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Systemic reform of education systems in Africa has played a major role in improved primary school enrolment and performance for girls and boys over the past decade. To support these reforms, the Africa Bureau's Office of Sustainable Development Education Team has developed the Education Sector Support (ESS) approach.  This approach is: classroom-based, as it seeks to improve the quality and quantity of student learning; systemic in that it promotes African led national plans for reform of all parts of the system needed to deliver education; sustainable, as it improves policy analysis and dialogue, builds capacity to manage changing education systems, and increases expenditures for education. This approach is applied by working at all levels of the education system, from the central ministry, to NGOs, and local communities.

The impact of HIV/AIDS challenges the educational process in Africa at all levels.  AIDS erodes the demand for education by increasing infant mortality, increasing the number of orphans without support, and decreasing family budgets for school fees. HIV/AIDS erodes the supply of education by increasing teacher illness and absenteeism, and teacher mortality (in Zambia 1300 teachers died in 1998). HIV/AIDS also erodes the process and quality of education by decimating the ranks of technical managers, curriculum designers, information specialists and planners. Morale among education professionals is also eroded by the toll of HIV/AIDS. Attrition among teachers increases as they are drawn to other fields where work is less demanding and the pay is higher. 
USAID's Africa Bureau plays an important role with its UN and bilateral partners responding to the crisis of HIV/AIDS in education in Africa. USAID's role is important partly because it has articulated the ESS approach, identifying the pillars on which the response to HIV/AIDS is built. The response will produce sustainable results by building the capacity of Africans to gather information about, and manage the impacts of the epidemic in education. The Education Management Information Systems (EMIS) that USAID is well-known for supporting are a crucial element in management of the HIV crisis in education. The Education Team is working with Missions to help MOEs adapt EMIS systems to track the indicators needed to manage HIV impacts. USAID is also supporting Ministries' capacity for long-term strategic planning for HIV impacts, helping the sector to imagine alternate ways to deliver basic education. (For examples, USAID in South Africa, Zambia, and Malawi have committed funds to MOE planning units for HIV support; USAID Zambia is also sponsoring the Zambian Educational Broadcasting Corp. in the development of its radio education pilot to deliver basic education to HIV-affected and other out of school youth.)
The education response is also systemic as it promotes sector-wide strategic plans to address the impact on the education system, as well as the role that education must play in turning the tide of the epidemic. USAID supports Missions and MOEs to develop education sector strategies for HIV mitigation, and work plans for implementation. These plans are championed by the host MOE, and involve communities, NGOs, teachers and pupils, and are coordinated with all other donors working in education. (USAID sponsored strategic planning efforts on HIV in education in Zambia, Malawi, South Africa and Ghana.)
The education response is also classroom-based, as it supports teacher training efforts focused on improving educational quality, and, of late, focused specifically on the quality of teaching Life Skills and HIV prevention. Studies show that one of the reasons Life Skills and HIV prevention education has failed over the past twenty years was due to poor pedagogical methods for teaching sensitive topics related to sexuality and HIV/AIDS. Poor teaching methods meant children did not see how the information was relevant to them, or that teachers - often feeling suspicion from parents over their intentions for dealing with sex  - simply avoided the topics altogether. Now it is clear to many that effective classroom HIV/AIDS interventions will be those that link improved teaching methods with active community participation and decision making on how to deal with sexuality and HIV in the classroom. USAID education sector is working cross-sectorally with health, and democracy and governance to develop classroom and non-formal Life Skills interventions that link teacher development with community sensitization and participation.  (Missions with such activities include Malawi, Zambia, Ghana.)
USAID Missions in Nigeria, Benin, and Ethiopia have also expressed interest in new activities to address HIV in Education.

These activities are new partly because until recently many host governments and Ministries lacked the political will to tackle HIV/AIDS in the education sector. This owed to sensitivities among educators as well as parents. Within the past year this climate has changed dramatically, partly through the leadership of bilateral programs like the US, high-level head of state visits, and the President's LIFE Initiative.

Noting that these activities on HIV impacts are new, it is important to note that many of the challenges to the system they address are not. The crises in the education systems raised by HIV are many of the same ones faced before, but the crisis is much greater degree. Dr. Ishrat Husain of Africa Bureau's Cross-sectoral AIDS Team makes the case that funding to fight AIDS should focus even more on the education sector, precisely to support these pillars of existing (ESS) reform programs, because these are the very mechanisms that will empower Africans to take up management of the AIDS epidemic for themselves. She also argues that one of the reasons the education sector is ahead of other sectors in management issues associated with the AIDS crisis is because of the articulation and emphasis placed on capacity building in the ESS approach.  She states that other sectors would do well to follow this example, and the strategy it allows for addressing HIV impacts on service delivery as well as HIV prevention.

