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SECTOR ASSESSMENT (SUMMARY): EDUCATION1 

1. Sector Performance, Problems, and Opportunities 
 
1. Socioeconomic background. The Government of the Lao People's Democratic 
Republic (Lao PDR) ascribes a high priority to education as a prerequisite for sustained 
economic growth and poverty reduction and toward achieving its goal of graduating from least-
developed country status by 2020. Ministry of Education and Sports (MOES) estimates show a 
continued rise in the primary net enrollment ratio from 86% in school year (SY) 2006/07 to 
96.3% (95.8% for girls) in SY2013/14. However, progress lagged in the secondary education, 
technical and vocational education and training (TVET), and higher education subsectors. In 
terms of access, analysis of MOES and household survey data suggest that in recent cohorts, 
roughly 125,000 (or four-fifths) of youth completed primary education each year, while only 
50,000 completed secondary education, and 30,000 continued into TVET or higher education. 
Currently, only half of 18–27 year-old workers in nonagricultural jobs have completed secondary 
education, while roughly one-third have completed postsecondary TVET or higher education. 
 
2. Expanding access to secondary education, TVET, and higher education as well as 
improving quality and labor market relevance will be critical to enhance the contributions of 
these three subsectors to the Lao PDR’s economic transformation. Economic growth in the Lao 
PDR was above 7% for a ninth consecutive year in 2014, mainly driven by the industry and 
services sectors. In 2014, the services sector was the largest GDP contributor (37.9%), 
employing 19.7% of the labor force. The industry sector contributed 32.4% to GDP, but 
employed only about 8% of the labor force. Currently, around 70% of the population is engaged 
in the agriculture sector, although its GDP share fell from about 45% in 2000 to 23.1% in 2014. 
Given the high percentage of the labor force that is engaged in small farming, it is assumed that 
more than three-quarters of the labor force are involved in informal sector activities. While 
demographic trends suggest that the labor force will continue to grow until 2025, the labor 
market structure will change in the near future, with more workers shifting from agriculture to 
industry and services. However, business communities in the industry and services sectors 
consider a lack of adequate skills to be a major challenge in finding workers in these sectors. To 
accelerate the shift toward technology-intensive industries and services sectors, sufficient labor 
with advanced skills and knowledge will be essential, which will require adjusting and expanding 
TVET services toward labor market demands. The 2015 establishment of the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) Economic Community is placing further pressure on the 
government to improve the quality of tertiary education to advance productivity and overall 
competitiveness of Lao PDR companies. Although the Lao PDR made considerable progress in 
increasing the quality of and access to TVET, it is vital to continuously improve and adjust the 
relevance of TVET programs and the quality of delivery. 
 
3. Reports from the International Labour Organization and Deutsche Gesellschaft für 
Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ), and feedback from business communities during the 
project preparatory stage suggest that skilled workers are needed throughout the industry and 
services sectors. Manufacturing companies are looking for engineers and workers with 
advanced skills to operate and maintain machinery, as well as toolmakers, electricians, general 
mechanics, and IT personnel. In construction-related occupations, quality skills are in demand 
for electricians, welders, plumbers, carpenters, and bricklayers. IT service industries are 
expected to grow over the medium term, creating job opportunities for office and management 
services. Increased demand for telecommunication services, internet connections, and software 
                                                           
1 This sector assessment focuses on the TVET subsector. 
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applications will further stimulate job opportunities among these industries. While job-specific 
technical skills are considered most important, companies are also looking for graduates with 
cognitive and behavioral skills. In the agriculture sector, skills to repair and maintain agriculture 
equipment are in demand as well as skills for food and agro processing.  
 
4. Access to TVET. Currently the TVET system consists of 23 public vocational schools 
under MOES and 40 private training providers. Private TVET institutions are mostly located in 
urban areas, offering training programs related to management, accounting, and office jobs, 
which do not require expensive training equipment. About 26,300 students (10,500 women) are 
enrolled in public TVET schools, while 36,400 are enrolled in private TVET institutions. Despite 
national public TVET coverage, access remains limited in rural and remote areas. Dormitory 
accommodation across the system is limited, and in many cases of a very low standard, so that 
distance and difficulty of travel remain real barriers. Access is further restricted to skills training 
as TVET colleges require grade 9 completion as the minimum academic qualification for 
acceptance. The only access to formal TVET skills training for those without this academic 
qualification remains in the generally limited offerings of non-formal skills training through the 
Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare skills training centers or through similar programs under 
MOES non-formal education centers. Short training courses (for youth and adults to upgrade 
their knowledge and skills to move from the agriculture sector to the industry and services 
sector, find better job opportunities within a sector or start their own businesses) are limited and 
exist only in urban areas. No systems for recognition of prior learning or skills testing are 
available, and no systems are available within the formal system for recognition and admission 
on any basis except for formal education attainment.  
 
