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Introduction

Education is the bedrock of individual empowerment, societal progress, and national
development. In the Kingdom of Cambodia, a nation with a rich history and a resilient
spirit, the educational landscape has undergone significant transformations, reflecting
both the enduring legacy of its past and its aspirations for a prosperous future. This
book, "Education In Cambodia: A Comprehensive Overview from Early Childhood to
Higher Education," embarks on a detailed exploration of this dynamic and evolving
system, offering readers an in-depth understanding of its structure, challenges, and
triumphs. From the foundational learning experiences of early childhood to the
specialized pursuits of higher education, we delve into the multifaceted dimensions
that shape the learning journey for millions of Cambodian students.

Cambodia's journey in establishing and refining its educational system has been
particularly complex, marked by periods of profound disruption and remarkable
rebuilding. Understanding the current state of education necessitates an appreciation
of its historical context, including the devastating impact of past conflicts and the
subsequent, often heroic, efforts to reconstruct and reform. This book provides a
holistic perspective, acknowledging the historical underpinnings while meticulously
examining the contemporary realities of policy-making, curriculum development,
teacher training, and the intricate mechanisms of governance that guide the sector
today. It is a story of resilience and continuous striving, showcasing how education has
been, and continues to be, central to the nation's healing and growth.

The scope of this comprehensive overview extends across the entire educational
spectrum. We begin by examining the crucial role of early childhood education in
laying robust foundations for future learning, and then move through the primary and
secondary stages, exploring their structures, curricula, and the challenges of access
and quality. A dedicated focus is given to Technical and Vocational Education and
Training (TVET), recognizing its pivotal role in national economic development and skill
building. Furthermore, the book delves into the expansive landscape of higher
education, dissecting the roles of universities and other institutions in fostering
advanced knowledge and research. Each stage is presented not in isolation, but as an
integral part of a larger, interconnected system designed to nurture the potential of
every learner.

Beyond the structural elements, "Education In Cambodia" critically examines the vital
issues that influence educational outcomes and equity. Chapters are dedicated to
exploring the nuances of curriculum reform, the imperative of effective teacher
training and professional development, and the complexities of educational funding
and financing. Crucial themes such as access and equity, gender disparities, and the
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unique challenges faced by education in rural and remote areas are thoroughly
investigated. The profound impact of socio-economic factors, the role of non-
governmental organizations and international aid, and the increasing integration of
educational technology and digital learning are also brought to the forefront, offering a
nuanced understanding of the forces at play.

This book is intended for a diverse audience, including policymakers, educators,
researchers, international development professionals, and anyone with a vested
interest in the future of Cambodia. It aims to provide not only factual information but
also critical insights into the ongoing debates, the innovative solutions being
implemented, and the persistent obstacles that remain. By presenting a detailed and
nuanced account, we hope to contribute to informed dialogue and support evidence-
based decision-making that will further strengthen the Cambodian education system.
Ultimately, this comprehensive overview serves as a testament to Cambodia's
unwavering commitment to education as a cornerstone of its national development
goals and its aspirations for a brighter, more educated future.
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CHAPTER ONE: Historical Context of Cambodian
Education

Cambodia's educational journey is a tapestry woven with threads of ancient wisdom,
colonial influence, devastating conflict, and remarkable resurgence. To truly grasp the
current state and future trajectory of education in the Kingdom, one must first
appreciate the historical forces that have shaped its development. This journey takes
us from the monastic schools of Angkorian times to the modern, evolving system of
today, a path marked by profound shifts in philosophy, structure, and accessibility.

For centuries, before the arrival of European powers, education in Cambodia was
deeply intertwined with the Buddhist Wat, or monastery. These institutions served as
the primary centers of learning, particularly for boys. Monks imparted knowledge of
Khmer language and literature, Buddhist scriptures, ethics, and traditional arts and
crafts. Education during this era was largely informal and focused on spiritual
development and the preservation of cultural heritage. While girls might receive some
informal instruction at home, formal schooling within the monastic system was
predominantly a male domain. This system, though limited in its reach, played a
crucial role in maintaining literacy and cultural continuity across generations.

The arrival of the French in the mid-19th century brought with it a new paradigm for
education. As Cambodia became a French protectorate, the colonial administration
gradually introduced a Western-style educational system. The initial focus was on
establishing schools to train local administrators and provide rudimentary education
that supported colonial objectives. French became the language of instruction in
higher-level schools, and a curriculum modeled after the French system began to take
root. This period saw the establishment of the first secular schools, slowly challenging
the exclusive role of the Wat in formal education. However, access to these new
schools was often limited, primarily serving urban elites and those destined for roles
within the colonial administration.

The early 20th century witnessed a gradual expansion of the French-influenced
system, though it remained largely underdeveloped compared to other French
colonies. Primary schools, offering instruction in Khmer alongside French, began to
appear in some provincial towns. Secondary education, however, remained scarce,
with most Cambodian students seeking advanced studies having to travel to Vietnam
or even France. This dual system—traditional monastic education coexisting with a
nascent, Western-style secular system—created a complex educational landscape.
While the French system introduced new subjects like mathematics and sciences, it
also inadvertently created a linguistic and cultural divide, favoring those who adopted
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French as their language of learning.

