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Essential components in planning multilingual education:
a case study of Cambodia’s Multilingual Education National
Action Plan
Jessica Balla and Mariam Smithb

aSchool of Child and Youth Care, University of Victoria, Victoria, BC, Canada; bLearning Loop, Bleket, Sweden

ABSTRACT
Multilingual education (MLE) is increasingly recognized as a means
to ensure equitable access to education for children with a
nondominant first language and to retain endangered languages.
UNESCO has championed MLE and identified 10 essential
components in planning implementation of MLE implementation.
This article examines these 10 components in Cambodia’s
implementation of its first Multilingual National Action Plan
(2014–2018), drawing on an independent in-country evaluation
conducted by the authors in 2019. The findings suggest that
UNESCO’s 10 essential components are a useful guide for
planning MLE, but that three even more foundational
components are missing from this formulation. Visible,
collaborative national leadership is critical to assure stakeholders,
especially teachers and parents, that MLE is authorized in
government schools. Adequate financial and technical resources
must be provided to subnational actors charged with ensuring
quality education. The nondominant language speakers and
advocates are at the root of MLE: without the language and
proficient speakers, MLE is nearly impossible. These three
elements – leadership, resources, and input from nondominant
language speakers – are often missing in language planning and
partnership development, and they account for many of the gaps
in the implementation of MLE in Cambodia during its five-year
term.
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Planning for multilingual education: a case example in Cambodia

In this article, we analyze the implementation of multilingual education (MLE) in Cam-
bodia between 2014 and 2018 with reference to 10 key components of good practice in
MLE identified by Malone in a document produced by UNESCO (2016). Globally, MLE
is increasingly recognized as an approach that can attract, retain, and support the success
of children with a nondominant first language. Research about language acquisition in
childhood shows that, in general, children’s first language is the most effective language
of learning (Benson, 2002; Heugh & Skutnabb-Kangas, 2012). MLE allows children to use
their first language during the transition to school and to continue using their first
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language while learning a dominant language. Often, both languages are used as media of
instruction. Ideally, a locally relevant, culturally based curriculum that may include
elements of a more general national curriculum is used, so that children become both
multilingual and multiliterate.

There are innumerable cultural, social, economic, and political benefits to countries
from providing children whose home language is a nondominant language with access
to education that they understand and that their parents value (Cummins, 2000; Lo
Bianco, 2016; Phillipson & Skutnabb-Kangas, 2018). Three decades of research evidence
and practice-based experiences in MLE around the world have shown that MLE can
fulfill the rights of children with a nondominant language to quality education and
increase their enrollment and academic success (e.g. Ball, 2011; Benson, 2011). MLE
can promote children’s readiness to participate in society as ambassadors of their
culture, keepers of first languages which are often endangered, and contributors to main-
stream economies (Hinton et al., 2018).

MLE is not a panacea. Children’s success in any education model depends on many
factors, and learning outcomes for children with a nondominant language must be
understood within the broader national context. Good planning for MLE responds to
and capitalizes on a broader political and policy context and cross-reference parallel
plans for education sector reform, national economic development, and strategies for
achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (United Nations, 2015). As well, planning
for MLEmust be done holistically, with knowledge about likely outcomes of various MLE
models, financial and technical investments in quality, clear roles for key actors, includ-
ing members of the nondominant language communities, and capable, visible leadership.

Many MLE initiatives have yielded positive outcomes or shown promise (Ball, 2011;
Benson & Kosonen, 2013, 2021; Heugh & Skutnabb-Kangas, 2012; UNESCO, 2016).
Studies of successful implementation of MLE have shown that a critical proximal deter-
minant of success of MLE is the length of time education is provided in children’s first
language. If continued throughout primary school, MLE can produce cognitive and
metalinguistic skills that enable older children to learn additional languages
(Cummins, 2008). If, however, children have to transition to a new language of instruc-
tion before they have become literate (i.e. able to read to learn) in a first language, cog-
nitive and academic benefits may not be realized (Collier, 1987). This truncated approach
is generally called an early-exit transitional model.

In addition to the length of time children spend in MLE, like all education initiatives,
quality matters. Sufficient technical and financial resources, effective leadership, and
community engagement are needed to ensure teacher competence and meaningful,
developmentally appropriate curricula and community participation.

The current article describes the implementation of MLE by the Royal Government of
Cambodia from 2014 to 2018, which we were commissioned by UNICEF to evaluate (Ball
& Smith, 2019). We discuss findings of the evaluation with reference to the 10 essential
components of MLE planning and implementation identified by Malone (UNESCO,
2016), which are identified as leaves in Figure 1. We confirm these essential components
identified by Malone. Importantly, however, we also identify three additional com-
ponents, shown as the roots and trunk of the tree depicted in Figure 1, that are even
more foundational and essential than those Malone identified.
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Context of MLE in Cambodia

The goal of MLE was to enhance inclusion of children who had been underserved by
mainstream education as a parallel initiative alongside comprehensive national plans
for education and development. Beginning in the 1990s, nongovernment organizations
(NGOs) in Cambodia developed orthographies for Indigenous languages and provided
nonformal literacy classes for Indigenous community members in their Indigenous
languages. Subsequently, MLE demonstration projects by CARE International (CARE)
attracted Indigenous parents to enroll their children in school. CARE began to build sub-
national capacity for MLE implementation in provinces with high numbers of Indigen-
ous children who were underserved (Benson, 2011). MLE projects involved parents in

