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Introduction 
 
The Southeast Asia Primary Learning Metrics (SEA-PLM) is a regional, large-scale learning assessment and 

capacity-building programme, aimed at generating ŎƻƳǇŀǊŀōƭŜ Řŀǘŀ ƻƴ DǊŀŘŜ р ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

learning outcomes. It was launched by the Southeast Asia Ministers of Education Organization (SEAMEO) 

Secretariat and the UNICEF East Asia and Pacific Regional Office (UNICEF EAPRO) to improve regional capacity 

to measure learning outcomes, use data, and advance regional peer exchange on foundational learning. 

Launched formally in 2014, the first cycle of SEA-PLM, the 2019 cycle, included six countries: Cambodia, Lao 

tŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ 5ŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ wŜǇǳōƭƛŎΣ aŀƭŀȅǎƛŀΣ ayanmar, the Philippines, and Viet Nam. The ensuing SEA-PLM 2019 

Main Regional Report and subsequent secondary reports have been widely used to advance foundational 

learning policies and practices in the region. 

 

The successful completion of this current cycle, the 2024 cycle, has demonstrated the successful integration 

of SEA-PLM into regional and national accountability mechanisms on foundational learning and the continued 

commitment of Ministries of Education and an increased number of partners to advance learning for all 

children in Southeast Asia.  

 

The 2024 Main Regional Report provides a comprehensive picture of the reading and mathematics 

proficiencies of Grade 5 students in the same six participating countries. The learning data is complemented 

by student, teacher, and school-level questionnaires; the 2024 cycle also introduced system-level 

questionnaires designed to capture the basic education contexts, policies, and programmes that describe the 

foundational learning systems across the participating countries. The report presents not only the learning 

levels in 2024, but also seeks to examine how learning trajectories have changed since 2019. Where do we 

see improvements? Where are children still being left behind? This 2024 report draws attention to some of 

the continued barriers and lasting inequalities observed in the region, particularly for the most disadvantaged 

populations, amidst polycrisis and ongoing external shocks facing education systems. 

 

We hope that this regional report, complemented by upcoming national reports developed and released by 

respective Ministries of Education and future thematic secondary reports, will provide meaningful insights 

into the learning outcomes of children at the end of primary education in Southeast Asia. The data can confirm 

priorities, support resource allocation, and identify areas for policy, curriculum and teacher training reforms, 

amongst other things. SEA-PLM seeks to drive evidence-based decision-making and support the identification 

and implementation of the most cost-effective policies and practices, especially in an increasingly resource-

constrained and volatile global environment.  

 

The SEAMEO Secretariat and UNICEF will continue to support Ministries of Education in their efforts in 

advancing foundational learning, ensuring that each child is able to enjoy their fundamental right to a quality 

education. We invite more countries and partners to join in these efforts. 

 

The SEA-PLM Regional Secretariat is co-managed by the SEAMEO Secretariat and UNICEF EAPRO 
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Executive summary 
Chapter 1: Primary Education in Southeast Asia ς Contexts, Challenges and Systemic Insights 

SEA-PLM is a regional assessment and capacity-building programme, now in its second cycle, covering 

Cambodia, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines, and Viet Nam. Since 2019, the region has faced 

major shocks: COVID-19, climate change, demographic shifts, declining education budgets, political 

instabilities,and rapid digital transformation, including the emergence of AI. Understanding the extent and 

impacts of the ongoing polycrisis is critical to interpreting how post-COVID disruptions have shaped learning 

outcomes across the region. 

 

Education is the fundamental right of every child. Governments across the region have implemented, in 

varying degrees and capacities, different policies, programmes, and reforms to address persistent challenges 

in achieving equitable access and quality, with continued disparities in resources, learning outcomes, and 

system resilience. Major policy reforms have been introduced since 2019, including learning recovery, digital 

initiatives, climate adaptation, curriculum changes, and the implementation of remedial and catch-up 

programs. 

 

Chapter 2: Design, Methodology, and Implementation Features 

SEA-PLM is underpinned by a rigorous methodology informed by best practices and standards adopted from 

the international large-scale assessment (ILSA) community. The 2024 survey was conducted in six countries, 

targeting a representative sample of Grade 5 students in each country. Instruments included reading and 

mathematics tests, and contextual questionnaires for students, teachers, school leaders, and parents. The 

survey was administered in the official national languages of instruction, with careful adaptation to local 

contexts and rigorous quality assurance of translated materials. Data collection was staggered to align with 

national school calendars. Despite challenges such as declining enrolment and COVID-19 disruptions, high 

participation rates and robust sampling were achieved, ensuring reliable, comparable results across countries 

and cycles. 

 

/ƘŀǇǘŜǊ оΥ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ tǊƻŦƛŎƛŜƴŎȅ ƛƴ wŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ aŀǘƘŜƳŀǘƛŎǎ 

The SEA-PLM 2024 results confirm the continued learning crisis in the region. While regional averages in 

reading showed little or no progress, there was modest improvement in mathematics. SEA-PLM proficiency 

scales allow for nuanced reporting of student achievement and a deep insight into who is learning and who 

is not.  

 

In 2024, SEA-PLM changed its benchmark against the Sustainable Development Goal indicator on learning at 

the end of primary education, adopting Band 5 as the new cut-off point (a change from Band 6 in 2019) within 

the SEA-PLM proficiency scales in reading and mathematics. Only one in two students (53 per cent) reached 

this minimum proficiency level in reading; two in three (67 per cent) reached it in mathematics, an 

improvement from 2019 (from 47 per cent and 56 per cent respectively). 

 

However, looking beyond minimum levels at national curriculum expectations, the highest proficiency levels 

(Band 6+) were reached by 36 per cent in reading, and 52 per cent in mathematics. Simultaneously, 15 per 

cent of students remain at very low proficiency in reading; 9 per cent in mathematics. The wide distribution 

across proficiency bands points to systemic issues in equity, access, and quality of recovery from post-

pandemic disruptions and other external shocks. These gaps highlight persistent challenges in foundational 

learning. 
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Chapter 4: Equity and Learning Opportunities in Primary Education 

Learning outcomes are shaped by numerous different factors, ranging from student backgrounds and 

behaviours to teachers' capacity and empowerment, to the actual learning environment in schools. SEA-PLM 

2024 shows that despite overall improvements in access to primary education, persistent inequities continue 

ǘƻ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǘǊŀƧŜŎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ DǊŀŘŜ рΦ  

 

At the student level, socioeconomic status (SES) remains the strongest predictor of achievement, with gaps 

equivalent to up to two years of schooling. Systemic barriers continue to lead to different learning trajectories 

for boys and girls, resulting in persistent gender gaps: girls outperform boys in reading, while mathematics 

differences are smaller and sometimes reversed. The results highlight the importance of language alignment 

between home and school, with closer alignment linked to higher learning outcomes, especially in reading.  

 

Teachers remain central to the improvement of foundational learning. There is an improvement in teacher 

qualifications, but variations in pre-service education, specialization, and exposure to in-service training can 

be observed. Teacher preparedness is still limited in several countries. Many teachers reported that many 

students struggle with lack of basic skills, further complicating management of classroom learning.  

 

When considering the learning environment itself, school factorsτurban/rural location, public/private status, 

class size, resource availability, and teacher qualificationsτfurther shape outcomes. School directors report 

that bullying, violence, and resource shortages remain prevalent, affecting well-being and achievement. While 

SEA-PLM is not able to comment conclusively on the impact of COVID-19 closures on learning outcomes, the 

ƭŜƴƎǘƘ ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŎƭƻǎǳǊŜ ŀƭƻƴŜ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ǎŜŜƳ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ƘŀŘ ŀ ƳŀƧƻǊ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǎŎƻǊŜǎΦ  

 

Chapter 5: Key insights from SEA-PLM 2024 to guide future actions 

SEA-PLM provides the region with critical insights into the current status of learning in the region. Ten key 

insights and policy considerations were drawn from the data, to be complemented and further developed.  

 

1. Only half of the children meet minimum proficiency levels in reading; in mathematics, one third achieve 

this level. There is an urgent need to increase investment in foundational learning, prioritizing the most 

disadvantaged learners and schools.  

 
2. A degree of stability in learning outcomes has been achieved despite significant external shocks since 2019. 

Future-looking action and continued investment in building system resilience will be needed to prepare 

students and schools to face diverse shocks.  

 

3. The pace of improvement among students at the very low proficiency levels remains slow. Targeted 

strategies and accelerated support for the lowest performers will be needed to close the gap in learning 

outcomes. 

 

4. Education systems continue to demonstrate barriers to learning that differentially affect students, resulting 

in different learning trajectories for boys and girls across the region and within countries. Greater efforts in 

building inclusive and gender-responsive systems will be needed to support all learners to reach their full 

potential.  

 

5. Inequalities in learning outcomes continue to be driven by the socioeconomic status (SES) of the children. 

Greater efforts will be needed to address socioeconomic inequities and to understand the multiple factors 

shaping and impeding learning.  
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6. Early learning opportunities and school resources significantly boost student performance, but unequal 

access, driven by socioeconomic differences, limit these benefits. Investing in equity-focused interventions, 

such as quality ECE, teacher support and learning environments, will be needed to narrow achievement gaps. 

 

7. Language alignment boosts learning and students generally perform better when their home language 

matches the test language. Aligning language policies with language needs will support children in their 

learning journeys. 

 

8. Teacher qualifications have improved, but persistent gaps in teacher preparedness continue to be 

observed. There is a need to further focus on strengthening teacher capacity beyond qualifications, with a 

focus on differentiated learning, inclusive pedagogy, and the use of information and communication 

technology (ICT).  

 

9. The region is witnessing declining investment in education and a closing demographic window of 

opportunity. Education systems will need to increase equality and efficiency to ensure continued national 

development.  

 

10. The use of data for evidence-based decision-making is still nascent. Further focus on monitoring progress 

and understanding and scaling up what works will strengthen data-driven policymaking and ensure the 

efficacy of investments. 

 

Looking ahead into 2029 and beyond 

SEA-t[aΩǎ Ǝƻŀƭ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ōȅ нлолΣ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴ ƳŀƪŜ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŀōƭŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ŜǉǳƛǘŀōƭŜ 

foundational learning, narrowing equity gaps, ensuring that every child has a fair chance to learn. 

