
stigma is 
still rife 
in schools 
For thousands of school­
going children living 
with HIV in Uganda, 
life is a daily balancing 
act between staying 
healthy and hiding the 
truth. Many struggle to 
adhere to medication 
amidst stigma from other 
children, writes JOHN 
MUSENZE 

I
n Uganda. more H1V I AIDS 
messages are directed towards 
adults yet children are equally 
affected by the disease. For many 

young learners in schools. the burden 
of living with HlV is far heavier than 
most people imagine. 

For Peter Mweru. now a university 
graduate. the journey began loog 
before he understood il In Primary 
Four, he was taking sepmn every day 
without knowing why, a secret his 
aunt kept until he reached Primary 
Six. When he finaliy learned the truth, 
life became tough. 

By then, Mweru had staned taking 
anti-retroviral (ARV) drugs. He 
remembers swaliowing six big ARV 
tablets every day, an exhaustiog 
routine for a child. 

"ARVs then had a lot of side 
effectS, unsettling dreams, headache, 
dizziness, body fatigue, missed 
ctasses, and constant fear. Ufe was 
hard, yet I was just a child. Even 
today, taking drugs is not easy: he 

, recalls. 
Aocording to Mweru, secondary 

school brought a different kind of 
struggle. Uviog in a hostel meant 
relyiog on the warden for his 
medication. The irregular meal times 
disrupted his treatment. and worse, 
he feared the day someone would 
find the tins and expose him. 

Eventualiy, he.ltid the drugs in hIS 
suitcase and took them In the dark. 
loog afier everyone had fa11en ~ 

However, the deepest an came 
years later wben he joined """"""y. 
A classmate accideruaIJJ roam 
ARVs in his bag aod placed them on 
his desk for ali 10 see. 

"When I erue:etI room. """'1'ODe 

IORLD AI DAY 

DECEMBER 1 

was 100kIng at me. I knew I was 
lirusbed. He became the subject 
01 whispers, stares, and judgment 
Ihrougbout the university not just 
from feUow students. The stigma 
pushed me to drop out for a month." 

wert! reca11ed. 
'The problem with living with HlV 

IS people think you got it through 
promisality. I was born with the 
VIl1lS and there are many others in 
my shoeS who were born with il 

Currendy, children take one tablet 
unlike in our time when we took 
many; but stigma is sdli a problem 10 
many: he added. 

Today, Mweru leads the Mba1. 
Network of Young People Uviog with 
HlV, using the pain of his childhood 
to fight for those sdli suffering in 
silence. 

"No child should go through what 
I went through. many children miss 
school due to constant illness and the 
fact that HfV is regarded as a death 
sentence. many think anytime they 
are going to die the next day which 
forces some to either withdraw from 
school because they think they have 
no future: he nOtes. 

STATISTICS 
Aocordiog 10 2024 dau from the 
Uganda AIDS Canmjssion the 
oounuy has about LS people 
IMng wuh HI\, L3 <= 
UtallDtiA.. 

~ ..... """'~."" are......., JIII!"'& 
ad .. ley e4 ~ 3-l.L is 

a school'going age brackel In 2023 
alone, 5,900 children were born with 
the virus. 

Uganda has made progress, cutting 
new infections by nearly half in 
the past decade, but children and 
adolescents remain amoog the most 
vulnerable, often suffering in silence 
inside c1assrooms, dormitories, and 
school compounds. 

STIGMA 
Dr joseph Byanthanga. a counseUor 
WIth Uganda Cares, says stigma 
within schools remains one of the 
biggest barriers to adherence. 

"Many schools lack child-friendly 
counseUing systems. Once a child is 
labeDed HlV'positive, it spreads like 
wildfire. W. have had cases where 
learners are Isolated. or parents 
request their transfer: he says. 

Dr Byaruhaoga says such a situation 
can only be reversed by showiog love 
to • child. but also feeding them with 
the right information that with HlV, 
one can pursue their dream career 
and live up to old age. 

"Some of these children dedde 10 

NT 

stop medicanon because they want to 
be like others who are HlV negative 
and not on any medication. That's 
where we ali need to pay anention 
because skipping doses can quickly 
cause drug resistance or treatment 
failure: he adds. 

GUIDING ruCHERS 
For teachers, managing the health 
and emotional needs of HlV'positive 
learners requires trust and sensitivity. 
Emily Namale. a c1ass teacher at 
Namilyango Secondary School, notes 
that It is essential to let a few people 
at school know about the status of 
the child, so that they can be given 
support. 