Figure 1. Three foundational components to support UNESCO’s ten essential elements.
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school support committees and involved subnational education authorities (i.e. school
cluster leaders, district and provincial education officers) in decision making about
where to introduce MLE and how to support and monitor MLE teachers (Benson &
Wong, 2019). This path-finding work laid the foundation for the national government
to commit to the first five-year Multilingual Education National Action Plan
(MENAP) from 2014 to 2018 (Royal Government of Cambodia, 2015). Thus, the
MENAP was an action plan primarily to enable the expansion of MLE in the five north-
eastern provinces. The MENAP was the only government initiative enabling MLE in the
country. In 2014, CARE began a planned hand-over of responsibility for MLE to the gov-
ernment’s Ministry of Education, Youth, and Sport (MoEYS). For the first two years of
the five-year plan, CARE and UNICEF played the primary roles in implementation and
contributed the largest share of financial and technical resources for developing systems
for implementation, leadership development, teacher training including scholarships,
teacher retention including salary top-ups, curriculum resources, and monitoring. Con-
currently, CARE prepared officers in the central departments of Primary Education and
Early Childhood Education to take leading roles in implementing the MENAP. For the
final two years of the MENAP, central government leadership and technical support for
MLE unexpectedly shifted to a newly created Special Education Department in the
MoEYS.

The MENAP included MLE in preschools and for the first three years of primary
school in the five northeastern, highland provinces with the most Indigenous people.
It was offered in five Indigenous languages that had an approved orthography:
Bunong, Kavet, Kreung, Tampuan, and Brao. The plan called for an early exit, bilin-
gual, transitional model in which the Indigenous language is exclusively used in pre-
school and for gradually less time in Primary 1 (80%), Primary 2 (60%), and Primary
3 (30%). Children transition to exclusively Khmer (the dominant language) medium
of instruction and the national curriculum in Primary 4. The intention was that chil-
dren would be attracted to school by using a language that they and their parents
understood and a culturally based curriculum that was meaningful to them. Concur-
rently, children would prepare to succeed in mainstream schooling and achieve
Khmer language proficiency by the end of primary school. Most educators in Cambo-
dia described this early-exit MLE model as a bridge from Indigenous village life to
Khmer mainstream society.

Method

Purpose and procedures

The evaluation assessed the extent to which the MENAP had been implemented, the
actors who had contributed to or detracted from its implementation, the quality of
MLE delivered by the MENAP and the costs. Key questions about implementation
addressed evaluation criteria advocated by the Organisation for Economic Cooperation
and Development (OECD), including relevance, effectiveness, efficiency, impact, and
sustainability. Additional questions about implementation sought evidence of the 10
key components of MLE planning identified by Malone (UNESCO, 2016), and this is
the focus of the current article.
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The evaluation used a mixed-methods, iterative-inductive approach that allowed for
triangulation of data from multiple data sources. Primary data were obtained through
key informant interviews, focus group discussions, direct observations of school and
classroom conditions, teachers and student interactions, survey questions, participatory
pictorial mapping of change over time done by children in MLE primary schools, ‘discov-
ery workshops’ using the outcome harvesting method of evaluation, and review of over
100 key government planning documents and earlier formative evaluations by CARE and
various independent scholars.

School and community visits

A nine-member team of Indigenous nationals with proficiency in the Indigenous
languages included in MLE joined us for visits to schools and communities in 14 districts
in four northeastern provinces. MLE primary schools and preschools were selected pur-
posively using a maximum variation sampling strategy, including peri-urban/rural/
remote locales ranging from 11 to 147 kilometers from the provincial capital and
‘high, average, or low’ performing schools based on grade promotions for the overall
school population (which are not disaggregated by Indigenous identity). Most schools
had one class per grade, and the schools ranged from three to six grades.

Participants

A total of 696 Cambodians participated in the evaluation (317 female), 40 percent of
whom were children. Indigenous participants included children in and out of school,
parents, community leaders, members of school support committees, and leaders in Indi-
genous peoples’ organizations. Teachers and education officers participated, including
representatives from school clusters and from district, provincial, and national offices.
Other participants were representatives of NGOs and international NGOs and non-Cam-
bodians involved in implementing the plan or providing related education or language
services. Adult participants were shown an informed consent protocol in their first
language (usually verbally) and asked to confirm their understanding of their rights
regarding their participation by either signing a form or giving their verbal consent.
This protocol was adapted for children. Children participated with the verbal consent
of a parent.

Data analysis

Quantitative data were aggregated for each of the four provinces to identify annual
changes in enrollments in MLE. Secondary quantitative education, demographic, and
costing data were also analyzed.

Qualitative data analysis aimed to triangulate the perspectives of the different stake-
holder groups, including Indigenous participants, educators, and supporters. The
outcome harvesting method was used to organize most of the qualitative data, focusing
on evidence of concrete behavioral change of and by implementers of and participants in
MLE. The process also identified barriers, bottlenecks, enabling factors, and other factors
affecting how the MENAP was implemented and how various stakeholders understood
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what was happening and why. Excerpts from audio recordings and notes were categor-
ized into themes. As part of triangulation of sources and methods of data collection, each
of these themes was documented with reference to the sources and types of data that sup-
ported it.

