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SECTOR ASSESSMENT (SUMMARY): EDUCATION 

 
A. Sector Road Map 

1. Sector Performance, Problems, and Opportunities 

1. Demographic and economic potential. The Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao 
PDR) is undergoing a demographic transition. Currently, more than half of its population of about 
7.0 million is aged 25 years or below. Between 2018 and 2028, the number of school children 
aged 5–14 years is projected to decrease by 3.7%, while the working-age population is expected 
to increase by 10.6%. Almost 100,000 additional youth will reach working age each year until the 
late 2020s. The 2017 Labor Force Survey found evidence of job creation (i.e., wage employment) 
between 2010 and 2017, with 28% of households reporting an increase in income. 1  The 
development of textiles, garments, and food and beverage products can help diversify the Lao 
PDR’s exports further and create more jobs. Services such as tourism and hospitality can also be 
good sources of growth and employment. By increasing investment in irrigation, food processing, 
agribusiness, and road infrastructure, the productivity of the agriculture sector can be improved 
significantly.2 However, the Lao PDR will not be able to generate and sustain these jobs unless 
it substantially improves its human capital base; the quality of physical and digital infrastructure 
(transport, power, urban, information technology, and broadband connectivity); and overall 
governance, accountability, and public sector management.3  
 
2. Weak human capital. Owing to acute weaknesses in its human capital, the Lao PDR has 
not been able to tap this potential demographic dividend or diversify its economy out of its natural-
resources dependent, low-skill, and low-productivity trap. In a recent Global Competitiveness 
Report survey, employers cited an inadequately educated workforce as the top constraint to doing 
business in the Lao PDR.4 Other surveys such as the World Bank-supported 2011/12 Skills 
Toward Employment and Productivity and the 2012 Enterprise Survey show similar findings.5 For 
example, the latter found that 18% of employers cited an inadequately educated workforce as a 
major or severe constraint, more than double the shares reported in Viet Nam (9%), the 
Philippines (8%), and Indonesia (4%). The gaps in human capital are not limited to advanced or 
vocation-specific skills. Employers face multiple shortages in terms of: 

(i) foundational skills (e.g., reading, writing, basic mathematics and science, critical 
thinking, analytical ability, transfer of learning, and problem-solving); 

(ii) soft skills (e.g., communication, punctuality, hygiene, ability to work in teams, gender 
and cultural sensitivity); and 

(iii) vocation-specific hard skills (e.g., welding, mechanical, or tourism-related skills).  
 
3. High youth unemployment. According to the 2018 Household and Youth Survey, (i) the 
youth unemployment rate (13%) is more than six times higher than the adult rate (2%); (ii) an 
estimated 473,000 youth were not enrolled in education, employment, or training; (iii) high levels 
of "discouraged job seekers" were recorded among youth who had completed post-secondary 
qualifications; and (iv) owing to a lack of career information and guidance, there is significant 

                                                 
1 Lao Statistics Bureau. 2017. Labor Force Survey. Vientiane. 
2 Analysis of Human Capital and Labor Force Participation (accessible from the list of linked documents in Appendix 2) 

provides further details on the Lao PDR’s human capital profile, labor force participation, and labor demand.  
3 Asian Development Bank (ADB). 2017. Lao PDR: Accelerating Structural Transformation for Inclusive Growth – Country 

Diagnostic Study. Manila.  
4 World Economic Forum. 2018. The Global Competitiveness Report 2018‒2019. Geneva.  
5 World Bank. 2014. Lao Development Report 2014: Expanding Productive Employment for Broad-Based Growth. 

Washington, DC.  

http://www.adb.org/Documents/RRPs/?id=50399-003-3
http://www.adb.org/Documents/RRPs/?id=50399-003-3
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misalignment between the employment aspirations of youth and the actual job market.  
 
