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Introduction 

Globalization is about to unite all countries, it appears, with standardization and homogenization 

spreading in various sectors throughout the world.  At the same time, there are moves to 

reappraise the importance of individuality and distinctiveness inherent to each society.  In this 

context, many countries seem to be finding it necessary to reconfirm their identity as a “nation 

state”, and the rebuilding of national identity is becoming an urgent concern.  Recently, in the 

countries of Southeast Asia and South Asia, mounting nationalism can be observed in various 

sectors.  Education is no exception.  The education reforms undertaken in Southeast Asia and 

South Asia in the 1990s and later signify not only a response to the common challenges of diffusing 

basic education but also a greater awareness of how best to promote their own individual national 

education. 

Many countries in Southeast Asia and South Asia are still in the process of economic and 

social development.  In these countries, a large number of people still lack the opportunity to 

receive adequate education.  One major priority of education reform in such developing countries is 

to diffuse basic education by raising the enrolment rates in primary and secondary levels.  Also 

recognized as an important task by many countries is the nurturing through education of those 

citizens who can contribute to national stability and integration.  In 1990, the United Nations 

Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), the United Nations Children’s Fund 

(UNICEF), the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and the World Bank co-hosted 

the World Conference on Education for All (held in Jomtien, Thailand).  It was agreed that 

Education for All (EFA), the six goals aiming at the promotion of basic education across the world, 

should be a priority for the international community.  The EFA targets were debated again at the 

World Education Forum (held in Dakar, Senegal) in 2000.  The EFA goals now aim to guarantee 

everybody access to appropriate “basic education of good quality by 2015.”  The quantitative 

expansion and qualitative improvement of basic education are serious challenges confronting 

developing countries in particular, but the achievement of these EFA targets are widely recognized 
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as the responsibility of not only the governments of developing nations but of the international 

community as a whole.1 

This paper discusses how the Southeast Asian and South Asian countries have been 

undertaking various education reforms to achieve the EFA goals. Through analyzing the challenges 

facing education reforms in developing countries this paper attempts to reveal how to tackle the 

question of academic standards.  This paper focuses on this issue of academic standards as a 

crucial aspect of the issue of improving the quality of education, which has been recognized as one of 

the most important challenges among the EFA goals.  What is meant here by academic standards 

is not in the narrow sense of the term (that is, measuring academic attainment using aptitude tests, 

etc.) but the ideal direction to take for an education of good quality that delivers improved academic 

standards within the context of developing countries. 

To this end, this paper first proposes in the following section an analytical perspective on 

the education reforms in developing countries (a perspective that allows us to analyze the different 

elements relating to the quantitative expansion and qualitative improvement of education).  In 

sections 3 to 5, the Philippines, Cambodia and Bangladesh respectively will be taken as examples, 

and with reference to the analytical perspective, an overview is made of the basic education 

(primary and secondary cycles) of these countries, followed by a comparative analysis.  By so doing, 

this paper investigates the challenges generally faced not only by these three countries but also by 

other developing countries in Southeast Asia and South Asia when they undertake education 

reforms.  This paper draws attention to what is taught and also to the environment and system of 

education, taking a comprehensive look at how the issue of quality is positioned in the education 

reforms of Southeast Asian and South Asian countries. 

 

1.  Improving the Quality of Education in Developing Countries 

The international community as a whole has been engaged for many years in attempts to diffuse 

education in developing countries, chiefly the former colonies and quasi-colonies that gained 

independence after the Second World War, to create a foundation for political, economic and social 

independence.  In the 1960s, UNESCO led the adoption of education plans by region,2 and in 1990 

and 2000, international targets were set for the promotion of basic education based on the aforesaid 

EFA targets. 

The main thrust of the EFA goals can be condensed into the following four points: (1) 

guarantee of access to basic education, (2) elimination of the gender disparity, (3) qualitative 
                                                   
1 See UNESCO (2000) for details on the background and details of the introduction of EFA goals. 
2 These are the Karachi Plan (1961) in Asia, the Addis Ababa Plan (1961) in Africa, Santiago Plan (1962) 
in Latin America and the Tripoli Plan (1966) in Arab States.  In particular, the universalization of 
primary education by 1980 was named as the most important target. 
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improvement of teaching and learning, and (4) development of life skills.  What is important is to 

diffuse basic education as an all-embracing program where all targets mutually correlate rather 

than get pursued separately.  Among the targets thought to be especially difficult is that of 

improving the quality of education in all countries, the reason being that it is extremely difficult to 

define “quality” of education in the first place.  

To illustrate this, the declaration and the framework for action adopted by the World 

Conference on Education for All aimed to provide “universal access to, and completion of, primary 

education (or whatever higher level of education is considered ‘basic’) by the year 2000” (UNESCO, 

1990).  Besides, it has been pointed out that the standard of education is generally low in many 

developing countries, and therefore, merely expanding access alone is insufficient as an 

improvement in education per se.  Thus the aim is to promote “improvements in learning 

achievement such that an agreed percentage of an appropriate age cohort … attains or surpasses a 

defined level of necessary learning achievement” and  “increased acquisition by individuals and 

families of the knowledge, skills and values required for better living and sound and sustainable 

development” (UNESCO, 1990).  To this end, it is vital to ensure “expansion of provision of basic 

education and training in other essential skills required by youth and adults” (UNESCO, 1990).  

These aims are supported by the principle of EFA goals that regards the guarantee of access to such 

education of good quality as a basic right of all people. 

The World Education Forum of 2000 reviewed the EFA goal agreed at Jomtien in 1990.  

While basically still upholding the Jomtien targets, several of the issues were examined further and 

a new set of EFA goals were adopted.  In comparison to the 1990 targets, it is notable that a clear 

reference was made to the quality of education, reflecting the rise in international interest in this 

regard.  The new EFA goals agreed at Dakar pledge to ensure “that by 2015 all children, 

particularly girls, children in difficult circumstances and those belonging to ethnic minorities, have 

access to and complete, free and compulsory primary education of good quality” and stress the 

necessity of “improving all aspects of the quality of education” (UNESCO, 2000).  Also, what the 

Jomtien goals referred to simply as “essential skills” was clarified by the goal that aims to ensure 

“equitable access to appropriate learning and life-skills programmes” (UNESCO, 2000).  Such 

clarification of what the skills entail is vital to improving the quality of education.  That is to say, 

by subdividing quality of education into the learning of skills and the issue relating to qualitative 

improvement of the content of education and the educational environment for the acquisition of 

these skills, concepts became better organized.  The EFA goals set at Dakar furthermore stress 

gender equality in educational opportunities.  It states emphatically that elimination of the gender 

gap is necessary in both access and quality of education. 

