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1. Sector Performance, Problems, and Opportunities 
 
1. The Government of the Lao People's Democratic Republic (Lao PDR) ascribes high 
priority to education as a prerequisite for sustained economic growth and poverty reduction, as it 
is central to its goal of graduating from least-developed country status by 2020.1 Government 
and international development partner (IDP) efforts have supported expanded education access, 
particularly for primary education (grades 1–5), where state and IDP support has concentrated. 
However, progress has lagged in the secondary education subsector (SES), which includes 
lower secondary education (LSE) and upper secondary education (USE), as well as 
postsecondary education (PSE), comprising technical and vocational education and training 
(TVET) and the higher education subsector (HES). The SES poses a particular bottleneck, 
facing challenges of both quantity and quality. In addition to straining to meet rising numbers of 
primary school graduates, quality and efficiency needs to be improved as the SES continues the 
transition (started in school year [SY] 2009/10) to a 7-year system.2 More broadly, the SES and 
PSE must play an increasingly central role in addressing human capacity as a binding constraint 
for the country’s development, while supporting interlinked transformation from (i) a planned to a 
market economy; (ii) a largely subsistence-based to a commercially oriented, regionally 
integrated economy; and (iii) an agrarian to a more urbanized society.3 Under resourcing of the 
SES and PSE (the Asian Development Bank (ADB) was the only IDP providing comprehensive 
support) compounds gaps of equitable access, quality and relevance, and overall management 
and efficiency.4 These gaps undermine the education system’s contributions to modernization, 
inclusive growth, poverty reduction, and broader socioeconomic development. 
 

a. Gaps in Equitable Access 
 
2. Lower secondary education. Progress to make primary education universal—with the 
net enrolment ratio rising from 86.0% in SY2006/07 to 92.7% in SY2009/105—increased strains 
on the SES. During this period, the gross enrolment rate (GER) for LSE rose from 53.3% to 
60.2%, falling slightly in the last year (despite a large rise in total enrolment) due to the extension 
of LSE to 4 years in SY2009/10. The GER for USE also remained stagnant, even falling slightly 
to 33.9% in SY2009/10. Moreover, aggregate figures conceal sizeable socioeconomic and 
geographic gaps. The GER for girls was 55.5% for LSE and 30.4% for USE in SY2009/10, 
compared with rates for boys of 64.6% for LSE and 37.3% for USE. Gender gaps are largest in 
poor, remote, and largely ethnic areas: in SY2009/10, in the poorest districts the GER for girls in 
LSE was 44.4% and for boys 56.1%, versus 62.4% for girls and 69.8% for boys in nonpoor 
districts. In such areas (where education quality is also lowest), enrolment rates decline steadily 
at higher grades—in seven of the poorest provinces only 11%–25% of children are expected to 
reach and complete grade 11. Dropout rates are persistently high—around 13% nationwide for 
LSE in SY2009/10—and much higher in poor and ethnic areas. Access issues in these areas 
                                                 
1 This summary is based on the Lao PDR Education Sector Assessment. Manila. (http://serd-lao.adb.org/). 
2 The Asian Development Bank directly supported the Ministry of Education extension of LSE from 3 to 4 years, 

aligning the system of primary (5 years), LSE (4 years), and USE (3 years) with the international standard of 12 
years of primary and secondary schooling.  

3 ADB. 2010. Country Assistance Program Evaluation: Lao People’s Democratic Republic. Manila. Regionally, 
Strategy 2020 (ADB. 2008. Strategy 2020: The Long-Term Strategic Framework of the Asian Development Bank, 
2008–2020. Manila.) identifies education as a priority sector, and foresees increasing support for TVET and HES. 

