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Introduction

The Covid-19 pandemic has created educational disruption around the world, by forcing schools to close
their doors to curb the widespread of the virus. At its peak in April 2020, it is estimated that more than
1.6 billion students worldwide were locked out of their schools (Dita Nugrohoi et al. 2020). To keep
learning going on, schools had no choice but to swiftly switch from the traditional physical classroom
to new forms of remote teaching and learning modalities such as paper-based worksheets, broadcast
media through TV and radio, mobile phone, and digital online platforms (UNESCO et al. 2021). Some
countries have attempted to reopen their school system only to see it being disrupted again and
again by another wave of outbreaks. On March 16, 2020, the Government of Cambodia decided to
close all learning institutes, including public and private schools as preventive measures in response to
the increase of Covid-19 infected cases. Although all schools were reopened to start the new academic
year this January 2021, the 20 February incident has forced the government to close schools nationwide
and move to distance learning again. A joint Covid-19 assessment in Cambodia conducted by MoEYS
in collaboration with development partners in 2020 found that only 70% of students engaged in some
form of alternative distance learning and only 35% of them had access to online learning materials
(MoEYS and ESWP 2021). With the pandemic still widely ranging and getting severer in Cambodia,
the hope of going back to the “old standards” is shrinking and the imperative of the “new normal”

becomes more and more obvious.

In the 2000s when the internet is widely accessible, online learning, along with other forms of distance
learning, has been integrated into or supplemented to the traditional classroom, mostly in developed
countries. The partial integration of online learning to the physical classroom with some element of
student control over the learning process is called blended learning (Horn and Staker 2015; Graham

2012). Blended learning is found to be effective to help underperformed students improve their learning
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or provide more options for small and remote schools that cannot offer courses with highly qualified
teachers in certain subjects. Although the Covid-19 outbreak has brought many challenges in education,
it has helped accelerate online learning rapidly and blended learning has become a buzzword among
researchers and practitioners in the field of education. Online learning is expected to forever change the
way students learns and that online learning and teaching. It is likely to remain as a part of classroom

learning, blending with the traditional mortar-and-brink learning even after the pandemic.
Rationale

There are also many challenges in implementing or integrating online learning effectively, especially in
developing countries like Cambodia (MoEYS and ESWP 2021, World Bank 2021). Some key
challenges in delivering distance learning during the Covid-19 pandemic include teacher and student
unreadiness to adopt new technologies, lack of needed digital devices, limited institutional capacity to
support teachers, and poor access to the internet in rural and remote areas. However, Online learning
can provide new opportunities and flexibilities that be can be personalized to student needs and levels.
Yet, the Covid-19 pandemic came when most education systems and teachers were not ready to reap its
benefits (Schleicher, 2021). The evidence on the effectiveness of online learning is still nascent in the
context of developing countries, but it is clear that the mere supply of online learning is not sufficient to
induce take-up, student engagement, and effective learning. Understanding online learning and teaching
practices on the ground during the pandemic and the level of teacher technological readiness can be
indispensable inputs for future policy discussion on how to make education systems more resilient
against future shocks and uncertainties. In this sense, this study intends to examine the current practices,
challenges and possibilities of online learning that can contribute to building back a more resilient

education system in Cambodia.
Online Teaching During the Covid-19 Pandemic

Nearly all (94.47 percent) of the interviewed teachers have experienced teaching online after the school
closure in March 2020. Among those who were teaching at the time of interviews, about one-third (33.4
percent) of them have completely switched back to physical classroom, 59.9 percent still taught online
100 percent and another 6.7 percent used both online and traditional off-line approach in their teaching.
The degree of switching back to complete off-line teaching greatly varies from school to school. While
virtually all teachers at some schools have completely returned to physical classrooms, all teachers at
some schools still continued teaching. It is worth pointing out that in November 2021, MoEY'S allowed
grades 9 and 12 to resume physical classrooms so that students can prepare for their examinations. On
the same day the data collection was started (November 01, 2021), MoEY'S expanded the school reopen

to all grades from primary to upper secondary education. female teachers and teachers at general schools
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in rural areas have a higher rate of staying teaching online without returning back to physical classrooms
or combining online and offline teaching approaches. While nearly half of the teachers in urban areas
have returned to off-line classrooms (either completely or partly), more than 70 percent of teachers in
rural areas still continued using online teaching as the only option to deliver their teaching.

Teacher Capacity Development During the Pandemic

Nearly 80 percent of the sampled teachers participated in some sort of capacity development activities
after the school closure in March 2020. To put it in other words, over one-fourth of teachers (22.4 percent)
did not join any capacity development program during the school closure. among various capacity
development activities, attending training courses or workshops (57.2 percent) is the most common
activity, followed by attending education conferences or seminars (26.6 percent) and conducting
individual or collaborative research (21.7 percent). Some teachers also took part in professional
networking, mentoring and peer observation activities, yet they are less common activities undertaken
by Cambodian teachers, at least during the school closure. Male teachers and teachers in urban schools
at resources schools are more active or have more opportunities in joining capacity building activities.
While the share of teachers attending training courses at general schools is at 41.7 percent, the share at
resource schools is at 64.4 percent. Male teachers are more likely to join training courses and conduct
individual or collaborative research than female teachers. Similar patterns are found between teachers
in urban and rural schools.

Nearly two years after the school closure, most secondary school teachers thought they don’t have
adequate capacity for conducting effective online teaching, as nearly 90 percent of those who took part
in capacity development activities claimed that training courses they received were not sufficient for
them and indicated desire to receive more capacity development programs in the future. Female teachers
in rural schools are in higher need of more capacity building activities. Interestingly, teachers at resource
schools also showed more interest in having additional training than teachers in general schools,

although they had more opportunities to join training programs during the school closure.
Factors Influencing Teacher Readiness for Online Teaching

The regression results show that individual characteristics that have influences on teacher readiness for
online teaching include gender, age, perceived challenge in conducting online learning and perceived
effectiveness of online learning. Male teachers are very likely to be more ready to effectively use
technology in their classroom teaching as they have higher scores of Technological Pedagogical Content
Knowledge (TPACK) and the other four outcomes of interest. Holding other factors constant, the
TPACK score of male teachers is 0.230 higher than their female teaching peers. Age is also consistently

found to be negatively associated with teacher readiness. This means that the older teachers become, the
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more difficult it is for them to adopt educational technologies in all estimation. One-year increase in
age reduces the TPACK score by 0.011 and the association is statistically significant at 1% level.
Teacher perception on challenges in conducting online teaching is positively correlated with teacher
readiness. Its effect is in particular large on the technological knowledge (TK) component. To put it in
other words, those who think it is challenging to conduct online classrooms are likely to possess low
general knowledge and skills on technology. Another noticeable factor is teacher perception of the
effectiveness of online teaching.! It is positively correlated with all components, except TK. However,
the study does not detect any significant relationship between the level of education and teacher

readiness for online teaching.

Two factors related to access to technology, use of computers and hours of internet uses for teaching
purposes in the past seven days, were added in the estimation models. Teachers who used computers in
the last seven days seems to demonstrate a higher level of readiness and its relationships are statistically
significant between 5% and 10% levels. However, the correlations between duration teachers spent on

the internet and teacher readiness are statistically insignificant in all five models.

Another interest of the study is to investigate school factors that influence teacher readiness. Location,
type and size of school are found to affect teacher readiness for online classrooms. In comparison to
their provincial peers, teachers working at schools in Phnom Penh have higher scores of TPACK by
0.209 and this factor also positively correlated with TCK and overall scores. Another surprising finding
is that teachers at resource schools tend to be less ready than teachers at general schools. In addition,
school facilities seem to have no effect on teacher readiness as well. Our teacher survey also reveals that
a good proportion of teachers have access to computers and other ICT facilities at their schools, but they
do not use it. A majority of teachers mainly used smartphones, instead of computers, for online teaching.
The size of schools measured by the number of teachers is found to have negative effects on TPACK

and overall score, but not the other three outcomes of interest.

Implication

Findings from the study suggest that virtually all teachers at secondary school have experience teaching
online during the school closure, although lesson delivery approach can vary. However, soon after the
MoEYS announced school reopening a large number of teachers completely shifted back to off-line
teaching and learning and very few teachers combine both online and off-line teaching approaches.
Coupled with the insufficient materials for online teaching, the fact that a majority of teachers deliver
their online teaching through smartphones due to limited access to computer and technology knowledge

suggest that online classrooms are less interactive and of lower quality. In the three knowledge domains,

1 We asked teachers to rate online effectiveness from 0 to 100.
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Cambodian teachers relatively score the lowest in technological knowledge and the highest in

pedagogical knowledge. At individual levels, factors that are found to have influenced teacher readiness

include gender, age, perceived challenge, and perceived effectiveness of online classroom. Teaching

experience at private school and student-teachers interaction are also found to have positive effects on

readiness, while teacher education and training seems to be rather ineffective in preparing teachers for

online classrooms. Having access to computer can improve teacher readiness, yet it seems teachers do

not benefit from school facilities. It is also reflected by the fact that a large proportion of teachers have

access to school computers and other facilities but they did not use it. Teachers in Phnom Penh are more

prepared for virtual classrooms, while teachers at resource schools are less ready to embrace technology

in their teaching.

Nearly all teachers reported that their initial teacher training programs did not well equip them
with sufficient skills and knowledge for online teaching and also need more in-service training
programs to do so. In this sense, there is a need to revisit teacher training curricula and examine
if more EdTech courses should be introduced in the programs as well as to provide systematic
in-set training courses on EdTech for active teachers. Female and older teachers also deserve
extra support as they exhibit a lower level of readiness.

With the current trends (at the time of the survey), online learning is unlikely to stay after the
pandemic and a majority of schools and teachers will return to the physical classroom as normal.
Considering the benefits and potential of online learning and uncertainties in the future, MoEYS
should make extra efforts to keep the online approach as a part of learning and teaching, at least
at schools with adequate resources. If used effectively, online learning can supplement traditional
physical learning and teaching to enhance educational quality and reduce inequality.

A large majority of teachers had access to school computers and other digital devices but did not
use them. There should be a further investigation on the reasons behind the underutilization of
the school resources and how these resources can be effectively put into use.
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Introduction

The Royal Government of Cambodia (RGC) has laid out the Industrial Development
Policy (IDP) 2015-2025, which is considered as a crucial mean to move the country from a
low-middle-income country to an upper-middle-income country by 2030 and a high-income
country by 2050 (RGC, 2015). This ambition is a crucial endeavor to transform Cambodia from
an agricultural-base to industrial-base country. To realize its vision, the emphasis on Science,
Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) education in promoting the national
economy and developing human resources is one of the vital goals as mentioned in the National

Strategic Development Plan (NSDP) 2019-2023 (RGC, 2019).

To align with the RGC’s visions and goals, the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sport
(MoEYS) has put a strong effort in formulating the New Generation Schools (NGS) and STEM
policy in 2016 (MoEY'S, 2016a, 2016b). The establishment of NGS and STEM policy aims to
promote science education and attract more students to choose science stream at upper
secondary education and especially pursue higher education in STEM-related majors. To
support the government policy, the Asian Development Bank (ADB) has formulated a project
entitled “Second Upper Secondary Education Sector Development Program (USESDP-II)” to
provide financial and technical support to improve access to upper secondary education.
Among various objectives of the project, one of the vital sub-objectives is to provide an

educational grant to students of grades 11 and 12 who choose science stream at the Secondary
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Resource Schools (SRS). The primary purpose of this sub-objective is to encourage more
students to opt for science stream so that they are also expected to pursue higher education in
STEM-related major at university. The project based on this objective has been implemented
in SRS of all 25 provinces and cities in Cambodia, including seven disadvantaged provinces
namely Koh Kong, Banteay Meanchey, Ratanak Kiri, Mondulkiri, Stung Treng, Kratie, and
Oddar Meanchey. To date, among the total target of 6,000 students, 4,334 students have
received this grant nationwide. And, it has been estimated that 1,783 more will receive this
grant for the academic year 2020-2021. Through this educational grant, it is expected that there
will be an increase in the number of students enrolling in STEM-related majors in higher

education (see ADB, 2020; MoEYS, 2020b).

