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1. Sector Performance, Problems and Opportunities 

1. Government commitment to education, supported by policy advancements and 
sustained public investment, has enabled Bhutan to increase enrollment of students at all levels 
and provide access in remote corners of the country.1 Providing quality services to the small, 
dispersed population remains a challenge.2 Nonetheless, Millennium Development Goals for 
basic education have been met, and gender parity in primary and secondary education has also 
been achieved. Continuing challenges include improving quality at all levels, raising completion 
rates for higher secondary education and technical and vocational education and training 
(TVET), and reorienting education and training toward the needs of the growing economy. 
 
2. School sector. Participation in education at all levels has steadily increased over the 
past decade. Net enrollment ratios (NER) for primary education (grades 1-6) increased from 
84% to 96% between 2007 and 2013, while those for lower and middle secondary education 
(grades 7-10) increased from 50% to 86% over the same period.3 Effectively, all children in 
Bhutan now participate in primary education and most participate in secondary education.4 
Higher secondary (grades 11 and 12) participation rates are also steadily rising, year-on-year, 
from 29% in 2007 to 55% in 2013 with the pattern showing decline as the grade years 
increase.5  
 
3. These levels of participation represent remarkable achievement for a country that had no 
secondary schools available in the country till the late 1950s. Only 400 students enrolled in 
school education at any levels in the early 1960s and estimated adult literacy was 10% as 
recently as 1970. Performance in the education sector is generally lower in rural areas than in 
urban areas. Many primary schools and extended classrooms are in rural areas, while most 
secondary schools are found in urban areas and with better connectivity.  
 
4. Children from remote and rural areas often move away from home to attend secondary 
education. Rural-urban migration has placed pressure on urban schools to expand, giving rise 
to growth in the size of government schools at all levels, operation of double shift in some urban 
schools and rapid increase in the number of private schools, especially at higher secondary 
level. Competition for places in government higher secondary schools is strong. Of graduating 
grade-10 students in 2011, the top 40% were admitted into government higher secondary 
schools. The others either sought admission to private higher secondary schools (31%) with the 
remainder joining technical training institutes (TTIs) or seeking to directly enter the labor market. 
Whilst quality of education is improving, the narrow academic focus in higher secondary 
education limits the strength and breadth of pre-requisite subjects, which in turn acts as a 
constraint on enrollment and successful completion of post-school opportunities. 
 

                                                           
1
 The numbers of enrolled students were 110,500 in primary schools, 50,500 in lower and middle secondary, and 
15,200 in higher secondary in 2012. (Government of Bhutan, Ministry of Education. 2012. Annual Education 
Statistics. Thimphu). 

2
 70% of Bhutanese people live in rural areas and 30% in urban centers. 

3
 Government of Bhutan, Ministry of Education. 2013. Annual Education Statistics. Thimphu. 

4
 Basic education in Bhutan is considered grades 1-10. 

5
 These figures refer to gross enrollment ratios as NERs are not computed for this level by the Ministry of Education. 
NER could be around 15% lower than these figures. 
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5. Post-school sector. At post-secondary levels, the picture is mixed. In 2012 the number 
of students who passed the final grade 12 examination was under 8,000. Students who 
progress to university study at home or abroad. In 2012, there were 6,245 students studying at 
university in Bhutan and another 3,746 studying outside the country (90% in India).6 Gender 
parity has not been achieved at this level; women comprise only 40% of higher education 
students, whether in Bhutan or on scholarships abroad. Enrollment across the 6 public TTIs and 
2 traditional arts and crafts institutes (all managed by the Ministry of Labor and Human 
Resources (MOLHR)) is low at 1,017 students, of whom just over 30% are women. 
 
6. These figures highlight serious imbalances. Not enough students complete schooling 
and of those who do progress to post-secondary level, the vast majority choose academic and 
professional courses with very few enrolling in technical and/or vocational courses. Institutes 
(both academic and vocational) have limited capacity in terms of, among other things, 
infrastructure, equipment and faculty, and inadequate quality assurance. Overall, while 
consolidated efforts to improve access to high quality education at primary, secondary and 
tertiary levels are underway, Bhutan still faces a persistent challenge of reducing a shortage of 
skilled labor. Since Bhutan started to implement five-year plans, human resource development 
has remained one of the top priorities of the country. Over the 11th five-year plan period 
(2013─2018) it is estimated there will be approximately 10,000 youth completing grade 10 each 
year, and approximately 8,000 completing grade 12 each year, negotiating their futures with 
inadequate guidance on career and/or study options.  
 
