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Study of the impact of HIV/AIDS on education systems 
 
 
1. Introduction 
 
HIV/AIDS affects education systems at two levels:  
 

1. the supply of education (impact on teachers and educational administration) and  
2. the demand for education (impact on pupils and students).  

 
Concerning the supply of education, the productivity of HIV-positive teachers and 
administrators is diminished by increasing absenteeism, sick leave, resignation, absconding 
and death. At teacher level, issues of absenteeism, mid-year transfers and deaths have several 
harmful effects. First, in primary education, multi-grade schools in rural areas are extremely 
vulnerable to the deaths of one or two teachers. Some of these schools are obliged to close 
due to lack of teachers. Within secondary education, deaths of specialist teachers (for example 
physics or chemistry teachers) can lead to certain lessons or classes being cancelled if teacher 
replacements are not found. Educational administration is weakened by absenteeism and staff 
deaths. Additionally, in many countries, attending funerals is a social obligation among 
colleagues. Thus, funeral attendance becomes a major disruptive force of workplace 
productivity in countries with medium to high rates of HIV/AIDS prevalence. Budgets are 
generally insufficient to cover the costs of funerals and benefits paid to widows and widowers 
of the deceased. Among pupils, school attendance is particularly affected by the impact of the 
epidemic on their parents. The fact that HIV-positive women have fewer children and that the 
latter may be born HIV-positive tends to reduce the number of children reaching school age. 
Moreover, in many cases, pupils whose parents die of AIDS-related deaths have difficulties 
staying in school. There may be large numbers of orphans repeating years and dropping out if 
they are not able benefit from the support of other family members capable of looking after 
them. 
 
It is clear that sector strategies such as Education for All are threatened by the effects of 
HIV/AIDS. Therefore, a study on the impact of HIV/AIDS is essential in order to develop 
prevention strategies and measures to care for those infected or affected by the epidemic,  
 
 
II. Preliminary preparation phase 
 
Preparatory work is essential before beginning any research. Discussions with the Ministry of 
Education are necessary to define the objectives of the impact study as well as its scale, as the 
study is potentially a very complex undertaking. Discussions with the Ministry of Education 
should first identify the levels of the system to be investigated. It needs to be determined 
whether the study will be exhaustive, that is cover the administrative bodies (including the 
ministry, the district education offices and the inspectorates) as well as primary, secondary, 
technical, vocational and tertiary education. A more limited study could concentrate on the 
impact of the epidemic on teachers and pupils at primary and/or secondary level. Moreover, 
studies of the impact of the epidemic on students in vocational and technical and in tertiary 
education can be undertaken. If the study is to cover schools in key districts, discussions with 
the ministry should identify those districts that are representative of the country (urban, rural, 
highly affected by HIV/AIDS or not). The research proposal below is comprehensive. 
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However, as an initial strategy, one may opt for studies that target certain components of the 
education system before looking at the system in its entirety. 
 
A preliminary literature review is recommended before beginning a large-scale field study. 
This review would take stock of existing information on the impact of HIV/AIDS on the 
education system and any gaps which exist. The preliminary review would have two 
components: 
 

1. The first would define general data available on HIV/AIDS, in particular the adult 
prevalence rate (ages 15-49) in different areas of the country. The National AIDS 
Programme is usually the best source for these data. As far as possible, information 
should be sought on the issue of orphans and the impact of the epidemic on 
adolescents. The National AIDS Programme may also offer sources of information, as 
may UNICEF, UNFPA and NGOs specialising in assistance to orphans and other 
vulnerable children. 

 
2. The second component would focus on the collection and analysis of school statistics, 

staff registers and budget expenditures. The availability and quality of the information 
on spending linked to death and the recruitment of new staff should be verified. Is this 
information centralised within the Ministry or managed at the district education office, 
by the inspectorates or by the schools? A desk study is necessary before programming 
research in the field. 

 
 
III. The impact of HIV/AIDS on the supply of education 
 
Once the preliminary study has been completed, the components and scale of the full-scale 
study of the impact of HIV/AIDS on the education system can be determined (see Table 1). 
The Ministry of Education will decide if the investigation should cover the education system 
as a whole or some of its components. For example, if administrative staff losses are low, in-
depth research could cover teacher losses. It will still be necessary to decide whether the 
research will cover primary, secondary education or other levels. In some countries, private 
and/or community schools are well established. Additionally, religious schools like medersas 
may provide education to a significant proportion of children and adolescents. If these non-
public schools are to be included in the investigation, it will be necessary to make direct 
contact with their governing bodies, as the Ministry of Education will probably have little 
information on teachers working in them. 
 
