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Foreword

Quality education is essential for creating a sustainable human resource base upon which to
build a country’s development. Asia is experiencing a growing need for skilled managers and
professionals in a variety of fields. Investing in higher education will help developing Asian
countries build high-income economies, with the innovation, knowledge, and technology
needed to thrive in an interconnected, competitive world.
ADB has accumulated significant experience in providing support for improving education
systems in its developing member countries. In response to the growing needs of these
countries, ADB is boosting its support for higher education. The changing landscape of higher
education requires new thinking and updated practices. Questions central to the issue include:
What are the strategic and operational priorities for higher education in the region? How should
support be targeted to achieve a high, sustainable impact? How can ADB best assist its
developing member countries to substantially raise the quality of and expand access to higher
education within a reasonable, yet ambitious, time frame?
To provide insights into the kinds of changes demanded in higher education, ADB financed a
major regional study, drawing on the views of subject experts, higher education leaders, regional
stakeholders, and participants of an international conference on higher education in Asia.
Higher Education in Dynamic Asia is the result of this study. I am confident that it will provide
valuable inputs into the process of higher education reform across Asia. It will also provide
critical inputs into ADB‘s work in assisting the region to develop the full potential of its people.

Bindu N. Lohani
Vice-President (Knowledge Management and Sustainable Development)
Asian Development Bank
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Preface

In Asia, especially among most of the countries dealt with in this study, the demand for higher
education is on an unstoppable trajectory in the near and middle term. This is already reflected
in the current levels of participation. The demographic projections of the 17–25 year-old age
cohort for the next 20 years are showing growth in the lower double digits. For governments
planning to respond to this growth, policy options have to balance among costs, sustainability,
and ensuring fair and equitable access to higher education. Confounding these challenges
further are equally critical ones like standards, quality, and responsible and orderly growth. In
pursuing these, creative ways of delivering, financing, and managing higher education by both
public and private sector sponsorship should be explored. For positioning higher education to
provide fair access provisions to all, and especially for students from those segments of society
that have remained underrepresented even at present, developing Asia must seriously consider
mainstreaming widening participation and strengthening inclusiveness in higher education,
incentivizing higher education institutions for that effort, and offering additional academic
support for those from marginalized communities.
This is particularly timely in the Asia and Pacific region, where, unfortunately, rapid economic
growth has been accompanied by widening disparities and inequality. Greater investment and
better targeted reforms that support inclusive education systems not only yield more productive
and inclusive economies, but will also help to better meet important goals in social development
and other crucial development areas.
Policies and institutions that are inclusive provide opportunities for each individual to achieve
his or her full learning potential and acquire relevant knowledge and skills to effectively serve as
members of society and to contribute to inclusive economic growth. Thus, inclusiveness and
equitable access throughout the education system, including higher education, are key factors
for establishing a broad and diversified human resource base. This is essential for advancing
inclusive economic growth, leading to greater recognition that educating excluded groups
and raising their achievement is a development imperative for countries to progress up the
economic ladder.
This publication, Access Without Equity? Finding a Better Balance in Higher Education in Asia,
makes a strong case, through a comprehensive analysis, for shifting the development agenda
from access to widening participation and for strengthening inclusiveness in higher education
in our region. In this context, it also provides a timely update on the latest developments
in the use and potential of information and communications technologies in the delivery of
higher education. The publication presents policy recommendations for stakeholders of higher
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education. In addition, it suggests concrete operational strategies for development partners,
such as the Asian Development Bank, concerning their role in supporting developing countries
in this field in the region.
The publication draws on study material prepared by Gajaraj Dhanarajan. Hazel Medrano
provided administrative support. Stephen J. Banta provided editorial advice and inputs. Dorothy
Geronimo coordinated typesetting and publication. Many thanks to all for their contributions.

Jouko Sarvi
Practice Leader (Education Sector)
Regional and Sustainable Development Department
Asian Development Bank

Introduction

P

rovisions for improving access and enhancing equity raise vexing questions for policy
makers, providers, and all other stakeholders of higher education as they debate options,
choices, and costs in a world that is increasingly driven by knowledge and skills. Not the
least of these questions are those that have to do with equitable access to higher education. As
long ago as the late 1970s, many Asian nations subscribed to the United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO)–enunciated ideal of Education for All (EFA). They
further reaffirmed this ideal in the Global Forum in Dakar in 2000 and in continuous reiterations
at subsequent meetings, including the 2009 World Conference on Higher Education. The Asian
Development Bank (ADB), in its Strategies for Accelerated Development in Asia and the Pacific,
is clear in its views on the subject, expressed as follows: “If access to the opportunity for higher
education is limited by family resources or background, the distribution of benefits in a society
is distorted, and inclusive economic and social development is impeded” (ADB 2008:46). These
statements are an affirmation of UNESCO’s Article 26(1) of the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, which states, “Everyone has the right to education … higher education shall be equally
accessible to all on the basis of merit” (UN 1948:76). The very last phrase of that declaration has
often posed a problem, as “merit” and “equity” are not necessarily complementary. There is a
valid argument presented that “merit” as the basis of entry into higher education does not take
into account challenges confronted by those whose early experience may not have prepared
them sufficiently to compete on the basis of meritocracy alone. Equity in tertiary education is
affected by inequities in preceding levels of education (OECD 2008).
The last three decades have seen a phenomenal increase in the provision of higher education
in almost all parts of greater Asia, from the Korean peninsula in the east to the western borders
of Central Asia. Nowhere has this increase matched the growth seen in South, Southeast,
and East Asia. Universities, polytechnics, colleges, and training institutes with a variety of
forms, structures, academic programs, and funding provisions have been on an almost linear
upward progression. Participating and financially supporting this growth, besides governments,
have been private for-profit and not-for-profit organizations, public-private partnerships, and
international and intergovernmental agencies. In addition, many individuals, with the arrival
of and access to the internet, World Wide Web, and the whole range of fast and intelligent
information and communications technologies (ICTs), have been prepared to share their life
experiences and knowledge with others through social media. Consumers of education have
themselves become producers of education. The growth in Asia reflects the growth in many
other parts of the world, which was experiencing participation going up from 28.6 million in
1970 to about 152.7 million in 2007 at an increase of almost 4.6% per year (UNESCO 2009).
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Much is known about why this rapid growth was happening. Among the reasons cited are
•
•
•
•
•
•

the traditional view that Asian societies place a high premium on learning;
population pressures;
the successes of programs like EFA and international development aid;
the demands of a more globalized economy, requiring higher levels of knowledge and
skills in the workplace, and the requirements of a new world of pervasive technologies;
acceptance of the idea of a more egalitarian society; and
a realization by citizens of their rights and freedoms to have access to all levels of
education (OECD 2008).

Despite the recognition of the benefits that education generally and higher education specifically
bring, concerns continue to be expressed over unmanaged production of tertiary graduates.
These concerns have centered and continue to revolve around seven major issues:
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

the cost of expansion and the sources of finance for such massive expansion;
the value of benefits derived from higher education to individuals, communities, and
nations;
the value added to the promotion and sustenance of democratic principles and practices
in nations as well as the development of an egalitarian society through the increased
presence of highly educated citizens;
the reasons behind certain groups having access to higher education and others being
marginalized;
the challenges of ensuring equitable access to higher education by all citizens;
the uncertainty about and the fears surrounding the erosion of quality as a result of
massification; and
the uncertainties around the “fitness for purpose” of higher education curricula
(UNESCO 2009).

This publication considers these issues, especially in the context of equitable access, and at the
same time examines the strategies that are emerging or being adopted to further enhance both
access and equity. The strategies being considered, by default, are also beginning to consider
adopting many new technologies as enablers to reach out and reach far with educational
services by both public and private providers.
The target countries in this study include both low-income and middle-income ones: Cambodia,
People’s Republic of China (PRC), India, Indonesia, Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao
PDR), Malaysia, Mongolia, Philippines, Sri Lanka, Thailand, and Viet Nam. The geographic focus
of the study is mainly Southeast Asia. However, these target countries also include selected
nations in the South Asia and East Asia operational regions of ADB. Reference economies
are Hong Kong, China; Japan; Republic of Korea; and Singapore, i.e. those that are generally
regarded as having stronger higher education systems in the region, which are included for
purposes of comparison.

From Secondary School
to Higher Education:
Matriculation Outputs

I

n Asia, not surprisingly, the success of expanding access to primary schooling as a direct
result of EFA efforts has started to have an impact on enrollment in secondary schooling and
higher education. Despite the lack of opportunities and accommodation for schooling, the
number of individuals coming out of primary schools and moving on to secondary schools has
been growing in all of the target countries in this study, especially in Cambodia, India, Indonesia,
Lao PDR, and Viet Nam. Table 1 presents time series data on the size of the populations enrolled
in the secondary school sector in selected Asian economies (UNESCO 2010). Between 1999
and 2008, this expansion in participation averaged around 66% in Southeast and East Asia and
around 51% in South Asia. The PRC literally doubled its participation rate between 1999 and
2007, while India saw an increase of around 25%. Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao PDR, Mongolia,
and Thailand improved their participation in secondary schooling by between 50% and 100%.

Table 1 Upper Secondary School (Total) Gross Enrollment Ratio
Economy

1999

2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

2006

2007

Cambodia

11

12

11

12

14

16

2005
...

21

23

2008
...

PRC

11

12

11

12

14

16

...

21

23

...

Hong Kong,
China

...

67

67

66

69

71

72

73

India

31

34

34

35

38

39

41

42

43

Indonesia

...

41

42

45

47

49

51

52

58

60

Japan

99

100

102

102

102

102

102

102

101

100

Korea,
Republic of

101

94

90

88

91

93

95

95

96

96

Lao PDR

20

22

25

28

31

34

36

35

35

34

Malaysia

44

45

46

48

52

54

53

51

49

Mongolia

42

44

57

62

72

79

81

81

87

Philippines

64

...

64

63

64

68

77

Sri Lanka

...

...

70

67

72

Thailand

...

...

53

53

53

Viet Nam

37

...

43

...
55
47

...

...

71
...

56
...

...

...
93

71
...

55
...

73

65
...

60
...

...
61

...

...

… = no data available, Lao PDR = Lao People’s Democratic Republic, PRC = People’s Republic of China.
Source: UNESCO (2010).
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While the population that is participating in secondary education is an important factor in the
assessment of demand for tertiary education, even more critical in this context is the population
that graduates from secondary schools. The graduates can be categorized into three groups:
(a) those who graduate from secondary schooling as a terminal qualification,
(b) those who use this graduation as an entry to tertiary education, and
(c) those who exit with the option to terminate their education at this stage or to continue
for a further period of study as in (b) (UNESCO 2010).
It is those in categories (b) and (c) who have been increasingly fuelling the social demand for
postsecondary education on an unanticipated scale. Asian governments have responded and
are expected to continue responding directly to these new demands. There is a danger that
many will rely on true and tested traditions of making judgments about those who can and
cannot enter universities.

Participation in Higher Education

B

etween 1990 and 2005, about 98 million Asians experienced one or another form of
tertiary education in a variety of institutions ranging from technical colleges to universities.
Their rates of success in securing admission varied widely. The gap between demand
and supply is significantly high in some countries, while in others eligibility to enter does not
necessarily ensure entrance into an institution (Table 2). Several conditions are applied for entry,
discussed in the next section of this chapter.

Table 2 Upper Secondary Gross Enrollment, Graduation, and Tertiary Entry Ratios

Country

Secondary
Gross Enrollment Ratio

Cambodia

23.0a

PRC

Upper Secondary
Gross Graduation/
Completion (ISCED 3A)

Gross Entry Ratio
into Tertiary (ISCED 5A)

7.5e, f

72.0

a

33.0

14.0

India

52.0

a

28.0

13.0c

Indonesia

58.0a

31.0

17.0

62.0

61.0

Korea, Republic of

102.0

a

5.3c, f

Lao PDR

27.0b

Malaysia

82.0a

Philippines

72.0a, c

64.0

Sri Lanka

56.6

28.3c, f

21.2c

Thailand

82.0a

40.0

20.0

Viet Nam

25.5

12.5

f

a, b

26.0c

c

ISCED = International Standard Classification of Education; ISCED 3A = upper secondary level of education (UNESCO
2010:272); programs at level 3 are designed to provide direct access to ISCED 5A (UNESCO 2006:29); ISCED 5A = first
stage of tertiary education; programs are largely theoretically based and are intended to provide sufficient qualifications
for gaining entry into advanced research programs and professions with high skills requirements (UNESCO 2010:272);
Lao PDR = Lao People’s Democratic Republic; PRC = People’s Republic of China.
Sources: (a) UNESCO 2009 (data from [b]2005, [c]2006, [d] 2001); (e) not segregated under ISCED; (f) Barrow and
Lee 2010.
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Entrance Examinations for Higher Education
Universities in India, Malaysia, and Singapore utilize only secondary school examination
performance for admission, while in almost all other countries both school examination results
as well as special entrance tests are used. Policy makers consider these “entrance exams” as
fair measures of ability. However, in almost all the countries where these tests (especially the
entrance examinations for elite institutions or faculties) are conducted, serious concerns have
been expressed by a broad section of citizens who have questioned their value, appropriateness,
and fairness, and who have concerns about the stress they cause.
At a simple level, entrance examinations appear to be an objective arrangement, as they treat
all applications on a level playing field, where everybody is expected to meet the same required
standard. However, these “fair examinations” have at least two unintended built-in biases
(Helms 2008):
•
•

The content of the examination may be biased against certain groups by presupposing
certain cultural knowledge.
Segments of a society may not have the necessary resources to adequately prepare for
the examinations, such as better quality schools and personal tutoring.