Findings

Many themes derived from our analysis of qualitative data across participant groups
spoke to the 10 essential components of good practice in implementing MLE identified
by Malone and widely disseminated by UNESCO (2016). Discussion of the findings are
organized according to these key components. The findings also pointed to three critical
components of planning MLE that the UNESCO model did not identify: visible, colla-
borative leadership; adequate financial and technical resources; and ongoing input by
nondominant language speakers and groups. These are discussed at the conclusion of
this section on findings. Findings reported here are a summary of themes that recurred
across several different categories of participant and using different data collection
methods. Due to limitations on manuscript length, we have not disaggregated findings
based on participant group or by data collection method. For a more granular report
of findings across all aspects of the evaluation, please refer to Ball and Smith (2019).

1. Preliminary research

Document review described early antecedents of the first national plan for MLE, which
began in the 1990s with community-based, nonformal MLE classes for Indigenous com-
munity members delivered by local NGOs. In the early 2000s, MLE demonstration pro-
jects by CARE and others showed the potential of MLE to reduce the high numbers of
Indigenous children out of school, increase Indigenous children’s success in school,
and sustain Indigenous languages and cultures (Benson, 2011; Noorlander & Churk,
2008; Thomas, 2002). These projects built momentum for the government-supported
action plan (i.e. the MENAP). CARE had developed MLE curriculum, teacher training
modules, leadership for MLE at national and subnational levels, and human resources
for training teachers and education officers in MLE. It was expected that the government
would retain and build on this foundation – an expectation that was not born out, as dis-
cussed subsequently.

2. Acceptable alphabets

In Cambodia in the 1990s, local community language groups and NGOs, with linguistic
support from SIL International and EMU International, worked on a survey of Indigen-
ous language use, language analysis, development of orthographies, and materials using
Khmer script (Gregerson, 2009). The National Language Institute of the Royal Academy
of Cambodia, members of the MoEYS, and the NGO International Collaboration Cam-
bodia worked on obtaining government approval of these Indigenous language orthogra-
phies. In 2003, MoEYS approved orthographies (using Khmer script) for five Indigenous
languages: Krung, Tampuan, Bunong, Kavet, and Brao. In 2013, MoEYS agreed to
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develop teaching and learning materials in these Indigenous languages, using Khmer
script, for primary grades 1, 2, and 3.

3. Supportive MLE policy and legislation

Providing a strong foundation for implementing MLE requires a comprehensive edu-
cation delivery system overall, with strong capacity among the implementing actors at
all levels. Following decades of political tumult, Cambodia had created a modern edu-
cation delivery system from the central MoEYS through provincial and district education
offices to schools at preschool, primary, lower secondary, and upper secondary levels
(Kelsall et al., 2016; Royal Government of Cambodia, 2010). However, challenges per-
sisted in ensuring access to meaningful, inclusive education for children whose first
language is an Indigenous language. As Benson and Wong recount (2019), steps
towards implementation of MLE were taken in the decade preceding the MENAP. Key
among these were the 2007 Education Law affirming Khmer as the main language of
instruction, but allowing local education officers to issue sub-decrees where Khmer
Lue (i.e. Indigenous languages) were spoken, enabling oral use of these languages in
classrooms; the Guidelines on Implementation of Bilingual Education Program for Indi-
genous Children in Highland Provinces created by MoEYS (2010); and the Prakas (or
law) on Identification of Languages for Khmer National Learners Who are Indigenous
People created by MoEYS in 2013. The MENAP (2014–2018) explicitly addressed the
goal of including Indigenous children in education, as does the current Multilingual Edu-
cation Action Plan (2019–2023; Royal Government of Cambodia, 2019). The MENAP
identified strategies, such as improvements in teaching quality, terms of teacher employ-
ment, and a more functional education information management system, that were also
components of the national Education Strategic Plan 2014–2018. The MENAP was con-
gruent with priorities in the National Strategic Development Plan (2014–2018; Royal
Government of Cambodia, 2014) and an ongoing national decentralization and decon-
centration process.

4. Realistic implementation plan

Theory of change. The MENAP did not explicate a theory of change. Scaling up MLE
beyond pilot projects requires consensus on a theory of change linking goals, objectives,
strategies, activities, impacts, and effects and identifying actors, their interrelationships,
and their responsibilities. To understand the logic of the MENAP and to establish bench-
marks for assessing how well the plan had been implemented, we analyzed the plan with
reference to expected elements of a theory of change. Our retrospective construction of a
theory of change for the MENAP is shown in Figure 2.

As shown in Figure 2, the vision articulated in the plan was for improved quality of
education, but no operational definition of quality was provided. Although it was
known at the outset that the initiative would only provide MLE in five Indigenous
languages, the plan, perhaps avoiding political controversy, lacked the kind of specificity
needed to identify which language communities should be consulted and to provide
clarity for actors to measure progress with regard to specific languages, communities,
and locations.
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Key actors were identified in the plan, but they were not linked to specific strategies or
outcomes and omitted Indigenous people as key actors. Effective implementation of MLE
requires multiple interconnected activities and collaborative activities among actors at
many levels, including senior government officials, finance officers, educators, develop-
ment partners, members of the nondominant language community, and beneficiaries.
Figure 3 depicts key groups of actors that are likely to be needed in order to implement
MLE in most contexts. Actors clearly identified with education are shown in the cross-
hatched sphere, while actors who contribute from outside the education sector are
shown in the open area.