When it comes to evaluating the costs linked to the recruitment of replacement or temporary 
staff to replace managers and teachers on long term sick leave or who die, it is not easy to 
distinguish between losses due to HIV/AIDS and those having other causes. It is very rare that 
“AIDS” is cited as the cause of death. In order to do so, trends in these costs over five or 10 
years along with the prevalence rates for the adult population in the country (or target areas 
when it comes to teachers) need to be put into context. 
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Table 1 
 
Assessing the Impact of HIV/AIDS on Educational Supply 
 
Topic Information and 

indicators to 
collect 

Information Sources  Other partners to be 
consulted 

Impact on 
educational 
administration and 
teachers: 
- Staff attrition 
- Long-term sick 

leave 
- Attrition costs 

(funerals, death 
benefits for 
bereaved 
families; 
recruitment costs 
of new or 
replacement 
staff). 

 
 
Develop summary 
tables showing 
trends in staff 
attrition and long-
term sick leave over 
5 to 10 years by 
sex, age, 
professional 
category or level 
(primary, 
secondary, tertiary, 
etc. for teachers)1. 

 
 
Departments of 
Finance and 
Administration in the 
MoE; Inspectorates or 
DEOs. Civil Service 
Commission. 
Beginning and end-of-
year reports. Contact 
Teacher Service 
Commissions, which 
track hiring, transfers, 
retirement and death of 
teachers in many 
countries. 

 
 
The National AIDS 
Commission, 
UNAIDS, the World 
Bank, UNDP, 
UNICEF , or other 
international partners. 
Consult sponsoring 
body in the case of 
medersas, private or 
community schools. 
PTAs and governing 
bodies can also 
provide useful 
information. 

 
 
 
IV.  The impact of HIV/AIDS on the demand for education 
 
 
This component of the research will look at the impact of the epidemic on pupils and students. 
The first aspect to be studied is changes in the number of children of an age to begin primary 
education. These are generally children aged six. The national authority responsible for 
statistics and demography should be able to provide figures on changes in the number of six-
year olds (fill in Table 2). These figures may indicate a drop in the birth rate if the prevalence 
rate for women is higher than ten per cent. Nevertheless, one must remain cautious about any 
conclusions drawn on the impact of HIV/AIDS if fertility was already falling before the 
prevalence rate rose beyond than three per cent of the adult population. An analysis of the 
number of new pupils entering the first year of primary education is also possible to identify 
any downward tendencies. However, in situations where children enter primary education at 
different ages (which is frequent in rural areas in Africa) it would be risky to draw 
conclusions on the impact of AIDS on the birth rate. 
 
A comparison of trends in repetition, dropping out and HIV prevalence rates in zones highly 
affected by the epidemic may reveal results of the impact of the epidemic on pupils’ parents 
or on themselves. However, since repeating a year and dropping out have can  have a variety 
of causes, it would be better to undertake a qualitative study within certain schools or zones 

                                                 
1 See table in annex. 
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highly affected by the epidemic, to see whether repetition and dropping out are linked to the 
disease and to the deaths of the parents of the pupils concerned. 
 
A more reliable analysis could look at developments in the presence of orphans amongst the 
school population. Since school statistics do not often take orphans into account, research 
amongst inspectorates or even parent-teacher associations and schools in the target areas 
would be essential. Beginning- and end-of-school year reports may be consulted to gather 
information on the presence of orphans and their schooling patterns. Prepare Table 3 with 
figures covering five or ten years, depending on availability of data at national level or in the 
target areas. 
 
 
 

Table 2 
 

Trends in the Number of Six-Year-Olds at the National Level and in the Research Areas 
 

Year 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2002 2003 Total
Sex M F M F M F M F M F M F M F M F M F M F  
National                      
Research 
area A 

                     

Research 
area B 

                     

Research 
area C 

                     

 
 

Table 3 
 

Trends in Orphans as a Percentage of Total Enrolment at the National Level and in the 
Research Areas 

(specify level – primary or secondary) 
 

Year 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 Tot 
Sex M F % Tot. 

Enrol. 
M F % Tot. 

enrol. 
M F % Tot. 

enrol. 
M F % Tot. 

enrol. 
M F % 

Tot. 
enrol. 

 

National                 
Research 
area A 

                

Research 
area B 

                

Research 
area C 

                

 
 
 
V. Responses to the impact of HIV/AIDS on the education system 
 
If financial and human resources permit, the study should be widened to assess the education 
system’s responses to HIV/AIDS. This analysis would lead to the identification of priority 
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themes for prevention strategies and measures to care for the infected and affected. This 
research component would be primarily of a qualitative and descriptive nature. The following 
questions or themes are suggested for each of the areas of research cited below. 
 
 
Sector policies 
 
To what extent does the national Education for All policy take into account the impact of 
HIV/AIDS on teachers, pupils and educational administration? 
 
To what extent do staff policies prohibit discrimination against pupils and teachers affected or 
infected by the epidemic? What are the views of the different actors of the system? 
 
