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1. INTRODUCTION!

Cambeodia is a Southeast Asian country neighboring Vietnam, Thailand, and Loos. By 2023, Cambodia’s toial popula-
fion is 16.9 million and its annual GDP is 29.5 billion USD (World Bank 2024). As a lower middle-income couniry,
Cambeodia’s GDP per capita is lisied as No. 152 out of 191 countries and regions (IMF 2023). The capital of Combo-
dia is Phnom Penh (starred on the map, source: Google Maps). The official language of Cambodia is Khmer.

The country's written history can be traced back to the first century. Within the past two hundred years, the siate
encountered colonization, socialist ruling, and many other forms of external influence and experienced rounds of
construction. It was a French colony between 1863 to 1953, with a brief period of Japanese occupation during
World War Il. Cambodia also experienced one of the most exireme killings since the Second Werld War. In
1975-79, the Khmer Rouge, the socialist regime in Cambodia, caused roughly 2 million deaths, which consisted
of nearly one-third of the total population of the country at the fime (University of Minnesota, n.d.). In the follow-
ing ten years, there was confinuous warfare. In 1993, the Kingdom of Cambodia re-esiablished its order.

Since then, Cambodia siarted fo rebuild its education system and has made notable progress. From almost no schools
or teachers in the late 1980s, the country today has an adult lieracy rate of 84% and a 1105 primary school gross enrol-
ment rate (World Bank 2022). 95% of children complete primary education, while female enrcllment rate in primary and
lower secondary levels is higher than male. The couniry has achieved impressive progress since reconstruciion.

It is even more remarkable considering the boost of Cambodia’s population - the population of Cambodia
increased from & million in 1979 to 16.9 million in 2023, indicating a 166% growih rate in the past four decades
(UM Population Fund 2024]. Globally, 25% of the world population is under 15 years old and 10% is over 65
years old. But in Cambodia, around 30% of the total population in Combodia is under the age of 14, and only

1 The author thanks Maren Steinert and Duncan MacAulay for their support in writing this article, as well as Roy Karadag,
Kressen Thyen, Michael Windzio, Fabian Besche-Truthe, Helen Seitzer and Judith Albrecht for their helptul comments.
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around 5% of the population is over 65 years old (UM Population Fund 2024). In other words, promoting Cam-
bodia’s education has been challenging in the past four decades, since the country has a higher proportion of
ihe under-age population and a lower number of middle-age labor forces.

Meveriheless, despite the impressive progress demonsirated by the statistics, Cambodia sfill suffers from its lack
of schools, qualified teachers, insufficient resources, and weak governance, which led to unsatistying education
atiginment results [USAID 2019, Interviews 3 and 5 on Cambadia, 2024). In 2016, Cambedia participated in
ihe Programme for Intemational Student Assessment for Development (PISA-D), and then in 2021, Cambedia at-
tended the large-scale PISA (OECD 2023), but Cambodia is listed bottom among all the participating countries
and economies. Experts also report a mismatch between the “glamorous data” presented online and the de facto
situations on the ground (Interviews 3, 4, and 5 on Cambodia, 2024).

Today, with a newly elected prime minister at the end of 2023 and a reformist minister of education, the state
is undergoing education reforms, in the hope of sirengthening its quality of labor by improving education quality
and coverage. Some experis express their optimistic views about the future of the reform since the new prime
minister has built a reputation of being practical and determined, while others remain critical because the govern-
ment has been questioned for its weak governance for over two decades (Interviews 2,3 and 5 on Cambodia,
2024). Combodia has achieved incredible improvements in reconstructing its education system, but the educa-
fion quality and attainment are inadequate.

This research aims fo understand the impact of infemational influences on Cambedia’s nafional educafion policy.
The paper will siart with an overview of the curent state and developments of education policy in Cambodia. Itwill then
proceed o explain how processes such as decolonization, and the end of socialism are related to foday’s education.
Finally, the paper will illusirate how intemational actors and external events influence education policy in Cambodia.

This case study is based on qualitative data gained from combining in-depth semi-structured interviews with
documentary analysis. The data (including 18 govermnment policy documents, 8 1O documents, and 5 reporis)
was analyzed using the qualitative content analysis method. Five experis are interviewed, including 10O staff,
Cambodian government advisors, local education project managers, and researchers. A visit to Cambodia also

helped the author to understand the context and background of the country.

2. THE CuUrrenNT STATE OF EDucanon N CAMBODIA
a. History of Cambodia

Cambodia is part of mainland Southeast Asia, along with Laos, Myanmar, Thailand, and Vieinam, whereas
Maritime Southeast Asia mainly comprises Indonesia, Philippines, Singapore, and more islands. The region has
thousands of years of history and Cambodia is no excepfion. The history of Cambodia fosters its distincive lan-
guage and culiure, which allowed the people of Cambodia to keep their own national ideniity through being
colonized, occupied, and changing regimes in the later centuries. The history of Cambodia explains why such a
small Southeast Asian couniry remains relafively independent and distinciive in the face of global transformation.

Cambodia was once one of the most influential countries in Asia. It was first known as Pho Nam [or Funan
Empire] from the first to the sixth century, which was seen as one of the most imporiant states in Southeast Asia.
Established in the Qth century, the Khmer (Cambodia) Empire had existed for more than six hundred years. At its
peak, it took part of the land from Loos, Vietnam, and eastern Thailand, and stretched as far as southern China.
The world-famous Angkor Wat temple complex was built during this period. By the 16th century, the siate turned
weak and sought help from sironger neighboring countries such as Siam (Thailand) and Vieinam.

Since the second half of the 19th century, Cambodia has been occupied, first by the French, and then by the
Japanese. In 1863, Cambodia was colonized by France, marking the beginning of nearly a century of coloniza-
fion. However, Cambodia was not the main target of France, since they considered Cambodia as only part of
its greater Indo-China plan. Cambodia’s neighboring couniry Vietnam, with more land and population, was the
main farget of France. Hence, French officials in Cambodia did not press for greater conirol over internal affairs
in Cambodia until the late 1870s. In 1941, lapanese forces briefly occupied the component states of French In-
dochina while leaving the French in adminisirative conirol. Aftler WWII, the French retumed. Then, in 1953, after
years of rebellions and political movements, Cambodia declared independence under Sihanouk. Nevertheless,
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global conflicts still affect the couniry. During the Cold War, although it inifially managed to remain neutral, Cam-
bodia was drawn into the Vietnamese War, and its domestic politics were affected.

