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SECTOR ASSESSMENT (SUMMARY): EDUCATION (HIGHER EDUCATION)1 
 

A. Sector Performance, Problems, and Opportunities 
 

1. Equity and access. Higher education in the Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao 
PDR) is delivered by five public universities and about 50 institutions and colleges under various 
line ministries, along with about 60 private higher educational institutions (HEIs).2 Only public 
HEIs can currently award bachelor’s or higher degrees. Private institutions have not been 
allowed to enroll candidates for bachelor’s degrees since 2012. In academic year (AY) 2014/15, 
81% of enrollments were in public or publicly funded HEIs, and the remainder in private 
institutions. However, an unknown number of students are enrolled simultaneously in both public 
and private institutions. Of the public HEIs, the University of Health Sciences is governed by the 
Ministry of Health, and the other four fall under the domain of the Ministry of Education and 
Sports (MOES) to some degree. Students may sit entrance exams at any or all public 
universities, though nominally each university has its own catchment area: Champasack 
University caters to the southern provinces; Savannakhet University (SKU) to the central 
provinces; Souphanouvong University to the northern provinces; and National University of Laos 
(NUOL) to the capital area, but all also attract students from the whole country. Total HEI 
enrollment in AY2014/15 stood at 130,807—i.e., 32,203 (25%) at the four MOES-controlled 
universities, 3,619 (3%) at University of Health Sciences, 57,596 (44%) in institutions and 
colleges, and 37,389 (28%) in private HEIs.3 

2. Total higher education enrollments increased by an annual average of over 19% in the 
last 10 years, from 14,000 in 2000 to 136,000 in 2016.4 This is a high rate compared with many 
other countries such as Viet Nam (10%), Thailand (2%), and the average for low-income 
countries of 9%. Enrollments in private HEIs grew from a tiny percentage in 2000 to almost 30% 
of total enrollments today. Enrollments in HEIs—private colleges, Teacher Training Colleges 
(TTCs), and technical and vocational education and training (TVET) institutions—offering 
long-term diploma courses for upper secondary education graduates has risen from 49,000 in 
AY2013/14 to 54,000 in AY2014/15. Yet enrollments in public universities decreased during the 
same period: from 9,300 or 19% of total enrollments in AY2013/14 to 8,100 or 15% of total 
enrollments in AY2014/15. However, the gross enrollment rate for higher education in 2012 was 
only 16.7%, comparing favorably with Cambodia (15.8%) and Myanmar (13.4%), but less so with 
other members of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) community—Thailand 
(51.4%), Malaysia (37.2%), Indonesia (31.5%), the Philippines (28.2%) Viet Nam (24.6%), and 
Brunei (24.3%).  

3. In line with its policies to develop a skilled workforce, the Lao PDR puts strong emphasis 
on diploma and technical degree qualifications.5 But these positive developments are offset by a 
focus on soft disciplines such as social sciences, business management, law, and humanities. A 
breakdown of enrollments by subject areas gives rise to concern, and shows that the Lao PDR 
higher education system is one of the least science-oriented in the world—only 14% of university 
enrollments are in fields related to science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM). 

                                                 
1
  This summary is based on the Lao PDR Higher Education Sector Assessment (accessible from the list of linked 

documents in Appendix 2 of the main text) prepared during project preparatory technical assistance. 
2
 The actual number of private HEIs in operation is unclear, ranging from 60 to 90 depending on the definition used. 

3
 Government of Lao PDR, Ministry of Education and Sports (MOES). 2015. MOES Annual Census. Vientiane. 

Excludes about 22,000 enrollments in teacher training colleges. 
4

United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). Institute for Statistics. 
http://data.uis.unesco.org/?ReportId=3345&IF_Language=eng (accessed 21 August 2014). 

5
 International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED) level 5: 56.00% of enrollments in AY2014/15. This 

compares with 42.00% bachelor’s (ISCED level 6) and only 1.30% for master’s and 0.02% for doctorate programs. 

http://data.uis.unesco.org/?ReportId=3345&IF_Language=eng


2 

Enrollment by discipline in 2012 was as follows: engineering, manufacture, and construction 
(8.4%); sciences (5.4%); agriculture (5.0%); and health, welfare, and services (6.6%). In 
comparison: social sciences, business, and law (42.5%); humanities and arts (12.8%); and 
education (19.4%). The social demand for what are regarded as “easier” disciplines is 
exacerbated by the fact that the biggest employer of university graduates is the state, and 
generally, the discipline of the degree is not important for government employees. Career and 
study guidance at secondary level as well as targeted incentive schemes are required to 
increase demand for STEM and agricultural disciplines. 