The region has made considerable investment in foundational learning, and progress is starting to be visible. 

This will need to be sustained for the next generations of learners. 

 

SEA-PLM 2029 represents not just the next cycle of assessment but also a chance to reimagine the role of 

data in driving educational transformation across Southeast Asia. The journey from 2019 to 2024 has shown 

that commitments at the policy level must be matched by effective implementation, a stronger equity focus, 

and the deeper use of evidence. 

 

In this vision, SEA-PLM is not only an assessment but also a regional driver of change, strengthening evidence 

use, advancing accountability, and uniting Southeast Asian countries around a shared commitment: that no 

child in the region should be denied the chance to learn, thrive, and contribute to their society. 
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Chapter 1 Primary education in Southeast Asia: Contexts, 

challenges and systemic insights 

1.1 Introduction 

Education is the fundamental right of every child. It is a right recognized in international treaties such as the 

Convention on the Rights of the Child, which all Southeast Asian nations are signatories to. Yet millions of 

children globally, and in Southeast Asia, continue to experience exclusion from learning. 

Foundational literacy1 ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ŀǊŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƻ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŦƻǊƳ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ 

supporting children not only to succeed in later years in school but also to contribute meaningfully to national, 

economic and social growth and development. Foundational skills help prepare children for a rapidly evolving 

and changing world, giving them greater resilience and skills to deal with uncertainties and emerging challenges, 

while also taking advantage of opportunities. 

¢ƘŜǎŜ ōŀǎƛŎ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ŀǊŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ŀŎǉǳƛǊŜŘ ƛƴ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΤ ƻƴŎŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƘŀǾŜ ΨƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜŀŘΩΣ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ 

ΨǊŜŀŘ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴΩ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǾŜ ƻƴ ǘƻ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ ǘŀǎƪǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎƛƴƎ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘǎΦ ¸Ŝǘ Ƴŀƴȅ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ 

limited mechanisms for understanding and tracking learning outcomes in a rigorous, internationally comparable 

manner. Even fewer meaningfully use the data from assessments to shape national policy and teaching and 

learning practices. 

In 2019, six Southeast Asian countries (Cambodia, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines and Viet Nam) 

conducted the first round of a new regional assessment, the Southeast Asia Primary Learning Metrics (SEA-

PLM). This represented a strong commitment to accountability for learning outcomes, particularly at the end of 

primary education, and established a contextualized, regionally owned and led, international large-scale 

assessment. 

In 2024, the SEA-PLM survey was administered for the second time, with the full participation of the same six 

countries2, attesting to the consolidation, sustainability and acceptance of SEA-PLM as a regional and 

international large-scale assessment. SEA-PLM has been cited in both national and regional education plans, 

and countries implementing SEA-PLM are able to report to the UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS) on progress 

towards Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 4.1.1b, which tracks learning outcomes in reading and 

mathematics at the end of primary education. SEA-PLM has become an established part of the assessment 

landscape of Southeast Asia. This report presents the main conclusions of the 2024 cycle, highlighting trends, 

identifying continued challenges, and examining inequities and inequalities in access to quality learning 

opportunities. 

                                                             
1 In reading, writing and mathematics. 
2 A seventh country, Timor-Leste, also participated in the Main Survey data collection. See below for full disclaimer 
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Figure 1.1: Map of SEA-PLM 2024 participating countries 

 

Box 1.1: What is SEA-PLM? 

SEA-PLM is a regional learning assessment and capacity-building programme designed by and for 

Southeast Asian countries to improve equitable learning outcomes for students in basic education. It 

applies international methods, processes and quality assurance mechanisms to ensure a credible 

measure of learning outcomes and context. 

Conducted every five years, the SEA-t[a ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎΣ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩΣ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ŀƴŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ 

ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎΩ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǇŀǇŜǊ-pencil tests and questionnaires, conducted with a sample of children 

that is representative of the school population enrolled in Grade 5 in each country. By linking this 

information to the learning domains of literacy and numeracy, SEA-PLM generates valuable insights 

ƛƴǘƻ ǾŀǊƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ƪŜȅ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎƛƴƎ 

learning and achievement. The use of proficiency scales in each learning domain further enables a 

common reference point for comparing performance both across and within countries, as well as over 

time. 

SEA-PLM contributes to advancing policy reforms and strengthening teaching and learning 

effectiveness, with the goal of transforming learning in schools and ŜȄǇŀƴŘƛƴƎ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΩ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǘƻ 

deliver meaningful learning opportunities for both current and future generations of students. Through 

its surveys, SEA-PLM provides a regular and nuanced flow of information that can highlight successes 

and identify areas for improvement, thereby guiding evidence-based policy adjustments. Continuous 

ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǘƛǊŜ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ 

for Southeast Asia, to sustain and accelerate improvements in education. 
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SEA-PLM: A catalyst to monitor equity issues and improve learning 

Despite ongoing challenges and constraints, national governments and stakeholders across Southeast Asia 

remain firmly committed to advancing sustainable learning for all children. This commitment is evident in 

national policies, education sector plans, and alignment with international goals and targets such as the 

Sustainable Development Goals and Education for All. Governments and ministries of education articulate their 

national visions and objectives through short- and long-term education strategies that address key priorities, 

including school management, teacher development, and equitable resource allocation to strengthen learning 

outcomes and system resilience. 

In the short term, inclusive strategies help to compensate for the gap in education services and access, ensuring 

that all children have an equal chance to meet learning goals by the end of primary education and beyond. Such 

customized options include programmes to address school readiness, curriculum catch-up, zero dropout and 

informal learning. These programmes can increase learning opportunities for the most disadvantaged groups.  

In the longer term, large-scale assessments and surveys, including SEA-PLM, are designed to monitor and assist 

education sector transformation, review the impact of systemic issues, and inform changes across the 

education system and schools. Since 2019, SEA-PLM results, evidence and further analysis have deepened 

understanding of what low proficiency in literacy and numeracy really means and how it affects children across 

participating countries. At the same time, SEA-PLM offers high-quality learning metrics and standards to assess 

how Grade 5 cohorts perform in relation to national education priorities and international targets such as SDG 

4.1.1a and 4.1.1b. SEA-PLM 2019 results have acted as a catalyst for many national and regional reflections and 

changes in policy and practice, building the community of practice and strengthening the evidence-based 

culture. 

Building long-term, sustainable foundational learning and skills for all generations therefore first requires short-

term investments and adjustments to meet different challenges and approach intermediate standards and 

goals. The SEA-PLM survey and other analytical tools enable investigation into factors that may affect learning 

outcomes across different socioeconomic groups, locations, genders and other variables, as well as across time. 

SEA-PLM surveys are designed mainly to monitor short-term changes in learning outcomes for all students, 

track progress and highlight bottlenecks; over time, they also enable a longer-term, comprehensive and 

comparative picture of system transformation and ministry ability to address identified gaps and challenges.  

Beyond the SEA-PLM surveys, the SEA-PLM programme supports policy reform and implementation. 

Collaboration with countries helps review teaching and learning effectiveness in reference to national goals and 

standards in schools. Short-term changes set the path for future cohorts and lead to progressive shifts across 

the basic education continuum. Such changes might affect resources and practices first before affecting learning 

outcomes and producing long-term gains for a system and community.  

Large-scale assessments have shown that consistent investment in defining and supporting the most at-risk 

learners and schools is crucial to shifting the bottom of the learning distribution and educating more children 

to higher levels of skills and knowledge (OECD, 2016). Some countries have targeted specific groups of teachers, 

schools, students, and even grades, subjects and skills in a curriculum to become top short-term priorities for 

intervention. 

Even if most of the participating countries are close to achieving universal access to primary education, 

structural challenges remain in reducing access disparities between children, increasing achievement for all, 

improving transition and achievement in secondary education, and providing at least one year of free preschool 

education for all children. 
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To assist all short- and long-term investments and efforts, ministries of education, and governments more 

generally, need to put into place adequate monitoring and evaluation systems; learning assessments, such as 

SEA-PLM, form an integral part of such mechanisms when tracking and understanding investments and efforts 

in education. Integrating data from various sources ς individual and school, regional, group and system-wide 

indicators, and other forms of evidence ς will give decision-makers the tools and information needed to develop 

appropriate policy responses in a timely manner. As with other regions, Southeast Asian countries should 

continue to build synchronized national assessment and monitoring policies, and to develop tools and 

mechanisms that enable practitioners and decision-makers to support better inclusive learning for all children. 

Looking back: SEA-PLM 2019 results 

The first round of the regional assessment set a benchmark for the participating countries, highlighting equity 

challenges and identifying gaps in ensuring that all children in the region acquire foundational literacy and 

numeracy skills. With SEA-PLM 2019, six Southeast Asian countries (Cambodia, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Myanmar, 

the Philippines and Viet NŀƳύ ŎƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ όƻǊ 

near end) of primary education. 

Data from the SEA-PLM 2019 survey revealed that in some Southeast Asian countries a significant proportion 

of Grade 5 students struggled to learn fundamental skills by the end of primary education, with up to 75 per 

cent of children experiencing low learning trajectories that emerge early and accumulate over time. Children 

struggled with reading and understanding the meaning of vocabulary, sentences and short texts in the language 

of instruction throughout the primary grades. Similarly, a significant proportion of students had not developed 

foundational mathematical skills by Grade 5, particularly in areas such as number sense, basic operations and 

problem-solving. The lack of these foundational literacy and numeracy skills hinders progress in later grades. A 

very low proficiency reader at the end of primary education is nearly three to four years behind highly proficient 

readers in the region (about 90 points of difference on the SEA-PLM scale). Without timely intervention, this 

concerning trend persists; learners who fall behind early in their education often struggle to catch up and 

typically remain low proficiency readers. 

Data from SEA-PLM and other sources, when analysed globally in 2019 before COVID-19 hit, highlighted that an 

estimated 35 per cent of children (including out-of-school children) in Southeast Asia, East Asia and the Pacific 

could not read a simple text with comprehension by age 10. This level of learning poverty translated to 

economic losses of US$4.7 trillion in the region, the highest impact globally (World Bank et al., 2022). It was 

estimated in 2022 that the learning poverty levels had risen to 45 per cent in the region, with even more 

significant implications for both students and education systems. 