"Parents and guardians need to at 
least trust the school nurse because 
these can give this child the special 
care they need. nus can be reminding 
them 10 take drugs. giving them a 
special meal once III a while, helping 
them to refiU to case the drugs get _ 
Iimsbed or eYeD to know how to 
handle them in case of any iUness. 
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"I was teaching somewhere 
and this child almost died. 
1t.a11 started when the 
administration thought she 
never wanted to dodge school 
by faking iUness, H~ 11 
was established that her drugs 
had got finished weeks earti<:r." 
Namale notes. 

She advises schools to 
establish health and weIIness 
clubs that suppon learners 
liviog with H1V, She also 
advises against studenlS 
disclosing their status at a 
young age, 

"Some parents are picky. 
If they get to know that therr 
14-year-old shares the same 
dormitory with them, they 
"'ight feel unsafe much as 
there is no problem,"she 
advises. 
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INFECTlONS 
According to the Uganda AIDS Commission (UAC), 
most child infect ions are from the mothers at borth. 
Uganda is striving to reverse the mother·to-c rid 
infections, but the situat ion is nol yet stable 

According to the National HIV Estimates of 2025. 
about 4,700 babies were born with the YIIlJS. 
Mother-to'child transmission of HIV can occur 
during pregnancy. delivery. or postpartum through 
breastfeeding, During pregnancy. the Virus can 
cross the placenta, while during delo~ it can be 
transmitted through exposure to maternal blood and 
secretions. This trend raises questions on why are 
babies still being infected with HIV when prevention 
methods exisl. 

During a press briefing on November 18, ahead of a 
national HIV symposium and World AIDS Day, a number 
of experts attributed mother-Io'child infections to 
various factors. 

Namale says schools should 
work closely with their parents 
or guardians and local health 
centres. 

ScMol Qlrts In Kotldo district tendlnQ their Qardens next to slqnposts wIth ...... 5aQ .. 
about HIV. Initiatives such as talklnQ compounds can .... uca stlQ .... In schools 

Some women do not take their HiV medicines for 
fear of being stigmatised, according to Dr Nelson 
Musoba, the UAC director general. He added that 
others fear to disclose their HIV status to their 
husbands to guard themselves against gender-based 
vIolence. 
J~(ne MakoMha, UNA IDS country director for 

Uganda, said some of the babies are born to mothers 
aged 15'24. "The school nurse should 

handle medication times 
discreetly, and teachers 
should be trained to be more 
sensitive," she says. 

Narnaie funher explains 
that involving peers and 
other stakeholders like non­
government organisations and 
governmem offidals in creating 
awareness to help reduce 

- Stigma. 
"We should teach all students 

about HlV not to fear, but 
to understand, Once they 

health facilities, workplace, 
CO<JUIW[f)Jty. and society 
generally. 

Dr 1aureen Kwikiriza. the 
adolescents and young people 
co-ordinator at Uganda AIDS 
UxIllm>S1'on (UAC). says the 
bwtIen raced by schoolchildren 
living WIth HIV is made lighter 
when caregivers and schools 
worI< closely together. 

living with HIV. 

NO NURSES IN SCHOOLS 
According to a 2024 UAC 
consolidated repon. many 
schools still do 001 have a 
school nurse, despite the 
2020 national stigma·poticy 
guidelines that mandate one. 
This is a gap health expens 
want to address. 

"That is where we are lOSing it because many of them 
are getting pregnant outside of marital relationships 
that are highly vulnerable," she noted. 
canon Dr Ruth Senyonyi, UAC board chairperson, 
faulted W!)!IIen who do not seek antenatal care, while 
others diSappear after test ing positi ve, Indeed. UNAIDS 
data shOW$ that 50% (2.350) of Ihe 4,700 babies born 
infected wltll Hilt in 20 24 were exposed durinQ late 
pregnancy. 
While antenatal HIV testing is mandatory, stUdies have 
shown that many women stop attending after three 
vtSili wlJlPl ;s an equivalent of the first trimester 
tfnt~months). By the time they are re-tested 

learn the factS, they become 
allies rather than bullies," she 
explains, 

Sbe e:<plains thai the 
Go\'er1lDIeIIt now requires 
every school to be linked to a 
nearby health facility to ensure 
uninterrupted access to drugs 
by learners, while the policy 
on school nurses is slowly 
taking root across primary and 
secondary levels. 

many children stiU fear being 
seen picking drugs, 

The MiniStry of Education 
and Spons Prevention and 
Management guidelines call for 
a school-health facility linkage 
system so that every school can 
refer to a nearby health facility 
and receive psychosocial 
suppon. 

at delIvery or breastfeeding, some have turned HIV­
positive. medically termed as seroconversion. 