4 As ADB will continue to focus on the SES and PSE (para. 14), analysis here focuses largely on these subsectors. 
5 The net enrolment rate for girls in primary education reached 91.7% (93.7% for boys), narrowing the gender gap. 
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derive in part from disparities in completion rates and preparedness from the primary system. 
They also reflect underlying demand-side factors such as distance to secondary (compared with 
primary) schools, financial and opportunity costs, language and other cultural factors, and 
disabilities. Key supply-side factors include limited classrooms and schools in remote areas, 
inadequate financial and human resources, and quality issues (para. 4). 
 
3. Postsecondary education. Available figures for PSE enrolment vary widely but point to 
rising total enrolment, albeit from low levels.6 About 51,000 students are estimated to have 
received various forms of TVET training in SY2008/09, including formal certificate, diploma, and 
advanced diploma courses, and nonformal skills training.7 Barriers to access include (i) limited 
number of SES graduates (formal TVET programs typically require at least LSE completion) 
combined with lack of bridging programs, articulation between formal and nonformal programs, 
and mechanisms to recognize prior learning to qualify for entry; (ii) the concentration of 
institutions in more urban and affluent areas; (iii) limited needs-based financial support and gaps 
in implementing policies for increasing inclusiveness (e.g., for females, ethnic students, and the 
disabled); (iv) lack of dormitories and other facilities; and (v) limited flexibility and modes of 
provision. Reflecting similar constraints, HES enrolment is estimated to have exceeded 50,000, 
but still constitutes only 5%–8% of college-aged youth (accommodating well below half of the 
new USE graduates), despite the expansion of public universities and a growing array of private 
colleges.8 Linked to subsector management (paras. 6–7), particular issues in the HES include 
mistargeting of “quota” support for nonpoor students and shortages of qualified staff. 
 

b. Gaps in Quality and Relevance 
 
4. Secondary education. Low enrolment and high rates of dropout and repetition in part 
reflect quality gaps.9 Particularly for LSE, rapid rises in the number of primary school graduates 
have strained the capacity to provide good quality education. For the SES as a whole, bolstering 
pre- and in-service teacher training and deployment systems is urgently needed to address gaps, 
particularly in certain subjects and in poorer rural areas.10 More generally, increased investment 
is needed to realize gains from (and address challenges linked to) the addition of a fourth year of 
LSE in SY2009/10 (and the resultant jump in LSE enrolment), as well as revision of the SES 
curricula. As part of comprehensive SES reforms, the Ministry of Education (with support from 
ADB) has developed new LSE and USE curricula and new LSE textbooks and teacher guides, 
and provided training to first-year LSE teachers nationwide, commencing with the cohort-based 
phase-in of the new SES curriculum starting in SY2010/11. Follow-on support will be critical to 
fully implement these reforms and to realize the new curricula’s potential to better feed into 
subsequent learning and employment. Priorities include expanding and strengthening systems 
and institutions to train and support SES teachers, and implementing new schemes to promote 
teacher deployment to underserved areas. Increased investment in facilities and materials for 
teaching and learning (ranging from textbooks to laboratory facilities) will be critical to supporting 
higher quality. 
 
 

                                                 
6 Estimates are confounded by data collection gaps, including double-counting of students enrolled in multiple 

programs (especially in the HES), and a proliferation of public and private institutions and programs. Figures from 
public TVET and HES institutions suggest females comprise roughly 40% of total enrolment at each level. 

7 The TVET subsector consists of 21 public institutions under MOE, a small number of vocational institutes under 
other government agencies, and a large and growing number of private training institutes. 