As these EFA goals demonstrate, the purpose of education reforms in many developing 
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countries is designed to improve the current situation with regard the four areas of access, equity, 

quality, and efficiency.  In short, in addition to guaranteeing equitable access to basic education to 

all people, they need to ensure that the quality and efficiency of education is high.  In particular, 

due to recent improvements in access achieved in many countries, more attention is being focused 

on improving the quality of education.  In line with such a background, international organizations 

are attempting to define the aspects of quality of education.  For example, UNICEF classifies 

quality of education as follows: (1) learners, (2) environments, (3) content, (4) processes, and (5) 

outcomes (UNICEF, 2000).  That is to say, in order to deliver education of good quality, it is 

important that the learners first of all are ready to learn, being in good health, highly motivated 

and enjoying the support of family and community.  Then a safe and pleasant environment that 

ensures considerations toward gender must be available in school facilities.  With regard to the 

content of education, it is essential to have curriculum and teaching materials appropriate for the 

acquisition of basic skills (i.e., literacy and numeracy) and knowledge (e.g., gender, health, nutrition, 

AIDS prevention, peace, etc.).  Also, fully trained teachers that have properly learned 

child-centered teaching methods and appropriate classroom management are necessary to promote 

the learners’ learning and to diminish the gaps between learners.  Finally, it is desirable that the 

knowledge, skills and attitudes acquired by the learners should be in line with the nation’s 

educational goals and that the learners should use what they learned in getting involved in active 

social participation. 

Education reforms have to create a new education system that would take heed of the 

political, cultural and economic contexts of each country to make the realization of the above 

possible.  This means that an investigation of the qualitative improvement of education involves 

analysis from two different levels, that of (1) the learners and of (2) the learning system.  Bearing 

this in mind, this paper divides the issue of the quality of education into three:  educational 

environment (e.g., school buildings, infrastructure such as water and roads), education system (e.g., 

educational administration, teacher training and in-service training) and educational content (e.g., 

curriculum, textbooks and teaching materials, teaching methods).  Above all, many people are 

most interested in educational content of curricula and academic performance of students, and in 

many countries, there are demands to set standards relating to these.  This kind of interest, for 

instance in Japan, has resulted in a debate on permanent student records and national assessment 

tests, or internationally, a strong interest in the Programme for International Student Assessment 

(PISA) of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) and the Trends in 

International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) conducted by the International Association 

for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA). 
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2.  Education in Southeast Asian and South Asian Countries Today 

As Table 1 shows, the state of education in these countries is varied.  Although Vietnam is an 

exception, the table shows that the enrolment rate and internal efficiency of primary education in 

these countries basically correspond to the size of their economies.  This paper takes up primary 

education as an illustration but a similar trend is seen in secondary and higher education. That is, 

even with the exclusion of Singapore, a country which has an outstandingly powerful economy in 

the region, there is still a clear disparity between countries such as Malaysia, Thailand and the 

Philippines which have over 75% enrolment rate in secondary education and roughly 30% in higher 

education and countries such as Laos and Cambodia which have 30 to 40% at secondary level and 

well below 10 % at tertiary level. 

Compared to Southeast Asia, the lack of educational diffusion in South Asia is clearly 

highlighted.  In South Asian countries, economic, social and cultural aspects tended to put a strong 

brake on educational opportunities for girls but more recently, the gender gap has been closing in 

some countries.  Against this background, the survival rate to the final year of primary school is 

higher for girls than for boys.  This is indicative of the difference in attitudes towards learning 

between the sexes, and is worth noting. 

An overview of Southeast Asian and South Asian countries reveals the following 

inter-regional disparities.  There is a huge gap between the two groups of (1) the original 1967 

signatories to ASEAN (i.e., Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Thailand and Singapore) and (2) 

the other countries that joined ASEAN after the 1990s, (i.e., Vietnam, Laos, Myanmar (Burma) and 

Cambodia).  The countries that belong to the first group have basically recovered from the effects 

of the Asian financial crisis of the late 1990s and have achieved some level of economic development.  

Despite facing a variety of uncertainties, politically and socially, they are relatively stable.  By 

contrast, the countries in the second group, remarkable though they may be in regard to their 

recent economic growth, they still require a vast amount of aid from donor countries and 

international agencies.  Politically and socially, they remain in a state of instability.  Such being 

the social background, education poses different challenges to these two groups. 

These intra-regional disparities are not as great in South Asia if compared to Southeast 

Asia.  India, Pakistan and Bangladesh are undergoing varying degrees of economic growth despite 

the many problems they face.  Sri Lanka is delivering a certain level of economic success in the 

face of civil strife; in Bhutan where King Wangchuck is upholding the concept of Gross National 

Happiness (GNH), a stable though a closed society is operating; Nepal has fallen into a mire of 

political and economic instabilities.  All the countries within different political, economic and social 

environments consider progress in education to be an important part of their social development. 

Dynamic diversity is evident in all countries of Southeast Asia and South Asia.  



  
 

- 6 - 

Nevertheless, owing to the physical constraint of this paper and the ability constraint of the author, 

a discussion of all the countries of the two regions is not possible.  Therefore, this paper focuses on 

the Philippines as an example from the Southeast Asian countries showing relatively stable growth, 

Cambodia as an example from the countries still facing instability and Bangladesh as an example 

from the South Asian countries.  The paper takes a brief look at what educational issues each 

country is facing and what reforms are being undertaken to address the issues.  Thus, this will be 

a comparison comprising only three countries; however, by comparing them, it should be possible to 

note that Southeast Asian and South Asian countries each face different problems yet they share 

some problems in common. 

As qualified at the beginning, this paper, does not direct attention to “academic standards” 

in the narrow sense of the word when education in these countries is observed, but directs attention 

to wider moves in education reform including measures taken to improve academic standards, as a 

means of investigating the views on education and academic standards in these countries.  The 

thinking behind this approach is that although many countries of these two regions are busy 

improving opportunities for children to attend school, the fact is that there is no uniformity in the 

level of action being taken to improve education, particularly in terms of quality.  Furthermore, 

there is the fact that sufficient data is not available to make a proper international comparison and 

determine the exact academic standards issue of these countries. 

For example, from among the countries of the two regions, only Thailand and Indonesia 

took apart in the international survey of academic standards, the OECD’s PISA (2000, 2003).  As 

for the 3rd TIMSS held in 1995 by the IEA and its Part 2 survey, TIMSS 1999 followed by TIMSS 

2003, only the Philippines and Singapore participated.  Only Indonesia and Malaysia participated 

in the two surveys of 1999 and 2003.  All these countries come under the original ASEAN states in 

the classification described above.  They are countries that are relatively stable regarding political, 

economic and social conditions.  This is because, in order to take part in such international 

achievement surveys, a body is required to conduct surveys on a national level, which attests to the 

reality that in Southeast Asia and South Asia, the implementation of such surveys is only possible 

in those countries that enjoy relatively good conditions. 
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Table 1.  Primary Education in Southeast and South Asia 
Country Per Capita GNP 

in US$ (2002) 
Net Enrolment Rate in Primary Education: 

Total (Male/Female) 
Internal Efficiency of Primary Education (Survival 

Rate to Final Year*): Total (Male/Female) 

Adult Literacy: 
Total (Male/Female) 