7. Bhutan faces a serious problem with youth unemployment. While overall unemployment 
rate in 2012 was only 2.1%, unemployment amongst youth was high at 7.3%.7 With completion 
rates in secondary education steadily increasing and with shifts away from traditional rural 
occupations, youth unemployment will continue to rise unless there is significant increased 
absorption into the labor market. Job vacancies do exist, but job preferences of young people 
are towards white collar and civil service careers while the largest sectors contributing to the 
economy are hydropower, construction and tourism. Many young people are inadequately 
prepared for, or unwilling to apply for available jobs in these economic growth sectors resulting 
in expatriate workers filling many of the gaps.  
 
8. The skills development system in Bhutan is not yet sufficiently focused on the needs of 
the future. It is not sufficiently relevant to the needs of the emerging labor market, nor is it 
sufficiently responsive to the needs and aspirations of young people. Formal TVET is 
characterized as having: (i) low interest from Bhutanese youth in technical courses leading to 
private sector careers; (ii) uneven quality, range, and modernity of current TVET programs; (iii) 
poor fit between skills developed and actual job opportunities; and (iv) insufficient engagement 
of private sector in the formal TVET system. Means to modernize, extend and expand skills 
development are necessary if these challenges are to be met.  
 
9. Despite challenges, especially in the higher secondary and TVET sectors, Bhutan has 
created a strong educational foundation for its young people. It is well placed to increase higher 
secondary completion (though more higher secondary schools are needed) and reorient 
education and training to better meet the needs of its fast growing economy.  
 

                                                           
6
  Higher education policy comes under the management of the Royal University of Bhutan with planning and quality 

assurance administered by the Department of Higher Education within the Ministry of Education.  
7
  Government of Bhutan, Ministry of Labour and Human Resources. 2012. Labour Force Survey Report, 2012. 

Thimphu.  
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2. Government Sector Strategy 

10. Government commitment to education is strong, and this provides a significant 
opportunity for the future. The government has a vision of achieving pro-poor, equitable 
development. Through the Gross National Happiness Commission it sets the challenge to lift 
Bhutan to higher middle-income status whilst diversifying the current narrow base of economic 
development into an economy better able to generate productive and decent employment, 
especially for Bhutanese youth. The National Education Framework (NEF) serves as the 
foundation policy document and is a key reference point for the education sector’s priorities for 
the 11th five-year plan, which includes access and sustainability of services, relevance and 
quality of education, and youth and institutional development at all levels as priorities.8  The 
11th plan will serve to guide activities. 
 
11. The 11th five-year plan program for school education prioritizes improved access and 
sustainability through: (i) enhanced enrollment and retention at all levels; (ii) enhanced 
infrastructure and sustainability at all levels; (iii) improved private sector participation; (iv) 
strengthened disaster preparedness and response of the education system; and (v) improved 
nutritional standards and sustainability of school feeding program. The plan also focuses on 
enhancing relevance and quality of education through: (vi) diversified curriculum for grades 7-10 
aligned to the NEF; (vii) enhanced information and communication technology for all levels; (viii) 
improved assessment; and (ix) strengthened link between school self-assessment and school 
improvement plans with performance management system. Specifically for higher secondary, 
priorities include: (i) promotion of basic vocational skills including vocational clubs in schools; 
and (ii) capacity building of school guidance counselors.  
 
12. The new government places a particular priority on skills and jobs for young unemployed 
Bhutanese, and sees skills development as one important plank to this effect. Vocational 
education priorities in the 11th five-year plan include: (i) restructuring of the school to work 
transition program for youth and school leavers; (ii) encouraging self-employment of youth 
through entrepreneurship development program and credit guarantee scheme; and (iii) 
revamping of “ploughing back” of youth to rural areas in collaborative programs with the Ministry 
of Agriculture and Forests and Ministry of Economic Affairs. The outputs will include enhanced 
employability, enhancement of the school to work transition program, entrepreneurship as a 
preferred career option and implementation of the National Employment Policy relating to 
unemployed youth. Indicators for monitoring the progress in these areas will include reduced 
youth unemployment and reduced female youth unemployment. The 11th five-year plan 
program for tertiary education relevant to this assessment include (i) enhancing enrollment of 
girls in tertiary education, (ii) sensitizing higher secondary school students on scholarship and 
higher education opportunities, (iii) improving relevance and quality of education in three TTIs, 
and (iv) accreditation and recognition of qualifications.   
 
