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SECTOR ASSESSMENT (SUMMARY): EDUCATION 
 
A. Overview 
 
1. Nepal has great human resource potential. It has a proportionately large population of 
young people, a high labor force participation rate, and around 450,000 new entrants to the 
work force each year. More than 60% of them seek jobs abroad due to a lack of domestic 
opportunities. Remittance income from these workers amounts to one-quarter of the gross 
domestic product. The education level of the work force is low; 48% have never attended 
school, and the majority of new entrants are unskilled or low-skilled workers. A mismatch in the 
domestic labor market between the skills needed and those available is commonly 
acknowledged. A 2013 labor market inquiry shows that jobs are available for skilled workers in 
construction, manufacturing, and service sectors. 1  Most of the overseas workers are also 
engaged in low-skilled, low-paid jobs even while opportunities for skilled workers are growing. 
Women and excluded groups in the work force are even more disadvantaged due to their low 
access to and attainment in education. Providing equitable access to quality education and skills 
development opportunities is therefore a key to achieving the government’s objective of 
achieving high, inclusive, and employment-oriented economic growth.  
 
2. Political changes since 1090—restoration of democracy and the subsequent 
insurgency—have increased public demand for education and social services. Equitable, 
productive human resource development is critical to overcoming demand-side barriers to 
education and combating intergenerational poverty. Poverty is largely responsible for the high 
rate of chronic malnutrition in Nepal, where 41% of children under 5 years of age are stunted.2 
Persistent poverty and sociocultural barriers such as gender and caste-based discrimination 
continue to exclude the most marginalized children from attending and excelling in schooling. 
This thus calls for a multisectoral approach to expanding livelihoods for the poorest and 
marginalized social groups, including the institutionalization of social protection mechanisms 
and providing equitable access to employment-oriented education and training. 
 
3. Nepal has implemented a series of reforms in school education since the 1990s, with the 
goal of free basic and, subsequently, secondary education for all. Significant progress has been 
made, particularly in access and equity. Scholarships, school meals, and free textbooks under 
the School Sector Reform Plan (SSRP) for 2010–2016 have raised enrollment rates further.3 
Gender parity in the net enrollment rate has been achieved at all four levels of school education. 
However, the public school system suffers from low internal efficiency—low attendance rates, 
high dropout and repetition rates, and low promotion cycle completion rates. This and poor 
governance have an adverse effect on the quality of education. A history of centralized, 
noncompetitive, nontransparent recruitment practices has left a large proportion of the system’s 
teacher inadequately qualified. The teacher population contains many more men than women 
and has a proportionately low representation of socially disadvantaged groups. This makes it 
more difficult to keep girls and students from disadvantaged groups in school. The poor quality 
of public education has accelerated the growth of private schools, which now account for 17% of 
the total school enrollment, although the quality of education they offer is uneven. 

                                                
1
 ADB. Partial Labor Market Survey for Skills Development Project Preparation. Unpublished. 

2
 Government of Nepal, Ministry of Health and Population. 2011. Nepal Demographic and Health Survey 2011. 

Kathmandu; Government of Nepal, National Planning Commission. 2010. Nepal Millennium Development Goals, 
Progress Report 2010. Kathmandu.  

3
 During 2001-2011, the net enrollment rate rose from 81.0% to 96.0% for primary education, from 42.9% to 70.0% 

for lower secondary education, and from 29.5% to 52.1% for secondary education. The number of students 
completing the school leaving certificate increased by more than 100% from 113,020 in 2005 to 397,759 in 2010. 
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4. The formal public technical and vocational education and training (TVET) system 
consists of 14 technical schools, 4 polytechnics, 2 community development vocational training 
centers, and 30 annex schools under the Council for Technical Education and Vocational 
Training. More than 450 private technical schools and polytechnics are also affiliated with this 
council. Since 2006, support from development partners, including the Skills for Employment 
Project (SEP) of the Asian Development Bank (ADB), rapidly increased the number of private 
providers and the number of graduates who received short-term skills training. Compared with 
450,000 new labor force entrants each year, access to TVET is still very limited, however. In 
2009, about 25,000 students were enrolled in the formal TVET system in pursuit of a technical 
school leaving certificate and diploma. Another estimated 60,000 were receiving short-term 
training. Access to TVET is far from equitable between urban and rural areas and across 
different social groups. There is a mismatch between the training provided and the skills the 
domestic market requires, and also between wages for the same skills in the domestic market 
and abroad, inducing significant migration of workers. The quality and the market relevance of 
TVET are crucial factors in efforts to improve the productivity of Nepalese workers. The 
government adopted a TVET policy in June 2012, but weak implementation capacity and a lack 
of financing continue to hamper effectiveness and efficiency in the TVET subsector.  
 