Southeast Asia   1998/1999 2002/2003 1998/1999 2001/2002 2000-2004 

Singapore 20,690   97   （--／--）  (a)  95   （--／--） (b) --   （--／--）   --   （--／--）   92.5（96.6／88.6） 
Malaysia 3,540 97.4（97.4／97.4） 93.1（93.1／93.1） --   （--／--）   84.3（84.1／84.5） 88.7（92.0／85.4） 
Thailand 2,000 79.6（81.6／77.6） 85.4（86.6／84.1） 91.9（89.7／94.2） --   （--／--）   92.6（94.9／90.5） 

Philippines 1,030 --   （--／--）   93.7（92.9／94.6） --   （--／--）   73.4（68.8／78.5） 92.6（92.5／92.7） 
Indonesia 710 --   （--／--）   92.4（93.3／91.5） --   （--／--）   86.4（85.7／87.1） 87.9（92.5／83.4） 
Vietnam 430 96.1  （--／--）     94.0  （--／--） (c) 82.8（79.9／86.2） 87.1（87.4／86.7） 90.3（93.9／86.9） 

Laos 310 80.2（83.6／76.6） 85.0（88.2／81.6） 54.3（54.9／53.6） 64.1（63.6／64.7） 68.7（77.0／60.9） 
Cambodia 300 82.5（86.5／78.4） 93.3（95.5／90.9） 48.6（51.9／45.0） 55.0（54.2／55.9） 73.6（84.7／64.1） 

Myanmar (Burma) -- 82.5（83.1／81.8） 84.2（83.8／84.5） --   （--／--）   64.6（63.7／65.6） 89.7（93.7／86.2） 

South Asia       

Sri Lanka 850 --   （--／--）  --   （--／--）  --   （--／--） 98.4（97.9／98.9）(e) 90.4（92.2／88.6） 
Bhutan 600 --   （--／--）  --   （--／--）  76.4（74.4／78.9） 81.3（78.0／85.1）(d) --   （--／--） 

India 470 --   （--／--）  87.5（90.0／84.8） 62.0（63.3／60.4） 61.4（59.7／63.5）(d) 61.0（73.4／47.8） 
Pakistan 420 --   （--／--）  59.1（67.5／50.0）(d) --   （--／--） --   （--／--） 48.7（61.7／35.2） 

Bangladesh 380 84.8（85.6／83.9） 84.0（82.4／85.7）(d) 54.7（50.1／60.0） 53.9（49.3／59.0） 41.1（50.3／31.4） 
Nepal 230 68.5（76.1／60.3） 70.5（74.6／66.0） --   （--／--） 64.9（63.3／66.9） 48.6（62.7／34.9） 

 
*In Southeast Asia, primary education is five years in Laos, Myanmar and Vietnam but six years in other countries; in South Asia, it is seven years in Bhutan but five 
years in other countries.  (a) Enrolment rate in 2000, (b) Enrolment rate in 2003, (c) Data for 2001/2002, (d) Data for 2000/2001, (e) Data for 2002/2003 
 
Source: Table compiled by the author based on data from UNESCO (2005) EFA Global Monitoring Report 2006 and the website of Ministry of Education of Singapore 
[www.moe.gov.sg/ ](retrieved in October 2006).
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3.  Education Reforms in the Philippines 
The Republic of the Philippines was established in 1946 following a history of struggle 
against the successive colonial rules of Spain, the U.S. and Japan.  The Philippine 
Archipelago is home to a diversity of ethnic groups.  Classified linguistically, there are 
more than 120 ethnic groups and in addition to the indigenous population, immigrants 
such as the Chinese and the Spanish have settled in the country.  This multi-ethnicity 
of the Philippines give rise to two issues that cannot be ignored when considering the 
direction of its national education: national integration and language. 

Spain and the U.S. each governed the Philippines for many years.  Through 
their colonial rule, it is generally said that Spain implanted Catholicism and the U.S. 
added the school system and English language education.  These old colonial masters 
treated indigenous peoples as specific “tribes.”  That is to say, as “tribes” they had no 
unifying political system, territory or sense of belonging to begin with, but were just 
affiliations of villages in the minds of these peoples.  However, to administer colonial 
rule, Spain and the U.S. grouped together peoples that seemed to outsiders to have 
some kind of commonalty geographically, linguistically and culturally and called each 
group a “tribe.”  In this way, initially to facilitate colonial rule and later to move 
towards unification as a nation-state, each Philippine “tribe” came to be prescribed and 
their identity as “Filipinos” as a collective entity of these tribes came to be formed. 

The following section investigates what impact on education reform the issues 
of national integration and language have, as they are the key elements in the fabric of 
the Philippine nation. 
 
3-1.  Introduction of the 2002 Basic Education Curriculum 
The most significant education reform that has been taking place in the Philippines 
recently is the introduction of the Basic Education Curriculum in 2002.  This 
curriculum is integrated and remodeled the New Elementary School Curriculum 
(NESC) introduced in 1983 and the New Secondary Education Curriculum (NSEC) 
introduced in 1989.  The 2002 Basic Education Curriculum was introduced to address 
the criticisms against the NESC and NSEC that had been in implementation till then, 
namely that there were too many subjects being taught and that the content was too far 
removed from the learners’ everyday life.  A more appropriate form and content of the 
curriculum were created by this newly formed curriculum.  Subjects were drastically 
reorganized.  One notable change was that the eight subjects of the former curriculum 
(i.e., Filipino, English, mathematics, science and technology, social science, technology 
and home, health, physical education, music, and value education) were reorganized 
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and divided into the three subject areas that were to be taught in English (i.e., English, 
mathematics, and science) and the two subject areas to be taught basically in Filipino 
(i.e., Filipino and Makabayan [meaning patriotism]). 

To understand the 2002 Basic Education Curriculum, this paper looks at the 
secondary education curriculum, which was changed and reorganized to a much greater 
extent than primary education.   In the new secondary level curriculum, the number of 
lesson periods increased notably in English and mathematics.  Compared to the old 
NSEC, each of these subjects was allocated 1.5 times the number of periods as 
previously (see Table 2).  In English, this increase is expected to boost the reading 
ability of natural science texts.  This is an ability that is vital to improve attainment in 
the two subjects (mathematics and science) that are taught using English as the 
medium of instruction.  In mathematics, having learned the same content as in the old 
curriculum, pupils are expected to tackle practical research activities or 
problem-solving type learning.  To this end, one of the compulsory subjects in the 
fourth year is “business mathematics and statistics.”  The principle of emphasizing 
practical education also runs through the subject of science, which recommends outdoor 
science experiment projects as an extracurricular activity. 

In this new subject organization, particularly noteworthy is the fact that 
Makabayan was introduced as a subject to integrate all subjects excluding Filipino, 
English, mathematics and science.  The reason for the introduction of this integrated 
Malabayan is the emphasis being placed on “instilling love for one’s country through 
school education” (1987 Constitution, Article 14, Para. 3) so as to promote national unity 
in this multi-ethnic country.  Thus, in every subject, values and ethics are taught in 
Makabayan, covering matters relating to diverse areas of everyday life. The aims are to 
heighten awareness of the duties and responsibilities towards the community and the 
state and to nurture love of one’s country. 