However, it has been found that not only the enrollment in science stream at upper
secondary education has been decreasing but also a large number of students choosing STEM-
related majors at higher education tend to significantly decline over the years (see Kao &
Shimizu, 2020). These trends have become a serious concern for Cambodia to achieve its
development ambitions in 2025 and toward 2030 and 2050. An urgent investigation is deemed

necessary.

Rationale

As mentioned earlier, although the RGC, MoEYS and ADB have put a strong effort on
promoting STEM at upper secondary education and higher education, it has been found that a
large proportion of students have increasingly opted for the social science to science stream
over the past years at the upper secondary level. The enrollment rate in science stream sharply
fell from 94.30 percent in 2014 to only 38.60 percent in 2020, whereas the enrollment rate in
social science stream significantly increased from 5.70 percent in 2014 to 61.40 percent in 2020
(MoEYS, 2020a). Due to the significant decrease of enrollment rate in science stream, the
present study is deemed as a crucial mean to rigorously investigate and explain in-depth on
what might be the main reasons pushing more students to choose social science stream at the

upper secondary level in Cambodia.

Recently, there are several studies that have investigated factors affecting major choices
at higher education. However, these studies focused on only students and the downtrend of
STEM-related major choices at higher education. Additionally, only a quantitative approach
was employed (see Kao, 2020; Kao & Shimizu, 2020; Sovansophal, 2019; Sovansophal &
Kinya, 2020; Sovansophal & SHIMIZU, 2019). Meanwhile, the current study specifically
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focused on factors leading students at upper secondary education to increasingly choose social

science stream over science stream.

The results will provide a clear insight into the root causes of a sharp decrease in
science-stream enrollment rate to the RGC, MoEYS and especially ADB to find appropriate
immediate and future interventions and policy options to attract more students to choose
science stream. It will especially provide a clear insight to ADB to evaluate the scholarship
grant project for the upper secondary school students choosing science stream in the target
provinces. The findings will also indicate whether the project is helping to support the RGC’s
visions and MoEYS policy to promote STEM education at higher education. Moreover, the
results will inform the policymakers and related stakeholders in the education sector on what
should be done next to ensure the increase of science-stream enrollment and STEM-related-
major graduates. The results will also partly respond to the RGC’s goals and visions in 2025
and toward 2030 and 2050.

Promoting STEM in Cambodia

MOoEYS has put a strong effort on education reform for improved quality of education,
especially to strengthen STEM education, to develop human resources in STEM fields in
responding to the vision of the RGC that aims to transform Cambodia to an upper-middle-
income country by 2030 and a developed country by 2050. As a reflection of the ministry's
commitment, it has been observed that the Policy on Science, Technology, Engineering, and
Mathematics (STEM) was developed and implemented in 2021 to promote STEM at general
and higher education levels to meet the needs of the labor market and the ASEAN community
(MOEYS, 2016a). In 2016, MoEYSS also issued another New Generation School Policy (NGS)
with seven objectives. For the sixth objective, the policy seeks to improve teaching standards
through new approaches, including competitive recruitment, task-based incentives, teacher
training on educational technology and STEM, skills in identifying problems and solutions,
and teacher career pathway linked to professional development opportunities for teachers

(MOEYS, 2016b).

In 2010, MoEYS has issued a “Guidelines on the Practice of General Education
Curriculum at Upper Secondary Schools” in line with STEM policy to strengthen students’
capacity for higher education and promote STEM education in Cambodia. The initiative was
the government’s endeavor in producing human resource in the fields of STEM to transform

Cambodia from an agriculture-based to an industry-based country. This initiative sets a new
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norm to educational stream at upper secondary school where classes are divided into two main
streams: science stream and social science stream. Students are required to choose either social
science of science stream at grade 10 and enroll in selected stream at grade 11. However,
students are also allowed to change a stream choice at grade 12. Annually, students of grade
10 are informed about stream choices on April and register for a preferred stream on May so
that the school prepare the number of classes into two streams and announce for the new
academic year. Students of both streams are required to take the same 13 subjects for 32 hours
per week. There is no difference in subjects for both streams. However, the distinguished
feature is only about the number of hours for each subject. Students of social science stream
are required to take more hours on social science subjects, while students of science stream are
required to take more hours on science subjects (see MoEY'S, 2010). The detail of subjects and

hours taken are presented in the table below.

Dominant factors on stream choices and recommendations

This study has clearly identified the main reasons that influence science and social
science stream choices by reflecting the results through a mixed-method approach. The results
of the mixed-method approach made it clear that the results were highly interconnected, leading
us to conclude that the results of this approach could be synthesized into a single discovery and

combined to interpret from a common phenomenon as discussed below.

Effects of demographic variables

Through previous studies involving STEM studies in Cambodia (e.g., Kao and Kinya,
2020; 2020; 2019; 2020; 2019), we have observed that the results of current study provide
additional significantly new findings and perspectives for researchers and policymakers in
Cambodia. The current study found that age, Gender, Age, Easy to pass national exam, High
passing rate, Want to get good grade, Spend much money for private torturing and Consider a
major in STEM at higher education had significant impact stream choices, which encouraged

more students to opt for social science stream over science stream.

The results indicated that students who were poorly educated and at risk of dropping
out of schools were older students (e.g., Branson et al., 2014; Colclough et al., 2000; Jorgensen
et al., 2009; Li et al., 2013). For social science students, they were often found to come from a
group of students having poor performance and being at risk, which led to the fear of failing
the exam. Therefore, most of the older students always tended to choose the social science

stream because of the ease of national exams, the high passing rate, the desire for good grades,
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and less spending for private torturing classes on science subjects such as Math, Physics or
Biology. It could be concluded that the increase in the selection of social science stream
because students just wanted to pass the national exam. After passing, they would consider
choosing a subject related to STEM in higher education. Thus, whether students chose social

science or science stream, it did not influence their desired major choices at higher education.

The decline in the enrollment rate in science stream may not seem to be a good thing,
but the results of this research made it clear that the trend and concerns of this decline were not
the main problems. Even though most students chose social science stream just to pass the
exam, it was found that it was with up to 67 percent more chance that social science students
would choose a STEM-related major more than science students. This findings marked that
division of social sciences and science streams was problematic for students, teachers and
educators as a whole. Because the differences between the two classes depended only on the
different number of hours of the subject, students and teachers found it difficult to learn and
teach in order to meet the purpose of strengthening students’ performance in science subjects.
Therefore, to meet this goal, the curriculum for social science and science streams should be

adjusted with not only the number of hours but also the contents between the two streams.

Subject mastery

Based on the results of both qualitative and quantitative research, we found that most
students chose a stream according to their abilities and preferences. Social science students
were found to have poor ability in science subjects such as Mathematics, Physics and
Chemistry, but they exceled in Khmer language and Geography. This result is a new finding
that complements previous studies, especially the studies of Kao and Kinya (2020; 2020; 2019;
2020; 2019) in Cambodia. Since students were allowed to change streams in grades 11 or 12,
there was a student reported to have changed from science to social science class because they
did not have the ability to study science subjects and their choice was just to follow their
friends’. As a result, a large number of students chose a stream according to their abilities, but
there were also some students who were claimed by their students, teachers and principals that
they normally follow their friends’ choices without considering their abilities. In order to
motivate students to choose the appropriate stream according to their abilities, the teacher has
a very important role. The teacher is the one who knows best which students are capable in
what subject. Therefore, in order to help students, each school should develop a policy to assess

students' abilities through the evaluation of teachers in each subject in grade 10, which is a
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better way for students to decide the appropriate stream. We can first get students to choose,
then the evaluation committee reviews those options and provide feedback to students on
whether they can actually study in that class. The evaluation committee can then decide to place
the students in each class category. Currently, some schools evaluate students to enter science
through exams, but this method does not seem to be effective when the evaluation score is not
used appropriately to place students according to the results of the assessment. Only the
evaluation by subject teachers through the establishment of an evaluation committee can be

more effective.

Mathematics and science self-efficacy

The present study found that learning science in school, science self-concept, and
extracurricular activities in science significantly influenced students' stream choices in line
with previous studies, such as Kao and Shimizu (2020) and Hackett (1995, as cited in Usher &
Pajares, 2009). Social science students seemed to dislike studying sciences in school and
thought that science was not important. However, it was observed that about 62 percent of them
participated in science activities outside schools more than science students. This finding was
related to the initial finding that even though social science students excelled in science
subjects, they chose social studies to only pass the exam and then chose STEM-related majors
at higher education. Moreover, due to the current technological advancement and promotion of
digital education, students have a broad access to study science subjects on social media such
as Facebook, where the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports and other networks always
uploads learning contents, especially related to the course that students of any grade can learn.
So, students can learn on their own at any time out of schools, especially during Covid-19

pandemic and school closure.

Family related factors

There were a number of family factors that motivated students to choose a social
science stream over a science stream, such as parental advice on choosing a stream, children's
study expectations, and especially family socioeconomic issues. It was found that these results
were strongly correlated with previous studies, such as those of Arslan (2016), Vallejo (2019),
Resh (1998), Kao and Shimizu (2020) and Kinyota (2013). The results of the current study
showed that the parents of social science students did not give advice to their children and had
low expectations for their children's education. And, most of them were living in poverty.

About 67 percent of social science students are from poor families. For high school students,
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they need a lot of extra time to practice exercise to prepare for the high school diploma exam.
For science students, there are many subjects that need to attend more private torturing classes,
such as math, physics, chemistry and biology. Private torturing is a heavy burden for parents
who have to fund their children to pay for private torturing classes. Especially, it is a heavy
burden for low-income families. Therefore, the findings of the current study claim that students
just want to pass the exam. They don’t need to spend much money on private torturing classes,
especially students from poor families. This makes most students decide to more and more opt
for social science stream over science stream. Therefore, family socioeconomic issue really
influences the decision to choose a stream. Stream division is not a good strategy and
appropriate to livelihood of the majority of Cambodian people due to a huge gap in

socioeconomic status.

School related factors

For the school factor, the results showed that the teacher's attention, the teacher's
explanation, the teacher's instructions in each subject class, and the school policy and guidance
of each school on stream choices significantly influenced the student's decision. Teachers are
considered the closest and most knowledgeable of students' abilities. Teachers can motivate
students to understand the principles, importance, and career goals when choosing a suitable
stream as also claimed by Kao and Shimizu. (2019) and Woolnough (1994). For teaching at
the upper secondary level in Cambodia, science teachers are also required to teach social
science classes, which the number of hours in science subjects is less than science class a week.
I was reported that this matter led social science students to pay less attention to science
subjects, which led to less effective teaching and learning. At the same time, social science
teachers faced the same problem when teaching science students. It has been observed that the
division of classes into two categories not only does not weigh on improving learning, but it
also creates problems for students' participation in teaching and learning. This can reduce the
effectiveness of student performance for students in both the social science and the science
class. As mentioned above, if the class division policy is to be maintained, not only the number
of hours should be adjusted, but also the curriculum for both classes should be revised

accordingly.

Outcome-expectation related factors

The findings from both qualitative and quantitative studies revealed that students

tended to choose science stream because they had an outcome-expectation related STEM fields,
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which is consistent with some previous studies (see, Bandura, 1977; Royo & Lamela, 2021;
Kinyota, 2013). According to the finding of the current study, it has been found that the
selection of science was strongly related to students’ expectation, plan, and professional skills
after graduating from high schools. It means that students who chose science stream seemed to
have the expectation that they would acquire skills for careers related to STEM and hope to
earn more money in the future. Therefore, it is very important to guide students to understand
the importance of STEM majors and give them advice on STEM majors to attract their attention
and encourage them to become interested in STEM. In addition, all stakeholders who work
with and advise students also need to understand STEM as well as career choices related to
STEM that students want to pursue in the future to guide them to meet their expectations,

especially students who expect something in return from mathematics and science.