SEA-PLM 2019 highlighted the equity challenges across education systems. Analysis of learning outcomes 

revealed that certain students were more likely to be low-performing readers than their peers: students from 

lower socioeconomic backgrounds, students from rural settings, students who do not speak the language of 

instruction at home, students who repeated a grade, and students without preschool experience. Similarly, 

ƎƛǊƭǎΩ ƭŜŀǊƴing outcomes were on average higher than those of boys across all countries in the different domains, 

indicating differences in the learning needs and trajectories of boys and girls. Other secondary research similarly 

shed light on teachers, school leadership and school environments, in an effort to identify what might have an 

impact on learning. 
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The SEA-PLM 2024 cycle: Participation and process 

Seven countries joined the SEA-PLM 2024 cycle: Cambodia, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines, 

Timor-Leste3 and Viet Nam, marking five years since the inaugural study in 2019 (SEA-PLM 2019). Brunei 

Darussalam, Indonesia, Singapore and Thailand participate as Honorary Member Countries, continuing to 

contribute their expertise and perspectives in SEA-t[aΩǎ ǘŜŎƘƴƛcal and governance meetings. 

Throughout the 2024 cycle, SEA-PLM convened regular regional workshops and meetings with national teams 

to coordinate implementation, refine survey methodologies, and develop new tools in collaboration with 

international experts. Beyond technical coordination, high-level steering committee meetings and policy 

conferences brought together education policymakers, development partners and the SEA-PLM Regional 

Secretariat to exchange insights on reforms, indicators and strategies for using learning data to strengthen 

education systems. These gatherings serve as platforms for reviewing and exchanging insights on key policies, 

indicators and initiatives to use and communicate data, all of which are essential for enhancing the basic 

education system. Through collaborative efforts and peer learning, a sense of regional ownership is cultivated, 

which is critical for the success of the initiative. 

Important disclaimer: The Minister of Education of Timor-Leste informed the SEA-PLM Regional Secretariat 

that Timor-Leste concluded it is best not to include Timor-Leste in the SEA-PLM 2024 Main Regional Report for 

internal reasons in late November 2025. In adherence with the SEA-PLM technical standards, this exclusion 

removes all of Timor-[ŜǎǘŜΩǎ data from the public domain; it will not be made publicly available and will not be 

used for reporting, research, or other purposes by any parties. The SEA-PLM Regional Secretariat will not 

endorse or recognize any references to the collected SEA-PLM 2024 data in Timor-Leste. 

From 2019 to 2024: Challenges shaping primary education in Southeast 

Asia 

Despite strong progress in getting children to school in Southeast Asia, the 2019 SEA-PLM results referenced 

above showed that over half of students enrolled in Grade 5 (aged 10ς12 years), despite five years of education, 

had not acquired the minimum expected competencies by the end of primary education. The increasing 

recognition and understanding of the learning crisis sparked action across the region, inspiring innovation and 

progress while exposing systemic challenges. 

Since 2019, Southeast Asian education systems have been affected by different national, regional and global 

forces. These have included changes in employability and labour market demands, climate change, political 

crises, financial instability, growing digital and technological innovation and reach, and shifting demographics. 

In response to these challenges and opportunities, education systems have had to explore innovative 

opportunities to advance learning, particularly in responding to COVID-19 and developing solutions to the 

polycrisis. Challenges still persist, especially in ensuring equitable quality learning opportunities for the most at-

risk learners and disadvantaged schools. 

  

                                                             
3 See disclaimed regarding Timor-[ŜǎǘŜΩǎ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ 
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SEA-PLM 2024 enables participating countries to take stock of progress, understand remaining bottlenecks and 

consider how well education systems have been able to address emerging challenges and take advantage of 

new opportunities. For the six participating countries, the 2019 results serve as a pre-COVID-19 baseline, against 

which the 2024 results can be compared.  

While this section does not prescribe solutions for addressing these crises and constraints, it seeks to 

understand how these external shocks have shaped ς and continue to shape ς the context within which learning 

outcomes must be understood. Crises related to climate change, demographic transitions, economic pressures 

ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ŀŎǉǳƛǊŜ foundational skills, and often deepen 

existing disparities. Rapid digital advances offer new opportunities and some solutions, while also bringing new 

challenges that must be managed. 

The results of the SEA-PLM 2024 cycle presented in this report need to be considered and interpreted against 

this evolving backdrop. They shed some light on continued and emerging inequalities and provide insights into 

how well systems have mitigated challenges. Contextualizing the results accordingly will support education 

ministries and stakeholders to develop and implement responses that account for the constantly evolving 

context and interlinked nature of these factors. 

The lasting impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic 

As the 2019 cycle was concluding, the COVID-19 pandemic led governments globally to close schools to limit 

the spread and impact of the virus. Ministries of education implemented various mitigating measures to ensure 

learning continuity, including technology for distance learning, home-learning packages, and remote or small-

group tutoring. Post-pandemic, remedial education and catch-up classes became the norm for a few years as 

education systems sought to limit any learning loss and re-establish the normal academic cycles. The SEA-PLM 

2024 results offer some insights into how these strategies may have worked in Southeast Asia and the long-

term impact of both the pandemic and the mitigating measures on school environments and learning. 

The majority (or the entirety) of the national cohort tested in each of the SEA-PLM 2024 participating countries 

were in Grade 1 or 2 in the 2020ς2021 academic year when the pandemic hit. They would have experienced at 

least some degree of the school closures and the limited access to education in the very first years of their 

education journey. It is likely that the COVID-19 pandemic and the associated school closures negatively 

ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƭƛŦŜ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀƴŎȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇƻǎǳǊŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳ ǿƘƛƭŜ ƛƴ DǊŀŘŜǎ м ǘƻ рΣ ŀƭƻƴƎ 

with their expectations and attitudes towards education, despite the mitigating measures introduced by 

education systems. 

SEA-t[a нлнпΩǎ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ŘŜǎƛƎƴΣ ǇƛƭƻǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ Ƴŀƛƴ Řŀǘŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ƻǊ ŘŜƭŀȅŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ /h±L5-19 

pandemic. SEA-t[a нлнпΩǎ ŦƛŜƭŘ ŀƴŘ Ƴŀƛƴ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ Řŀǘŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƻƴŘǳŎted similarly to the 2019 cycle 

(see Chapter 2). 
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Box 1.2: COVID-19 and school closures 

The COVID-19 pandemic had a severe impact on access to education between 2020 and 2022, with 

frequent and long-lasting school closures causing widespread disruption to schools, teaching and 

learning both in Southeast Asia and globally. Responses across and within countries differed, with 

varying periods of school closures, reopening timings and protocols, and teaching and learning 

alternatives. This challenging environmeƴǘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇŀǘƘǿŀȅǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ŜƴǊƻƭƳŜƴǘΣ ŀƎŜΣ 

retention, repetition, engagement and exposure to the curriculum. 

Figure 1.2 summarizes the number of weeks that schools were partially or fully closed between quarter 

1, 2020 and quarter 1, 2022 across Southeast Asia, as documented by Southeast Asian countries in the 

UNESCO National Education Responses survey on COVID-19 school closures. 

Figure 1.2: Duration of school closures during COVID-19 (Q1 2020 to Q1 2022) 

 

Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics. (2022). Global monitoring of school closures caused by COVID-19. 

https://covid19.uis.unesco.org/global-monitoring-school-closures-covid19/country-dashboard/ 

Some Southeast Asian countries (Cambodia, Malaysia, Myanmar and the Philippines) were among the 

top twenty countries globally, with the longest school closure periods, closing schools for more than 40 

weeks.4 

 

  

                                                             
4 Globally, schools closed for an average of 22 weeks during the pandemic, equivalent to two-thirds of an academic year 
when localised school closures are considered (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2022).  
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Climate change 

Climate change exerts a profound and multifaceted impact on education systems across Southeast Asia. Climate 

events prevent and interrupt learning: an estimated 31 million children in the SEA-PLM participating countries5 

experienced disruptions to their education from climate-related events in 2024 alone (UNICEF EAPRO, 2025). 

The greatest impacts are often on the most vulnerable children, especially those living in remote, rural or low-

lying coastal areas. 

The consequences of these disruptions are far-reaching: they damage school infrastructure, destroy teaching 

and learning materials and resources, interrupt instructional time, and heighten risks of dropout among 

vulnerable populations. Climate-induced disasters such as floods, typhoons, storms, heatwaves, pollution and 

droughts affect the physical safety and psychological well-being of learners and teachers. Schools often serve 

as emergency shelters during disasters, further delaying the resumption of regular classes. 

In the SEA-PLM participating countries, Cambodia, the Philippines and Viet Nam are among the most affected 

by climate-related education disruptions. In Cambodia, in response to heatwaves in April 2024, school days 

were reduced to two hours, greatly limiting learning time. In the Philippines, a third of in-person classroom days 

were lost in 2024 due to climate-induced school closures and non-teaching events. Also in 2024, across Lao 

PDR, Myanmar, Thailand and Viet Nam, Typhoon Yagi disrupted education for an estimated 1.3 million students, 

damaging or destroying schools and related infrastructure, displacing families and disrupting essential 

protection and stability mechanisms for children (UNICEF EAPRO, 2024). These events also undermine the 

protective function of education, cutting children off from essential services such as school meals, healthcare 

and psychosocial support. 

In response, governments across the region are increasingly prioritizing climate resilience as an integral 

component in education sector planning. Ministries of education, often in coordination with national disaster 

management agencies and local stakeholders, are investing in climate-resilient school infrastructure, early 

warning systems, and emergency preparedness training for students, teachers and school leaders. Education 

systems are incorporating environmental and climate-resilient education into their primary education 

curriculum to equip students with the knowledge and skills to understand, adapt to and mitigate the effects of 

climate change. 

Demographic shifts 

Many countries in Southeast Asia are experiencing demographic transitions that are reshaping education 

systems, labour markets and broader socioeconomic landscapes. The increasing age of populations in some 

countries places additional pressure on younger populations and has wide-ranging implications for human 

capital development, fiscal sustainability and the future structure of education systems. 