Does an HIV/AIDS workplace policy exist? If not, what are staff preferences in this area? 
 
 
Leadership 
 
Has senior management of the education system taken any action to encourage HIV/AIDS 
prevention or measures to care for those infected or affected by the epidemic? 
 
What are the views of managers within 
 

- the education ministry 
- the district education offices 
- the inspectorates 
- the schools? 

 
What measures or positions have been adopted by teacher unions or parents’ associations to 
encourage prevention and tackle discrimination against those infected or affected by the 
epidemic? 
 
 
Innovations and adaptations of the system to the impact of the epidemic
 

Curriculum 
 

Have there been any initiatives to encourage the development of so-called preventive 
education or life skills curricula? Describe measures in the classroom as well as extra-
curricular activities such as “anti AIDS” clubs. What are the views of the following: 

 
o head teachers 
o teachers 
o pupils? 

 
Describe the successes and the problems faced. 
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Changes in the supply of education 
 
What measures or innovations can be listed which facilitate schooling of orphans and other 
vulnerable children in the context of HIV/AIDS, including 
 

- radio broadcast schools 
- flexibility of the school calendar 
- elimination of school fees 
- granting of bursaries 
- organisation of school canteens or 
- other measures? 

 
 
Adequacy of information systems 
 
Is the presence of orphans, pupil and teacher absenteeism recorded at school level? 
 
Does the annual school survey take into account the impact of HIV/AIDS on teachers and 
pupils? 
 
How are teacher transfers or long-term sick leave requests recorded? Where are the records 
kept? 
 
What information on the impact of HIV/AIDS can be found in beginning and end of school 
year reports? 
 
Do computerised databanks in either district education offices or the central ministry take into 
account issues such as absenteeism, transfer and deaths among teachers and pupils? What 
information is missing in the data available at central and local levels? 
 
 
The role of partners 
 

National level 
 

To what extent are the National AIDS Programme or other national authorities (for 
example the civil society and faith-based organisations) involved in the education 
sector response to the epidemic? 

 
What measures are being taken by national NGOs in the fight against HIV/AIDS in 
the education sector? 

 
 

International Level 
 

Which multilateral and bilateral partners provide technical or financial assistance to 
the education sector? 

 
What interventions do they support in terms of sector policy or curriculum 
innovations? 
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Annex 
 

Summary Table of Staff Attrition 
 
Educational Administration 
Prepare tables by: 

a) professional category (senior professional, mid-level professional, support staff or other large category that may apply)  
b) age group (< 30; 31- 40 ; 41 – 50; 51+) 

 
Teachers
Prepare tables by : 

c) level (primary, secondary, technical-vocational, tertiary)  
d) age group (< 30; 31- 40 ; 41 – 50; 51+) 

 
Year            1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2002 2003 Total
Sex M F M F       M F M F M F M F M F M F M F M F  
Death                      
Retirement                      
Resignation                      
Abscondment2                      
Transfer3                      
Termination                      
Total                      
Grand total            
 

                                                 
2 Abandonment is an alternative term. 
3 Staff transfers to another ministry or transfers of teachers to an administrative body in the education sector (e.g. inspectorate, Teacher Service Commission, examination 
board, DEO). 
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Summary Table of Approved Sick Leave 
 

(< 1 month) 
Educational Administration 
 
Year            1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2002 2003 Total
Sex M F M F        M F M F M F M F M F M F M F M F  
Senior 
professionals 

                     

Mid-level 
professionals 

                     

Support staff                      
Total                      
Grand total            
n.b. Choose the appropriate breakdown of staff categories, which vary from country to country. The three staff categories in this table are indicative only.  
A comprehensive assessment would cover the central ministry, the Teacher Service Commission, examination board, inspectorates and district education offices. 
 
 
Teachers 
 
Year            1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2002 2003 Total
Sex M F M F        M F M F M F M F M F M F M F M F  
Primary                      
Secondary                      
Tech-Voc.                      
Tertiary                      
Total                      
Grand total            
n.b. You may wish to develop a table that includes a breakdown of the levels of education (primary, secondary, tertiary…) by status: public, private, community school, 
religious or parochial school, depending on the configuration of educational institutions in a given country. 
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Summary Table of Attrition Costs 

 
Year            1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2002 2003 Total
Funerals and 
death benefits  

           

Costs of 
recruiting 
replacement 
and temporary 
staff 

           

Total            
Grand total            

 
 

Trends in HIV Prevalence in the Adult Population* at National Level and in the Research Areas 
 

Year            1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2002 2003 Total
Sex M F          M F H F H F H F H F H F H F H F H F  
National                      
Research 
area A 

                     

Research 
area B 

                     

Research 
area C 

                     

Total                      
Tot. Gén.            
*Persons aged 15 to 49.
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