This Makabayan is described in the new curriculum as the “Laboratory of Life” 
and defined as an “Experimental Area“ whereas the other four subject areas (i.e., 
Filipino, English, mathematics and science) are regarded as Tool Subjects.  That is to 
say, while the other four areas are subjects that satisfy individual needs, Makabayan is 
viewed as an area of study that helps pupils acquire the ability to balance individual 
needs with society’s needs. 
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Table 2.  Teaching Hours per Week in the Old and New Secondary Education 
Curriculums (Minutes) 

Subject 2002 Basic Education 
Curriculum 

1989 New Secondary 
Education Curriculum 

 Grade I-III 
(Units) 

Grade IV 
(Units) 

 Grade I-IV 
(Units) 

Filipino 240（1.2） 240（1.2） Filipino 200（1） 
English 300（1.5） 300（1.5） English 200（1） 
Science 360*（1.8） 360*（1.8） Science and 

Technology 
400（2） 

Mathematics 300（1.5） 300（1.5） Mathematics 200（1） 
Makabayan     

Social Science (AP) 240（1.2） 240（1.2） Social Science 200（1） 
Technology and 
Home (TLE) 

240** 
   （1.2） 

240** 
   （1.2） 

Technology 
and Home 

400（2） 

Music, Art, Physical 
Education, Health 
(MAPEH) 

240（1.2） 300*** 
   （1.5） 

Health, 
Physical 
Education, 
Music 

200（1） 

Value Education (EP) 60（0.4） 120（0.6） Value 
Education 

200（1） 

Total 1980（10） 2100（10.5） Total 2000（10） 
 
*   In addition to this lesson time allocation, an outdoor science experiment project is being 

encouraged. 
**  In addition to this lesson time allocation, practical vocational skills training (e.g., simple 

repairs on school facilities as a form of practical learning in construction/craft 
technology) is required. 

*** Including Citizenship Advancement Training (CAT) 
 
Source: Compiled by the author based on data from the Department of Education (2002), 
Ministry of Education Ordinance Article 37 (2003) and Ministry of Education Ordinance 
Article 34 (2004). 
 
3-2.  National Integration and Language 
Openly visible through curriculum reform is the government’s attitude towards the two 
issues facing the Philippines mentioned earlier: national integration and language.  
That is, more than 7,000 islands comprise this multiethnic nation of the Philippines. 
The creation of a stable society by promoting national integration through education 
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has always been recognized as a significant task.  (For example, Mindanao and Luzon 
have been active in movements for autonomy and in anti-government movements.)  
Thus, since full independence in 1946, it has been an important purpose of school 
education to cultivate an identity as a “Filipino/Filipina” while deepening children’s 
understanding about multicultural and multiethnic society.  Such education with 
emphasis on nationalism first manifested itself in the daily flag raising ceremony in all 
government institutions (1955) and the compulsory study of the life and works of José 
Rizal, the social reformer who is a national hero who was executed by the Spanish in the 
19th century (instigated in 1956) and continues to be promoted since independence to 
this day.  Therefore, the introduction of Makabayan can be taken as a new attempt at 
further deepening this education for national integration. 

However, in reality, it is not such a simple matter.  Looming large in the 
background to reorganizing and integrating several subjects by introducing the concept 
of a learning area is the reality that the basic academic ability of the Philippine pupils 
were clearly shown to becoming lower than before, according to various achievement 
surveys conducted in the 1990s.  For example, the results of the national secondary 
education assessment test from 1998 to 2000 demonstrate that roughly 60% 
achievement is recorded in subjects such as Filipino and social science but performance 
is only between 40 to 50% or so in each of English, mathematics and science.  Thus, 
devised as a measure to boost the three main subjects (i.e., English, maths and science) 
was the streamlining of lesson periods by introducing the integrated subject area of 
Makabayan, thereby freeing up some lesson time for the teaching of the three main 
subjects.3  To simply reduce the lesson hours of subjects taught in Filipino and to 
increase the number of hours of subjects taught in English was probably not acceptable 
to the Department of Education, which upholds the educational principle of 
emphasizing nationalism.  However, the adoption of this method seems to have 
facilitated the smooth transfer of lesson periods to the key subjects. 

What is worth noting here is that the language of instruction of the three key 
subjects is English.  About 80 languages are said to exist in the Philippines.  The 
official languages are Filipino and English.  School education is conducted through 
these two languages.  Nevertheless, Tagalog, which forms the basis of Filipino is 
spoken as an mother tongue by about a quarter of the people only (National Statistics 
Office, 2000).  Thus, for the majority of the nation, neither Filipino nor English is their 
                                                   
3 However, when the new curriculum was introduced, the same 400 minutes as the old 
curriculum was allocated to science, but in June 2004, by Ordinance Article 34 of the 
Ministry of Education, this was reduced to 360 minutes and the 40 minutes thereby 
generated was reallocated to social science classes. 
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mother tongue.  It is not difficult therefore to imagine that the mother tongues of the 
pupils and their languages of instruction at school being different pose a big burden on 
the children in regard to their learning process.  In this context, it is the top priority 
task for the Philippine government to improve the standard of education of pupils by 
improving the three key subjects that are being taught in English.  With increasing 
globalization of the international community, for the country to push for more economic 
development, it needs to continue emigration and migration of workers overseas, 
something that the country has done traditionally, and to step up the effort to attract 
multinational companies into the country.  These are vital measures and to accomplish 
them, it is necessary to educate quality human resources who can speak English.  This 
is an observation that should not be missed in understanding the background to the 
introduction of the 2002 Basic Education Curriculum in the Philippines. 
 
4．Education Reforms in Cambodia 
The Kingdom of Cambodia, which won independence from France in 1953, went into a 
twenty-year period of civil war after the coup d’état of 1970, experiencing the military 
intervention of the Vietnamese army.  Peace returned finally in 1991, when the Paris 
Peace Agreement was signed.  During these years of strife, the country’s name was 
changed by the government in power, first to the “Khmer Republic” after the 1970 coup 
d’état by General Lon Nol, followed by “Democratic Kampuchea” in the Khmer Rouge 
era of the Pol Pot regime in the late 1970s.  Looking at the recent decades of 
Cambodian history, we see a distressing amount of blood and tears, but the country 
remains a highly attractive place, with its rich cultural heritage exemplified by the 
Angkor Wat remains and elegant classical dancing as well as the rich blessings of its 
land thanks to the Mekong River and the Tonle Sap Lake. 

After peace was concluded in 1991, with the aid of the international community, 
national reconstruction went into full swing in Cambodia.  The country managed to 
overcome the ill effects of the Asian financial crisis of the late 1990s and is now on the 
path of steady economic growth.  Having said that, a wider view of the socioeconomic 
development of Cambodia undeniably reveals the dark shadows of the damage inflicted 
by the turmoil of civil war.  To illustrate, the economic infrastructure and the legal 
system are still inadequately developed and the country has not succeeded in attracting 
sufficient overseas investment.  Furthermore, taxes are not being collected properly, 
leaving the government finances in a fragile state.  In addition, the civil war took its 
toll on the population structure, leading to a shortage of human resources, a problem 
manifesting itself in all aspects of society.  Such is the situation that the Cambodian 
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government confronts as it still struggles to improve the serious state of national 
poverty while receiving vast amounts of aid from donor countries and agencies as it 
engages in socioeconomic development.  Above all, educational development is one of 
the most important area for the improvement of social infrastructure and is a priority 
task for the Cambodian government. 
 
