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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
1. In early 2012, the government of Myanmar announced it would undertake a 
Comprehensive Education Sector Review (CESR), the first systematic sector analysis in two 
decades. It is expected that the CESR will provide a much clearer understanding of the status of 
the education sector, particularly concerning post-primary education (PPE). Information 
concerning its three main subsectors - the secondary education subsector (SES), technical and 
vocational education and training (TVET), and the higher education subsector (HES) - is very 
limited.  The CESR is scheduled to be a 2-year process, leading to the formulation of a Costed 
Education Sector Plan (CESP) in mid-2014.   
 
2. The CESR will be led by the Ministry of Education (MOE) and other relevant agencies, 
and supported by Myanmar’s development partners including the Asian Development Bank 
(ADB).  ADB’s involvement in the CESR planning process builds on the sustained dialogue with 
MOE as part of human resource development (HRD) under the Greater Mekong Subregion 
(GMS) Program – of which Myanmar is a participant. ADB’s regional experience in the three PPE 
subsectors will enable it to contribute strongly to this dimension of the CESR; other development 
partners are expected to focus on primary education, early childhood care and development 
(ECCD), and non-formal education (NFE).   
 
3. This Initial Assessment, therefore, provides a preliminary analysis of PPE in Myanmar, 
including gaps or strategic priorities concerning the three subsectors. The Initial Assessment 
also provides an interim identification of options for ADB looking forward.   
   
4. Section II of the assessment provides a brief review of the socioeconomic context for the 
education sector in general and for PPE in particular. It includes an account of progress and 
challenges facing each of the PPE subsectors. Section III outlines recent and emerging strategic 
directions and issues for the education sector, notably a summary of the government’s policies.  
Section III concludes with an overview of development partner support for the education sector 
and identification of potential priorities for ADB involvement.2  
 

II. ASSESSMENT OF PPE SUBSECTORS: CONTEXT AND STRATEGIC ISSUES 
 
A. Context and Strategic Issues Facing PPE  
 
5. Despite the impact of international sanctions, Myanmar has experienced relatively rapid 
economic growth in recent years.  Political reforms in Myanmar are expected to spur economic 
growth and herald a dramatic socioeconomic transformation. These developments will both 
facilitate and necessitate considerably increased investment in PPE, so as to ensure that the 
workforce acquires the required skills in parallel with the shift to a more market-based economy. 
 
6. Economic growth. Economic sanctions appear to have impacted more the quality than 
the pace of economic growth (e.g., limiting the scope for the manufacturing and service sectors). 
Following a long period of slow growth, Myanmar experienced an annual average growth rate of 
more than 5.0% during fiscal years 2007 – 2011.  There was only a minor dip during the global 
financial crisis (to 3.6% in FY 2008).3 Myanmar’s gross domestic product (GDP) expanded by 
5.5% in FY 2011 and is forecast to increase by 6.0% and 6.3% in FY2012 and FY2013, reflecting 
a surge in private sector activity and foreign direct investment. Employment and sector data are 

                                                 
2 Development of a proposed sector roadmap and results framework for potential ADB support is premature at this 

stage.    
3 The Myanmar fiscal year runs from 1 April to 31 March of the following year. The GDP growth estimates are from the 

Asian Development Outlook 2012, ADB, Manila.    
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limited but natural resource extraction - including exports of natural gas - has been and will 
continue to be an important source of economic growth.     
 
7. Provided that macroeconomic, investment and trade-related policies are conducive, there 
is great potential for dramatic expansion of the service and manufacturing sectors (albeit from 
low levels).  Tourism could increase rapidly and the natural resource extractive sectors will 
attract an influx of FDI. Government revenues should swell as economic growth strengthens.  
Myanmar’s improved fiscal position will enable it to better support the education sector and to 
partner with the private sector in this endeavor. This is urgent, as a shortfall in skilled labor could 
block realization of Myanmar’s potential. Upgrading and expansion of the education sector is 
critical to supporting modernization of the economy, especially in shifting to more sophisticated 
manufacturing and service sector forms of output and employment.    
 
8. The labor market and employment profile. Labor market data is limited; the census 
planned for 2014 will be the first since 1983. The population of Myanmar is estimated to be 
approximately 60 million and to be growing at about 1.5% annually. Most people (some 65%) live 
in rural areas.  Myanmar has a relatively young, economically active population; about 60% of 
the population is of working age. Since some 30% of the population is between 0 to 14 years of 
age, growth of the labor force will be rapid. Employment statistics are dated and unreliable, but it 
is estimated that 50% - 60% of the labor force is engaged in the agriculture sector. While the 
share of formal employment is growing—including in the government and the service and 
construction sectors—most people work in the informal sector or are self-employed.  
 
9. Poverty and socioeconomic conditions and outlook. Myanmar’s recent dramatic 
political and economic reforms will, it is hoped, be accompanied a rapid decline in poverty.  
GDP per capita, at about $715, is among the lowest in Southeast Asia and the national poverty 
rate in 2010 was estimated at 25.6%. Poverty is acute in rural areas (29%) but it is also high in 
urban areas (16%). In terms of the Human Development Index (HDI), Myanmar is ranked 149 
out of 187 countries. Income inequality is another dimension of poverty and could worsen, as 
observed in several transitional economies heavily reliant on natural resource extraction. A 
greatly improved and expanded education sector will be pivotal in minimizing this possibility. 
New workforce entrants will need to be highly productive and have flexible skills. Secondary 
education, technical vocational education and training, and higher education will play a vital role 
in facilitating inclusive and balanced growth4, and in ensuring poverty reduction. Further, post- 
primary education will be critical to climbing the technology ladder to higher value-added sectors.  
Transformation of the economy will include: (i) changing from an inward-focus to a regional and 
global focus; (ii) evolving from a largely subsistence-based economy to a market-oriented 
economy featuring sizeable manufacturing and service sectors; and (iii) shifting from an agrarian 
to an urban society with rising aspirations and living standards.  
 
10. Better education is also central to Myanmar’s achievement of the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs) and graduation from least-developed country status. Primary and 
post-primary education are linked; as shown by other developing countries, improved access to 
quality secondary and post-secondary education encourages enrolment in and completion of 
primary education, thus contributing to universal primary education.  Moreover, post-primary 
education plays an important role in progress toward other MDGs – notably gender equity and 
reduced rates of maternal and child mortality. 
 
11. Education sector developments. In recognition of its vital role in promoting economic 
and social progress, Myanmar’s reformist government has placed much greater emphasis on 
education.  The national budget share allocated to the education sector has been doubled, 

                                                 
4 This includes the need to decrease Myanmar’s heavy reliance on natural resource extraction. 
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albeit from a very low level (see Section II.B3). Guided by the Myanmar Naing-ngan Education 
Committee (the highest tier of decision-making and coordination for the education sector), MOE 
has a lead role among the 13 central ministries/agencies involved in the education sector.  
Policy-making and management respecting the sector are highly centralized. MOE has direct 
responsibility for “Basic Education”, which is defined as 5 years of compulsory primary education 
and 6 years of secondary education (4 years of lower secondary education and 2 years of upper 
secondary education).  MOE is also responsible for higher education and cross-cutting areas 
such as teacher education.5 Twelve other ministries manage a growing number of TVET, HES 
and ECCD institutions and programs. This poses coordination challenges but MOE has 
proactively and effectively involved key ministries in the CESR-planning process.   
 
12. Figure 1 depicts the structure of the education sector, including three somewhat unique 
features of the Myanmar system: (i) the entry age for primary school students is 5 years of age 
(at the June start of the school year), compared to 6 or 7 years of age in most neighboring 
countries; (ii) the “5+4+2” system of formal Basic Education (primary, lower secondary education 
and upper secondary education) is one year shorter than the international 12-year standard; and 
(iii) at post-secondary levels, there is some duality in the provision of advanced education (e.g., 
between the “academic-track” and TVET).   
 

 
 
13. Although reliable data are limited,6 it is clear that Myanmar’s education system has 
continued to expand. Primary school enrolment (see Section II.B1) has increased most rapidly. 

                                                 
5 Public schools/institutions are allowed to charge very modest sanctioned fees and students at some levels must 

purchase textbooks and other materials. Public education is tuition-free, but only primary schooling is considered 
compulsory. 

6 The CESR will play a key role in compiling quality data and MOE’s emphasis throughout the CESR process on 
evidence-based decision-making is to be applauded. 
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Data from MOE’s Education Management Information System (EMIS)7 and from other sources 
indicate that SES, TVET and HES enrolments are also increasing quite rapidly.8 Gender balance 
in Myanmar’s education system is – for the most part – well balanced; MOE figures9 indicate that 
the ratio of female to male students is 0.98 at both the primary and secondary levels, and more 
than 1.5 at the tertiary level (substantially in favor of females). Similar ratios are apparent from 
survey-based data (discussed in Section II.B1). 
 
14. Access problems, however, are pervasive at all levels, particularly in rural areas, some 
border states/regions, and for the poor and other disadvantaged groups (e.g., ethnic minorities).  
In addition to access-related problems, the quality of education appears to be highly variable and 
weak in many areas. The serious lack of data and information concerning the quality of 
education hampers efforts to strengthen the efficiency of the education system. Anecdotal 
evidence suggests that quality is highly problematic—with weak learning foundations at the 
primary and secondary levels undermining achievement at the post-secondary level. Data for 
diagnosing the extent and sources of the problem are lacking, as is information concerning 
adequacy of the curricula at different levels, the institutional strengths and weaknesses, and the 
need for systemic reforms. A careful stock taking is required, followed by the establishment of 
clear targets and concrete action plans. Inadequate financing pervades the sector, despite 
recent improvement (see Section II.B3). The CESR will provide a more in-depth understanding 
of these challenges, and the basis for solutions to be carried out through the CESP.  
 
15. In summary, Myanmar’s education system has progressed but key challenges remain.  
Much greater progress will be needed to maximize the education sector’s contribution to more 
inclusive and balanced growth and socioeconomic development. These challenges appear to be 
particularly pressing (and complex) regarding the three subsectors of PPE – that is, SES, TVET, 
and HES. The following provides an initial analysis of each of these subsectors.  
 
B. Subsector Analysis and Core Sector Issues  
 
16. Improved access and increased enrolment, particularly at the primary level (grades 1-5) 
and in ECCD, reflects government efforts. International development partner support has been 
limited and concentrated in primary and pre-primary education. Secondary and post-secondary 
education has lagged.  From the perspective of the Basic Education system as a whole, SES 
poses a bottleneck. Both access and quality deficiencies in the subsector appear to discourage 
continuation of schooling; some 25% of primary school graduates do not enter middle school 
(LSE). In addition to the need for improved access, the quality and efficiency of the post-primary 
education subsectors (SES, TVET, and HES) must be improved. As noted earlier, these 
subsectors play a critical role in strengthening Myanmar’s human capital and in facilitating the 
transition to a more market-based economy.  Currently, however, these subsectors appear to 
be seriously under-resourced, especially in light of their complexity and higher costs. 
Consequently, equitable access, quality, relevance, and overall management and efficiency are 
badly deficient. This undermines the ability of the whole education system to contribute to 
inclusive growth, poverty reduction, and broader socioeconomic development in Myanmar.  
 
17. The sections below outline trends in primary education followed by assessments for each 
of the three PPE subsectors concerning equitable access, quality and relevance, and 
management. Education sector financing, governance and other cross-cutting issues are also 
discussed.  PPE challenges are summarized in a draft problem tree (Appendix 1). 
 