The MENAP plan recognized that the government would take over from CARE as
the primary implementer of MLE and would build MLE teaching capacity, but there
was no time frame associated with this transition or with any of the activities or out-
comes to be achieved, beyond the end date in 2018. The plan did not mention how
the government would provide for transfer of responsibility for other roles or resources
that development partners had previously contributed, including research and develop-
ment, advocacy, and convening multiple stakeholders to ensure a coordinated
approach. The plan acknowledged the experience, expertise, and financial and technical
support of development partners, but did not specify a budget for any component
activities or sources of technical expertise within the government. Government resour-
cing to subnational levels was not made explicit in the plan, which was a significant
oversight given the expectation that subnational education authorities would have

Figure 2. Retrospective construction of a theory of change for Cambodia’s Multilingual Education
National Action Plan.
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major decision-making, delivery, and monitoring roles as part of the government’s
overall decentralization agenda.

The objectives of the plan included implementation of MLE in preschools and for the
first three years of primary school. Supporting objectives included increased demand for
MLE among ethnic minority parents and local authorities, scaling up MLE provision in
relevant provinces, and increasing the capacity of national and subnational education
officers to manage and monitor MLE provisions. Strategies and outcomes were listed
to enable children to access MLE preschools and primary schools. Although lack of infra-
structure was recognized as a barrier, no specific strategies aimed to strengthen infra-
structure and resourcing, which was notable considering the remote locations and
other barriers to accessing schooling. The MENAP identified assumptions which were
vague and not attached to any specific responsible actors, strategies, or activities.

Figure 3. Key actors needed to implement multilingual education.
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Clarity on activities, actors, and costs was conspicuously lacking in the plan. First,
numerous activities necessary for important intermediate outcomes to be realized at
the mid-point and at the end of five years were not articulated. For example, the plan
did not identify how the MENAP would be synchronized with concurrent and
planned policy and legislative developments, orthography development, research to
create measurement tools for assessing learning in MLE, ongoing consultation for
MLE curriculum renewal, and ongoing recruitment of Indigenous language speakers
as teachers and core trainers. Second, specific actors were not identified as accountable
for specific outcomes. Existing and potential relationships among actors needed to
fulfill the vision were not described. Ongoing consultation with and engagement of Indi-
genous peoples’ organizations and Indigenous language groups were not mentioned,
even though increased demand for MLE on the parts of Indigenous people was one of
the four objectives.

In sum, the plan reflected a positive aspiration to enhance the relevance of education
for an excluded population of children in Cambodia. However, it omitted many details,
actors, and activities, resulting in a lack of clarity in partnerships and no a priori commit-
ment to financial resourcing and accountability to expected outcomes at national and
subnational levels. Shortcomings in the implicit theory of change in the MENAP likely
contributed to gaps in providing for the 10 key components of effective MLE implemen-
tation outlined by UNESCO (2016).

Financial resources. UNESCO’s (2016) 10 key components do not specifically identify
funding; however, a dedicated and sufficient budget for MLE is a necessary component of
a realistic implementation plan. In Cambodia, strategies and their component activities
for implementing MLE were not costed and there was no system for budget planning or
tracking expenditures. Hence, the plan lacked critical details to form a basis for account-
ability on the parts of specific actors, assurance of financial and technical support for
needed resources, and evaluation of the MENAP’s cost-benefits.

Provincial offices of education reported that the operational costs for MLE preschools
and primary schools were not substantially greater than for non-MLE schools. However,
the government’s scale-up of MLE built on a strong foundation of substantial prior
investments by CARE, UNICEF, other development partners, and local organizations
that had created local leadership, teaching capacity, teaching materials, and community
awareness. The Government of Cambodia committed roughly three percent of gross
domestic product for all education services during the five years of the MENAP (National
Strategic Development Plan, 2014–2018). While a significant increase from previous
years, this was still much lower than successful ASEAN countries which had invested
over five percent of gross domestic product (Save the Children, 2017). Throughout
our research, there were reports of insufficient funds for expansion of MLE to meet
demand and, in one province, to meet targets. There were also reports of insufficient
funds for activities that would enhance quality, including leadership development,
input from Indigenous language groups, sufficient teacher training, curriculum
renewal, and monitoring. A costed results-oriented plan with clear indicators for
success is critical for stakeholders to engage in ongoing review and course corrections,
accountability, and evaluation.
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5. Awareness raising and mobilization

All subnational education officers were variously involved in raising awareness of MLE.
MLE was presented by government and promoted by most provincial officers of edu-
cation as a bridge for Indigenous children to learn in Khmer and succeed in mainstream
classrooms by Primary 4. There was no messaging conveying the inherent value of MLE
for all children and ambivalent messages about the value for Indigenous children to learn
to write or read in their Indigenous language in lower primary school. MLE teachers
expressed dismay about the lack of recognition by education authorities of learning in
the Indigenous language. They explained that this undermined their confidence that
the government really supported MLE, and that perhaps MLE was ‘only a CARE-spon-
sored project that has ended.’ However, Indigenous parents, Indigenous school support
committees, and Indigenous peoples’ organizations saw MLE as a means of transmitting
and preserving their language and culture and ensuring that schooling teaches knowledge
and livelihood skills needed to sustain community life in their highlands environment.
These actors were articulate about their desire for MLE to continue through primary
six or beyond.