While entrance examinations will always be contentious, a more equitable basis of providing
access may need to consider factors beyond “standardized” tests (such as the Scholastic
Aptitude Test in the United States [US]) in giving weight to entrance criteria. Such factors invariably
must include quality of schooling (rural versus urban), language difficulties (local dialects versus
the national language), family economic and social background, and preparedness (Santelices
and Wilson 2010).
Despite the knowledge that the above-mentioned biases exist in entrance examinations, many
countries apply them, especially for their elite publicly funded universities. Such countries
include the following:
•

•

•

Public universities in Cambodia, about 30 of them, impose entrance tests on applicants.
With a total participation rate in higher education of less than 4%, competition is very
high. Those who fail invariably look to the private sector, where the criteria for entrance
are much lower, but the costs are higher (Virak 2009).
The PRC applies university entrance tests at two levels: The first is through setting a
limitation on the number of students a university can enroll, and the second is through a
centralized examination process conducted nationally. On top of this, some universities
apply their own entrance tests, which can be different for different faculties and could
vary in their intellectual demands (Cunzen and Trevor 2005). The level of stress these
annual tests cause is a matter of public concern, especially when millions of students
compete for entrance to the country’s elite universities. Commentators have speculated
about the social consequences among millions of young people who may fail to achieve
entry (Lee 2010).
India does not have a nationwide university entrance examination. Entry is governed by
performance on the Secondary School Examination (grade 12). Nevertheless, given the

Participation in Higher Education

•

•

•

•

•
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intense competition for academic programs in fields such as medicine, management
studies, and technology, elite universities and colleges select students on the basis of
entrance tests conducted by state or provincial selection boards. This is especially so in
the Indian Institutes of Technology and the Indian Institute of Management. Admission
into these is by performance on the tests, with some adjustments made for those
candidates from underrepresented communities (Thorat 2006).
Indonesia currently has in place an entrance examination (the State University National
Entrance Test) for institutions in the public sector. Candidates have to pass the
equivalent of their final public school examinations in order to be eligible to sit for this
entrance test. On top of this nationally conducted examination, universities can and do
impose their own entrance tests. Mounting public dissatisfaction with the conduct of
both these tests is putting pressure on the Ministry of Education to review and replace
them (Riady 2010).
In the Lao PDR, even though up to about half the places available are reserved
for students from the provinces (i.e. rural), it is not always possible to fill them, as
those for whom such places have been reserved often fail to meet the entrance criteria
(Chapman 2002).
Given the unique multiethnic composition of Malaysia, the country has to balance a
variety of factors in managing admissions into public institutions (see Box 1). Across
the system, admission into universities in Malaysia does not operate on entrance
examinations. All public and private institutions consider the exit performance of
high school graduates for entry, with specified minimums. Students seeking admission
into publicly funded institutions (which have significantly lower tuition fees) are
selected on the basis of aggregate points scored in a criterion-based selection system
(Fernandez-Chung 2010). There is some dissatisfaction with these arrangements,
arising mostly out of perceived academic quality differences among the range of high
school exit qualifications.
Universities in the Philippines, both public and private, have their own annual entrance
examinations. Competition for places in the public system is extremely high; it is even
higher in certain faculties such as medicine and engineering. Failure to pass these tests
means the loss of opportunities to experience university education at almost no tuition
cost. The large number of private universities have the capacity to absorb those who
are unsuccessful. However, competition through entrance tests to enroll in some of the
elite private universities is equally high, as are their tuition fees (Thorat 2006).
In Thailand, entry into public institutions is governed by two requirements: First, students
must obtain the secondary school or grade 12 certificate; and second, all candidates
seeking admission to public tertiary universities and institutions must successfully pass
the national University Entrance Examination, organized by a committee consisting of
representatives from public universities and the Office of the Permanent Secretary for
University Affairs. In addition to these two filters, some public universities having their
own quota systems conduct their own entrance examinations for special programs.
The level of dissatisfaction with both the conduct as well as the purpose of this system
continues to cause unhappiness in Thailand. This was given voice in one of the nation’s
respected print media thus: “The university entrance [examination] mess is just a
symptom of an education that kills the children’s creativity and questioning minds by
overwhelming them with heavy memorization, intense competition, and fear of not
getting into university” (Bangkok Post 2009).
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•

Viet Nam has a highly competitive national university entrance examination. In 2010,
about 1.9 million students sat for the examination to fill about 300,000 places. Failing
this entrance test means repeating it, seeking admission to some 300 private higher
education institutions (HEIs) of varying sizes and quality (Johnson 2007), or the
alternative of entering the job market.

Box 1 Malaysia’s Affirmative Action Policy on University Entrance:
Combining Merit with Balancing Social Inequalities
Ever since the early 1970s and almost continuously, Malaysia, in pursuit of its social engineering
policies, has opted for an alternate way of applying university entrance examinations to ensure a
certain amount of equity. Prior to 1970, there was only one university, the University of Malaya.
Entry then was based on merit, which meant that only the best students gained admission. As such,
most of its students were urban-based Chinese, who tended to perform better than the rural-based
Malays, especially in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics subjects. Very few Malay
students qualified for entry, particularly in science and technology courses. This inequity was partly
due to the quality of pretertiary education, with urban schools clearly having an advantage.
Following the interethnic violence of 1969, the government launched its groundbreaking social
engineering policies, which impacted on every aspect of Malaysian life and citizenship including
higher education, identified as one of the key areas that could raise the economic status of the
nonurban (mostly Malay) population. It was envisaged then that, as more Malay professionals and
academics were trained in the universities, they would become the vanguard of the Malays’ march
to economic progress and thereby create a more harmonious society. It was decided that a 55-45
split of university places between Malays and non-Malays would be employed in the selection of
students for admission to local universities. A complex point system based on merit (performance
on school certificate examinations), ethnicity, residential location, and economic status was
devised and centrally administered by the University Admissions Clearing House of the Ministry
of Education. The government also started to expand tertiary educational provision, building more
universities to cater to the impending increase in students.
The system has served the political ends well, but more than 30 years after its implementation its
relevance is being questioned. The policy was aimed at fostering national integration, wherein rural
Malays could narrow the higher-education gap between themselves and the urban Chinese, leading
to both races placing greater emphasis on their common Malaysian nationality and less on their
ethnic origins. To a certain extent the policy has achieved the desired goals, but far from promoting
integration, the quota system may have further exacerbated ethnic tensions, despite regular
adjustments to the quotas; further expansion of the tertiary sector through private investment; and
a massive student loan scheme with generous repayment terms that is more or less gender, color,
and race blind.
Source: http://www.mycollege.com.my/diploma_course/local_matriculation.htm

In those countries where entrance tests are used in addition to high school exit examination
results, most applicants seeking admission to publicly funded institutions are subjected to
entrance tests. Those who fail in any given year may have to wait another year to attempt again;
others drop out of education and go on to the workplace; and yet others opt to go to private
colleges and universities. On the other hand, private institutions other than the very elite ones
(such those in the Philippines) generally do not impose such entrance tests.
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There is irony here: Findings from a few countries suggest that it is often those from poor
and marginalized communities who do poorly in these tests and have to turn to private HEIs,
paying considerably higher tuition. Alternate arrangements including reservation of places for
marginalized communities such as in PRC, India, Malaysia, and Viet Nam may be one way of
balancing participation across socioeconomic groups. Such alternative arrangements invariably
add to the public burden of financing social engineering policies. This causes concern. A further
concern arises, especially in cultures where merit is seen as the only basis for accessing higher
levels of learning, because places reserved on the basis of non-academic criteria result in such
seats being denied to those who would have otherwise qualified on the basis of merit. This
causes political tension, especially in urban areas. A third cause for concern is the perceived
erosion of quality and standards and the “dumbing down” of curricula.
These concerns require a carefully considered response by policy makers to include strategies
that address, on the one hand, the need to widen participation and, on the other, doing it with
a level of sensitivity that reduces tensions and civil strife. It is not easy. Clearly a multipronged
approach will be required, including a revisit of current practices of financing—principles of
user-pays, personal cost, and affordability to the user; the overall improvement of pretertiary
education; providing alternate pathways of entry to tertiary education; and adjustment to the
curriculum of undergraduate studies.

Demand
The clearest indication of the major source of demand is the success of the EFA efforts of
almost all countries in Asia. With secondary school enrollments increasing at the phenomenal
rate that they have shown in the last 10 years, the pressure for further educational opportunities
for the 15–24 age group has been increasing in tandem. The view held by almost all of the
marketing arms of universities is that this demand is unlikely to diminish in the middle or longer
term until 2030. Globally, there are many predictions as to where these pressures will be coming
from in the next decade and beyond. Most often such predictions end up underestimating the
growth. For instance, in 2002 the International Development Program of Australian universities
and colleges modeled a global demand for higher education that projected an annual increase
of 3.5% between 1990 and 2025, meaning in actual numbers it would grow from around
48 million to 159 million (Olsen 2003). Actually, growth between 1990 and 2007 was around
4.5% annually, with most of the growth happening in Asia. In 2007, global enrollments were
about 152 million, and Asian enrollments stood at around 107 million. What seems likely is that
demand will continue to grow at the same or even a higher rate than currently experienced,
peaking at 263 million by 2025, with PRC’s and India’s demand at 45 million and 61 million,
respectively (Brandenburg et al. 2008).
Demand projections for higher education over the longer term are better known for their
uncertainty than their certainty. But given the explosive growth of interest in education since
2000, the willingness of nations to invest national wealth in human development, and families’
allocation of private wealth to insure a future for their children, the trend of increasing demand
at all levels can be expected to continue. One measure of how extensive this demand might
be is to examine the demographic projections of the relevant age cohorts as was done in
a German study of the potential higher education market in Asia (Brandenburg et al. 2008).
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Figures 1–6, culled from the German study, illustrate the movement of populations and its
potential impact on higher education in the major Asian countries, which will drive the demand
picture. The world average for 15–24 year-olds is estimated to remain relatively stable through
2050, accounting for between 1.2 billion and 1.3 billion of the global population (Fig.1). The
share of this age category of the entire world population is estimated to decrease slightly every
year from 17.6% in 2010 to 15.2% in 2030.

Figure 1 World: Age Group Development, 15–24 year-olds (in 1000s)
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Source: Brandenburg et al. (2008).

The 15–24 year-old age cohort in the PRC is currently the second biggest group for this age in
the world; they will account for about 13.5% of the world’s population of this group. However,
this age cohort of the PRC population is expected to diminish from its 16.2% proportion of
the total PRC population in 2010 to 11.7% by 2030 (Fig. 2). Despite the reduction in the size
of this age group, the need to create more places in higher education in the PRC is expected
to increase, at least until 2030, if the country’s plans to improve participation rates of this age
cohort to between 30% (OECD 2009) and 40% is to be achieved (Baty 2009).
By 2030, 15–24 year-olds will constitute just under 16.3% of the total population of India
(Fig. 3). This will be about 20% of the world’s total population of around 1.2 billion for this age
group. Demand for postsecondary education, if the present gross enrollment ratio (GER) trend
continues at secondary completion, will simply mean that India may indeed become the world’s
leading consumer-provider of higher education. India is predicted to turn to private supply
despite concerns over quality.
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People’s Republic of China: Age Group Development, 15–24 year-olds (in 1000s)
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Figure 3 India: Age Group Development, 15–24 year-olds (in 1000s)
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Continuous and steady growth of the 15–24 age group is seen in the Philippines up to 2030
(Fig. 4). In 2030, this population will make up about 17.7% of the archipelago’s population.
Participation in higher education in the Philippines has been consistently high in comparison
with other Southeast Asian countries, and this is expected to continue for the next two decades,
making even more demands on publicly funded institutions, especially since costs continue to
escalate in the private ones.
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Figure 4

Philippines: Age Group Development, 15–24 year-olds (in 1000s)
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Source: Brandenburg et al. (2008).
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The 15–24 age group in Thailand started shrinking in around 1995 and will continue this
downward slide for the next 40 years, though the size of the slide will be somewhat smaller
(Fig. 5). This population, which in 2010 was 14.8%, will go down to around 12.5% by 2030
or about 8.7 million in absolute numbers. In 2007, the GER for higher education in Thailand
was about 82, which is remarkably high. In Asia, Thailand will be among the leaders in higher
education growth.

Figure 5 Thailand: Age Group Development, 15–24 year-olds (in 1000s)
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Source: Brandenburg et al. (2008).
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In 2030, 15–24 year-olds in Viet Nam will number almost 16 million (Fig. 6). These young people
will be the 14th largest for that age group in the world, despite the fact that, from 2010, the
size of the population is projected to shrink. In 2030, the group will make up 14.4% of the
total Vietnamese population, and the demand from them for higher education is unlikely to be
anything less than what was being experienced in 2010. Even more private provision can be
expected in a situation where present private provision seems to compromise on quality.

Figure 6

Viet Nam: Age Group Development, 15–24 year-olds (in 1000s)
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Source: Brandenburg et al. (2008).

Similarly, in the other selected countries within in the scope of this publication, the total number
of young people in the 15–24 age group is expected to
•
•
•

•
•
•

continue growing in Cambodia until 2030, after which growth is expected to shrink;
slow down in Indonesia, which started to slow down since the turn of the millennium; in
2030, the country will hold some 39 million people in the age group;
continue slowing down in both Japan and Republic of Korea; the process that started
some two decades ago is expected to continue until 2030, when Japan’s 15–24 yearold population will be about 10 million and Republic of Korea’s about 4.5 million;
continue growing in the Lao PDR well beyond 2030;
continue growing in Malaysia until 2035 before slowing down; and
begin growing again in Sri Lanka from 2015; the civil war on the island caused some
oscillation in population growth during the war years; the anticipated growth starting in
2015 is expected to slow down after 2030.

Despite the fact that in the longer term the percentage of the target group (15–24) is expected
to decline slightly, between 8.5% (Viet Nam) and 2.0% (Philippines), the midterm demand for
the total number of seats in all of the countries is expected to grow from present levels until at
least 2030. In the longer term—beyond 2030—some countries such as Malaysia, Thailand, and
Viet Nam, where private provision is beginning to play a significant role, could witness reduction.
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At the same time, in all of these countries during this period, new demand can also be expected
to come from nontraditional sources such as those adults who are already in the workforce but
beyond the 15–24 age group. In the transition economies, as economic production shifts to
more knowledge-driven forms and as greater demand for higher skills and advanced knowledge
is evident at work, moving away from old forms of labor to new ones will require higher levels
of such skills and knowledge. The expectations of citizens to be engaged in continuous and
lifelong learning for professional and personal development as well as a desire to contribute
to nation building in an active way will also require improving and enhancing their intellectual
capacities. Together, all of these requirements of communities and their expectations will mean
demand for greater access and consequently for a larger and improved supply. Malaysia, for
instance, has most recently announced its policies on lifelong learning, making policy provisions
and funding available for an extensive effort (Suziena 2011), while Hong Kong, China; Republic
of Korea; and Singapore have long encouraged participation in continuous higher levels of
learning through a variety of support mechanisms. The chapter on widening participation will
consider this further.

Supply
PRC, India and almost all Southeast Asian nations are setting very ambitious targets to attain
high levels of participation in higher education. Targets between 30% and 60% by 2020 or 2025
are being considered in PRC, India, Indonesia, Malaysia, and Viet Nam. Both Philippines and
Thailand have already achieved the lower end of these targets, while Japan and Republic of
Korea had surpassed 40% participation by the turn of the century.
The availability of places in universities and colleges in South, Southeast, and East Asia grew
by at least an average of 10% each year between 2000 and 2007 when compared with about
6% between 1970 and 1999 (Table 3). In East Asia, this growth was driven primarily by the PRC,
where student numbers have been growing by almost 19% every year since 2000. In South
Asia, while growth has been significant, it has not matched the extent of what has been seen
in East and Southeast Asia. Growth in South Asia has been averaging around 5.2% yearly, with
the big expansion taking place in India. In Southeast Asia, almost all countries have seen a rise
in numbers, with Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, and Viet Nam leading the way in both rates and
absolute numbers.
To address growth, almost all countries in the target group have adopted a number of
strategies, broadly categorized under two approaches: The bulk of the demand is being met
by conventional modes of delivery, which require campuses, classrooms, residential facilities,
and expensive student/staff ratios, and are organized, governed, and managed in the timetested tradition of higher education. Besides these conventional methods, over the last three
decades nonconventional methods of delivery such as distance education, open colleges, open
universities, cyber universities, and virtual education using ICTs have also been established in
almost every target country except Cambodia and Lao PDR. (This does not mean that Cambodia
and Lao PDR do not use ICTs in their institutions; they do, but not necessarily to deliver formal
curricula leading up to academic qualifications.)
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Table 3

Total Enrollment (‘000) in Higher Education and Gross Enrollment Ratio
1990

Country
Cambodia

Enr

2000
GER

Enr

2005
GER

Enr

2007
GER

Enr

GER

5.5

1.0

22

2

57

4

131

...

