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SECTOR ASSESSMENT (SUMMARY): EDUCATION 
 
Sector Road Map 
 
 1. Sector Performance, Problems, and Opportunities 
 
1. There has been a significant overall improvement in the performance of the education 
sector. Several key primary education indicators demonstrate progress toward the government’s 
priority interim goals for the sector and the Millennium Development Goals. This progress is the 
result of the leadership provided by the government and the considerable infrastructure and 
capacity development support delivered by the government with the support of development 
partners. Highlights include the rapid rehabilitation of large numbers of schools and classrooms 
and the resultant increases in primary school participation. 

2. Progress has, nonetheless, been slower than expected in some areas, such as (i) 
improving cohort survival rates through to Grade 9; (ii) improving transition rates from basic to 
secondary education; and (iii) improving the transition from school to work, and from school to 
post-school education and training. Gaps in provision remain, the most obvious being the lack of 
a formal system of technical and vocational education and training (TVET) system delivering the 
―work-ready‖ graduates required by the formal labor market. Issues of equity, access and 
participation, education quality, and management capacity are faced across education. 

a. Basic Education (Grades 1–9) 
 
3. Constructing more schools in rural areas is a major need at the primary school level. 
Rehabilitation has contributed to a better distribution of primary schools but still too many young 
children are required to travel substantial distances to get to them, providing a disincentive to 
participation. In many cases, schools are overcrowded, again particularly in rural areas, and 
suffer from a dearth of furniture, access to running water, and appropriate segregated 
sanitation—a major disincentive for girls’ attendance. Overcrowding also impacts on quality with 
some schools resorting to multi-grade teaching, and others to splitting the school day into two 
shifts, thereby considerably reducing teaching time for each. 

4. There have been substantial increases in primary school participation rates, both gross 
and net, and focus now is on keeping students in school. Data on cohort survival rates is 
unavailable, but anecdotal evidence suggests cohort survival rates are low, reflecting a 
multitude of quality issues in learning as well as poverty incidence and associated health issues. 

5. The government has devoted considerable resources to language training and continues 
to do so with the support of the governments of Brazil and Portugal. Portuguese and Tetum are 
the official languages, while Portuguese is the medium of instruction. For most, ―broad‖ Tetum 
(spoken by over 80% of the population) is the common language of oral communication. The 
Portuguese language was introduced as a subject in schools on a phased grade-by-grade basis 
around 2006; its familiarity is growing among young children, as is their confidence in speaking 
it. The 2010 population and housing census reported that 53% of the population 15 years and 
over can speak, read, and write in Tetum. The corresponding figure for Portuguese is 24%, for 
Bahasa Indonesia is 36%, and for English is 12%.1 

                                                
1
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b. Secondary Education 
 
6. Quality and relevance are the paramount challenges in secondary education. The 
curriculum is ―subject heavy.‖ Teaching is highly content-centered, but a shift in focus to generic 
higher-level cognitive outcomes (such as reasoning and problem solving) is beginning to occur. 
Teachers need support to optimize the quality of new learning approaches and resources 
through widespread, systematic in-service training.  

7. Relevance is also a major issue in the secondary education curriculum. Given the 
number of senior high school completers who do not proceed to higher education, the ministry 
acknowledges the need for curriculums to be offered that focus on preparing students to be 
―work-ready.‖ The lack of work readiness among high school completers is a frequently and 
strongly voiced complaint by employers seeking to recruit at this level. There is an urgent 
requirement as well for skilled career guidance professionals in all secondary schools. 

c. Technical and Vocational Education and Training 
 
8. The government recognizes that a skilled and adaptive workforce is pivotal to both the 
continuation of economic growth and to the successful implementation of a diverse range of 
development initiatives. An education system that addresses the mid-level skill formation 
requirements of the formal economy is central to the overall human resource development 
strategy. Mid-level vocational skills are, however, in short supply and in many cases can only be 
met by the importation of skilled foreign labor. At the same time vocational training output is 
quite limited, with the majority of training providers (whether in the public or private sector) 
geared more to addressing the need for livelihood skills in the informal sector. This is largely the 
result of a lack of funds to invest in training infrastructure, and associated capacity and system 
development to respond to the skill needs of the formal labor market. It has also been due to the 
previous absence of clearly defined skills standards, developed and approved by industry and 
underwritten by a national qualifications framework that would inspire confidence among 
employers and trainees alike. 

9. TVET is at the core of interaction between education, training, and the labor market. The 
challenges in this subsector are numerous and complex. Relevance is a key challenge. 
Employers need and expect graduates from TVET to be work-ready in an attitudinal sense and 
to graduate with specific technical competency matched to the relevant standard of industry 
practice. The TVET system is under-resourced and is not yet delivering these requirements. 
There is widespread recognition of domestic skill shortages, a mismatch between TVET 
graduates and the needs of the labor market, and the potential social implications of large 
numbers of young people unable to find meaningful employment. Under-resourcing restricts the 
capacity to support training provision and to develop and operate a quality-assured system. 