6. Teacher training and recruitment

MLE teachers were widely acknowledged as strongly committed, doing their best with
limited resources, and having the most direct impact on inclusion of Indigenous children
in school. However, education officers described the difficulty of recruiting preschool and
primary school teachers who had completed secondary school, were proficient in an Indi-
genous language, and were willing to work in often remote and difficult circumstances for
low wages. Experienced Indigenous core trainers were inexplicably furloughed when the
government took ownership of MLE. The resulting cadre of core trainers were not Indi-
genous, and they perceived their lack of knowledge of the relevant languages and cultures
as a serious limitation to their effectiveness as trainers and mentors.

Provincial and district education officers were using an in-service MLE teacher train-
ing curriculum created by CARE to train existing teachers. Training was often behind
schedule due to insufficient funds. A 30-day MLE teacher training module created by
CARE for a fast-track, preservice teacher training initiative before the inception of the
MENAP had not been utilized. Senior education officers, teachers, school directors,
and school support committees reported a need for more in-service training and techni-
cal expertise on MLE pedagogy, but they lacked technical and financial resources.

Teacher retention is not identified among the key components for MLE implemen-
tation by UNESCO (2016). Yet, this is often a significant barrier to success in education
initiatives and was frequently identified in our study as a barrier to efficiency and sustain-
ability. High teacher turnover was attributed to job insecurity, low salaries, and isolation
in remote villages without regular mentoring. In one province, low teacher education
qualifications (as low as Primary 6) were also noted as a factor driving teachers to
resign because they did not understand the curriculum content and therefore were not
able to teach it.

We spent a lot of time and money training teachers, and then when they nearly reach their
qualifications, they quit. The reasons are the insecurity of the position, which is subject to
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annual renewal by the commune council, the low salary, and their feeling alone and not
confident. (District education officer, Stung Treng)

School directors were found to play pivotal roles in implementing MLE. These subdis-
trict-level educators, responsible for supporting and monitoring a cluster of schools,
were said to understand varied classroom situations, had detailed knowledge of the com-
munities, and could build on established relationships with families, teachers, and village
leaders.

When I became a school director, I saw that they were teaching MLE, and I didn’t know
why. I didn’t know how to help. Then, I received training about MLE, and I knew how
to support MLE. I could help share about the value of this! It was clear that the teachers
were starting to recognize their value. The parents as well were getting involved. You
could see it in the environment—we were meeting together with the parents and they
were getting involved. The children were sharing with parents and it became a very
strong situation. The biggest change that we have seen in the village during the time of
the MENAP is the level of cooperation among children and families. There is no discrimi-
nation against Indigenous children seen in the community.… I want to support the teachers
who want to have MLE teachers until grade 6. I know that when parents are giving advice
because they love their village that makes us all succeed! (School director, Mondulkiri
Province)

Many district-level education officers described how their support for MLE had grown
incrementally over the four years of the MENAP as they came to understand that
MLE had actually been adopted by the government and that there was high demand
among Indigenous children and parents.

When it comes to the capacity building, it’s not like in the past, when we ignored Indigenous
children. Now we are able to pay attention to them. We didn’t worry much about them in
the past. We were interested, but we didn’t meet their needs. Now in MLE we really do try.
(District education officer)

MLE preschool teacher training. Education leaders agreed that there was no one actor
who was responsible for MLE preschool training. A problem noted by all MLE preschool
teachers and many educator officers was that MLE preschool teacher training was pro-
vided in Khmer. According to officers in the national Primary Education and Early
Childhood Education Departments, many preschool teachers had limited ability to
read and write in Khmer language, and some were not literate in their Indigenous
language. In many cases, they were not able to translate from Khmer into their Indigen-
ous language, so they taught children in Khmer although they were in MLE preschool.
Low retention of MLE preschool teachers was cited by provincial leaders as a reason
they hesitate to invest in training preschool teachers. All stakeholders identified an
immediate need for more technical and financial support to expand and improve the
quality of MLE preschools.

7. Curriculum and instructional materials

Before the MENAP, CARE created and piloted a comprehensive curriculum that paral-
leled the national Khmer language curriculum for Primary 1–3. While organized around
the learning competencies established by the government for mainstream schools, the
MLE curriculum was infused with livelihood skills, vignettes, images, and examples
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from Indigenous life. CARE also created resource books featuring cultural practices in
each of the five Indigenous cultural groups included in MLE. Overwhelmingly positive
support was found for the inclusion of Indigenous cultural content in the MLE curricu-
lum. Some MLE primary teachers described creating lessons that involved taking stu-
dents on a village walk to observe, describe, and discuss objects and events in the local
community, taking students to the forest to find traditional medicine and edible
plants, and planting vegetable gardens with the children. Some MLE teachers described
writing stories with students in the Indigenous language and guiding children to make
farming tools and musical instruments with community experts. However, teachers
varied in their reports of the amount of time and creative effort devoted to teaching
the cultural content and the written language. Many teachers expressed uncertainty
about whether the MLE curriculum and supplementary resources, including resources
they might create, were government authorized and whether competencies attained
using the MLE curriculum were accepted as equivalent to the competencies to be attained
through the national curriculum. Reinforcing teacher uncertainty, teachers reported
having no guidance about goals or standards for children’s competency to speak or
write the Indigenous language, and no tests for assessing Indigenous language learning.
Most teachers reported that when they tested children’s learning, they used Khmer.

