children?  Given that leadership is central to the 

success or failure of schools, what kind of leaders are needed to ensure the safety of all 

schoolchildren in rural schools in Ghana? This section explored normative leadership 

theories focusing on transformational, servant and authentic leadership styles as a model 

to guide the behavior of school headmistresses and headmasters to ensure the safety of all 

pupils in rural schools in Ghana. 

The normative theory of leadership is centered on moral principles guiding the 

ethical behavior of leaders to lead organizations with moral integrity. In other words, 

normative leadership theories tell leaders how to act (Johnson, 2009). Moral leadership is 

one of the most pressing needs of society today (Roepke, 1995). Thus, there is the need 

for leaders to restore lost trust in leadership in all spheres of life.  

Transformational leadership as a normative leadership model is a style of 

leadership where leaders are concerned with the higher level needs of followers and seek 

to bring about positive change in communities by improving the general well-being of 

people within organizations and communities (Johnson, 2009). Ciulla (2004) argued that 
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a good leader ought to be both ethical and effective, and must fulfill his or her leadership 

duties by having a sense of the real outcome that would be beneficial to followers. In 

view of school leaders’ failure to protect girls in rural schools in Ghana, there is a need 

for school leaders to spring from their inaction to inspire, influence, and motivate 

teachers to create a positive transformation in the school environment geared towards the 

elimination and prevention of all forms of violence against girls in schools.  

Although headmasters are central to fostering positive change in schools, the 

onus, however, should not rest solely on them because of the possibility that male 

principals themselves could be culprits of violence acts against schoolgirls. 

Transformational leadership has been criticized as leader-centric for putting the 

responsibility of leadership on only the central leader with little regard to the 

contributions of followers (Johnson, 2009). To this effect, Lowney (2003) postulated that 

“we are all leaders, and we are leading all the time, well or poorly” (p. 15). Therefore, all 

the main stakeholders including students must be involved in advancing the positive 

transformation of schools. The key to achieving the aim of this research is stakeholders’ 

openness and willingness to explore empowering strategies for girls to stand up against 

violence.  

 Additionally,  servant leadership as a normative leadership model places the 

needs of followers above their own personal interest. Servant leadership embodies unique 

characteristics such as stewardship, obligation, partnership, emotional healing, and 

elevating purpose. Altruism is one of the fundamental tenets of servant leaders and 

servant leaders are likely to espouse ethical leadership when guided by the altruistic 

motive to serve (Johnson, 2009). Theories abound on the influence of servant leadership 
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on followers.  Research studies on the influence of servant leadership on followers and 

organizational performance found among others that “servant leadership creates an 

ethical trusting organizational culture” (Johnson, 2009, p. 239). In a similar vein, 

DeMatthews and Mawhinney (2014) add that leaders with a social justice orientation are 

activists who take action to correct inequities within organizations. There is a clear 

implication here for education leaders to espouse the tenets of servant leadership so as to 

promote social justice in rural schools. 

Johnson (2006) argued that authentic leadership is the main source of all forms of 

positive leadership, with the four underlying components of authenticity being: self-

awareness, balanced processing, internalized moral perspective, and relational 

transparency. As explained above, gaining self-awareness is critical in helping leaders 

function effectively. The first component, balanced procession, pertains to leader 

objectivity when presented with information, and openness to receiving feedback. 

Internalized moral perspective refers to leaders’ ability to act according to their moral and 

value standards as opposed to acting to please to avoid punishment or to please others. 

Relational transparency refers to being authentic by expressing true feelings and thoughts 

to others in relation to the circumstance (Johnson, 2006).  

Since authenticity fosters positive leadership, it is essential that school leaders in 

the rural setting embody authentic traits to create a positive atmosphere in the school 

environment. Johnson (2006) cites several research studies showing that authenticity can 

be acquired through training and education as well as through life experiences, allowing 

leaders to reflect and utilize their life stories to make ethical choices. Rural school 

authorities in Ghana could explore authenticity training opportunities to equip teachers 
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with crucial ethical and moral standards of practice that will ensure a safe and positive 

environment for school children to develop and learn. However, care must be taken to 

avoid a one-size fits all approach to the concept of authentic leadership. This caution is 

because authentic leadership might not work the same way in all cultures because of 

differences in cultural norms and expectations (Ibarra, 2015). 

Recommendations for Future Research 

This study sought to explore the issue of bush allowance. Generalizability is 

typically not expected in qualitative research. Thus, findings from qualitative studies are 

not intended to be generalized to a larger population (Creswell, 2014). Therefore, while 

this study cannot be broadly generalized to the larger population, it can be replicated and 

transferred to similar populations because of interview participants’ position to speak to 

the phenomenon of teacher misconduct. While the phenomenon of sexual exploitation of 

schoolgirls is said to be rampant in rural schools in the Northern Region of Ghana, 

conclusions can be drawn that the results from this study can be replicated so that future 

studies can be conducted in rural schools in other regions of Ghana.   