Encouragement to participate in science and mathematics

Motivation from people around is an important factor in motivating students to decide
and do something. In fact, the results of the current study clearly showed that the motivation
of parents, principals, and social environment really contributed to encouraging students to
choose science stream, which is also in line with some previous studies (see, Koa & Shimizu,
2020; Kinyota, 2003). Meanwhile, parents who are considered the closest people to students
have the most opportunity and influence on students’ decision making by providing counseling
in the process of choosing between science and social science streams. Hence, the
understanding of parents of students on academic skills and job market need is really important
to help guide students to choose the right stream. In addition, for social environment, it seemed
that students had a greater understanding of the needs of the job market in today’s Cambodian
society. Students choosing science stream thought that current job market trend required them

to choose science stream and STEM for job opportunities after graduation.

The results of the current study also found that female students did not seem to be
encouraged to choose science stream, but they were alternatively encouraged to choose social
science stream. Students who chose social science stream were found to be more likely
commended if they chose a course that was not related to STEM. Based on these two factors,
it can be concluded that the negative mindset that skills and careers related to STEM is still

deemed not suitable for women in Cambodian society.
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Scholarship and other factors

It has been found that receiving scholarships provided by ADB projects significantly
increased 36 percent chance of science stream choice. This means that scholarship was a
motivational agent for high school students to prominently choose science stream. However,
the percentage was quite small. It was not possible to guarantee that students who received this
scholarship would remain in science stream until they finished high school and chose STEM
related majors at the university. In the Binary Logistic regression model, it was found that
scholarship fee and the importance of the scholarship did not seem to have influence on stream
choices for grade 12 students. Therefore, relying solely on scholarships could not guarantee
that there would be an increase in enrollment in science stream at the upper secondary level,
Thus, relevant stakeholders need to consider the key factors described above. In addition, this
study found that 58.2 percent of students were unaware of the ADB scholarships. Therefore,
the information about all types of scholarship should be widely and effectively disseminated to

students, especially poor students and outstanding students of science subjects.
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This policy brief explores key strategic issues and policy recommendations for effective school
leadership and management in the primary education level in Cambodia. The brief draws on two
studies on school leadership in the primary education level conducted by the Education Research
Council and the Department of Policy of the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sport and body of
evidence to date. The first study is on the school directorship towards effective school leadership and
management practices in the primary education level in Cambodia in 2018 and the second one is about
the linkage between school leadership and management and student learning results in the primary
education level conducted by the Department of Policy.

WHY IS SCHOOL LEADERSHIP IMPORTANT FOR LEARNING IN THE PRIMARY
EDUCATION LEVEL IN CAMBODIA?

The critical role of school directors in delivering quality of learning has been long recognized (OECD,
2009). Since 1998, the Cambodian government has gradually implemented school-based management
approach through different forms such as School Cluster, Child Friendly School, Resource Secondary
Schools, New General School and School-Based Management Schools to strengthen the leadership and
management at school level. The school-based management is a restructuring approach that focus on
the improved student and school performance and relations between schools and communities through
the creation of the creation of school committees and the transfer of the authority to develop and
implement school plans and budgets. However, the overall student performance results at primary
education level are not yet satisfactory as policy promise. Data from national assessments for Grades 3
and 6 over the period from 2015-2017 in the core subjects of Khmer and Mathematics show that
achievement levels were at or below 50% (MoEYS, 2015, 2016). These results are not achieved due to
the lack of policies and regulation framework, support mechanisms to schools, effective school
governance, and school leadership and management capacities (Shoraku, 2009).

The two studies conducted by the MoEY'S on the school leadership in primary education level confirm
that strong leadership is one the driving forces for the progressive changes in the schools. Based on
these studies, to support effective leadership required to improve student and school performance,
systems for the selection and appointment, promotion linked to performance appraisal, the clear
descriptions of roles and responsibilities and professional development of school directors shall be
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consistently and effectively implemented.

POLICY LANDSCAPE

Lifting up Cambodia to an upper-middle income country by 2030 and a developed one by 2050
requires quality human capital. Quality human capital is the driving force in realizing the vision of
2030 and 2050. Quality education is an inevitable tool to be used to develop quality human capital.
MOoEYS continues reforming all levels of education from pre-school to higher education to produce
very high quality of human per permeated by the national education vision. The current "landscapes
of education reform™ covers broad areas of administration and general management, academic
management, education finance management and personnel management (Hang-Chuon, 2017, p.7).

School director standards which have been in place in 2017 set out six standards of characteristics and
duties to be complied by the school directors and to prepare prospective school directors: (1) academic
gualifications and working experiences, (2) school leadership capacities and characteristics, (3)
critical and innovative thinking skills, (4) school leadership and management, (5) leadership on
curriculum, teaching and learning 6) school and community connectivity (MoEYS, 2017). The main
goal of the Cambodian school director standards is to set criteria to recruit and develop prospective
directors (MOEYS, 2017).

WHAT DO WE KNOW?

Based on the study in 2018 on school leadership in the primary education conducted by the MoEYS,
there are five key leadership and management practices and attributes that the good school directors
at primary schools carry out to promote quality of learning.

- School directors lead the core management function and administration in the schools ensure
the effective on-going day-to-day school operation including human resource management,
financial resource management, teaching and learning management, administrative
management, state property management and community management.

- School directors build school trust and get involved all key stakeholders in various school
activities and development.

- School directors must be able to translate the national policy to run and develop the school.

- School directors are willing and committed to upgrade new knowledge and skill as a
continuous capacity development. School directors provides and support capacity
development to teachers for effective teaching through different approaches.

- School directors have attributes of ‘within or inner drive’ of the leaders, willingness,
commitment, common sense and spirituality to lead the people to serve the best needs of
children.

The second study conducted by the Department of Policy in December 2017 found that the
administrative and personnel management's role of school directors significantly influences student
learning outcome. The study also found that the student learning outcome is improved when the
school directors can get involved local authority and stakeholders in schooling, teachers' capacities
are built and teachers collaborate.
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WHAT ARE THE KEY ISSUES?

Lack of understanding of management and leadership roles by school directors

Not all school directors understand their roles and responsibilities with regard to improving the quality
of learning and that only few appreciate the urgent need to improve learning outcomes. This is because
there is a lack of clear framework on roles and responsibilities of school directors with a focus on both
educational management and leadership and the problematic selection and appointment process.

Training, selection and performance management

The policy and regulation on the appointment of school directors are systematically lacking at both
schools and technical departments. School director standards are not officially and effectively used in
the selection and appointment procedure. In practice, school directors are appointed from teachers and
staff in the schools, who are in the line of the about-to-retired school directors. This process is always
problematic and corrupted. With this practice, firstly, many school directors are appointed in schools
for reasons other than leadership competencies and merit for the position. Secondly, prospective
school directors are not trained properly for holding the position of the school director.

The practice of using school director appointments to reward individuals for political support and to
punish others for political opposition is regularly happened. This undermines the principles of merit-
based promotion and education system in general.

Performance appraisal have not yet been used effectively for developing careers or rewarding and
recognizing the achievements of school directors of high-performing schools.

No fixed mandate for school directors

School leadership position is a life-time appointment. The appointed school directors will work until
they reach their retirement age without any formal and credible performance evaluation. This practice
affects the performance of the school leaders in improving the student and school performance.

School directors lack leadership and management capacity

Leadership and management capacity of school directors remain as the main concern in the current
education system. School directors needs capacity development and support from all levels to
effectively manage and lead schools.

The self-management capacities at school level are very limited. School capacities in policy
interpretation and implementation are still very limited to pursue the educational education goals.
School key stakeholders, including directors or board of directors, teachers, parents, and community,
are unable to catch up with educational changing context and development trends to effectively
implement policies.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Policy recommendations and priorities related to the role and support of school directors include:

1. Consider revising school director standard and developing the frameworks on competencies,
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accountabilities and authorities of the school leadership, to take into account the different
components of leadership and include a greater focus on teacher management and academic
supervision and the role of the principle in enhancing the quality in their school.

2. Consider policy and legal frameworks on school director appointment that prepare
prospective school principals and entail the structured performance appraisal for school
principals.

3. Consider developing legal framework on the school director mandate. This is also need to be
established and linked to performance appraisal.

4. Implement the established Teacher Career Pathway framework to linked to professional
development and rewards through a transparent and reliable appraisal system to attract and
retain qualified school directors in the education system.

5. School directors need professional development on their practical skills to enable them to
exercise their role as educational leaders with the emphasis on the development of teachers'
skill, management skills and of mobilizing parental participation in school development and
improved learning quality.

6. Consider establishing the Institute for School Leadership to provide external and on-site
professional development to school directors.

7. Putin place professional learning communities of school directors as a platform for them to
learn and share leadership and management experiences.
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To What Extent does the Cambodian Education Curriculum Prepare Students for a Knowledge-based Economy?

Chanrith Ngin
Royal University of Phnom Penh, Cambodia
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Key Messages

¢ Cambodia needs to upgrade the current labour-intensive, low-skilled workforce to an innovative, high-skilled one
if its vision to become a knowledge-based economy is to be materialized.

¢ General education curriculum policies stress “student-centered” or inquiry-based learning that aims to produce an
adaptive and innovative workforce with “higher-order” cognitive skills required by a knowledge-based economy.

¢ However, the textbooks at upper-secondary education level chiefly feature “lower-order” thinking contents and
activities.

¢ This requires an overhaul of the textbooks or usage of extra material to enhance the active learning elements if
the desired workforce is to be obtained for the vision.

Introduction
The Cambodian education system aims to develop human resources for a knowledge-based economy (MoEYS, 2014). This

vision conforms to the Rectangular Strategy Phase III and the Industrial Development Policy 2015-2025, which intend to
move Cambodia from a low-income country to an upper-middle income status by 2030 and a high-income nation by 2050
(RGC, 2013, 2015). To reach this end, human capital needs to be upgraded from the current labour-intensive, low-skilled
workforce to an innovative, high-skilled one. But, to what extent is the education system ready to do this task? This policy
brief presents the key findings of an upper-secondary education textbook review' (Chet et al., 2014), discusses links between
the contents of the written curriculum of the textbooks, national curriculum policies and characteristics of the workforce for
a knowledge-based economy, and provides pertinent policy implications.

Where is the Cambodian Economy Heading?
Cambodia has experienced tremendous economic growth over the past decades. The average annual economic growth rate

marked 7.8 percent during 1997-2014, with the latest growth rate of 6.8 percent in 2017 (World Bank, 2018). Gross Domestic
Product (GDP) per capita rose from USD 216 in 1992 to USD 1, 375 in 2017 (ibid). The sources of economic growth have
relied less on agriculture (23.38 percent of GDP in 2017) but more on industrial (30.88 percent) and services (39.67 percent)
sectors (ibid). Specifically, agro-industry, tourism, construction and garments are the mainstay of growth. Recently, the
economy has diversified its sources and climbed up the manufacturing value chains by increasing exports of electrical
machinery, equipment and auto parts. This is the start of light industry (particularly assembly and electronic manufacturing)
that requires semi-skilled labourers.