Across the SEA-PLM countries, while the overall population is projected to continue growing for a few more 

decades, population growth rates are starting to slow down, the demographic window of opportunity is starting 

to close, and by 2075, the population size will be on the decline. Simultaneously, the structure of the population 

is changing; in many countries, the population of children aged 0ς18 years is already declining, while the 

proportion of adults living longer and retiring is starting to rise. By 2075, estimates indicate that the proportion 

of people under the age of 18 years will have fallen to 20 per cent of the total population, from the current 32 

per cent, across the SEA-PLM countries. 

These demographic shifts have implications for education: declining birth rates signal a gradual but steady 

decline in the number of children entering primary school each year, which will require governments to reassess 

                                                             
5 Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar, the Philippines and Viet Nam (no data available for TMalaysia). 
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the distribution and use of education resources, with potentially significant implications for access in less 

populated and more remote areas (UN DESA, 2024). Ruralςurban migration will shift dynamics between country 

and city, requiring innovation and the exploration of different learning modalities. With fewer children and a 

smaller working-age population, improvement in living standards and economic growth will increasingly have 

to come from efficiency gains in the education system (equal access to quality learning) and productivity gains. 

Exclusion from learning weakens not only individual prospects but also the long-term vitality and resilience of 

the regional economy. 

Figure 1.3: Projected population: 1975ς2075 (in thousands) 

  
 

Source: UN Population Division. World population prospects 2024. (Accessed November 2025). The data represent the actual population 

to 2024 and UN projections to 2075. 

An ageing population will also require governments to spend more on the elderly, with fewer resources 

ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ όŜǾŜƴ ŀǎ ǘhe tax burden on the working population increases). 

Education financing 

Funding available for education has continued to decline amid competing priorities across social sectors and 

broader government demands. Among the SEA-PLM participating countries, only Malaysia and the Philippines 

allocated more than 15 per cent of their national budgets to education in 2024. Overall, the regional trend in 

education spending has been downwards. While domestic resources are declining, global aid to education is 

also predicted to shrink, with a projected fall of 25 per cent by 2027 (UNESCO, 2025). 

This tightening fiscal environment places greater pressure on existing resources and the need to use them more 

efficiently and equitably, even as systems continue to face shortages in teachers, learning materials and 

essential infrastructure. 
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Figure 1.4: Government budget allocations in education as a percentage of the total government budget, Southeast 

Asian countries, 2018 to latest available  

 

Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS), UIS calculations, accessed 25 November 2025. 

Digital technology 

The adoption of digital technology is changing education and learning in Southeast Asia. Access to digital 

technologies has increased tenfold from 2010, with over 90 per cent of the population connected to the internet 

(OECD, 2023). However, this connectivity is far from uniform, with disparities both within and between 

countries. The proportion of students with internet access at home ranges from only 16 per cent in Cambodia 

to 98 per cent in Singapore. Increasingly, employers are expecting employees to have digital skills and 

understanding, implying a significant shift in the skills children and young people need to learn (World Economic 

Forum, 2025). 

As part of their post-pandemic recovery strategies and in response to the growing need for digital skills by 

employers, many countries have prioritized digital transformation in education to enhance learning continuity, 

build teacher capacity and enhance system resilience. Rapid digital transformation has been one of the 

emerging issues in the region, as reflected in the Southeast Asian Ministers of Education Organization 

ό{9!a9hύΩǎ Ψ{ǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ tƭŀƴ нлнмςнлолΩΣ !{9!bΩǎ Ψ5ƛƎƛǘŀƭ aŀǎǘŜǊǇƭŀƴ нлнрΩ ŀƴŘ !{9!bΩǎ Ψ/ƻƴǎƻƭƛŘŀǘŜŘ {ǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ 

foǊ ǘƘŜ CƻǳǊǘƘ LƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭ wŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴΩ ό¦b9{/hΣ нлноύΦ !{9!bΩǎ Ψ5ŜŎƭŀǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 5ƛƎƛǘŀƭ ¢ǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ {ȅǎǘŜƳǎ ƛƴ !{9!bΩ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ Ƨƻƛƴǘ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ !{9!b ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŀ άǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ ŀƴŘ ƘƻƭƛǎǘƛŎ 

coordinated approach to enable inclusive aƴŘ ŀŎŎŜƭŜǊŀǘŜŘ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴέ ό!{9!bΣ нлннύΦ Lǘ ƻǳǘƭƛƴŜǎ ƪŜȅ 

principles for digital transformation, including increased teacher capacity, appropriate digital pedagogies and 

assessments, quality digital learning resources, and the need to ensure the privacy and safety of children and 

young people online. 

The digital landscape is also shifting and being shaped by the rapid evolution of artificial intelligence (AI). AI is 

transforming how people live, work and learn; this brings both opportunities and risks to children and to 
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education systems. AI can provide opportunities through adaptable and personalized learning tools; it can 

provide significant insights by leveraging data; and it increases accessibility. At the same time, risks to children 

include concerns about privacy, safety and security; a potential rise in inequalities and exclusions; and cognitive 

and psychological implications, many of which are not yet well understood (UNICEF, n.d.). Most education 

systems are still limited in their use of AI, for teaching or learning, and rely on more traditional forms of 

ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅΦ wŜƎƛƻƴŀƭƭȅΣ !{9!b Ƙŀǎ ƛǎǎǳŜŘ ǘƘŜ Ψ!{9!b DǳƛŘŜ ƻƴ !L DƻǾŜǊƴŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ 9ǘƘƛŎǎΩΣ ŜƴŘƻǊǎŜŘ ƛƴ нлнпΣ 

to promote regional collaboration and coordination. Education systems are taking note of the need to ensure 

children and young people gain the skills needed to take on jobs that do not even exist yet. 

Ministries of education have begun embedding digital literacy and 21st century skills into curriculum reforms 

to prepare students for a rapidly evolving digital society and to meet the needs and expectations of employers, 

including the need for skills to use and understand AI (including ethical issues). These actions reflect a broader 

recognition that technology can play a pivotal role in bridging learning gaps and supporting personalized 

instruction.  

Several countries have developed or adopted national platforms to promote open and accessible online 

learning. Indonesia, the Philippines and Viet Nam have engaged with major massive open online course (MOOC) 

providers to expand opportunities for distance and lifelong learning. Meanwhile, Malaysia and Singapore have 

invested in comprehensive digital content repositories and learning management systems to support blended 

ŀƴŘ ƘȅōǊƛŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƳƻŘŜƭǎ ƛƴ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎŎƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ Ǝrowing commitment to 

leveraging technology for education delivery, teacher training and skills development, while also highlighting 

the need for continued efforts to ensure equitable access, safety, quality assurance and sustainability in digital 

education ecosystems. 

Despite these advancements, however, countries continue to face structural and capacity-related challenges in 

achieving equitable and effective digital integration. Mobile and internet connectivity may have grown rapidly, 

but access remains highly unequal, especially when access is considered by socioeconomic status or location 

(ruralςurban divide), posing significant barriers to inclusive digital learning. This gap might further be widened 

regarding those able to benefit from AI and the systems and services it enables, even in primary years. Many 

education systems also struggle to ensure that digital initiatives align with pedagogical goals and address 

inequalities rather than widen them. Efforts to educate children and adults about how to stay online are still 

nascent and will need to be further advanced to prevent abuse and misinformation. The ASEAN ICT Forum on 

Child Online Protection emphasized the need to ensure children are protected from online abuses, to adopt 

digital literacy and age-appropriate designs for platforms, and to promote public-private partnerships to build 

child-safe digital infrastructure and standardize guidelines (The Policy Edge, 2025). 
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1.2 Education systems and reforms 

Across Southeast Asia, governments continue to prioritize reforms aimed at strengthening foundational 

learning and improving the quality and equity of education systems. Over the last five years, education systems 

have introduced changes such as expanding access to early learning, enhancing teacher development, and 

updating curriculum and assessment frameworks. Several countries have transitioned towards competency-

based curricula and reformed approaches to monitoring learning outcomes, to ensure better alignment 

between classroom instruction and national education goals. Efforts are also being directed towards improving 

resource allocation mechanisms and governance structures through the establishment of school standards and 

other accountability mechanisms. 

Despite these developments, countries continue to face challenges in implementing reforms at scale and 

ensuring sustainability. Key issues include challenges in ensuring quality education nationwide, capacity 

constraints in teacher deployment and training, the uneven speed of reform and revision, and the limited use 

of evidence or data to guide policy decisions. The translation of policy reforms and objectives to effective 

classroom practice is often unclear or not evident, often due to administrative bottlenecks. With limited 

capacity to monitor changes and uptake across the country, it is often up to individual schools to implement 

ǊŜŦƻǊƳǎ ŀƴŘ ŎǳǊǊƛŎǳƭŀ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŀǎǎǊƻƻƳΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǾŀǊȅƛƴƎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ŘŜǇŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƻǊǎΩ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ 

ability to support these efforts. 

To comprehensively capture these systemic changes and track reforms, the SEA-PLM 2024 cycle introduced 

system-level questionnaires, a new tool that gathers information on the education policies, reforms and 

institutional arrangements that influence learning outcomes in the participating countries. The questionnaires 

provide context and support the development of country-specific insights and thematic papers that are crucial 

for interpreting assessment results and other dimensions of system and school mechanisms and practices 

within the broader policy environment. They support the identification of emerging trends, facilitate cross-

country comparisons and, following the closing and subsequent reopening of schools because of COVID-19, 

offer some insights into the effectiveness of learning continuity interventions. By systematically documenting 

policy changes and reform efforts, the questionnaires track the relationship between system-level decisions 

and student learning outcomes, offering evidence to inform future policy directions. 
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Box 1.3: SEA-PLM system-level questionnaire (SLQ) 

The SEA-PLM programme introduced the system-level questionnaire for the 2024 cycle in recognition 

of the many complex factors that shape learning outcomes. It aims to capture information about 

education system structures, policies and practices.  

 

The SLQ is filled out by ministries of education, with support from the SEA-PLM Technical Experts 

Network in some countries. The questionnaire has been administered in modules: 

Module 1: Basic education structure and population  

Module 2: Curriculum and quality assurance  

Module 3: Teacher policy and workforce  

 

A further module on education financing is expected in 2026. The information from the SLQ 

complements SEA-PLM data, offering insights into how systems are evolving to respond to learning 

needs. 

 

While the SEA-PLM 2024 participating countries exhibit many common elements in their education systems, 

there are important differences in how education, specifically primary or basic education, is provided. The data 

presented in this section are drawn from the SEA-PLM 2024 system-level questionnaires, highlighting some of 

the particularities of the different education systems. 