                                                 
7 References to “EMIS data” reflect tables provided by MOE counterparts during ADB’s 9-18 May mission to participate 

in planning of the CESR. Figures will be verified during more rigorous analysis under the CESR.   
8 MICS and IHLCS survey instruments and reports contain relatively little information on access to PPE. 
9 See MOE, 2012 (February). Access to and Quality of Education: Education-for-All in Myanmar. Naypyitaw.   
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B1. Basic Education    
 
18. Although the government is considering extension of the Basic Education system to 12 
years (see Section III.A2), currently it is defined in Myanmar as a “5+4+2” cycle: primary school, 
middle school (LSE), and high school (USE). Although ECCD and primary education are not the 
focus of this Initial Assessment, clearly they have important implications for subsequent tiers of 
education.     
 

B1.1.  Key Trends in Pre-primary and Primary Education 
 
19. Coverage of has increased considerably during the past decade, albeit from very low 
baseline levels. MOE figures and EMIS data10 indicate that pre-school coverage rose nearly 
five-fold from 13,060 children in SY2001/02 to 62,942 in SY2011/12, with a gross enrolment rate 
(GER) estimated at approximately 23%. 11  Myanmar has also made progress towards 
universalizing primary education. As presented in Table 1 below,12 primary school enrolment 
increased from 4.66 million in school year (SY) 2000/01 to 5.07 million in SY20010/11; this may 
understate the progress since repetition rates have dropped. MOE estimates that the net 
enrolment rate (NER) for primary school children 5-9 years old reached 84.6% at the start of 
SY2010/11 (June 2010). Survey data indicate an even higher enrolment rate: a NER of 87.7% 
based on the Integrated Household Living Conditions Survey in Myanmar, 2009-10 (IHLCS);13 
and a NER of 90.2% based on the MICS. The relatively close alignment of the NER estimates is 
noteworthy, although there is a sizeable discrepancy regarding age of entry.14 To promote 
further progress, MOE enacted a policy for universal provision of free textbooks to students in 
government-recognized primary schools, with budget allocated starting in FY2012. To support 
quality (as well as access), MOE has made significant efforts to introduce and popularize 
child-centered learning (CCA), particularly in primary schools. Reportedly, child-friendly, active 
learning approaches have had a positive impact on teaching and learning.   
 
20. MOE recognizes that primary school drop-out rates, both during and after early primary 
grades, are a serious problem. Available data and anecdotal evidence suggest that drop outs are 
particularly marked during the transition from primary to secondary school. The reforms to 
student assessment and grade promotion introduced in 1998 led to a dramatic decline in 
repetition rates at the primary level, but not necessarily to an improvement in student subject 
mastery and other learning outcomes. Despite efforts to popularize CCA, anecdotal evidence 
suggests that many teachers, especially those in remote areas, continue to rely largely on rote 
learning; there are important gaps in the quality of education and subject mastery. While difficult 
to quantify, deficiencies in the quality of primary education obviously weakens the ability of 
children to continue into and succeed in SES, particularly since remedial support is lacking.    
 
 

B1.2.  Secondary Education Subsector 
 

B1.2(i) Equity and Access 
 

Progress and achievements 
 
21. As shown in Table 1, total enrolment in LSE (middle school) and USE (high school) has 
                                                 
10 Unless otherwise noted, figures in this section are from MOE, Access to and Quality of Education: Education-for-All 

in Myanmar, 2012. Naypyitaw.   
11 Based on the Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey 2009-2010; MNPED, MoH, UNICEF, 2011.. 
12 Figures for enrolment growth are based on ADB calculations using EMIS data.    
13 See IHLCA Project Technical Unit. 2011. Integrated Household Living Conditions Survey in Myanmar: Poverty 

Profile (2009-10). Yangon.    
14 MOE estimates that 98.5% of children entered grade 1 on-time (at age 5) in SY2011/12 (up from 91.0% in 

SY1999/2000); MICS data point to a significantly lower share (74.4% in 2010). 
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increased significantly. SES enrolment grew at an annual average rate of 2.1% during the period 
SY2001/01-SY2010/11, to exceed 2.8 million SES students.  Middle school enrolment grew at 
an annual rate of 2.7%, or much faster than for high school or even primary school enrolment. 
Growth rates by sub-periods (gray columns) are discussed in para. 23.   
 
Table 1. Growth of Total Student Enrolment in Basic Education  

 

 
 
22. Table 2 below indicates similar growth in the number of SES schools and teachers. At the 
high school level, growing enrolment was accompanied by sizeable decreases in average 
numbers of students per school and per teacher (data for students per classroom are not 
available). For middle school, development is more mixed.  Since SY2001/02, MOE has been 
promoting expansion of incomplete middle schools (termed “post-primary schools) by adding 
classrooms for one or more LSE grades in primary schools, in order to reduce travel distances 
and facilitate access to early LSE grades. The number of primary schools offering at least one 
grade of LSE (grades 6-9) has risen substantially, supporting the rapid increase in middle school 
enrolment noted in Table 1. However, as shown in Table 2, MOE statistics indicate that 
student-teacher ratios in middle schools rose, in contrast to declines for primary and high 
schools.    
 
Table 2: Numbers of Basic Education Teachers and Student-teacher Ratios 

 
 

 
Issues and challenges 

 
23. Enrolment. Low SES enrolment rates pose a bottleneck for the education sector as a 
whole. As shown in the gray columns in Table 1, SES enrolment appears to have grown 
substantially during SY2000/01-SY2007/08, perhaps driven by progress in universalizing primary 
education. Subsequently, however, EMIS data suggest that SES enrolment stagnated, with high 
school enrolment (especially in the final year, grade 11) declining during the past five years.15   
 

                                                 
15 Disaggregated data for SY2011/12 has been requested, which may help to shed light on the possible drop in 

enrolment in grade 11. 
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24. MOE does not report PPE-related net enrolment ratios (NERs).  Household 
survey-based estimates (from the MICS IHLCS) place the NER for SES to be in the mid 50s in 
SY2009/10, up from an estimated 42% in SY2004/05. This suggests that nearly half of 
secondary-age children are out-of-school or are still at the primary level.     
 
25. School dropout. EMIS data for the past decade were used to show the approximate 
transition path of students as they progressed through primary, middle, and high school grades 
or (alternately) dropped out. Figure 2 provides an indicative profile of the percentage of children 
progressing through successive grades.16 The Figure indicates that – to the extent that the 
repetition rates are reasonably accurate – dropouts are frequent during or immediately after 
grade 1 but most frequent during the transition from primary to secondary school: as noted 
earlier, approximately 1 in 4 children that complete primary school completers do not enter 
middle school.   
 

Figure 2 

 
 

Source: ADB estimates based on EMIS data. 
 
26. Again drawing on the most recent EMIS data, Figure 3 shows17 the percentage of grade 
1 students in SY2009/10 who entered grade 2 the following year, which appears to have risen 
(the dropout rate fell to 11.7%).  However, transition to middle school was still low; more than 
20% of students who successfully completing grade 5 in SY2009/10 are estimated to have 
ended their schooling at that point.18 Problems of SES dropout, repetition, and failure to 
graduate from high school are systemic, as discussed in Section B1.2(ii). 

                                                 
16 The calculations involved simplifying assumptions regarding grade repetition and other variables and should be 

treated as indicative. The percentages shown in Figure 2 imply a lower NER for SES than referred to above, perhaps 
reflecting a combination of (i) modest improvement in transition rates across successive cohorts, since the IHLCS and 
MICS would largely be capturing cohorts who entered primary school around 2 years later; and (ii) the possible 
understatement of grade 1 repetition rates in EMIS figures.. The latter would decrease the apparent drop-off from 
grade 1 to grade 2 and thus drag the remainder of the graph upwards. However, this should not overly affect relative 
drop-offs across subsequent grades;, the profile is at minimum useful to understand qualitative patterns. 

17 In contrast to Figure 2, Figure 3 shows different cohorts of children at different grades. Data on numbers of new HES 
entrants in SY2010/11 were not available; it is estimated that most of the grade 11 finishers who passed the 
matriculation exam (34% as shown at the far right of the figure) probably entered HES the following year.    

18 The transition rates calculated here are marginally lower than those reported by MOE (80% in 2012). 
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Figure 3  

 
Source: ADB estimates based on EMIS data. 
 
27. Geographic and socioeconomic disparities. Aggregate figures for access to SES (and 
other levels) conceal sizeable geographic and socioeconomic disparities. Anecdotal evidence 
suggests that the transition from primary to middle school is weakest for disadvantaged groups 
(e.g., ethnic minority students from remote rural areas), who may also have weaker academic 
preparedness, increasing their risk of dropout.  
 
28. Available data indicate that while disparities in access to education are considerable at 
the primary level, they are much more marked at the secondary level. For example, MICS data 
show that the NER for primary school-age children was 90% nationwide in SY 2009-2010, but 
93% in urban areas and only 89% in rural areas (a gap of almost 4 percentage points).  For 
children from the richest income quintile, the NER for primary education was 95% compared to 
only 81% for children from the poorest income quintile (a 14 percentage point gap). By contrast, 
for children of secondary school-age (i.e., age 10-15), MICS data suggest that 70% of children 
nationwide were in school (including those still in primary school), but with wide urban/rural 
differences; 83% for urban and 66% for rural children (a 17 percentage point gap).  For children 
from the poorest income quintile, more than half of 10-15 years olds were already out-of-school, 
versus less than 10% for the richest quintile (a difference of more than 40 percentage points).   
 
29. Based on MICS data for 2009-2010, Appendix 2 presents a detailed comparison of 
selected measures of school access for 10-15 year olds, disaggregated by geographic area. 
Highlights of this analysis includes the following:  

(i) Disparities in SES net enrolment rates across states and regions are stark. The NER for 
secondary education in Yangon was approximately 75% versus only 31% in Rakhine: 
more than four-fifths of children age 10-15 in Yangon were in school (including late or 
repeat primary school), while more than half this age group in Rakhine was out-of-school; 

(ii) As might be expected, the percentage of 10-15 year olds who are out-of-school youth 
(OSY) increases dramatically the lower the income quintile; enrolment and dropout rates 
are strongly affected by socioeconomic status;19 

                                                 
19 IHLCS divides children into 2 groups, indicating NERs for secondary education of 35% and 59% for the poor and 

non-poor, and NERs of 47% and 75% for rural versus urban children. 
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(iii) Gender ratios are more even. While a marginally larger percentage of girls (58.6%, 
versus 58.3% of boys) age 10-15 is in secondary school, the percentage of girls 
out-of-school is also slightly larger (30.5%, versus 29.8% for boys).20 Poverty appears to 
more strongly prompt female dropouts;21for the poorest quintile, the percentage of girls 
out-of-school was 7 percentage points higher than for boys: such gender disparities are 
much more marked for secondary school-age children than the case of 5-9 year olds. 
Compared to the national average, the share of girls age 10-15 who are OSY is slightly 
higher in rural areas and marginally lower in urban areas.22   

 
30. Completion. The total number of successful high school graduates—that is, those that 
passed the final matriculation exam —remained unchanged at roughly 107,000 annually during 
the period SY2005/06 – SY2010/11. This average, however, glosses over higher numbers of 
graduates in the first half of the decade followed by a decline in the second half, reflecting a 
combination of increased failure rates on the matriculation exam, increased drop-outs during or 
after grade 10, and the sharp decline in grade 11 enrolments in SY2010/11.  
 