PRC

3,925.0

3.0

7,364

8

20,601

20

...

...

India

4,780.0

6.0

9,404

10

11,777

11

12,853

12

Indonesia

1,516.0

8.0

3,018

14

3,660

17

...

...

Korea, Republic of

1,630.0

37.0

3,003

78

3,210

91

3,209

95

Lao PDR

4.7

1.0

14

3

47

8

...

...

Malaysia

121.0

7.0

549

26

697

29

...

...

6,181.0

25.0

7,975

30

8,572

28

...

Philippines

...

Sri Lanka

75.0

4.0

...

...

...

...

390

21

Thailand

952.0

7.2

1,900

35

2,359

46

2,422

48

Viet Nam

186.0

3.0

732

9

1,355

...

1,588

...

a

… = no data available, Enr = enrollment, GER = gross enrollment ratio, Lao PDR = Lao People’s Democratic Republic,
PRC = People’s Republic of China.
a
World Bank (2009a) quoting multiple sources.
Source: UNESCO (2009: 231–236).

Higher Education Typologies
The higher education sectors are not homogenous across the region (Table 4). They differ in
shape, size, specific purposes, entry behavior, exit standards, learner support, administration,
and governance. They are as complex as the contexts in which they exist across the region
as well as within countries. They also differ in the ways they are funded, both from the public
as well as the private purse. Some of them have progressed to a point where they are ranked
among the best in the world, and others are among the worst. The status of these institutions,
especially the universities, in the world of ranking is very much determined by their research
capacities and standing, which in turn are driven by the availability of public funds for their
mission and purpose. Both Hong Kong, China and Singapore have HEIs that are well funded
by the government and are listed in the top 100 by the former Times Higher Education ranking
list, while HEIs in Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao PDR, and Philippines do not receive any mention
at all. Many among the latter see themselves as primarily teaching universities, serving first and
foremost the needs of human development in their respective countries.
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Table 4 Types and Numbers of Higher Education Institutions
3–4 Year
Degree and
Postgraduate
Program

2–4 Year
Undergraduate
Degree

Cambodiaa

U & C 69

Inst 9b

PRCc

U 1,237

U 1,264

Indiae

U 504

C 25,951

MS 1,231

EC 2,388

PC 2,237

Country

2 and 3 Year
Diploma

Short
Certificate

Professional
and Technical

U & C 1,878d

TI 65
Indonesia

U 460

Acad 1,034

Poly 162

Pr Inst 2,933
Lao PDR

U 34

Malaysia

U & UC 57

Philippinesf

U & UC 1,710

Korea,
Republic ofg

U 178

Sri Lanka

h

Poly 11
C 488

Poly 24

CC 37

C 114

TI 30

C 152

Cyber 19
U 15

PG Inst 7
Pr Inst 9

Thailand

U 102

i

C 26

CC 19

PG Inst 6
Viet Nam

j

U 239

C 197

PC 408

Acad = academies, C = colleges, CC = community colleges, Cyber = cyber universities, EC = engineering colleges, Inst
= institutes, Lao PDR = Lao People’s Democratic Republic, MS = management schools, PC = professional colleges,
PG Inst. = postgraduate institutes, Poly = polytechnics, PRC = People’s Republic of China, Pr Inst = private institutes,
TI = technical institutes, U = universities, UC = university colleges.
a
 	Data from the Department of Higher Education, Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports, Cambodia for 2010.
b
Mixtures of specialized postgraduate and vocational level training facilities.
c
Brandenburg and Zhu (2007).
d
Mostly private, made up of HEIs delivering short-cycle programs at the associate degree level.
e
Kaushik (2010).
f
Ricafort (2009).
g
Lee, H.J. (2009).
h
Commaraswamy (2010).
i
Areesophonpichet (2010).
j
Le-Dong (2010).

Governments have mostly funded or been catalytic in the expansion of the supply of higher
education in almost all of the target countries in this study on an unprecedented scale. It is not
only in the numbers that the growth is evident but also in the rearrangement of structures and
the financing of institutions as well as their forms and methods of delivering curricula. Whereas
the state or its institutions often drove earlier supply, now it is the clients of education who are
driving the growth. Such customer-driven demand is beginning to have its impact on the modes
of supply, the operating costs of institutions, the range and diversity of products and services,
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the nature and profile of students, as well as the cost to the user. Provisions for postsecondary
learning at the workplace, as a lifelong requirement available flexibly and at affordable cost,
have become part and parcel of the new supply arrangement. While such alternative delivery
modes and financing are still not mainstream, their position in the higher education landscape
is becoming critical. Two among these different approaches to supply require especially
serious consideration:
•

•

The first is the growth of private provision in both conventional and nonconventional
forms of delivery. Led by Japan; Republic of Korea; Philippines; and Taipei,China, where
private provision has played a key role for well over four decades, this mode, over the
last 20 years, has become increasingly important in Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, and
Viet Nam and more recently in India.
The second is the use and application of ICTs including distance and open
education methods.

The next two chapters discuss these approaches to supply.

Private Provision
of Higher Education

T

he last 10 years have seen enormous growth in the supply of higher education by private
providers in Asia (Table 5) (PROPHE 2008). Private provision of higher education in
the region is not new; it has been a dominant force in Japan, Republic of Korea, and
Philippines for a very long time. However, its spread in recent times has accelerated to the extent
that all countries in the target group have significant participation of private capital in one way
or another, including some like Malaysia that have gone on to become hosts to foreign student
participation themselves (Siew 2010). While Indonesia, Republic of Korea, and Philippines have
been front-runners in opening higher education to private participation, private HEIs are also
beginning to increase in PRC, Malaysia, Thailand, and Viet Nam. How much these will grow will
be very much dictated by the market and by government’s role in this sector. The private sector
engagement is demand absorbing, reflecting a reality in almost all of Asia. The demand is far
outstripping supply by public provision (Levy 2008).

Table 5 Comparison between Public and Private Higher Education Provision
% Public
Provision

% Private
Provision

97,524

31

59

2008

20,210,249

80

20

2005/06

10,481,000

69

31

Indonesia

2007

3,371,156

29

71

Korea, Republic of

2006

3,204,036

20

80

Country

Year

Cambodia

2006

PRC
India

Total Enrollment

Lao PDR

2004/05

44,289

67

33

Malaysia

2004

634,033

49

51

2,438,855

35

65

Philippines

2005/06

Sri Lanka

2006/07

390,118

88

12

Thailand

2007

1,750,777

10

90

Viet Nam

2009

1,800,000

86

14

Lao PDR = Lao People’s Democratic Republic, PRC = People’s Republic of China.
Sources: PROPHE (2008) except Sri Lanka (World Bank 2009a) and Viet Nam (MOET 2009).

Private provision is not uniform in its structures or arrangements, and new forms are emerging
constantly as more innovative means of reaching the market become available. At one extreme
are the e-learning providers, some of which operate outside of national jurisdictions, locating
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their institutions anywhere in the world and accepting students from anywhere in the world.
At the other end is the creation of branch campuses by universities, mostly from developed
countries, outside their own country, often in partnership with local entrepreneurs. In between
these two are a variety of forms, mostly indigenous in origin and legally constituted as either
for-profit, religious/cultural, or not-for-profit establishments.
Among these there also exists a “class” distinction (Bjarnason et al. 2009): There are the “elites”
with a long tradition in education (such as the many church-based universities in the Philippines)
to which well-endowed families send their offspring to study. Their reason to favor the private
option is the fear of eroding quality in public-funded institutions. Other “elites” enjoy status
because they benefit from government goodwill (as in Malaysia, e.g., University Petronas,
owned by the National Petroleum Corporation; Malaysian Multimedia University, owned by
Malaysian Telekoms; and University of Technology, owned by the National Energy Corporation).
The remaining many (the “non-elites”) form the bulk of the private HEIs. These serve the
mass market and are often considered less prestigious. This sector is generally operated as a
business model, with authority vested in a board of directors; academics generally have limited
say concerning programs and curricula.
Another emerging form involves the participation of public-funded HEIs operating a private arm
(often with government encouragement) and offering an “identical learning experience” leading
up to “identical” degree qualifications. These are seen more in the PRC than in other countries
of the region. However, with governments reducing budgets, cash-strapped local public
universities may begin to enter the commercial market, imitating their western counterparts.
Five types of private higher education with their attributes can be described (Table 6). In almost
all of the target countries in this study, variations of these basic types can be seen. In almost
all countries, the for-profits are probably the largest and fastest growing type. Religious and
cultural types are seen in India, Indonesia, and Philippines more than in other countries. Rare
though not totally absent are the elite types, which are beginning to emerge in PRC, India, and
Malaysia in addition to Republic of Korea and Philippines.

Table 6 Typology of Private Higher Education Institutions
Type

Degree of Access

Access Contribution Modes a

All

Varied

Can bring in additional revenue, which in turn allows
the financing of more higher education slots, and
can open up slots in the public sector. In addition,
per-student costs are generally lower in the private
sector, allowing for more slots for the same money.

Semi-elite b

Limited

Bring in additional finance (fees, business,
international); free up space at good public
institutions; diminish brain drain.

Moderate

Accommodation of religious, ethnic, or gender
groups that are judged underrepresented in the
public sector; bring in finance through voluntary
contributions as well as tuition, and free up public
sector space. Access through choice.

Religious/cultural

continued on next page
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Table 6 continued

Type
Non-elite

For-profit c

Public-private
partnership

Degree of Access

Access Contribution Modes a

Large

As soaring demand exceeds public (and
other private) supply. Students from modest
socioeconomic backgrounds, often families’ first
generation in higher education, working students,
and job-seekers. Flexible delivery modes. Low
tuition, but access to fly-by-night institutions is
dubious.

Limited but potentially Mostly overlap non-elite type, but also semilarge
elite. Enlarged size through tuition and external
investment, domestic and international. Novel
modes to increase access at efficient cost.
Potentially large

Overlap previous two categories. One route often
combines an access college with a high-status
university, bringing additional revenue and thus
enrollment openings. Another route is allowing
private (paying) students into public universities.

	This column identifies contributions but does not evaluate them or claim they are superior to other modes, including
types of expanded public access.
b
Elite private institutions are rare outside the US.
c
Cross-cutting form rather than one of the principle types.
Source: Bjarnason et al. (2009).
a

While private participation helps in addressing the supply situation, these arrangements are
not without tensions, which have to do with the parity of subsidization, esteem, and access to
research support as well as equalization in terms of regulatory support. Lastly, there is concern
that a policy distinguishing the private from the public does not just discriminate against private
providers, but more insidiously inculcates a sense of “second class,” which has its impact on
the graduates of private institutions. In a robust and growing employment market, this does
not cause much anxiety, but when economies falter or unemployment rates rise, graduates
of private institutions have real fears of being sidelined. There do not seem to be available
empirical data to support this fear.

The Application of ICTs in the
Delivery of Higher Education

O

ver the last 40 years, Asian nations have developed an affinity for the use of ICTs to
serve education in a variety of ways. These technological tools have been employed to
deliver education in various sectors and at various levels. Institutions have been using
both low and high technologies, and many that have been using the low technologies such as
analogue broadcast radio and television and print have been gradually moving in tandem with
the evolution of the technologies, i.e. from the analogue to the digital realm using the internet,
the World Wide Web, and developing multimedia. Among a few, pedagogy has also evolved
along with the technologies, albeit not at the same pace. Of the new pedagogies, distance
education or open distance education has proven to be especially attractive to policy makers
and budget-conscious administrators as well as a segment of learners who look for a much
more self-directed and flexible learning environment.
The judgments on the value of these institutions have been somewhat mixed (Dhanarajan 1999,
Gandhe 1999, Calder 2000). On the one hand, the provision of distance education, especially
through open university systems, has provided much-needed relief to the educational systems
of countries like PRC, India, Indonesia, Sri Lanka, and Thailand in addressing the gap between
demand and supply. However, deprived of sufficient funding, administrative adequacy,
pedagogical skills, and efficient oversight of quality, the usefulness of distance education in
enhancing the knowledge and skills of learners has been a source of constant concern in terms
of instructionally well-crafted learning materials, levels and quality of learner support systems
(tutors’ access to additional library resources, and efficiencies of administrative arrangements),
the appropriate use of nontext-based resources, as well as levels of outreach.
Along with growth, there has also been tremendous diversity in Asian distance education. As
a method for human resource development in Asia, distance education is not new, and its
growth is well recorded. Asia has more than 70 universities engaged in open access to higher
education, with 7 of 11 of the world’s mega universities serving 6 million active students located
in the region (Table 7) (Latchem and Jung 2009, Belawati and Baggaley 2010). Also, a large and
growing number of dual-mode providers, i.e. institutions that engage learners in both on-campus
and off-campus modes, have also been using distance education to suit their purposes. These
institutions are serving Asian higher education in ways never before possible. They are reaching
out and reaching far. From 18 to 70 year-olds, citizens have found a channel to learn at a higher
education level, making up for earlier deprivation for whatever reason (Dhanarajan 2006). From
homemakers to senior managers, opportunities to gain fresh knowledge and insights or to
improve skills have become easily and affordably available. For governments, a new way of
educating large masses, not thought possible earlier, has been demonstrated, enabling them
to respond to new forms of demand (Peters 2004, Baggaley and Belawati 2010).
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Table 7 Asian Open Universities by Size
Size
Mega Open
Universities

Location

Institution

People’s Republic
of China

Open University of [People’s
Republic of] China [N]
(formerly [People’s Republic
of] China Central Radio
and TV University)

(500,000 students
and above)
India

Big Open
Universities

2,468,208

Pakistan

Allam Iqubal Open
University [N]

1,565,783

Indonesia

Universitas Terbuka
Indonesia [N]

646,647

Jiangsu Open University

157,088

Guangdong Open University

158,271

Zhejiang Open University

139,974

Beijing Open University

110,084

Sichuan Open University

102,917

Hunan Open University

100,421

People’s Republic
of China

Anhui Open University

100,277

Korea, Republic of

Korea National Open
University

~182,000

India

Yashwantrao Chavan
Maharashtra Open
University

342,862

B.R. Ambedkar Open
University

176,048

Thailand

Japan
Bangladesh

(50,000–99,999
students)

~2,663,500

Indira Gandhi National
Open University [N]

(100,000–499,999
students)

Medium Open
Universities

Enrollment

People’s Republic
of China

Sukhothai Thammathirat
Open University

~400,000

Ramkhamhaeng University

~400,000

Open University, Japan

~80,000

Bangladesh Open
University [N]

271,630

Henan Open University

96,144

Shaanxi Open University

96,267

Hebei Open University

95,130

Shandong Open University

93,317

Experimental Schools of the
Open University of PRC

85,724

Hubei Open University

79,477

Fujian Open University

71,088

Shanxi Open University

70,256

Guangxi Open University

67,880
continued on next page
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Table 7 continued

Size

Location

India

Small Open
Universities
(below 50,000
students)

N = national.