Structure and organization of primary education 

The prescribed structure and length of the primary school cycle vary across the six countries. 6 In all countries, 

children aged 6 to 10 years are expected to be enrolled in education, starting Grade 1 at the age of 6 and 

attaining Grade 5 by the age of 10. However, three countries (Lao PDR, Myanmar and Viet Nam) follow a five-

year primary cycle while the remaining three countries (Cambodia, Malaysia, and the Philippines) implement a 

six-year cycle. Lao PDR is currently undertaking reforms to extend primary education to include Grade 6. The 

Philippines is the only country where pre-primary education is included as part of the compulsory education 

cycle, whereas in Cambodia, education is not compulsory at any level.7 

It is important to note that beyond the officially prescribed hours, days and years of schooling, learning also 

occurs through informal and supplementary pathways that may not be captured in the surveys. Countries have 

varying policies and practices regarding this type of additional tutoring and after-school learning; some of these 

pathways may only be available to students from specific backgrounds or locations, often contributing to 

inequalities in access and quality (ADB, 2012). 

                                                             
6 Note that the responses in Module 3: Teachers have not yet been completed and analysed. Teacher-related insights are 
provided in Chapter 4, based on the responses of Grade 5 class teachers during the main survey. Similarly, further data 
will be sought on education financing. 
7 In all countries, the SEA-PLM survey targets the Grade 5 population, regardless of age or prior educational experience. 
The three SEA-PLM countries with a five-year primary cycle were assessed at the end of primary education. Countries 
with a six-year primary cycle were assessed one year before the completion of primary education. 
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Figure 1.5: Organization of prescribed structure of education, compulsory or otherwise, 2024 

 

Source: Ministries of education as reported through the SEA-PLM system-ƭŜǾŜƭ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴƴŀƛǊŜ ŀƴŘ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎΩ ŎŀƭŎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ 

Note: In Cambodia, education is not compulsory. Myanmar recently reformed its education system, starting at age 6 for Grade 1 instead 

of age 5. The majority of SEA-PLM 2024 students in Grade 5 are 10 years old, having started Grade 1 at the age of 6. They were in Grades 

1 and 2 in 2020ς2021, when schools were periodically, partially or completely closed due to COVID-19. In the Philippines, key stage one 

includes kindergarten before primary Grade 1 (mandatory for age 5). In Viet Nam, the basic education stage includes nine years of 

general education (Grades 1 to 9) before career orientation education (three years, Grades 10 to 12). 

Preschool experience 

Pre-primary school life expectancy across SEA-PLM countries demonstrates steady progress between 2019 and 

2024 (despite enrolment challenges during the COVID-19 period). The only exception is in Lao PDR, where the 

percentage of children enrolled in pre-primary in 2024 had declined since 2019. The generally positive progress 

across the countries suggests that consistent efforts have been made in expanding access to education for 

children before official entry into Grade 1 ς through both increased supply and increased demand. The quality 

of this preschool education is still largely unknown, owing to the lack of quality assessments and data on school 

readiness and teaching and learning practices in pre-primary.8 

Table 1.1: Pre-primary rates 

 
Net enrolment rate at pre-primary level (% of children of pre-primary 

school age) 

  2014 2019 2024 

Cambodia 13.6 24.5 35.2 

Lao PDR 32.5 47.6 37.3 

Malaysia 77.6 77.6 78.0 

Myanmar n/a 8.4 n/a 

Philippines  68.7 72.4 73.9 

Viet Nam 74.9 84.2 93.9 

Source: Ministries of education as officially reported by countries in UNESCO-UIS database. 

Note: All data are reported for the reference or the most recent year in last three-year period. Above three years, data are reported as 

not available (n/a). 

                                                             
8 The children enrolled in Grade 5 during the SEA-PLM 2024 survey would have been in pre-primary education around 
2019. The figures reported here therefore represent the situation (supply and demand) of pre-primary five years prior to 
the administration of the 2024 SEA-PLM cycle. 
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Out-of-school experience 

As SEA-PLM measures the learning of children in school, the learning levels and situation of children out of 

school are not captured. The proportion of children outside formal education systems is an important 

consideration, attesting to the ability of the system to support individual learners. A higher proportion of out-

of-school children can also affect learning outcomes measured over time, as students who struggle to learn (for 

various reasons) are the ones most likely to be excluded. Therefore, changes in the size and composition of the 

out-of-school population should be carefully considered when interpreting SEA-PLM results and assessing the 

representativeness of the Grade 5 population. 

The proportion of children of primary age recorded as being out of school has remained relatively steady since 

2019, representing nearly one in ten children across the majority of the countries (the exception being Viet 

Nam, with the lowest reported percentage). In Lao PDR, the proportion of out-of-school children has increased 

in the last decade, requiring further examination of possible causes and bottlenecks. A 2024 scoping study found 

that almost 12 million children in Southeast Asia are out of school; 6.7 million of these children are in the six 

SEA-PLM countries. This translates to 3.8 per cent of the primary school-age population estimated to be not in 

school. In most countries (with the exception of the Philippines), a greater proportion of girls are out of school 

at the primary school age compared with boys (EdTech Hub & SEAMEO Secretariat, 2024). 
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Table 1.2: Out-of-school rates 

 

 
Out-of-school rate at primary education (% of children of primary school 

age) 

  2014 2019 2024 

Cambodia 8.7 9.3 7.8 

Lao PDR 4.0 6.7 10.3 

Malaysia 7.0 10.9 9.1 

Myanmar n/a n/a n/a 

Philippines  9.9 9.1 10.5 

Viet Nam 0.3 2.2 1.7 

Source: Ministries of education as officially reported by countries in UNESCO-UIS database. 

Note: All data are reported for the reference or the most recent year in last three-year period. Above three years, data are reported as 

not available (n/a). 

Languages 

Southeast Asia has the largest diversity of languages in the world, with over 1,200 languages spoken across 11 

countries. This poses challenges for countries as they determine their language of instruction policies, practices 

ŀƴŘ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎΦ [ŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΩ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ǘƻ ōŀƭŀƴŎŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

identity (national languages), cultural heritage (local languages) and aspirations for global competitiveness 

(generally English).9 

The language of instruction has a proven impact on learning outcomes. It is estimated that 37 per cent of 

children in Southeast Asia are currently learning in a language they do not fully understand (UNESCO, 2016). 

SEA-PLM 2019 results strongly indicated that children who said they most often spoke the language of 

instruction at home had, on average, higher scores than their peers from other language backgrounds. 

Different mechanisms and modalities can be employed to support children from different linguistic 

backgrounds. In some countries, pre-primary and primary schools can provide an option for mother-tongue 

based multilingual education (MTB-MLE). These programmes generally follow an early-exit model where 

children progressively learn more in the official language of instruction, transitioning entirely to the official 

language of instruction before the end of primary education. By Grade 5, children in all participating countries 

ƘŀǾŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴŜŘ όŀǎ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀōƭŜύ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ Ƴŀƛƴ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜόǎύ ƻŦ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎΣ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 

mathematics. 

In Malaysia and the Philippines, more than one language can be used as the language of instruction (depending 

on local criteria). Correspondingly, there are expectations that students will be proficient in more than one 

language by the end of primary education, often not only in reading but across the curriculum domains. 

However, these language standards and targets are not always clearly documented or prescribed, resulting in 

different practices across and between schools and manifesting in differences in learning outcomes. 

  

                                                             
9 Each participating country specified its test language(s) for SEA-PLM 2024, based on the official national language policy 
at Grade 5. 
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In addition to national languages, foreign languages are embedded into national curricula as one of the main 

subject areas. In some countries, children are expected to start learning a foreign language as early as Grade . 

Curricula generally prescribe around 100ς150 hours a year for learning a foreign language. Proficiency targets 

for foreign languages, where prescribed, are generally lower than those for the national language(s). 

Figure 1.6: Main official first language of instruction in reading and mathematics in primary education, 2024 

  Grade 1 Grade 2 Grade 3 Grade 4 Grade 5  Grade 6 

Cambodia Khmer 

Lao PDR Lao   

Malaysia Chinese or Malay or Tamil according to school type, plus Malay if Chinese or Tamil, plus English for all 

Myanmar Myanmar   

Philippines Mother tongue Filipino and English for reading, English for maths only 

Viet Nam Vietnamese   

 

Source: Ministries of education as reported through the SEA-PLM system-ƭŜǾŜƭ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴƴŀƛǊŜ ŀƴŘ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎΩ ŎŀƭŎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ 

Note: Languages are presented in alphabetical order, not by order of preference or any stance. Language policy is applied to all 

mainstream public and private schools, except in specific cases agreed with ministries. Special schools such as inclusive schools or 

international schools may deliver an alternative curriculum in alternative language(s). In Cambodia, the Multilingual Education 

programme operates in specific schools for indigenous learners. In Malaysia, schools use Malay as the main medium of instruction, 

except in vernacular schools (where Chinese or Tamil language is the main medium of instruction). All schools have an intensive English-

language and Malay-language curriculum, with the expectation that all children transition to Malay by secondary school. In the 

Philippines, the mother-tongue based multilingual education (MTB-MLE) programme provisioned for the use of mother tongue (one of 

the 18 stated national languages according to sub-regional division) as the primary medium of instruction in early years. This provision 

was suspended in 2024, making Filipino and English the primary languages of instruction from the early years, while the mother tongue 

serves only as an auxiliary medium.  
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Prescribed instruction time 

The SEA-PLM system-level questionnaire captures the intended prescribed instruction time over the years to 

assess learning time in primary education. The time varies widely across the participating countries, from just 

over 4,000 hours in Lao PDR to almost 6,000 in Myanmar. This includes hours for language, mathematics and 

other key domains taught in primary education. Deeper examination of the use of these hours indicates heavier 

concentration on basic language skills (learning to read) in early years, shifting to more challenging concepts 

and subjects in upper primary (reading to learn). 

The ministries of education decide how to balance curriculum subjects, ensuring sufficient breadth and depth 

in the selected areas of study. These decisions in turn determine resource allocation and inform policies and 

practices relating to teaching and learning materials, teacher training and teacher allocation, among other 

matters. 