31. Underlying factors. The CESR will need to clarify the factors underlying the low 
transition into SES and the seriousness of the dropout rate. At this juncture, it appears that 
constraints to access reflect in part supply-side factors, including relatively few SES classrooms 
in remote areas, lack of dormitories (to accommodate students distant from secondary schools), 
and inadequate financial and human resources. MOE has initiated (on a very small scale) 
stipend support for primary school students, but there is no stipend scheme or other forms of 
financial assistance for SES students. Demand-side factors also hamper access, including 
financial considerations (e.g., the need for rural children to help with farming during planting and 
harvest seasons), language and other cultural factors (e.g., norms in some areas related to 
marriage at an early age for girls), and disabilities. Spanning both supply and demand 
considerations, low enrolment and high dropout rates reflect the substandard quality of education, 
especially in poor areas. Community perceptions of low quality and relevance of education 
undermine the demand for education.  In turn, supply-side factors, such as overcrowding and 
limited ability on the part of teachers to promote active learning among all students, contribute to 
low enrolment in middle and high school, and to high dropout rates prior to completion.  
 

 
32. MICS data provide some evidence on the importance of these factors. As observed in 
other developing countries, the education level of the mother bears directly on secondary school 
attendance. For children of age 10-15 and whose mothers have no education, almost half are not 
in school. This drops to 33% and 11% for those whose mothers have completed primary school 
and secondary education. A large percentage of poor children complete primary school late (if at 
all) and fewer transition to secondary school. This corroborates anecdotal evidence to the effect 
that poor children in SES are more likely to be over-age and less well prepared. There is need for 
remedial support, which is not systematically offered.23   
 

B1.2(ii) Quality and Relevance 
 

Progress and achievements 
 

33. As already noted, there is a systematic lack of data concerning the quality and relevance 
of education at the secondary level. This includes insufficient data on the curricula and teaching 
                                                 
20 As shown in Appendix 2, this arises from the fact that a larger share of boys in this age were still in primary school. 
21 The slightly higher rate of OSY among girls in the richest quintile may possibly be driven by Yangon, where slightly 

more girls are OSY (18.7%, versus 17.5% of boys).  
22 At the primary level, Rakhine is the only state in which noticeably more girls are out-of-school (26.3% versus 22.0% 

of boys).   
23 MICS estimates of primary school completion rates and rates of transition to secondary school are based on on-time 

completion of primary school; they are not directly comparable to MOE data.    



 10

materials used in middle and high schools. Nonetheless, there are indications that Myanmar has 
made incremental progress in revising SES curricula to better align with the rapidly evolving 
socioeconomic development.  For example, high school students now have 8 options for their 
studies, based on different combinations of elective courses.24  SES repetition rates have fallen 
substantially (particularly since the mid-1990s), reflecting in part the more flexible curricula in 
combination with improvements in teaching.    
 

Issues and challenges 
 

34. Despite progress, key gaps remain in the quality and relevance of secondary education, 
hampering the contribution to Myanmar’s economic, social and political transition. Although the 
rate of transition from primary to secondary school is far below the desired level, the sheer 
increase in numbers of primary school graduates has likely strained the capacity of SES schools 
(especially middle schools) to provide good quality education.  
 
35. Repetition.  EMIS data indicate that grade repetition in secondary education as a whole 
declined (improved) slightly to 1% in SY2010/11. Still, grade repetition is a problem, particularly 
at latter grades for both middle and high schools.25  As shown in Figure 4, while repetition rates 
have remained below 1% for middle school overall (with an estimated 0.3% repetition rate in 
SY2010/11), the repetition rate for grade 9 (the final year of middle school) has remained above 
1%.26  Repetition rates in high school are markedly higher, despite some signs of improvement; 
in SY 2010/11. 2.2% of grade 10 (first-year high school) students and 4.9% of grade 11 students 
are estimated to have repeated the year.  While the latter reflects in part preparation for the 
matriculation exam at the end of grade 11, the high repetition rates at the latter years of middle 
and high school suggest gaps in mastery of subject content. 
 

 
Figure 4: 

 
 

                                                 
24 Data on the distribution of students across electives, availability of qualified teachers in different schools, etc. are not 

readily available. 
25 This roughly triples the estimated repetition rate for primary school, which reportedly fell to 0.3% in SY2010/11.    
26  Gender disaggregated repetition data available for SY2009/10 suggest that repetition rates may have been 

marginally higher for girls than for boys in middle school, while the reverse may be true for high school.     
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36. Student performance assessment and pass rates.  Very little data are available 
regarding student performance.  MOE data show fairly high pass rates for most grades of 
middle school, but it is not clear to what extent these capture student mastery of subject matter. 
Disconcertingly, Figure 5 shows some evidence that pass rates in grade 9 (the final year of LSE) 
declined marginally during the past decade.   
 
Figure 5  

 
 
37. The “matriculation exam” taken at the end of high school provides perhaps the most 
concrete quantitative measure of SES student performance, though it is also arguably the most 
problematic aspect of student assessment.  Successful completion of high school is currently 
determined by the same exam used for student acceptance into higher education; that is, there is 
no separate exam to test for satisfactory completion. Despite some improvement in SY2010/11, 
only 37% of grade 11 students (including those repeating the grade) passed the exam. Almost 
two-thirds of high school students leave without a certificate, largely nullifying in terms of 
improved employability the benefits of 2 years of high school education. High failure rates on the 
matriculation exam point to significant problems in subject mastery and learning achievement.  
Relatively low pass rates and higher repetition rates in grade 9 indicate the same problem. 
Student performance, pass rates and the matriculation exam system will be intensely analyzed 
during the CESR.27   
 
38. Teaching, teacher training, and pedagogical support. Rote instruction appears to be 
the practice in many SES schools, despite MOE’s efforts to promote the principles of CCA and 
student-centered, active learning. The latter will be particularly important for providing graduates 
with a flexible mastery of knowledge and key competencies required for the rapidly evolving 
labor market and socioeconomic context.  While progress has been made in expanding teacher 
training, there is a notable lack of regular support through: (i) in-service teacher education and 

                                                 
27 During the initial CESR meetings, several discussants noted that the matriculation exam is drafted by selected 

university professors and caters more to the drafters’ perceived needs of university entrants rather than providing a 
measure of high school students’ mastery of core content taught in grade 10-11 classrooms.   
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training; and (ii) pedagogical support.  Region/state and township education officers are 
over-stretched and under-resourced, and their roles typically end at inspection, rather than 
providing support to teachers. Overall human resource management and planning of SES needs 
to be reviewed; many SES teachers are reported to have been promoted from primary school, 
possibly without the specialized training in specific LSE and USE subjects.   
 
39. Language of instruction in high school.  Teachers use the Myanmar language for 
general instruction in the classroom but mathematics and the sciences (physics, chemistry, and 
biology) are taught principally in English, based on English textbooks.  Further, the mathematics 
and science portions of the matriculation exam are in English. While this policy has some 
advantages in terms of the ability to pursue higher education internationally and to communicate 
and access research material in English, it also poses challenges.  For example, students may 
focus more on memorizing terminology and sentences in English rather than on building a more 
thorough knowledge of math and science.     
 
40. Private tuition. Another issue that has implications for both the quality and equality of 
secondary education is the proliferation of private tuition, whereby individuals (including 
teachers) and institutions provide for-fee study support.28 This could undermine teaching and 
learning during regular school hours, reinforce rote-learning, and worsen inequities. The ability to 
afford private tuition could become a determinant for passing the matriculation exam.  
 

B1.2(iii) Subsector Management 
 
41. In terms of SES management, more data is needed regarding institutional capacity, 
including the effectiveness of school principals. The CESR will help to identify potential reforms 
and priorities for capacity development. SES is currently overseen most directly by three 
Departments of Basic Education covering Upper Myanmar, Lower Myanmar, and the Yangon 
area. The Department of Education Planning and Training provides a coordinating and planning 
role for SES, complicated somewhat by the three area departments.    
 
42. Diversity of school types. Further complicating planning and management is the 
diversity of school types. There are five types of middle schools offering “public” education and 
using the national curriculum: (i) fully government funded and administered middle and high 
schools; (ii) post-primary or incomplete middle schools, government-funded but which cover only 
1-3 grades of middle school; (iii) “branch schools”, for which the government typically appoints 
and funds three middle school teachers, with the community hiring additional teachers as 
needed; (iv) affiliated schools, for which communities are responsible for constructing the 
schools and hiring of teachers, often in the form of a community-supported middle school 
attached to a government-funded primary school; and (v) monastic schools.  In SY2011/12 
there were 6,761 post-primary schools, 1,773 branch middle schools, 1,054 branch high schools, 
338 affiliated middle schools and 120 affiliated high schools.  Additionally, 360 state-recognized 
monastic schools provide 1-2 or more grades of secondary education; monastic schools are 
supervised by the Ministry of Religious Affairs (MRA) in collaboration with MOE, and are 
considered public rather than private.29 While these schools use the formal education curriculum, 
they may adopt flexible schooling hours.   
 
43. Despite community involvement, SES is highly centralized and schools have limited 
autonomy. Parent-teacher associations and school boards have only restricted roles, focused 
largely on collection of local fees/contributions to support basic school functions and the 
                                                 
28 For a discussion of private tuition in Asia (including Myanmar), see ADB and CERC, 2012. Shadow Education: 

Private Supplementary Tutoring and Its Implications for Policy Makers in Asia. Manila. 
29 A total of 1,431 monastic schools provided basic education to an estimated 215,000 students in SY2010/11, mostly 

at a primary level.       
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construction of additional classrooms.        
 
44. Private schools. The distinction between public and private (or non-government) 
schools is somewhat blurred, reflecting community involvement and monastic schools. To date, 
there has been little involvement by the private sector in secondary education, perhaps in part 
due to the lack of related legislation and support systems. The government, however, has 
recently enacted a regulation under which private schools will be allowed to register starting in 
SY2012/13. While this has the potential to encourage increased non-state resources for the 
education sector, it also poses challenges.  Quality control, equity considerations and overall 
subsector management could be compromised.   
 

B2. Postsecondary Education  
 
45. While there is little available data on the TVET and HES subsectors, it is clear that they 
are expanding and strengthening significantly. These subsectors will be pivotal for Myanmar’s 
economic transformation, both in terms of meeting labor market skill requirements and in 
ensuring benefits from the ASIAN Economic Community scheduled to start in 2015.  
 
  B2.1. Technical and Vocational Education and Training Subsector  
 
46. The vast majority of the labor force requires technical and vocational education and 
training to improve their skills and productivity levels.  This is a difficult challenge, as more than 
90% of workers are engaged in the agriculture and informal sectors, or are self-employed.  
 
47. An interim overview of the TVET subsector is outlined below, based on data and 
information gathered during ADB’s May 2012 consultation mission. The CESR will provide a 
much more comprehensive review.     
 

B2.1(i)  Progress and Achievements 
 
48. A broad array of TVET institutions and programs is evolving in Myanmar. The diversity of 
TVET programs ranges from those offering an alternative to the general education track at the 
upper secondary and post-secondary levels to various highly focused short-courses for labor 
force members entering or already participating in the workforce.30 The government has also 
established elements of an institutional framework for TVET, although more work is needed.  
The Ministry of Science and Technology (MOST) is the overall lead ministry for 
publically-supported TVET, through the Department of Technical and Vocational Education 
(DTVE).31  TVET is also provided through a variety of modalities by a wide range of public and 
private institutions. At least 10 line ministries32 operate institutions that provide TVET-related 
programs, including pre-employment programs for school leavers and short-term training 
courses conducted at government training centers or on-site for business enterprises and local 
authorities. In addition to publically-supported TVET provision, a growing number of private 
providers – usually in urban centers – are offering computer, language, management/ 
administration and other training programs or courses. 
 