Over the next three decades, the couniry experienced a phase of civil wars and domestic chaos. In March
1970, General Lon Mol overthrew Sihanouk and established a Republic state, symbalizing the beginning of the
Cambodian Civil War and the US Cambodian Campaign. In April 1975, the Khmer Rouge, a communist poliical
group, allied with Sihanouk, captured Phnom Penh and declared the establishment of the Kingdom of Cambodia.
Between 1975 and 1979, the Cambodian Genocide was an explosion of mass violence that saw between 1.5
and 3 million people killed at the hands of the Khmer Rouge (University of Minnesota, n.d.). In 1979, Vienomese
iroops capiured Phnom Penh and established the People’s Republic of Kampuchea, bringing an end o the ule
of the Khmer Rouge. Due to pressure from China, Vietnamese froops withdrew in Sep 1989. A free election was
held under UM monitoring in 1993, marking the establishment of the new couniry. Since then, the state started to
grow rapidly with support from the infernational community.

b. History of Cambodia’s Education

The ditferent phases of Cambodian history are reflected in the development of its education system. The history
of Combodian education can be traced back to the first century. It began in the religious tradifion, combining
ideas from Hinduism and Buddhism. Cambodian culture is formed based on the joint influence of India, Ching,
and Khmer-Maon cultures [lin Su 2021, 18). Tradilionally, Cambodian education tock place in the Buddhist
monasteries (Wats and pagodas] and was offered exclusively to the male population. The education involved
basic literature, the foundation of religion, and skills for daily lite, such as carpeniry, artisiry, craftwork, construct-
ing, and playing insiruments. The courses were taught in ancient Khmer and Sanskrit {Jin Su 2021, 20-25). During
ihe peak of the Khmer Empire, two universifies were consirucied, under the administration of King Jayavarman
VIl's wife, Queen Andra Devy between 1181 and 1220 AD. (Em et ol. 2023, 144). At the fime, Brahmanism was
the national religion. The god of Brahman appears in all the former occasions. Children need to serve Brahman
before entering religious school and receiving education. Different from @ modermn structure school system, the
Buddhist schools did not have a fixed schedule or standardized curriculum, teaching was provided by the local
monks and was organized in a flexible form.

It was the French who established o siruciured and modemn school system in Cambodia. When the French
arrived in the second half of the 19th century, Chandler (1991, 156 found that the French government did not
interfere the Cambodian education during the first two decades of colonization. Starting from the beginning of
the 20th century, the colonial government infroduced the “French Modern Education System” and established
Khmer French Schools. The French established the ‘6+4+2+1" model, which included six years of primary educa-
fion, four years of lower secondary education, two years of upper secondary education with an examination,
and the final year of upper secondary school (Em et al. 2003, 144). However, such an education only served the
elite community. The coverage of the French education system was limited - almost all the siudents were French
or Combodians from aristocratic backgrounds. Some scholars believe that the French government prevented the
majority of Cambodians from receiving education to secure their rule (Chandler 1991, 156, Clayton 1995, 2). By
ihe end of the colonization, the French schools had rarely accepted ordinary Cambodian students. Still, it marked
ihe beginning of Cambodia’s modem education, and for the first time in histary, girls had the opportunity fo re-
ceive formal education. In the following fifty years, the Cambodians imitated the French school model, expanded
it to the general education level, and opened four higher education insfitutions (Em et al. 2003, 147].

The education siructure in Cambodia remained stable even dfter its independence from France. However,
it was severely challenged by the socialist Khmer Rouge since its mass killings caused devastating domage 1o
Cambodia‘s education. Teachers were killed during the genocide, and universities were closed down. During the
civil wars that followed, the education system sutfered a chronic crisis. Although the first civil war ended in 1979,
another civil war and factional fighting persisted until 1996 when the remnants of the Khmer Rouge fell apart,
and a coup de force against the Royalist Party in 1997 consolidated the position of the incumbent (Gottesman
2004). Education in Cambodia then experienced a lengihy reconstruction after the 1980s, experiencing gradual
reconstruction from almost “nothing” (Inferview 2 on Cambodia, 2024).

The 1993 Consiitution of the Kingdom of Cambaodia rebuilds the national education system. It lays down the right
io education for all citizens [Art. 65]. It is based on the principles of educational freedom and quality [Art. 66), free
primary and secondary education, for at least nine years, is guaranteed by the consiitufional document [Art. 68) and
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is reaffirmed in the 2007 Education Law [Art. 31} (UNESCO 2021). It makes a strong commitment of the couniry to
ihe Education for All (EFA} approach as acknowledged in Chapter VI, Ariicles 65 & 68 which stated:

The State shall provide free primary and secondary education to all citizens in public schools. Citizens
shall receive education for at least nine years. The State shall protect and upgrade citizens' rights to
quality education at all levels and shall take necessary steps for quality education to reach dll cifizens.

c. Current Structure of the Education System

The population of Cambodia is 16.9 million (Warld Bank 2023), and 90% of the population is Khmer. The official
language is Khmer, which is also the official language within the education system. Presently, the formal education
siruciure of Cambodia is formulated in a 6+3+3 structure, which includes six years of primary education (Grode
1 to Grade &), three years of lower secondary education (Grade 7 to Grade @), and three years of upper sec-
ondary education (Grade 10 to Grade 12). The primary and lower secondary school, a total of nine years, are
compulsory. In addition, there is at least one year for pre-school education (kindergarten) for children from 3 to
below & years old, which is not part of the compulsory education.

According to the World Bank, the enrollment rate for primary education (% gross) is 110% in 2022 (World Bank
2023). However, it is noteworthy to point out that the definiion of enroliment rate is “the ratio of students who have
experienced Grade 1 education,” which explains why the ratio is above 100% (Interview 2 on Cambodia, 2024).
Below are the key education indicators report on the dashboard of the UN Population Fund, which used net numbers.

Table 1. Key Indicators of Cambaodia Education

Key Indicators

Total Population 149 million [2023)
Cfficial language Khmer

Enollment rate for primary educafion (% nai 7% (2022)
Enrollment rate for lower secondary education [ net] BZ% (2022)
Enrollment rate for upper secondary education (% net} 5&6% |2022)
Gender parity indes, total net enrolment rate, primary sducation 1 (2022)

Gender parity indes, total net enrolment rate, lower sacondary educafion 1.1 [2022)
Gender parity indes, total net enrolment rate, upper secondary education 1.1 (2022)

Souwrce: UM Population Fund 2024

The educational system is run by the Cambodian state, under the supervision of the Ministry of Education, Youth
and Sports (MoEYS). Education in Cambedia is guided by the five-year National Education Strategic Plan
(ESP]. The 2019-2023 ESP, which is currently implemented, focuses on two policy objectives: - First, fo ensure
inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong leaming; second, to ensure effeciive leadership
and management of education staff at all levels (MoEYS 2019). MoEYS developed eight core breakihrough
indicators (CBI) to measure the progress toward the achievement of the above two objectives. According to the
midterm review of the ESP, published in June 2022, even during the COVID- 19 crisis, MoEYS managed to de-
velop and implement education reforms in collaboration with development pariners (MoEYS 2022). The details
of CBI and the mid-term review of CBI can be found in Appendix 1.

Cambodia’s education system is fraditionally considered centralized, with full control under MoEYS. Siill,
in line with the objectives of the 2014-18 and the 2019-2023 naticnal ESPs, decentralization has been iaking
place, with roles and responsibilities being ransferred from the national level to sub-national coundils, includ-
ing the management fasks of the MoEYS. Introduced by a ministerial education policy advisor that is starfing in
2024, the allocation of funds and recruiiment of the local schools will be gradually transferred to local authorities
from MoEYS (Interviews 3 and 5 on Cambodia, 2024). With this decentralization in mind, the ESP focused on
sirengthening the insfifutional capacity development of education staff (UNESCO 2021).