Figure 1.7: Prescribed instruction time in primary education for language, mathematics and other domains, total number 

of hours, 2024 

 

Source: Ministries of education as reported through the SEA-PLM system-ƭŜǾŜƭ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴƴŀƛǊŜ ŀƴŘ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎΩ ŎŀƭŎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΦ 
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1.3 Education initiatives since 2019 

Since 2019, Southeast Asian countries have been navigating a rapidly evolving landscape shaped by the dual 

need to recover learning losses and accelerate learning. The disruption caused by the COVID-19 pandemic has 

both exposed and exacerbated pre-existing learning gaps, while also accelerating innovation and reform across 

various dimensions of teaching and learning. The following sections highlight five major areas of focus: learning 

recovery strategies, digital transformation, climate response and resilience, curriculum reforms and remedial 

initiatives. The discussion draws upon the information collected from the SEA-PLM 2024 system-level 

questionnaires, complemented by further information provided by participating ministries of education. It is 

not meant as a comprehensive review of all changes and reforms implemented over the past five years but 

rather is intended as an overview of the changing context and some of the system-level factors affecting 

learning outcomes. 

Learning recovery strategies 

Many countries extended or established formal learning recovery plans or frameworks in response to the 

challenges posed by the extended COVID-19 school closures, many of which were exacerbated or prolonged by 

ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŜǾŜƴǘǎΣ ŀǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊΦ [ŀƻ t5wΩǎ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ /h±L5-мф wŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ tƭŀƴΣ ǘƘŜ tƘƛƭƛǇǇƛƴŜǎΩ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

the National Learning RŜŎƻǾŜǊȅ tǊƻƎǊŀƳΣ ŀƴŘ ±ƛŜǘ bŀƳΩǎ 5ƛǊŜŎǘƛǾŜ bƻΦ уллκ/¢-BGDDT integrate multiple levels 

of interventions, from national policy guidance to localized school and community engagement. 

Another significant response was the adoption of flexible and alternative learning modalities, and the use of 

alternative learning platforms and materials. Cambodia developed home-learning packages for Grade 1 and 2 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΦ aŀƭŀȅǎƛŀ ƛǎǎǳŜŘ ΨDǳƛŘŜƭƛƴŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ LƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ¢ŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ [ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΩΣ ŀŘǾƻŎŀǘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ƘȅōǊƛŘ 

approaches. Myanmar reduced its curriculum and emphasized self-study and home-based learning. Cambodia, 

Lao PDR, the Philippines, and Viet Nam expanded the use of self-learning modules, digital learning platforms 

(including the Learning Passport), and television- and radio-based instruction to ensure equitable access and 

continuity of learning, especially for students in remote and underserved areas. Many of these initiatives 

continued once schools reopened. 

Digital transformation 

The COVID-19 pandemic significantly accelerated the adoption of digital and technology-based learning 

solutions across education systems. During school closures, both teachers and students at the primary level 

gained broader exposure to digital teaching and learning platforms and tools. Post-pandemic, education 

systems have continued to build on these gains, further fuelled by rapid advances in connectivity, edtech 

innovations, and the global digital transformation (including expectations for digital skills in the labour market, 

as described earlier). 

In Cambodia, policy and strategies on information and communication technology (ICT) in education have 

become more evident. ICT is now a compulsory subject in teacher-training programmes, and students are 

increasingly given opportunities to build their computer literacy skills. Students and teachers can access 

materials on the Primary Learning Platform provided by the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sport (MoEYS). 
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In Lao PDR, the digital transformation is guided by a 10-year ICT plan focused on improving digital access, skills, 

learning quality and online safety. During the pandemic, the Ministry of Education and Sports developed and 

ƭŀǳƴŎƘŜŘ ǘƘŜ YƘŀƴƎ tŀƴȅŀ [ŀƻ όΨǿƛǎŘƻƳ ǿŀǊŜƘƻǳǎŜΩύ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳ ǘƻ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘŜ ōƭŜƴŘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƳƻǘŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΤ ǘƘƛǎ 

has continued to be expanded and strengthened. The strategy includes a detailed, costed five-year action plan 

for procuring devices, training teachers and creating culturally relevant digital content. 

aŀƭŀȅǎƛŀΩǎ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ ƛǎ ŀƴŎƘƻǊŜŘ ƛƴ ƛǘǎ Digital Education Policy, which aims to create a digitally 

fluent and globally competitive generation. The policy emphasizes improved digital skills, enhanced 

ƛƴŦǊŀǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ΨƛƴŦƻǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΩΣ ŀƴŘ Ƴǳƭǘƛ-sector partnerships across all education levels. In 2019, the 

ministry launched the Digital Educational Learning Initiative Malaysia as a centralized platform to support 

teaching and learning and to integrate emerging technologies such as AI tools and digital learning pathways. 

In Myanmar, the Ministry of 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ Ƙŀǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ǘƘŜ Ψ{ǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ƻŦ 5ƛƎƛǘŀƭ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ !ƭƭΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏƻƴǎƛǎǘǎ 

of seven objectives to enhance and leverage digital education initiatives. As part of this effort, the development 

of implementation plans will be prioritized in the upcoming ICT master plan. 

In the Philippines, DepEd Order No. 13 s. 2025 led to the establishment of the Center for Artificial Intelligence 

Research, marking a major step in institutionalizing AI-enabled learning solutions within the public education 

system. This initiative is complemented by the ETUlay Tutorial programme, which provides free, real-time 

online academic support to students. The Digital Rise programme focuses on capacity-building for learners and 

teachers in the use of technology. The Department of Education also issued revised guidelines on the 

implementation of its computerization programme. 

Lƴ ±ƛŜǘ bŀƳΣ ǘƘŜ Ψ5ƛƎƛǘŀƭ ¢ǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ {ǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ¢ǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ {ŜŎǘƻǊ ǘƻ нлнрΣ ǿƛǘƘ hǊƛŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ 

ǘƻ нлолΩ ό5ŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ bƻΦ момκv7-TTg) outlines plans to leverage technology to enhance teaching, learning and 

education management while contributing to broader national digital goals. The strategy has accelerated the 

use of digital platforms in daily educational activities and improved governance through data-driven systems 

like the Education Sector Database. Additionally, most eligible administrative procedures have been fully 

digitalized, and education institutions are regularly assessed using digital transformation indicators issued by 

the Ministry of Education and Training. 

Climate response and resilience 

Climate change has increasingly become a critical agenda item for education systems, prompting ministries of 

education to integrate climate response and resilience into school policies, curricula and infrastructure. Schools 

are responding by integrating disaster preparedness into education frameworks and other school readiness 

standards and expectations. These efforts reflect a shift from reactive measures to proactive planning, 

emphasizing the importance of safeguarding learning amid rising climate risks. 

The climate crisis is affecting education systems in Southeast Asia in diverse ways, with countries responding 

through a range of targeted initiatives. In Cambodia, MoEYS is increasingly integrating climate change and 

education in emergencies into school development plans ς for example, the Local Life Skills curriculum 

encourages project- and problem-based learning approaches. Lao PDR integrated climate resilience into its 

primary curriculum and infrastructure planning as part of its 2021 National Strategy on Climate Change. 

Malaysia has developed a disaster risk reduction learning module in partnership with UNICEF and the Southeast 

Asia Disaster Prevention Research Initiative (SEADPRI-UKM) to build school-community preparedness. 

Myanmar maintains learning continuity during flooding by using temporary classrooms and providing 

psychosocial support. In the Philippines, disruptive typhoons and extreme heat have prompted the revision of 
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Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǎǳǎǇŜƴǎƛƻƴ ƎǳƛŘŜƭƛƴŜǎΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ±ƛŜǘ bŀƳ Ƙŀǎ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŜŘ ŀ ŎƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ΨAction Plan on Climate Change 

Response and Green Growth (2021ςнлолύΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜǎ ŘƛǎŀǎǘŜǊ-safe schools and climate education. 

Collectively, these initiatives illustrate a growing regional commitment to strengthening educational resilience 

amid climate challenges. While approaches vary ς from curriculum integration and school-level adaptation to 

formalized emergency protocols ς all reflect an urgent effort to safeguard learning continuity. 

Curriculum reforms 

The COVID-19 pandemic prompted many shifts in education curricula, both as a direct response to the 

pandemic and as a means to integrate and reflect on lessons learned during school closures (including the use 

of digital technology, discussed above). Some countries streamlined learning objectives in response to school 

disruptions during the COVID-мф ǇŀƴŘŜƳƛŎ όŜΦƎΦΣ ǘƘŜ tƘƛƭƛǇǇƛƴŜǎΩ aƻǎǘ 9ǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ [ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ /ƻƳǇŜǘŜƴŎƛŜǎύΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ 

ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ŦƭŜȄƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ŎǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊȅ όŜΦƎΦΣ aȅŀƴƳŀǊΩǎ Ψbŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ wŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ŀƴŘ wŜŎƻǾŜǊȅ tƭŀƴ ŦƻǊ 

the Education SectƻǊΩύΦ 

Over the past decade, many Southeast Asian countries have redesigned and updated curricula and 

implemented reforms, with both distinct and similar initiatives observed across the SEA-PLM 2024 participating 

countries. Cambodia has continued its regular cycles of national curriculum reform. Lao PDR, Malaysia, 

Myanmar and Viet Nam began rolling out curriculum reforms even before 2019 with the expectation of full 

implementation across the basic education system in the 2023ς2024 academic year. The Philippines stands out 

for having launched a new curriculum in 2024 (MATATAG), a result of its comprehensive review of the Kς12 

basic education programme. 

Across the region, curriculum reviews have increasingly shifted from knowledge-based towards competency-

based frameworks. These frameworks emphasize the importance and application of 21st century skills (e.g., 

/ŀƳōƻŘƛŀΩǎ ŎǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ tƘƛƭƛǇǇƛƴŜǎΩ нлнп 

a!¢!¢!D ŎǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳΣ ŀƴŘ ±ƛŜǘ bŀƳΩǎ нлму ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛon curriculum), holistic student development (e.g., 

aŀƭŀȅǎƛŀΩǎ нлмт ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘ ŎǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳ ŦƻǊ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎύΣ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ-ŎŜƴǘǊŜŘ ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎȅ όŜΦƎΦΣ [ŀƻ t5wΩǎ нлму 

ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ŎǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ aȅŀƴƳŀǊΩǎ Yς12 curriculum system). In parallel, countries have adjusted 

their curriculum reforms to prioritize the most essential competencies and de-emphasized other learning 

domains to provide further curriculum flexibility at local levels. Ministries have also laid out more guidance and 

instruction to deliver remediation programmes outside regular school hours. 