8 As of SY2009/10, four universities were under MOE, and one under the Ministry of Health. 
9 See para. 2 for dropout rates. A revised policy on grade promotion has helped reduce the repetition rates slightly to 

1.7% in LSE and 0.8% in USE in SY2008/09. However, this has not directly addressed underlying quality issues. 
10 Stopgap measures such as transferring teachers from primary to LSE teaching (or use of makeshift structures) have 

adversely affected quality. Many rural areas face a particular shortage of qualified science and math teachers. 
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5. Postsecondary education. The evolving needs of society and the economy pose 
challenges for PSE (and USE). Curricula, methodology, and overall program design need to be 
better aligned to meet shifting demands, and enhance links between TVET, the HES, and USE. 
Problems include (i) varying and weakly controlled quality, compounded by a proliferation of 
institutions and programs; (ii) inadequate and inconsistent professional support (e.g., pre- and 
in-service training) and staff’s lack of practical experience, particularly in TVET; (iii) lack of 
uniform and fully competency-based curricula; (iv) adverse incentives, which encourage 
institutions to shift resources to revenue-generating courses and fields; and (v) institutional 
rigidities and overall weak labor market links, especially in emerging sectors and skill areas. 
 

c. Gaps in Education Sector Management 
 
6. Financing. Inadequate financing is a critical issue in the education sector. The share of 
the national budget allocated to education fell from roughly 15% in 1997 to less than 12% in 
fiscal year (FY) 2005. While this share rose to 15.5% by FY2010, it remains well below the 
government’s 18.0% target.11 A related issue is dependence on IDP support, which has financed 
about 90% of recent capital investment in education, focusing on primary education. This 
contributed to an imbalance in the ratio of capital to recurrent expenditures (exceeding 60:40 in 
FY2006), and strained fiscal capacities to meet required recurrent expenditures. However, 
official development assistance allocated to education fell sharply after FY2007, contrasting with 
rapid increases in domestic funding for education in these years.12 While helping to rebalance 
education financing, decreases in IDP support clearly undercut total resources available to 
education. Finally, particularly for PSE, nonstate financing needs to be increased—including 
private investment and public–private partnerships, as well as stronger and more appropriate 
cost-recovery mechanisms—to support the continued expansion of TVET and HES without 
unduly draining resources from primary and secondary education.13 
 
7. Governance. Other key gaps in sector management interlink with access and quality 
issues to affect learning outcomes and internal and external efficiency of the education sector. 
Many of these are most pronounced in SES and PSE (given their complexity); they include, an 
urgent need to address challenges in (i) institutional capacity, including the need for further 
rationalization alongside decentralization, particularly in the SES; (ii) human resources and 
technical and managerial capacity; (iii) enhanced and better-aligned management information 
systems to support efficient and needs-based planning and budgeting; (iv) systems for assessing 
teachers, faculty, and student learning outcomes, as well as broader quality control; and (v) 
enhanced mobilization of private sector participants. 
 

2. Government’s Sector Strategy 
 
8. The National Education System Reform Strategy, 2006–2015 sets an overall strategy for 
improving the education system, including enhancing access and quality. To operationalize the 
strategy, the Prime Minister approved the Education Sector Development Framework (ESDF) in 
2009. Reflecting strong government–IDP dialogue, the ESDF provides a unified framework to 
guide all government and IDP efforts under three pillars: (i) assuring equitable access, (ii) 
improving quality and relevance, and (iii) strengthening sector governance and performance 
management. Education remains a top priority area under the Seventh National Socio-Economic 

                                                 
11 The 2007 revised Education Law calls on the government to “prioritize and increase the national budget share to the 

education sector to achieve 18% and higher.” 
12 Recurrent expenditures rose most sharply, reaching just below 60% of the total education budget in FY2009. 
13 In addition to equity considerations, in general, PSE has significant private returns (i.e., benefits accrue to the 

individual), while basic education has a stronger public-good nature, with large spillovers and social returns. 
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Development Plan, 2011–2015 (NSEDP).14 At the same time, recent ambitious education sector 
reforms have increasingly strained education sector capacity. Thus, government–IDP 
cooperation should give priority to (i) finalizing and implementing key ongoing reforms, 
reassessing some specific targets and plans where needed; (ii) promoting a few incremental 
reforms needed to fulfill the ongoing reform agenda; and (iii) investing in institutional and human 
capacity needed to effectively implement reforms and programs. 
 