Following Cambodia's independence in 1953, the newly independent nation embarked
on an ambitious program to expand and reform its educational system. Under the
leadership of King Norodom Sihanouk, there was a strong emphasis on nation-building
through education. The government took steps to integrate and nationalize the
existing educational structures, aiming to provide broader access to schooling for all
Cambodian children. Khmer was firmly re-established as the primary language of
instruction, and the curriculum was indigenized to reflect Cambodian history, culture,
and values. This post-independence era was a period of significant growth, with new
schools being built across the country, teacher training programs expanding, and
university-level institutions being established within Cambodia for the first time. It was
a hopeful period, where education was seen as a vital tool for forging a strong and
unified national identity.

The 1960s are often regarded as a "golden age" for Cambodian education, particularly
in higher learning. New universities and specialized institutes were founded, offering a
diverse range of subjects from engineering to fine arts. The number of students
attending school at all levels increased dramatically. This growth was fueled by a
strong political will and a widespread belief in the transformative power of education.
While challenges of resources and equitable access persisted, the trajectory was
undeniably upward, creating a generation of educated Cambodians who would go on
to contribute significantly to the country's development.

However, this promising era was brutally interrupted by the tumultuous events of the
1970s. The Cambodian Civil War, followed by the Khmer Rouge regime (1975-1979),
unleashed an unprecedented catastrophe upon the nation, and the educational
system bore the brunt of this destruction. The Khmer Rouge, under their radical
agrarian ideology, systematically dismantled all existing institutions, including schools,
universities, and pagodas. Education was deemed superfluous, even dangerous, and
intellectuals, teachers, and anyone associated with the previous educational system
were targeted and often executed. Books were destroyed, and the concept of formal
learning was replaced by forced labor and indoctrination in "re-education" camps. This
period represents the darkest chapter in Cambodia's educational history, a
catastrophic loss of human capital and institutional knowledge that would take
decades to even begin to repair.

The impact of the Khmer Rouge era on education was profound and devastating. An
entire generation of educated individuals was decimated, leading to a severe shortage
of teachers, professors, and skilled professionals. Infrastructure lay in ruins, and the
very memory of a functioning educational system was almost eradicated. When
Vietnam invaded in 1979 and overthrew the Khmer Rouge, Cambodia was left with
virtually no educational infrastructure, a traumatized population, and an immense task
of rebuilding from scratch. The immediate priorities were survival and basic
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sustenance, but the necessity of re-establishing some form of schooling quickly
became apparent.

The People's Republic of Kampuchea (PRK) and later the State of Cambodia, governing
from 1979 to the early 1990s, faced the daunting challenge of resurrecting an
educational system from ashes. With limited resources and a profound lack of trained
personnel, the initial efforts focused on providing basic literacy and numeracy. Schools
were often set up in makeshift buildings, and instruction was delivered by anyone with
a modicum of education who had survived the purges. Teachers from the pre-Khmer
Rouge era, if they could be found, were instrumental in these early rebuilding efforts,
often teaching multiple subjects and age groups with minimal materials. The
curriculum was rudimentary, prioritizing basic skills and political re-education.

Despite the immense difficulties, these early post-Khmer Rouge years saw a
remarkable display of resilience and a deep-seated desire among the Cambodian
people for education. Parents, many of whom had been denied schooling themselves,
were eager for their children to learn. The international community, particularly
Vietnam and the Soviet Union, provided some assistance, but the scale of the task was
immense. This period laid the groundwork for the gradual re-establishment of a formal
educational structure, albeit one that was severely under-resourced and faced
persistent challenges. The focus was on quantity over quality, as the immediate goal
was to simply get children back into classrooms.

The signing of the Paris Peace Agreements in 1991 and the subsequent establishment
of the constitutional monarchy in 1993 marked a new era for Cambodia and its
education system. With increased stability and the influx of international aid, the
government embarked on a more comprehensive reform agenda. The Ministry of
Education, Youth, and Sport (MoEYS) was re-established and began the long process of
developing national education policies, curricula, and teacher training programs. This
period saw a significant expansion of primary education, with efforts to increase
enrollment and reduce illiteracy. The curriculum began to diversify, moving beyond
basic skills to include a broader range of subjects.

The late 1990s and early 2000s were characterized by a concerted effort to rebuild
and modernize the education sector. Donor countries and international organizations
played a crucial role, providing financial assistance, technical expertise, and support
for various educational initiatives. This included constructing new schools, renovating
existing ones, developing textbooks, and training a new generation of teachers. The
focus shifted from mere access to improving the quality of education, although this
remained a significant challenge. Higher education also began its slow recovery, with
existing universities being revitalized and new ones established, often with
international partnerships.

The ongoing historical legacy continues to shape Cambodian education today. The
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demographic gap created by the Khmer Rouge era, where a significant portion of the
educated population was lost, still impacts the availability of experienced teachers and
leaders. While progress has been substantial, challenges related to resource
allocation, teacher qualifications, and equitable access across urban and rural divides
remain. The resilience demonstrated throughout these turbulent times, however, also
instills a strong commitment to education as a cornerstone of Cambodia's future
prosperity and its ability to overcome past traumas. The journey has been arduous,
but the unwavering belief in the power of learning continues to drive the nation
forward in its quest for a truly comprehensive and quality educational system.
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