To become an upper-middle income country by 2030, the economy needs to keep growing at an annual rate of 7 percent and
needs to move towards more technology-based manufacturing (RGC, 2015). This requires an innovative, skill-based

! The main methodology employed was chapter-by-chapter textbook review by subject expert lecturers. The review
focused on knowledge, skills and attitudes of subject contents based on Bloom’s Taxonomy (Anderson and Krathwohl,
2001). The subjects covered comprised Math, Khmer, Physics, Chemistry and Biology at Grades 9 and 12.
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workforce that is creative, productive and able to learn new technologies to catch up with the structural change in the
economic system. The Cambodian economy has rendered a rising proportion of knowledge-intensive jobs that require
creativity, leadership, problem-solving, languages and more complex technological skills (World Bank, 2018). Specifically,
skills demanded by newly emerging jobs encompass: “Higher-order cognitive: oral communication, foreign language;
Socio-behavioral: customer service, team work, taking initiative; Digital literacy: IT literacy, adapting to new
equipment/procedures; and Some traditional skills: manual dexterity” (World Bank, p.49, 2018).

This trajectory is in line with the Asian experience that depicts that labour force of an upper-middle income economy that
escape the “middle-income trap” possesses “higher-order” cognitive knowledge, skills and attitudes, which can be trained
to gratify the growing needs of science and technologies required by the economy (Wilson, 2014; Wan and Morgan, 2017,
Yoshino et al., 2018). To have this sort of human capital, education curriculum needs to build at least a foundation for active
learners and adaptive workforce.

Does the Education Curriculum Match Up?
Cambodia has undergone five major reforms of general education curriculum in response to its educational development

strategies and socio-economic development (MoEYS, 2015). The thrusts of the reform periods are 1980-1987, 1987-1996,
1996-2005, 2005-2009, and 2015-present. A critical junction of the curriculum revisions was in 1996 when the 1996-2005
curriculum prescribed a “student-centered” teaching and learning approach (MoEYS, 1996). This spurred re-writing of
textbooks and teacher manuals to respond to the new pedagogy.

The student-centered approach emphasizes “pupils' activities”, students as “active participants” in independent learning
processes individually or in groups in or outside the classroom, and teachers as “facilitators or catalysts” (MoEYS, p.18,
2001). It is intended to instigate students to “better understand their surrounding environment, apply methods of problem
solving and enrich their spirit of innovations” (Nath, p.16, 1999). Students’ active engagement in learning activities and
higher-order thinking has been signified in subsequent curriculum and educational policies. For instance, a 2007 Child-
friendly School Policy strives for child-centered education that stresses students’ involvement and collaboration; problem-
solving; and research, analysis, and critical thinking (MoEYS, 2007). A 2012 Policy and Guidelines for Core Textbook
Development instruct that “textbooks should be written to promote pupils' higher-order thinking skills such as analysis,
application, synthesis, and evaluation” (MoEYS, p.27, 2012). Overall, the general education curriculum aims to unleash
students’ potential and train them to become “full” citizens. This is evident in the Policy for Curriculum Development 2005-
2009, which aims “to develop fully the talents and capacities of all students in order that they become able people, with
parallel and balanced intellectual, spiritual, mental and physical growth and development” (MoEYS, p.4, 2004). Likewise,
the current Curriculum Framework of General Education and Technical Education envisions “to ensure all citizens develop
their full potential... and progress with balanced physical appearance, knowledge, (and) behaviours...” for national
development (MoEYS, p.2, 2015).

In other words, the national curriculum policies aim to produce active learners and adaptive workforce through inquiry-
based learning. Branch and Oberg (p.1, 2004) define inquiry-based learning as “a process where students are involved in
their learning, formulate questions, investigate widely and then build new understandings, meanings and knowledge”. This
is in the exact line with the “student-centered” approach adopted by the education system. But, while instruction methods
are integral, contents of written curriculum substantially orient students toward such learning. However, the textbook review
(Chet et al., 2014) does not reveal features that render active, creative learners, which are conduits for “higher-order”
cognitive knowledge, skills and attitudes. This is in contrast to the prescriptions of the national curriculum policies and the
demand of a knowledge-based economy.

Inadequate and Fragmented Knowledge Demotivates Active and Meaningful Learning

Results of the textbook analysis show that contents of lessons are complicated, fragmented, and not well explained. This is
compounded by the inconsistency in the levels of difficulty (that should be from basic to advanced). Further, the sequence
of concepts often does not follow a logical constructive order. This would make students difficult to grasp the concepts and
accumulate knowledge in an incremental and connected manner.
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Most factual information is described very theoretically, not practically. Descriptions and explanations lack practical
examples to illuminate and substantiate information or concepts. Of particular note is the disconnection between fields of
science. Substance and methods of science lessons often are separated from one another, and are not integrated ‘as-
experienced’. Many examples are not practical, not as would be experienced by students in daily life. Described experiments
are basically at lab-level, which would make students hard to link them with natural and practical phenomena. Finally, the
substance in each lesson is not sufficient at its respective grade. Compared with the same levels of textbooks of an advanced
country like Singapore (MoES, 2006, 2008, 2013), the contents of lessons are quite inadequate in terms of breadth and depth.
This paucity would impede students to build a strong foundation for thinking towards higher cognitive levels.

Memory-Based Contents Produce Lower-Order Thinking Skills

Substantial contents of lessons emphasize remembering, understanding and applying facts. Questions of “how” and “why”
are sometimes observed, but learners are only required to memorize and answer from the written texts, not from their own
thinking. This would discourage students to think “out-of-the-box”, vary versions, provide their own interpretations, assert
their own experiences, and exert their own authority.

In many science lessons, the holistic and interwoven process of science is not shown and, as mentioned above, not
experimented through practical work. Often, experiments are rigid procedural steps that demand memorization and exact
implementation. Rarely, there is room for flexibility and variation in concepts and experimentation.

Prevalently, higher-order thinking skills are missing in exercises that mainly emphasize knowledge and comprehension. The
core elements of Bloom’s Taxonomy- application (using information in new situations), analysis (drawing connections
among ideas), evaluation (justifying a stand or decision), and creation (producing new or original work) (Anderson and
Krathwohl, 2001)- are severely absent. Such memory-based contents and practices would stick students to lower-order
thinking skills.

Lack of Rational Thinking and Practical Learning Discourages Positive Attitudes to Learning

How does rote and impractical learning pertain to students’ attitudes? First, memorization without understanding would
produce passive learners who are discouraged from seeking new knowledge. Second, presenting facts without explanation
or logical reasoning would discourage rational thinking among students. Third, disconnection with everyday life would
create a perception that learning at school is irrelevant and insignificant. This would later discourage students from applying
useful knowledge in real life activities. Finally, students who are not encouraged to question or think by themselves would
lose interest in learning. A more crucial implication is that such students would have negative attitudes to learning,
particularly in later stages of their life, and would not embrace life-long learning.

Conclusion and Policy Implications

The road to a knowledge-based, advanced economy requires a dramatic change in the education curriculum in order to
produce an innovative, high-skilled workforce. This policy brief presents some pitfalls of the written curriculum of upper-
secondary education, which is a foundation for such human capital. The textbooks, which are the core of the written
curriculum, do not contain substantial inquiry-based contents that demonstrate active learning. Rather, the contents and
activities of the textbooks dictate memorization and “lower-order” cognitive skills. Thus, the curriculum would not enable
learners to pursue a higher level of education that requires independent research or inquiry. Learners of this curriculum may
not become an innovative or adaptive workforce required to move Cambodia to an upper-middle income status by 2030.
This is currently evident in skill shortages and gaps in the labour market (NEAa, 2018). Employers indicate soft skills
(notably communication, problem-solving and team work skills) as the key shortfalls among employees (NEAb, 2018). Skill
constraints may become worse once the economy shifts toward more knowledge-based jobs (World Bank, 2018).

The MoEYS has adopted a new curriculum framework that aims to produce “full” citizens for national development
(MoEYS, 2015). Hence, a priority must be on an overhaul of the textbooks, which form a vital part of the written curriculum,
in order to materialize this vision. While reform in content delivery (such as instruction methods and teacher education) is
pivotal, the core task remains in the content revamp given the background of the education reforms. If a complete revision
of the textbooks is not immediately feasible, extra material that is deemed relevant to and enforcing active learning should
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be used. Various forms of extra material (such as textbooks and ICT material) should be explored to increase the inquiry-
based learning elements that minimally exist in the present textbooks. Failure to do so will perpetuate the mismatch between
the aspirations of the national curriculum policies and the demand of a knowledge-based economy that Cambodia wishes
for.
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Key points:
e Asystem-level student assessment, like PISA-D, builds evidence and data on student learning as well as on

the education system in Cambodia and places Cambodian education in the global discourse; yet evidence
and data must be translated into better policies and practices.

e Cambodia needs to address dual challenges of low educational attainment and academic performance and
to build the foundation for success at the school level.

e About 10% of Cambodian students aged 15 can be branded as "SDG students" in reading and mathematics:
they achieve a minimum proficiency level (level 2) in PISA-D and can be compared to some students across
OECD countries. Lessons learnt from them and their school systems can guide an effective implementation
of school-based management and set a model for improving student learning outcomes.

e Cambodia’s participation in PISA-D and now in PISA 2021 simply means that its curriculum, teaching and
assessment must be aligned and move toward competency-based education to better prepare students for
taking PISA-style learning tasks.

Introduction

Student assessment, either at a classroom or system level, is one of the key elements in any education systems. It
not only measures student achievement per the set targets but also acts as a parameter for curriculum review and
for teaching and learning assessment (UNESCO, 2015). The system-level student assessment, in particular, plays an
important role in informing what can be done and what must be done in the midst of any education reforms. The
presence of the system-level student assessment is meant to ensure that any strategic plans and actions at the policy
and school levels are pertinent, leading to education quality improvement and sustainability.

To guide policy and implementation, Cambodia has strived to develop the system-level student assessment system,
from having a humble repertoire of national assessments of student learning outcomes at grades 3, 6, 8 and 11, to
the regional student assessment, South-East Asia Primary Learning Metric (SEA-PLM) and lately to the international
student assessment, the Programme for International Student Assessment for Development (PISA-D) (MoEYS, 2018).
Although the concept of the system-level student assessment is still rather new in Cambodia, its relevance is
becoming evident in the current education reforms where the innovation and improvement of curriculum, teaching
and learning and particularly school-based management need to be informed by evidence and data. If properly
translated and utilized, evidence and data from the system-level student assessment can optimally guide good
practices at both policy and implementation levels.

This brief discusses the roles of the system-level student assessment in informing policies and practices in Cambodian
education against the backdrop of the current education reforms and highlights policies and actions that directly
impact student learning by distilling evidence from Cambodia’s experience in the international student assessment,
globally known as PISA-D (MoEYS, 2018). It also analyzes the current education discourse in the context of the main
PISA 2021 by mainly discussing the following so-called questions: What does it mean for Cambodia? Where to from
here?
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Cambodia in the context of PISA-D and global education

Cambodia participated in PISA-D in 2016 with other 8 members (Ecuador, Bhutan, Guatemala, Zambia, Senegal,
Paraguay, Honduras and Panama). PISA-D is a new program for low- and middle-income countries and economies
and to a large extent follows the PISA's assessment format, which is a triennial international survey that aims to
evaluate education systems worldwide by testing knowledge and skills of 15-year-old students, who are studying in
7th grade or above. PISA-D assesses the extent to which 15-year-old students, near the end of their basic education,
have acquired key knowledge and skills that are essential for full participation in modern societies. The assessment
focuses on the core school subjects of science, reading and mathematics and does not just ascertain whether
students can reproduce knowledge but also examines how well students can extrapolate from what they have
learned and can apply that knowledge in unfamiliar settings, both in and outside of school. This approach reflects
the fact that modern economies reward individuals not for what they know, but for what they can do with what they
know.