4. Secondary education—binding constraint. The Lao PDR’s weak human capital base 
is a reflection of its extremely low enrollment and completion rates at lower secondary (grades 6 
to 9) and upper secondary (grades 10 to 12) levels. As the country nears universal primary 
schooling with completion rates above 83%, access to quality secondary education has become 
a binding constraint. In 2012-2013, only 54% of youths aged 22–24 years (54% of men and 53% 
of women) had completed lower secondary education, and only 31% (32% of men and 31% of 
women) had completed upper secondary education. By age 15–17, 41.8% of females and 37.6% 
of males are out of school. The net attendance ratio for upper secondary education is only 14.8% 
in rural areas without roads, versus 30.6% in rural areas with roads and 61.0% in urban areas. 
Supply-side constraints which raise dropout rates include a severe shortage of quality secondary 
schools; lack of access, especially for youth living in rural and remote areas; poor quality of school 
facilities and dormitories; lack of teachers with the required educational background, pedagogy 
skills, and motivation; and outdated curricula, and teaching and delivery methods. Demand-side 
constraints include financial and opportunity costs, which make it difficult for poor families to keep 
their children in school till grade 12.6 The youth who drop out of secondary schools are forced to 
take up low-skill, temporary jobs in the informal sector, with no prospects for career growth. While 
the Lao PDR’s Human Capital Index improved by 10%, from 0.41 in 2012 to 0.45 in 2017, it 
remains lower than that expected for its income level.7 Children in the Lao PDR can expect to 
complete 10.8 years of schooling on average by age 18, but the quality-adjusted learning is 
relatively low at 6.4 years, implying a learning gap of 4.4 years.8 
 
5. Quality of secondary education. In school year 2016/17 (ended May 2017), the Ministry 
of Education and Sports (MOES), with support from the Asian Development Bank (ADB), 
extended secondary education to a 7-year cycle and improved the quality and relevance of the 
secondary education curriculum. The priority now is to ensure that the new curriculum is 
effectively operationalized, teachers are trained, and textbooks and learning materials are 
improved accordingly. This will require follow-on reforms and investments to improve (i) pre-
service teacher training and deployment; (ii) in-service training and continuing professional 
development for existing teachers, prioritizing poorer rural areas; (iii) student assessment to 
deemphasize rote learning and support soft skills; and (iv) better facilities (e.g., laboratory 
equipment and library resources) and more effective teaching and learning materials. Improved 
teaching and learning of mathematics, science, English, and Lao language will be particularly 
critical in meeting growing demand for foundational (e.g., maths and English) and soft skills (e.g., 
critical thinking and communication skills). 
 
6. Inadequate financing. While the government increasingly prioritizes education, financing 
remains a challenge. The share of the national budget allocated to education has risen from below 
12% in fiscal year 2004 to 14.0% in 2018, but remains well below the 18% target set in the Lao 
PDR’s Education Law. Nearly half of the education budget is allocated to primary and pre-primary 
education, leaving secondary education, technical and vocational education and training (TVET), 
and higher education—collectively post-primary education (PPE)—under-resourced. MOES has 
limited capacity for evidence-based planning, which further undermines its ability to target limited 
resources effectively. Funding has to be increased to raise the quality of teachers, teaching 
materials, and delivery methods. However, this will require a significant increase in non-salary 

                                                 
6 Secondary school enrollment is estimated to grow from 671,000 in 2018 to 819,900 by 2025.  
7 World Bank. 2019. Lao PDR Economic Monitor – Macroeconomic stability amidst uncertainty. Building human capital 

for poverty reduction. Washington, DC (January). This implies that when children born today in the Lao PDR grow 
up, they will only be 45% as productive as they could be if they had enjoyed complete education and full health care. 

8 World Bank. 2019. Lao PDR Economic Monitor. Washington, DC (January). p 4. 
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recurrent expenditures, which is limited to around 10% of the sector budget, compared with the 
70% spent on wages and allowances, and 20% on capital investment.  
 
7. Broader management issues. Sector-wide management challenges include (i) 
inadequate institutional capacity for evidence-based planning and budgeting at the central and 
provincial levels; (ii) teacher workforce planning and management constraints, particularly quotas 
on appointments of government teachers, the use of voluntary teachers, and low remuneration 
and motivation; (iii) difficulty in deploying teachers to rural and remote schools; (iv) weak quality 
assurance systems at various education levels; (v) inadequate information sharing and 
coordination across key MOES departments,9  other ministries,10 and  the private sector; and 
(vi) adverse incentives, which encourage TVET and higher education institutions to shift 
resources toward revenue-generating courses and fields. Cohesive reforms and institutional 
strengthening are urgently needed to improve the supply of knowledge and skills required in a 
modern economy. 
 