Institution

Enrollment

Chongqing Open University

66,840

Guizhou Open University

64,146

Guangzhou Open University

62,247

Jiangxi Open University

60,484

Tianjin Open University

58,761

Gansu Open University

57,794

Liaoning Open University

52,052

Vardhaman Mahaveer
Open University

94,102

Nalanda Open University

60,714

Madhya Pradesh Bhoj
Open University

88,613

Babasaheb Ambedkar
Open University

74,389

Karnataka State Open
University

55,961

Netaji Subhas Open
University

90,350

Uttar Pradesh Rajarshi
Tandon Open University

76,293

Tamil Nadu Open University

~80,000

Malaysia

Open University of Malaysia

~25,000

Viet Nam

Ho Chi Minh City
Open University

~65,000

Hanoi Open University

~67,000

Malaysia
Hong Kong, China
India

Wawasan Open University

~4,000

Open University of
Hong Kong

17,813

Pandit Sunderlal Sharma
Open University

9,029

Uttarakhand Open University

1,430

Philippines

University of the Philippines
Open University

2,834

Sri Lanka

Open University of Sri Lanka

~27,000
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Distance education efforts, especially open universities, in Asia have always involved the use
of technologies. The earlier technologies, mostly analogue (print, radio, broadcast television),
had severe limitations in terms of lack of interactivity, difficulty in repurposing and updating
content, and restricting collaboration. The advent of the internet and the transformation of
information into digital formats have made it possible to overcome most of these limitations.
The emergence of newer learning technologies such as the wiki, blogs, podcasting, and mobile
telephones has also begun to influence many dedicated distance education institutions in
Asia as well as their counterparts in the conventional face-to-face systems to consider an
even more important role for ICT applications in their delivery strategies. These institutions
use ICTs to increase the supply (or catchment) of higher education by new delivery methods
(e.g., on-line and virtual learning), enhance access (flexible, “open entry” pathways and modular
with multiple exit points), improve pedagogy (interactive, participatory, and self-directed), and
marginally drive costs down (collaborative, high volume), specifically as noted below:
•

•

•

•

•

In the PRC, the [People’s Republic of] China Central Radio and TV University, recently
renamed the Open University of the [People’s Republic of] China and headquartered in
Beijing, serves more than 2.6 million active students directly and, through its network
of provincial radio and television universities, a further 3.5 million learners. Its learner
support systems use radio, television, the internet, and tutors in learning centers spread
around the country (OUC 2009).
Distance education provisions in India are extensive. With Indira Gandhi National
Open University (IGNOU) at the helm, there are at least nine state open universities
and about 60 off-campus programs run by conventional universities. Most of these are
public institutions, and they may have as many as 3.3 million students in total under
enrollment, both as under- and postgraduates, of whom about 1 million are active.
Besides public-funded institutions there are six or seven private providers as well. Both
public and private providers are required by legislation to subject themselves to quality
audits by the Distance Education Council of India hosted at IGNOU. The management
as well as the nature of these audits have been the subject of severe criticism in both the
public media and professional conversations. With the national government planning to
expand its distance education provisions at the tertiary level, uncompromising quality
assurance (QA) practices demand much more serious consideration than hitherto
(Kaushik 2010).
Indonesia has one big distance teaching university (Universitas Terbuka Indonesia).
It is a big system with more than 640,000 students located in almost all of the islands
of the archipelago (Zuhairi 2010). Most of the students are in-service teacher trainees
upgrading themselves. The system uses radio, television, and the internet as well as an
extensive network of regional learning centers. Quality is monitored by the Department
of Higher Education.
The Republic of Korea has well-established distance education provisions. Its open
university is among the oldest in Asia and has pioneered a number of innovations in
delivery mechanisms. From a quality perspective, the university has done well within
the Korean higher education system. In the last decade, the country has also ventured,
quite successfully, into using the internet and other telecommunication channels
to provide continuous lifelong learning, workplace training, and reskilling as well as
enrichment education for the entire population (Jung 2007).
The Lao PDR does not have an open learning provision in higher education. Recent
attempts by the National University of Laos to provide off-campus access appear
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to be “in the making” and will take some time to mature and be of added value to
the country’s higher education system. QA is not managed by any external agency
(Belawati and Baggaley 2010).
Malaysia is a relatively new player in distance education at the tertiary level, despite a
long history of conventional universities providing off-campus education. The country
now has two major open universities and about four smaller ones catering to special
interest groups. QA is effected through the national quality accreditation body—the
Malaysian Qualifications Agency (MQA). By law, all institutions must subject themselves
to periodic external audits conducted by MQA, which uses the same instruments to
measure the quality of both conventional as well as distance education providers
(Fernandez-Chung 2010).
In the Philippines, a national open university was established as a component of the
University of the Philippines in 1995 and is building its presence in a country already well
provided with HEIs. It is subject to all QA measures of the University of the Philippines.
It caters mainly to mature entrants to tertiary education (UPOU 2012).
Sri Lanka established its open university in the 1970s. It is a mature system, but
concerns over its reach and to a certain extent quality are still being expressed. As
part of a higher education reform plan, the Open University of Sri Lanka is the recipient
of an ADB loan to upgrade its infrastructure, especially its ICT facilities and reach.
It is among the smallest open universities in Asia, with about 27,000 students
(Coomaraswamy 2010).
Distance education and e-learning provisions in Viet Nam are growing, encouraged
by a government that is very keen on seeing greater use of telecommunications
infrastructure. The country has two open universities, both established in 1993. Through
an arrangement with the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and Rice University in
the US, Viet Nam is also actively promoting an open courseware movement wherein all
public universities are encouraged to share digitized courseware for first-level courses.
These developments are relatively new, but there is confidence that the shortage of
qualified academic staff will be catalytic in engendering collaboration for faculty
development through the new media (Le Dong 2010).

Besides the dedicated open universities or mixed-mode institutions delivering learning to
populations outside the confines of campuses, a new kind of institution is also beginning to
make its appearance in Asia. These are the new “virtual” or “cyber” universities. The rapid
roll-out of communications technologies by governments, and the enormous capacities and
the availability of bigger bandwidth, have engendered searching for and finding a purpose for
these infrastructures. Education, besides entertainment and information, is seen as one such
purpose. This also fits in well with notions of EFA; just-in-time training; and learning anytime,
anywhere, and anyplace. These have led to or resulted in a new form of provision in higher
education—virtual or cyber institutions (universities and colleges).
The Republic of Korea has been leading the region in the creation of such institutions, encouraged
by the government through legislative instruments created in 2001 and subsequently amended
in 2009 that place such institutions on a competitive footing with all other HEIs. By 2008, on
the basis of an initial 2-year trial carried out some 10 years earlier, the Ministry of Education
had approved a total of 37 institutions to deliver higher education virtually (Latchem and Jung
2009). An initial evaluation of the performance of the system showed that the technology
performs. On a systemwide basis there was satisfaction in witnessing greater collaboration
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among institutions; there was adherence to common standards such as the Sharable Content
Objects Reference Model and greater interest in lifelong learning, mentoring qualities of tutors,
and evolving accreditation policies. From the users’ point of view there was overall satisfaction
about content (75%) and quality of services (50%), although a quarter of the population sampled
expressed some dissatisfaction about the workplace relevance of the courses.
Korea.net, through its Commission on Higher Education, created the Thailand Cyber University,
which is essentially a portal through which collaborating Thai universities share open courseware.
Students who register and gain credits for the courses are facilitated towards certification by
a credit exchange/transfer arrangement that allows the learners to gain a degree from one of
the 27 collaborating universities on satisfactory completion of graduation requirements. This is
an innovative development that allows for the unbundling of services, products, assessment,
and certification through a government-supported and -managed operation (Korea.net 2008;
Sombuntham and Theeraroungchaisri 2006).
In PRC, Malaysia, Pakistan, and Philippines, similar attempts to create cyber institutions have
been in the making. In the PRC, the government’s encouragement for universities to diversify
their sources of income is catalyzing the active use of online platforms, some of which have
gained a market share within the country but not to any significant degree. Done within a
strategic framework, with the government acting as the catalyst, a cyber institution can help to
widen access, especially with better and improved ICT infrastructure. None of these initiatives
have had the force of strategic direction provided by a central authority similar to the Republic
of Korea (e-service-expert 2011) and to a certain extent Thailand. To replicate the Korean
experience will require a number of underpinnings such as a clear vision, policy, long-term
strategy, infrastructure, and substantial infusion of public funds and private investment at both
the corporate and personal levels (Box 2).

Box 2 Republic of Korea’s e-Learning Strategy
Strategies, Policies, and Best Practices
The Republic of Korea has embraced e-learning with the same enthusiasm and holistic thinking
that has typified its approach to other e-strategies. The country’s development and subsequent
maintenance of advanced technology infrastructure are among the best in the world. It has
provided the necessary conditions for e-learning to flourish, which has happened. Its ability to see
its e-strategies as potential commercial opportunities and as the means to increase its international
competitiveness within the coming global knowledge economy is unflinching. The Ministry
of Information and Communications, supported by every national administration, has heavily
promoted e-strategies since 1996 and has been intent on removing the digital divide in the country
(and subsequently internationally). Almost uniquely, the government has promoted e-learning on
all educational fronts as part of its lifelong learning and commercialization philosophies for K–12
(primary and secondary schools), government civil servants, vocational training, and private sector
commercialization.
e-Learning in the Private Sector
In 1999, the Ministry of Labor introduced the Internet Communications Training Program and the
Employment Insurance Refund Policy (providing incentives to companies using on-line training
for their employees). This led to an intensification of e-learning in many of the large chaebols
continued on next page
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Box 2 continued

(“conglomerates”), e.g., Korea Telekom, Lucky Gold Star, Posco, and Samsung. Indeed, Samsung
was an early adopter of e-learning across the many facets of this large conglomerate and, like
many other private sector organizations in the country, was quick to identify e-learning as yet
another major domestic and international commercial opportunity—commercializing many of its
e-learning activities. The year 2000 saw the establishment of the first commercial on-line hagwon
or cramming school. To support ongoing commercialization, the government established the Law
for Developing On-line Contents Industry in 2001—focusing on both the development of digital
content for education and the development of ICT experts in the field of e-learning.
e-Learning in Government
Also in 2001, the Ministry of Government Administration and Home Affairs put into effect regulations
for cyber training of government civil servants to service the dual strategy of driving e-enabled
government efficiency and stimulating the domestic market for e-learning products and services.
e-Learning for Higher Education
In higher learning, too, the government has long promoted the use of e-learning and distance
learning. By 1998, more than 40% of HEIs were offering distance learning courses over the internet.
By 2006, more than half of all 4-year colleges and universities (particularly those with 10,000+ student
enrollments—90%) were offering e-learning courses. In 2001, the government enacted the Cyber
University Foundation Law, and by 2004, some 17 cyber universities were running—almost half
as joint ventures between academia and private companies. Another five cyber universities were
expected to receive their charters in 2010 as full-fledged HEIs, and an effort is under way to increase
the number of foreign students.
e-Learning for K–12
The Ministry of Education’s (MOE) 6-year plan (1997–2002) included an extensive program to equip
all primary and secondary schools with computer laboratories (two per school) and computers
for all teachers, to computerize student profiles and records, and to develop educational content
and implementation of e-learning under the auspices of a newly established multimedia education
center. MOE’s approach for K–12 has been targeted at blended learning. However, such is the
advance of e-learning by primary and secondary students in the country that some commentators
are predicting that students will attend school only for social and physical education.
Eight of 10 K–12 students in the country will attend cramming sessions outside of school hours,
which has thus become a major industry. Megastudy.net has become the country’s fastest-growing
technology company, with sales in 2009 estimated at $195 million. In 2004, the government-run
Education Broadcasting System began giving free tutorials on national examinations for secondary
school students through the internet, and by 2009, it had 2.8 million subscribers.
Globalization of e-Learning
The Republic of Korea’s aspiration for e-learning is the fostering of its e-learning products, services,
and expertise as a global brand. This can be seen in the following statement by the Director General
of MOE: “….the Ministry plans to prepare a foundation for Korea’s e-learning industries and
experts to advance into foreign markets smoothly through a nonbusiness model for educational
informatization that has great ripple effects…. Accordingly, we plan to maximize ripple effects in
local countries through the educational informatization support project, which is made under the
premise of free assistance and exchanges for 3 to 5 years.”
Extracted from: http://www.e-service-expert.com/e-Learning-Korea.html
Source: e-service-expert.com
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Though e-learning is not growing at the phenomenal rate that many of its proponents had
predicted at the start of this century (Olsen 2003), interest in its potential is attracting the
attention of many Asian governments. Republic of Korea and Singapore are fairly well ahead
of the rest of the world in pursuing this potential (especially in the school sectors), while many
others in this study’s target group such as PRC, Malaysia, Philippines, and Thailand are at
the trialing stage, and those that are moving into the early adoption stage include Cambodia,
Lao PDR, and Viet Nam. Latchem and Jung (2009) consider three factors that require attention
when a nation embarks on an e-learning facility: the nation’s digital infrastructure environment
with regards to internet use and penetration, its e-readiness,1 and its e-learning readiness.2

Internet Usage and Penetration
Despite enormous efforts and investment in ICT infrastructure, the digital divide is still a concern
for a number of Asian economies including some in this study. All countries in this study showed
spectacular ICT growth rates between 2000 and 2008 (Table 8). Growth rates, however, are not
necessarily a reflection of how deeply the technologies have penetrated the various segments
of society. Cambodia, India, Indonesia, Lao PDR, and Sri Lanka have penetration rates less
than 10% (2008 figures). At the middle level are Philippines and Thailand at below 20%.
Malaysia is at 59%, and Japan and Republic of Korea above 70% (Latchem and Jung 2009).

Table 8 Asian Internet Usage and Penetration Rates
Estimated Users in
Country
Cambodia

Population

2000

2008

Penetration
Rate (% of
population)

Growth Rate
(%)

14,241,640

6,000

70,000

0.5

1,066.7

PRC

1,330,044,605

22,500,000

253,000,000

19.0

1,024.4

India

1,147,995,898

5,000,000

60,000,000

5.2

1,100.0

Indonesia

237,512,355

2,000,000

25,000,000

10.5

1,150.0

Japan

127,288,419

47,080,000

94,000,000

73.8

99.7

49,232,089

19,040,000

34,820,000

70.7

82.9

Lao PDR

6,677,534

6,000

100,000

1.5

1,566.7

Malaysia

25,274,133

3,700,000

14,904,000

59.0

302.8

Philippines

92,681,453

2,000,000

14,000,000

15.1

600.0

Sri Lanka

21,128,773

121,500

771,700

3.7

535.1

Thailand

65,493,298

2,300,000

13,416,000

20.5

483.3

Viet Nam

86,116,559

200,000

20,159,615

23.4

9,979.8

Korea, Republic of

Lao PDR = Lao People’s Democratic Republic, PRC = People’s Republic of China.
Source: Economist Intelligence Unit (December 2008); adapted from Latchem and Jung (2009).