4-1.  Quantity and Quality in Education 
As Table 1 shows, the state of primary education in Cambodia is undergoing a 
remarkable improvement.  For example, the enrolment rate in primary education, 
which was 82.5% in 1998/1999 leapt to 93.3% in 2002/2003.  Nevertheless, regarding 
the survival rate of children remaining in school until their final year (Grade 6), we see 
that almost half left school without completing their education.  The transition rate to 
lower secondary education is 25% or so and upper secondary education has not even 
reached 10%.  In particular, these rates are low for girls.  These data on school 
attendance have an impact on a wide range of age groups.  It is the reason for nearly 
40% of adults aged 15 or older being illiterate (MoEYS, 2005). 

Thus, even if the enrolment rate is of a certain level, if there are a large 
number of pupils who leave school halfway through, internal efficiency becomes low.  
Normally in such a case, the problem is thought to arise from the quality of education 
provided.  Yet, in the case of Cambodia, not only must the quality issue be discussed 
but also attention must be directed towards how best to improve access to education 
(which means the issue of quantity).  In other words, economic development is still 
insufficiently advanced in large areas of Cambodia, impeding children from continuing 
at school.  For instance, when children reach a certain age, they are considered to be 
part of the domestic labor force, so boys have to help with farm work and girls have to 
help with domestic chores or childcare.  Then, for poor families to send their children to 
school means expense (e.g., purchase of stationery and uniforms, travel expenses) but 
not only that, it means the loss of remuneration that could have been earned if the child 
had worked instead of going to school (such potential benefit is called “opportunity cost”).  
To solve this problem, there is the need to change parental perception about getting 
their children educated alongside the need to solve the fundamental problem of poverty. 

Therefore, the challenge confronting the education sector in Cambodia today 
(especially primary education and lower secondary education) is how to achieve both 
quantitative expansion and qualitative improvement in education.  Here the paper 
focuses attention on the education reform measures that have been adopted since 2000, 
thereby investigating how Cambodia’s Ministry of Education, Youth and Sport (MoEYS) 
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has approached this challenge. 
Firstly, the basic strategy in Cambodia’s education sector is a five-year plan 

called the Education Strategic Plan (ESP).  After 2000, three 5-year plans have been 
adopted: (1) 2001-2005, (2) 2004-2008, and (3) 2006-2010.  As the implementation plan 
to realize these ESPs, 5-year programs called the Education Sector Support Program 
(ESSP) have been developed (the 5-year span coincides with the ESP).  Out of the 
whole of the education sector, the EFA National Action Plan 2003-2015 was adopted to 
address the issues in basic education. 

All the policy documents stress that the top priority is to achieve “equal access 
to education of good quality” in basic education and to this end it is vital for the 
education administration system to be strengthened and government administrators, 
principals and teachers to undergo capacity development, with decentralization actively 
promoted.  In the context of these policies, the major role of the MoEYS is the 
formation of national policy.  The materialization of the policies centrally adopted in a 
manner suited to the regional conditions is the task of the educational administrators at 
the provincial level or below.  This is the principle that is becoming widely accepted.  
But even if an administrative system is created to promote such decentralization, the 
bureaucrats that support it and the principals and teachers that manage schools and 
deliver their educational services at classrooms often unable to take full action because 
of lack of capacity or shortage of funding.  Therefore, what is needed is for the MoEYS 
and the provincial offices of education to provide regular training in regard to the local 
government system and school management, both of which are becoming increasingly 
complex due to decentralization.   

The specific education policy targets that are named in these policies are the 
following four: 

 
① To provide 9 years of general education across the country and to improve the 

opportunity for acquiring functional literacy 
② To modernize the education system and to improve its quality through effective 

reforms 
③ To link vocational training required by the Cambodian socioeconomic and labor 

market conditions with education 
④ To strengthen youth and sports sectors through formal and non-formal education 

 
Looking at these targets, it can be seen that together with the promotion of basic 

education, the government is emphasizing the development of abilities that can be used 
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in the practical world (e.g., vocational skills training). 
In this way, effort is being made to achieve both quantitative expansion and 

qualitative improvement of education by introducing various policies; however, as 
explained in the following section, financial constraints are severe, and consequently 
the desired results have not been achieved.  For example, the ESSP (2006-2010) has 
the objective that in all villages a complete primary school will be set up that can teach 
children from Grade 1 to Grade 6.  Yet, such an objective is difficult to achieve in the 
current economic climate of Cambodia, and in view of this, it says that even if there is 
no primary school in a village, it would be acceptable to set up a primary school in a 
village at a reasonable distance (within about 3 km) from the viewpoint of the location 
of the village and cost effectiveness.  Despite the condition being eased in this way, the 
poorer the province, the harder it is to satisfy such geographical criteria, and there are 
still many villages that can only set up incomplete schools that can accommodate only 
some of the primary school years.  The big challenge for the Cambodian government in 
educational terms is whether or not it is possible for the MoEYS to provide appropriate 
assistance to such provinces that are suffering economic hardship while promoting 
decentralization,  
 
4-2.  Effort at Promoting an Effective Educational Funding 
The Cambodian education sector needs to create infrastructure including the repair of 
schools that were destroyed in the civil war and the building of new schools as well as 
the development and supply of text books and teaching materials and the training of 
properly qualified teachers.  However, the financial basis of the Cambodian 
government is far too weak to carry these things out and the human resources who 
would implement reforms are in short supply as was pointed out earlier. 

A look at Cambodia’s national finances shows that in the 1990s military 
spending was cut to increase the social development sector budget.  In particular, the 
education budget has grown in recent years to comprise nearly 20% of the government’s 
regular budget.  However, because a large proportion is spent on regular expenditure 
such as recurrent costs including teachers’ salaries, it has been impossible to secure an 
adequate budget for projects that diffuse education or improve its quality.  This has 
meant that the government has to rely on financial aid from donors or on 
internationally provided technical cooperation.  There is also the problem that, even if 
budget allocation is made, its execution rate is low (on the provincial level, the rate is 
80~90% but on the central government level, it is only around 50%).（MoEYS, 2004） 

Such being the situation, in October 2000, as part of the financial reform in 
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Cambodia, the Priority Action Program (PAP) was begun.  PAP is a program 
introduced to improve budget execution and its timing.  Apart from the MoEYS, the 
Ministry of Health, the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries and the Ministry 
of Rural Development have introduced PAP.  The PAP fund of the education sector is 
an educational support budget that is granted upon the approval of the MoEYS when 
the education bureau of each province applies to have budget appropriation from the 
MoEYS.  The introduction of this program led to the change in budget execution from a 
pre-approval system to a post-audit system.  In other words, money is sent directly to 
the province without first going through the MoEYS, so the decision-making power of 
regional governments increased.  In this sense, it became a significant turning point in 
the promotion of decentralization. 