Private education exists at all levels and is run by the private sector. The private school enrollment rate was

around &% in 2019 (World Bank 2023). Most private schoals offering pre-school education and general edu-
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cation have been operated by communities of ethnic and religious minorities including Chinese, Muslim, French,
English, and Vietnamese [USAID 2022). For instance, in 2021, there were 1307 private schools in Cambodia,
which consisted of 1065 Khmer schools, 51 Chinese schools, and 33 Muslim schools (MoEYS 2011, originally
in Khmer, translated by NEP). Private elite schools are accessible mainly in Phnom Penh, which are usually con-
sidered elite schools. Private schools are also available throughout the provinces of Cambedia (Interview 1 on
Cambodia, 2023). Additionally, religious education remains present, which will be discussed further below.

Finally, it is noteworthy to mention that Cambodia is drafiing its next ESP starfing in 2024. It is believed that
the new ESP will focus on improving school quality (Interviews 3 and 5 on Cambodia, 2024). A national school
model will be proposed in mid-January of 2024, which will hold school leadership and administration account-
able (Interview 5 on Cambodia, 2024]. The program will include an evaluation of school education quality
and a systematic teacher iraining program. Since the teacher is the key to promoting education accessibility and
quality; major programs such as formalizing teachers’ professional education (Interview 3 on Cambedia, 2024).
The new ESP will be outlined under the instruction of newly elected Frime Minister Hun Manet, who was elecied
in August of 2023. At the age of 46, he is perceived as a reformist and has made open speeches 2-3 fimes,
covering various fopics, such as education reforms (Interview 5 on Cambodia, 2024). In addition, the current
Minister of Education, Youth and Sports, Dr. Hang Chuon Naron, started his service in 2013. He has also won a
respectful reputafion because he has initiated a series of programs, including promoting the anti-corruption move-
ment, improving teacher professional training, and allocating education funds fo the regional level to encourage
deceniralization (Interview 2 on Cambodia, 2024). Hence, these two leaders would hopefully bring new op-
portunities for the development of Cambodia's education in the future.

d. Education Financing

Cambodia has limited public funding for educaition. Internationally, @ benchmark for public education expendi-
iure of 4% of GDP should be the aim to achieve the Sustainable Development Goal for education (SDG 4.

Figure 1. Government expenditure on education, total (% of GDP)
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However, Cambodia has failed to meet this standard. Before 2016, the government expenditure on education
only consists of below 2% of the total GDP.

Figure 2. Government expenditure on education, total (% of government expenditure]
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Souwrce: World Bank 2023

In 2014, the new minister at MoEYS “projected a strong commitment to offering high-quality educational service
io all Cambodians” and took a “bold reform” in increasing the educational budget (UNICEF 2023, 7). The Min-
ister of MoEYS, Dr. Hangchuon MNaron, the previous minister of the Minisiry of Economics and Finance, started
his service in 2013. Since then, he brought more funds for educaiion and iniiated a series of programs, including
promoting the anti-coruption movement, improving teacher professional training, and allocating education funds
io the regional level to encourage decentralization (Interview 2 on Cambaodia, 2024). The appropriation of
funds to MoEYS increased from 2.47% of GDP in 2015 to 3.38% in 2020. However, it began fo lose tracfion in
2021 and 2022 due io the pandemic. A similar pattern could be found in the govemment expenditure on edu-
cation (see below), which also indicates a dramatic financial boost since 2013. In 2012, only 7% of government
expenditure was dllocated to education, and in 2013, this number increased to 14%.

Cambodia’s GDP per capita ranked lower compared to other Southeast Asian couniries. Among all the ASEAN
couniries, Cambodia ranked 9 out of 10, with only Myanmar, the state with constant warfare, below. With limited
public funding for education, the state relies heavily on external funding provided by international development
partners, which leads to the result of a "donor-driven” model (Interview 5 on Cambodia, 2024). The details of
international financing will be explained in Part IV of this paper.
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3. INCLUSIVENESS AMD GEMEROSITY OF THE EDUCATION SYSTEM
a. National F‘-;:u|ic'g,-'

In 1993, Cambodia started to rebuild its education system. Since then, the country has gone through a series of
education reforms and has always listed education inclusion as its primary objective. Today, the two main focuses
of its education system are siill inclusion and quality.

The World Declaration on Education for All (WCEFA) was announced in 1990 that Cambodia was part of
ihe program. As promised at the 1990 Education for All Conference, UNESCO, UNICEF, the United Mations
Development Program (UNDP), and the World Bank have all played an important role in assisting Cambodia in
national reconstruction and rehabilitation. As Dy and Ninomiya (2023, 8) point out:

Esseniially, Cambodia found itself lost in the middle of nowhere while seeking socioeconomic de-
velopment in the late 1980s. The UNESCO's framework in universalizing Basic Education (with its
emphasis on achieving poverty alleviation in the near future] has become a topic of concemn at the
highest levels since the late 1990s.

As stated in the history of Cambodia’s education, the 1993 Consfitufion of the Kingdom of Cambodia guaran-
tees the right to education for all citizens, which builds the foundation for education inclusion in Cambodia. In
2003, the Royal Government of Cambodia announced the Education for All National Plan, which contains the
Govemnment's policy and strategic framework for action for basic education. The document explains the siafistics
on education inclusion, the challenges it faces, and the resources it needs. It highlights the role of development
donors and pariners in objective seffing and collaboration (MoEYS 2003). EFA has been the key item of policy-
borrowing and the main objective of education policy since then.

Moreover, MoEY5S has announced its strategic plan for every five years, which lists a defailed action plan
on education inclusion, which covers aspects of education inclusion, such as gender disparity, minorities and
disadvantaged families. In the Education Strategic Plan 20062010, 2011-2014, 2014-2018, and 2019-2023,
ihe inclusion of educalion has been confinuously listed as primary tasks. The ESP has been considered as the
guidance for MoEYS and education pariners at all levels.

MNevertheless, considering Cambodia was recovering from a state of conflict and most of the educaiion facili-
fies were domaged in the late 1980s, the Cambodian government first ufilized its resources fo rebuild schools
and fo provide sufficient classrooms and teaching faciliies to ensure their children would have access to educa-
fion. The focus of national palicy shifted from building education capacity, and providing education infrastructure
in the 1990s and 2000s to promoting education quality and equal opportunities in the 2010s and beyond.

Furthermore, there are educatfion policies that are designated to education inclusion. For instance, the
2007 Child Friendly School Policy aims to ensure schooling access fo children affected by difficult circumstances,
such as poor children, girls, orphans, victims of domestic viclence, children belonging to ethnic minarities, children
affected by HIV/AIDS, and other disadvantaged children.

Along with the line, the 2016 New Generation Schools Policy infended to create new standards of account-
ability and governance to increase the quality of education. Offering all Cambodian children and youth equal
education opporiunities, regardless of sacial status, geography, ethnicity, religion, language, gender, and physi-
cal form, is one of the objectives outlined in the 2014-18 and 2019-2023 ESPs.

b. Specific Focus: Gender and Ethnicity

Gender disparity has been a major concem of the MoEYS. Gender has been mainsireamed in policies and
plans in education and has been targeted in specific documents, such as the 2011-15 Gender Mainsireaming
Sirategic Plan and the Strategy for Gender Equity in TVET 2014~ 18. The 201418 Gender Strategic Plan aims
fo increase women and girls’ access to education and vocational fraining, particularly women from vulnerable
groups, such as the aged, poor and disabled, ethnic minarities, and those living with HIV, by raising awareness
through scholarships and other financial assistance mechanisms, and by promofing gender-responsive social
afiitudes. The 2018 Policy on Inclusive Education includes a specific focus on inclusive, equitable, and quality
education for girls and women with special needs. To ensure their enrolment and retenfion in schools, it intends
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io provide forgeted scholarships, organize awareness activities, and take oppropriate measures fo ensure a safte
school environment.