The PISA-D assesses 5,162 Cambodian students, nationally representative of 15-year-old students at grade 7 and
above. These students are required to sit a 2 hour-test and to complete the contextual questionnaire that measures
other factors affecting their learning, such as school, class, home and community environments. The participation in
PISA-D means that Cambodia’s education is not only relevant to its country’s context but also to the global trend in
education, especially to the global education goals as indicated in the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG), where
the minimum global competency is what countries and economies worldwide aspire (MoEYS, 2018). In the
meantime, it sets a platform for Cambodia to prepare better for the main PISA in 2021. Results from PISA-D,
therefore, have significant implications for education reforms in Cambodia and student performance in the next
round of PISA. To be or not to be, Cambodia’s education needs to address dual challenges: on the one hand, it has
to respond to the local education needs; on the other hand, it has to feed itself better into the global education
context. This requires innovations of teaching and learning that respectively foster “how to teach and learn” in
addition to “what to teach and learn”. To this end, evidence and data from the system-level student assessment is
utterly in need for Cambodia.

What does PISA-D tell us about education in Cambodia?
Attainment and achievement

Results from PISA-D show that Cambodia appears to have twin challenges in its education system: students aged 15
not only having low educational attainment and but also struggling with poor academic performance. On the
attainment measure, Cambodia still has a long way to close the gap in student enrollment in secondary education
with other PISA-D, ASEAN and OECD countries. Students aged 15 studying from grade 7 to 12 in Cambodia constitute
only 28.1% of all Cambodian population aged 15, meaning that approximately 72% of the Cambodian youth at this
age have dropped out of school or delayed their schooling, particularly among boys. The educational attainment of
students aged 15 in Cambodia is comparable to those of Senegal and Zambia, in which most of the youth are out of
school, but significantly lags behind Ecuador (61%), Paraguay (56%), Guatemala (47%), and Honduras (41%). This low
educational attainment weakens students’ employment prospect and constraints efforts to increase the workforce
to support Cambodia’s aspired economic structure as the upper-middle income and high-income country in 2030
and 2050, respectively. The low education attainment among 15-year-old students also means that more effective
measures needs to be in place to enable students to complete at least lower secondary education (9-year basic
education).

The low educational attainment in secondary education in principle suggests that students are automatically filtered
through delayed schooling, repetition or dropout in early grades. Across education systems in developing economies,
low-ability students may not be able to transit as far as the average students can do across grades. The remaining
students are more likely to be resilient students or those with a strong academic profile. This argument is evident in
the case of Vietnam where the proportion of 15 year-old students who participated in PISA is only about 48%, far
less than the OECD average (89%), yet Vietnam outperforms most OECD countries in science in PISA 2012 and 2015.
Policy makers caution that Vietnam’s strong performances may deceptively reflect the success in its education
system given that the system may naturally keep the best students, while leaving other students behind through
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dropout. With a similar educational attainment problem, Cambodia, however, does not share the Vietnam’s success,
yet having to address dual challenges of low students’ educational attainment and academic performance.

Figure 1. Educational attainment of 15-year-old students at grade 7 or above

% of students aged 15 at grade 7 or above
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The PISA-D results show that in Cambodia while 15-year-old students outperform those in Senegal and Zambia in all
subjects, much remains to be done to improve its PISA scores. What can be seen is that in reading and science,
Cambodian 15-year-old students on average have significantly lower academic performances than those in PISA-D
member countries and ASEAN countries (Vietnam, Thailand, Indonesia, and Singapore). Rural, public and
disadvantaged schools in Cambodia even achieve lower academic performances. A notable picture from PISA-D is
that private schools even outperform public schools about two years of schooling, an indication of inequality of
student learning between the two systems.

Cambodian students obtain 321 scores in reading and 330 in science out of the roughly 700 total scores. On average,
students across countries participating in PISA-D obtain 346 scores in reading and 349 scores in science. Average
students aged 15 across ASEAN countries obtain 430 scores in reading and 447 scores in science (OECD, 2013; OECD,
2016); while average students across OECD countries reach about 490 scores in all subjects, equivalent to level 3 of
the 6 PISA proficiency levels. The scores at 410 or above suggests that students have achieved a minimum proficiency
level (level 2) in line with what is anticipated in the SDG 4.

Level 2 is the baseline performance level of the PISA-D or PISA. At this level, students are able to discover key
information in the reading articles or statistic tables, easily understand the key ideas of articles despite little ideas
given in the article (they are able to make a conclusion), make a comparison and reflect on the article contents in
the real world. In the domain of mathematics, students are able to apply general theories or mathematical formulas,
resolve problems or calculate numbers in the work or real-life situation context, such as exchange rates, speed or
distance, and explain or interpret the results found. In the domain of science, students are able to apply the contents
and procedural knowledge, explain or interpret the data and phenomena in nature or real-life situations, such as
friction, gravity, and the benefits of muscle or blood vessel exercise.

Compared to other PISA-D participating countries, students’ proficiency level in Cambodia is considerably low, with
only approximately 8% and 10% of the 15-year-old students respectively having achieved this minimum level (level
2) in reading and mathematics; whereas, in science, only 5% have reached this level, reflecting that a small
proportion of students have the universal basic skills that meet the education target in the context of Sustainable
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Development Goals (SDG 4). The proficiency levels can be substantially lower if out-of-school children aged 15, who
are often, though not always, school dropouts, are included in the sample! (MoEYS, 2018). Nonetheless, this small
share of outstanding students in Cambodia can be branded as "SDG students" who can be compared even with some
students across OECD countries. To close the academic performance gap, Cambodia needs to learn from them and
their education systems as lessons learnt and ways forward to improve student learning outcomes in the long run.

Figure 2: Percentages of students aged 15 reaching the minimum proficiency level
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Schooling and learning issues

On any measures, Cambodia is still far below the baseline performance, meaning that more direct policies and
actions are needed to change this current education crisis. Effective and long-term reforms will enable Cambodian
15-year-old students to obtain better results, at least at level 2, given the fact that around 35% of Cambodian
students are at level 1A (the highest of level 1 and closest to level 2) in reading and roughly 42% are at level 1A in
science. In addition, PISA-D results show that, on many measures, schooling is viewed by students as a “luxury” in
Cambodia: students show a strong sense of belonging, higher life satisfaction and positive attitudes towards school
and their learning, which is a dividend for growth and development (MoEYS, 2018). Nonetheless, “being in school is
not the same as learning” (World Bank, 2018). While much has been done, the PISA-D data show that Cambodia still
has to immediately address issues at the school level, especially grade repetition, absenteeism and lateness among
teachers and students, poor school management, lack of a strong learning culture and inequitable resource
allocation, including uneven teacher allocation. Cambodia also has to close the gap in teacher education and
development with other PISA-D, ASEAN and OECD countries. PISA-D data show that teacher qualification is
considerably low in Cambodia compared to other PISA-D, ASEAN and OECD countries who have a large cadre of
secondary school teachers holding at least a bachelor’s degree.

The low performance among students aged 15 in Cambodia also means that more investment is needed, especially
in the early childhood and primary education and in support of under-staffed and under-resourced schools, which
are often, though not always, in rural regions. Rebalancing the education budget would help reduce the cost of

1 This low learning levels are also discussed by Michelle Kaffenberger, a Research Fellow with the RISE Programme,
at https://www.riseprogramme.orq/blog/PISA-D_low_learning.
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remedial education or school dropout in the higher grades. From the PISA-D data, Cambodia still has a low
investment in education (2.7% of GDP) in the region and PISA-D, let alone the fact that the majority of the budget
goes to teacher salary. On balance, Cambodia still has a long way to establish the foundation for success at the school
levels (Willms, 2015). Concrete policies and actions that directly impact school management and student learning
will be the right and long-term responses.

Education prospect in the context of PISA: Where to from here?

Cambodia has done much to improve education quality through many reforms by strengthening, among other
things, the grade 12 examination, teacher education, school leadership, curriculum, the inspection system as well as
student learning assessments. However, the implications of these reforms have yet to materialize in full swing. The
national assessments of student learning outcomes consistently show that student performance is still below par
(MoEYS, 2016; 2017; 2018). The PISA-D results also show that the majority of students at age 15 in Cambodia have
poor basic skills in reading and mathematics, highlighting that learning does not take place as it is meant in the
secondary education curriculum. But the fact that PISA measures students on their functional literacies accumulated
from low grades (OECD, 2017) means that attention to curriculum, teaching and learning and assessment must be
taken early on. Breaking this learning crisis will require strong and consistent systemic reforms from the low grades
(preferably the emphasis on K-9 education).

In fact, Cambodia’s participation in PISA 2021 reflects a strong commitment to excellence in its education. But, the
road to strong performances in PISA will require strong and right education reforms (OECD, 2013; Schleicher, 2018).
In the PISA context, teaching global knowledge and skills to retrieve, analyze and evaluate short, medium and lengthy
texts, mathematic stimuli and scientific phenomena, for example, are what matters most to PISA students. In the
meantime, students need routine practices of diverse learning tasks to optimize their cognitive skills (in line with
Bloom’s taxonomy) and to cultivate a strong reading and learning culture. But, what can be done and must be done
in Cambodian education to make this happen?

The PISA-D results for Cambodia and other participating countries seem to suggest that education modalities in the
past need to be revisited; in the same vein, current policies and actions have yet to directly influence student
learning. Concrete actions are, in particular, not effectively in place at the school level, if any. Education systems
need to be realistic to ensure students are actually learning while being in school. Successful systems such as Korea,
Brazil, Estonia and even Vietnam are those committed to using the results from PISA to reform teaching and learning
modalities and budget invested in education and allocation. Upgrading teacher education and ensuring firm
monitoring and accountability are, in particular, the centerpiece of their strong PISA performances. Aligning what
will be tested in PISA with what is taught in the class is a straightforward practice among some successful PISA
countries, though not all. In this regard, Cambodia needs to find both quick wins and long-term solutions for current
and future education to feed better into the global education context such as SDG and/or PISA.

What should policy makers do?

This policy brief is not exhaustive in itself but desperately highlights key issues that can be done and must be done
to improve student learning outcomes as well as the foundation for success in Cambodia education (Willms, 2015).
The following options are worthwhile for education policy thinking, research and implementation.

e Increase and wisely use public spending in preschool and primary education to ensure students are in school
and particularly mastering cognitive skills for doing lengthy and higher-order thinking reading and
mathematical tasks. To this end, schools and teachers need to revisit and develop a breadth of learning
tasks that promote different cognitive levels and integrate those learning tasks into classroom assessment,
be it formative or summative.

e Develop or improve the system to monitor and mentor schools against pre-determined standards to
establish the foundation for success.
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e Continue to upgrade teacher education and teaching methods in line with the global competency
framework where knowledge, skills and attitudes are promoted in teaching and learning and to support
disadvantaged schools.

e Train and use surplus teachers to offer supplementary tutoring to disadvantaged and academically poor
students to reduce grade repetition.

e Promote performance- and competency-based teaching and learning at the teacher training centers and
school level.

e Increase learning opportunities in and outside of class by integrating supplementary learning tasks into
teaching and learning. This can be done and must be done, and it is not costly.
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Introduction

The purposes of having this Policy Brief is to draw attention to ensure that all players in education
sectors have strong knowledge and skills to improve their working results. The intent is to create PLC
at all school levels and the teaching training institutions such as Teacher Education Colleges (TEC),
National Institute of Education (NIE), Regional Teacher Training Centers (RTTCs) and Provincial Teacher
Training Centers (PTTCs) to establish Professional Learning Communities (PLC) by subjects and areas
of specializations.

Vision of the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sport is to establish and develop human resources that
are of the very highest quality and are ethically sound in order to develop a knowledge-based society
within Cambodia as sited in the Education Strategic Plan, 2019-2023. In order to develop such a high
quality of human resources responsive to the socio-economic development and labor market needs,
quality of teachers and quality of teacher educators with effective school managers and teacher
education institution directors is prerequisite to enhance the quality of teaching and learning of all
students and teacher trainees at their respective establishments.

Students of the 21 century must be taught by teachers of the 21 century and facilitated and
managed by school leaders of the 21 century as science and technology are rapidly flown into society
and economy binding us all in which is hard to resist this change. The solution to the unforeseeable
knowledge and skills is to enable learning for all in education system and flexible teaching and learning
contents adjusting to emerging issues. Hence creation of learning society through development of
professional learning communities at school and all education providers is key to enhance capacity of
the teachers and staff of education service sector.