1
2

“e-readiness” is the extent to which a market is conducive to internet-based opportunities (EIU 2003).
e-learning readiness is the mental and/or physical preparedness of an organization for some e-learning experience
(Lopes 2007).
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In the nature of such developments it is the urban centers, first, that most benefit from the
technologies, with HEIs being the very early beneficiaries. Another factor that can inhibit the
free flow of information, preventing educational users from deriving the full benefits of access
to and penetration of the internet and World Wide Web, is regulatory and cost considerations.
Utilizing the internet as a tool to deliver learning cannot but take these issues seriously as part
of an ICT strategic framework for education.

e-Readiness and e-Learning Readiness
Having access to the internet alone is not a guarantee that institutions will progress into making
available, on an on-line platform, their programs of study to the learners in their immediate
vicinity or at a distance. The level and depth at which the internet can be used for the greatest
pedagogic advantage depend on the communities’ preparedness to use it. On the basis of
100 qualitative and quantitative data elements, the Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU) applied
measurements to about 70 countries, among which were some of this study’s target countries.
The measures applied to assess e-readiness included connectivity and technology infrastructure;
business environment; social, cultural, and legal environments; government policies and vision;
as well as citizens’ ability to use the services (Table 9). Among the measures applied to assess
e-learning readiness, the EIU studied 150 qualitative criteria grouped under four categories:
•
•
•
•

connectivity, especially broadband, as well as ownership of personal computers and
cost of connectivity;
content development skills to use in the new media and the capacity to manage on-line
learning transactions;
capability, i.e. the ability to design, to deliver, and at the same time for users to learn
through the internet; and
a culture to promote, recognize, reward, and accord respect to on-line teaching and
learning ventures and accomplishments (Table 9).

Table 9

Asian e-Readiness Rankings and e-Learning Readiness Rankings
E-Readiness Rankings

Country
PRC
India
Indonesia
Korea, Republic of
Malaysia
Philippines
Sri Lanka
Thailand
Viet Nam

Score
(out of 10)
4.85
4.96
3.59
8.34
6.16
4.90
4.35
5.22
4.03

Overall Ranking
(out of 70 countries)
56
54
68
15
34
55
60
47
65

PRC = People’s Republic of China.
Sources: EIU (2008) for e-readiness rankings; EIU (2003) for e-learning
readiness rankings; adapted from Latchem and Jung (2009).

E-Learning Readiness Rankings
Score
(out of 10)
4.52
4.56
3.67
8.24
6.48
4.80
3.75
5.11
3.32

Overall Ranking
(out of 70 countries)
46
45
53
5
25
43
59
36
57
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On both measures, the Republic of Korea ranked among the top third in the world, reflecting
the commitment of its government as part of its grand vision of creating an “Edu-topia” led by
a leadership that sees the nation as a cutting-edge innovator in the world (Jung 2001). All other
countries in the target group have some distance to travel before e-learning can transform the
educational landscape of their nations or maximize the pedagogical value of ICTs. The level of
financial investment required is high, as is the mind-shift necessary to change the nature of the
teaching and learning transaction.

Quality
The creation of open universities, the use of distance education, and the application of ICT
to deliver learning, in Asia as well as universally, have not been without problems or critics.
The problems relate to policies; outreach; access to and reliability of ICTs; efficiencies and
effectiveness of administrative arrangements; and, most importantly, the actual or real cost of
producing a graduate, given the high rates of attrition and noncompletion, and the quality of
those graduating. The critics have questioned the quality of learners, the “dumbing down” of
curricula, the “commodification” of education, the validity of assessment systems, and the lack
of a comprehensive support system that a campus education provides. Many of the problems
such as the policy vacuum are real, but some of the criticisms may be unfounded and may even
reflect reluctance to accept changes in a highly tradition-bound practice.
Moore and Thompson (1990) reviewed more than 300 studies on the effectiveness of distance
education. Their findings showed that the literature points overwhelmingly to the conclusion
that teaching and studying at a distance, especially utilizing interactive telecommunications
media, is effective, when effectiveness is measured by the achievement of learning, by the
attitudes of students and teachers, and by cost effectiveness.
More recently, Bates (2005:137), commenting on the state of research in distance education,
stated:
…simple comparative research between distance and campus-based teaching is
not particularly helpful, because results in both contexts will depend on a wide range
of variables. More useful research focuses on the conditions for success. Conditions
for success in distance education teaching and learning can be broken down into
constituent parts, viz: students, course design (including: the organization of the
design process; the choice of pedagogical or epistemological approach; and choice
and use of media), as well as course delivery (including: tutorial support, faculty
development and training, and student assessment)….
Bates (2005:139) further reported that
where there is good overall design of courses and same levels of prior learning,
distance education students at the University of British Columbia did almost as
well as their on-campus full-time counterparts (90% of on-campus and 85% of
off-campus students).
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In a review of the comparative performance of students following the same course in a
conventional and in a distance education mode, Tucker (2001:7) concluded:
Both classes required the use of technology and provided considerable rigor and value
to the education process. This study concurs with the general body of knowledge
that distance education can be just as good as traditional face-to-face education.
No significant differences were found between pre-test scores, homework grades,
research paper grades, and final course grades. However, there were significant
differences between the two groups with regard to age, post-test scores, and final
exam scores. Distance education students scored higher in all three categories.
In a subsequent study, Lim (2002) commented:
…in an effort to compare similar issues in learning, application, and instructional
design factors between different instructional delivery formats [such as] internet,
classroom, and satellite-based system, [we] studied students in a university level
human resource development course. Data analysis was conducted to compare the
learning and application difference and the reasons for high or low learning and
application of course participants. The findings seem to confirm earlier studies that
there was no significant difference between face to face and distance instruction not
only for the learning but also for the learning application.
Poor completion rates (or high attrition rates) are often cited as another major weakness of
distance education, and not without basis. Belawati (1998) reported up to about 95% attrition
rates of younger enrollees at the Universitas Terbuka Indonesia, which is exceptionally high. One
possible explanation is that young adults (those immediately out of school) without adequate
mentor support are ill equipped to handle the discipline required for self-study. The Indonesian
experience with young people seems to confirm earlier reports of high noncompletion rates
of British youngsters (18–19 year-olds) in an experimental study of the British Open University
(Woodley and Mckintosh 1980). On the other hand, at least 50% of older students (above 21)
completed their course of study successfully. Kember (1995), who carried out very detailed
studies in Hong Kong, China on noncompletion, reported that failure to complete by adult
learners (who predominate in open universities) can be ascribed to a variety of factors such
as lack of finances, a history of learning difficulties in school, nonconducive conditions at
home, unexpected or unavoidable pressures from work, sickness in the family, and failure to
understand the necessary time commitment before enrolling.
Though the historical stigma arising out of the last century’s poor practice of commercial
correspondence education, with its low-quality teaching and learning environment, does not
seem to be validated by today’s distance education practices, with all of the advantages that
the new ICTs bring, as reported by Tucker (2001) and Lim (2002) among many other across
the world, the persistent concern about open higher education, whether it is through open
universities or other on-line means, requires a principled response, especially from the 70 or
so current single-mode distance education universities spread across Asia, with some of them
enrolling in excess of a million students. The response is important for two reasons:
•

Their sheer size, with the potential to turn out thousands of poorly qualified graduates
into the community, especially into the employment market, can cause both personal
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•

and vocational disruptions of a serious kind if the higher education that students receive
is below expected levels or standards.
There is a moral if not professional obligation to maintain acceptable levels of educational
quality if mass distance higher education is, at least partly, going to provide a serious
solution to the educational demand and a policy response to deprivation.

Of the many weaknesses ascribed to the practice of open distance education, the following
stand out as the most critical:
•

•

•

•

•

Clear policies on distance education or ICT-mediated education are not forthcoming
in many South and Southeast Asian countries. Except for India and Malaysia, other
regional governments have yet to devise clear policies that will accord equal recognition
and consequently funding for distance education and e-learning provisions. In almost
all others there are policy ambiguities as well budgetary uncertainties. In East Asia, the
Republic of Korea has a clear and well-formulated policy framework and guidelines;
PRC and Japan do not have defined policy frameworks, while Hong Kong, China and
Taipei,China apply their higher education policy frameworks to support the orderly
development of distance education (Dhanarajan 2010).
A paucity of skilled instructional designers is reflected in learning materials that fail
to meet the highest pedagogical standards to support self-learners. This is generally
seen in the smaller operations of dual-mode institutions. In traditions of teaching
where the teacher is seen as the supreme authority of knowledge, new constructivist
theories of teaching do not sit comfortably, as seen in many PRC institutions. Selflearning materials that are mostly didactic in character fail to engage learners in a more
interactive manner, leading to poorer quality learning experiences.
Failure to reach out to remote communities, especially in large continental states in
South Asia and in the PRC, is especially challenging where their weak ICT infrastructure
contributes to this failure. With the improving state of these ICTs reaching marginalized
communities, such failure is being reduced considerably.
Poor leadership, management ineffectiveness, political interference, corruption, and
insufficient financial resources as well as unhealthy competition and poor governance
have been a challenge in India.
Disruption of studies in Sri Lanka due to the civil war has been an impediment to
orderly progress.

Many of these problems are not the monopoly of distance education institutions; they are also
common to many conventional HEIs. Their amplification in the distance learning environment
may be a reflection of deep-seated anxieties and uncertainties about the consequences of
change in a service that is so deeply rooted among the higher education community universally
(Garg et al. 2006). Benchmarks applied to measure quality are referenced to what is happening
in conventional systems, and that it is not necessarily the best practice (Perraton 2000).
Comments that were made by an Indian academic in an international higher education weekly
at the start of this decade (Dhanarajan 2002:2) provide a resonance of sorts:
The problems of India’s higher education sector seem to defy solutions. The system
remains entrenched in an outdated tradition established by the colonial rulers in
the 19th and early part of the past century for a specific purpose suited to them.
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Conditions presently are deteriorating as a result of expansion and are even made
worse by shrinking resources. Declining quality, inadequate facilities, and a mismatch
between education and skills requirements have become crucial themes....
Despite these perceptions in some higher education circles of unsatisfactory quality of
innovations, two questions require principled responses from providers of distance education:
The first concerns the quality of the learning experience, and the second, the quality of the
graduates coming out of such open systems.
There are no simple answers to these questions. The measurement of quality as it is currently
applied to higher education generally and to distance education particularly is contentious.
Some argue that we are still not very explicit in establishing unambiguous parameters for the
measurement of quality in higher education when it comes to learning experience or learning
outcomes. Some of the uncertainties relate to criteria and standards applied to measurements,
the purpose of these measurements, and sometimes even the legitimacy of these measurements
(Kis 2005).
A further question on measurement of quality relates to the kinds of paradigms applied.
Kelly (2003) argues that there are two paradigms to consider: The first is the “instruction
paradigm,” the second, the “learning paradigm.” These are not mutually exclusive, but they
require separation for fair measurement. The first paradigm is used by most HEIs, and the
measurement of success is often based on the quality of entering students; the number of
publications completed by academics; the number of books in the library; and the availability
of other resources such as staff, laboratory benches, etc. In the learning paradigm, on the other
hand, success is measured by student learning and success outcomes, learning growth, and
the quality of exiting students.
Another, more important difference is that in the instruction paradigm, the time of learning is
held constant, and learning varies. In the learning paradigm, the learning is held constant, and
the time varies, recognizing that students learn at different rates. Kelly (2003) further argues
that the learning paradigm has its focus on learners and their learning while allowing for greater
flexibility and individualization. Open distance learning universities, which respond to adults
and others who have been marginalized from mainstream higher education, will have to be
looked at in the context of the learning paradigm rather than the instruction paradigm. This is
not generally happening.
In Australasia generally, there has been an increase in activity relating to the measurement
of quality in higher education. The proliferation of national QA agencies (under a variety of
names) is a reflection of this growth. Of the 102 members of the Asia Pacific Quality Network
(APQN), about 22 are national qualification or accreditation agencies, and most of the 22 are
also members of the International Network of Quality Assurance Agencies in Higher Education
(INQAAHE), which collectively developed Guidelines of Good Practice, which in turn is beginning
to influence national protocols for the measurement of quality among its member states. These
systems are set up mostly to measure the quality of conventional systems (the instruction
paradigm) and not necessarily nonconventional systems (the learning paradigm) (AUQA 2006).
With the growth of nonconventional forms of provision in higher education, guidelines to
measure QA of nonconventional systems have to be drawn up soon. Until then, the practice
of measuring the quality of open, on-line, virtual, and e-learning systems will continue to be
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benchmarked like all other conventional systems (Latchem and Jung 2009). Such benchmarks
will include teaching; learning; research; student support; administration; resource provisions
such as finance, libraries, staffing, and learning resources; student/staff ratios; etc. While some
of these have much in common between both conventional and distance education systems,
many others will clearly have different parameters (e.g., student/staff ratios).
Almost all open universities in Asia have one or another arrangement or requirement to maintain
the quality of their products and services. Some are required to follow regulations pertaining to
higher education in their countries, and others do so as a matter of good practice to ensure that
their institutions respond to their vision and mission as well as to ensure that there is respect
and esteem for their graduates. This is critical, as even after 40 years, distance education
efforts continue to suffer the stigma of “second rate” or ”second chance” education meant for
the academically poor. To ensure that “perception is not practice,” governments have stepped
in quietly to steer the quality audit. For instance:
•

•

•

•

Countries such as PRC, Sri Lanka, Thailand, and Viet Nam are just beginning to
develop specific protocols for distance education while using present regulations that
apply to all HEIs.
In Hong Kong, China; India; Malaysia; and Thailand, agencies such as the Hong
Kong Council of Academic Accreditation, the Distance Education Council of India, and
MQA play key roles in QA by designing systems best suited for their situations. The
main driver is ensuring parity of academic standards between distance education and
conventional education.
The Republic of Korea does not have a central QA agency. Quality concerns are
addressed first when approval is sought to establish an HEI. Thereafter, HEIs are
expected to manage their own QA. In a country where the private supply of higher
education is much bigger than the public provision, reputation in the marketplace can be
a powerful determinant of survival and therefore is an essential incentive for institutions
to safeguard quality. The cyber universities and other on-line e-learning institutions
receive attention from the Bureau of Lifelong Learning, which has developed special
criteria for this purpose.
The Philippines presents a different situation. Distance education is part of the
bigger University of the Philippines system but at the same time is independent of the
Commission on Higher Education and therefore is not legally subject to the Philippines
Accrediting Association of Schools, Colleges, and Universities. The Commission
on Higher Education has been debating the need for a separate QA instrument for
distance education.