At the same time, this research focussed on rural schools and cannot be 

generalized to urban schools. Comparative studies should be conducted in the future to 

determine the relative differences and similarities on the issue of sexual exploitation of 

schoolgirls by male teachers in rural and urban schools. Findings from such studies may 

shed light on the current inequities in most rural communities in Ghana. While 

participants in this study were recruited based on their unique position to speak to the 

issues at hand, a glaring limitation of this study is that the girls who are mostly affected 

by the phenomenon were not interviewed. To this end, this study paves the way for future 
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research to be conducted in the realm of a feminine perspective that gives voice to the 

girls by employing them as research informants so that they can share their lived 

experiences. 

Additionally, future research should be conducted to ascertain why the local, 

national, and international multisector approaches that have been put in place to promote 

girl-child education and to cater for the general well-being of the girl-child, seem to be 

failing girls in rural communities in Ghana. An important finding from this study is the 

revelation by research informants that the existing girl-empowerment initiatives put in 

place to empower the girl-child need reinforcement. Thus, future research should be 

directed towards the evaluation of existing strategies to help stakeholders in education 

and other developmental partners to draw on good practices for the improvement of their 

initiatives. 

Summary 

A phenomenological qualitative research methodology was used to examine the 

critical factors underlying sexual exploitation of schoolgirls by some male teachers in 

rural schools in Ghana and to develop recommendations as a framework to create 

empowering strategies for young girls in rural schools to fight sexual exploitation. 

Interviews were conducted in Ghana in which 35 individuals were interviewed face-to-

face on a one-on-one basis and through three separate group discussions. The findings 

revealed several themes that were categorized under three major headings for research 

question one which sought to understand the critical factors that underlie the exploitation 

of rural schoolgirls by some male teachers in Ghana (Table 3) – while two themes 

emerged under research question two which looked at finding how girls can be 
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empowered to confront sexual exploitation. The emerging themes under this research 

question are: (1) There are existing empowerment strategies; and, (2) the current 

empowerment strategies need to be strengthened and expanded. Findings related to 

literature have been presented and parallels drawn to illustrate what has been reported in 

existing literature. The results of this study, therefore, mirror similar findings on the 

many forms of violence against girls in schools. This research has brought new 

perspectives to previous studies. The chapter also highlighted the implications for action 

that call on all stakeholders in education including the girls to resolve to eradicate sexual 

exploitation of schoolgirls by some male teachers. Recommendations for future studies 

have been brought forth to guide future research. 
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Appendix A 

Interview Protocol 

Participant Identifier: 

Work: Public/Nonprofit 

Sex: Female/Male 

Date: 

Before we begin, I would like to remind you that any information you disclose will be 

kept confidential and anonymous. Your identity will be replaced with a numerical 

identifier or pseudonym and I will not publish any information specific enough to permit 

someone to recognize your identity. If I do wish to use a direct quote, I will show you 

how the quote will be used and request your express consent. Taking part in this study is 

completely voluntary and you are free to refuse to participate at any time. You may also 

skip any questions that you do not want to answer. If you decide not to take part or to 

skip some of the questions, any parts of the interview that you wish to have removed will 

be deleted or destroyed. With your consent, this interview will be audio-recorded. Once 

the recording has been transcribed, the audio-recording will be destroyed. 

Factors underlying sexual exploitation of girls 

1. Tell me what you know about the term bush allowance?  

2. Tell me what you think are the characteristics and manifestations of sexual 

exploitation of girls? 

3. What do you think are some of the underlying causes of sexual exploitation of 

girls in rural schools?   

4. Could you tell me about gender relations within the school environment? 
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Probes: How are girls perceived in schools, how do they perceive their role? Do you 

think girls and boys are treated equally in the school environment? 

5. What are the consequences of sexual exploitation of girls in rural schools? 

Empowerment strategies 

1. Tell me your understanding of empowerment?  

2. Do you know of any empowerment initiatives in Ghana aimed at helping girls 

to fight sexual exploitation in schools?  

3. Who do you think are the key stakeholders and how could they be mobilized to 

help schoolgirls? 

4. Tell me how girls could be empowered to stand up against their exploitation?    

Is there anything else you wish to tell me? 
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Appendix B 

Informed Consent Form 
 

Title: BUSH ALLOWANCE: A PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY ON SEXUAL 
EXPLOITATION OF SCHOOLGIRLS BY MALE TEACHERS IN RURAL SCHOOLS 
IN NORTHERN GHANA 
 
My name is Sahadatu A Alolo and I am a doctoral candidate in the Interdisciplinary 
Educational Leadership program at Creighton University. I am currently in Ghana to 
conduct research on sexual exploitation of female students by male teachers in rural 
schools in Northern Ghana for my dissertation.  
 