5. Higher education has also expanded rapidly since 1990, with an increase in the number 
of universities and university-like institutions from two to eight and the establishment of a large 
number of privately operated colleges affiliated with these universities.4 However, access to 
higher education remains low, with a gross enrollment rate of about 10%, 24% of which is in the 
private sector. Disparities in access to higher education are significant, with women and 
individuals from lower income backgrounds, castes and ethnic groups facing discrimination, and 
rural areas making up a disproportionately small share of enrollment. Enrollment is also highly 
skewed. About 90% of students take up non-technical subjects such as education, 
management, and humanities and social sciences. Political interference and lack of a strategic 
direction and oversight to link higher education outcomes to national development priorities 
undermine the accountability of higher education institutions. The underlying issues are weak 
governance and insufficient financing, resulting in a higher education system that offers 
insufficient access, low quality, and low relevance to economic needs.  
 
B. Government Strategy 
 
6. The interim constitution of 2007 entitles each citizen to free education up to the 
secondary level. Significant reforms have been made to increase access to quality education by 
all and by women and the excluded in particular. Nepal has committed to the Millennium 
Development Goals of universal primary education for boys and girls by 2015 and of eliminating 
gender disparity in primary and secondary education by 2005 and at all levels of education by 
2015. The approach paper to the new Three-Year Plan (FY2014–FY2016) recognizes the key 
role of education in developing qualified and competitive human resources, enhancing 
productivity, generating employment, and reducing poverty. Major strategies emphasized by the 
plan include effectively implementing free, quality basic education and enhancing access to 
employment-oriented TVET and higher education, particularly in science and technology. The 
government has accorded high priority to education, and sector spending has averaged more 
than 16% of the national budget since FY2008—the highest for any sector. However, this 
budget is spent primarily on primary and secondary school education (85.6% in FY2011), 
leaving little for TVET (2.4%) and higher education (10.0%).  
 

                                                
4
 In addition, at least four more universities have been proposed for different parts of the country. 
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7. In primary and secondary school education, the SSRP aims to (i) expand access and 
equity, (ii) improve quality and relevance, and (iii) strengthen the institutional capacity of the 
entire school education system to improve system performance. It also seeks to change the 
four-tier structure into a two-tier system. The new TVET policy approved in 2012 aims at (i) 
expanding opportunities in an inclusive and equitable TVET system, (ii) increasing 
responsiveness to demand, and (iii) maximizing utilization of resources. The policy’s 
overarching reform agenda requires a long-term perspective and strong technical and 
coordination capacity across different agencies. The government strategy on higher education 
focuses on expanding access by establishing open and technical universities. However, no 
explicit policy framework exists for higher education development, and a long-awaited umbrella 
act for better regulation of higher education institutions has yet to be approved.  
 
8. Recognizing the clear links of persistent malnutrition with cognitive development and 
subsequent learning outcomes in children, the government approved the Multisectoral Nutrition 
Plan in April 2012. It involves not only the health sector in addressing the chronic malnutrition in 
Nepal but also those responsible for education, water supply, sanitation and hygiene, 
agriculture, social protection, and local governance.  
 
9. The school education system is highly decentralized. Some degree of decentralization 
has also been introduced in higher education through the concept of multi-universities and the 
granting of autonomy to campuses under Tribhuvan University. However, higher education 
continues to operate largely through the central government machinery, both in terms of 
financing and governance. The same applies in the TVET subsector. 
 
C. ADB Sector Experience and Sector Programs 
 
10. Given Nepal’s commitment to education for all and the concurrent rising popular 
demand, the government will continue to make education a high priority. The ongoing complex 
and prolonged political transition poses a challenge for the government to generate additional 
resources for the sector and embark on a high-growth trajectory. A continued engagement by 
Nepal’s development partners in human and social development efforts will therefore be 
necessary, particularly for enhancing equitable access to high quality education and training to 
provide qualified, skilled, employable workers. ADB will continue to leverage resources and 
enhance coordination with other development partners to improve the sector performance. ADB 
will focus on key governance and institutional reforms to strengthen the Ministry of Education, 
strengthen public financial management in the sector, and improve teacher management and 
development to achieve the envisaged outputs and outcomes and ensure their sustainability. 
 