Statistically, Cambodia has achieved great improvement in diminishing gender disparity, particularly in ele-
mentary and middle school education. The literacy rate of youth females is 96.5%, higher than the @5.4% literacy
rate of youth males (World Bank 2023). In the lower secondary school level, the female completion rate is 67%,
significantly higher than the male completion rate of 57%. However, especially in the higher education period, the
gender difference is increasing. The number of female students in high school decreases, and in higher education,
female students only consist of 40%. The gender parity index of school enrollment in tertiary (gross) level is 0.88.
In vocational and management schools, the number of female students is lower than males.

Ethnic and linguistic groups and indigenous groups

Improving the literacy rate and language education is ancther major concem. The 2007 Education Law aims fo
provide lifelong education to encourage the knowledge and protection of national cultures and languages [Art.
2). The official language of teaching and leaming is Khmer and private schools are also requested fo include
it in their education programs. The medium of instruction for ethnic and linguistic minorities is determined by the
Minisiry of Educaiion (Art. 24).

Within the legal framework, a Bilingual Education Commission developed formal guidelines in 2010 on the
Implementation of the Bilingual Education Program for Indigenous Children in the Highland Provinces, and in
2013 on the |deniification of Language for Leamers of Khmer Nationality and Ethnic Minority Origin. After a pilot
project in 2002, the MoEYS implemented multilingual education (MLE) in primary schools with the support of
UNICEF and Cooperaiive for Assistance and Relief Everywhere (CARE) International, later extending it to pre-
primary schools.

With the endorsement of o Mational Policy for Ethnic Minorities Development in 2008, the MoEYS launched
the 2014~ 18 Muliilingual Education National Action Plan [MEMNAP). The MENAP aimed to ensure inclusive ac-
cess fo ethnic minority girls and boys by promoting copacity building of education officials, providing teaching
and learning materials, expanding education infrastructures, and converiing community schools to state schools.
Ethnic minarity learners can access preschool and the first three years of primary school in their mother tongue,
namely Tumpoun, Kroeng, Ponorng, Kouy, Kroal, Kavet, Kachok, Lactian and Prac. In 2015 and 2016, MEMNAP
was implemented in 18 districts in 5 target provinces, including Ratanakiri, Stung Treng, Mondulkiri, Preah Vihear,
and Kratie, reaching 4 state pre-schools and 80 community preschools.

Building upon the previous action plan, the 2019-23 Mulilingual Education Action Plan intends fo include
Charai as an indigenous language, expanding the project to six languages and reaching out fo more children in
preschoal, and primary and litleracy MLE students. The obijectives are not only to improve access fo inclusive and
equitable quality MLE but also to promote the participation of local indigenous communifies in school manage-
ment committees and the development of mother tongue teaching and leaming materials.

c. Challenges

Although the statisfics around inclusion have greatly improved, the quality of education is the biggest challenge
faced in today's Cambodia, which siill suffers from a scarcity of teachers, educational facilities, and resources,
among others obstacles. While MoEYS has infroduced rigorous reforms to the national curriculum, teacher train-
ing, and school governance, Cambodia siill siruggles fo maintain national, equitable student learning outcomes.
Recent assessmenis show that only 32% of male third graders are proficient in Khmer literacy, compared o 48%
of their female peers. Meanwhile, only 8% of 15-year-cld students achieved the minimum level of reading profi-
ciency, while just 10% achieved minimum proficiency in mathematics. Drop-out rates in secondary schools remain
high (USAID 2022].

Weaok governance is the hidden obstacle that hinders the further development of education. “The cheating
system was developed for the Grade 12 exam [ihe college enfrance examinaiion): people paid the teachers.
Teachers got paid. It was a win-win. Teachers, students, and parents did not take teaching seriously” (Interview 2
on Cambodia, 2024). Cheating caused by corruption has been a long-lasting issue, a pain to the whole system,
not only in the field of education.
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Another aspect of weak governance is the lack of accouniability. “School principals, even teachers, will not
be fired if they are not doing their jobs" (Interview 5 on Cambodia, 2024). The reasons behind this are com-
plex, including party politics, lack of evaluation system, and lack of transparency. As a result, people do not frust
govemment policies. Although the McEYS has initiated numerous programs fo improve education inclusion and
quality, the outcome of these programs is questionable — the situation is certainly improving, but not efficiently
(Interviews 4 and 5 on Cambodia, 2024).

Lacking qualified teachers is another problem, and it is related to the corruplion issue, which indirectly leads to
people’s negative perception of education. “It is very difficult to change senior teachers. In their mindset, teaching
is an easy job. Many of them have several jobs... They are supposed to work 8 hours a day, but they indeed only
work for 4 hours” (Interview 2 on Cambodia, 2024). In other words, some teachers consider teaching as an easy
job that does not need io be fully engoged.

Furthermore, poverty appears fo be one of the most significant reasons that impede children from receiving
formal education, and it parficularly affects secondary enrcllment and completion. One challenge in the rural
seffing seems fo be the distance to schools. “It was easier to get primary education, but [enrollment is] worse get-
fing secondary... the distances [are] a challenge... The poorer the student, the household the student came from,
fewer chances” (Interview 1 on Cambodia, 2023). Another interviewee indicates that “secondary education is a
bigger problem because of the private payment. You know, in elementary school, one teacher can teach many
subjects. But since secondary school, each subject has a teacher. Let's say, 10 dollars for each teacher every
semester, then there is a lot of money needed to pay for the family” (Interview 2 on Cambodia, 2024). Another
expert simply explained, "You just stay at school until you can work” {Interview 5 on Cambodia, 2024).

Mevertheless, such a percepiion is questionable. For example, another study by No et al. (2016, 215] indi-
cates that economic status, child labor, and parents’ aspirations had no significant effect on the school dropout
rate during the basic education period in rural Cambodia. The dropout rate increased significantly with the di-
vorce of parents, relafionship with friends, and late school entry of students in grades 1-4, and with grade repeti-
fion and relative academic achievement of those in grades 4-9. These factors are related to people’s confidence
in the value of education.

It is not simply poverty that caused children’s dropout, because absolute policy in education can be over-
come. As a director from an NGO explains, “Maoney is a significant reason leading to the drop-outs at lower
secondary school level, but we can find solutions. | think it depends on soft skills o make it work, so it is not the
main issue. People’s commiiment and motivation to send their children to school is more important” {Interview 3
on Cambodia, 2024). With development programs and external support, it is possible to buy supplies for schoal,
but it is harder to ensure the children would not leave the school.

To conclude, the challenges in improving education inclusion and quality appear to be complex and mixed,
which intertwine people’s realistic concemns, their percepiion of education, and their confidence in government.