49. DTVE is the largest provider of technical vocational education and training.  At the 
post-secondary level, DTVE operates 28 Technical Universities (TU), 3 Technological Colleges 

                                                 
30 These may be ad-hoc and provided by employers. 
31  Under MOST, a second department—the Department of Advanced Science and Technology—oversees an 

additional array of tertiary-level institutions, but these are considered part of HES. 
32 Ministries delivering TVET include Ministry of Science and Technology (MOST), Ministry of Labor (MOL), Ministry of 

Agriculture and Irrigation (MAI), Ministry of Industry (MOI), Ministry of Cooperatives, Ministry of Transport, Ministry of 
Hotels and Tourism, and others. 
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(TC), and 11 Technical Institutes (TI) offering Bachelor and Diploma degree programs in a wide 
range of occupations33. The study duration at these 42 institutions varies from 2 to 3 years. 
Within this system, DTVE has established well defined academic pathways starting at the 
diploma level and continuing to bachelor and masters degrees. However, only secondary school 
graduates achieving high marks on the matriculation exam at the end of grade 11 can apply to 
the TUs, TCs, or TIs. In 2012, about 96,000 students in total were enrolled at DTVE’s 42 TVET 
institutions and there would appear to be capacity for more than apply annually. MOST reports 
that training programs at the majority of these institutions follow international standards, such as 
adopting curriculum modules for polytechnics from Singapore, and from universities/colleges in 
the US. Although tracer studies have not been conducted, the vast majority of graduates appear 
to be able to find employment in Myanmar or in the region within 6 months after graduation. 
However, anecdotal evidence suggests that employers often need to provide on-the-job 
retraining/skills updating.  
 
50. At the secondary level, DTVE has established 36 Technical High Schools (THS) and 2 
vocational schools (VS) across the country. These are designed: (i) to provide pre-employment 
TVET for school leavers, who are unable to enter TUs, TCs, and TIs; and (ii) to respond to the 
increasing need for quality skilled labor in dynamic and growing sectors of the economy.34 The 
THS and VS offer 2-year certificate degree training programs. Currently, however, only about 
3,800 students are enrolled in the 36 THS, reflecting their poor quality and relevance to the 
needs of employers. Further, THS programs do not facilitate continued education at TUs, TCs, 
and TIs. The potential of a country-wide THS network providing pre-employment quality training 
for a large number of school leavers is far from having been realized.   
 
51. The agriculture sector is the largest source of employment in Myanmar.35 To improve 
productivity and income prospects in the sector, workers will need to diversify and upgrade their 
skills in agro-processing. Responding to this need, the Ministry of Agriculture and Irrigation (MAI) 
has established 10 TVET institutions36 offering diploma and bachelor degree programs related 
to agronomy, agriculture processing, farm mechanics and farm accounting/management, 
horticulture and chemistry. MAI’s programs are similar in approach to those of DTVE. The 
programs are designed for well-performing secondary school leavers. Reportedly, graduates 
from MAI institutions are readily absorbed into the labor market. However, while MAI’s diploma, 
bachelor and master degree programs are well appreciated and in demand, MAI does not 
provide sufficient agriculture TVET programs for middle school leavers or high-school leavers. A 
targeted approach is needed to meet the training requirements of rural workforce members 
endeavoring to realize opportunities in the agriculture sector. MAI’s also runs a countrywide 
agriculture-extension-network which provides support and guidance to farmers and agriculture 
workers. This network could be expanded to include short training courses.   
   
52. In addition to MOST and MAI, other sector ministries, including the Ministry of Industry 
(MOI), Ministry of Cooperatives37, Ministry of Transport, Ministry of Hotels and Tourism, etc. have 
established TVET institutions focusing on their respective sector needs. Long-term 
pre-employment TEVT programs are the common format but some ministries (e.g., the Ministry 

                                                 
33  Approximate enrollments in 2011-2011 in TVET programs included the following: civil engineering (29,800); 

electronics (15,800); electrical power (16,800) mechanical engineering (20,700); architecture (1,500); mining (400); 
information technology (4,600); mechatronics (3,300); chemical engineering (980); textile (370); petroleum (710); 
metallurgy (330); biotechnology (240); and nuclear technology (114).     

34 THS programs include (enrolment in 2011-12): (i) building technology (1,210); (ii) building service technology (100); 
(iii) electronics (100); (iv) manufacturing (419); (v) auto mechanics (975); (vi) electrical technology (530); and (vii) 
metal processing (76). 

35 At present, the agriculture sector employs about half the workforce. 
36 MAI institutions include 1 agriculture university,7 agriculture institutes, and 2 agriculture training schools. 
37 The Ministry of Cooperatives operates 14 weaving vocational schools and one lacquer ware vocational school, with 

a total enrolment of about 500 students in 2012. In addition the Ministry runs short courses on demand. 
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of Labor, the Ministry of Cooperatives) also run demand-driven short-term training courses. On 
their own initiative or on request from businesses or local authorities, trainers design the course 
contents and materials and engage professional experts to conduct 1-8 week training courses.  
Subject areas include welding, car mechanics, repair of home appliances, hair dressing, basic 
electrical work, masonry, etc. The courses are well appreciated by the participants, in pursuit of 
skills to improve their employability. The courses are co-financed by the private sector and by 
local administrations/governments. There is high demand for these courses, well in excess of 
capacity. Additional resources and a coordinated strategy are required.   
 
53. The TVET sector is fragmented and suffers from lack of a comprehensive policy 
framework. Some initial steps have been taken to strengthen management of the TVET 
subsector. In 2007, the Government established the National Skills Standard Authority (NSSA) 
under the Ministry of Labor (MOL). The NSSA includes both public and private stakeholders38 
and has the following objectives: to develop occupational competency standards; to establish a 
National Qualification Framework and an ASEAN Qualification Framework; and to set up an 
accreditation system for providers. The NSSA has identified 155 potential occupational 
standards 39  for adoption.  Based on agreed occupational competency standards and 
qualification procedures, the NSSA intended to establish an outcomes-based quality assurance 
system. However, 5 years after the establishment of the NSSA, development of occupational 
competency standards and qualification procedures has not been completed, indicating that the 
NSSA is lacking in capacity or sufficient support.   
 

B2.1(ii) Issues and Challenges 
 

Equity and Access 
 
54. Myanmar’s young population structure and the government’s success in expanding 
access to primary education have lead to the rapidly increasing demand for secondary- and 
tertiary-level training and education.40 Further, Myanmar’s economy is becoming more complex 
and the call for inclusive growth more urgent, underscoring the need for human resources with 
advanced technical, administration and managerial skills. As elaborated on below, improvement 
of the TVET system involves two interlinked priorities: (i) enhancing relevance and quality; and 
(ii) meeting the differing needs of rural and urban areas, and learners from various 
socioeconomic groups. 
    
55. Although information on the range of TVET programs, enrollment data, and absorption of 
graduates into the labor market is scarce, the TVET system appears to provide reasonably good 
training to high school graduates. However, training targeted to middle school leavers, as well as 
to primary and secondary school dropouts, in inadequate. There is a clear need to expand 
access to pre-employment TVET for school leavers, and increase opportunities for continuous 
skills development for out-of-school youth and adults, particularly in rural areas where 
three-quarters of the population lives.  
 
56. A second and related issue is the persistence of large disparities in TVET provision 
between: (i) relatively affluent labor force members in urban areas; and (ii) disadvantaged 

                                                 
38 Key government stakeholders include: MOL, MOST, MOE, MOI, Ministry of Hotels and Tourism, and Ministry of 

Railways; key private stakeholders include: Myanmar Industrial Association, Myanmar Engineering Society, Myanmar 
Timber Entrepreneurship Association, Myanmar Computer Federation, UMFCCI, and others.  

39 Standards include a range of occupations related to the metal and engineering industry, machinist occupations, 
electrical, welding, mechanical, construction, woodworking, agriculture and farming, transport, mining, IT, health, 
social services, manufacturing, textile, administration and business, hospitality and tourism, food processing, etc. 

40 In SY 2011/12, there were about 8.2 million students enrolled in (general-track) Basic Education, with 5.2 million 
students at the primary school level, 2.3 million at the middle school level, and 670,000 at the high school level. 
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groups, particularly those in rural areas. As noted above, most TVET institutions are located in 
urban areas and, even there, participation by young labor force members from low-income 
families is much less. Females also tend to have low participation in TVET courses. The TVET 
system is especially weak in terms of providing relevant quality training.  
 
57. Private training institutions are concentrated in urban areas and typically focus on 
computer skill, language, and administration and management training. Travel costs and fees 
preclude most poor families from are participating in private training programs. Currently, there 
are no initiatives to help poor young and adult persons to enroll in private training programs, or to 
encourage private institutions to offer training programs in rural areas.      
 
58. In sum, the TVET system is unable to meet demand by the growing number of young 
labor force entrants and the increasing need of the private sector for skilled labor. In particular, 
TVET is largely out of reach for the rural poor and disadvantaged groups – failing as a result to 
connect them to new economic opportunities. 
 

Quality and Relevance 
 
59. The lack of standards, regular monitoring, and tracer studies makes it difficult to assess 
the quality and relevance of TVET programs. While the quality of most post-secondary TVET 
programs appears to be generally good, the quality and relevance of TVET programs at lower 
levels need to be improved.   
 
60. Industry/employer involvement is limited, weakening the relevance of training courses. 
Further the lack of national standards hampers course development and assessment. Many 
teachers/instructors have limited pedagogical knowledge and workplace experience, and lack 
proper equipment to simulate practical demonstrations. To address these challenges, 
partnerships among TVET providers and industries/employers are needed to adapt training 
programs to evolving business requirements. In recognition of limited formal employment 
opportunities, TVET programs need to include entrepreneurial and multi-skill training so as to 
help students to identify new business and employment opportunities.  
 

TVET Subsector Management 
   
61. Improvement of TVET management is complicated by the fragmented structure of the 
system, which has resulted in internal and external inefficiencies.41  A “Technical, Agricultural 
and Vocational Law” intended to regulate the delivery of public TVET was adopted in 1974, but it 
has never been fully operationalized and, in any case, is outdated. A coordinated approach to 
capacity development of the subsector has been lacking. Communication and coordination 
among ministries are weak, as is involvement with employers. Realigning the organizational 
structure is a necessary initial step towards establishing a more efficient TVET system. Based on 
an in-depth review of the subsector, a comprehensive policy framework must be developed, 
defining the appropriate legislative and regulatory structure and the division of responsibility and 
accountability between ministries and providers.  
 
62. Another priority will be enhancing relevance through better interaction with employers, 
and ensuring TVET programs are demand driven. NSSA must have the authority and capacity to 
establish competency standards, qualification frameworks and accreditation systems. Further, 
additional resources are required to expand pre-employment TVET opportunities for school 

                                                 
41 Internal efficiency relates to the process of optimizing the allocation and utilization of resources to improve the quality 

and quantity of TVET. External efficiency relates to the alignment and relevance of TVET programs with the demands 
of the workplace.  
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leavers, particularly in the rural areas. The increasing demand for quality TVET will require 
expansion of the system, including investment in infrastructure and strengthened management. 
 