Global perspectives on learning management for professional development is to start with building a
strong school culture with a learning organizational behavior toward improving school effectiveness
(Russell, 2008; Fullan, 2008). People learn from other people, share with other, and together with
other create new ideas and solutions to the problems they face (Fullan, 2008). Hence, the opportunity
for learning has to be created for all teachers and school administrators to improve their practices and
services toward better student’s satisfactions and learning outcomes. Professional learning
community or sometimes called community of practice has been instrumental to for continuous
professional developments in various schools in various countries and Asia, America and Europe (Lam,
2004).
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The Concept

Professional Learning Community (PLC) is widely used to build capacity of teachers and school leaders
to manage change and improve capacity of learning and teaching. PLC idea is to facilitate learners to
come together in a group—a community—to learn with and learn from each other. The form of the
group can be named differently such as lesson study group like in the case of Japan and technical
meeting of professionals to discuss issues and seek improvement such as in some developing
countries. The group can be named differently and with diversity and flexibility of tasks and
responsibilities. What we need to ensure is that we should have a group of educators that meets
regularly, shares expertise, and works collaboratively to improve teaching/lecturing skills and the
academic performance of teacher trainees/students. The term is also applied to schools or teaching
faculty members that use small-group collaboration as a form of continuous professional
development. Thus to be consistent with other developed world, PLC should be established in school,
teacher education provider and education organization for the benefits of teachers as we consider
teaching is not just a job, but a profession that we shall keep teachers to stay professional in all tasks
and their daily practices.

Why should we establish PLC in Cambodia?

To serve to two broad purposes: (1) improving the skills and knowledge of educators through
collaborative study, expertise exchange, and professional dialogue, and (2) improving the educational
aspirations, achievement, and attainment of students through stronger leadership and teaching. PLCs
often function as a form of action research as a way to continually question, reevaluate, refine, and
improve teaching strategies and knowledge. Meetings are goal-driven exchanges facilitated by
educators who have been trained to lead PLCs. Participation in meetings may be entirely voluntary or
requirements that all faculty members participate. Facilitators of the PLC are important role players
to ensure the PLC run well toward the goals and the learning outcomes.

In schools, action research refers to a wide variety of evaluative, investigative, and analytical research
methods designed to diagnose problems or weaknesses—whether organizational, academic, or
instructional—and help educators develop practical solutions to address them quickly and
efficiently. Action research may also be applied to programs or educational techniques that are not
necessarily experiencing any problems, but that educators simply want to learn more about and
improve. The general goal is to create a simple, practical, repeatable process of iterative learning,
evaluation, and improvement that leads to increasingly better results for schools, teachers, or
programs.

The Context

There are approximately 14,500 schools from pre-schools to upper secondary schools with about 3.3
million enrolling in the 12-year education system taught by roughly 92,300 teachers. Newly trained
teachers are around 3,500 per year to be deployed to these schools after their graduation and
successfully recruited through standardized system at 16 provincial teacher training centers, 4
regional teacher training centers, 2 teacher education colleges and 1 pre-school teacher training
center and 1 national institute of education. Key success of the these education establishments rely
heavily on teachers, teacher educators and lecturers as well as the institutional managers and leaders
of those establishments.

Global trends and issues require students with 21 century skills and the roles of teachers and
educators are to enable students to know how to learn and how to search for sources of information
and to wisely utilize the information effectively for their development. The roles of schooling have to
be adjusted to the concept of learning organizations in which lifelong learning environment shall be
for both personal and professional improvement to better serve the school to achieve it strategic plan
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of high quality service recognized by community and society to those who spend a particular number
of years at school either at primary or secondary school level.

Having observed to the context of Cambodia despite technical meeting and cluster school systems
exist to support professional learning for teachers and school administrators. Lacking of support
mechanisms for teachers and other related education personnel for their professional development
in terms of having a regular platforms or institutions for them to refer to for their professional
development and growth, causing low quality of tasks given by institutional authorities given to them
at their respective workplace. Lesson Study concept introduced by the Japanese were introduced in
late 2000s and scaled up to various schools in early 2010s with good results under the JICA projects.
In line with the movement of building knowledge-based society and enhance quality of teaching a
learning group of professionals should be established accordingly.

How PCL is managed?

In each educational establishment either school or teacher training institution should build a strong
learning team for professional growth of all staff. PLC, when effectively operated can reduce
misunderstanding and prevent conflicts in the work place as well as dealing with issues and enhance
capacity of staff. PLC should be inspired to be established after all members fully understand the
concept, usefulness and benefit of having it. The institutional managers and leaders should propose
and support staff with same subjects or same grade they teach at school to team up and if the number
of the members are too small, they may reach out to other network or nearby school to bind into a
group with strong support from the school leader and facilitator to ensure the workplan and agenda
for the group meeting.

In PLC, teams are often built around shared roles or responsibilities. For example, the
teachers/educators in a particular group may all teach the first year students/trainees or they may all
teach science, and these shared attributes allow participants to focus on specific problems and
strategies—How do | teach this particular student better? How do | teach this scientific theory more
effectively? —rather than on general educational goals or theories. Teachers, for example, will discuss
and reflect on their instructional techniques, lesson designs, and assessment practices, while
administrators may address leadership questions, strategies, and issues.

Members of PLC

Given the significant roles of the school directors and school management committee in nurturing
school improvement and responsive education to the communities. Organizational learning has been
reconceptualized to create learning environment at educational establishments to correct the past
errors and ensure best practices through changing behaviors using new insights and knowledge
generated from the process of information-gathering and sense-making (Lam, 2004). Hence, all
education personnel working at school and at the TTI such as teacher educators/trainers, directors,
school leaders and teachers. They can also be members of any other kinds of learning and research
for development communities such as professional society or associations and community of practice
for their professional support and development beyond their place of work.

Going beyond PLC, we should consider developing of learning society for Cambodia to build stronger
relationships among university, teacher education providers, research and consultancy providers and
schools are key to enable effective flow of learning among all professionals.
Those professional education societies — as annual gathering and professional development forum
with journals and conference proceedings to be produced as achievements from PLC there may be
name as follows.

«  Professional Society for teachers by area of focus/subject

«  Community of Practice for School Directors/TTC Directors
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«  School director association/council
. Comparative Education Society, Cambodia
+  Education Research Society/Community

Conclusion

PLC is a platform to be created at school and other educational organization to exercise knowledge
and skills in group through sharing and learning from one another. Effective PLC requires effective
management and facilitation by all members and the school administrators to ensure the professional
growth of all members. School directors are reform leaders in building stronger school management
system and ensuring the structural flow of communications and learning opportunity. Stronger school
culture comprises strong learning community in which teachers and school leaders develop their
capacity continuously and create mentoring and coaching system. The PLC cannot be well managed
without leadership and constant support of the school management committee as well as the
authority oversighting the school.

School improvement strategies cannot neglect establishment of PLC. School effectiveness requires
strong school-based management strategies with all members of the school including students and
parent-teacher association. Thus, having PLC is to create platform for teachers and school leaders to
interact personally and professionally with one another for their self-development for school
improvement and PLC shall serve its core mission to encourage teachers and school leaders to learn
from and learn with each other to enhance their work capacity for growth in order to support students
to achieve their learning needs.
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Key Messages

+ Lifelong Learning is a new concept and educational journey adopted by Cambodia so the country can accomplish
its sustainable development goals (SDGs) by 2030. Lifelong Learning consists not just of non-formal education
but of all formal, non-formal and informal education.

¢ In 2016, the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sport (MoEYS) invested US $764 million in Lifelong Learning.
This figure is 76.1% of the total annual educational budget allocated to help all Cambodians achieve nine years
of basic education. 48.3% of this was allocated to primary schools, 18.7% to lower secondary schools and 9.1%
to pre-schools. Upper secondary schools and higher education received proportions of 9.2% each. While non-
formal education is currently believed to contribute a large pool of activities to support Lifelong Learning outside
school, only 2.9% (or $US 22.16 million) of the total annual budget was allocated to this sector in 2016.

+ Bilateral, multilateral and international organisations have funded MoEYS activities and local non-government
organisations (NGOs) to help the educational sector meet the country’s millennium development goals (MDGs)
and SDGs. The Lifelong Learning programme will improve if the government of Cambodia allocates extra
money for activities beyond those currently available for non-formal education.

Lifelong Learning in the Cambodian Education System

The concept of Lifelong Learning remains very new to government agencies and non-government organisations
(NGOs) in Cambodia. As a result, only a few activities have been undertaken that contribute to this concept. Lifelong
Learning is a fundamental goal of recent education policies in Cambodia and it is often advocated as a way to
accomplish socioeconomic development and as a tool for promoting a knowledge-based society. The increasing
significance of Lifelong Learning in both national and international policy results in the need to place it and its
implications under close and critical scrutiny. When using the concept of Lifelong Learning, it is important to be aware
of the responsibilities of managing, delivering and supporting Lifelong Learning with opportunities to develop our
own analysis and practice in what is a constantly changing economic, social, technological and policy environment.*
The Former Executive Director of the NGO Education Partnership of Cambodia (NEP) is one of the most prominent
and experienced civil society actors in the education sector. He has provided a very brief overview about how the
concept of Lifelong Learning has been introduced in Cambodia:

In Europe, Lifelong Learning has been introduced for a long time in countries such as Germany. People there
also learn at home, in public spaces and at the office. They like reading. Lifelong Learning is a hew concept
in Cambodia and it was first known when SDGs were introduced. Before 2015, Lifelong Learning was not

1Vice-rector in charge of Research, Royal University of Phnom Penh.

e | .


https://www.facebook.com/peou.vanna.9?__tn__=%2CdC-R-R&eid=ARDHvfSiuLjFgp_fVWa8YTfNkQOvGwcx5xXSMejsOL0xYqUl5Scl7GC87USvxrJS--JsmjmXOs090dSn&hc_ref=ARRKZKC0MpCQiV_17D2txmAdSOQLUoqiYAf39Xfd1KQo7VXNA40BfpZXx4ZZnQZWpno&fref=nf
mailto:sok.serey@rupp.edu.kh

Policy Brief of Cambodia Education Review, Issue 2, 2018

discussed or talked about in Cambodia and non-formal education was very popular. Back in 2015, at the
SDG conference in Inchon, South Korea, people started to talk about Lifelong Learning. There have been, so
far, very few NGOs working on Lifelong Learning, for example DVV.?