5. The absence of a system for recognition of prior learning continues to deny many skilled 
workers access to further training and upgrading. MOES has no strategy for bridging studies or 
short-term skills training and learning pathways. Access to TVET is limited by lack of flexibility in 
structuring TVET provision. In general, programs are not organized or scheduled to allow part-
time access, or weekend or evening attendance. This limits access for those already employed 
or those who work in the agriculture sector.  
 
6. Considering demographic trends, the growing demand for labor with advanced skills, 
and the increasing number of school leavers who are seeking opportunities to acquire technical 
and managerial skills, the government anticipates that the number of students in public TVET 
colleges will increase to about 63,000 within the next 4 years, which would require a substantial 
expansion of the existing TVET capacity. Currently, MOES employs around 2,300 TVET 
teachers. To deal with the increased number of students, it is expected that more than 1,000 
new teachers will be required. MOES also anticipates that the current facilities at the 23 public 
colleges have to be expanded and upgraded within the next 4 years. Currently, there are about 
1,200 classrooms and workshops at public colleges. By 2020, it is expected that about 2,000 
classrooms and workshops will be needed to accommodate the growing number of students.  
 
7. TVET financing. From 2008–2015, about 15.5% of national public expenditure was 
directed to education. This share is expected to increase to 17% by 2020. The share of TVET 
funding within the MOES overall budget is relatively small; however, according to MOES’ 
projection the share of expenditures for TVET will increase from 2.7% in 2015 to 4% in 2019. At 
present, no reliable estimates are available on whether the projected increase will be adequate 
to cover the additional costs for expanding facilities and financing a larger teaching force and 
operation and maintenance costs for workshops, dormitories, and equipment. Initial estimates of 
the required capital investments to modernize and expand the current infrastructure are about 
$50 million for 2017–2020. However, this estimate does not consider the specific and costly 
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equipment that will be needed both to introduce new programs and upgrade ongoing training 
programs in technology-driven occupations such as electronics, manufacturing, mining, and 
agro-processing. 

Table 1: Projected Government, MOES and TVET Budgets, 2017–2020 
($ million) 

 2017 2018 2019 2020 
Government Budget 3,827.65 4,119.79 4,468.67 4,848.96 
MOES 593.29 638.57 692.64 824.32 
TVET 23.73 25.54 27.71 32.97 
MOES = Ministry of Education and Sports, TVET = technical and vocational education and training 
Source: IMF projections in World Economic Outlook 2016 and ADB estimates. 

 
8. Quality and relevance of TVET. The low involvement of companies in developing and 
assessing TVET programs, and the lack of opportunities for students to gain hands-on 
experience in training workshops or at company sites are key issues of TVET. Industry 
involvement in curriculum development is limited and current curriculum modules are not 
revised regularly to reflect changing technology and market demands. Students have limited 
opportunities to gain industry and workplace experience to upgrade skills and knowledge in the 
field of their training. Although individual vocational colleges show considerable variations in the 
quality of their classrooms and workshops, technical teaching tools and equipment, campus 
condition, and apparent dedication of management and teachers, the majority of colleges still 
faces challenges to design demand-driven training programs with outdated and inadequate 
equipment and limited consumables, which hamper quality teaching and learning at many 
institutions. Limited competence of teachers to adopt modern teaching techniques integrating 
theoretical content in practical skills training is another key challenge. Teacher-centered and 
theory-based lecturing is still the common way of teaching in most colleges. Because of a lack 
of technical and pedagogical expertise, teachers are not able to organize learning, which 
integrates required soft skills into the learning process. Most college directors and 
administrators lack management skills and experience. Under the current system, senior 
teachers will be promoted to become college directors, however, without appropriate 
management training and guidance.  
 
9. Perceptions of TVET. Those issues and a lack of understanding of job opportunities for 
TVET graduates result in a poor reputation of public TVET institutions among secondary 
education students and their families. Students and parents have limited information on the 
changing job market, the careers that will be in demand, salary scales for skilled employment, 
and the role of TVET in preparing students for emerging opportunities. Overall, there is a 
growing preference for white collar jobs and a negative public perception of TVET in the Lao 
PDR.  
 