4. INFLUENCES OF GLOBAL TRANSFORMATION
a. Religious and Cultural Influence: Buddhism

Buddhist culture plays a significant role in Cambodia’s education. Historically, ordinary Cambodians could re-
ceive an education in femples or wats. Today, although the majority of educaiion is organized in modern formal-
ized schools, religious schools siill exist, and the monks are still opinion leaders among ordinary Cambodians,
especially in rural areas.

Traditionally, Combaodia’s ancient and contemporary education both exist in the form of religion. Even today,
Buddhist education is siill supplementary to modem education. Ancient education was purely religious, even at
ihe peak of the empire, education was sfill under religion as if education could only be realized religioushy Uin
Su 2021, 20-35). In the hisiory of Cambodian education, there is a special phenomenon that teachers are monks
from different religious traditions. At different historical times, people believed in different streams of religion, but
ihe form of education did not change drastically. Teachers are monks, and the students are also monks {Jin Su
2021, 20-35]. At first, monks were not frained, but later, there were standardized requirements for the teach-
ers. Throughout the history of Cambodia's education, ancient temples were the center of leaming, culture, and
even art and exhibifion. For thousands of years, no matter whether war or peace, change of regime, or revolts,
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temples were the places that inherited the Khmer culture and education, ensuring the Khmer's art and culture were
passed down o generations (Jin Su 2021, 234].

Religion sfill plays a role in modemn education, since the Buddhist teaching schedule is flexible, education con-
tent is praciical, relatively easy to participate in, no tuition, eic. It becomes a supplement to formal education. For
children from modest backgrounds, they can work part-time and go to temples during their free time to receive
informal education (Wang 2021, 57).

Today, there is o separate system of Buddhist education existing in Cambodia. As of March 2020, there
were 974 Buddhist elementary schools, 116 Buddhist junior schools, 18 Buddhist high schools, and five Buddhist
universities (Wang 2021, 56). There were 14,522 schools in the total of Cambodia in 2019 (OpenDevelopment
2021), therefore, the religious schools consist of around 7% of the tofal number of schools, roughly the same as
ihe ratio of private schools. The degree from Buddhist schools is certified, and equivalent to the formal education
system. Of these schools, 97 of them are in the cities, while 1,011 schools are in the rural areas, mostly in the tem-
ples (Wang 2021, 56). Most of the temple schools do not require tuition, students only need to work at the temple
in exchange for education, board, and food (Wang 2021, 56). They are siill a part of Cambaedia’s rural basic
education, although people redlize that modermn schools today are significanily outnumbering Buddhist schoals,
causing the influence of Buddhist schools to diminish in recent decades (Interview 5 on Cambaodia, 2024).

In addition, besides the Buddhist schools, the thoughts from Buddhism also influence Cambodia’s educational
system. For instance, Buddhism believes that man should treat all people equally, regardless of illness or body
disadvantage. Thus, the Buddhist schools treated the handicapped children equally. Buddhism also believes that
school education should be more caring and geniler, as Buddha cares for all (Wang 2021, 58). The Buddha is
also the symbol of morality and values. The Buddhist school emphasizes morality education and highlights moral
requirements. It gradually develops a system of nationalism. A local development officer said that in many rural
areas, the monks are the spiritual leaders of the local community, who won the respect of people in the local
village. As a result, the regional government and development arganizations usually work with the temples, seek-
ing support and understanding from the monks. “Their words are highly valued in the village: if they encourage
the children fo pursue higher education, it would greatly improve local education accessibility and attainment”
(Interview 3 on Cambodia, 2024).

b. Impact of French Colonialism and Decolonization

The impact of French Colonialism on Cambodia’s education is limited - although the French established the first
“modern school” by definition, the Khmer French Schools were not accessible to the local Cambodians. It was the
Cambodian leaders who leamed from the modern education system, and then esiablished Cambodia’s educa-
fion system that later promoted nationwide.

The French arrived in the second half of the 19 century. But for the first two decades of colonization, the
French government did not interfere with Cambodian education (Chandler 1991, 156). This may due to the fact
that the French government only esiablished o protectant over Cambodia, whereas Napoleon |Il established
French rule direcily in Cochinchina [today’s part of Vieinam) nearby (Thomson 1945, 313). As a protestant, Cam-
bodia siill followed the old form of govemnance, and the French only served as the leaders without interfering
ihe daily management. Before the French government, the couniry was ruled by Thailand, and education was
neglected. For the local Cambodians, during this stage, education only happened quietly in the temple, depend-
ent on funding from local villages {lin Su 2021, 44).

At the beginning of the 20th century, the colonial government started to infroduce the “French Modern Edu-
cation System” and established Khmer French Schools. However, such an education only served the elite com-
munity. The coverage of the French education system was limited — clmaost all the siudents were French or had
aristocratic backgrounds. Some scholars believe that the French government prevented the majority of Cambo-
dians from receiving education fo secure ifs ruling power (Chandler 1991, 156; Clayton 1995, 2). By the end of
ihe colonization, the French schools had rarely accepted ordinary Cambodian students.

The French colonial goverment also tried to collaborate with the local religious education to reform Cambo-
dia’s tradilional education. The French government planned io reform the traditional Buddhist schoaols, but it did
not want to evoke unnecessary hosility with traditional religious education (Jin Su 2021, 44-65). Hence, the plan
was not executed until 1908-0Q, when Mr. Baudouin and Mr. Menetrier started to collaborate with Buddhist
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monks to reform traditional education based on two principles - respect the fraditions of Buddhist education and
add more learning subjects gradually (Jin Su 2021, 44-65).

The French control of power was weakened after WWII, and in 1953, under the leadership of King Noro-
dom Sihanouk, Combodia became an independent state. The generals and leaders that followed Sihanouk
and the leaders of the Cambodia People’s Party (CPP) later became the new privileged class in the Cambodian
society. Since then, many key positions of the government have been held by the descendants of the meritorious
families, who contributed to the decolonization process. When asked about “the impact of decolonization on
today's Cambodia educaiion,” one interviewee explained, “These leaders from the meritorious families are in
higher positions in the ministry, but they are relatively slow in work” (Interview 3 on Cambodia, 2024). He implied
ihat, compared to the younger and more reformist leaders in the minisiry, these older leaders from privileged
backgrounds react more slowly and deliberately.

c. Impact of the socialist phase

There is no doubt that the socialist phase in Cambodia had a devasiating effect on the country. As mentioned
previously, this period caused a loss in lives, wealth, and development. Education is not an exception. The socialist
Khmer Rouge coused massive damage to Cambodia’s education infrastructure. Teachers were killed during the
genocide and the universities were closed down. During the following civil wars, the education system suffered a
chronic crisis. Although the civil war ended in 1979, civil war and factional fighiing persisied until 1996 when the
remnants of the Khmer Rouge fell apart and a coup against the Royalist Party in 1997 consolidated the position
of the incumbent |Gottesman 2004).

Almost no schools were left and no teachers remained after the ragedy. One resuli, out of many, was a lack
of talent in higher education and research. A World Bank staff recalls:

The tragedy of the Khmer Rouge definitely had an impact on education. Education is a cumulated so-
cial function. Students become adults, and it takes time. Think about that... 0% of resources vanished,
and everything needs to be built from scraich. Damage was severe. Particularly in the higher education
program, in which | worked with. There was no research capacity for years. There was a World Bank
conference last year, and all the experts from China, Hong Kong, Thailand, and the Philippines, more
than 50% are senior researchers. But the Cambaodian scholars are 30-35 years old from universifies in
Europe, Japan, and America (Interview 2 on Cambodia, 2024).