In the education sector, the ESSP (2006-2010) requires the implementation of 
PAP constituted of 12 priority areas.  Each priority area has been given its own 
achievement target, strategy and eligible areas, main program content, management 
and monitoring system, and budget proposal.  The issues for PAP are: improvement of 
access and quality in each level of education, training for teachers, non-formal 
education, pre-school education, scholarships for children of low income families, and 
improvement of the education administration system.  These are basically areas that 
ESP and ESSP list as priorities.  PAP is therefore a framework with which to tackle 
these priority issues. 

The reason the government introduced PAP is that in the eyes of many the 
former system had far too little transparency in budget allocation and execution.4  

Because of this, the Cambodian government changed its budget execution system with 
support from donors such as the European Union (EU).  Nevertheless, although 
several years have passed since PAP was introduced, the non-transparency of execution 
has ironically increased because of the shortage of treasury funds and confusion in 
clerical processing.  In the current PAP of the education sector therefore, to prevent 
any non-transparent flow of money, each year’s budget is strictly laid down for each PAP 
priority area.  This means that if the budget runs out mid-year under one priority area 
(for example, primary education which requires the largest budget), even if there is 
surplus meanwhile under another priority area (for example, non-formal education 
where action is not forthcoming from the administrative side), it is basically not possible 
to re-allocate the budget from the surplus priority area to where there is a shortfall.  In 

                                                   
4 Many people have pointed this problem out in the interview surveys that author has been 
conducting since 2003 with higher officials of the MoEYS and education officers of the donor 
countries and agencies stationed in Cambodia. 
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this way, adverse consequences that were totally unpredictable when the reform was 
made seem to have emerged in many areas of practical application.  Therefore, the 
direction of effort into improvement must continue. 

As a remedy to resolve such adverse effects, the MoEYS has reorganized the 12 
priority areas of PAP into 5 program areas and from FY 2007 the Program Budgeting 
that appropriates a budget to each of these programs has been introduced. 
 
4-3.  Curriculum Development 
As seen so far, the task facing the education sector in Cambodia is to expand education 
quantitatively and to improve it qualitatively.  To this end, the government has taken 
various policy initiatives.  Regrettably though, the reality is that proper access to basic 
education is not yet guaranteed to all children.  Given this situation, the MoEYS is 
directing efforts into access improvement measures as well as quality improvement 
measures.  In the Policy for Curriculum Development 2005-2009 announced in 2004, 
there is sincere admission that the core curriculum created in 1996 was not necessarily 
an adequate one and an attempt is being made to amend and improve. 

For instance, in primary education, the curriculum focuses more than before on 
the Khmer language and arithmetic.  Thus, in Khmer and arithmetic, the attainment 
targets are clearly indicated for the end of Grade 3 and Grade 6 respectively.  The 
learning of foreign languages is another point of focus.  The curriculum requires 
schools to start teaching a foreign language (English or French) from Grade 5 (However, 
the government recognizes the fact that not all schools may be able to implement this 
due to financial or personnel constraints.).  Another lesson learned from the failure of 
the old curriculum is the inadequate use made of the results of the national tests 
(conducted at the end of Grade 9) in Khmer, maths, science, social science and foreign 
language.  These tests were used to measure the standards of pupils’ achievement.  
They should have also been used to improve the curriculum and thus the new policy 
stresses that detailed analyses will be made of the results in order to achieve qualitative 
improvement of education, particularly regarding the academic standards (This is a 
policy clearly stated also in ESSP 2006-2010.).  To achieve this qualitative 
improvement in academic standards, in upper secondary education, the decision was 
taken to reduce the number of subjects that have to be taken so that more lesson time 
could be allocated to the core subjects of Khmer, foreign language (English or French), 
and maths. 

In addition to these subjects, from Grade 1 to Grade 10, a new subject called 
Local Life Skill Program (LLSP) was introduced to nurture citizens who would 
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contribute to the creation of a sound and productive society.  The policy defines “life 
skills” as skills to make a decision based on information, effective communication, 
intellectual, personal, interpersonal and vocational skills that make cooperation with 
others possible, and self-management skills that are essential for leading a healthy and 
productive life.  These skills conform to the EFA goals described at the beginning of 
this paper.  This introduction of the new life skills program shows that what feature 
large in the education policy targets of Cambodia are the nurturing of public-minded 
citizens and the development of abilities that are useful to society and the world of 
work. 

As discussed in this section, the improvement of access to education is still a 
key issue in Cambodia but at the same time, efforts are steadily being made to improve 
the quality of education as well.  The life skills program, especially, is a manifestation 
of the importance of human resource development in the pursuit of economic 
development and of the importance of nurturing citizens who understand public 
interest and ethical behavior in view of the unfortunate history of the country that had 
once been torn apart by civil strife. 
 
5.  Education Reforms in Bangladesh 
The People’s Republic of Bangladesh has a homeland that is rich in natural resources, 
as described by the poet and first Asian Nobel laureate in literature, Rabindranath 
Tagore (1861-1941), as “shonar bangla (golden Bengal).”5  As a modern state, it can be 
called a young nation, having won independence from British India in 1947 and from 
Pakistan in 1971.  When the country was first created, Bangladesh was called an 
“international basket case” by a senior official of the US State Department because of 
its grave problem of hunger and its political chaos (Sachs, 2005, p.10). 

Yet, that afflicted country today in the 21st century is achieving roughly 5% 
economic growth year on year with the aid of donor countries and international agencies 
despite some political turmoil caused by conflicts between political parties.  Having 
said that, per capital annual national income is about 450 US dollars.  Financial 
difficulties thus still prevail and problems proliferate in the social development sector 
including education.  In such a context, the essentiality of the promotion of basic 
education for the development of the nation is something that has been repeatedly and 
continuously expounded in Bangladesh ever since the country’s birth in 1971.  This 
section focuses on primary education in Bangladesh while taking an overview of 
education reforms undertaken by the country chiefly since 1990 when the first EFA 
                                                   
5 This poem has become the national anthem of Bangladesh. 
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goals were set.  Examined here is the role of education in national development and 
how academic standards are viewed as reflected in its curriculum reform. 
 