11. ADB has been a major development partner in the sector since 1990. Since 2006, ADB 
has adopted a sector-wide approach to improving school education.5 ADB’s ongoing support to 
the SSRP has aimed at bringing the remaining out-of-school children, particularly girls and 
those from socially excluded groups, into basic education; meeting the minimum enabling 
conditions for learning; providing scholarships and stipends, targeting girls and excluded 
groups; increasing the number of trained female teachers; piloting structural and nonstructural 
school safety-related activities, such as retrofitting, awareness building, and disaster 
preparedness; and improving public financial management and governance in the sector. 6 

                                                
5
  Other development partners supporting the school education sector-wide approach include Australia, Denmark, the 

European Union, Finland, Norway, the United Kingdom, the United Nations Children’s Fund, and the World Bank.  
6
  The disaster preparedness support is to help the government implement an overall long-term disaster risk 

reduction strategy. The government launched the Nepal Risk Reduction Consortium in May 2009 in partnership 
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Based on the experience gained from SSRP implementation, ADB will continue to support 
school education reforms beyond FY2014, with a focus on improving quality and efficiency, 
scaling up school safety, and strengthening service delivery within the context of 
decentralization. ADB will also prioritize secondary education, which is far more under-
resourced than primary education and faces challenges to improve access, equity, and quality.  
 
12. ADB has reengaged in TVET since 2005 through the SEP. The SEP supported policy 
reform and emphasized delivery of demand-oriented and short-term market-oriented skills 
training, especially for women and excluded groups. Building on SEP’s achievements and 
informed by ADB investments in other countries, the Skills Development Project and ensuing 
investment in TVET will support implementation of the 2012 TVET policy to improve the quality 
and relevance of TVET, expand inclusive training opportunities with public–private partnerships, 
and upgrade capacity of the sector to move toward the sector-wide approach.7 This will be 
pursued in close coordination with other development partners to maximize investments. 
 
13. ADB has not invested in higher education in Nepal before. However, given the critical 
role higher education plays in innovation and development, opportunities exist for strategic 
investments to establish international-standard institutions in Nepal and thereby create a pool of 
highly trained people, especially in science and technology. Such investments would not only 
contribute to the development of a quality teacher base for higher education but also produce 
the much-needed trained human capital for the infrastructure development works requited for 
the country’s socioeconomic transformation. ADB is prepared to selectively support higher 
education in science and technology, especially engineering, including innovative distance 
education that relies on cost-effective information and communication technology. 
 
14. An ADB technical assistance project8 initiated a structured policy dialogue on social 
protection planning in Nepal, which facilitated the first-ever mapping of Nepal’s social protection 
programs and the drafting of the National Social Protection Framework. ADB, through several 
Japan Fund for Poverty Reduction grants,9 is also helping the government to pilot innovative 
ways to address social protection issues, including strengthening the system of cash transfers, 
decentralized support for vulnerable families, and expansion and improvement of protection for 
women and children. The government is keen to expand its social protection programs and 
strengthen its planning, delivery, and monitoring functions. ADB intends to support this effort, in 
collaboration with other development partners. Along with skills development, ADB will consider 
catalytic support for making the labor market more flexible by providing adequate social 
protection measures for workers.  
  

                                                                                                                                                       
with development partners. ADB, in partnership with the Ministry of Education and the Department of Education, is 
leading the coordination of the school safety undertakings, including the structural and nonstructural measures to 
make schools earthquake-resilient. The Government of Australia has cofinanced this initiative with ADB. The 
United Kingdom, the United Nations Children’s Fund, and the World Bank are also supporting school safety. 

7
 The TVET sector is receiving support from the Government of Finland, the International Labour Organization, the 

Korean International Cooperation Agency, Swiss Development Cooperation, the United Nation Development 
Programme, the United Kingdom, the United States Agency for International Cooperation, the World Bank, and 
several international nongovernmental organizations.  

8
  ADB. 2010. Technical Assistance for Supporting the Development of a Social Protection Framework for Nepal. 

Manila.   
9
 ADB. 2011. Reducing Child Malnutrition through Social Protection. Manila; ADB. 2007. Strengthening 

Decentralized Support for Vulnerable and Conflict-Affected Families and Children. Manila; ADB. 2009. Establishing 
Women and Children Service Centers. Manila. 
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Institutional and capacity barriers. Strong, 
coherent policy and regulatory framework to 
govern the sector is lacking. Institutional 
mechanisms and structures are weak, as is the 
capacity to plan, budget, implement, monitor, and 
evaluate development interventions, especially in 
the areas of inclusion and equity measures. 

Socioeconomic and cultural barriers. Social, 
cultural, and economic barriers and regional 
disparities prevent women, children, and excluded 
groups from benefiting from human development 
opportunities and services. 

Physical barriers. Ecological diversity, 
geographical isolation, and dispersed population 
constrain delivery of services.   