63. Data improvements will be essential, to address the shortcomings in 
comprehensiveness, timeliness, reliability, and comparability. Program/curriculum development 
needs to reflect labor market needs and anticipated future economic developments.  Efficient 
resource planning should be based on information concerning the expected number of school 
leavers, enrollments in TVET institutions and the demand for skills upgrading. In addition to 
inadequate information management, very little analytical work has been done to ensure that 
TVET planning is evidence-based.  
 
64. Yet another issue is financing. As discussed in Section II.B3, budgetary allocations to the 
education sector were doubled in FY 2011-12, but this was from an extremely low baseline.  A 
complete outline of the education budget, by subsector and specific institutions, is not available. 
Given that the overall budgetary allocation for education is low, both as a share of GDP and as a 
percentage the total public expenditure, and given that the major share is earmarked for Basic 
Education, the allocation for TVET would appear to be very small.  
 
65.  Expanding provision of public TVET will be expensive. The challenges of expanding the 
system while improving the efficiency of resource use are well understood. Improved expenditure 
efficiency in TVET delivery will be vital, requiring clarification of the roles of government agencies 
at all levels. Further, strategies to promote private TVET provision should be considered, while 
taking care to avoid inequity in access. Bursary and/or student loan programs for poor students 
could be considered. Allowing income generating activities for TVET institutions (e.g., production, 
repair services for companies, additional paid short-term or part-time programs for youth and 
adults) could lessen the public sector burden.   
 
66. In sum, strengthening management of the TVET subsector poses a complex set of 
challenges, including the need to more efficiently manage the use of public resources, 
strengthen the overall organizational and management effectiveness of the system, and 
enhancement of public/private sector partnership.  
 
    B2.2. Higher Education Subsector (HES)   
 
67. Myanmar’s HES has steadily expanded in recently years, in spite of political tensions 
which resulted in temporary closure in the past of the majority of higher education institutions 
(HEIs).42 Even though there has been solid progress, much more is needed concerning equity 
and access, quality and relevance, and sector management.  

B2.2(i) Equity and Access 
 

Progress and achievements 
 

68. In 2012, there were a total of 163 HEIs (colleges, degree colleges, and universities), a 
five-fold increase in the number in little more than the past two decades. Yangon University is the 
oldest and best-known university in Myanmar;43  Mandalay University is the second oldest 

                                                 
42  HEIs were closed for one year in 1988. In 1997, further unrest led the authorities to close the majority of HEIs, with 

notable exceptions for postgraduate programs, Institutes of Education, undergraduate honors classes and 
pre-medicine. Correspondence courses, with a compressed duration (3 years for 4) reopened one year later, followed 
by other institutions.  After a 3-year suspension, official reopening of all institutions took place in June 2000. Priority 
given to previous enrollees delayed the entry of new high school graduates, sometimes for several years. 

43  Yangon University was established in 1878 as an affiliated college of the University of Calcutta. The university offers 
graduate degree (master's, post-graduate diploma and doctorate) programs in liberal arts, sciences and law. Full-time 
bachelor's degrees have not been offered at the university's main campus since the student protests of 1996.  
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university and the largest university in Upper Myanmar. Responsibility for higher education is 
shared among 13 ministries but the majority (66) of HEIs are under the jurisdiction of the Ministry 
of Education (MOE). The Ministry of Science and Technology (MOST) oversees 61 HEIs: 7 
research universities and 23 computer universities offering post-graduate degrees under the 
Department of Advance Science and Technology (DAST); and 31 technical universities offering 
bachelor degrees under the Department of Technical and Vocational Education and Training 
(DTVET).44 Fifteen HEIs are under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Heath, and 5 each are under 
the Ministry of Defense and to the Ministry of Cooperatives. Eight other ministries each oversee 
one or two HEIs.  
 
69. In the academic year (AY) 2011/12, 510,890 students were enrolled in higher education 
institutes (undergraduate through PhD level); of these, 204,204 were male and 306,687 were 
female. The total number of HE students has increased by about 17% during the past decade. 
HEIs under MOE enrolled a total of 187,711 students in AY 2011/12, of which 33% were male 
and 67% female. Some 118,253 students were enrolled in distance education: 47,588 male and 
70,665 female students (an approximate 40:60 split).  

 
70. In 1998, the National Center for Human Resource Development (NCHRD) was 
established. During AY 2011/12, NCHRD through its HRD Centers offered 215 regular academic 
programs and 195 skills programs.  

Issues and challenges 
 

71. The five-fold increase in the number of HEIs nationwide since the late 1980s has 
dramatically expanded access to higher education. Appendix 3, Table A2.2 shows the increased 
number of degree colleges and universities in the states and regions of Myanmar. In 2012, there 
were 36 HEIs in Mandalay (up from 6 in 1988), 33 in Yangon (up from 10 in 1988), and at least 
three HEIs in each of the 24 states, regions, or development zones.  
 
72. This proliferation of HEI included upgrading of lower level institutions, sometimes lacking 
required equipment and library resources.  Nonetheless, this decentralization has enabled 
students in all regions to find higher education opportunities close to their hometown and to 
pursue their studies at lower cost. The urban situation is more complex.  New universities or 
campuses built in areas lacking residences for students result in prohibitive transportation costs 
for many and force some to opt for distance education. 
 
73. Female students outnumber male students roughly 1.5:1, accounting for more than 60% 
of HEI enrollments.45 However, socioeconomic and ethnic disparities in access persist, resulting 
in low enrollment by students from ethnic minorities or low income families. MOE has restarted a 
bursary program for the poor, providing KS 30,000 per student/per month; information 
concerning the extent and coverage of the program is not available. 

B2.2(ii) Quality and Relevance 
 

Progress and achievements 
 

74. The progression in academic programs in universities and colleges under the MOE is 
shown in Appendix 3, Table A2.3.  Undergraduate (ordinary) programs increased from 25 in 

                                                 
44  Technical universities under DTVET are no longer under the jurisdiction of MOE, and it remains an issue as to 

whether technical universities are classified as HEIs, or technical and vocational and training institutions. 
45 Data for numbers of new entrants to HES in SY2011/12 or for the gender breakdown of matriculation exam passers 

were not available at the time of this Initial Assessment. The high HEI enrolment rates for female students may reflect 
better performance on the matriculation examination at the end of grade 11.    
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1988 to 57 in 2012, and undergraduate (honors) programs increased from 20 to 34. At the post 
graduate level there are now 27 PhD programs, 29 Master of Research (MRes) degree 
programs, and 46 masters programs, compared to none or very few in 1988.46 In AY2011/12, 
there were 651 PhD graduates, 3,051 M.A. graduates, and 455 MRes graduates.  

Issues and challenges 
 
75. Curriculum and textbooks.  The Board of Studies decides on the curriculum, syllabus 
and textbooks by subject for all universities and degree colleges under MOE and MOST, with 
Yangon University as a standard. Reform of this system should be considered. In principle, 
individual faculties should be able to develop their own curriculum, and individual faculty 
members should be able to develop their own syllabi and decide on the selection of textbooks 
and teaching aids. To enhance the relevance and effectiveness of curriculum and textbooks, a 
strengthened interdisciplinary common-core curriculum and selection of textbooks should be the 
basis, with faculty-specific curriculum and textbooks/materials as specialization programs. 
  
76. Quality assurance, accreditation and credit systems. An internal (university) quality 
assurance system has been adopted but it is not yet operational. Yangon University and the 
Yangon Institute of Economics joined the ASEAN University Network (AUN) in 1997 and have 
collaborated in forming a quality assurance system, drawing on the ASEAN system as a 
platform.47  There is no external quality assurance. Nor is there is a standardized system for 
systemizing credit for subject units completed from year to year, with the exception of Yangon 
University and the Yangon Institute of Economics which are members of the ASEAN Credit 
Transfer System. In general, student transfers between universities in Myanmar or elsewhere is 
difficult due to the lack of a standardized credit system that could be linked to the University 
Mobility in Asia and the Pacific Credit Transfer Scheme (UCTS), which has been widely adopted 
in Southeast Asia.48 A national qualification system needs to be established, linking with regional 
and international qualification systems.    

 
77. Qualifications of academic staff. As shown in Appendix 3, Table A2.4, there were 
11,237 academic staff (professors, associate professors, lecturers, assistance lecturers, tutors, 
and demonstrators) in AY 2011/12, double the number in 1988.  Some appear to be 
under-qualified. While almost all university faculty members hold postgraduate degrees, more 
than 90% have obtained their degrees from HEIs in Myanmar; few faculty members have 
post-graduate degrees from abroad. Many university faculty members have poor teaching and 
research capabilities. Due to low salaries, public universities have difficulty retaining skilled and 
experienced academic personnel, leaving universities with a disproportionate number of young, 
under-qualified and relatively inexperienced staff.   
 
78. Entrance examination and assessment system. There are no standard university 
entrance exams. Rather, university admission is based on scores on the matriculation 
examination at the end of grade 11. As a result, HEIs cannot select students based on a broader 
range of criteria. Assessment systems should be based not only on subject competencies, but 
also on the problem-solving and critical thinking abilities of the applicants.   

 

                                                 
46  The first doctorate courses were introduced in Yangon University in 1994–1995. Mandalay University and Yangon 

Institute of Economics followed in 1998–1999, and the Yangon Institute of Education in 2001–2002. 
47  ADB is collaborating with ANU in building internal university quality assurance capacity in Cambodia, Lao PDR, and 

Myanmar under RETA 7275: Implementing the Greater Mekong Subregion Human Resource Development Strategic 
Framework and Action Plan (subproject: GMS Higher Education Harmonization and Networking).   

48  Also under RETA 7275, ADB is collaborating with the Southeast Asian Ministers of Education Organization 
Regional Center for Higher Education and Development (SEAMEO-RIHED) to establish a common credit transfer 
system in Southeast Asia.   
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79. Medium of instruction. The English proficiency of faculty members and students is often 
cited as being weak (a reflection of Basic Education). Nonetheless, math and science subjects 
are (by policy) taught in English. Further, HEIs may use English textbooks for other subjects, due 
to a lack of locally authored or translated university textbooks. This situation hampers learning 
and may compound a tendency towards rote instruction. 

 
80. Research capacity. Myanmar currently has three research journals,49 and some 43 
research papers by Myanmar scholars published in international journals. The University 
Research Center provides research facilities, as do ministries and private enterprises. However, 
the academic research capability of faculty members is limited, usually focused on subjects that 
directly support degree education and teaching. Only Yangon University, Mandalay University, 
and the Yangon Institute of Economics have reasonably well-qualified academic staff with 
postgraduate degrees and capable of conducting advanced research. Other universities lack 
qualified staff and research facilities. 
 
81. Teaching and learning environments. Teaching and learning environments need to be 
greatly improved. Campus facilities are generally in poor shape, except in the case of newly 
established HEIs. Most lack adequate libraries, laboratory facilities and equipment, auditoriums, 
classrooms, and other essential teaching/learning equipment and materials. Most campus 
infrastructure facilities (water and power supply, road conditions, and drainage systems, etc.) are 
run-down and cannot support further enrolment increases or quality instruction. Information and 
communications technology (ICT) is lagging, notably access to computers with internet 
connection for use in independent learning and research.   

 
82. As a matter of policy, every state and division has a minimum of three HEIs. However, the 
running costs of these HEIs are high, straining the budgets of most ministries. Universities under 
ministries such as defense, forestry, and agriculture and irrigation are reported to be relatively 
better staffed, equipped, and organized. For HEIs under MOE, the budget allocation is divided 
across 2 higher education departments, and across the 66 HEIs under them. Shortages of 
equipment and teaching materials, and more importantly of teaching and support staff, have 
adversary affected the quality of higher education. It is not clear that all HEIs under the MOE 
have enough students to be efficiently operated.  