ASSESSMEHT 
GUIDING TEACHERS 
The National Policy Guidelines 
on Ending Stigma and 
Discrimination of 2020 
compels everyone to prevent 
all forms of H1V·related 

"The school nurse has to 
make sure the chiId takes 
their mediane 1!\'elY day and 
receives extra support.' she 
says. 

To bener understand the scale 
of the problem, Dr Kwikiriza 
says the Commission plans 
to rondua a school-based 
assessmeOi next term to 
estabhsh the magnitude 

"Under the new policy, 
school nurses can refill for 
their students by just using the 
person's file number. They are 
then they are also supposed 
to help counsel, monitor drug 
adherence and at times makr 
repons to the generallIOSpl3l 

in case a child needs funher 
anention" Dr Byaruhanga 
htghlights. 

HfADTEACHERSPEAKS 
Emmanuel Kirnera, 
headteacher of St Lawrence 
Scbools, Kabowa, near 
"-pal .. says his school 

stigma and discrimination 
::tn the school environment. 

Kwikiriza notes Uganda's 
stigma index is still high and 

~ sogma and other health 
conditions affecting learners 

~rof. Karyeija calls for mentorship in Uganda's academia 
~,v: ,\J."" ~r.,,~~,IIb..II'J.~, "',., "" "." ,. ,',' ," 
Ugandan academics have been urged 
to mentor their students, especially 
those they supervise at post·graduate 
level in order to achieve meaningful 
transformation. 

The appeal was made by Prof. 
Gerald Karyeija, the dean of the 
School of Management Science at 
Uganda Management Instirute (UMi) 
"" Thursday, while delivering his first 
professorial lecture. 

Karyeija e:<plained that every 
academician's obligation should be to 
build the next generation 

"I have supervised doaoral and 

master's students with the aim of 
nunuring clarity, discipline and 
practical relevance. Their success in 
senior roles within government and 
the private sector is one of my greatest 
professional rewards," he explained. 

Citing himself as an example. 
Karyeija credited his intellectual 
growth to mentors in Uganda, 
Australia and Norway. 

"'These mentors taught me to respect 
institutions. value academic discipline 
and remain open to new ideas. Their 
generosity oontinues 10 influence the 
way I teach and serve,. he e:<plained 

His lecture was delivered under 
the theme: AIIu1Iing A1IJonomy 

and Accvuntobility in Homegro:JJ1t 
Administrative Refonns. . 

L'l attendance was former Prime 
Minister Dr Rubakana Rugunda, 
fonner East Af";can Legislative 
Assemhly speaker Margarel 
Nantongo, deputy exe<.Uti'" tim;a 
Kampala Capital City Au 
IGgenyi. Bishop Ones.mns . d 
Nonh IGgezi Diocese, -.....,., 

GOVERNANCE 
Karyeija explained t!m ' 
challenge in U~'s 
adininistration lIXlor !be delicate 
balance between bo::.eu:xdla: 
sovereignty and """""8JlIY. 

:;He~~~~~tiC sovereignty pII:Ife:sgonalism, autonomy 
10 institutional norms, 

poirIIcaI sovereignty represents 
det"'D!IC<MOSIgh~ accountability 
.. ac::zm and the authority of elected 
b:I=. 

:ben bureaucracy grows without 
poIoDcaI acrountability, we risk 
tecImocr.mc tyranny, When political 
tnlIuence O\-erwhelms professionalism, 
institutions weaken and eventually 
coUapse," he warned. 

In his speech, Dr Rugunda 
encowaged Kareija to keep sharing 
his expenise on crucial issues across 
Uganda, 

employs a fuU-time nurse 
who is responsible for drug 
collection from the facility, 
reminding children to pick 
their drugs, monitor their day­
to-day life and counsel them, 

"We tell parents: don't just 
monitor schoolwork - help us 
monitor drugs," he says, 
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