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It is heartbreaking to see a child going to school dirty. For many of us, it might be 
something we notice in passing, but for that child, it can carry shame, discomfort, and 
silence. Often, it points to deeper struggles like poverty, neglect, or a lack of access to 
basic needs. In South Africa, some children simply do not have proper sanitation or 
hygiene at home, making something as simple as staying clean a daily challenge. 
In many communities, the day begins not with a warm bath or clean clothes, but with 
uncertainty. Imagine waking up and putting on the same clothes you wore yesterday, going 
to school without brushing your teeth, without bathing, and hoping no one notices.  
For some children, this is not occasional, it is their everyday reality. 
 
Many families are doing their best but still cannot afford essentials like soap, toothpaste, or 
clean uniforms. For young girls, the struggle can be even heavier when sanitary pads are 
out of reach, leaving them feeling uncomfortable, exposed, and ashamed. 
Even at school, where children should feel safe, the support is not always reaching those 
who need it most. Toiletry packs are sometimes given to children who already have these 
items at home, while those who truly need them remain quiet, held back by 
embarrassment or fear of being singled out. Some children even throw these items away, 
not realising how valuable they are to others. 
 
The impact goes beyond hygiene. Children who come to school feeling unclean are often 
teased or bullied, which can slowly break down their confidence. Over time, this can lead 
to poor attendance, lack of focus in class, and deep emotional pain. Sometimes, a child 
who is hurting at home carries that pain to school and passes it on to others. Hurt can 
create more hurt. That is why people say charity begins at home, it shapes how we treat 
others. 
 
The consequences are serious. Poor hygiene can lead to illness and infections. But just as 
damaging is the emotional toll: low self-esteem, isolation, and a sense of not belonging. 
When a child is worried about how they smell or how they look, learning becomes the last 
thing on their mind. 
 
But this is not a problem without solutions. Small acts of care can make a big difference. 
Supporting initiatives that provide hygiene kits, soap, toothbrushes, sanitary pads, can 
restore dignity to a child’s daily life. Speaking openly about these issues can break the 
silence and reduce stigma. 
 
It also requires community. The idea that “it takes a village to raise a child” is not just a 
saying, it is a responsibility. Your child is my child. If you see a child struggling, help where 
you can. A simple act of kindness can change how a child feels about themselves and the 
world around them. 
 
We must also call for better support in schools, improved sanitation facilities and fair 
distribution of resources. Every child deserves to go to school feeling clean, confident, and 
ready to learn. 
 
Together, through awareness, compassion, and action, we can ensure that no child has to 
carry the burden of shame simply for lacking what should be basic human dignity.  
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