 
83. International links. In 1997, Yangon University and the Yangon Institute of Economics 
became members of AUN. In 1998, Myanmar became a member of the Southeast Asian 
Ministers of Education Organization (SEAMEO), followed in 2000 by establishment of the 
SEAMEO Regional Center for History and Tradition (CHAT). International partnerships, though, 
are largely symbolic rather than practical, as they lack adequate resources. Some universities 
are promoting cooperation with foreign universities and institutions (e.g. student/faculty 
exchanges, joint research, and publication) to foster international recognition and status. To 
illustrate, four memorandum of understanding or agreements were signed in AY 2011/12 by 
Yangon University, the Yangon Institute of Economics, and MOE with foreign universities or 
ministries of education. Whether these endeavors will contribute to education quality and 
student/academic mobility is problematic. It will be necessary to promote links to world-class 
universities on a long-term, sustainable basis. Regulations concerning external links need to be 
relaxed. 

 
84. Relevance. There are no labor market surveys or analysis by which to assess the 
performance of the tertiary system. Tracer studies are needed to collect benchmark information 

                                                 
49  They are: Journal of the Myanmar Arts and Academy of Arts and Sciences (published by the Myanmar Academy of 

Science); University Research Departments Journal (published by the Department of Higher Education, Ministry of 
Education); and the University Research Journal (published by the Ministry of Education and associated universities).  
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and monitor the performance of graduates in the labor market. Initial information indicates a 
shortage of professional and technical personnel, such as administrators, accountants, lawyers 
and engineers. There is also growing demand for foreign language experts and qualified staff in 
tourism operations (including hotel and guest house services) and computer technology. Despite 
courses in these fields, graduates report difficulty in getting related jobs. This apparent market 
failure may reflect – at least in part – an inefficient job placement system and the desire of 
employers for experienced staff. It may also reflect gaps in the quality and relevance of higher 
education. 

 
85. Most university/college graduates are still in transition, experiencing their first or second 
jobs and developing their understanding of the workplace and required skills; the challenges 
incurred are compounded by outdated learning materials and inexperienced instructors.   

B2.2(iii) Subsector Management   
 

Progress and achievements 
  

86. Myanmar’s Long-Term Education Development Plan is being implemented in six 
five-year phases; FY 2012/13 represents the second year of the third phase. On 30 March 2011, 
Myanmar’s President addressed Parliament and outlined the following priorities for higher 
education:   

 To improve the capacity of teachers;   
 To utilize teaching aids more effectively;  
 To update the quality and the socio-economic status of education personnel;  
 To provide scholarships, stipends and awards for higher education, both locally and 

internationally; 
 To promulgate relevant laws for the participation of the private sector in education 

services; and  
 To upgrade education standards to international levels.   

Issues and challenges 
 
87. Planning, management and monitoring. Strengthening the management and overall 
personnel capacity of MOE’s two departments of higher education is a priority. Another priority is 
developing a standardized and coordinated system for the collection, dissemination and 
utilization of up-to-date information in support of planning, administration, and management of 
higher education.  
 
88. HES financing. As discussed further in Section II.B3, although public expenditure on 
education (both recurrent and capital budget) has been increasing in recent years, it is still far 
from adequate. Recurrent expenditures account for more than 80% of the total budgetary 
allocation for higher education, leaving little for capital investment.50 Despite this allocation 
heavily in favor of recurrent expenditure, salaries and other financial incentives for university staff 
are poor. Resources for maintenance, renovation, infrastructure improvement, and academic 
and staff development are scarce. The problem is compounded by insufficient attention to 
cost-recovery, including through higher tuition fees. The public higher education system must be 
made more cost-efficient and sustainable; increased university-industry linkages should be part 
of the response. All HEIs should be allowed to generate revenues from activities outside regular 
teaching, instead of relying solely on the government’s budget allocation. 
   
                                                 
50 The large increase in the education allocation under the FY2012/13 government budget includes a particularly 

dramatic increase in the capital budget for education.  Capital expenditures account for 58% of the budget allocation 
for HES in FY2012/13.  
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89. University governance. Academic and administrative policy matters relating to HEIs are 
managed by two councils chaired by MOE, the Universities Central Council and the Council of 
University Academic Bodies. The first is mainly responsible for preparing broad policies for 
consideration by the Myanmar Naing-ngan Education Committee. It is also responsible for 
coordinating with the universities and colleges administered by other ministries. The Council of 
University Academic Bodies is responsible for formulating all regulations approved by the 
Universities Central Council, as well for coordinating all academic undertakings of universities 
and colleges. The degree of autonomy of HEIs and their relationship with the private sector is 
unclear. Governance reforms are essential.  
 
90. Regulatory framework for private HEIs. There are no formally recognized private HEIs 
and the small number that do exist are not regulated. The government is considering legislation 
to allow for the establishment of private HEIs, but a coherent regulatory framework will be 
needed to attract private sector investment and to assist private institutions in adopting quality 
standards and quality assurance procedures, with an emphasis on relevance to labor market 
demand.   
 

B3. Education Sector Management and Cross-cutting Issues  
 
91. Expanding access and improving the quality and relevance of higher education are linked 
to broad sector-wide management issues, as discussed below.       
 
92. Financing. Education in Myanmar is predominantly financed through government 
budgetary allocations.  Individual/community-level contributions are also significant, including in 
the form of textbook purchases, local classroom construction, etc. The share of the national 
budget allocated to education was 3.7% in FY2011/12, compared to about 3.4% in recent 
years.51 While an improvement, this is still very low by international standards (15-20% of the 
budget and 4-5% of GDP are considered to be general international and regional norms).  Of 
MOE’s total budget in FY2011/12, almost 90% was for recurrent expenditures, primarily for 
teacher and staff salaries. Non-salary recurrent expenditures for teacher training, textbooks and 
other components important for enhancing the quality and equity of the education were seriously 
underfunded.  So too were resources for school and classroom construction and other capital 
investments.  
 
93. However, there are encouraging signs that the new government’s focus on education is 
translating into considerably improved financing.  The budget allocation for education for FY 
2012/13 more than doubled in nominal terms and the share of the government’s total budget 
increased from 3.7% to 6.3%.  In turn, the education budget as a percentage of GDP is 
expected to increase from 0.7% to 1.4-1.5%. With regards to recurrent versus capital 
expenditures, the former were increased by about 100% while the latter were increased by 
almost 500%.52  
 
94. Compared to other developing countries in the region, international assistance for the 
education sector has been insignificant. During the past five years, grant assistance (as recorded 
by MOFR) was 2% or less of MOE’s budget, even after adjusting to reflect market exchange 

                                                 
51 Budget figures reported here are indicative, based on data provided to the May 2012 ADB mission by the Ministry of 

Finance and Revenues (MOFR). It is not clear whether figures are precisely comparable across years (in terms of 
inclusion of institutions under various ministries, exchange rates use to value international assistance, etc.). Budget 
figures will be more rigorously reviewed during the CESR.   

52 Capital expenditures were increased to 19% of MOE’s total budget, compared to just over 11 % in the previous 
fiscal year.   
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rates.53  This will change, as many international development partners and NGOs are preparing 
to commence or scale-up their involvement.  Still, continued increases in state financing for 
education, and careful prioritization and effective management of these resources, will be critical.  
 
95. Broad sector governance issues. There are other gaps in sector management that 
affect access, quality, learning outcomes and internal and external efficiency of the education 
sector. Many of these appear most pronounced in SES and PSE and include the following: (i) 
coordination among the 13 ministries involved in education, and among the MOE departments 
directly in charge of Basic Education (three) and Higher Education (two); (ii) data and information 
needed as a basis for policy, decision-making, and needs-based planning and budgeting; (iii) 
overall institutional capacity; (iv) human resources and technical and managerial capacities; (v) 
systems for assessing teachers/faculty and learning outcomes, as well as broader quality control; 
and (vi) new frameworks for mobilizing private sector participants.    
 
III. EMERGING STRATEGIC DIRECTIONS  
 
 A. Government Sector Strategy, Policy, and Plans   
 
96. The Government’s decision in early 2012 to launch the CESR, the first rigorous sector 
assessment in two decades, is fundamental to upgrading all levels of education in Myanmar. 
Involving close cooperation between MOE, other ministries, and various development partners, 
the CESR will provide the necessary data and analysis for costed, education sector planning. The 
CESP is expected to be a 2-year process, with completion targeted for mid-2014.  It will provide a 
unified framework for prioirtizing and aligning government and development partner financing for 
the sector. The government has also planned a rapid assessment phase of the CESR,to be 
completed by the end of 2012; it will provide direction for an initial round of policy and legislative 
reforms.   
 
97. The discussion below presents a brief overview of the government’s strategy, policy, and 
plans for the education sector, pending their review and likely adjustments as part of the CESR 
process. 
 

A1. Sector-wide Strategy, Policy, and Planning 
 
98. The government and MOE have stated the following vision for the education sector: “To 
create an education system that will generate a learning society capable of facing the challenges 
of the Knowledge Age”.  The motto is “Building a modern developed nation through education”.  
This vision and motto are reflected in various strategic and policy level documents, including the 
Long-Term Basic Education Development Plan (2001/02-2030/31). The President’s March 2011 
announcement of a 10-Point Education Policy to refine and carry forward the agenda, and the 
FY2012/13 budget, dramatically underscore the government’s commitment to the sector. 
 
99. In view of the scale and complexity of the challenges concerning the education sector, 
and the importance of PPE for Myanmar’s development, the government must clearly prioritize 
and sequence the reforms and investment initiatives.  The CESR and follow-up CESP will be 
essential building blocks in this process – including for coordinating assistance by development 
partners.     
 

A2. Subsector-specific Directions  
 

                                                 
53 The estimate of approximately 2% is based on exchange rate adjustments, in order to be consistent with MOFR 

accounting of international assistance.   
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  A2.1. Key Strategic Thrusts in SES  
 
100. SES is addressed under the Basic Education Law and other references but their focus is 
primary education and only limited guidance is given concerning targets, responsibilities, plans, 
and timelines for the subsector.54  It is expected that the CESR and CESP will clarify these 
matters and help chart a clear SES reform process. 
 
101. The government is considering adding one year to Basic Education—most likely by 
adding a year to high school—in order to match the international norm of 12 years of primary and 
secondary education. It will be important that this extension be considered holistically, that is, as 
part of broader curricular reform rather than just adding one year. Further, it will be important to 
consider the financial and equity implications. ADB has considerable experience in such matters, 
including as the lead development partner supporting Lao PDR’s recent shift from a “5+3+3” 
model to a “5+4+3” model and its cohort-based introduction of new SES curriculum and 
textbooks. MOE has expressed interest in ADB support to learn from such experiences. MOE is 
also considering reform of the student assessment system, notably the use of the matriculation 
exam as the basis for entry into tertiary education. Institutional strengthening and improved 
teacher taining and classroom resources are other SES priorities.   
 
102. The May 2012 CESR planning meetings, chaired by MOE and widely attended by other 
ministries and development partners, identified the following high priority areas for urgent 
investigation under a Cluster Study on General Secondary Education:  
 

Thematic 
clustering 

 
Policy-level/reform issues 

Other priorities for  assessment 
during Phase 1 of the CESR 

SES 
Management  

1. Cycles/structure, including potential 
extension to a “5+4+3” system of Basic 
Education. 

2. Human resource development and 
management (e.g., teacher salary 
structure, placement, promotion, etc.). 

3. Frameworks for facilitating private sector 
involvement. 

4. Review of policy and strategies for types/ 
models of SES schools (government, 
post-primary, affiliated, branch, monastic, 
and future private schools).   