3. ADB Sector Experience and Assistance Program 
 
9. Since 1991, ADB has supported seven projects in the education sector. ADB’s focus has 
gradually shifted to the SES and PSE, wherein it has been the lead IDP, complementing other 
IDP support focused on primary education. Three ongoing projects are directly supporting key 
reforms in the SES (footnote 3), strengthening the HES, and enhancing the TVET system’s 
responsiveness to labor market demands.15 Follow-on support in the SES is being prepared for 
approval in 2011. Additionally, ADB technical assistance directly supported the development of 
the ESDF. While noting some areas for improvement, the 2010 country assistance program 
evaluation (footnote 4) rates the performance of ADB assistance in the education sector 
successful, in view of strategic positioning, relevance to national priorities, effectiveness in 
achieving outcomes and outputs, and other considerations. 
 
10. Strategic focus. The government has called on ADB to maintain its lead role in the SES 
and PSE, which will be increasingly important given the Lao PDR’s socioeconomic transition 
(para. 1), complementing other IDPs’ primary education focus. ADB support in the SES, TVET, 
and the HES will be guided by (i) alignment with national priorities; (ii) complementarity with 
government and IDP investments, and synergy across ADB interventions in the SES, TVET, and 
the HES; and (iii) building on foundations and lessons from past projects and programs. It will 
align with the ESDF’s three pillars16 and have a strong equity focus, combining national reforms 
with targeted investments focused on disadvantaged areas and groups.17 Gender equality is a 
key priority and projects will support (i) dormitories, stipends, and other schemes to raise female 
enrolment and completion; (ii) gender-sensitive curricula; (iii) schemes to expand female teacher 
recruitment and deployment; and (iv) capacity development programs with quotas for female 
teachers and managers.18 In addition to equity and access (ESDF pillar 1) and quality and 
relevance (ESDF pillar 2), ADB will support better sector management (ESDF pillar 3), including 
bolstering central and local institutional and systemic capacities (to ensure the efficacy and 
sustainability of reforms) and facilitating private sector participation (including nonprofit) in ways 
that promote quality and equity. 
 

                                                 
14 Education and human resource development comprise the lead section in the NSEDP’s chapter on social and 

cultural development. The education plan linked to the NSEDP aligns closely with the ESDF’s three pillars. 
15 ADB. 2006. Report and Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors: Proposed Loan and Grant to 

the Lao People’s Democratic Republic for the Basic Education Sector Development Program. Manila; ADB. 2009. 
Report and Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors: Proposed Grant to the Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic for the Strengthening Higher Education Project. Manila; and ADB. 2010. Report and 
Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors: Proposed Grant to the Lao People’s Democratic 
Republic for the Strengthening Technical and Vocational Education and Training Project. Manila. 

16 These are listed as the three country sector outcomes in the indicative sector results framework (education, 
2012–2016) at the end of this appendix. 

17 Particularly for the SES, this should include some subset of 56 educationally disadvantaged districts that the 
government has identified for priority support, and where other IDPs are supporting primary education. 

18 TVET and HES interventions will also prioritize preparing women to meet labor market demands, and promote 
women’s participation in training on, and access to, private sector employment in nontraditional fields. 
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Problem Tree for Education 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

ICT = information and communication technology, MIS = management information system, LSE = lower secondary education, PSE = post-secondary education, SDP = 
sector development program, SES = secondary education subsector, TVET = technical and vocational education and training. 
Source: Asian Development Bank 

Marginalized 
groups face 
constrained 
opportunities and 
persistent poverty 
traps 

Education 
sector reforms 
not effectively 
operationalized; 
sector targets 
missed 

Narrow, constrained, and 
less-inclusive growth; slow 
and imbalanced economic 
modernization; weakened 
participation in the global 
economy 