All countries reported ς to different degrees and scales ς progressively empowering primary schools and 

decentralizing accountability, leveraging local resources and planning, and transferring quality assurance and 

performance monitoring responsibilities to local communities. While national policies generally provide 

frameworks to support learners in difficult circumstances, specific measures vary by country. 
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Remedial initiatives 

In Cambodia, MoEYS, together with numerous development partners, has progressively developed and rolled 

out the Early Grade Learning programme, providing strong leadership and vision to guide implementation. Early 

Grade Learning uses structured pedagogy principles and provides continued monitoring and mentoring to 

teachers. 

Lao PDR, with development partner support, has introduced targeted catch-up programmes, such as the Spoken 

Lao programme for students from linguistic minority backgrounds, and promoted the use of digital tools like 

the Eduten platform for foundational learning. The Eduten platform is based on personalized, gamified learning 

and empowers teachers with real-time data to tailor instruction. 

In Malaysia, the ministry implemented the Primary School Literacy and Numeracy Programme (PLaN) under 

Initiative #24, which encompasses all primary schools through the Kem Perkasa PLaN initiative. Through this 

programme, the ministry provides mechanisms such as the PLaN performance dialogue sessions, aimed at 

identifying issues for students who have not yet achieved the minimum proficiency level and determining 

effective intervention measures. 

In Myanmar, schools manage catch-up initiatives, with guidance from the ministry, using resource materials 

such as guidebooks and teaching maƴǳŀƭǎΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǇǊƻƳƻǘƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ 

ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŦƭǳŜƴŎȅ ŀƴŘ ŜƴƘŀƴŎƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƳŀǘƘŜƳŀǘƛŎŀƭ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ƭŜǾŜƭΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ 

competency-based items for classroom assessments. The Myanmar Learning Passport also includes reading 

materials in multiple different languages. 

In the Philippines, the Department of Education has institutionalized the remedial programme through the 

passing of Republic Act No. 12028. The Academic Recovery and Accessible Learning programme provides 

learning interventions, such as tutoring and access to digital resources, for students who are struggling 

academically. 

In Viet Nam, a dedicated support and tutoring programme for underperforming students aims to ensure that 

all students meet the minimum competency standards and to reduce the proportion of students with low 

academic performance, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds, ethnic minorities and rural areas. 

Key activities include after-school remedial classes, indiviŘǳŀƭƛȊŜŘ ǘǳǘƻǊƛƴƎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴŎƛŜǎΣ 

and diagnostic assessments to identify specific support needs. 

These policies demonstrate the commitment of ministries of education to support foundational learning 

through remedial, catch-up and alternative learning modalities, including digital and edtech platforms. The 

quality, reach and effectiveness of many of these interventions are not yet known; many initiatives rely on local 

school, director and teacher capacity to implement them effectively, sometimes with minimal resources, 

guidance or training. However, they offer important contextual information on how ministries are addressing 

the learning crisis and may provide insights into the results of the 2024 SEA-PLM cycle. 
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Chapter 2 Design, methodology and implementation features 

2.1 Introduction 

The SEA-PLM surveys aim to achieve the breadth and rigour of a large-scale international survey, and at the 

same time address the unique needs and contexts of countries in the Southeast Asia region. Surveys are 

conducted every five years on a sample of children representative of the school population enrolled in Grade 5 

in each country.  

Instruments and procedures used in SEA-t[a ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊƛƴƎ ǾŀƭƛŘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭƛŀōƭŜ Řŀǘŀ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

proficiency through the SEA-PLM reading and mathematics paper-pencil tests, while reporting on the education 

ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴƴŀƛǊŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴƴŀƛǊŜǎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ 

information about children, classrooms, teachers, schools, head teachers, parents and communities. This 

information helps to ascertain ǾŀǊƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŜǉǳƛǘȅ ƛƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ 

to link the characteristics of children, schools and households to the learning performance of children and 

schools.  

The ministries of education oversee the preparation and implementation of the survey in schools in compliance 

with the regional technical standards and methods. Each country operates independently under a national 

management and funding system to conduct the SEA-PLM survey. 

SEA-PLM 2024 maintained the robust foundation established in the first survey, administered in 2019, using 

trend items, similar data-collection procedures and similar analysis methods. The participating countries and 

experts collaborated for two years in the inception phase of SEA-PLM 2024 to revise original tests and 

contextual questionnaires in each language. Existing and new assessment questions underwent extensive trial 

testing to ensure they covered the agreed regional definitions of domain content, were appropriately targeted 

ǘƻ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜǊŜ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭƭȅ ǎǳƛǘŀōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǘŜǎǘƛƴƎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ {ƻǳǘƘŜŀǎǘ !ǎƛŀ 

region.  

SEA-PLM adhered to rigorous quality standards at all times, performing quality assurance on tests, 

questionnaires, survey procedures and the data analysis. The tools were standardized across all countries; 

standardized procedures and ways of working were maintained for the entire assessment process, all the way 

to the delivery of the final databases, scales and indicators. This approach ensured that results could be 

compared across countries and different test languages. The model also offered opportunities for countries to 

add options ς for example, oversampling, additional contextual questions and extra languages.  

This new cycle, conducted five years after SEA-PLM 2019, serves as a solid landmark for observing the long-

term impacts of structural reform and external shocks on the basic education system. Psychometric analysis of 

the reading and mathematics domains, reported in item-by-item national and regional psychometric reports 

and the 2019ς2024 regional equating analysis, has confirmed the high validity of time-trend comparisons of the 

reading and mathematics domains and proficiency scales between 2019 and 202410.  

 

                                                             
10 This psychometric analysis and further methodology outcomes are available in dedicated technical chapters, separate 
from this regional report. 
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2.2 Survey period 

In all participating countries, children are assessed towards the end of the academic year, ensuring they have 

benefited from five full years of primary schooling, in addition to any pre-primary education and other learning 

experiences both inside and outside the classroom. SEA-PLM 2019 tested Grade 5 students at the end of the 

2018ς2019 school year. For the SEA-PLM 2024 round, students were assessed in Grade 5 classes towards the 

end of the 2023ς2024 school year.  

Given that academic calendars differ across Southeast Asian countries, data collection was conducted in two 

phases: from April to May 2024 for the first group of countries, and from August to November 2024 for the 

remaining group. This staggered approach to data collection was carefully desƛƎƴŜŘ ǘƻ ŀƭƛƎƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŜŀŎƘ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ 

school calendar, ensuring that students had received comparable exposure to their national Grade 5 curriculum 

by the time of the assessment.  

Table 2.1: SEA-PLM 2024 main survey operation period by country, sorted by date 

Country 
Main survey data-collection 

period 
School year period 

Batch 1 ς Viet Nam 22ς27 April 2024 September 2023 to May 2024 

Batch 1 ς Philippines 22 April ς 10 May 2024 August 2023 to June 2024 

Batch 1 ς Lao PDR 13ς17 May 2024 September 2023 to July 2024 

Batch 2 ς Cambodia 22ς24 August 2024 
December 2023 to September 

2024 

Batch 2 ς Timor-Leste^ 
30 September ς 6 November 

2024 
January 2024 to November 2024 

Batch 2 ς Malaysia 7 October ς 7 November 2024 January 2024 to November 2024 

Batch 2 ς Myanmar 
29 November ς 02 December 

2024 
June 2024 to March 2025 

^The Minister of Education of Timor-Leste informed the SEA-PLM Regional Secretariat that Timor-Leste concluded it is best not to include 

Timor-Leste in the SEA-PLM 2024 Main Regional Report for internal reasons in late November 2025. In adherence with the SEA-PLM 
technical standards, this exclusion removes all of Timor-[ŜǎǘŜΩǎ Řŀǘŀ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŘƻƳŀƛƴΤ ƛǘ ǿƛƭƭ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ƳŀŘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎƭȅ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ŀƴŘ 
will not be used for reporting, research, or other purposes by any parties. The SEA-PLM Regional Secretariat will not endorse or recognize 
any references to the collected SEA-PLM 2024 data in Timor-Leste. 

2.3 Survey languages 

Tests and questionnaires were administered in the official language(s) of instruction in Grade 5, as determined 

by each country. Each participating country specified its test language(s) for SEA-PLM 2024, based on its official 

national language policy. Table 2.2 displays the testing language applied in the main sample and the secondary 

sample (where applicable) during the main data collection. The public national datasets made available by 

countries for official release and use in the Main Regional Report only cover students, data and results observed 

in each country in the main survey sample, administered in the selected main survey language. The secondary 

datasets will not be published by the Regional Secretariat; their use remains at the discretion of national teams. 
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Table 2.2: SEA-PLM 2024 testing languages by country, main survey sample and secondary sample  

 Country 
Main survey sample for 

international reporting 

Secondary sample for  

national reporting only 

Cambodia Khmer 
Khmer, in a sample of schools offering multilingual 

education in northeastern Cambodia  

Lao PDR Lao n/a 

Malaysia Chinese, Malay, Tamil and English n/a 

Myanmar Myanmar n/a 

Philippines English  
Filipino, administered to students in a second Grade 5 class 

in approximately 25% of the main survey schools  

Timor-Leste^ Tetum  
Portuguese, administered to students in a second Grade 5 

class in approximately 25% of the main survey schools 

Viet Nam Vietnamese n/a 

^The Minister of Education of Timor-Leste informed the SEA-PLM Regional Secretariat that Timor-Leste concluded it is best not to include 

Timor-Leste in the SEA-PLM 2024 Main Regional Report for internal reasons in late November 2025. In adherence with the SEA-PLM 

technical standards, this exclusion removes all of Timor-[ŜǎǘŜΩǎ data from the public domain; it will not be made publicly available and 

will not be used for reporting, research, or other purposes by any parties. The SEA-PLM Regional Secretariat will not endorse or recognize 

any references to the collected SEA-PLM 2024 data in Timor-Leste. 