In a review of the approaches undertaken by Asia’s QA agencies, Latchem and Jung (2009)
summarize the approaches these agencies adopt as one or a combination of the following:
•

Comparison with the standards applied to conventional education is an approach
practiced in PRC; Hong Kong, China; Japan; Malaysia; Taipei,China; and Thailand,
where similar criteria for measuring conventional systems are applied. These include
looking at quality issues around a set of parameters on management, teaching,
resources, research, governance, and learning outcomes. This approach has the
advantage of ensuring parity between both systems in terms of processes; finance;
governance; and infrastructural requirements such as space, ICT, and quality of
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outputs (through conversations with different stakeholders). The disadvantages are
the obvious sidelining of serious differences in the vision, mission, entry behavior
of students, rigor and team effort in designing curricula and transforming them into
learning materials, flexible requirements for completion of programs, effort toward
pedagogical innovations, and a whole range of value-adding elements not found in
conventional systems. Nevertheless, in making judgments during institutional academic
audits by accreditation boards in the case of Hong Kong, China and Malaysia, the
auditors should take into account the special features of distance education institutions
such as open universities. Malaysia is progressing along these lines by building
capacities of such institutions through development advisories such as its Guidelines
to Open and Distance Education (National Accreditation Board 2006). Such guidelines
recognize the special features associated with distance education and make different
provisions (e.g., student/staff ratios, library facilities, and requirements of contact hours)
to assess quality.
Fitness for purpose as a measure of QA is practiced in both India and Republic
of Korea. In this instance, the agencies concerned with auditing QA create specific
criteria to review open distance learning institutions. Through the Distance Education
Council of India, the Ministry of Human Resource Development applies the Guidelines
for Regulating the Establishment and Operation of Open Distance Learning Institutions
as its instrument for this purpose. This approach, when applied with rigor, has the
advantage of applying levels of sensitivities, which must be a benchmark in itself, as too
often QA audits can slip into mechanical exercises applied to social services and thus
may not be necessarily helpful. The disadvantage of this approach lies perhaps in the
inability of the instruments applied to consider the ideological, economical, and political
elements that often lead to the establishment of open universities.
Meeting customers’ needs is an industry-business approach wherein International
Organization for Standardization (ISO) criteria are applied, especially among providers
such as the cyber universities in the Republic of Korea and the Open University of
Malaysia. This approach, with its focus on customer satisfaction, takes account of
support services, proper functioning of the supporting technology, internal processes,
and institutional policies as well as the efficiencies of materials development and delivery,
and completion and graduation levels. This approach is an internally driven effort to
fulfill a set of specifications audited by local chapters of ISO and is becoming especially
popular in ensuring that customer satisfaction is achieved, primarily in nonacademic
areas. The concern in academia is the mechanical nature of the assessment, despite
recognition of the value of the approach.
Continuous improvement is similar to the Japanese “quality circles” approach and is
practiced by Universitas Terbuka Indonesia and to some extent by the Open University
of Hong Kong. Institutions recognize the need for constant research, evaluation,
change, and innovation to keep them current and to challenge prevailing ideas and
practices to foster further improvement. Institutions benefit from the constant renewal
and refreshment of practices; the downside is both the time and energy required to
accomplish the envisioned objectives.
Compliance with international standards and requirements is an idea in the making
among Asian open universities, which plan to develop a Manual of Good Practice taking
into account 10 components covering good practice:
°° vision and mission of the institution;
°° design and transformation of curriculum into self-learning materials;
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°°
°°
°°
°°
°°
°°
°°
°°

assessment of learners;
learner support systems;
academic staff quality, recruitment, and professional development;
educational resources such as ICT services and libraries;
program monitoring and evaluation;
governance and leadership;
continuous quality improvement; and
financing.

These elements are not too dissimilar to the INQAAHE (2007) framework, taking into
account the nature of distance education. For each one of these areas there are
both benchmarks and enhanced benchmarks. Institutions are expected to reach
a minimum level of satisfactory accomplishment in each of the 10 areas in order
to satisfy the accreditation requirement. Compliance with international standards
has the advantage of peer recognition as well as an assurance of both product and
service quality to all stakeholders.
The practice of distance education continues to evolve as the ICT environment changes. This
requires not a static QA system but one that is dynamic and has the capacity to change with
the changing environment. Herein lies the dilemma for many open distance learning systems
including those that present themselves as e-learning, on-line, or virtual environments. The
dilemma has to do with a compliance requirement that takes a much longer time to revise. As
an example, MQA along with the Malaysian Ministry of Higher Education requires that mentors
tutoring distance education students should have a physical presence at the location of the
learner. E-learning providers, on the other hand, wish to source their tutors globally but cannot
do so because of the local QA regulatory environment. Anomalies of this nature require policy
considerations that do not inhibit innovation but rather manage it to get the best advantage
possible. Governments in Asia may need to address issues of this nature in a more thoughtful
way wherein quality is not compromised and innovations not inhibited.

Widening Participation and
Strengthening Inclusiveness
in Higher Education

T

he long-held traditions and values of higher education, especially those concerning
quality, mean that views on the quality of the inputs (learners) will very much determine
the quality of the outputs (graduates). While this belief has been constantly challenged
over decades (Thomas 2002), it is deeply rooted, despite evidence to the contrary, even today,
so that universities, especially those that consider themselves among world leaders, generally
prefer to “select” only the academically bright. Public pressure is increasing for change in
such systems of admission. In the European Community, for instance, the requirement for
accountability in the use of public funds began, in the course of the 1990s, to demand that
public universities and other HEIs systematically appraise themselves in terms of equitable
participation of students from a diversity of socioeconomic, religious, and other minority groups.
If found lacking in such student diversity, they should, through establishing and attaining clear
targets, widen participation, and demonstrate the overall quality and efficiency of their activities,
whether in teaching, research, service to the community, or institutional management. These
institutions are also expected to accept external evaluation or audit by public agencies such
as the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE 2006, 2010). In Asia, while such
public pressure to change systems of admissions and administration is not explicitly seen,
evidence of it is emerging in countries such as India, where public concern is being heard over
a lack of wider participation in the nation’s elite schools (Pandey 2006).
When the governments of Asia subscribed to the World Declaration to provide equitable access
to all children, they were not unmindful of the challenges ahead in undertaking that task. There
was recognition that it was not simply a case of providing more finances to the education
sector but also a whole range of other resources that had to be mobilized for such a purpose,
including policy formulation. This also applies to equitable access in higher education. The
resources range from the supply of a quality and qualified academic staff to a range of ancillary
and support personnel, access to ICT resources, and logistical and infrastructural support
as well as an intellectual ambience that will promote academic curiosity and expression.
Policies had to be created to facilitate HEIs extending their reach beyond just a narrow band
of entrants. These are difficult calls to make, especially for the lower income countries of the
region. Making equitable access as part of the higher education sector also meant confronting
social inequalities deeply rooted in history, culture, and economic structures that influence an
individual’s ability to compete. Geography and unequal distribution of wealth and resources
contribute to the disadvantage of certain population groups. Despite challenges, the region
has performed remarkably well by continuously expanding its higher education provision. But
it may not be enough.
By 2005, the level of attainment in the tertiary sector in OECD countries was about 30%, with
much of the expansion coming from policy-driven initiatives set in motion earlier, especially
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among countries like the Republic of Korea (OECD 2009). Among the Asian countries in this
study, other than Republic of Korea and Philippines, levels of attainment at the tertiary level
are still low. This raises fundamental questions not only about the ability of their economies to
move forward, as they all aspire to do, but also about the well-being of their people and their
democracies; it inhibits other socioeconomic development, it inhibits an orderly progression
of school systems from being understaffed to having adequate staff, and it denies people
the confidence to participate in civil society. Table 10 reflects the percentage of population
with a tertiary level qualification, which is a proxy for the stock of human capital (Barrow and
Lee 2010).

Table 10 Higher Education Attainment in Asia and the Pacific, 2010
(% of adult [25+ age group] population having tertiary level education)
Country

Attainment Level (%)

Cambodia

0.9

People’s Republic of China

6.2

India

5.9

Indonesia

2.5

Korea, Republic of

37.1

Lao PDR

4.8

Malaysia

13.9

Philippines

29.6

Sri Lanka

2.1

Thailand

9.1

Viet Nam

4.5

OECD Average

>32a

US Average

<30a

Lao PDR = Lao People’s Democratic Republic, OECD = Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development, US = United States.
a
OECD data.
Source: Barrow-Lee Education Attainment Data Set (www.barrolee.com).

Despite many policy initiatives in recent years, broader postsecondary participation has not
benefited all sectors of society equally. Various studies of countries in the region show that,
despite greater inclusion, the “privileged” classes have retained their relative advantage
in nearly all nations. Three factors work against fair and equitable access: first, the highly
competitive university entrance examinations in those countries where they are required for
entry to public institutions; second, the location and quality of the secondary schools from
which those students originate; and third, inadequate family resources, especially if the student
fails to enroll in a public institution.
•

In Cambodia, for instance, gender disparity originating with lack of successful
progression of girls in schooling impacts the number of women who are able to compete
in university entrance examinations. Girls from rural and poor segments of society face
more difficulties than rich urban girls (UNIFEM et al. 2004).
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The historically elite system in the PRC has been undergoing changes since 1999,
when the nation declared the Action Plan to Revitalize Education Towards the 21st
Century. The plan called for massive expansion of the higher education system, with
every intention of transforming it towards greater participation. However, despite the
expansion, there are concerns that the system continues to be restrictive through a
highly competitive entrance examination for public universities. Factors such as gender,
location of residence, and economic status all seemingly favor males, the urban, and
the rich (Cunzen and Trevor 2005). Four million young people failed the entrance test to
public universities in 2010, most of them from poor, rural, and marginalized populations.
India confronts similar problems, further exacerbated by historical, cultural, and
economic impediments. Despite active intervention by the national government
through regulatory and legal means, equitable participation still eludes India’s higher
education system. Young people coming from rural, remote, and poor communities,
where schools are staffed with under- or unqualified teachers and are underfunded, ill
managed, and poorly equipped, are rarely able to compete in entrance examinations for
top-tier universities. Given the gap between demand and supply, the probability of them
gaining entry even into second-tier institutions is low. There is, however, some evidence
of slight improvement in the last 4 years (Singh 2006).
Private HEIs in Indonesia are growing, and they are able to absorb much of the demand
as long as users can pay the fees. Those who do not have the wealth and are not
competitive enough to benefit from the public system may become marginalized.
In the Lao PDR, ethnic and religious minorities seem to face difficulties in accessing their
share of the state-allocated quotas for higher education. In this instance, while there
is a policy framework to enhance the participation of minority groups, policy intentions
break down in practice, reflecting the underpreparedness of such communities to make
use of the quotas (Jahangir 2010).
As in Indonesia, the private higher education sector in Malaysia is big, and it too
is “demand absorbing.” Total enrollment in the private sector exceeded that of the
public sector in 2009, and this trend will most likely continue. The tuition fee differential
between public providers and private ones is such that those denied entry into public
sector HEIs may have to depend on philanthropy, educational loans, or other means to
support their education. For many poor Malaysians this may not be an option.
Thailand faces similar challenges as PRC and India, even though the expansion of
its higher education system has been able to accommodate a high proportion of
those gaining eligibility to enter it. There seem to be regional disparities, with those
in the poorer northeast and the southeast being underrepresented, especially in the
prestigious universities, which are located mostly in the capital city. The marginalized
often come from areas with poor schooling and fail to succeed in university entrance
examinations (Laovakul 2009).
In Viet Nam, family wealth seems to make all the difference between a person able to
enter a university and someone who cannot for young people not competitive enough to
enter public institutions. The increase in higher education places is significant through
both government intervention and private participation, but as Nguyen (2007) points
out, higher education is available more easily to the rich than to the poor. For instance,
in 2004, up to 40% of university places were absorbed by the very rich, and less than
15% were taken by the poor.
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Equitable access to higher education on the basis of gender has been an issue for a long time.
However, since 2000, gender parity in education, globally, has been moving in the right direction.
The nonparticipation or poor participation of girls and women in schooling generally and in
higher education as a consequence is becoming less of a difficulty. Girl children in secondary
education are almost reaching the same level as boys in all the target countries (UNESCO
2009). Despite this progress, disparities in higher education continue to exist in Cambodia,
India, Indonesia, and Lao PDR. But, in Malaysia an opposite trend is being observed: There
are more women in higher education than men, and this unbalanced student base is causing
concern, as it is in many OECD countries.
Besides the normal 17–24 age cohort, many other groups are also seeking or demanding
access to higher education. The biggest among these are those adults who wish to return
to learning. For many such adults, higher education was denied them earlier. Their return to
study requires facilitation, which in an already supply-poor situation presents difficulties. Not
facilitating or incentivizing such returnees is not only a social denial but is also economically
counterproductive. Malaysia presents such a situation: It aspires to be a high-income country
in another decade. To support that aspiration it requires an adult workforce that is highly skilled
and knowledgeable. Currently, of its 12 million citizens in the workforce, more than 80% have
less than a secondary school education. This is a serious concern, given the country’s ambition.
Policy initiatives will be required to increase participation. Countries such as Malaysia recognize
this dilemma and are actively pursuing policies to widen participation. These policies include
creating alternate pathways of entry, part-time studies, distance education, special financial
incentives and arrangements, recognition of workplace training and according academic credit
for it, and policy instruments promoting lifelong learning. The Republic of Korea, like its other
OECD counterparts, has long been a leader in such arrangements. PRC, India, Indonesia,
Philippines, and Thailand all have or are moving towards enculturizing lifelong learning.
Policies for widening participation in higher education will require serious regard for many other
groups besides those described so far. These other groups include challenged and displaced
persons, migrant labor, immigrants, and the elderly. Many international conventions and
covenants provide a framework for countries to consider. As of June 2009, only Bangladesh,
India, and Philippines had ratified a convention, while others were moving slowly on
this front, even though countries like Malaysia had policies in place to facilitate access to
challenged persons.
While the pressure continues to increase equitable access in some countries in Asia—PRC,
India, Malaysia, and Viet Nam—there is also concern in others that increasing unfettered access
to higher education may have unanticipated consequences. Four of these concerns revolve
around (a) the eroding employment value of a higher degree qualification and the impact on the
labor market; (b) the erosion of educational quality as a consequence of the massification of
higher education; (c) the public cost of providing unmanaged growth; and (d) lastly, with ageing
populations, the continued viability of high-cost institutions established at the height of the
current demand. These are discussed in the remaining sections of this chapter.
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Eroding Employment Value of Higher Education
Across Asia, from the Republic of Korea to Pakistan, there is concern that graduates are
increasingly finding themselves unemployed, underemployed, or unemployable. Frustration and
anger express themselves through the popular media, both local and global; labor market experts
voice concern about the misalignment between higher education and workplace demands; and
educational experts are of the view that it is a complex situation rather than a simple case of
either overproduction of graduates or irrelevance of curricula. Graduate unemployment is not
a new phenomenon; neither is it just an Asian challenge. However, measured against historical
data dating back to 1980, the current situation, globally, seems to indicate a higher rate of
unemployment among graduates of universities and colleges, causing anxieties about wasted
investment in higher education.
•

•

•

•

•

In 2010, the PRC recorded the highest number of unemployed graduates, around
2 million (or about 33%) (Xinzhen 2009) out of a graduating population of 6.1 million,
compared with about 30% in 2008.
In India, graduate unemployment historically has been endemic. Even a decade ago,
India was home to some 4 million unemployed graduates. In 2010, these numbers
stood at 4.8 million out of a total unemployed population of 44.5 million (Ernst and
Young 2010).
In the Republic of Korea, the situation appears almost as bad as in the PRC, with
unemployment among the over-30s averaging between 3% and 4%, while it runs to
10% among the under-30s. These headline figures, while worrying, also disguise the
number of graduates in dead-end temporary jobs. Some 34% of unemployed men and
43% of jobless women have attended college or university (Financial Times 2010).
The popular media in Malaysia, which often carries news of educational matters,
reported that by mid-March 2009 there were 60,000 unemployed graduates in the
country (National Express Malaysia 2009). While more recent accurate statistics
on Malaysia’s graduate unemployment are hard to come by, a World Bank (2007)
study indicated that graduate unemployment rose from around 15.3% in 2000 to 21.1%
in 2007.
The National Bureau of Statistics in the Philippines described an equally serious
situation: In January 2009, unemployment among those who had received a college
education recorded a high of 1.6 million, making up 45.5% of those unemployed
in the country.