Sustainability 
of sector 
investments 
threatened 

Graduates 
ill-prepared for 
subsequent 
education, training, 
and work (i.e., low 
external efficiency) 

Depressed 
human capital 
accumulation 
and broader 
social 
development 

Low educational attainment, particularly among 
females and disadvantaged groups (e.g., the 
rural poor, ethnic groups, and disabled youth)   

Uneven mastery of critical knowledge and 
competencies needed for national economic and 
social development 

Wastage (high dropout and repetition) and other 
internal inefficiencies further strain the ability of limited 
resources to deliver on education sector priorities 

Persistent gaps in education access by disadvantaged groups (including girls), quality and relevance, and low system 
efficiency, with particular challenges in secondary and postsecondary education  

Inequity across 
areas and 
groups 
undermines 
social cohesion 
and progress 

Socioeconomic 
constraints: 
Financial and 
opportunity 
costs 
Language and 
cultural gaps 
Parents' lack 
of and/or low 
value placed 
on education 
Pressure from 
recent 
population 
growth 
Gender norms 
especially in 
poor rural 
areas 
Malnutrition 
No access to 
credit or 
scholarships 

Weak information 
and quality control 
systems: 
Data 
inconsistencies 
Fractured or 
incomplete MIS for 
education and the 
labor market  
Lack of job 
counseling or tracer 
studies  
Quality control 
policies and 
mechanisms not 
fully implemented at 
all levels 
Poor regulation, with 
a proliferation of 
low-quality PSE 
programs and 
adverse incentives 
to focus on 
revenues 

Curriculum gaps: 
Phase-in of new SES curriculum 
(from SY2009/10) requires 
continued support  
Limited upstream and 
downstream links (primary to the 
SES; SES and PSE to continued 
learning and on-the-job training) 
Poor use of school and/or 
institution autonomy to develop 
curricular elements 
Weak and/or lacking 
competency-based curricula in 
PSE, and low relevance to job 
skills and real world 
Issues in language of instruction 
(especially primary and SES) 
Lack of effective remedial 
support 
 

Gaps in teaching: 
Shortage of qualified 
rural teachers 
(especially females) 
and PSE faculty 
Broader rigidities 
and mismatches in 
deployment  
Weak pre- and 
in-service training, 
support, and 
assessment 
mechanisms 
Further pedagogical 
support needed to 
move from 
rote-based 
instruction  
TVET staff lack 
practical experience 

Poor facilities and 
learning 
resources:  
Classrooms 
(especially in 
SES) increasingly 
overcrowded 
Shortage of 
textbooks and 
materials 
Lack of 
laboratories, 
libraries, and 
machines 
Ad hoc approach 
to traditional and 
modern tools 
(e.g., ICT) poses 
quality, efficiency, 
and equity issues 
PSE–private 
sector links (e.g., 
apprenticeship) 
not well utilized 

Gaps:  
Inadequate, imbalanced 
financing and dependence on 
international support 
Institutional gaps and rigidities 
strained by ambitious array of 
reforms   
Weak horizontal and vertical 
coordination 
Uneven decentralization and 
introduction of school- based 
management 
Human resource and capacity 
gaps, especially at lower 
administrative tiers and 
schools and institutions 
Weak evidence-based 
planning due to MIS, data 
gaps, and other issues 
Private sector role poorly 
regulated and coordinated  
Effective and equitable cost 
recovery needed (especially 
PSE)



 

 

6 Sector Results Framework (Education, 2012–2016) 
Country Sector Outcomes Country Sector Outputs ADB Sector Operations
Sector Outcomes with 
ADB Contribution 

Indicators with Targets 
and Baselinesa 

Sector Outputs with ADB
Contribution 

Indicators with Incremental 
Targets 

Planned and Ongoing 
ADB Interventions 

Main Outputs Expected 
from ADB Interventions 

Education 
infrastructure and 
system expanded, 
improved, and 
well-managed 
 

GER rises from 60.2% 
in 2010 to 75.0% in 
LSE, and from 34% in 
2010 to 40% in USE 
(75% by 2020) 
Female share of 
enrolment reaches 50% 
in TVET and HES (up 
from 40% in 2010) 