2.4 Grade 5 national cohort definition and coverage 

Each country defined its Grade 5 main target population based on official data made available by its ministry, 

resulting in SEA-PLM 2024 samples that represent the Grade 5 student cohort enrolled in schools at the time of 

the data collection. The size and composition of these cohorts differ to some extent from the SEA-PLM 2019 

cycle, with changes ranging from minor to substantial. These differences may be attributed to a decline in school 

enrolment in the aftermath of COVID-19, a decline in birth rate, or other unforeseen challenges, such as 

security-related disruptions in certain countries.  

Across participating countries, the variations in student populations between the two cycles ranged from a 

slight decrease of 1 per cent to more notable shifts, such as a 59 per cent decline or a 29 per cent increase in 

enrolment figures (see Table 2.3 and note). Readers are invited to carefully consider those changes to ensure a 

comprehensive understanding of their impact on education systems and the SEA-PLM findings. 
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Table 2.3: SEA-PLM 2019 and 2024 Grade 5 population coverage 

 

Country and year 

Total enrolled 

Grade 5 

population in 

schools at the 

time of the 

definition of the 

2024 target 

population 

Variation in 

total enrolled 

Grade 5 

population 

compared with 

previous cycle 

at the time of 

the definition 

of the 2024 

target 

population 

SEA-PLM 

Grade 5 target 

population 

coverage at the 

time of the 

definition of 

the 2024 target 

population 

Excluded 

population rate in 

SEA-PLM Grade 5 

target definition 

at the time of the 

definition of the 

2024 target 

population  

2024 SEA-PLM 

Grade 5 age 

average as 

collected 

through SEA-

PLM 2024 main 

survey 

Cambodia 2019 332,677 - 99.98% 0.02% 11.6 

Cambodia 2024 329,217 -1.0% 99.65% 0.35% 11.4 

Lao PDR 2019 149,030 - 99.15% 0.85% 11.2 

Lao PDR 2024 135,551 -9.0% 98.78% 1.22% 11.1 

Malaysia 2019 450,674 - 99.60% 0.40% 11.2 

Malaysia 2024 453,895 0.7% 98.78% 1.22% 11.3 

Myanmar 2019 948,589   95.40% 4.60% 10.6 

Myanmar 2024 388,944 -59.0% 96.24% 3.76% 12.3 

Philippines 2019 2,429,869 - 95.34% 4.66% 11.2 

Philippines 2024 2,352,218 -3.2% 97.11% 2.89% 11.4 

Timor-Leste 2019 n/a - n/a n/a n/a 

Timor-Leste 2024^ 33,491 n/a 94.64% 5.36% 11.7 

Viet Nam 2019 1,391,981 - 99.81% 0.19% 11.1 

Viet Nam 2024 1,792,460 28.8% 99.97% 0.03% 10.8 

Note: In some countries, total enrolled Grade 5 population reflects the most accurate and representative data of the national school 
registration rates for the 2023ς24 school academic year some weeks after the main survey data collection. For those countries, total 
enrolled Grade 5 population was still provisional during the definition of the target population, some weeks prior to the main survey 
data collection. In other countries, total enrolled Grade 5 population reflects data made available by countries during the preparation 
of the samples. 

 
^The Minister of Education of Timor-Leste informed the SEA-PLM Regional Secretariat that Timor-Leste concluded it is best not to include 

Timor-Leste in the SEA-PLM 2024 Main Regional Report for internal reasons in late November 2025. In adherence with the SEA-PLM 
technical standards, this exclusion removes all of Timor-[ŜǎǘŜΩǎ Řŀǘŀ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŘƻƳŀƛƴΤ ƛǘ ǿƛƭƭ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ƳŀŘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎƭȅ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ŀƴŘ 
will not be used for reporting, research, or other purposes by any parties. The SEA-PLM Regional Secretariat will not endorse or recognize 
any references to the collected SEA-PLM 2024 data in Timor-Leste. 

In Myanmar, challenges in accessing primary schools in 2024 have led to a significant change in the Grade 5 

eligible population compared with 2019.11 Caution is required when interpreting and comparing Myanmar 2024 

                                                             
11 In 2019, the national sample of Myanmar was drawn from 866,200 Grade 5 students and 36,600 primary schools. In 
2024, the Grade 5 defined student target population in Myanmar covered approximately 403,584 students and 17,044 
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estimates due to significant changes observed in the composition of the school population between the SEA-

PLM 2019 and 2024 surveys.12 

However, despite changes in enrolment rates in the eligible student population, the representative nature of 

the student and school samples drawn for SEA-PLM 2024 was still maintained. Changes in enrolment rates may 

be driven by changes in birth rates and therefore changes in the population structure, rather than increasing 

out-of-school populations. Nevertheless, such changes in the population of reference should be considered 

when interpreting trends and variations within a given country and between countries.  

National samples and participation rates 

Each country designed its own national survey sample criteria to report data representative of the Grade 5 main 

target population. The standard design for the school sample calls for a student yield of 4,000, by sampling (a 

minimum of) 150 schools and selecting 27 students per school. Schools are selected with probability 

proportional to their size. Each country determined its sampling features and sub-national options based on 

standard guidelines and the cost-effectiveness of decisions. Table 2.4 presents key exhibits from the main 

sample population targeted during the main survey.  

Table 2.4: SEA-PLM 2024 Grade 5 national sample target population 

Country 

Target school sample 

drawn from the 

national sample 

Target student sample 

drawn from the 

national sample 

Cambodia 195 6,690 

Lao PDR 208 4,517 

Malaysia 197 6,035 

Myanmar 157 4,501 

Philippines  162 5,364 

Timor-Leste^ 171 5,063 

Viet Nam 153 6,053 
 

Note: In most countries, total student enrolment determined by countries at the time of the sampling selection was based on school 

administrative data from the previous academic year or school projection registration. Only a few countries have real-time individual 

student tracking systems to expedite this process. In all countries, the 2024ς2025 Grade 5 student enrolment population may have 

changed since the time that the eligible population was defined, and clarification is under way to establish the magnitude of this change. 

Some countries included sampling options in a second language to test sub-sample populations. These national-level decisions are not 

captured in this table and are not reported in national estimates as part of the main 

  
^The Minister of Education of Timor-Leste informed the SEA-PLM Regional Secretariat that Timor-Leste concluded it is best not to include 

Timor-Leste in the SEA-PLM 2024 Main Regional Report for internal reasons in late November 2025. In adherence with the SEA-PLM 

technical standards, this exclusion removes all of Timor-[ŜǎǘŜΩǎ Řŀǘŀ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŘƻƳŀƛƴΤ ƛǘ ǿƛƭƭ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ƳŀŘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎƭȅ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ŀƴŘ 

will not be used for reporting, research, or other purposes by any parties. The SEA-PLM Regional Secretariat will not endorse or recognize 

any references to the collected SEA-PLM 2024 data in Timor-Leste.population. That data will be reported separately at the discretion of 

the respective ministry of education. 

                                                             
primary schools, based on 2024 registration rates referenced by the country prior to the SEA-PLM 2024 data collection. 
Four administrative regions were entirely excluded compared with 2019. 
12 The SEA-PLM Secretariat includes this disclaimer under each publicly published table and graphic of results. 
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SEA-PLM used a two-stage sampling process to randomly select the participating schools and students. It was 

designed to achieve a sample in which all Grade 5 children from the population had the same chance of 

inclusion:  

i. Schools were selected following a systematic procedure with selection probability proportional to the 

number of enrolled Grade 5 children from the target population. A minimum of 150 schools were 

sampled from each participating country. 

ii. One Grade 5 class was selected at random within each sampled school. All children of the selected 

class were sampled.  

The Australian Council for Educational Research (ACER), one of the contracted technical collaborators in SEA-

PLM, facilitated the random selection of participating schools and students based on these common established 

procedures in compliance with the SEA-PLM regional technical standards on sampling. 

!ŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΣ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŀƴŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΩ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǊŀǘŜǎ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǎŀƳǇƭƛƴƎ 

targets to evaluate the reliability of national estimates. As reported in Table 2.5, all countries showed school 

response rates above 90 per cent, therefore exceeding the minimum 85 per cent rate, set out in the SEA-PLM 

regional standards and procedures, determined necessary to report reliable national estimates. The results 

presented in Table 2.5 are proper estimates of the 2024 Grade 5 national cohort as referenced by countries. 

 Table 2.5: SEA-PLM 2024 Grade 5 participation rates and population recorded in final datasets  

Country 

Weighted 

school 

response 

rate ς 

sampled 

schools 

only 

 Weighted 

school 

response rate 

ς sampled and 

substitute 

schools 

Weighted 

student 

response rate 

Weighted 

overall 

response rate 

ς sampled 

schools only 

Weighted 

overall 

response rate 

ς sampled and 

substitute 

schools 

Number of 

participating 

schools 

Number of 

participating 

students 

Cambodia 100.0% 100.0% 99.1% 99.1% 99.1% 195 6,574 

Lao PDR 99.7% 100.0% 92.8% 92.6% 92.8% 206 4,167 

Malaysia 90.8% 98.2% 97.3% 88.3% 95.5% 158 4,379 

Myanmar 100.0% 100.0% 97.9% 97.9% 97.9% 192 5,842 

Philippines  96.7% 97.3% 96.8% 93.6% 94.2% 156 5,070 

Timor-Leste^ 99.5% 99.5% 94.4% 93.9% 93.9% 169 4,650 

Viet Nam 100.0% 100.0% 99.7% 99.7% 99.7% 152 5,980 

^The Minister of Education of Timor-Leste informed the SEA-PLM Regional Secretariat that Timor-Leste concluded it is best not to include 

Timor-Leste in the SEA-PLM 2024 Main Regional Report for internal reasons in late November 2025. In adherence with the SEA-PLM 

technical standards, this exclusion removes all of Timor-[ŜǎǘŜΩǎ Řŀǘŀ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŘƻƳŀƛƴΤ ƛǘ ǿƛƭƭ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ƳŀŘŜ publicly available and 

will not be used for reporting, research, or other purposes by any parties. The SEA-PLM Regional Secretariat will not endorse or recognize 

any references to the collected SEA-PLM 2024 data in Timor-Leste.population. That data will be reported separately at the discretion of 

the respective ministry of education. 
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