5. Rapid capacity assessment of (i) 
institutions; and (ii) education 
managers at different levels.  

 

Equitable 
Access 

1. Options for student-level support (e.g., 
stipends, remedial support, etc.). 

2. Broader education promotion policy, 
strategy, and mechanisms at different 
levels. 

3. Disaggregated analysis of trends 
and factors underlying low 
primary-to-secondary transition, 
issues of dropout, etc. 

4. Initial assessment of school 
networks and physical access. 

Quality and 
Relevance 

1. In parallel with consideration of SES 
cycle/structure, curriculum review, 
including: mapping; linkages to primary, 
HES, TVET and labor market needs; and 
competency targets. 

2. Policy and mechanisms for student 
assessment (including review of current 
matriculation examination). 

3. Lack of systems for SES teacher in-service 
training and pedagogical support. 

5. Disaggregated analysis of trends 
and factors underlying 
repetition/failure rates at higher SES 
grades. 

6. Review of access to and content of 
existing textbooks. 

7. Other teacher development/HRD 
issues. 

8. Rapid overview of gaps in facilities 
and teaching/learning materials. 

                                                 
54 For example, the Education-for-All Action Plan 2003-2015 focuses on primary education, while the Framework for 

Rural Development and Poverty Alleviation Plan cites a range of general objectives for SES and basic education 
overall.   
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4. Language of instruction for math and 
science . 

 
 

A2.2 Key Strategic Thrusts in TVET 
 
103. The TVET subsector lacks clear and comprehensive strategy, policy, and planning 
frameworks, compounding the problem of coordinating the 10 ministries operating TVET 
programs.  The government is addressing the problem and has established a technical working 
group of the CESR for this purpose. The issues noted in Section II.B will be analyzed, including 
mapping of the TVET subsector and the diverse institutions and programs involved.  
 

A2.3 Key Strategic Thrusts in HES 
 
104. Considerable investment and effort will be required in order to regain the high standards 
achieved in the 1950s and 1960s by the Yangon and Mandalay national universities. Degrees 
from these two universities were recognized internationally and their graduates were accepted 
for postgraduate studies by universities in the West and elsewhere. To regain the high standards 
of the two universities and to establish recognition and accreditation for other HEIs, Myanmar will 
need to overhaul the HES and implement sweeping reforms.  The HRD component of the 
Five-Year Development Plan for the remaining period to 2015 must set out the strategies and 
plans leading to fundamental overhaul – with the objective of greatly improved access and equity, 
quality and relevance, and sector management. The government is considering a “Private 
University Act” and the CESR will help in assessing relevant options (drawing on international 
models).    
 

B. Emerging Development Partner Support  
 
105. International development partner assistance for Myanmar’s education sector. As 
noted earlier, international assistance to date has been very limited. The United Nations 
Children’s Fund (UNICEF) has been a lead development partner, but its focus is primary 
education, NFE, and ECCD. This focus is generally true of most development partners; their 
support has mainly been channelled through the Multi-donor Education Fund (MDEF), managed 
by UNICEF.  Donors include the governments of Australia, the United Kingdom, European 
Commission, and Norway, with the Australian Agency for International Development (AusAID) 
currently acting as the coordinating agency. Various international and domestic non-government 
organizations (NGOs) have also focused on these same subsectors. PPE has been almost 
without any development partner, with partial exceptions by ADB (see below) and the United 
Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). In terms of future support:, 
the Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA) is expected to focus on primary education 
and teacher training; the World Bank will likely address education in terms of public finance and 
expenditure management; Germany’s development organizations (GIZ and KfW) have indicated 
support for the TVET sector, possibly in collaboration with ADB. 
 
106. Development partner coordination. The rapid pace of social, economic and political 
change in Myanmar underscores the need for development partner coordination. With regards to 
the education sector, this has been relatively good. Development partners have committed to 
and maintained coordination and harmonization in working jointly with the government in 
preparations for the joint CESR. MOE acts as overall coordinator for the CESR and the technical 
working groups include development partner representatives.  
 
107. ADB sector experience. ADB has not provided loan or technical assistance (TA) to 
Myanmar for more than 20 years. Nonetheless, and as noted earlier, ADB has maintained a 
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modest level of engagement with Myanmar’s education sector through the GMS Working Group 
on Human Resource Development (WGHRD). Under RETA 7275: Implementing the GMS HRD 
Strategic Framework and Action Plan, ADB will support the government in hosting a meeting of 
the WGHRD.55 ADB is also developing a follow-up RETA for the next phase (2013-2018) of the 
GMS HRD Framework and Action Plan.  In addition, RETA 7957: Support for ASEAN Leaders 
Forum on HRD, is in an early-stage of implementation; it also involves engagement with 
Myanmar, including education-related challenges and opportunities for Myanmar’s entry into the 
AEC. ADB’s experience in neighboring countries will assist in guiding the PPE reform process.  
Appendix 4 provides a summary of relevant regional experience with countries that have tackled 
challenges similar to those facing Myanmar’s post-primary education subsector. 
 
108. ADB involvement in the CESR. ADB has been directly involved from the earliest stages 
in conceptualizing and planning the CESR and the government has expressed strong 
appreciation for ADB’s participation. 56  The government and development partners have 
encouraged ADB to play a key and perhaps lead role concerning the PPE subsectors; of course, 
this would need to be within the unified framework of a government-led CESR and subsequent 
CESP process.   
 
109. ADB is well positioned to contribute its regional experience in PPE, drawing on regional 
interventions under the GMS, growing regional support and knowledge-sharing on TVET, and 
ADB-supported SES reforms in Lao PDR, Cambodia, and other countries.57 In addition to a 
strong working relationship with MOE, MOST, and other relevant ministries, ADB has 
established strong coordination with other development partners. This includes discussions on 
for direct cooperation with AusAID, GIZ, and UNESCO.58 Such partnerships would allow ADB to 
focus selectively on areas of PPE and modes of support in which it has a comparative 
advantage; partnership would also leverage financial and staff inputs.  
 
110. ADB support for the CESR is needed. Focus on the PPE subsectors—namely TVET and 
HES, as well as SES within Myanmar’s basic education system—using ADB’s TA modality would 
be practical. While ADB support would need to be selective, three outputs could be targeted:(i) 
in-depth analysis of PPE in Myanmar, commencing with a rapid assessment of identified priority 
issues; (ii) knowledge sharing with respect to regional experience and lessons learned, as input 
to both the CESR and CESP; and (iii) capacity development to enable decision-makers to 
respond better to specific priority issues. Technical assistance should be flexible and 
needs-tailored, providing input to the rapid assessment phase of the CESR and also facilitating 
the government in implementing decisions following from the CESR process. ADB TA could 
involve co-financing and/or parallel-financing (currently under discussion with other development 
partners).  
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
55 The WGHRD-11 Meeting is expected to be held in early 2013.   
56 For the CESR planning phase, ADB is currently represented in TWGs on Basic Education (with ADB inputs focused 

on SES), TVET, HES, and overall sector policy and management. 
57 MOE is considering curriculum reform and extension of SES (as one option) to reach the international norm of 12 

years of primary plus secondary schooling. ADB has already begun responding to MOE requests for information on 
Lao PDR’s approach and experience to date.   

58 Initial discussions have also been held with counterparts from JICA, who are exploring possible support to the 
CESR, focusing on engineering disciplines at the post-secondary level. 
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5   
PROBLEM TREE FOR MYANMAR POST-PRIMARY EDUCATION (PPE) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Substantial population 
segments (esp. marginalized 
groups and those in rural and 
disadvantaged areas) 
experience limited job 
opportunities and persistent 

t

Sector reforms blocked 
and projected increases 
in resources for 
education sector do not 
materialize  

Limited diversity of economy, growth 
not inclusive; modernization of 
economy slow; prospects for 
successful entry into global markets 
and ASEAN Economic Community 
problematic  

Graduates 
ill-prepared for further 
education, training, 
and work  
 

Human capital 
accumulation, 
broad social 
development, and 
national rebuilding  
 decelerated 

Low educational attainment, particularly for 
disadvantaged groups (e.g., border 
regions/states, the rural poor, and ethnic groups) 

Lack of critical knowledge and competencies 
needed for economic and social 
development  

Fragmentation and internal inefficiencies (including 
dropouts/non-completion) strains limited resources and 
undermine ability to deliver on education sector priorities 

Persistent gaps in access, quality and relevance, and system efficiency in post-primary education (PPE) 

Household- 
level access 
constraints: 
 Financial 

and 
opportunity 
costs 

 Lack of 
financial 
support for 
poorer 
students  

 Language 
and cultural 
gaps 

 Gender 
norms (for 
some groups 
and 
poorrural 
areas) 

 Longer-term 
impact of 
malnutrition 

 
 

Other access 
issues: 
 Pro-urban 

distribution of 
schools or training 
institutions  

 Lack of 
dormitories 

 Growing ranks of 
primary graduates 
strain absorptive 
capacity of SES 
and HES facilities   

 Poor/unsanitary 
conditions and low 
quality deters 
enrolment 

 Access gaps 
discourage the 
disabled  

 Dropout & poor 
learning in early 
grades; lack of 
cross-level 
exchange; 
matriculation 
exam failure rates 

Weak 
information and 
quality control 
systems: 
 Lacking or 

inconsistent 
data and 
fractured or 
incomplete 
MIS for 
education, 
labor market, 
etc. 

 Lack of job 
counseling, 
tracer studies, 
etc. 

 Quality control 
policies and 
mechanisms 
lacking/weak  

Curriculum & delivery 
gaps: 
 Curriculum needs 

comprehensive 
review and overhaul  

 Limited upstream and 
downstream linkages 
(primary to SES; SES 
and PSE to continued 
learning and 
on-the-job training) 

 Weak 
competency-based 
curricula in PSE,  
and low relevance  

 Lack of school/ 
institution autonomy 
to tailor curriculum to 
local needs  

 Language of 
instruction (esp. for 
math and science in 
SES and HES)  

 Lack of effective 
remedial support  

Gaps in teaching 
 Shortages of 

qualified  
teachers in rural 
areas and  PSE 
faculty; broader  
human resource  
gaps & 
mismatches  

 Weak pre- and 
in-service 
training, support, 
and assessment 
mechanisms 

 Pedagogical 
support needed 
to move from 
rote- based 
instruction  

 Issues related to 
private tuition    

 TVET staff lack 
practical 
experience; 
entrepreneurial 
and multi-skill 
aspects weak 

Poor facilities and 
learning 
resources  
 Classrooms 

(esp. SES) 
overcrowded 

 Poor quality 
and quantity of 
textbooks and 
learning 
materials 

 Inadequate or 
obsolete labs, 
libraries, 
machines, etc. 

 Ad-hoc 
approach to 
traditional and 
modern tools 
(e.g., distance 
education) 
poses quality, 
efficiency, and 
equity issues 
 

Resource and sub-sector mgt. 
gaps:  
 Systems (e.g., 11 year BE) not 

aligned to international norms 
 Inadequate, imbalanced  

financing  
 Institutional gaps & rigidities 

further strained to meet 
upcoming reforms  

 Weak horizontal and vertical 
coordination  

 Lack of clear policy on 
decentralization and approaches 
to school/institution-level 
management 

 Human resource and capacity 
gaps throughout system   

 Weak evidence-based planning 
due to MIS/data issues, etc. 