AlthoughMLE primary teachers were expected to use only the MLE curriculum, many
described teaching both the MLE curriculum created by CARE and the Khmer curricu-
lum. Some teachers said they used the Khmer curriculum ‘to be on the safe side’ because
of uncertainty that the government actually approved the use of an alternative curricu-
lum for MLE. Yet, children, parents, and many teachers emphasized a need for expanded
and updated culturally specific content.

MLE is important for our culture and we don’t want it to be lost. (MLE teacher)

MLE is not just a bridge, it is a centre for children to learn about their culture and identity.
(Indigenous community member)

If we can have MLE for more years in school then children will be able to use the language
properly for cultural purposes, for example, dramas, recording the history, and knowledge
about the forest. This could make the education come to life and have a future. (Indigenous
community member)

We want MLE extended through grade 12. Our goal is to keep the culture. They need to
study longer, not just for the sake of our written language, but to keep their culture.
(School support committee chairperson)

MLE preschool curriculum and materials. There were no MLE-specific curricula or
instructional resources for preschools. MLE preschool teachers described focusing on
teaching children Khmer as quickly as possible, with exposure to Khmer alphabet and
no exposure to written Indigenous language. Posters and decorations in preschool class-
rooms displayed only Khmer alphabet and words. Some explained that since the children
would need to know Khmer for primary school, they were focusing on Khmer. Few MLE
preschool teachers reported being literate in their Indigenous language. Across all levels,
education officers expressed a view that preschools did not need MLE-specific teaching
and learning resources; instead, teachers should figure this out for themselves and create
their own materials. Many MLE preschool teachers, on the other hand, reported that they
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had no technical skills or financial resources to do this. Most preschool teachers received
little or no remuneration for their role as teachers.

A few exceptions were found. For example, an MLE preschool teacher described trans-
lating the standard preschool curriculum into Bunong and creating instructional
materials in Bunong. As a result, more Bunong parents were enrolling and regularly
bringing their children to preschool rather than taking them to the farms.

8. Reading and learning materials

Reading and learning materials are scarce for most children going to school in Cambodia.
Teachers are expected to create learning materials from low-cost or free materials, and
children share tablets or a single classroom writing board. In MLE classrooms, children
were able to take home the specific MLE reading materials produced by CARE, which
were recognized as part of the curriculum and used in the classroom. In some schools,
there were a few reading books written in their Indigenous language. As mentioned,
CARE had invested significantly and successfully in creating an MLE curriculum, includ-
ing textbooks and supplementary readers, that were written in five Indigenous languages,
and that teachers described as clear, understandable, illustrated to reflect highlands cul-
tures, and leveled for each of the three primary grades. MLE teachers in primary schools
were enthusiastic about this purpose-made resource, although many opined that it was
too easy, and they completed it long before the end of each school year. There was no
incorporation of the repository of Indigenous language teaching and reading resources
created by NGOs that had been working for years with Indigenous community groups
on materials production to support their delivery of non-formal education (Thomas,
2003).

9. Monitoring and evaluation

Since the inception of MLE pilot programs in Cambodia, several formative evaluations
were commissioned by CARE, UNICEF, and other international organizations (e.g.
Benson, 2011; Benson & Wong, 2019; Noorlander & Churk, 2008; Thomas, 2002).
These evaluations examined many features of MLE identified by Malone (UNESCO,
2016) as important foci for monitoring and evaluation. Our evaluation focused specifi-
cally on monitoring and evaluation associated with the MENAP. During the five-year
implementation period, district-level education officers reported that they had made
more frequent visits to schools with MLE classrooms and there were improved relation-
ships with MLE teachers and Indigenous community members. The Special Education
Department (SED) team within MoEYS made monitoring trips to each of the four pro-
vinces once per year in 2017 and 2018, covering 27 MLE primary schools and 26 MLE
preschools. Considering the remote locations of many MLE schools, this was an achieve-
ment. However, education officers reported a lack of finances and time to reach many
villages, especially in the rainy season. To overcome physical barriers, digital reporting
using tablets was beginning to be explored in the few communities that had internet
access.

Monitoring visits were limited in scope, focusing on whether teachers were attending
and delivering lessons, delivering textbooks to students, and collecting students’ test
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results, as well as generally encouraging teachers. No data were collected about student
learning outcomes beyond students’ grade-level promotions, or other aspects of monitor-
ing and evaluation advocated by Malone (UNESCO, 2016).

Lack of relevant data makes ongoing evaluation difficult, and without feedback, there
is little on which to base ongoing improvements to implementing an action plan. The
education management information system in Cambodia was slightly improved during
the period of the MENAP as part of more general education reforms, but it did not ident-
ify student or teacher ethnicity or primary language or the languages used in lower
primary. Data collected was limited to numbers of children enrolled in an MLE or
non-MLE school. There was no data on children who had never attended school. Stream-
lined and digital data collection from village to national levels had not been achieved.
Integrated education and demographic data systems to enable evaluation of MENAP
strategies had not been initiated.