2. Government’s Sector Strategy 

8. The Lao PDR’s 8th National Socio-Economic Development Plan for 2016–2020 prioritizes 
education as a prerequisite for reducing poverty and facilitating inclusive growth.11 The Education 
and Sports Sector Development Plan, 2016–2020 calls for expanded, evidence-based 
investments in PPE to boost youth employability and promote inclusive and more diversified 
economic growth.12 Eight of the outcomes emphasized seek to address the PPE constraints by 
(i) improving the evidence basis for policies and programs; (ii) strengthening sector-wide 
institutional structures, resourcing, and monitoring; (iii) increasing the flow of lower secondary 
graduates into upper secondary education, TVET, and higher education; (iv) enhancing the role 
of upper secondary, TVET, and higher education in producing graduates with more advanced 
skills in alignment with National Social and Economic Development Plan priorities; (v) 
strengthening teaching to improve student learning outcomes in pre-primary through upper 
secondary education; (vi) increasing allocation of financial and human resources to deliver better 
student outcomes; (vii) equitably expanding the share of youth completing lower secondary 
education, to approach universal completion; and (viii) targeting financing to reduce disparities 
related to gender, ethnicity, poverty, and location.  
 
B. Major Development Partners: Strategic Foci and Key Activities 

9. Aside from ADB, the other major development partners supporting the education sector in 
the Lao PDR include the Government of Australia, the European Union, the Government of 
Germany, Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA), United Nations Children’s Fund 
(UNICEF), and the World Bank. Much of the support from other development partners has 
focused on primary education. Australia’s Basic Education Quality and Access in Lao PDR project 
focuses on increasing access to and improving the quality of primary education, which includes 
national reforms and targeted support to disadvantaged, rural, and remote areas. Support extends 
to school facilities, curriculum reform, and pre- and in-service teacher training. UNICEF, in 

                                                 
9 These include the Department of General Education, Department of Technical and Vocational Education, and the 

Department of Higher Education. 
10 These include the Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare, and the Ministry of Planning and Investment. 
11 Government of the Lao PDR. Ministry of Planning and Investment. 2016. 8th Five-year National Socio-Economic 

Development Plan (2016–2020). Vientiane.  
12 Government of the Lao PDR. Ministry of Education and Sports. 2018. Education and Sports Sector Development 

Plan, 2016–2020: Mid-term Review Report. Vientiane. The plan aims to raise the secondary education gross 
enrollment rate, one of the two indicators in the Human Assets Index (aside from adult literacy), to 75% by 2020. 
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collaboration with the European Union, through the Partnership to Strengthen the Education 
System, 2018–2022, is supporting equitable access, improved quality of basic education (primary 
and lower secondary), and stronger education governance. The program includes support for 
teacher planning and deployment, monitoring and evaluation, provincial and district capacity 
building, upgrade of pedagogical advisors for teachers’ continuing professional development, and 
implementation of national sample-based learning assessments. International nongovernment 
organizations such as Aide et Action, Save the Children, and Plan International provide support 
for primary education. 
 
10. At the sector level, the European Union provides education budget support, 2018–2022. 
Annual tranche disbursements are linked to the achievement of policy reforms and key education 
performance targets related to early childhood, primary, and lower secondary education. It 
provides technical assistance to strengthen education planning and budgeting, financial and 
personnel management, and management information systems.  
 
11. The Vocational Education in Laos (VELA) project, supported by the Government of 
Germany through Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) and in 
collaboration with the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation, aims to improve the labor 
market orientation of TVET. The project supports the development and consolidation of a pilot 
dual-cooperative training approach in six TVET colleges in provinces with high demand for labor, 
which is implemented in close coordination with the private sector. VELA assists MOES in 
reforming its TVET policy by supporting the formulation of the TVET Development Plan, 2016–
2020 and the development of a national qualification framework.  
 
12. ADB is the only development partner that has been assisting the Lao PDR in all PPE 
subsectors, i.e., secondary education, TVET, and higher education. 13  The table below lists 
development partners’ support to education since 2007, with links to ADB’s proposed sector 
development program (SDP). 
 