SES school networks and 
facilities improved 

 
New or enhanced systems 
for needs-targeted stipends 
in SES and PSE  

85% of localities meet norm of one 
LSE school for every four primary 
schools (baseline ratio below 1:7 
nationwide) 
Poor students receiving stipends 
comprise 20% of total LSE and 
USE enrolment (up from 1%), with 
TVET and HES stipend programs 
rationalized 

(i) Key activity areas:
Central and local support 
for reforms (20% of funds) 

Staff development (15%)  

Civil works, equipment, and 
education materials (60%) 

Needs-targeted support to 
poor students (5%) 

(ii) Pipeline projects with 
estimated amounts: 
Secondary Education SDP 
($40.0 million in 2011) 

Higher Education SDP 
($20.0 million in 2015; 
project preparatory TA in 
2014) 

Strengthening Second 
TVET Project  
($20.0 million in 2016, 
project preparatory TA in 
2015) 

Education Reform Support 
Facility policy and advisory 
TA ($1.5 million in 2012) 

(iii) Ongoing projects 
Basic Education SDP 
($21.6 million equivalent) 

Strengthening Higher 
Education Project  
($24.8 million)  

Strengthening TVET 
Project ($23.0 million) 

New gender-sensitive 
curriculum for 7-year SES 
fully phased in, with 
incremental reforms 

New curriculum standards 
and other reforms 
approved in PSE 

Related institutional 
strengthening in SES and 
PSE subsectors 

2,400 central and local 
education officials trained, 
prioritizing females 

28,000 teachers or faculty 
trained (50% female) 

600 classrooms built or 
upgraded, with 
gender-sensitive designs 

75 SES schools and PSE 
institutions receive 
equipment and materials 
packages  

25,000 students benefit 
from stipends (50% girls)  

15 PPP schemes piloted 
in SES and PSE, including 
two skills contracting 
programs in TVET (25% 
female participation) 

   New LSE and USE curricula, 
textbooks, and teacher 
guides developed and 
distributed, and teachers 
trained 

 

Teacher training system 
upgraded to meet new 
12-year system 
PSE curricula systematized 
and improved, aligning to 
needs identified via newly 
compiled labor market 
information 

By SY2016/17, new textbooks 
printed and distributed to SES 
schools nationwide for all seven 
SES grades (starting from LSE 
grade 1 in SY2010/11) 
In-service training provided to 20% 
of teachers per year (up from less 
than 10%) 
New credit schemes and 
articulation mechanisms within 
PSE introduced and adopted 
New LMIS developed and 
operating; first-ever detailed tracer 
studies completed 

  Government allocation 
reaching 18.0% of total 
budget (up from around 
15.5%), with resources more 
efficiently used  

 
New or revised strategies, 
guidelines, and regulations 
adopted for increased 
nonstate financing (e.g., PPP 
and cost recovery), 
particularly in PSE 

Unit costing introduced and used in 
budgeting and planning at all levels 
of education 
Block grants pilot tested and 
introduced for all LSE and USE 
schools (from pilot test in primary 
schools in 2011) 
At least two new contracting 
schemes launched in TVET (none 
presently) 
80% of HES students fee-paying 
(up from 50%). 

GER = gross enrolment rate, HES = higher education subsector, LMIS = labor market information system, LSE = lower secondary education, PPP = public–private partnership, 
PSE = post-secondary education, SDP = sector development program, SES = secondary education subsector, SY = school year, TA = technical assistance, TVET = technical 
and vocational education and training, USE = upper secondary education. 
a Unless otherwise noted, to align with the seventh NSEDP, outcome and output indicators compare 2015 targets against SY2009/10 baselines. 