4. Although progress toward gender equality is being made, disparity persists. Of all higher 
education students in 2013, 46.2% were women. However, different types of data (and different 
sources) give different perspectives. For example, 63.6% of AY2012/13 upper secondary 
education (USE) graduates enrolled in post-secondary TVET (including TTCs) or HEIs.6 Of the 
enrollments in TVET (including TTCs), 68.7% were women, while the female share in higher 
education reached only 41.4%. However, disaggregation of these figures by discipline or 
institution further shows how skewed the enrollment data are: women make up 50% of education 
students at universities, 65% of TTC enrollments, 45% of bachelor’s degree students, 58% of 
business and administration students, 25% of STEM enrollments, and 42% of agriculture 
students. 

5. A quota system, nominally set at 20% of enrollments, supports merit-based scholarships 
reflecting the scores of USE leaving exams as well as scholarships aimed at socioeconomically 
disadvantaged or ethnic groups of girls. Stipends, however, are low and there is evidence of 
quota students being unable to take up or continue their studies because of financial hardship. 
Recent government decisions to encourage enrollment by waiving fees for 40% of agriculture 
and education candidates have caused financial difficulties for the universities and somewhat 
confused the quota setting. Greater coordination is needed between the MOES departments and 
the universities on quota setting, identification of suitable candidate and program mixes, and 
efficient use of HEI resources. 

6. The size of HEIs varies greatly, from a student population of 17 at the smallest (School of 
Fine Arts in Luang Prabang) to about 25,000 (NUOL). The average faculty size at the public 
universities is 640 students. Again however, the variation is huge, from 1 to over 4,000. Similarly, 
private sector institutions vary considerably in size: 14 have fewer than 100 students and only 
eight have 1,000 or more students. These wide variations emphasize the risks of trying to view 
the higher education subsector as a homogeneous set. 

7. Quality. In higher education, quality is often measured in relation to teaching. Though 
figures vary according to sources and definitions, the Lao PDR’s average ratio of students to 
teaching staff in AY2012/13 was 12:1, which compares favorably with regional and world 
averages. Again, variations are considerable—from 1:1 to 50:1. At NUOL in AY2013/14, the 
average figure was about 19:1.7 At the same time, 61% of NUOL’s teaching staff also had a 
part-time administrative role, and 20% of staff were full-time administrators. Another issue relates 
to the high numbers of invited teachers contracted as paid or unpaid staff. They total 15% of all 
teaching staff for public diploma and bachelor programs, and 45% for the same programs in 
private HEIs. A more useful yardstick for teaching quality may be to consider the qualifications of 
the teachers. Only 5% of university teaching staff hold doctorates, and 90% of these are 
concentrated in NUOL. At the five public universities in AY2014/15, the ratio of doctoral–
master’s–bachelor’s–associate degrees was 1:7:11:1. Reconsidering the student–teacher ratios 
in the light of this ratio (assuming that students should be taught at least by a holder of the 
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next-higher degree), the student–teacher ratio for associate degrees would be 1:1, for bachelor’s 
degrees 30:1, and for master’s degrees 7:1. A strong focus on upgrading academic qualifications 
is therefore a priority area. 

8. Recent studies at Savannakhet University indicate that students are satisfied with 
teachers’ delivery methods, but less satisfied with their knowledge of the subject areas. A key 
challenge is the inferior types and insufficient numbers of pedagogical tools that the teachers 
have at their disposal; students are generally critical of facilities and equipment available. Many 
disciplines focus on theoretical approaches because of a lack of suitable laboratories, equipment, 
materials, information technology hardware, and library facilities. Tracer studies and employer 
surveys indicate that employers are not satisfied with the skill levels of graduates, pointing in 
particular to the lack of practical soft skills such as analytical, communication, and team-working 
abilities. 

9. Educational quality can be considered using three variables as predictors of educational 
achievement: (i) context, e.g., the starting level of the student’s knowledge and skills, type of 
institution, funding, research performance; (ii) process of teaching and learning; and (iii) the 
product of that process itself. Generally, the best predictor of educational gain is accepted to be 
process, and the best predictors of learning gains are those mainly concerned with pedagogical 
processes that promote and develop student engagement. This is a priority area on which the 
higher education subsector needs to focus. 