Major Development Partners 

Development Partner Project Name Duration 
Amount 
($ million) 

Education Sector Development 
European Union Education Budget Support Program 2018–2022 72.7 

Primary/Basic Education 
  

Government of 
Australia 

Basic Education Quality and Access in Lao 
PDR (Phase 1) 

2016–2020 44.8 

European 
Union/UNICEF 

Partnership to Strengthen Education System 2018–2022 8.3 

Secondary Education 
ADB Basic Education Development Project  2007–2012 21.9 

 Secondary Education Sector Development 
Program 

2011–2019 40.0 

JICA Improving Secondary School Environment in 
the Central and Southern Provinces 

2017–2020 12.8 

                                                 
13 ADB. Lao People’s Democratic Republic: Secondary Education Sector Development Program. Manila. 

https://bit.ly/2Zz63iy; ADB. Lao People’s Democratic Republic: Second Strengthening Technical Education and 
Vocational Training Project. Manila. https://bit.ly/2YrxZIQ; and ADB. Lao People’s Democratic Republic: Second 
Strengthening Higher Education Project. Manila. https://bit.ly/2ZAOWwU. 

https://bit.ly/2Zz63iy
https://bit.ly/2YrxZIQ
https://bit.ly/2ZAOWwU
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Development Partner Project Name Duration 
Amount 
($ million) 

Technical and Vocational Education 
ADB Strengthening TVET Project 2010–2016 22.8 

 Second Strengthening Technical & Vocational 
Education & Training 

2017–2021 25.0 

    
Government of 
Germany (through 
GIZ) with SDC 

Vocational Education in Laos 2013–2019 21.8 
Vocational Education in Laos 2019–2022 4.5 

Higher Education 
ADB Strengthening Higher Education Project  2010–2016 24.8 

 Second Strengthening Higher Education Project  2017–2021 39.9 

ADB = Asian Development Bank, GIZ = Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit, JICA = Japan 
International Cooperation Agency, Lao PDR = Lao People’s Democratic Republic, SDC = Swiss Agency for 
Development and Cooperation, TVET = technical and vocational education and training, UNICEF = United Nations 
Children’s Fund. 
Source: Asian Development Bank. 
 

C. Institutional Arrangements and Processes for Development Coordination 

13. There are complementarities between ADB’s proposed SDP and the programs of other 
major development partners. For example, some of the policy reforms or actions under the 
European Union’s education budget support and the policy actions and project activities proposed 
under the SDP are mutually reinforcing.14 Australia and UNICEF are helping to improve primary 
level curricula, teaching and learning materials, and teacher training. Parallel support for these 
areas at the secondary level should be aligned to approaches at the primary level, and draw on 
the lessons learned. The overall absorptive capacity of MOES and the school system to deal with 
multiple development partners should be considered. An important area for coordination is the 
design and implementation of national, sample-based assessments supported by the European 
Union and UNICEF at the lower secondary level. Support for TVET offers opportunities to 
coordinate with the VELA project to strengthen the supply of skills for the labor market, and 
integrate secondary education into the nascent national qualification framework.  
 
14. MOES has a well-established institutional arrangement to coordinate with multiple 
development partners. The Education Sector Working Group (ESWG), chaired by the education 
minister at the executive level and the vice-minister at the technical level, with development 
partners as co-chairs, assists coordination.15 It specifies the following principles for development 
effectiveness: (i) ownership; (ii) alignment; (iii) harmonization and simplification; (iv) inclusive 
partnerships for development results; (v) transparency, predictability, and mutual accountability; 
(vi) domestic resource mobilization; (vii) cooperation between developing member countries, 
triangular cooperation, and knowledge sharing; and (viii) maximizing the impact of investments 
on education outcomes and enhancing the education sector’s contribution to national 
development.16 The ESWG facilitates joint education sector reviews and development of the 5-
yearly national education sector development plans. Focal groups for basic education, post-basic 
education, management, research, and sports, chaired by the respective directors general, meet 

                                                 
14 Summary of Linkages between the Education for Employment Sector Development Program and the European 

Union Budget Support (accessible from the list of linked documents in Appendix 2). 
15 The ESWG co-chairs are currently the Government of Australia and the European Union. 
16 The role of the ESWG is derived from the Government of the Lao PDR’s Vientiane Declaration II and the Vientiane 

Declaration Country Action Plan, 2016–2025, on aid effectiveness. 
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regularly to facilitate dialogue between MOES and development partners. ADB will continue to be 
an active member of the ESWG, and specifically in the post-basic education focal group. 
 