10. Supportive partnerships

The five-year plan was built on a foundation of partnerships among CARE, UNICEF, and
MoEYS. CARE had previously partnered with various institutions, such as the Faculty of
Education at the Royal University of Phnom Penh, the Education Research Council, and
the provincial teacher training colleges to support orthography and curriculum develop-
ment, and CARE had engaged Indigenous community groups in consultation on curri-
culum development. However, MoEYS had inexplicably not continued these
partnerships. Nor had they initiated new ones. Indigenous organizations, community
groups, and school support committees had gained strength during the years of the
MENAP but had not been engaged in planning, decision making, awareness and mobil-
ization activities, or teacher training. This lack of engagement with local language speak-
ers was conspicuous to several stakeholder groups. Village leaders and district-level
officers opined that inclusion of Indigenous people in visible roles, including mobiliz-
ation, mentoring, and monitoring, would provide a valued resource and would send a
positive message to communities about government commitment to the MENAP as a
rights-based, equity-driven initiative. Local NGOs with Indigenous language curriculum
materials, competencies, and experience in nonformal education in Indigenous commu-
nities had not been asked to contribute. These organizations reported that they were pre-
pared to share Indigenous language resources for MLE preschools and primary schools,
provide teacher assistance, develop new Indigenous language resources, and respond
with nonformal education to requests from Indigenous parents for support to develop
literacy in their Indigenous language. Malone (UNESCO, 2016) did not specify that part-
nerships must include active outreach and involvement of speakers of the nondominant
language(s) used in MLE.

Three foundational, essential components

The foregoing findings on the ten components identified by UNESCO (2016) as essential
for good implementation of MLE suggest some positive movement towards building a
system to support the scale-up of MLE. However, critical gaps in planning and
implementation of Cambodia’s MLE program created barriers to ensuring buy-in,
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quality, and sustainability. These gaps were largely attributable to insufficient leadership,
technical and financial resources, and participation by speakers of the nondominant
languages. We argue that these three components actually form the backbone or as illus-
trated in Figure 1, the roots and trunk, of an effective plan for implementing MLE and are
more foundational than UNESCO’s 10 essential components, illustrated as leaves in
Figure 1. It could be argued that these elements are implied or assumed in the 10 essential
components (for example, financial and technical resources could be assumed as part of a
realistic implementation plan). However, we argue that these three foundational
elements need to be identified explicitly, and presented as foundational: without these,
an MLE implementation plan is bound to have limited success. As well, in a hierarchical
society where partnership with speakers of nondominant languages (especially Indigen-
ous people) is often considered to be impossible or low priority, it is critical to underscore
the ethical importance and critical, functional role of these partnerships. This section
describes these three components, which we contend, should be added to UNESCO’s
conceptualization of essential components for MLE.

1. Visible national or regional collaborative leadership

UNESCO (2016) does not explicitly identify leadership development as a key component
of implementing MLE. However, the roles of national and subnational education officers
in implementing MLE are key, and this actuality was highly visible, both positively and
negatively, in Cambodia. The most effective leadership for MLE came from those posi-
tioned most closely to Indigenous communities and therefore to support change and see
positive impacts. Subnational education officers were gathering documentation from
village head men and school directors to justify requests for MLE schools, monitoring
teachers and students, engaging with school support committees, preparing costed
plans, assigning core trainers to support MLE teacher development, and conducting
training. At all four of our provincial workshops for evaluating the MENAP, this subna-
tional capacity was on display as school support committee members, local authorities,
school directors, and district-level officers came with clear agendas (often to advocate
for new MLE schools or MLE enhancements), practice-based evidence, and willingness
to collaborate across stakeholder groups. These involved players pointed to an
ongoing need within their management teams for more understanding of MLE and
more training on how to deliver it.

At the national level, gaps in government capacity to lead and manage MLE were
widely perceived. Whereas leadership and management capacity for MLE had been
built by CARE in the Primary Education and Early Childhood Education Departments,
this capacity had not transferred to the Special Education Department (SED), which was
created in 2016 and charged with responsibility to implement the plan for MLE. A five-
member team within the new department had no prior training in MLE or preschool and
no Indigenous language capacity or knowledge of culturally based pedagogy. The team
described relying extensively on more established capacity in the provinces. SED team
members expressed a lack of confidence in their ability to be effective because they
lacked Indigenous staff on their team, did not thoroughly understand MLE pedagogy,
and found the MLE curriculum too complicated. They expressed doubt that the
unique MLE curriculum was necessary and wondered whether teachers could instead
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translate the national curriculum or use a curriculum more similar to the national cur-
riculum. In contrast, stakeholders in the provinces saw MLE teachers and the unique
MLE curriculum as the most important determinants of success of the MENAP.

The separation of MLE from the Primary Education and Early Childhood Education
Departments into the newly formed Special Education Department, with officers who
were non-Indigenous and inexperienced in MLE, was perceived as unfortunate by
many stakeholders. Officers in various MoEYS departments questioned whether MLE
was so unique it warranted an entirely segregated managing department. These
officers opined that many elements of delivering MLE are similar to non-MLE early
childhood and primary education and that therefore it would be more efficient to keep
MLE in the mainstream departments where normative functions such as teacher training,
monitoring, and education information data collection and analysis would be consoli-
dated and well supported technically.