 Private sector role lacking/weak; 
regulation under development  

 Effective & equitable cost 
recovery needed (esp. PSE) 
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Selected Data on Higher Education Institutions in Myanmar 
 

Table A2.1: Number of Universities and Degree Colleges under Different Ministries: 1988 and 2012 
Ministry 1998 2012 Increase 

Education 27 66 39 
Health 4 15 11 
Science and Technology - 61 61 
Defense 1 5 4 
Culture - 2 2 
Forestry - 1 1 
Agriculture and Irrigation - 1 1 
Livestock-breeding and Fisheries - 1 1 
Co-operatives - 5 5 
Union Civil Services Board - 1 1 
Religious Affairs - 1 1 
Border Affairs - 2 2 
Transport - 2 2 
Total 32 163 131 
Source:  MOE (2012). Education Development in Myanmar. 

 
Table A2.2: Academic Programs: 1988 and 2012 

Academic Programs 1988 2012 Increase 
Undergraduate (Ordinary) 25 57 32 
Undergraduate (Honours) 20 34 14 
Postgraduate Diploma 11 22 11 
Masters 23 46 23 
MRes - 29 29 
Ph.D. - 27 27 
Total 79 215 136 
Source:  MOE (2012). Education Development in Myanmar. 
 

Table A2.3: The number of degree colleges and universities in 14 states and regions 
No. States/Regions 1988 2012 Increase 
1 Kachin 1 9 8 
2 Kayah  3 3 
3 Kayin 1 4 3 
4 Chin  3 3 
5 Sagaing 2 13 11 
6 Tanintharyi 1 7 6 
7 Bago 2 9 7 
8 Magwe 3 11 8 
9 Mandalay 6 6 30 

10 Mon 1 7 3 
11 Rakhine 1 8 4 
12 Yangon 10 30 23 
13 Shan 2 3 12 
14 Ayeyarwaddy 3 4 10 

Total  32 163 131 
Source: MOE (2012). Education Development in Myanmar.  
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Table A2.4:  The Number of Academic Staff by Designation (2012) 
Designation Male Female Total 

Professor 179 612 791 
Associate Professor 156 629 785 
Lecturer 532 3,244 3,776 
Assistant Lecturer 538 2,673 3,211 
Tutor/Demonstrator 535 2,139 2,674 
Total 1,940 9,297 11,237 
Source: MOE (2012). Education Development in Myanmar. 
 
 
Sources/References: 
Asian Development Bank. December 2002 (unpublished).   
 
Myanmar Education Sector Review (Draft).  
 
Ministry of Education (MOE). 2012a. Education Development in Myanmar. MOE, the Republic of the Union of 
Myanmar. 
 
Ministry of Education (MOE). 2012b. Access to and Quality of Education: Education for All in Myanmar. MOE, the 
Republic of the Union of Myanmar. 
 
Ministry of Education (MOE). 2012c. Higher Education in Myanmar (forthcoming).  
Han Tin. 2008. “Myanmar Education: Challenges, Prospects and Options.”  
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Regional Lessons in Tackling Challenges in Post-Primary Education 
  Relevant to Myanmar 

 
1. Despite notable progress, Myanmar faces a series of three core challenges in “creating 
an education system that will generate a learning society capable of facing the challenges of the 
knowledge age”:  

(i) Access and equity: Myanmar has made progress in expanding access (particularly 
towards universal primary education59), but this remains uneven across subsectors, 
geographic areas, and socioeconomic groups.    

(ii) Quality and relevance: While there have been improvements in the quality and 
relevance of education services,60 further improvements are needed in advance of the 
rapidly evolving society and economy. A comprehensive assessment of quality and 
relevance is required. 

(iii) Sector management: Lack of data and gaps in planning weaken management of the 
education sector and subsectors (particularly PPE).  Improved budgetary allocations for 
the sector will need to be followed by yet further increases in capital and recurrent 
expenditures and planning of priorities. 

 
2. Myanmar is not alone in facing such challenges and the new government should draw on 
related lessons from neighboring countries and Asia more broadly.  
 

I.  Regional Lessons for Sector-wide and Cross-cutting Issues 
 
3. Regional experience points to the importance of evidence-based planning. The findings 
of the CESR will need to be incorporated in sector-wide planning that: (i) provides clear and 
measurable targets for access, quality/relevance, and sector management; (ii) identifies priorities 
and sequencing of reforms and investments;61 (iii) embeds continued curricula reforms across 
each subsector; and (iv) provides a framework for coordinated development partner support. 
There is some debate over the appropriateness of formal “sector-wide approaches” (SWAP, as 
pursued in Cambodia). Lao PDR’s development and implementation of its Education Sector 
Development Framework (ESDF) may provide a more viable model for Myanmar to consider, at 
least initially.62  
 

II.  Regional Lessons for the Secondary Education Subsector (SES) 
 
4. Expanding access and ensuring equity. Regional experience demonstrates the need 
to address multiple constraints to access, including lack of physical access (e.g., due to gaps in 
school networks, dormitory provision, etc.) and demand-side factors (e.g., targeted 
scholarships63 and remedial support to poor and/or ethnic minority students64).  Interventions 
need to be under a clear policy framework, with specific and regularly monitored indicators.65 
   
5. Improving quality and relevance. Regional experience underscores the importance of 
                                                 
59 MOE estimates that national net enrolment rates (NER) have reached 89.5% and that 98.5% of children enter Grade 

1, with near gender equity.  
60 These include efforts in reforming curriculum, pedagogy, and student assessment. 
61  Overall priority should be given to interventions that aim to cover all children or explicitly target the most 

disadvantaged, with “flagship” initiatives (that often benefit more affluent groups) used only selectively.  
62 Developed via a government-led, multi-stakeholder consultation process, ESDF provides an overarching framework 

under which government and development partners coordinate interventions supporting clearly defined targets. 
63 For example, Cambodia’s Scholarship for the Poor Program includes careful targeting to the poorest students. 
64 Some countries (e.g., Viet Nam and Lao PDR) have also invested in board schools targeting ethnic minority 

students; care is needed to avoid fracturing the SES. 
65 Lao PDR’s notable progress in recent years includes an Inclusive Education Strategy and mainstreaming access 

indicators into the ESDF and Secondary Education Action Plan (SEAP). 



  Appendix 4 

 

 
ensuring adequate financing for recurrent expenditures, especially in terms of teachers’ training, 
salaries and teaching materials, as these are so critical to improving quality and relevance.  
Investing in “hardware” (e.g., facilities) is essential but this should not be at the expense of 
required levels of recurrent expenditure.  Low cost approaches that can be equitably and 
sustainably provided are better than high cost “flagship” interventions benefiting a few privileged 
schools.66   Systematic investment in “soft components” is illustrated by Lao PDR’s SES 
curriculum reform (being phased-in on a cohort-basis during 2010-2016), which extends general 
education to the 12-year international norm.67 Lao PDR’s SES curriculum reforms also better 
align content to competencies needed in the shifting socioeconomic context; other initiatives 
include institutional strengthening of pre- and in-service teacher training systems. Extending the 
SES cycle—from an 11-year to a 12-year system— should not be looked at as “adding” one 
more year.  Rather, it should be integrated in a broader review and reform of the curriculum 
within each grade, based on clearly defined competencies that meet the evolving needs of the 
economy and society, but avoiding overloading of the curriculums.68   
 
6. Strengthening subsector management. On the basis of in-depth analysis, 
comprehensive subsector-level strategies and planning must be developed that are integrated 
within broader sector-wide planning and targets (e.g., Lao PDR’s development of the SEAP 
under its overarching ESDF).  Clear government planning also provides a basis for more 
effective coordination with development partners in addressing policy reform and investment- 
related issues. ADB’s development programs for SES in Cambodia, Lao PDR, and Viet Nam 
have directly supported government priorities. Decentralization of SES management would pose 
resource and responsibility challenges.   
 

III.  Regional Lessons for Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) 
 
7. Expanding access and ensuring equity.  ADB has a relatively strong record in 
expanding access to quality TEVT through upgrading facilities and improving the teaching and 
learning environments. The region also provides a number of successful lessons for providing 
special support and scholarship programs for disadvantaged groups. Innovative approaches 
include strategies to increase enrolments in study programs through short courses, distance and 
e-learning modes, life-long learning approaches to ongoing skills formation, and a seamless 
educational pathway with multiple entry points.  
  
8. Improving quality and relevance.  A critical factor for improving quality and relevance 
in TVET is a strong link with the labor market. Regional experience provides some good lessons 
in addressing labor market deficiencies: (i) strengthening partnerships among TVET providers 
and employers to jointly develop standards and the skills needed in the work place; (ii) create 
flexible mechanisms with active industry participation to regularly adapt training programs to new 
business circumstances; (iii) focus on trainability (not specific skills) through enabling graduates 
to adjust to changing demands in the labor market; and (iv) innovative ways to promote and 
finance continuous professional development for teachers and instructors in cooperation with 
industry. 
 

                                                 
66 For example, a cautious and education-led (not technology-driven) approach to information and communication 

technology (ICT) is merited.  As perhaps the first in the GMS, Lao PDR is preparing to conduct a cost analysis of 
various options for ICT-for-education.   

67 Lao PDR added one year to lower secondary education (LSE), moving from a “5+3+3” system to a “5+4+3” system of 
5 years of primary school, 4 years of LSE, and 3 years of upper secondary education (USE). It also revised the 
curricular content of each SES grade, and has developed new LSE textbooks and teacher guides (to be introduced for 
USE grades starting in SY2014/15).  

68 Curricular “decongestion” is one of the Philippines’ goals in extending its general education cycle from 10 to 12 
years. 
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9. Strengthening subsector management. Regional experience demonstrates the 
importance of an effective organizational structure, so as balance competing demands and to 
optimize the use of limited resources.  Finding the right mix for efficient spending and financing 
of TVET provision is a related challenge. There are some good examples from the region: (i) 
shifting the costs of public TVET to students and families and establishing scholarship programs 
for poor students; (ii) encouraging income generating opportunities for TVET institutions; (iii)  
low cost strategies for delivering instruction (e.g., distance education, use of ICT, etc.); and (iv) 
public-private partnerships and encouragement of private, fee-based TVET.  Private TVET is 
growing rapidly throughout Southeast Asia and has become a significant part of the overall 
system.  
 

IV.  Regional Lessons for the Higher Education Subsector (HES) 
 
10. Expanding access and ensuring equity. Lao PDR uses a quota system targeting 
disadvantaged students (including from poor and ethnic group families), who receive stipends 
and waiver of tuition fees.  Private higher education institutions (HEIs) have contributed to 
increased access to higher education, while addressing equity issues. For example, in Thailand 
and Vietnam, poor students who attend private HEIs are eligible for official student loan 
programs.   
 
11. Improving quality and relevance.  Cambodia, Lao PDR, Thailand, and Viet Nam have 
introduced internal and external quality assurance systems. New instructional technology should 
be used as a means to expand access while controlling costs and offering high quality 
instruction. 
 
12. Strengthening subsector management.  Diversification of financing for public HEIs is 
desirable, including through tuition fees and increased reliance on non-government sources of 
funding, mainly research and consultancy income. Regional cooperation and cross-border 
collaboration in higher education provide new opportunities, especially in the context of an 
integrated ASEAN community starting from 2015. Greater cross-border movement of labor force 
members would expand the employment opportunities for HE graduates. 