10. Timor-Leste has adopted a best-practice model for TVET. This provides for a market-
oriented specification of standards, and competency-based programming and assessment. 
Recent achievements include (i) the establishment of the National Labor Force Development 
Institute under the Secretariat of Vocational Training and Employment (SEFOPE), as the 
agency responsible for vocational standards; (ii) the establishment of the National Agency for 
Academic Assessment and Accreditation under the Ministry of Education and Culture (MEC), to 
regulate academic standards in higher education; (iii) the approval of the national qualifications 
framework in April 2011; and (iv) the establishment of four industry subcommissions to advise 
on defining and developing competency standards and qualifications within their particular 
industry. The recent creation of the Human Capital Fund has been a further step forward. 
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11. While much remains to be done, 10 qualifications and three certificates have so far been 
registered for levels 1–2 within the national qualifications framework. Now that the national 
qualifications framework is operational and a range of skills standards are becoming available, 
SEFOPE has turned its attention to classifying which training providers are capable of delivering 
skills at qualification levels 1–4 as opposed to those offering only livelihood skills. 

d. Higher Education 
 
12. Higher education faces similar challenges to TVET. MEC recognizes the pressing need 
to develop a bifurcated tertiary or post-school education and training system through the 
creation of an alternative pathway to the more traditional university offerings currently available. 
In many countries this has been referred to often as technician education and training, and more 
recently as an alternative tertiary system. This will be a substantial undertaking for MEC in 
terms of the resourcing, system and institutional development, and capacity building 
requirements it will generate, but the need is apparent and, in the view of development partners 
and the corporate sector, worthy of support. 

2. Government Sector Strategy 

13. With the completion of the National Education Strategic Plan, 2010–2030 by MEC, new 
opportunities have emerged for coherent, systematic reform. The plan has developed detailed 
sets of key indicators and targets to monitor and evaluate against for early childhood education, 
basic education, and secondary education. Further elaboration is required for the higher 
education sector. Some of this is under way, for example, the development and dissemination of 
a draft implementation plan for the establishment of a system of post-school higher technical 
education and an ongoing rationalization of tertiary institutions. 

14. SEFOPE is preparing a Strategic Plan for TVET, 2011–2115 to map out the 
development of a formal system of post-secondary vocational training. Based around basic and 
mid-level skills standards (levels 1–4) that have been identified by specifically appointed 
industry committees and approved within the national qualifications framework, the aim is to 
provide every out-of-school youth with an opportunity to move up through the occupational 
pathways by acquiring access to relevant training programs and by obtaining nationally 
recognized certification at each step. SEFOPE plans to introduce a series of foundation 
programs to help the students who lack acceptable levels of functional literacy and numeracy. 
The Strategic Plan for TVET also offers guidance to development partners as to where the 
major funding gaps are in the TVET and opportunities for coordinated support to form the 
important link between vocational training and technical education. 

15. The total recurrent budget in 2011 for MEC is $70.1 million. Of this figure, approximately 
62% is allocated to basic education, 7.5% to senior secondary (general), 3% to senior 
secondary (technical), and 17.5 % to higher and teacher education (this latter figure does not 
include any allocation for higher technical education). The ministry’s capital and human 
resource development budgets this year have been centralized within the infrastructure and 
human capital development funds, respectively. In dollar terms, the 2011 recurrent budget is 
greater than that of previous years and has risen from about 7% of the government’s total 
recurrent budget to about 11%.  

16. MEC is responsible for the management and coordination of the Human Capital Fund. It 
controls the allocation received for MEC (about $2 million), but with respect to all other 
ministries and agencies, its role is one of coordination only. The full potential of the fund has yet 
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to be realized; it is currently used mostly to support overseas scholarships, which are expected 
to benefit the country but are yet to be integrated into a coordinated approach to human 
resources development. 

17. SEFOPE has a small recurrent budget. It has at its disposal an Employment and 
Training Fund, the future of which is being clarified following the creation of the Human Capital 
Fund. In 2010, 19 training centers registered with the secretariat received about $0.2 million to 
fund training. To a large extent, the low level of funding reflects the low capacity of its provider 
network to design and deliver programs. 

 3. ADB Sector Experience and Assistance Program 
 
18. ADB has ongoing engagement in TVET with the SEFOPE and MEC through regional 
technical assistance (TA) on designing demand-based TVET frameworks.2 Timor-Leste is one 
of four participating countries in the TA, which will conclude in 2011. Key lessons are emerging 
from this engagement. Generally, the more successful initiatives operate in a framework with 
clear government leadership and commitment, and where initiatives are linked to national 
development priorities. 

19. The Australian Agency for International Development and the International Labour 
Organization are the major development partners involved in the TVET subsector, through their 
support to the Youth Employment Promotion Program since 2008. This program focuses on 
demand-driven training programs for disadvantaged youth. This program also supported the 
establishment of the National Labor Force Development Institute and a labor market information 
system, together with the Government of Ireland and the European Commission. Other 
development partners in the TVET subsector include the Japan International Cooperation 
Agency, German International Cooperation, and the United States Agency for International 
Development.  