In 2010, officials from the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sport (MOEY'S) were sent to receive training on Lifelong
Learning in Germany, Belgium and the Netherlands. After the training, the Cambodian delegates informed the
Minister of MOEYSS about Lifelong Learning; however, no action was taken at that time. In October 2017, a delegate
from MoEY'S was again sent to undertake training on Lifelong Learning in Vietnam. In November 2017, MoEY'S
organised the first workshop with support from UNESCO and DVV, who initiated the development of a policy on
Lifelong Learning in Cambodia. A policy on Lifelong Learning has now been drafted and is waiting for endorsement
by the Council of Ministers.® A joint High-Level Meeting* was called by the Minister of MoEYS, HE Dr Hang Chuon
Naron, on 17 November 2017 at the Sofitel Hotel in Phnom Penh, which was the first step towards a Lifelong Learning
Policy in Cambodia. The meeting gathered representatives of different ministries, the UNESCO Institute for Lifelong
Learning, SEAMEO CELLL and DVV International with the aim of finding a shared understanding of Lifelong
Learning and its meaning both internationally and in the Cambodian setting in order to prepare for its translation into
Cambodia’s national legal framework. The Director of the Department of Non-Formal Education, MOEY'S added that:

The policy has been developed with strong commitment and support from UNESCO, SEAMEO CELLL, DVV
and other national and international organisations working to support the education sector in Cambodia.
There are some problems which may constrain the implementation of Lifelong Learning; they include:
curriculum, the strategic plan and M&E mechanisms to monitor the strategic plan.®

According to the Phnom Penh-based Chief of Education for UNESCO, “Lifelong Learning is a need of Cambodia.
The concept was introduced in 1972 but it is very new to Cambodia. As I am a Hindu... we need to learn the Hindu
bible from birth to death. Learning can take place all the time.”® The education system of Cambodia includes formal,
non-formal and informal education and Lifelong Learning is part of non-formal, informal and formal education types.
The former Executive Director of the NGO Education Partnership of Cambodia (NEP) explains that Lifelong Learning
is more than just non-formal education: all formal, non-formal and informal education contribute to Lifelong Learning.
Facilities can help to improve the access of local communities to skills and knowledge. Lifelong Learning can be best
implemented when facilities are well equipped. Each community has its own needs and demands, so community-
based learning centre should conduct skills and needs assessments in order to identify local needs.” The Director of
the Department of Non-Formal Education, MoEY'S identified issues with current understandings of Lifelong Learning,
stating:

Non-formal education is a part of Lifelong Learning but we have confusion. Some key actors claim that that
non-formal education was an old model and Lifelong Learning should replace it. Non-formal education
should not work anymore after the adaptation of Lifelong Learning because we should not waste our time
working on two different policies for one thing.2

2 Former Executive Director, NGO Education Partnership of Cambodia (NEP), Phnom Penh.

3 Former Executive Director, NGO Education Partnership of Cambodia (NEP), Phnom Penh.

4 See details: http://www.dvv-international.la/detail/news/the-first-step-towards-a-lifelong-learning-policy-in-
cambodia/?tx_news_pil%5Bcontroller%5D=News&tx_news_pil%5Baction%5D=detail&cHash=53ec614f4df60bb47ac82ae3d32
able3

5 Former Executive Director, NGO Education Partnership of Cambodia (NEP), Phnom Penh.

6 Chief of Education, United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), Phnom Penh.

7 Former Executive Director, NGO Education Partnership of Cambodia (NEP), Phnom Penh.

8 Director of Department of Non-Formal Education, Ministry of Education Youth and Sports (MoEYS), Phnom Penh.
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Financing the Educational Sector in Cambodia

According to The Strategy for Educational Reform (2018-2023), the current focus of MoEYS is on academic
management, financial management and human resource management. Each of these factors are essential for
improving the quality of education in Cambodia and achieving Goal 2 of the Cambodia’s customable development
goals by 2030 (Hang, 2018). MoEYS’s Education Strategic Plan has a clear goal of supporting the immediate and
future economic growth and competitiveness of the nation in order to realise its ambitions. This depends on people
having the right knowledge and relevant skills that reflect Cambodia’s cultural and ethical heritage. In 2006,
approximately US $946 million was spent driving educational development in Cambodia. Of this, 80.8% was provided
by the government, with development partners providing 18.1% and loans making up 1.1%. According to the mid-
term Education Strategic Plan 2014-2018, MoEYS invested US $764 million in 2016. In addition to this,
development partners, including bilateral and multilateral agencies, allocated US $135.8 million to contribute to the
implementation of the Education Strategic Plan 2014-2018. MoEY'S has committed to gradually increasing the annual
budget for education to US $1,033 million in 2019, US $1,368 million in 2023, US $1,804 million in 2028, and US
$1,984 million in 2030. Such investment may help the Royal Government of Cambodia to reach its ambition of
transitioning from a lower-middle income country to an upper-middle income country by 2030 and a developed
country by 2050 (MoEYS, 2014). Development partners allocated 10.3% of the total official development assistance
(ODA) in 2008. This rose to a peak of 14.1% in 2016 but dropped to 11.0% in 2017 and was only 7.4% in 2018. In
order to replace these funds, educational loans increased from US $9.10 million in 2014 to US $24 million in 2018.

The largest proportion of MoEYS’ annual budget is allocated for school-based management to ensure Cambodians
achieve nine years of basic education (76.1% of the total annual budget in 2016). This further breaks down into
spending on primary school (48.3%), lower secondary school (18.7%) and pre-school (9.1%). The Ministry allocated
upper secondary (9.3%) and higher education (9.2%) similar proportions. However, only 2.9% (US $22.16 million)
of the total annual budget in 2016 was allocated for non-formal education. A lecturer at the Faculty of Education
observed that while the Non-Formal Education Department of MOEYS has made a strong effort to ensure that all
children, youth, adults, poor people and those with disabilities realise their rights to a basic education and Lifelong
Learning, only a limited number of rural and poor Cambodians have access to skills that can successfully support them
to seek decent jobs. Some of the reasons for this are dependence on development partners and the limited budget from
the government.® The Director of the Department of Non-Formal Education at MoOEY'S has appealed for more attention
to be paid to non-formal education through budget allocations from the government and development partners because
non-formal education is a very important contribution to achieving the SDG goals on education.

Lifelong Learning has been included in the SDGs to be achieved between 2015 and 2030. One of the Cambodia’s 17
goals is SDG 4: “Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for
all.” Since Lifelong Learning is a global commitment, Cambodia through MoEY'S will integrate it into the existing
mechanism. A policy on Lifelong Learning is now in draft and waiting for endorsement from the Council of Ministers.
Thirteen or 14 relevant ministries have been included to work on this new initiative. We also aim to work closely with
NGOs and development partners who are enriched with both financial and human resources. For example, lessons
learned and best practices of NGOs are useful to promote Lifelong Learning in Cambodia. However, this policy will
not succeed unless all the relevant stakeholders work together. Lifelong Learning is a cross-cutting issue.*° Lifelong
Learning is one of the 12 prioritised programmes proposed in the Education Strategic Plan 2014-2018. The 10%"
prioritised programme was formulated as follows:

9 Lecturer, Faculty of Education, Royal University of Phnom Penh, Phnom Penh.
10 Director General of Policy and Planning Department, Ministry of Education Youth and Sports (MoEYS), Phnom Penh.
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Literacy and Lifelong Learning program —equivalency programs and clearly defined mechanisms for literacy
and Lifelong Learning to enable the country’s human capital to continuously adapt to and benefit from
emerging opportunities in the social, cultural and economic environment. (MoEY'S, 2014, pp. 15)

Making the National Policy on Lifelong Learning a Reality

During the fieldwork, people stated that they believed that their learning period ended after getting jobs; however,
they did say they would consider going back to school if their knowledge and skills were not able to satisfy or achieve
their employment goals as planned. Today, many people understand the importance of professional development
throughout their life, especially when they have faced struggles and challenges in doing their job. The main goal of
Lifelong Learning is to encourage people to consider learning as a non-stop activity so they keep updating their skills
and knowledge to meet social, economic and technical changes. Lifelong Learning provides many individual benefits
because skill advancement is highly correlated with knowledge and skills. For example, moving from one type of job
to another requires learning new skills and improving knowledge to improve competency. Many countries work to
improve economic growth, and governments work to guide learning for all of the people in the country. Lifelong
Learning helps economic growth and helps people to become global citizens.*

A draft of the National Policy on Lifelong Learning was completed and has been submitted for endorsement at the
Council of Ministers. In late 2018 or 2019, actions will be made in regard to Lifelong Learning in order to transform
it into reality. Between 2000 and 2015, Cambodia adopted and localised the millennium development goals (MDGs).
One of the nine goals, Goal 2, was accomplished in 2015 when the country achieved universal primary education.
Post-MDG, Cambodia has continued to commit to achieving the 17 SDGs. Goal 4 requires the world to commit to
ensuring inclusive and equitable quality education and promoting Lifelong Learning opportunities for all between
2015 and 2030. To achieve this, Cambodia has now developed a National Policy on Lifelong Learning. However,
serious questions must be asked as to whether Cambodia is solving real problems or simply following buzzwords
introduced by the United Nations. Moving from MDG to SDG with its own existing education system will be very
difficult in the Cambodian context due to the limited government budget for education generally and in particular for
the adaptation of Lifelong Learning. Various activities are required to promote Lifelong Learning, but quality and
equity are key. Although Lifelong Learning is a new concept to Cambodia, the existing education strategic plan (ESP)
already includes many key components of Lifelong Learning concepts. Lifelong Learning has two points: being
flexible and learning for decent jobs.

When people have the low capacity to pay for their individual education (a cost of approximately US $231 per person
per year on average in Cambodia), support from government agencies and development partners is vital for bringing
people back to school for professional development. In 2016, MoEY'S invested US $764 million on education; of this,
94.6% of its national budget was allocated for formal education and only 2.9% was for non-formal education. There
was no budget line clearly revealing from which section the Lifelong Learning programme budget would be allocated.
If it is from the category of non-formal education, which appears most likely, then Lifelong Learning seemed to be
only a buzzword that Cambodia has adopted in order to be aligned with international commitments. Therefore, to
achieve Lifelong Learning, an increased budget from ODA and loans is essential. On average, ODA for the educational
sector (2008 and 2018) and educational loans (2014-2018) were US $135.8 and US $14.3 respectively. They were
mainly derived from bilateral agencies (i.e. United States Agency for International Development (USAID), Australian
Agency for International Development (AusAlID), Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA) and Korea
International Cooperation Agency (KOICA)), multi-lateral agencies (i.e., United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization (UNESCO), United Nations Children's Fund is a United Nations Agency (UNICEF), and United

11Chief of Education, United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), Phnom Penh.
12 Director General of Policy and Planning Department, Ministry of Education Youth and Sports (MoEYS), Phnom Penh.
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Nations Development Programme (UNDP)) and international organisations (i.e., World Bank and Asian Development
Bank (ADB). The international community should consider increasing the education budget for the non-formal and
information educational sectors to ensure the Lifelong Learning programme is successful.

Bilateral, multilateral and international organisations have funded MoEY'S activities and local NGOs are working in
communities to support the educational sector; however, they have mainly funded activities implemented in Cambodia
that contribute to international commitments, for example MDGs and SDGs. In this regard, the Lifelong Learning
programme would benefit if and when the government of Cambodia allocates an extra budget for activities beyond
those available within non-formal education. The available budget is already small and cannot support various
activities such as classes for improving literacy and professional development and vocational training. The availability
of a national budget for the Lifelong Learning Programme will not only sustain the long-term operation of the
programme but also help to reduce international dependency. In 2015, Cambodia was re-classified as a lower-middle-
income economy by the World Bank Group; its gross net income (GNI) per capita was then US $1,070. If the country
meets its ambitious goal of transitioning from a lower-middle income country to an upper-middle income country by
2030 and a developed country by 2050, international aid will be automatically reduced and replaced with the national
budget. Ensuring the improved knowledge and relevant skills for economic growth and the competitiveness of the
nation that reflect Cambodia’s cultural and ethical heritage will only happen if there is more investment via the national
budget for improving formal, non-formal and informal education.

Suggestions for Planning and Policy Implication

Develop a legal framework based on the National Policy on Lifelong Learning. After receiving endorsement from
the Council of Ministers, MoEYS should establish a unit or a national task force in charge of Lifelong Learning. This
unit or task force should work on a legal framework such as a strategic development plan and action plans to be aligned
with the National Strategic Development Plan (NSDP), ESP and SDG indicators.

Improve educational infrastructure and facilities for transferring knowledge and skills across the country.
Improving the function and the operation of community-based learning centres can help to improve the transfer of
non-formal and informal education. If possible, technologies and IT facilities should be fully equipped in order to
allow people to upgrade their skills and knowledge.

Increase access to informal education through social media. Many Cambodian people now have access to social
media and networks, for example Facebook, Integrate, Telegram, WhatsApp and YouTube. These platforms play a
very important role in sharing knowledge and improving skills and competence.