The year 2009 was clearly a bad one for graduate unemployment all over the world including
the US, where it stood at 9.5% (US Department of Labor 2010).
The opportunity cost of graduate unemployment is a difficult issue for many of the target
countries to handle. On the one hand there is a need for nations to respond to ever-increasing
pressure for greater access to higher education, and on the other hand they also have to
contend with the high expectations of individuals and society in general for an adequate return
on investment, not just in monetary value but also in esteem, respect, and nontangible rewards.
With a smaller number of graduate outputs at times of growth in economies, it is possible to
provide employment with higher levels of compensation and esteem. But when economic times
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are bad and the graduate outputs exceed the ability of the market to absorb, doubts about the
value of enhancing access arise. On the issues surrounding graduate unemployment, a few
critical findings can be highlighted:
•

•

•

•

•

Mismatch of qualifications with employers’ needs. The perception that HEIs do
not deliver graduates for timely needs has been around for a long time. On the other
hand, providers contend that they require time to refresh curricula, taking into account
a range of issues such as finance, academic resources, and pedagogical and QA
requirements, all of which need addressing before implementing a new curriculum.
Meanwhile, institutions have always planned to deliver, at the undergraduate level, an
academically broad-based and informed graduate who will be intellectually receptive
to new knowledge and skills to be learned on-the-job except in disciplines such as
medicine, engineering, and law, where citizens are educated to meet the particular
requirements of a profession.
Lack of proper career guidance and information. Career guidance counseling
requires change and improvement. Students often have unrealistic expectations
concerning remuneration, benefits, and work ethic. Increased conversations between
those in industry and those in institutions should be encouraged.
Lack of supply-and-demand information on the labor market. Many of the target
countries in this study, as well as others, are unable to provide a reasonably sharp and
clear picture of labor market needs in a timely manner. Educational institutions bemoan
the lack of advance indicators in terms of labor demand 3, 5, or 10 years in advance,
while employers frequently complain of the lack of “trained” people to support growth
and new investment.
Lack of soft skills. Curricular content in educational institutions habitually gets trapped
into ensuring that the academic requirements are fulfilled. This is necessary, as more and
more QA expectations are expressed in “outcomes-based learning.” Time pressures in
meeting the demands of the syllabus lead to sidelining soft skills such as social acumen,
interpersonal relationships, motivation, critical thinking, communication, creativity, and
language skills. The last of these increasingly takes on importance as foreign direct
investment is solicited and multinational corporations are welcomed. Studies reported
in countries such as India and Malaysia indicate that soft skills become extremely
important. The incorporation of such soft skill elements into course and program design
will benefit the youth.
Lack of exposure of students to the real world of work. Graduating students are not
well prepared to transit from an academic to an employment environment. Students
who have been accustomed to being full-time learners do not adjust easily to the
discipline of the work environment, which has its own culture. Part-time and vacation
work during a young person’s study can help. This need not be on a paid basis; in
almost in every country in Asia volunteerism is much in need, and as preparation for life
in the workplace this is an ideal that can benefit all parties. Institutions should consider
academic credit for such work (UNESCO 2007).

Erosion of Educational Quality as a Consequence of Massification
In a recently published article in the popular Times Higher Education, Altbach (2010) wrote
that “mass higher education has brought social mobility to millions worldwide, but as access
expands and academia is stretched to [the] breaking point, standards are in steady decline.” He
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stated that the consequences of massive access are (a) increased costs, as educating students
“not from high quality secondary education” requires additional resources; (b) deterioration in
students’ study environment as a result of overcrowded classrooms and libraries; (c) students
not receiving personal attention, as faculty are overworked; (d) little transparency or knowledge
of (teaching) effectiveness; and (e) lower completion rates. Providing mass higher education
without adequate resources and relying on traditional ways of creating and operating learning
environments will lead to all of the consequences that Altbach describes. But denying access
to citizens seeking higher education is also not acceptable in the 21st century. While “adequate
resources” are an important requirement for creating a quality learning environment, the debate
on the erosion of quality requires a serious look at what higher education means by quality.
Lomas (2001) and Parri (2006) argue that quality is one of those concepts that lack a common
definition, and that the more complex, many sided, or abstract the object to be measured is, the
more difficult it is to come up with a measurement. Education is one of those objects, despite
the many attempts to quantify it through various forms of audit. Both writers highlight at least
four indicators of quality: (a) quality as excellence, (b) quality as fitness for purpose, (c) quality as
transformation, and (d) quality as value for money. Parri (2006) lists other indicators, but these
four tend to appear very often in the literature. In their guidelines, both INQAAHE and APQN
have alluded to these four indicators among the important areas for purposes of academic
accreditation. Target countries in this study are all either existing or potential members of APQN.
•

•

•

Quality as excellence. This definition, benchmarked against a set of expectations,
requires HEIs to be always matched against the best. The expectations cover more
than academic matters such as teaching, learning, and research; they also include such
issues as governance, remuneration, institutional resources, and finance. This criterion
sets a goal for universities and academic communities to always be the best, and in
recent years “ranking” by the popular media has also begun to play a role. It is of
interest to note that none of the institutions in the target countries nor the reference
groups in this study were anywhere near the top 100 in the Times Higher Education
ranking in 2007 or 2008. One of the ironies of increasing access to become “excellent”
is the quality of incoming students, the notion being that the better the input, the
higher the quality of the output. Massification of higher education clearly runs contrary
to this belief.
Quality as fitness for purpose. This criterion is based on the notion that educational
services or providers should meet the needs of the customer. “Customers” is a widely
interpreted term and includes all stakeholders, not only students. The education goals
of an HEI are articulated at a general institutional level through its mission statement,
and at a more precise academic level through a particular program’s aims and learning
outcomes. MQA and its counterparts in Philippines and Thailand all adopt this aspect
as part of a bigger picture in their quality audits of institutions.
Quality as transformation. This idea focuses on the student as the main customer in
higher education, and quality is considered on the basis of the learner’s change and
transformation in his/her understanding, attitudes, and objectives as the course of study
progresses. Transformation is embedded in the belief that learning as experienced in an
institution of excellence brings about positive changes in students, in both the cognitive
and noncognitive dimensions, in comparison with the period before the experience.
The better the graduate can manage in his/her future working life with the help of the
knowledge, experience, and skills acquired at the university, the more fully has that
university met its goals. The most outstanding institutions are those that have the
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•

biggest impact on the knowledge and personal development of students. While both
QA agencies and HEIs accept this notion in its ideal, and a number of universities in
Malaysia describe “graduate attributes” in their institutional literature, it is a difficult
notion to measure; and if we cannot measure, we cannot improve.
Quality as value for money. A very popular belief among governments, politicians,
the lay public, and international agencies is that the quality of learning is equated to
the cost of “producing” a graduate. Private higher education providers market their
services as quality at an “affordable” or “reasonable” price, and public servants use
quality in the context of improved “efficiencies.”

The target countries in this study utilize some if not all of the above-listed quality indicators
as minimal measures, though the weight they give to each may vary depending on practice.
MQA for instance, weights heavily on teaching, learning, and assessment—setting minimum
standards—while in the Philippines, quality is often viewed as a constant and continuous
development meriting higher weights. Neither country discounts other factors, but in the
hierarchy of ranking they weigh less. In Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao PDR, Thailand, and Viet
Nam, auditing for quality is still going through a phase of development.
All of these considerations clearly argue the case for policy makers and institutional leadership
to reexamine current definitions of and practices concerning quality. Resources—the availability
or not—alone should not be seen as drivers of increasing access. For many of the countries
in this study that wish to move towards being good societies, as Galbraith (1996:74) appealed
at the end of the last millennium, “no test is so clear, decisive, as its willingness to tax—to
forego private income, expenditure and the expensively cultivated superfluities of private
consumption—in order to develop and sustain a strong educational system for all of its citizens.”

Public Cost of Providing Unmanaged Growth
Higher education for any country is an expensive proposition. Academic staffing, provision
of teaching and learning facilities (classrooms, laboratories, libraries), ICT infrastructure, and
maintaining quality with rigor benchmarked against the best all require considerable investment.
Massification without compromising quality is therefore a major consideration for countries,
regardless of whether they are high- or low-income ones. Such is the case not only in Asia but
also throughout the rest of the world. Not investing adequately makes quality a victim, and there
is ample evidence of this in the target countries of this study:
•

While subscribing to the notion of equitable access for anyone able to meet the
challenges of higher education is the expressed desire of almost all countries in Asia,
the uncertainty is the source of funding. There is sufficient evidence that investment
in education at any level, but especially at the higher level, has a significant return to
both the individual and society (Altbach 1999). In countries such as PRC, India, Lao
PDR, Malaysia, and Thailand, highly publicly subsidized higher education is provided
at a fraction of the actual cost; these countries continue to consider education as a
“public good” and therefore consider that it merits the level of subvention that they
provide. This belief is even more deeply rooted in the economically successful global
cities of Hong Kong, China and Singapore, where the private cost of experiencing
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higher education is perhaps less than 20% of the actual total cost. Notwithstanding
their present commitment, every country is beginning to rethink if such massive levels
of subsidy are sustainable in the longer term.
Already we are witnessing the growth of privately run higher education at a phenomenal
rate in literally every country in the region. What started as a trickle in Malaysia in the
late 1980s has now grown into a tidal wave. When it began, it was a political response
to interethnic tension over an affirmative action policy favoring one group of Malaysians;
today it is an economic response to an unstoppable demand. The PRC is heading in
the same direction in wanting users to pay a heavier price than under the previously
fully state-funded but elitist system. India, as it strategizes to further expand its higher
education provision to accommodate a 30% participation rate, is encouraging private
participation. Cambodia, Lao PDR, Thailand, and Viet Nam already have private HEIs in
significant numbers. While continuing to play a role in regulating the “market” through
a number of policy initiatives including cost sharing with enterprises, governments in
Asia are disengaging themselves from taking on the entire burden of delivering services
that are still considered a “public good.” In doing so, communities will have to face
the inadvertent danger that a family’s economic strength will determine whether higher
education is reachable for its young or not.

Future Viability of Growth
The last of the questions confronting both public as well as private investment in higher education
is the future sustainability of institutions being built to meet current demands. The danger of
shrinking participation, as populations age, is already being experienced in Japan and Republic
of Korea (Hollingworth 2008). While private enterprise may be in a position to disengage when
the market is no longer profitable, the same cannot be said of public enterprises. Hong Kong,
China and Taipei,China may be facing such a situation a lot sooner than the others, including
PRC and India, but in the PRC there is already an imbalance between supply and demand in
second-tier (mostly) private colleges, where supply is beginning to exceed demand (Mah 2010).
In India, while the overall demand for higher education continues to be high, certain disciplines
such as engineering are already reaching a tipping point in terms of supply beginning to exceed
demand (Varshney 2006).
Despite these fears, in 2010 the Deputy Prime Minister of Singapore was quoted by one
electronic media outlet (Ying 2007) as saying, “…having five or six universities in Singapore will
not cause an oversupply… [provided] universities are carefully conceptualized.” OECD also has
expressed a similar view in response to a question whether the world can be overeducated:
“…maintaining a system of diverse, sustainable and high-quality institutions, with the freedom
to respond to demand and accountability for the outcomes they produce… means ensuring that
the growth and development of tertiary educational systems are managed in ways that improve
access” (Ischinger 2007). These views require serious consideration. The demographic picture
seems to indicate that, at the projected rate of growth of the relevant age groups, even if GERs
remain static at present levels, increasing access to higher learning is inevitable. Within this
context, higher education should find a purpose for itself in most parts of Asia, provided HEIs
remain relevant and focused, with enhanced quality, managed by a leadership with capacities
that match other modern enterprises. This will require a balance between treating increasing
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access as a necessary social good and driving efficiencies without compromising quality. It
will also require greater investment by both public and private providers in formal leadership
training and in capacity development of leadership material, as well as investments in learning
technologies, a relook at measurements of quality, and new arrangements for financing.
Taken overall, Asia’s supply of higher education is still below 24% on average compared with
the Caribbean and Latin America at about 35%, Western Europe at around 55%, and North
America at slightly higher than Western Europe (Jimenez 2010). The window for growth on
the basis of demand is there, but strategies to promote that growth on an equitable basis will
be required. Despite the many fears and uncertainties about the growth of higher education
among the target countries in the region, social, economic, and political pressures will continue
to persuade governments not to impede this momentum. Higher education as a means of
improving one’s economic and social standing as well as a sure-fire way of ensuring the upward
mobility of the individual is beginning to be deeply embedded in the Asian psyche. Governments
need to acknowledge this aspiration and accept the responsibility to ensure that this growth
is managed in the most sensitive and positive way that they can. This means putting in place
arrangements that will safeguard the nation’s mission in its educational provision without
compromising the value and purpose of that mission.

Policy Considerations

T

he last decade probably witnessed the fastest average growth in higher education
across Asia, more than anywhere else in the world except for the Republic of Korea.
While PRC and India have led this growth and the Philippines has continued to maintain
its expansion, the middle-income and transition countries have also been moving forward. All
of these countries have adopted a range of strategies to increase access using mechanisms
such as diversifying the types of institutions, deregulating the “market” by inviting private
enterprise including non-national interests, facilitating public-private partnerships, applying
new pedagogies and technologies, as well as creating new types of institutions such as open
and cyber universities. Many in higher education, while welcoming these developments and
movements from elitist to mass higher education, have also expressed anxiety about the erosion
of quality and the escalating cost of provision to both the public and private purse. An even
greater anxiety has been that, while access has certainly improved considerably, it is still being
confined to a limited group of citizens; many others who have been historically marginalized
continue to be left on the sidelines for many reasons ranging from the known (economic,
underpreparedness) to the unknown (social status, self-esteem, language inabilities). Therefore,
it is becoming essential that, in order to move towards a more equitable provision, much more
imaginative policies must be designed to bring these others into the catchment. From access to
widening participation and strengthening inclusiveness should emerge as the new agenda for
almost all the governments in the region. This will require a revisit of policies relating to equity
and access including those discussed in the following sections:

Mainstreaming Access in All Higher Education Institutions
Other than the open universities in Asia, not many conventional public universities have
explicit policies on mainstreaming access as part of their mission to widen participation. This
particular gap is more glaring in the elite HEIs than in others. Private HEIs, which see market
advantage, being opportunistic, respond to specific market demands for adult participation
in university-level education. Those public HEIs that do provide limited access do so as part
of their continuing or professional education provisions, frequently levying exorbitant fees for
such provision. Malaysia’s National Higher Education Strategy, launched in 2007, identifies
access as one of its seven pillars. In taking this plan forward, a number of strategic targets have
been set, and these are being carefully unbundled; however, some 3 years after the launch
of the plan (MOHE 2007), widening participation is still an elusive target when it comes to
access for all on an equitable basis. To build on this vision, much more thought may have to
be given to the kinds of challenges marginal groups face. For example, in India, access to
some prestigious HEIs such as the Indian Institutes of Technology is a monumental challenge
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for those who do not invest large amounts of money in preparing for the entrance tests. Fewer
than 2% of the candidates who sit for these examinations get selected. Recent Government
of India interventions in the admission processes are modifying the system to reserve up to
about 15% of seats for those coming from “scheduled castes” or “tribes” (Singh 2006). These
very prestigious HEIs, having been forced into adjusting their admission requirements, are now
beginning to go the extra mile by organizing remedial/bridging programs for those students
who may not have had the benefit of good schooling. This new attitude by the nation’s elite
HEIs is refreshing, while at the same time signaling a new approach to the difficult situation of
widening participation when competition is so intense for admission. The consequences of the
Indian decision to intervene require further study, but clearly there is a lesson here that many
countries in the region may have to consider to ensure that their best colleges and universities
are engaged in and committed to widening access.

