
OVERVIEW

While schools in Uganda shape the
futures of millions of young people, until
recently they offered no dedicated
support for mental health, the very
foundation for learning and wellbeing. 

To change this, StrongMinds launched a
youth-driven advocacy campaign in
2022, forming a coalition of students,
teachers, and parents to call for new
government policies to support mental
health in schools.

Their efforts led to Circular 20, a
Ministry of Education and Sports
directive requiring every school to
dedicate one hour each week to mental
health education. The circular equips
schools with guidelines, training, and
funding to support student wellbeing.

This case study highlights why
adolescent mental health matters, the
journey to Circular 20, and lessons for
policymakers and organizations seeking
to expand youth mental health access
in Uganda and beyond.

ADVOCATING FOR
MENTAL HEALTH
IN UGANDAN
SCHOOLS: 

The Journey to Circular 20

After COVID-19 lockdowns created a surge in
mental health distress among adolescents, it
became clear that Uganda needed national
education policies that supported mental health
in schools. It was time to advocate for change.

StrongMinds brought together a coalition of
adolescents who had completed our therapy
program, along with parents and teachers from
five regions, to influence national education
policy to better support adolescent mental health
decision-makers. We then provided training in
person-centered advocacy, problem
identification, stakeholder mapping, messaging,
evidence gathering, and policy analysis. 

Identifying the Need

Building a Coalition

Since 2013, StrongMinds Uganda has treated
depression in communities using Group
Interpersonal Therapy, an evidence-based group
talk therapy model that can be led by lay
community members. In 2019, we started working
in schools, training teachers to screen for
depression and lead group therapy sessions.
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With their compiled evidence, the coalition
approached the government to ask for policy
change that would prioritize mental health in
schools. Noting the government’s existing
mandate for schools to set aside time each week
for physical exercise, the group proposed a
similar solution for mental health, which would
ultimately shape national policy.

To share their findings and recommendations,
they held two  stakeholder meetings—one with
civil society organizations and educational
institutions, and another with Members of
Parliament and officials from the Ministries of
Education & Sports and Health. The young
people in the group shared stories, skits, and
poems, highlighting how the lack of mental
health support in schools contributed to
dropouts, teen pregnancies, and substance
abuse. As a result of these meetings:

Civil society groups pledged to integrate
mental health into their programming.

Government officials committed to drafting
a policy circular and delivering the petition
to senior leadership.

Decision makers recommended additional
advocacy steps, including a formal letter to
the Speaker of Parliament.

Presenting Learnings and
Recommendations to Stakeholders

The most significant outcome of of this advocacy
endeavor was a new national policy: The Ministry
of Education and Sports issued Circular 20 in
September 2022, directing schools to spend an
hour each week on mental health. It requires
schools to designate funding and staff support to
mental health activities. Schools must also
establish directories of potential mental health
partners to support implementation.

To help make the goals of Circular 20 a reality,
the Ministry developed manuals and guidelines,
showing schools how to provide mental health
services and allocated Ministry funds for teacher
training. The circular has also been adopted by
NGOs that implement education programs
throughout the country.

Policy Impact

Sustainability and Next Steps

The coalition researched Uganda’s existing laws
and policies, and discovered that none
mandated mental health services for young
people, despite acknowledging the need. They
collected stories and testimonials: students
shared moving stories of how depression had
driven them to drop out, engage in sex work, and
even attempt suicide, while teachers reported
that they lacked the skills and confidence to
address mental health issues.

Gathering Research & Evidence

To ensure policy directives become reality for all
schools in Uganda, StrongMinds continues to
engage with schools, communities, and
policymakers. This includes:

Conducting orientations and surveys;
Continuing mental health awareness
activities with students;
Advocacy at the local and national level to
ensure leaders are being appointed and
budgets are allocated. 

StrongMinds’ advocacy for Circular 20 highlights
the power of coalitions led by people with lived
experience. With the right training and
facilitation, diverse groups can unite around
shared goals. Circular 20 shows what
communities can achieve when equipped to
create their own solutions.

Sustainability and Next Steps
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