5-1.  Education Reforms and Development Aid 
The current state of basic education in Bangladesh is that adult literacy of those aged 
15 and over is 49.7% (male 57.8%/female 41.1%) in 2002.  Notable is the big gap 
between the genders.  This is not only a problem in Bangladesh but is a problem 
common to all South Asian countries.  As Table 1 shows, enrolment rate at primary 
level can hardly be called satisfactory, though a certain degree of success has been 
achieved (for example, enrolment rate which was around 60% in early 1990 has now 
climbed to over 80%).  Yet, only about half the children survive up to Grade 5, the final 
year of primary education.  Enrolment rate at secondary level halts at 44.5% (male 
42.1%/female 46.9%) in 2002/3, indicating the problem that exists regarding access to 
education.（UNESCO, 2005） 

What has the Bangladeshi government been doing to tackle this situation?  To 
cite an example, the national constitution that was adopted in 1972, the year after 
independence, had already included the pledge to provide free and compulsory primary 
education (five years from age 6 to 10).  Nevertheless, for the pledge to be laid down in 
actual legislation, the nation had to wait nearly two decades until the Compulsory 
Primary Education Law was passed in 1990.  Moreover, although primary education 
was made compulsory by law, the fact is that due to economic and social reasons, many 
families had been unable to send their children to school.6  In view of this, the General 
Education Project was implemented between 1991 and 1996, introducing the 
Compulsory Primary Education Programme (1992-93) to promote school attendance by 
children and the Food for Education Programme in 1993.  The Food for Education 
Programme provides children who come to school with highly nourishing food through 
school meals.  The Programme is led by the World Food Programme (WFP) and is 
promoted in many countries. 7   In administrative terms, the Primary and Mass 

                                                   
6 One of the reasons for being out-of school children is basically an economic one, namely of 
having to engage in some form of labor (i.e., help with farm work for boys and domestic or 
childcare chores for girls).  This is particularly prevalent among children of poor families.  
Moreover, there is a social and cultural reason of a negative attitude seen among many 
parents towards giving education to girls whom they assume will marry into other families 
in future.  In Bangladesh, which is an Islamic country, religious reasons also compound to 
form an impediment to educational opportunities for girls. 
7 This program sometimes gives incentives to parents so as to enable children from poor 
families to attend school.  In other words, if children go to school, food for one household 
(e.g., a bag of rice or a can of cooking oil) can be obtained:  this is a device used to encourage 
parents to make children go to school.  Such a method is effective in encouraging school 
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Education Division was instituted within the Ministry of Education in 1992.  This has 
resulted in the clear identification of administrative responsibility for the promotion of 
compulsory free primary education. 

The General Education Project was succeeded by the Primary Education 
Development Programme (PEDP).  The first phase of PEDP ran from 1998 to 2003 and 
is now in its second phase (2004-2009).  The prominent feature of PEDP is the clear 
positioning of primary education development as a priority area in the education sector.  
The development is being undertaken as a sector program under a consultative body 
comprising the Bangladeshi government and aid donors and organizations.  With the 
establishment of a framework for aid and cooperation thus proceeding, the sharing of 
developmental challenges in the education sector, information exchange and 
coordination in the implementation of actual projects are underway between the 
government and donors, for example the second phase of PEDP (PEDP II): it operates 
the pool fund8 set up by the Asian Development Bank (ADB) and donors and liaises 
between these donors.  In 2002, the EFA National Action Plan was adopted, even more 
clearly identifying the importance of basic education (especially the primary education 
sector) in the education sector. 

In this way, since primary education was made compulsory in 1990, the 
Bangladeshi government has been cooperating with donors such as the World Bank, the 
ADB and UNICEF and continuing in its efforts to achieve the EFA goals including the 
universalization of primary education.  The fruits of this labor are evident in the form 
of improving enrolment rates in primary education as mentioned earlier.  In addition, 
in the flow of primary education reforms in Bangladesh briefly described here, 
especially noteworthy is that it is basically the Ministry of Education that is the prime 
mover in policy formation and implementation, albeit though assistance from various 
donors.  Since independence, Bangladesh has been the recipient of heaps of aid money, 
even being ascribed the epithet “experimental ground for development aid.”  It is true 
that no reform can be effectively promoted without cooperation with donors and civil 
society, but at the same time, a certain level of ownership is being maintained by the 
Bangladeshi government.  This is also worth noting.  Such ownership can be glimpsed 
as well in the reforms aimed at qualitative improvement in education that is discussed 
next. 
 

                                                                                                                                                     
attendance by girls, whose schooling opportunities tend to be obstructed within the family. 
8 A pool fund is the pooling of aid from donors by opening a special account in the recipient 
government. 
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5-2.  Qualitative Improvement in Education 
The purpose of education reforms in many developing countries is to turn around the 
shortcomings in the four areas of access, equity, quality and efficiency, as explained in 
the introduction to this paper.  The same applies to Bangladesh, where not all children 
are as yet guaranteed access to primary education.  Naturally, the major challenge in 
education reforms in Bangladesh is to improve access and equity, but interest has 
emerged lately in improving the quality and efficiency of education.  As shown in Table 
1, the survival rate to Grade 5 is low, and so is the transition rate to secondary 
education after completing primary education.  These are the results not only of the 
socioeconomic factors surrounding the children but also of the poor quality of education 
provided in primary education.  In short, because the content and teaching methods of 
school education are not appropriate, children might feel that what is taught at school is 
far detached from their daily life or find difficulty in understanding the lesson content, 
thereby losing interest and motivation in learning, often leading them to drop out of 
school.  The poor quality of education becoming an impediment to the continuation of 
learning signifies that the investment into primary education is not being used 
effectively and that efficiency is poor. 

To address this situation, that is, to improve the quality of school education, the 
Bangladesh National Textbook Board, later renamed the National Curriculum and 
Textbook Board (NCTB), was set up in 1982.  Although under the wings of the Ministry 
of Education, this NCTB is basically an independent organization, conducting 
curriculum development and compiling/distributing textbooks in all three levels of 
primary, lower secondary and higher secondary education.  In the latter half of the 
1980s, the NCTB started reviewing the school curriculum and in 1990, introduced the 
competency-based curriculum, and by confirming the academic achievement for each 
area of learning, aimed to ensure the pupils’ understanding of knowledge in that area 
and the acquisition of pertinent skills.  For example, by the time children finish their 
five years of primary education, they need to have acquired knowledge and skills in 53 
areas of learning (Hossain and Jahan, 2000).  The NCTB, having carried out reforms in 
primary education in this manner, is currently undertaking curriculum reforms in 
secondary education with the aid of the ADB. 

To boost the children’s motivation to learn and to prevent them from dropping 
out of school, the Bangladeshi government and donors led by UNICEF have been 
collaborating in the Intensive District Approach to Education for All (IDEAL) Project 
since 1996.  This is a District level (there are 64 Districts altogether in the country) 
education improvement project and as of August 2007, 35 Districts out of the 64 are 
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implementing it.  The IDEAL Project aims to improve the quality of education at the 
frontline, in schools and villages.  Its main activities are (1) improvement in the 
quality of lessons, (2) thorough monitoring of the outcome of learning, (3) promotion of 
planning/management at classroom level, and (4) social participation and coordination 
with the local community. 