High level of fragmentation 
and overlap across 
numerous initiatives, 
mandates, and criteria of 
technical correctness, 
administrative ease, and 
political demands 

Large informal sector that 
complicates targeted social 
assistance  

Inadequate sizes of benefits 
or transfers to be 
transformative or productivity 
enhancing to help the poor 
and vulnerable to move out 
from poverty 

Fragmented TVET system without 
linkages to general and higher 
education 

Duplication of skills development 
efforts across different ministries 
and private sector 

Limited involvement of private 
sector (employers and training 
providers) in policy and 
implementation of skills 
development 

Lack of standardized vocational 
qualification framework and 
accreditation mechanism 

Limited skills development 
opportunities for growing number 
of new work force entrants 

Inadequate financing for schools 

Outdated educational inputs 
(curriculum and pedagogy) 

Shortage of qualified teachers 
and absence of system for 
teacher performance 
management & evaluation 

Ineffective and limited capacity of 
decentralized management 
(district level) 

Ineffective and limited capacity of 
school management committees, 
district education offices, 
Resource Centers 

Inadequate school facilities, 
equipment and materials 

Not enough qualified higher 
education graduates 

Inadequate financing for HEIs 

Weak system of quality assurance 
and accreditation 

Rigid and politicized management 
of subsector and HEIs 
 

Limited capacity of HEIs’ 
management, academic, and 
administrative staff 

Inadequate HEI facilities, 
equipment, and materials 

Limited and non-market 
responsive TVET system  

Limited coverage of protection for 
population from poverty, 
vulnerabilities, and shocks, 
especially for poor and socially 
excluded groups 

Children with low educational 
attainment in pre-primary, 
primary, and secondary schools 

Persistent poverty and lack of sustained inclusive economic growth 

Persisting regional and social 
disparities 

Low productivity of human resources Unemployment  and underemployment Skills mismatch in the labor market 

Problem Tree for Education Sector 

Low quality of and unequal access to human and social development opportunities and services 
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Sector Results Framework (Education, 2013–2017) 
 

Country Sector Outcomes Country Sector Outputs ADB Sector Operations 

Outcomes with  
ADB Contribution 

Indicators with Targets and 
Baselines

a
 

Outputs with 
ADB 

Contribution 

Indicators with 
Incremental 

Targets
a
 

Planned and Ongoing ADB 
Interventions 

Main Outputs Expected from 
ADB Interventions 

Increased 
educational 
attainment for both 
men and women, 
including socially 
excluded groups, 
and a better skilled 
labor force  
 
 

Mean years of schooling (15 
years old and above) 
Target (2017): 10  years 
Baseline (2011): 8.1 years—
males, 8.2 years; Females,  8.0 
years 
 

Net enrollment rate 
(basic education) 
Target (2017): 92% 
Baseline (2012): 86% 
 

Net enrollment rate (secondary 
education)  
Target (2017): 58% 
Baseline (2012): 52% 
 

Share of Dalit
b
 students in 

secondary grades  
Target (2017): 13% 
Baseline (2011): 10% 
 

TVET qualifications  
Target (2017):15,500 
TSLCs/diplomas, and 86,200 
short-term courses completed 
Baseline (2012):13,300 
TSLCs/diplomas, and 46,200 
short-term courses completed 
 

No. of graduates from Institute 
of Engineering 
Target (2017): 3,500 
Baseline (2012): 2,532 

 

Education 
system, including 
technical 
education and 
vocational 
training, 
improved and 
well-managed 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Percentage of 
female teachers in 
primary level  
Target (2017): 
42.5% 
Baseline (2012): 
37.5% 
 
National assessment 
of student 
achievement  
Target (2017): Two 
rounds completed 
for grades 3,5, and 8 
Baseline (2012): 
One round for grade 
8 completed 
 
 

Planned key activity areas: 

Technical education and 
vocational skills training 
(vocational training, formal 
skills development, 
informal skills and 
technical training, support 
to disadvantaged groups, 
system reforms and 
policies)(14% of funding) 
Upper secondary 
education (support to 
school sector reform 
program) (86% of funding) 
 
Pipeline projects with 
estimated amounts: 

School Sector Program II 
($45 m) 
 
Ongoing projects with 
approved amounts: 

School Sector Program ($65 
m) 
Skills Development ($20 m) 
 

Planned key activity areas 
and pipeline projects:  

Access to, quality and relevance 
of basic and secondary 
education  

Access to, relevance and quality 
of TVET improved 

Public–private partnership 
modalities for TVET delivery 
improved 
 
Ongoing projects:  

Scholarships and other basic 
and secondary education 
incentives provided for more 
than 3.89 million girls and 
children from vulnerable 
communities annually 

260 school buildings retrofitted 

Percentage of certified teachers 
increased from 91% to 97% 

Percentage of schools with 
trained staff in accounting 
increased to more than 90% 

45,000 youth complete basic 
skills training 

Institutional framework and 
procedures for the TEVT Fund 
adopted and operationalized  

 

m = million, TSLC = technical school leaving certificate, TVET = technical and vocational education and training, UGC = University Grants Commission. 
a
 Disaggregated data accounting for gender/ethnic shares in achievements will be reported for all relevant indicators. 

b 
Dalits are socially marginalized groups in Nepal.  

Sources: Asian Development Bank and government estimates. 
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