D. ADB Sector Experience and Assistance Program 

15. Since 1991, ADB has funded 10 projects to support the Lao PDR’s education sector. ADB 
is the only development partner supporting the entire PPE spectrum, thereby complementing the 
support of donors that focus on primary education. Three ongoing projects or programs directly 
support key reforms in PPE. The Secondary Education Sector Development Program, which will 
close by the end of 2019, helped (i) expand access by improving school facilities; (ii) reform the 
secondary school curriculum, and improve teaching and learning materials; (iii) fund in-service 
training and pre-service teacher education; and (iii) improve secondary education management 
by building the capacity of staff at all levels. The Second Strengthening Technical and Vocational 
Education and Training Project is helping reform the Lao PDR’s TVET system and align it with 
evolving labor market needs by (i) upgrading the teaching and learning environment in eight TVET 
colleges; (ii) improving quality and relevance of training programs; and (iii) increasing access for 
disadvantaged students to TVET institutions. The Second Strengthening Higher Education 
Project will help (i) improve the curricula, teaching, and research in four public higher education 
institutions; (ii) widen access to modern higher education programs through targeted civil works 
and equipment; and (iii) bolster governance and management of higher education institutions.  
 
16. ADB's strategic focus. ADB’s country partnership strategy, 2017–2021 for the Lao PDR 
recognizes that reform of PPE will be critical for balanced and inclusive growth in the years ahead. 
ADB’s support for PPE will be aligned with the country’s Education and Sports Sector 
Development Plan, 2016–2020; (ii) tap synergies across ADB projects in secondary, TVET, and 
higher education, while building on lessons from past support; and (iii) combine support for 
national reforms with targeted investments to enhance equity across gender and socioeconomic 
status. The contribution of these three subsectors to the Lao PDR’s productivity and growth will 
grow accordingly. The focus will be on delivering both quantity (i.e., numbers of graduates) and 
quality (relevance to labor market needs). A road map summarizing ADB’s ongoing and proposed 
assistance to the Lao PDR’s secondary education and TVET systems over the period 2016–2030 
is included as a supplementary document.17  

                                                 
17 Outline Road Map for Asian Development Bank Engagement in the Lao People’s Democratic Republic’s Education 

Sector, 2016–2030 (accessible from the list of linked documents in Appendix 2). 
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PROBLEM TREE FOR EDUCATION 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

PPE not effectively aligned 
with evolving skills demands 

Effects 

Causes 

Core 
Problem 

Slow pace of poverty reduction, persistent inequity 
across gender, urban–rural, and socioeconomic 

dimensions 

Weak human capital; industry skill demands  
unmet, especially in modern sectors 

Male and female youth trapped in vulnerable  
employment and unable to participate in growth 

Secondary school youth lack education and skills needed for the economy 

Economy trapped in low value-added model 
dependent on natural resource exploitation; unable 

to integrate fully into ASEAN and global markets 

Inefficient 
resource 

targeting for 
investments 
to increase 

access 

Overcrowded 
classrooms, 

lack of WASH 
facilities, and 

dorms for 
youth in 

rural/remote 
areas  

Low value on 
girls’ schooling 

and other 
norms in some 

poor ethnic 
group areas 

Financial 
and 

opportunity 
costs of 

schooling 

Secondary 
teachers 
unable to 
effectively 

use student-
centered 
pedagogy 

School 
principals 

lack 
instructional 
leadership 

skills 

Student 
assessment 
outdated and 
focused on 

memorization  

New 
secondary 
curriculum 

and 
materials 

not 
effectively 

utilized 

Lack of 
CPD 

support to 
teachers 

Lack of 
teaching & 

learning 
facilities, 

including labs 
and libraries 

PPE financing 
inadequate 

and 
inefficiently 
allocated 

Weak capacity 
to analyze 

education and 
employment 
data, lack of 
evidence-

based 
planning 

Weak 
coordination 

across 
departments 
under MOES  

Insufficiently 
developed 
regulatory 

framework for 
private sector 
role in TVET 
and higher 
education  

Low and inequitable secondary 
access and completion rates 

Poor quality of secondary 
education 

ASEAN = Association of Southeast Asian Nations, CPD = continuing professional development, MOES = Ministry of Education and Sports, PPE = post-
primary education, TVET = technical and vocational education and training, WASH = water, sanitation, and hygiene. 
Source: Asian Development Bank. 
 