With particular respect to improving lesson quality, the IDEAL Project gives 
training to in-service teachers in the Multiple Ways of Teaching and Learning (MWTL) 
to develop Multiple Intelligence.9  In classrooms where MWTL is used, lessons are 
based on participatory activities, such as singing, dancing and acting, as opposed to the 
traditional teaching and learning methods adopted in Bangladesh, that of teachers 
one-sidedly drumming in facts or with the emphasis on rote learning.  The teachers in 
the classroom highly appraise the method as excellent in teaching children who have 
grown up in environments where they have not known reading or writing, easing them 
into the learning of basic subjects in a natural and enjoyable manner.  The IDEAL 
Project expects the children to acquire an active attitude towards learning through 
taking an interest in real objects and phenomena that they can find in their daily life 
and actually testing those things out.  In fact, teachers are said to be really feeling that 
children are tackling the process of learning by thinking up ideas themselves and 
initiating interest.10 
 
5-3.  Ownership of the Government of Bangladesh 
It is worth paying attention here to the fact that these education reform processes are 
not necessarily being promoted in a consistent manner under some large policy 
direction.  For example, curriculum development in Bangladesh has often met with the 
criticism that it tends to be influenced by individual capacities of educational 
administrators and wishes of aid agencies (Molla, 2005).  When the NCTB decides the 
direction of new curriculum development, a team of experts does not necessarily 
consider it first.  Rather, the situation had been that it could be determined by the 
personal decision of individuals that occupy influential posts within the organization.  
                                                   
9 The cognitive psychologist Howard Gardner expounds the Multiple Intelligence Theory, 
saying that human intelligence is not a single entity but exists in multiple layers.  
According to Gardner, humans have seven kinds of intelligence at work in cognition and 
learning: linguistic intelligence, musical intelligence, logical-mathematical intelligence, 
spatial intelligence, bodily-kinesthetic intelligence, intrapersonal intelligence, and 
interpersonal intelligence.  For details about the Multiple Intelligence Theory, see Gardner 
(2006) and Gardner’s website [www.howardgardner.com] (retrieved in September 2007). 
10 The reaction of teachers to the IDEAL Project and MWTL can be found on the UNICEF 
homepage[www.unicef.org/teachers/forum/0301.htm] (retrieved in September 2007) and 
Ellison and Rothenberger (1999). 
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The reasons for this are the shortage of experts in curriculum development and 
insufficient research being conducted to aid curriculum evaluation (Hossain and Jahan, 
2000).  Another phenomenon that is often encountered is that the views of foreign 
experts dispatched by aid agencies are blindly accepted. 

Nevertheless, compared to Cambodia, which was described previously, 
curriculum reform and other policy decisions in the education sector are conducted in 
line with what Bangladeshi experts and government administrators basically want.  
The same is true of the IDEAL Project.  While receiving aid from donors (especially 
UNICEF, ADB and the Department for International Development (DFID) of U.K., the 
Bangladeshi Ministry of Education is promoting projects under its own initiative.  

In this way, although within certain confines, the reason why the Bangladesh 
government has managed to retain this ownership is the use of English as an official 
language by way of colonial heritage.  Moreover, along with human resources 
returning from studying abroad mainly in developed countries of the West, human 
resources development is underway in higher education institutions within 
Bangladesh.11 
 
Conclusion:  From the Perspective of Comparative Analysis 
As pointed out at the beginning of this paper, Southeast Asian nations are attempting to 
rebuild their national identity through education reforms while being subject to the 
impact of globalization.  These attempts can be seen in the education reforms being 
taken in the three countries that have been analyzed in this paper.  The Philippines, a 
multi-ethnic nation, introduced a new subject called Makabayan to promote unification 
of the country, though it is easy to glimpse the underlying issue; that of raising 
academic standards to drive its continued economic growth.  Meanwhile, though still 
unable to shake off reliance on aid, Cambodia and Bangladesh are both undertaking a 
diversity of measures aimed at achieving not only quantitative expansion of education 
but also qualitative improvement.  There, interest is growing considerably regarding 
the question of what children actually study at school.  The situation that confronts the 
two countries in common signify that in each of their societies a foundation is being 
built for the devising of an ideal national education in the midst of a slowly but 
improving socio-economic environment. 

The purpose of education reforms is to guarantee equal access to educational 
opportunities and to improve various qualitative aspects (educational environment, 
education system, education content, etc.).  Nevertheless, as can be seen in the cases of 
                                                   
11 See Kitamura (2006) for recent trends in higher education in Bangladesh. 
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Cambodia and Bangladesh, in developing countries in general, the top priority is to 
tackle the access issue, and then, as education becomes more diffused, room emerges for 
qualitative considerations.  For example, in a country like the Philippines where access 
has reached a certain level, the fulcrum of education reform shifts to the consideration 
of such issues as the content of learning and the academic achievement of students.  
Still, for much of the population as yet the guarantee of educational opportunity is not 
properly assured in Cambodia or Bangladesh, where the need is for a stepping up of 
efforts into quantitative expansion so that more people can enjoy the opportunity of 
receiving basic education, while pursuing qualitative improvement. 

This paper has given a brief account of how Cambodia and Bangladesh are 
undertaking reforms with the support of aid organizations of donors and NGOs so as to 
improve their country’s education, especially basic education.  By contrast, the 
Philippines are basically promoting education reforms under their own steam and 
receive external support as deemed necessary.  In the case of the Philippines, we can 
say that the presence of human resources with excellent capacity in education 
administration has enabled them to do this.  Yet, although better off than the other two 
countries discussed here, we have to point out that the Philippines are also not too 
comfortable financially. 

Both Cambodia and Bangladesh do receive a wide range of support but in 
Bangladesh for instance; the setting of EFA goals became a propellant in the 1990s 
when reforms in the education sector gathered momentum.  Although support was 
given by aid agencies including UNICEF, ADB and DFID, it is worth noting that the 
Bangladeshi government maintained a certain degree of independence and made their 
own decisions on the introduction of new policies.  This has been possible because 
resources for carrying out reform can be secured to some degree even though the 
government’s financial and human resources capacities are limited, 

Compared to such a situation in Bangladesh, Cambodia still remains a heavily 
aid dependent country.  This is clear from the fact that many important policy 
documents (e.g., ESP, ESSP, EFA National Action Plan) are de facto written by foreign 
specialists and that a fair proportion of the education sector funding has to rely on 
direct aid.  Nevertheless, there is no cause for despair.  For example, after more than 
two decades since full independence was achieved, Bangladesh has just managed to 
reach the point where it can implement fully fledged education reforms.  The road 
whereby this point was reached was in no way a smooth one.  Nor can we say that 
everything is proceeding smoothly at present.  Much harder has been the case for 
Cambodia, where real peace was finally achieved in the 1990s and only about a decade 
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has passed since.   Thus it cannot be helped even if the government’s capacity is so 
weak.  Having said that, there are glimmers of hope for future development albeit 
gradual, seen in the numerous appointments within the government of young people 
who have returned from studying abroad. 

As for Japan, which is the largest donor country for both Cambodia and 
Bangladesh, it is important to deal with the situation in these countries by continuing 
to devise means of support that would back the moves for reform in each of these 
countries.  In so doing, Japan should not be concerned only about what interests a 
donor country (e.g., effectiveness and efficiency of aid).  It is imperative that Japan 
continues to give steady support in line with the interest of the aid beneficiary (e.g., 
performance improvement). 

This paper is strictly speaking an essay on the questions of the access and 
quality of education in the three countries of the Philippines, Cambodia and Bangladesh 
based on limited data.  Therefore, the remaining future tasks are to make deeper 
analyses of these three countries and to conduct a careful demonstrative study of each 
country of Southeast Asia and South Asia, which cannot be simply categorized under 
one entity, “developing countries.”  In conducting such research and thereby thinking 
about the ways forward for national education in the rapidly globalizing world of today, 
we may well reap the reward of many insights into the educational situation in other 
parts of the world as well. 
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