20. In cooperation with development partners, ADB will help fill the gap with mid-level skills 
training (levels 3–4 of the national qualifications framework). ADB will facilitate the role of private 
sector employers and strengthen the labor market information system to build demand-driven 
skills training that is relevant and responsive to the needs of the expanding economy. Support 
will also be provided for the ongoing development of competency-based training standards for 
mid-level qualifications. This will take skills development to the next level on the qualifications 
pathway, helping pave the way for government’s future investment in higher levels of skills 
training at polytechnic and university. 

21. There are already a number of private and nongovernment training providers in TVET; a 
recent review identified 15–18 providers of quality training across a range of industry areas, but 
mostly at basic qualification levels. ADB will help provide the investment capital and capacity 
development that will enable successful providers to upgrade their facilities, equipment, and 
human resources so they can deliver mid-level skills training. 

                                                
2
  ADB. 2009. Technical Assistance for Designing Demand-Based Technical and Vocational Education and Training 

Frameworks for the Pacific. Manila (TA 7458-REG). 
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Problem Tree for Education  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
EMIS = education management information system, INDMO = Labour Market Development Institute, LMI = labor market information, NQF = national qualifications 
framework, SEFOPE = Secretariat of Vocational Training and Employment, TVET = technical and vocational education and training. 
Source: Asian Development Bank. 

Progress in achieving the country’s economic and social 
development goals is constrained 

Increasing reliance by 
enterprises on 

expensive foreign 
workers to fill skilled 

positions 

Continuing high levels of 
unemployment, 

underemployment, and 
social discontent among 
youth and young adults  

Delays in undertaking 
infrastructure projects  

Limited entrepreneurial 
activities by Timorese in 

construction and 
mechanical trades 

TVET provision does not meet labor market demand for skilled 
workers at craft and technician level in the formal economy 

Lack of capacity among public 
and private training providers 
for skills training at levels 3–4 

Employers are not actively engaged 
in TVET skills training or standards 

setting for levels 3-4 

Relevant LMI is not available or 
systematized  

TVET system management 
by SEFOPE is not yet 

engaged in skills levels 3-4 

Facilities/equipment not 
updated for levels 3–4 
training 

Teachers not prepared for 
levels 3–4 training 

Learning materials not 
available for levels 3–4 
training 

Level 3–4 standards are not 
yet approved by NQF 

INDMO has not yet certified 
training providers for levels 3–
4 

SEFOPE is yet to implement 
TVET strategic plan 

Industry subcommittees have not 
yet set standards for levels 3–4 
standard setting 

Opportunities for practical work 
experience are not yet formalized 

Employers are not aware of links 
between training and productivity 

No systematized skills demand LMI is 
routinely available from employers 

Absence of training to determine LMI 
significance 

No provision to link LMI with EMIS 

Development 
Problem 



 

Sector Results Framework (Education, 2011–2015) 
 

Country Sector Outcomes Country Sector Outputs ADB Sector Operations 

Sector 
Outcomes 
with ADB 

Contribution 

Indicators 
with Targets 

and 
Baselines 

Sector Outputs 
with ADB 

Contribution 
Indicators with Incremental 

Targets  
Planned and Ongoing ADB 

Interventions 
Main Outputs Expected from ADB 

Interventions 

A skilled 
workforce 
with improved 
technical and 
vocational 
training 

Number of 
Timorese with 
technical and 
vocational 
training skills 
certificates 
increased 
from 5,300 in 
2010 (37% 
female) to 
6,800 by 
2015, with at 
least 40% 
being women 

Mid-level skills 
training for key 
technical areas 
established by 
selected public 
and private TVET 
providers 

Increased 
proactive 
involvement of 
employers in TVET 

Improved quality 
and availability of 
labor market 
information 

Trainees enrolled in levels 3–4 
skills training by 2013, and 
increased in number by at least 
25% by 2015, at least 25% 
female participation (2010 
baseline: 0) 

Teachers qualified for levels 3–4 
training by 2013, and increased 
in number by at least 25% by 
2015 (2010 baseline: 0) 

Skills standards and 
qualifications approved for levels 
3–4 by 2013 (2010 baseline: 0) 

Contracts in place with 
employers for internship or 
workplace training for levels 3–4 
by 2013, and increased in 
number by at least 25% by 
2015, at least 25% of trainees 
will be females (2010 baseline: 
0) 

Analysis of training needs 
available annually based on an 
updated labor market 
information system from 2013 
(with sex-disaggregated 
information) 

Planned key activity areas 

Strengthened TVET providers (75% 
of funds) 

Sector policy and capacity 
development (25% of funds) 

Pipeline projects with estimated 
amounts 

Introducing Mid-Level Skills Training 
Project ($5.5 million) 

Enhancing Mid-Level Skills Training 
Project ($8.0 million) 

Ongoing projects with approved 
amounts 

Regional technical assistance for 
Designing Demand-Based TVET 
Frameworks for the Pacific 
($0.75 million) 

Planned key activity areas 

Service agreements in place with 
strengthened TVET providers 

Policy and strategy development 

Pipeline projects  

Operational and effective TVET 
facilities 

Policy and strategies 

Ongoing projects  

Policy and strategy proposals 

ADB = Asian Development Bank, TVET = technical and vocational education and training. 
Source: Asian Development Bank. 
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