Purpose: The purpose of this study is to examine variables that affect sexual exploitation 
of girls in rural schools in Ghana; with the main aim of examining efforts to create 
empowering strategies for young girls. 
This study involves one 30 minute interview that will take place in a mutually 
convenient, safe location with me. With your consent, interviews will be audio-recorded. 
Once the recording has been transcribed, the audio-recording will be destroyed. 
 
Risks: The study implies no risks whatsoever and every effort will be made to minimize 
any possible or unforeseen negative consequence. Confidentiality is completely 
guaranteed, and all information you share will remain strictly confidential. You will have 
the right to end your participation in the study at any time, for any reason or no reason. If 
you choose to withdraw, all the information you have provided will be destroyed. 
 
Benefits: Results of the study could be used by schools, government and civil society 
organizations to develop programs to help empower schoolgirls. Your participation in the 
study will permit you to share your insights on the issue of sexual exploitation of 
schoolgirls. The study could thus contribute towards global efforts to end violence 
against girls in schools. 
 
Confidentiality and anonymity: I assure you that the information you share will remain 
strictly confidential. The contents will be used only for academic purposes, and your 
confidentiality will be protected since the source of the information will never be 
revealed or shared with anybody. Anonymity will be protected by replacing your identity 
with a pseudonym and no part of the information will be specific enough to permit 
someone to recognize your identities. No link will be made possible between the data and 
its source. These procedures will be strictly followed throughout the whole research, 
during and after the publication of the results.  
 
Compensation: You shall not be compensated for participating in the research. 
 
Freedom to Withdraw: 
The study is strictly voluntary and you are free to withdraw at any point, including during 
and after the interview. 
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I thank you in advance for your consideration. 
Sincerely, 
Sahadatu A Alolo,  
Principal Researcher, Doctoral Student 
Creighton University, 
2500 California Plaza 
Omaha, NE 68178 
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Appendix C 

Participants’ Definitions of Empowerment 
 

 

Participant Identifier 

 

 

 

Definition of Empowerment 

Int1-2015 Empowerment is when we’re able to work 

with vulnerable groups to an extent that 

they’re capacitated to take certain actions 

on their own to favor their situation. Then 

we say they’re empowered 

Int2-2015 Giving people the skills necessary to be 

able to take care of themselves and 

contribute to the communities in which 

they are. So for me, I think that is 

empowerment – providing people with the 

tools and skills to be able to take care of 

themselves.  

 

Int3-2015 My understanding of empowerment is to 

put the individual in a place strategically 

positioned, such that the individual can take 

care of themselves or to defend themselves 
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in case of any untoward behavior from a 

potential – I mean, prey. 

Int4-2015 Empowerment is to provide resource 

enough for the person to use the natural 

talents to promote the wealth of society, as 

well as that of the individual himself. That 

is empowerment. And formal education is 

the key to empowerment.  

 

Int5-2015 Empowerment is when a person would 

have gotten the courage, the strength and 

the power to do. But the means to 

empowerment is what we have always kind 

of pinned down. So for me, empowerment 

is when the person has gotten to the 

ultimate. Firm, being able to express 

herself. 

Int6-2015  Empowerment is basically equipping 

somebody or a group of people with the 

relevant skills, knowledge, and tools that 

they need to actually thrive and to become 

themselves; and to live lives of dignity; to 

really take their destiny into their own 
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hands and define their own agenda or their 

own lives. So for me, being able to do that 

is clearly a demonstration of you being able 

to empower somebody or a group of 

people.  

 

FGD-P1 You should know your rights. You see – 

your rights; such that nobody cheats you. 

All this empowers somebody. Because if 

you are empowered, you can fight for your 

rights. You can fight for other people’s 

rights. You can lobby your way through 

places, once you are empowered. 

FGD-P2 To me, empowerment is capacity building. 

To women, we have to let them be more 

informed. We have to create awareness in 

their sexual rights; in their reproductive 

health, so that they can be assertive. They 

can stand to say yes when it’s yes, and 

they’ll say no when it’s no. And also we 

should also encourage and mentor them to 

finish school, get employment, and getting 

income – gaining income on their own. To 
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me, this is what amounts to empowerment.  

 

Int9-2015 So to me, empowerment is all about 

instilling confidence, knowledge and skills 

in girls or young people to believe in their 

power; their personal or individual power 

to be able to stand in for what they want, 

what they want to be and what is not good 

for them.  

 

Int10-2015 I also think empowering someone means 

making someone aware or imparting more 

knowledge on someone, to make that 

person know that he or she is capable of 

doing something; like putting up leadership 

roles. 
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