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In July 2016, SAIWI officers Rachel Thomas and Rachel Hallnan traveled to Ghana,
West Africa to complete a study on Menstrual Hygiene Management for school aged girls. The
work was a collaborative effort between the Center for International Water and Sustainability
(CIWAS) at the Desert Research Institute, Catholic Relief Services (CRS) in Ghana, and the
University for Development Studies (UDS) in Northern Ghana and the SAIWI students. The
project served as one component of CRS’s ongoing Integrated Sanitation, Hygiene, and Nutrition
for Education (I-SHINE) project in 138 communities in Northern Ghana. The focus of this
project is to encourage school attendance by improving WASH behaviors and constructing
sanitary bathrooms and pad changing rooms in the schools. They constructed 138 KVIP latrines
at chosen schools that lacked proper bathroom facilities (Figure 1). A room dedicated to female
hygiene was included in the facilities, in order to provide school girls a safe and private place to
change and wash during menstruation. The 3-year I-SHINE project was in its final stages at the
time of the trip, and scheduled to be completed by the end of 2016.

Figure 1: Latrine and pad changing room facilities constructed by CRS at a primary school in
Northern Ghana. The left hand side is dedicated to males, and the right hand side to females. The
female side contains an extra room dedicated to pad changing and menstrual hygiene
management.

The purpose of SAIWI’s portion of the project was to develop and implement a survey to
assess the pad changing room component of the latrines, and examine further the barriers faced
by school girls surrounding menstruation. Dr. Braimah Apambire, director of CIWAS, served as
the trip advisor, and recruited SAIWI to participate in the project. Rachel and Rachel worked
with Dr. Apambire to develop a comprehensive understanding of hygiene and menstruation
issues in the area, and develop the tools to assess the I-SHINE schools. Prior to departing, they
developed an in-depth interview for individual school girls, and focus group discussion guides
for school girls, teachers, and community members.
On July 1st, they departed for Ghana’s capital, Accra. Several days were spent in the
capital to adjust to the time change and meet with several of the lead CRS officials and work out
logistics for the field work. On Monday, July 4th, they traveled north to the city of Tamale where
the I-SHINE field component was based. During the first week, they met with the CRS members
who would be guiding and coordinating the visits to the I-SHINE schools, as well as three UDS
students who would participate in the research alongside SAIWI and DRI. Rachel and Rachel
spent two days going over the survey materials, and training the team on how to administer them.
This also entailed some training from the CRS and UDS team members, who provided valuable
input into specific survey questions and phrasings that were not appropriate or needed
refinement. The final survey products were truly a collaborative effort between all team
members.

Figure 2: Image of the field team, including SAIWI students, UDS students, and members of
CRS discussing the survey implementation.

On July 8th, the team traveled north to begin the first day of field work. The group split
into two cars to be more efficient. Each car had at least one member from each institution, which
facilitated collaboration and perspective. Over the next week, the team traveled across the
Northern, Upper East, and Upper West regions of Ghana to survey school girls at the I-SHINE
schools. Each day the group met to divide up the day’s schools by location, and set out across the
Ghanaian country side to reach between 3 and 6 schools. The countryside was very beautiful and
rural, and often there was more than an hour of dirt roads between schools.
Once the team arrived at a school, the group gathered with the headmaster or mistress to
ask permission to have a break in classes to survey some of the students. The girls would all
come out into the school yard and we would randomly sample from those who were comfortable
being surveyed. Each team member spoke to the girls in private and only with permission. Many
of the students were excited to participate, and expressed interest in learning more about
menstruation and hygiene. The team successfully reached 37 schools and interviewed 349 school
girls.

Figure 3: School Girls at an I-SHINE school in the Northern Region of Ghana.
The final week was spent putting together a preliminary analysis of the data collected in
the field. The team compiled the results and presented them at a symposium on July 21st entitled

“Menstrual Hygiene Management Interventions in Schools for the Girl Child: Successes,
Challenges and the Way Forward”. The symposium was a gathering of researchers, NGOs, and
government members to address the issue of menstrual hygiene management for girls in Ghana.
It was a great opportunity to share the research done by the team, and learn from other experts in
the field.

Figure 4: Group of SAIWI and UDS students preparing the presentation for the WASH
symposium.
Following the symposium, the SAIWI members returned to the U.S., and have continued
to work on analyzing and providing a full report of the data collected in July. This trip was a true
example of collaboration and humanitarian research, and was an excellent experience. Rachel
and Rachel are still working with Dr. Apambire and CRS to fully understand the results of the
survey and increase understanding of the barriers faced by girls regarding menstrual hygiene
management.