Establish a coordination mechanism and monitoring and evaluation (M&E) system. In order to track progress, an
M&E system should be established that works in close coordination with MoEYS. The existing EMIS system is the
best option as all of the indicators related to Lifelong Learning can be included in the system in order to track progress
for reporting and evaluation. In addition to this, EMIS not only helps to reduce the cost of M&E implementation but
also aligns with the existing ESP and NSDP.
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Key messages for successful implementation of Teacher Career Pathways in Cambodia

e The number of steps within Teacher Career Pathways must not too many layers and not fewer as to
create the confusion of criteria between each levels.

e Roles and responsibilities of each level in Teacher Career Pathways must be clearly defined with job
descriptions and competency framework so teachers are aware of the expectations associated with each
level.

e Teacher professional development must be aligned with roles and responsibilities of each level to
ensure that professional growth of teachers.

e A robust evaluation system for salary increases or promotions from each level to higher level in teacher
career pathways must be in place. The evaluation criteria must be easily understood by and accessible to
teachers.

e  Ensuring teacher buy-in and participation in the reform process.

Decline in the status of the teaching profession in Cambodia

The World Bank emphasizes that "over the last few decades, the status of the teaching profession has declined accross
the world in terms of pay, respect and working conditions" (World Bank Group, 2017, p. 138). This phenomenen has
been occuring in Cambodia since the 1990s. Teaching in Cambodia is not a particularly attractive profession. It does
not attract Cambodia's top graduates. Most teacher trainees are scored in the E, D, and C ranges on the grade 12 exam
(Tando & Fukao, 2015, p.2). The Cambodian government also found it difficult to attract and retain capable and
motivated teachers, which result in negative effects on the student performance (TPAP, 2015). The declin in the status
results from the relatively low wages, higly compressed salary structure and the lack of career progression and clear
future direction for the career/professional growth for teachers (TPAP, 2015). Teacher Policy and Teacher Policy
Action Plan (TPAP) were adopted in 2015 to address this declin in 2015 (Figure 1 deplay the nine strategies in the
teacher policy and TPAP). Yet with the limitation of the TPAP implementation, Cambodia still faced the issues of

unqulified and unmotivated teachers in the system.
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Figure 1: Teacher Policy Action Plan strategies and WB SABER-Teachers Framework

Strategyl. Developing legislative instruments and SABER-Teachers framework
Strategy 2. Attracting competent persons into

mechanisms developed
teaching profession
Strategy 3. Defining the standards of teacher
training systems
Strategy 4. Developing teacher training centers
Strategy 5. Rationalizing teacher to meet the needs
of education institutions
Impact of teacher career ladders on teaher motivation

Strategy 6. Provision of in-service trainings and
How can Cambodian government make the teaching profession more attractive to potential candidates and motivate

professional development for teachers

Strategy 7. Teachers motivated and retained in the
system

Strategy 8. Strengthening effectiveness of school
leadership

Strategy 9. Strengthening teacher monitoring and
evaluation mechanism/systems.

those already in the system? Based on HR theory, creating and managing career structure can be the solution if the
structure is attractively designed and implemented. The literatures that advocates career structure reform highlight
positive impacts of career structure on the current professional development system, teacher appraisal and reward
system, which improves instructional practices in the school and the student learning outcomes (UNESCO, 2019).
The Cambodian policy makers and scholars believe that teacher career structure is supporting the implementation of
TPAP with regard to the improvement of teacher professional development toward attracting and retaining competent
persons into teaching profession (TPAP, 2015; UNESCO, 2019).

According to the Cambodian teacher survey conducted by Fata No & Heng Kreng in 2017, 41% of participants used
to think of changing their teaching career to others but interestedly the majority still had teaching profession on their
list as classroom teacher, Technical Grade Leader and administrative staff when asking about their career pathway
choice (Fata No & Heng Kreng, 2017, p.32). The participants recommended the institutionalization teacher career
pathway to motivate teaching profession and stop the career swifts (Fata No & Heng Kreng, 2017, p.50) and to attract

potential candidates to enter into teaching profession.

Figure 2: Career pathway change and career pathway choice (Fata No & Heng Kreng, 2017, p.32
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Career Pathway Change Career Pathway Choice
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Designing career ladder with clear roles and responsibilities
The career reform will contribute to the enhancement of the status of the teaching profession if the design of teacher

career structures is attractive in terms of the number of steps within career ladder and their associated roles and
responsibilities, the salary scales of each position and the opportunities for professional development. The steps in
career structure must not be so high as it is will be hard to differentiate between each steps but must not be too few
because there is insufficient differentiation in terms of salary scales and reponsibilities.

In global career reform, the teacher career pathways (TCP) is usually consisted of three pathways : teacher pathway,

education management pathway and education policy specialist pathway.

Pathway 1 — The Teacher Pathway:This career path is for those who devote their professional life to
classroom teaching in direct and continuous contact to their learners. The teachers follow their learners
through important stages of their development. Teachers are very important persons for their students from
early childhood, through adolescence to adulthood releasing them into their study and working life. Teachers
help their students to grow and to grow up.
Pathway 2 — The Education Management Pathway:The management career pathway provides for
individuals, which are interested in education management and administration. This pathway accommodates
people, who see themselves as destined educators, but who enjoy administration and school management.
They are ready to take responsibility as school directors or senior management staff.
Pathway 3 - The Education Policy Specialist Pathway:The policy specialist pathway provides for
individuals, which are interested in analytical thinking, research, curricula development, teaching material
and textbook development. This pathway accommodates people, who see themselves as destined teachers,
but who also want to contribute to education development through research and education policy making and
development.

Cambodia has recently adopted the three pathways that are commonly applied globally such as teacher pathway,

education managment pathway and educaction policy specialist pathways in June 2018. Each pathway is consisted of
five steps. The roles and responsibilities at each level of the career ladder are yet not explicitly defined with job

discriptions and competency frmeworks and that it is hard to hold the MoEYS and TCP benefinciaires accountable
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for their tasks and to have clear expectations from their roles. The higher positions on the ladder are, the more greater
responsibilities are. Few researches conducted by the Education Research Council and the Department of Policy,
MOoEYS found that the higher the level of the career ladder is, the smaller amount of teachers can reach. This mean
that the compentencies of teachers and school directors cannot meet the criteria standards of each level. Thus, the
policy makers needs to reconsider the lower criteria standards of each level to make it compatible with teachers' level
of knowledge, readiness and capacity and provide teacher with professsional development and incentives for them to

grow professionally.

Align career structure with continuous professional development (CPD)
A well designed career structure should support teachers to grow professionally and not to hold them accountable

solely for the performance of their students.

“.... as teachers do not have control over many of the factors affecting their own performance and that of their
students... While a teacher policy should emphasize accountability, this should be part of a wider policy to
improve teaching and education. It is essential that public and political calls for teacher accountability do not
translate into blaming teachers for all of the problems in an education system...” (UNESCO, 2019)

The CPD should equip teachers with skills for them to succeed in their new roles in the career ladder. The Cambodian
CPD framework for teachers and school directors has recently been enforced but the implementation mechanism and
the clear linkage between TCP and CPD are not yet identified. The career structure reform will yield better result if
the CPD clearly articulate the programs that support teachers since the early stage of the career through induction and
mentoring by high quality mentors (OECD, 2013) to the appointment of new roles in the career ladder. The mentoring
program is provided to teachers by DPs and NGOs in small scale. The actual implementation of TCP will require
scaling-up or systematic induction and mentoring especially for the novice teachers. The CPD shall align with
promotion criteria for higher level. For instance, Cambodian TCP highlights the research/action research for
promotion to the upper levels of its career ladder but provides few programs for teachers to gain this skill. So for TCP

to work, teachers must provide with action research skills so that they can fully benefit from TCP.

Salary attached to career steps
The concept of career structure reform is that teachers are differentiated based on their performance rather than their

qualifications or length of service in terms of payment, professional development and other benefits. The attractive
career structure should be linked to attractive salary for each level in the career ladder. Since the idea of TCP was
initiated in 2016 and adopted in 2018, the salary for each level has been much debated among teachers and policy
makers. The question is that with the new career structure, the teachers should be paid as bonus or salary progression
based on evaluation. Bonus pay is "programmes that award teachers one-off financial rewards for desired performance
as measured either by student grades in standardized tests, or by teacher observations or as assessed through a broader
teacher evaluation™ (C.Chimier & B.Tournier, 2019 p.4) and lasts for a period of time. The bonus pay policy is easy
to implement especially in in Cambodia, where the civil service system is career-based system with many statutes and
layers governed by law. The bonus pay is quick and easy to adjust without altering the base salary bill. In current
context of Cambodia, this scheme may be applied in the early TCP implementation stage for the quick result of the
career reform. However, the policy makers need to prepare well for the transformation of the bonus scheme to the

salary progression in the long run.
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Salary progression is another model for performance-based remuneration in which the salary increases based on the
appraisal result for certain periods. The salary spine is consisting of different levels and that moving to higher salary
level in the same spine won't result in additional responsibilities. The model will increase teachers' base pay and
pensions but it is seen as long-term rewards for performance. A workable salary progression scheme will depend on

the robust evaluation system which is neither available nor effective in Cambodia.

Evaluation system

In Cambodian education system, the evaluation system is neither available effective. The school level, the internal
teacher evaluation was still unsystematic planed and conducted. There was still lack of rigorous and comprehensive
mechanism to supervise or guide school staff (teachers and administrators) performance evaluation and promotion.
Some schools conducted teacher performance evaluation; some of them did not. During the time of survey, the
evaluation was conducted mainly based on the commitment, competency and the availability of the school
administrators (school principals, subject-head teachers and assessors). The schools, that conducted the teacher
evaluation, mainly used the tool guided/developed by the ministry and some of them developed their own additional
tools. Also, some schools adjust and/or develop the tools to make them fit with the teachers’ teaching levels (i.e. pre-
school teachers, primary school teachers...). There were also some schools developed their own additional tools.

The TCP implementation requires a fair and transparent evaluation mechanism at the school level. Evaluation criteria

must be clear and easily understood by teachers and evaluators.

Transition to the new career structure
The MoEYS is committed to actual implementation of TCP in early 2021 with 100 School Based Management Schools

and some selected schools. Transition from the old system to the new career structure is complex and controversial
process and may lead to the division among the teachers without appropriate plan and effective communication of the
reform to the teachers. The MOEY'S needs to consider between two options in the transition process of the new career
structure such as (1) a big bang approach in which the new career structure imposed on all teachers or (2) opt-in
approach in which teachers voluntarily subscribe to new career structure or the application of new career structure to
only new hires. The second option may be fit with Cambodia as it is intended for small scale piloting in order to get
feedback, adjust policy or amend the policy if something wrong may be occurred in the implementation.

The opt-in approach and the application of new career structure will create two new teacher careers systems that are
hard for the MoEY'S and the schools to manage and also result in the tensions between teachers in the old and new
system.

By implementing the big bang approach in Cambodia, it means teachers will be reassigned to the new levels of career
ladder and thus, some teachers will go down ranks or some will go up ranks. This will result in the discontent between
the entry-level teachers and senior teachers. For example, in Cambodia, the entry-level teachers who have more
competency in term of research skills, ICT or foreign language may be assigned at the similar rank as the most senior

teachers whose teaching experiences are discounted by the new reform.
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Conclusion
Implementing a new teacher career structure in Cambodia is a challenge in terms of financial and technical resources

to support the TCP implementation, aligned CPD, salary conditions, evaluation mechanism, teacher buy-in and
participation in the reform process to avoid the division and tension among teachers. The MOEYS must cautiously
design the implementation plan that is feasible and produce the positive effects on teacher's motivation. The successful
implementation TCP must create the conditions where teachers can advance career, access to professional
development and support and constructive feedbacks. The success of the TCP implementation will depend on the
strong engagement of the MoEY S and other ministries such as the Ministry of Economic and Finance and the Ministry
of Civil Service. The implementers and the beneficiaries of the TCP must be fully engaged in the process through

open communication and dialogue.
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