Incentivizing Higher Education Institutions to Widen Participation
Widening participation in a proactive way will require resources that are not normally budgeted
for in most HEIs. There are many ways governments can incentivize their HEIs to widen
participation, including
•
•
•
•

increasing the cap on enrollments and providing additional resources,
providing “bonus” grants to institutions having special schemes to attract students
from underrepresented communities,
acknowledging and supporting through financial assistance the extra efforts required to
develop bridging and remedial programs, and
facilitating secondary school-university link programs in those areas where
underrepresentation is most prevalent.

Strengthening the Integration of Planning between Secondary and
Tertiary Education
As part of a national equity agenda intervention, links between higher education and secondary
schools have been found helpful in attracting young people to further study. Such options are
taken up mostly by urban schools, which are located nearer to HEIs; rural schools do not usually
have such access. In most parts of Asia, rural schools are deficient in career and academic
counseling; the situation is made worse by teachers being isolated in rural areas and not being
well informed about educational developments. This handicap is further exacerbated by family
environments, which are often ill prepared to help with academic matters. By identifying and
working with such selected rural or “poor” schools, higher education systems can buttress
government policies to widen participation. The Malaysian Ministry of Education’s Special
Matriculation Program is one such attempt: In order to encourage more bumiputra (ethnic
Malays) to engage in science and science-based programs, a special matriculation curriculum
was designed for and delivered in selected residential schools around the country by teachers
trained by the universities. By articulating these matriculation programs in the nonsciences
involving specific universities, special entry pathway disciplines have been created to bring
about a balance in underrepresented groups in those professions that require a strong science
background at the school certificate level (MOE 2012).
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Pursuing an Affirmative Action Policy for Particular Groups
Programs have been designed for those whose prior educational disadvantage is well identified,
as is the case of Cambodia (rural people and minority groups), PRC (economically poor families),
India (women, scheduled castes, and tribes), Indonesia (poor), Lao PDR (ethnic and religious
minorities), Malaysia (bumiputra), Philippines (rural), Thailand (rural), and Viet Nam (reservation
of places in public institutions).

Providing Alternate Pathways for Entry to Higher Education
By giving recognition to the nonformal acquisition of academic qualifications through policies such
as the Assessment and Recognition of Prior Learning, Malaysia’s policy on “open learning/entry”
stands out as a good practice that opens gateways to those who are above 21 years of age, have
gained some work experience, and possess the equivalent of 6 years of schooling. Hong Kong,
China has a very similar entry requirement in terms of age but waives all requirements for prior
academic qualification. Both systems go through a rigorous accreditation process by their respective
accreditation agencies. For many citizens who may not be taking the normal pathways such as a full
school leaving certificate or its equivalent, these pathways provide entry to higher learning

Upskilling the Workforce
Working in partnership with industry, businesses, government, and nongovernment training
agencies, policies can be put in place for accreditation of workplace training. This is fairly
well established globally, and in Asia countries like the Philippines are engaged in this form
of higher education provision through schemes such as the “ladderization” program and the
prebaccalaureate bridging program (Project ENRICH), where articulation pathways are created
through institutionalizing a ladderized interface between technical and vocational education
and training on the one hand and higher education on the other (Ricafort 2009).

Improving Data Gathering Systems
The issues around equity in tertiary education in almost all systems in this study except the
Republic of Korea should feature more extensively in national dialogues on education. Such
dialogues can lead to a more coherent and systematic approach to equity and access as well
as widening participation. A systematic approach to gathering good data on the constraints
to participation in higher education facing families and individuals can add value to planning
for greater access and equity. Such data should include things like income constraints faced
by families; inequity of opportunities at the school level; difficulties around admissions issues;
insufficient student support; and other barriers such as the lack of knowledge about the benefits
of tertiary education, and conditions of learning at school. Further data on matters such as the
socioeconomic background of the incumbent tertiary student population, completion rates by
family background, regional flow of students, students studying part-time and working parttime, or the social and economic conditions of student life can also inform policy development.
Unfortunately, the paucity of such data is one of the biggest gaps confronting education planning
in Asia generally, but more particularly in those countries where this study has its primary focus.
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evelopment partners such as ADB can play a significant role in supporting countries
in their efforts to widen participation and strengthen inclusiveness in higher education.
ADB has been active in supporting its developing member countries in the expansion
as well as enhancement of higher education over a long period. This engagement has not
been limited to conventional or traditional HEIs but has also included lending for the growth
and development of open universities such as the Bangladesh Open University and the Open
University of Sri Lanka. ADB has also supported knowledge generation in higher education
development through conferences, workshops, and knowledge products. ADB has further
opportunities to continue playing this critical, catalytic role.
With specific reference to this study, the following, broad perspectives of support merit
consideration:
•

•

•

•
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Financing policy studies and formulations. At the heart of any massive improvement
in access and greater equity are policy drivers. Bringing about policy changes requires
creative civil administrators. The current generation of administrators, who are deeply
entrenched in the present practices of higher education (e.g., entrance examinations),
needs to be sensitized to the demands of social responsibility. Nations will require
assistance to make such changes happen through policy instruments. Administrators
will require support.
Building human capacity. Investments have to be made to retool an entire generation of
academic and administrative staff who now populate HEI campuses. This is a mammoth
task, and the capacity to do this via indigenous resources is unlikely to be there, especially
in low-income countries. Such refreshing of the human capital becomes an essential
strategy as institutions try to cope with market forces, internal and external competition,
the changing classroom, and the changing clientele of higher learning.
Financing ICT infrastructure development. Two components will require assistance:
The first is the changing nature of technology, and the second is new demands for
learning. The first has to do with the renewal and rearrangement of technology use from
the analogue environment (e.g., broadcasting) to digital environments (e.g., social media).
The second has to do with institutional rearrangement, which will require conventional
systems to co-opt more extensively the electronic media to reach learners outside the
campus as well as inside the campus to accommodate the learning behaviors of the
multitasking “digital generation.”
Research, especially on gathering and analyzing data. Well-structured and systematic
data-gathering arrangements on participation and completion rates in higher education,
the socioeconomic background of those participating, graduate employment and
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underemployment, as well as measurement of public and private benefits of gaining
higher education qualifications will all enable governments to measure the impacts
of their policies and practices in higher education. This is unfortunately not forthcoming,
and even when such data are gathered, they may not be clearly available in the
public domain.
Expanded access is arguably the major accomplishment of higher education systems across
Asia over the last 30 years. However, while access has expanded, equity has not. Moreover,
the rapid expansion in access has put downward pressure on higher education quality in many
countries. While shifting attention more from access to widening participation and strengthening
inclusiveness in higher education, increasing attention should also be given to improving
instructional quality. The challenge for both governments and HEIs over the coming decade is
to better balance attention to participation and inclusiveness with renewed attention to raising
quality. In keeping this in mind, the following four operational recommendations are suggested
for provision of support to help developing countries in these efforts:
Recommendation 1: Find a more effective balance between continued expansion of
access and renewed attention to improving instructional quality
Rationale. Expanding access to higher education continues to be a priority in many countries
in Asia. However, that access is largely wasted if the quality of the subsequent education
is low. Raising instructional quality is an important means of protecting the value of access
to higher education.
Recommended action. Promote professionalism and instructional effectiveness of
instructional staff.
Recommended support through project operations. Projects should support the creation
and operation of university-based faculty development initiatives. These programs would focus
on helping instructional staff improve their course design, pedagogical practice, and student
assessment activities. One potentially useful strategy for support would be through regional
and subregional workshops aimed at disseminating content and methods that could be used
by these university-based centers.
Recommendation 2: Extend access in ways that promote better equity
Rationale. As noted earlier, while access has expanded, equity often has not. Universities are
encouraged to ensure greater equity in the continued expansion of higher education access.
To that end, universities are encouraged to develop an affirmative action policy for particular
groups whose prior educational disadvantage is clearly identified. In some countries, the
need is for assistance in crafting the policy itself. However, in many countries, the challenge
is to strengthen the implementation of policies that are already in place to ensure that higher
education is inclusive, and to undertake programs that will help ensure that those who enter
institutions through such policies are able to succeed. Only when patterns of student admission
and allocation are thoroughly understood can policies and procedures be adjusted toward more
inclusive admissions and financial support.
Recommended actions. Assist universities and governments in establishing comprehensive
data on the patterns of admission and on allocation of scholarships and loans by subgroups.
Assist in improving policies for inclusive higher education and corresponding operational plans.
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Recommended support through project operations. Projects should provide technical
assistance and capacity development support for analysis of patterns in the allocation of
higher education admissions and financial support, and for policy design and operational
implementation in these aspects. In this topic area, projects can support in-country activities as
well as participation of university and government personnel in subregional and regional events.
Recommendation 3: Support the development, use, and evaluation of information and
communications technology in the delivery of university instruction
Rationale. ICT, particularly the use of on-line instruction, can be a strategy for expanding
access to higher education at reasonably low cost. While there is enormous potential in using
the internet and the World Wide Web to spread higher learning, unreliable connectivity and low
bandwidth, cost of appliances and connections, lack of skills to use these tools, and concerns
about quality place a limit on the strategy. Some of these concerns can be mitigated through
improving systematic instructional design, instructor training in the delivery of ICT-based
instruction, and rigorous evaluation of student learning.
Recommended action. Help develop knowledge and skills of university instructional staff in
on-line instructional design, delivery, and evaluation of ICT-based courses.
Recommended support through project operations. Projects should support in-country,
subregional, and regional training programs aimed at preparing university instructional staff
in systematic on-line instructional design, delivery, and evaluation of ICT-based courses.
The support can be provided directly and also jointly with regional organizations devoted to
improving ICT use in higher education.
Recommendation 4: Support government and university efforts to develop funding
models that support wider access to high-quality higher education
Rationale. Cost is a major constraint to wider access, both for potential students and for
universities. Efforts to further expand participation will require additional resources that many
countries are unable or unwilling to commit to this cause. Many countries have undertaken
more aggressive forms of cost sharing on the part of students and families. Universities have
undertaken cost-cutting measures that have sometimes had a negative effect on equity and
quality. Governments and universities need better understanding of funding models that might
allow wider access without sacrificing quality.
Recommended action. Assist in building knowledge and skills in the design and implementation
of funding models that promote wider access to and greater quality of higher education.
Recommended support through project operations. Governments and universities must
find their own answers to these questions. However, projects can help these efforts through the
provision of technical assistance to support the needed in-country design work and through
sponsoring participation of government and university personnel in subregional and regional
workshops aimed at sharing effective policies and practices in this topic area.
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Higher Education in Dynamic Asia:
Study Reports
The reports from the Asian Development Bank’s regional study on Higher Education in Dynamic Asia provide
an analysis of the issues facing higher education across Asia; suggest priorities among these issues; and offer
detailed recommendations for the role that governments, higher education leaders, and other stakeholders
and partners such as ADB could play in strengthening higher education systems and institutions in the region.
Other titles include the following:
Higher Education Across Asia: An Overview of Issues and Strategies (2011)
This publication summarizes findings and recommendations of a major regional study on Higher Education in
Dynamic Asia, financed by ADB. It provides an overview of the critical issues challenging higher education across
Asia. It summarizes suggested priorities and solutions among those key issues and offers recommendations to
help countries and higher education institutions implement the solutions.
Improving Instructional Quality: Focus on Faculty Development (2011)
This publication provides an analysis of key factors that can help strengthen the internal efficiency of higher
education institutions in Asia. It focuses on differentiating institutional missions, improving the quality of teaching,
creating a more positive institutional culture, and strengthening university-based research.
Counting the Cost: Financing Asian Higher Education for Inclusive Growth (2012)
The publication focuses on critical issues of financing higher education in Asia, including alternative funding
sources; privatization of public higher education institutions, and financial consequences of the rise of private
higher education; student loans; and lower cost strategies for delivering instruction. It provides evidence that a
key priority to strengthen higher education finance is via effective implementation of quality assurance.
Regional Cooperation and Cross-Border Collaboration in Higher Education in Asia: Ensuring that
Everyone Wins (2012)
An increasing number of countries across Asia are participating in regional cooperation and cross-border
collaborations as a strategy for strengthening their higher education systems. Often collaboration works to
the advantage of each partner, but not always. The publication analyzes the popularity of these collaborations
and the range of purposes, and activities. As the collaboration mechanisms have expanded, so too have the
complexities. Shifting economic circumstances converge to raise new issues for higher education leaders
seeking to reap the benefits of regional cooperation and cross-border partnerships.
Improving Transitions: From School to University to Workplace (2012)
The publication explores the critical issues of alignment and relevance among schools, universities, and the
labor market in Asia. It argues that incoming university students must be prepared, and thus school curricula
need to align with university entrance examinations. Meanwhile, university curricula ought to correspond with
market demands to increase the employability of graduates with the right skill sets for the workplace.
Private Higher Education Across Asia: Expanding Access, Searching for Quality (2012)
The publication focuses on the growth of private higher education in Asia. It provides a comprehensive analysis
of the various types of private higher education institutions and their functions, and pursues timely perspectives,
including implications for policy, quality assurance, and accreditation.
Administration and Governance of Higher Education in Asia: Patterns and Implications (2012)
The publication discusses the types and functions of various administration and governance systems of higher
education in Asia. It particularly focuses on issues of institutional autonomy, and implications for financing,
quality assurance, and personnel management.

Access Without Equity?
Finding a Better Balance in Higher Education in Asia
In Asia, the demand for higher education (HE) is on a relentless course in the near and
medium term as reflected in current levels of participation. Governments planning to respond
to this growth should have policy options to balance costs, sustainability, and ensuring
fair and equitable access to HE, including to underrepresented segments of the society.
This publication makes a strong case for shifting the development agenda from narrow
perspective of access to widening participation and for strengthening inclusiveness in HE in
Asia. It also discusses extensively developments in the use and potential of information and
communication technologies in the delivery of HE.
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