A visit to the 521 prison museum in Phnom Penh suggests the education system back then was completely shut
down. The middle school campus was fransformed into a prison - classrooms were transformed into cells, and
sporis facilities were turned info instruments for torture. The history was so heavy that it took decades io finish jus-
fifications — Special Chambers of the Courts of Cambodia was esiablished in 1997, and it ook thirleen years to
finish all the trials [UN Mews 2022).

Crverall, there is limited literature that can be found on the influence of the Khmer Rouge on education. Ac-
cording to Jin (2021), the state was busy with reconstruction, and discussion of the period is generally not encour-

aged.

d. COVID-19 and distanced learning

The pandemic was a severe challenge to Cambodia. The progress it made in education was fragile in front of
such a global crisis. Fromoting digitalization in education out of sudden was too heavy of a duty. One director at
NGO Education Partnership (NEP) explained,

People were scared, no one knew what to do... Honestly, there is no one to blame to. We just didn't
have the capacity. The families do not have enough devices, and the teachers were unable to use
online teaching tools, the intermet coverage was insufficient for many reasons... too many obstacles...
(Interview 4 on Cambodia, 2024).

According to the "“Cambodia Digital Landscape Report,” it is very challenging to promote the use of distanced
learning devices in Cambodia:

CRC 1342 Social Policy Country Briefs No. 41 — Cambodia [13]



Across our qualitaiive and quaniitative research methods, several key challenges and barriers emerged
in advancing digital education in Cambodia across five main areas: digital infrasiruciure and access
io the Internet, digital literacy levels of teachers, students, and parents, teachers’ capacity for effective
ICT integration, support needed for teachers’ CPD and coordination across providers and stakehold-
ers. The following secfions will explore some of these top challenges in detail as well as existing assets,

emerging inifiatives, and,/or promising practices to address them (World Education EdTech Center
2023, 15-20).

The mid-term ESP report also illusirates the state was facing severe challenges during the pandemic. MoEYS was
unable to meet the original objeciives of ESP during the beginning of the pandemic period, and most educaiion
performance indicators dropped due to lack of education resources and accessibility [MoEYS 2022]. As one
expert explains,

“The ministry iried fo implement disianced leaming, but I'd say, the government cannot do much. There were
ioo many problems. Cannot have enough access, and people have to adapt themselves. There are some areas
shifted fo alternative leaming. But most areas cannot.” (Interview 5 on Cambodia, 2024)

During the pandemic, |Os fry fo play a role to help. For instance, UNESCO adopted a threefold sirategy
for Cambedia, including strengthening digital resources, consiructing a leamning platform, and creating digital
monitoring programs to facilitate education intervention (Yin 2021). UNESCO and other development partners
also provided learning resources, fo ensure the availability of basic education, to provide continuing education
via informal leamning circumstances, and to improve learning condifions of the disadvantaged group. However, it
was limited. The government, the Cambaodian society, the schools and teachers, and the families all need fime to
learn to adapt to this new environment.

5. INFLUENCE OF INTERNATIONAL ACTORS /105

Cambodia works closely with internafional actors in education. IOs work with the Combodian government “at
all levels, ministry, provincial, district, and even schools,” and Cambodia’s education policy is "donor-driven, they
sent us documents and asked us to leam” |Interview 5 on Cambodia, 2024).

Regionally, Cambodia is @ member of ASEAM as a Southeast Asian country. Globally, its polifics and govern-
ance have been monitored by the United MNations since the 1990s.

Economically, Cambodia receives funds and loans from various organizations. These donor agencies include
international governmental organizations such as UNESCO, World Bank, UNICEF, Asian Development Bank
(ADB), and development agencies from specific countries such as USAID (USA), JICA (Japan], EC (European
Commission), AUF {Austria), and Sida (Sweden). In addition, in 2016, Cambodia started fo participate in the
PISA test organized by OECD. Overall, Cambodia has maintained close collaboration with the international
community on educational affairs.

a. The Education Sector Working Group (ESWG)

Different from other countries where the |Os work separately, in Cambodia, the development partners work
together. In 1999, various donor agencies and NGOs formed the Education Sector Working Group (ESWG).
These organizations are referred to as “development pariners” or “donors,” and they were highly regarded by
ihe Cambodian government.

Their aclive role can be found in the national pelicy documents by MoEYS, including Education for All, five-
year ESP. and all kinds of evaluation and summary reporis (MoEYS 2022, 2019, 2014, and more).

ESWG has a regular meeting system and ensures the |Os divide their work of territory and field. ESWG meets
monthly to share ideas, project documents, plans, assessments, and tasks, and discuss various topics and assis-
fance requested by the MoEYS (Dy 2004). Through ESWG, these organizations adopted an alignment sirategy
and initiated a broader, policy-focused comprehensive sector-wide approach (Samith 2008). The education
sector siaff of these organizations work closely, coordinaiing their tasks and working focuses (Interviews 1 & 2 on
Cambodia, 2024). The organizations work jointly and coordinate with each other fo ensure each organizaiion
has its focus, and the division of labor does not overlap or interfere with each other (Interview 2 on Cambodia,
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2024). For instance, in recent years, the World Bank shifted its focus from higher education to primary school,
and ABD shifted from vocational education to upper secondary level (Interview 5 on Cambodia, 2024). Through
ESWG, they coordinate to avoid overlapping on their key themes in education. For insiance, boih UNICEF and
the World Bank are deeply concerned about leaming outcomes, but UNICEF focuses more on child rights and
minority rights, while the World Bank spends more resources on supporting poor people and fighiing cormup-
fion (Interview 2 on Cambodia, 2024). In some extreme cases, within one school, the tasks could be divided by
grades — Grades 1-3 belong to UNECIF, working on one theme, and Grades 4-6 belong to WB, working on
another theme (Interview 5 on Cambodia, 2024).

Every two months, these 1O representatives also meet with the high officials from the MoEYS of Cambodia
and have policy dialogue on the key themes of education through the Joint Technical Working Group ITWG. It
was also established to decide on policy and sirategy formulation or finalization and other related issues that are
not able to be decided during the ESWG [Dy 2009, 126-7). The JTWG is composed of development pariners
and the government and is co-chaired by the Lead Donor Facilitator (Chair of the ESW(G) and the Minister or a
designated Secretary of State. The voices of development pariners have been carefully heard and discussed by
the Cambaodian government. This is why almost all the education policy documents in Cambodia have English
versions |Interview 5 on Cambodia, 2024).

b. Internafional Financing

Funding is the major reason why the ESWG and the organizations behind it have a voice in Cambodia's educa-
fion affairs. As illusirated earlier, Cambodia has limited public funding on education, and the country’s education
mainly rely on the external funding sources. Samith wrote that “nearly half of the budget comes from the external
support for the construction and development of the country” (Samith 2008, 5). The interviewee, who is a former
UNESCO manager in Cambia, also confirmed that all the funds from external sources should consist of around
A0-50% of the education funds in Cambodia around 2010 (interview 1 on Cambodia, 2023).