13. As part of its efforts to build a knowledge-based society, MOLHR, together with a multi-
sectoral task force, is finalizing the National Human Resource Development Master Plan 
(2013─2020). The plan will identify important skills required by the country by 2020. In line with 
the government’s 11th plan, strategies include: training needs assessment; market analysis and 
implementation of human resource development through training providers; strengthening of 
industry liaison targeted at five industries actively partnering with TVET institutes capacity 
building; review of courses and management; monitoring and evaluation; and policy guidance in 

                                                           
8
  Government of Bhutan, Gross National Happiness Commission. 2013. Eleventh Five Year Plan, 2013─2018. 
Thimphu.  
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training institutes. Outputs include: creation of five centers of excellence; community access to 
TVET enhanced; employability of TVET graduates enhanced; training courses diversified to 
include female enrollment; and consideration of local industry and community needs. 
 

3. ADB Sector Experience and Assistance Program 

14. The Asian Development Bank (ADB) has remained continuously engaged with the broad 
education, social development sector. Since 2000, four ADB-assisted education projects have 
been completed and/or nearing completion. Two have been in the TVET sub-sector, one was to 
reconstruct four primary schools destroyed by the 2009 earthquake, and one seeks to enhance 
the economic opportunities for women and girls through income-generating activities and skills. 
 
15. The Basic Skills Development Project ($7 million) was to (i) establish an efficient, flexible, 
cost-effective, and sustainable basic skills training program and to support the restructuring of 
the National Technical Training Authority to MOLHR; and (ii) construct new vocational training 
institutes (now called TTIs). 9  These additional training facilities allowed an increase in 
enrollment from 400 persons in 2001 to 1,193 persons in 2008. The Rural Skills Development 
Project funded by the Japan Fund for Poverty Reduction (JFPR) ($2 million) aimed at increasing 
the income of rural communities by providing basic TVET in construction skills.10 The project 
taught villagers in 25 blocks in three rural districts basic modern skills such as carpentry, 
masonry, electrical wiring, plumbing, and construction planning. Another JFPR funded 
Upgrading Schools and Integrated Disaster Education Project ($3 million) was designed to 
enhance people's disaster risk management capacity in districts badly affected by the 2009 
earthquake as well as reconstruct four severely damaged primary schools.11 The Ministry of 
Education was also trained to increase its capacity in construction quality management for 
earthquake-resilient building to enable earthquake-resilient schools in the future. Finally, 
Advancing Economic Opportunities for Women and Girls, also JFPR funded ($1.95 million), 
seeks to increase employment opportunities and provide necessary skills.12 
 
16. As Bhutan continues to improve on key economic and social indicators, bilateral partners 
appear to be decreasing their involvement in education and social sector areas. ADB sees value 
in continuing to engage with the government especially to help meet the challenge of rising 
youth unemployment. This would require stronger focus on the higher-secondary, TVET and 
higher education sub-sectors of education over the next 5 years. A capacity development 
technical assistance: Institutional Strengthening for Skills Development is proposed for 2014–
2016 to build the institutional capacity of MOLHR so that it can lead the expansion of a better-
quality skills development system that is more equitable and responsive. This technical 
assistance is crucial to provide a platform for any future investment. Improving quality and 
relevance of higher secondary and skills development in Bhutan would require well-devised, 
catalytic investment to leverage current successes in access and private sector activity into a 
broad based system better able to meet the needs of the future. Dialogue with the government 
will continue to identify possible areas for continued ADB support.  

                                                           
9
  ADB. 2001. Report and Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors: Proposed Loan to the 
Kingdom of Bhutan for the Basic Skills Development Project. Manila. 

10
 ADB. 2006. Grant Assistance Report: Proposed Grant Assistance to the Kingdom of Bhutan for the Rural Skills 
Development Project. Manila. 

11
 ADB. 2010. Grant Assistance Report: Proposed Grant Assistance to the Kingdom of Bhutan for the Upgrading 
Schools and Integrated Disaster Education Project. Manila.  

12
 ADB. 2011. Grant Assistance Report: Proposed Grant Assistance to the Kingdom of Bhutan for Advancing 
Economic Opportunities for Women and Girls Project. Manila.  
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Problem Tree for Education (Higher Secondary and Post-secondary Focused) 
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TVET = technical and vocational education and training 

Sources: Asian Development Bank. 
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