10. Considering the limited formal employment opportunities, many graduates seek jobs or 
self-employment in the informal sector. Thus, TVET programs need to be adjusted to consider 
entrepreneurial approaches to improve the ability of students to identify business opportunities 
and respond to local labor market demands. Project preparatory technical assistance contacts 
with business communities and company representatives indicate that public TVET colleges are 
often considered out-of-touch with the real world, and graduates are ill-prepared in technical 
skills and work attitudes. TVET colleges generally lack current, reliable, and consistent data 
about their trainees, and, in particular about their access to employment. Across the system, 
there is a tendency of rigid program structures and lack of flexibility in adjusting program content 
and duration in response to labor market needs.  
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11. System quality control. Central system procedures for monitoring, evaluation, and 
professional and administrative support of TVET colleges are inadequate. Effective TVET data 
collection and reporting from the institutions is inadequate; a systematic approach for central 
monitoring and program inspection is missing. Expanded systems for regular training in 
administrative and educational management skills for managers and lead teachers are required, 
as are improved procedures for monitoring and implementing set standards and goals of 
institutional performance. Very few criteria are in place for the employment of TVET teachers 
except basic academic qualifications. Newly employed teachers generally lack any significant 
work experience in activities relevant to their teaching. Initial pedagogic training for new 
teachers is needed, along with more effective coordinated procedures for regular in-service 
training of all TVET teachers. Systems for the systematic and regular review of the actual 
performance of teachers need to be improved. The system as a whole appears to lack effective 
performance-based sanctions and rewards.  

2. Government’s Sector Strategy 

12. Education remains a top priority area under the Eighth National Socio-Economic 
Development Plan, 2016–2020. The Education Sector Development Plan for 2016–2020 
provides a unified framework to guide reform efforts by the government and Development 
Partners. The three pillars of the Education Sector Development Plan are: (i) expanding 
equitable access to education at all levels, (ii) improving quality and relevance, and (iii) 
strengthening planning and management (governance). Strategic priorities for post-primary 
levels include (i) enhancing links between TVET training institutes, universities, and enterprises; 
(ii) strengthening institutional capacity; (iii) enhancing teacher recruitment and deployment; and 
(iv) improving equipment and facilities to improve quality. Targets for the TVET sector 
development are specified in the TVET Development Plan for 2016–2020. 

3. ADB Sector Experience and Assistance Program 

13. Starting in 1991, ADB has financed eight projects to support Lao PDR education. ADB’s 
support gradually shifted to focus on post-primary education, with ADB acting as the lead 
development partner complementing other development partners’ support concentrated in 
primary education. Three ongoing projects and programs are directly supporting key reforms in 
secondary education, TVET, and higher education.2 Recognizing the strong performance of 
ADB’s education portfolio and its strategic positioning and alignment with national priorities, the 
review of the last country partnership strategy called for maintaining support in post-primary 
education (particularly secondary education and TVET). Lessons from ADB’s past support for 
TVET include the following: (i) employers and business communities need to be involved in the 
planning stage at the college level to ensure that investments in infrastructure and equipment 
are relevant and demand-driven, (ii) strong commitment of the college leadership is essential to 
ensure that project investments will be sustained and modern teaching approaches will be 
adopted, (iii) innovative approaches to professional development of teachers and managers are 
required to introduce an entrepreneurial culture to managing colleges and program delivery; and 
(iv) sufficient resources need to be allocated to operate and maintain facilities and equipment.  

                                                           
2  The proposed Second Strengthening Higher Education Project complements the proposed TVET project aiming at 

strengthening advanced technical skills and knowledge of graduates of universities. ADB. Report and 
Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors: Proposed Grant to the Lao People's Democratic 
Republic for the Second Strengthening Higher Education Project. Manila (forthcoming). 
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PROBLEM TREE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     
    

 

Continued focus on 
low value production, 

and low labor 
productivity 

 

Continuing mismatch 
of supply and demand 

 

Poor quality of TVET services; 
lack of hands-on, practical 
training opportunities for 

students  

 

Limited relevance of 
training programs, and lack 

of opportunities for rural 
and unskilled youth   

 

Weak links 
with 
companies, 
communities, 
and business 
associations 

 

Restricted 
entry to TVET 
based on 
academic level 
and age; 
Lack of 
procedures for 
recognition of 
prior learning; 
Low level of 
understanding 
of values of 
TVET among 
students, 
families and 
communities  

Inadequate 
and obsolete 
facilities, and 
training 
equipment; 
lack of 
sufficient 
materials and 
consumables 
for hands-on 
training 

 

Limited 
opportunities 
for TVET in 
rural areas and 
for students 
from low-
income families 

Limited 
opportunities to 
retrain workers 
and farmers, 
and unskilled 
youth 

Lack of industry 
engagement in 
standards and 
program 
development, 
assessment, 
and validation 

Lack of an 
inclusive 
professional 
development 
system for 
teachers; 

Shortage of 
qualified and 
experienced 
teachers  

 

TVET colleges provide graduates of insufficient 
skill to increase productivity and competitiveness 

of companies 

Effects 

Core 
Sector 
Problem 

Causes 

Knowledge and 
skills of 
graduates from 
secondary 
education are 
not aligned to 
the world of 
work; cognitive 
and behavioral 
skills are weak 

TVET SYSTEM ISSUES ISSUES AT TVET COLLEGES 

Lack of 
entrepreneurial 
management 
capacities to 
run TVET 
colleges; 
teachers are 
inexperienced 
to integrate 
theory content 
with hands-on 
training 

 

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