Reliance on the external budget has decreased in the past ten years, except during the COVID- 19 epidemic
period since the government gradually increased the education budget as indicated above. In 2024, a set of
a budget of @90 million dollars will be added to the education budget for further education reforms (the Khmer
Times 2023). The donors, on the other hand, are retrenching their input in Combodia (Interviews 2, 3, 4 & 5,
2024). One director from an NGO heard the budget from development agencies would decrease due to the
global economic recession and the new crises in other regions of the world such as the Russia - Ukraine War
(Interview 4 on Cambodia, 2024). Today, extemal funding consists of around 10-15% of the education funds, as
esimated by a WA staff (Interview 2 on Cambodia, 2024).

Meveriheless, the importance and influence of development pariners on Cambodia’s national education
have not declined. One reason is that the decline of funding seems significant from the 10's perspective, but less
obvious from the Cambodia perspective. “Yes, they are giving less money from their perspectives. But the generdl,
they don't know" (Interview 5 on Cambodia, 2024). More importantly, probably is becavse Cambodia relies
heavily on the knowledge and advice provided by the |Os. For instance, the World Bank works closely with the
industry, reflects the analysis of education development, and discusses with the minisiry to provide analysis and
knowledge to support (Interview 2 on Cambedia, 2024). To the Cambodian govemment, improving the training
of human capital has been the priority in its Pentagonal Sirategy announced last year (Khmer Times 2023).

Additionally, not only in education, Cambodia overall relies on external aid and support to sustain the gov-
emnment. Besides aid that is designated to education, Cambodia received a tremendous amount of foreign aid
from the international community. According to the World Bank (2023), in 2022, the net development assistance
Cambodia received reached 1.55 billion US dollars. Cambedia’s government spending in 2023 was 9.4 billion
(Khmer Times 2022). Hence, these funds from the development pariners are considered a major source of fund-
ing. A chart with a detailed breakdown of official development assistance received by Cambodia can be found
in Appendix 2. It is noteworthy that such a statistic does not include aid from China. The exact number of aid from
China to Cambodia is not publicly revealed, but the Chinese government declared itself to be the “biggest aid-
providing country” of Cambodia, especially after Chinese President Xi announced the “Belt and Road Initiative”
(Zhao 2023). The Chinese Ministry of Commerce published that the Chinese direct invesiment in Cambaodia in
2021 is 470 million (Chinese Minisiry of Commerce 2022).
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In other words, international financing from exteral pariners is so significant in the context of Cambodia that
policymaking in Cambodia can be described as “donor-driven” in many areas. Education is not an exception.

Figure 3. Net Official Development Assistance Received, Current US Dollars
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c. Forms of Collaboration

Financing and experiise are the two main methods of support provided by the 1Os to Cambodia. The organi-
zations collaborate with the Cambodians at all levels. At the central level, the projects initiated by |Os will be
co-signed with MoEYS and another minisiry, usually the Minisiry of Finance ar the Ministry of Civil Servanis (In-
terview 5 on Cambodia, 2024). Besides working directly with the ministry at the central level, the development
partners have their form of collaboration with local organizations, districts, and schools.

First, the donors channel their technical and financial support to education sectors fo a number of local and
international organizations that make up the NGO Education Parinership [MEP). According to the NEP website,
it is o membership organization with 128 membership organizations (72 Llocal NGOs and 52 Internatfional
MNGOs). NEP’s mandate is to provide coordination and capacity development on sub-nafional and local levels
and representation for its members on national platforms such as ESWG, sub-sector/thematic working groups
(Early Childhood Care and Development, Primary Educaiion, Mon-Formal Education, and Inclusive Education),
The COVID-19 Response and Continuous Learning Working Group, and Budget Warking Group (education
financing]. NEP serves as the platform and connects the 1Cs with local organizations in similar fields of interest
(Interview 4 on Cambodia, 2024). It works more closely at @ community level to advocate and implement new
concepts, policies, and strategies in the country at more provincial, district, and commune levels of the Cambo-
dian adminisirative system.

Second, some donor organizations, such as UNICEF, JICA, and USAID, have implementation capacities
themselves, whereas others, such as the World Bank and ADB, have limited local staff and choose to work
closely with local governments. |Os implementing projects themselves have pros and cons. On the one hand, the
organizaiions implementing by themselves usually have better outcomes because the projects’ processes and
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results are directy controlled by the organizations themselves. Cn the other hand, however, these projects usually
lack sustainability since the local institutions are not involved in the process and simply accept whatever is given
io them (interview 2 on Cambodia, 2024). As Cambodia’s special education advisor Dr. Dy writes,

Development pariners in education are indispensable since their funding modality and implemeniing
capacity are more flexible and responsive. Nevertheless, ownership by the government is much em-
phasized for sustainable development of the programs” (Dy 2009, 126-7].

It is notewarthy that 10s are working more closely with the local staff (Interview 5 on Cambodia, 2024). For
instance, UNECIF used io have local officers in Cambodia, even at most provincial levels, but now these officers
are all closed.

Additionally, ASEAN as the regional 1O is not directly involved in these development projects. Most of the
fime, it is “ceremonial” and “symbolic,” facilitating govemmental exchanges and events (Interview 5 on Cambo-
dia, 2024). Occasionally, when the World Bank and ADB initiated joint projects that engaged several Southeast
Asian couniries including Loos and Myanmar, ASEAN would serve as the coordinator in between.

&. SYNTHESIS & SUMMARY OF RESULTS

Cambodia was rebuilt after the 1975-79 genacide by the socialist government Khmer Rouge. The fragedy caused
millions of deaths and eliminated more than 90% of the educational faciliies within the country. 2023 marked
ihe 30th anniversary of Cambodia's first general free election after the (civil] war. In the past thirty years, Cam-
bodia has achieved impressive progress in education inclusion and equality. The country suffered from almost
no schools and teachers from the end of the 1980s to today, with a literacy rate of 84% and a gross elementary
enrollment rate of 110% in 2022.

Similarly, the education system was rebuilt in the 1990s. The 1993 Caonslitution fransformed its formal school
system to &+3+3, meaning six years of elementary schoaol, three years of lower secondary school, and three
years of upper secondary school. In 2003, the Cambodian government announced Education for All, which
declared to be committed to improving education inclusion and quality. In addition, education inclusion has
been the constant theme of education key objectives in every five-year Education Strategic Plan (ESP). Specific-
focused policies were also made to support education inclusion in gender equality, minority rights, and more.
Females have equal access to education as males and the enrcliment rate of females during primary and lower
secondary levels is higher than males. Programs were esiablished for minority students speaking indigenous lan-
guages, and special educations were found for children with special needs (Interview 4 on Cambaodia, 2024).
Although resources have been scarce, the siate has demonstrated strong determination and commitment to the
issue, and NGOs and civil societies have been working together on the community level to improve educational
inclusion.

However, despite the impressive stafistical improvement in enrollment rate, completion rate, and literacy rate,
it is difficult to provide full access to education for all. The problem mainly occurs at the secondary school level. It
has been difficult to improve the complefion rate of secondary school, and the quality of secondary school is also
concerning. The reasons behind this are complex. According to the documents from the Cambodian government
and international organizations, poverty, weak governance and people’s perception of education are the main
reasons. Poverty prevents children from poor families o afford costly secondary education. Weak govemnance
leads to comuption. And people’s view takes time to change, some of them do not treat education seriously, and
some oihers do not agree that all children deserve to receive education.