10. Relevance and engagement. The main role of higher education in the Lao PDR is to 
produce suitably trained graduates to support social and economic development. The key factors 
are (i) relevance of the programs offered in meeting society’s needs; (ii) relevance of the skills 
imparted to the graduates in meeting employer expectations; and (iii) role of the HEI within its 
own and the national and international communities. Generally, HEIs recognize their role as 
creators and repositories of knowledge, but have yet to exploit this role in terms of providing 
services to industry and the communities. Part of the problem is that, as publicly funded 
institutions, any funds they can raise through own activities are either counted against their 
budget allocations or must be remitted to the national or provincial treasuries. A consequence of 
this is low levels of external engagement, poor understanding of modern working methods and 
needs, and thus weaknesses in the programs.  

11. Research outputs are low. The capacity for research is restricted by lack of experience in 
research and analytical methods as well as by lack of resources and motivation to do research. 
Where funds are available, such as under the research component of the Strengthening Higher 
Education Project,8 enthusiasm is strong and results are promising. Research needs to be 
encouraged and supported because it could lead to commercial opportunities if the universities 
incorporated incubation centers to exploit it. The opportunity to carry out and publish research 
supports teaching, and research is itself a useful part of professional development programs. 

12. Subsector management. Raising the academic qualifications of teachers and providing 
teaching and learning tools are of paramount importance and should be a core focus of all 
resource supply into the system. Strengthening HEI–industry–commerce links is also a priority 
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area. The higher education management information system requires further development in its 
functions as planning, governing, and monitoring tool. System-wide reforms, especially related to 
funding and financial autonomy, enhanced role of university councils, and other governance 
mechanisms are also required. Private HEIs need a clearer and bolder incentives framework as 
well as a clearer long-term strategy to encourage them to offer STEM subjects, agriculture, and 
other priority disciplines. 

B. Government’s Sector Strategy 

13. The Five Year National Socio-Economic Development Plan VIII (2016–2020)9 places 
great emphasis on the implementation and impacts of the forthcoming ASEAN community and 
the need to stimulate industrialization and modernization of the Lao economy. The plan 
recognizes the important role of higher education (and the education sector as a whole) in the 
national human resource development strategy. MOES has prepared the Education Sector 
Development Plan 2016–202010  and the master plan for higher education, which will list 
strategies for development and strengthening of the subsector.  

14. The draft sector development plan proposes to achieve higher education enrollment 
levels of at least 20% of USE graduates, and envisages a steady rise in their numbers. However, 
it is not clear at which level exactly these graduates should be absorbed. To be in line with the 
policy of encouraging primarily higher diploma and technical qualifications, most USE graduates 
should transition into TVET rather than the universities. Thus, the focus of investments into 
higher education should rather be on improving the quality and relevance of curricula and 
teaching, establishment of systems to improve student engagement, and the provision of modern 
research and training facilities and equipment. New and stronger systems for student support 
(both financial and pastoral) will also be key to ensuring equitable access to higher education. 

15. The overall condition of public HEIs is improving, but continued assistance is necessary 
to consolidate and further advance the education delivery systems and establish stronger 
foundations for research. 

C. ADB Sector Experience and Assistance Program 

16. The Asian Development Bank (ADB) is supporting higher education through the ongoing 
Strengthening Higher Education Project (footnote 8). Besides designing and building, furnishing 
and equipping a new campus for Champasack University, the project supported short-term skills 
development for teaching staff as well as a scholarship program for 137 faculty staff to achieve 
master’s or doctoral degrees. Three of the public universities and the Department of Higher 
Education are connected online and all have information technology resource centers. Online 
higher education management and support systems are being designed, along with online data 
access (e-library) and teaching delivery systems (Moodle). New core curriculum materials were 
developed for 11 subject areas and three cross-cutting themes. An extensive capacity building 
component delivered domestic short-term training in leadership, strategic planning, curriculum 
development, research proposal, and report writing, among others. Support was provided to the 
development of a national quality assurance system, and work continues on establishing a 
national qualifications framework. All activities have the objective of improving gender parity. 
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Problem Tree for Higher Education Subsector 
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