The influence of colonial history in Cambodia was less influential than neighboring countries. Alihough Cam-
bodia has been a French colony for almost one century, the French government paid more attention to its neigh-
boring couniries such as Vietnam, and was less active in Cambodia. The French established the first modemn
school in Cambodia, but it was only available to French students and Cambodians from the royal family. It also
collaborated with the Buddhists in reforming the traditional Buddhist schools in pagedas, but the program was
limited in implementation.

Culturally, the Buddhist fradition has kept playing a significant role in Cambodia. Before the 19th century,
education only happened in pagodas. People are taught by the monks to read and think. Today, alihough most
children go to modermn schools, Buddhist schoals still have a presence, especially in rural areas. Manks are sl
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considered spiritual leaders and the embodiment of wisdom who play an active role in promoting education
accessibility.

Internationally, Cambaodia’s progress made in the past thirty years has been closely related to the “develop-
ment pariners,” including international organizations such as UNESCO, World Bank, UNICEF, and ADB, as
well as development agencies such as USAID, JICA, EC, Sida, efc. The development pariners form the Edu-
cational Sector Working Group (ESWG], coordinating the tasks among themselves, meeiing with the ministry
regularly, and offering policy advice and knowledge support to the country’s development. The development
partners have also provided funds and loans fo the country, which consisted of around 40% of the education
budget in 2010. In other words, the voice of ESWG was significant and influential in policymaking, at least
during the first ten years of the 21st century. In the recent decade, however, MoEYS appeared to be more
independent from the development pariners; the government sfill works closely with the development pariners
and all the other advisory institutions, but it has a more coherent education strategy in improving teachers’ qual-
ity and education performance.

/. Discussion & CoNCLUSION

This paper has examined the development of Cambodia’s education regarding the impact of historical global
iransformation and international influences on its national education policy. It also studied the inclusiveness and
generosity of social groups in Cambodia. | argue that Combodia’s education system foday is built upon the
modern education model established by the French during the colonial period and is developed to combine
with its cultural and religious traditions. The socialist regime caused heavy losses to the state and eliminated
most of the education facilifies. In the past three decades, with support and funds from the international commu-
nity, Combodia‘s education was reconstructed along with the internafional standards on educaiion inclusion
and generosity.

Few couniries have experienced exireme genocide as Cambodia. Hence, regarding education inclusion
and generosity, Cambodia had to rebuild the system from scratch. With the intervention of the international
community, educaiion policy regarding inclusion was announced at once in the 1993 consitution. Under the
guidance of |Os, Cambodia established high standards in education inclusion and has improved greatly since
ihe socialist regime, at least by statistics, but still not enough. The achievement in enrollment and literacy is so
fragile that an accident could easily destroy it — during the pandemic, the enrolment rate and the completion
rate both dropped dramatically, since the country lacks the capacity fo adapt to the challenges. Weak gov-
emance, insufficient funding, and lack of qualified teachers and schools are the main reasons mentioned; but
overall, “all the aspects have room to improve” (Interview 4 on Cambodia, 2024).

Finally, it is important fo recognize that this study has limitations in understanding the local context. Since |
cannot read Khmer, my research relies on English materials and English interviews. During the research pro-
cess, | noficed that many of the Combodian scholars who write and publish on Cambodia’s education palicy
come from similar academic backgrounds and know each other. Through cross-checking with other Cambo-
dian scholars, | realized that these scholars are most likely the state elites who work closely with internafional
organizations. In other words, these national elites become the “brokers” who bridge the international argani-
zations and the local circumsiances. They serve as the “knowledge producers and interpreters” to both inferna-
fional communities and the local people. They have sirong motivations to brush up on Cambodia’s situation fo
win more support and recognition from the global society, which prevents me from understanding the de facto
information on the ground.

Cambodia is sfill in the process of development and reconstruction, as the influence of global fransformation
continues to affect national education. Cambodia participated in the past two PISA tests, which raised discus-
sion within the education circle. On the one hand, it symbalizes the couniry’s defermination o engage in the
global education conversation. On the other hand, the results of the test were unsaitistying, which could lead to
further education reforms domestically. Furthermore, the younger generation bom after the socialist regime is
gradually taking more important posilions in government, schools, and society. They will become the hope of
ihe couniry’s education in the upcoming decade, as teachers, researchers, and officials. Global transformation
and international influence continue to demonstrate their impact on Cambedia’s education today.
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APPEMDIX

Appendix 1. The Performance of 8 Core Breakthrough Indicators (CBI) in the 2019-2023 National Education
Sirategic Plan (ESP)

Baseline Target Actual larget Actual Tarpet Actnal Stats

M17-18 2018-19 2019-20 2020-21
Policy 1. Ensure inclusive and eguitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for
all.
1. Percentape of five-year

old children enrolled 1n any 580 593 581 606 629 619 6l.1
form of Early Childhood ' ) ’ ’ ' ’ ’
Education Program

Male 577 589 577 60.1 62 61.3 58.6 v

Female 587 60.0 58.5 613 63.6 62.7 62.3

2. Completion rate in

. 827 834 221 841 882 24.8 74

Primary education
Male 791 803 1832 815 B4.1 826 834
Female B6.4 873 850 882 7 892 916

3. Completion rate in lower

. 46.5 477 476 489 473 502 481
Secondary education

Mule 423 43.8 429 454 424 46.9 431
Female 511 525 52.6 534 325 54.4 334

4 Percentage of students achieving at “below basic proficiency level”
Khmer Reading

€ € €33 >

52.6

Grade 3 505
(2015)
Grade 6 31.5 253 363
18.9
Grade 8
(2017)

Grade 11 205

Khmer Writing

Grade 3 64 8 588
Grade 6 396 EENR] 53.9
T1.0
Grade 8
(2017)
Grade 11 589
Maths
449
Grade 3 409 329
"7 0135
Grade 6 532 472 74.3
Ade {21]1!5) f.L -3
Grade 8 363
Grade 11 723
Physics
521
Grade 8
" (2017)
T
Grade 11 9.6
(2018)
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Baselme Target Actual Target Actual Target Actumal Status

2017-18 2018-19 2019-20 2020-21
Policy I: Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong lemming opportunities for
all.

5. % of Primary Teachers

qualified according fo 72.06 74 623 75 79 76 75
national standard
6. Gross enrollment ratio
.. . 116 12.4 11.6 153 12.0 14.2 133 J
(18-22) in higher education
Male | 132 143 132 15.5 122 16.6 155 W
Female 113 116 113 12.0 11.8 12.3 11.9
7. Adult it rrate (15-
: eracy rate ( 825 | 836 | 85 | 847 | 825 | 858 | 878 r1-
Above)
Policy 2: Ensure effective leadership and management of education staff at all levels
£ Number of School
ipals tramed mn SBM
principats ratnec i 752 500 705 700 | 691 700 630

(Annual, Pnimary and
Secondary)

Source: Edwcafion Congress Report 2020-2021

Maote: ‘Status’ colours: Green |on tack/ exceeded); yello [constrained); red (off frack)
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Appendix 2. Official Development Aid Received by Cambaodia, from OECD data explorer
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