2. Financial and technical resources

Many of the gaps described in the discussion of findings were due to insufficient commit-
ment of technical and financial resources to fully implement the MLE plan. For example,
nearly all actors expressed a need for greater understanding of MLE, including the lead
national unit charged with implementing the MENAP. Financial resources were needed
to bring in expertise to develop understanding of MLE and consult on curriculum review
and updating and on methods for assessing the learning of children in MLE. Financial
resources were needed to support often treacherous visits to remote schools for monitor-
ing and mentoring. Financial resources were needed to enable Indigenous peoples’
organizations and language speakers to participate at national, provincial, and local
MLE planning meetings, in MLE teacher training, and in ongoing support for MLE tea-
chers. As noted, the MENAP was not a costed plan, and the government budget dedi-
cated to implementing it was miniscule.

3. Participation of nondominant language speakers throughout language
planning

As noted in the foregoing, there are many potential roles for speakers of the nondomi-
nant languages used in MLE throughout the planning cycle, from goal setting to program
design, implementation, monitoring, and evaluation. In Cambodia, successes were
attributable in part to the important roles played by school support committees, which
were composed of Indigenous parents, village leaders, and community language
groups. These committees helped to achieve the goal of increased demand for MLE
among Indigenous children and parents. They encouraged MLE teachers and paid the
stipends received by MLE preschool teachers. Problems during implementation could
be attributed in part to the failure to plan roles for Indigenous language speakers.
These problems included lack of Indigenous language proficiency by core teacher trai-
ners, lack of Indigenous teachers, lack of consideration for how to assess children’s learn-
ing in an Indigenous language, and lack of learning and reading materials in Indigenous
languages. Many subnational education officers called for designated and financially sup-
ported roles for more Indigenous people to join in implementing the MENAP as
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community-based collaborators and as staff at all levels. Subnational education officers
argued that they could bring, not only their Indigenous language capacities and cultural
knowledges, but also their understandings of how to communicate with, motivate,
engage, and respond to Indigenous community members. Speakers of the nondominant
language(s) used in MLE are essential for curriculum development, review, and updating,
expanding the repository of learning and reading materials, and extending the nondomi-
nant language proficiency of MLE teachers. Members of the nondominant language com-
munity who are the intended beneficiaries of MLE are also key to supporting the
sustainability of MLE, including recruiting enough teachers with nondominant language
proficiency to meet increasing demand and advocating for scaling upMLE and extending
MLE beyond lower primary.

Conclusion

The Government of Cambodia’s first five-year plan for MLE was a tool for transitioning
MLE from primarily development partner support to government ownership. Ongoing
expansion of MLE is now guided by a second five-year plan, the Multilingual Education
Action Plan (2019–2023; Hang Chuon, 2021; Royal Government of Cambodia, 2019),
again focused on Indigenous languages in the five northeastern provinces.

Despite gaps in its formulation, the MENAP achieved its quantitative targets in terms
of expanded delivery of MLE, increased Indigenous children’s enrollment in MLE, and
strengthened systems for managing MLE delivery. Key achievements included expanded
access to MLE in primary schools, conversion of community schools to state schools,
which increased and stabilized their teachers’ status and salaries, and facility improve-
ments. Most achievements occurred during the first two years of the MENAP, when
CARE and UNICEF were still the primary drivers of implementation. The evaluation
found that the 10 components proposed by UNESCO (2016) as essential for implement-
ing MLE were planned for to some extent in the MENAP, and progress had been made in
implementing them by the end of the five-year term. However, there were gaps in all 10
components.

In regard to implications of this case study for other countries implementing MLE
based on nondominant languages, the findings reinforce other studies that show how
MLE can be a powerful stimulus for children who speak a nondominant language to
enroll and succeed in school and for parents to support children’s participation in
formal education. Research is needed, however, to determine the ultimate effectiveness
of an early-exit transitional model compared to a longer-term model targeting literacy
in an Indigenous language before the transition to schooling in the dominant language.

Gaps in implementation of the 10 essential components for implementing MLE are
more likely when there is weak national leadership, inadequate technical and financial
resources, and an absence of input from nondominant language speakers. This paper
argues that these are three foundational components that supersede the 10 UNESCO-
identified factors. Without these three, the steps taken to build MLE capacity are precar-
ious. For example, in Cambodia, subnational actors, including school support committee
members, teachers, and provincial and local education officers all expressed uncertainty
about whether the government was really supporting MLE and for how long, because of
the lack of visible leadership at the national level and insufficient commitment of funds to
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ensure quality MLE. Organizations of nondominant language speakers also expressed
uncertainty about the government’s commitment to MLE, because although they rep-
resented the intended beneficiaries of the plan, they had been excluded from the entire
language planning cycle, as had various NGOs that had worked closely with nondomi-
nant language groups and organizations for decades, including for nonformal education.

In most countries, governments have the authority, structures, financial resources, and
access to technical support, as well as the means to collaborate with nondominant
language communities to implement and scale up an effective and sustainable MLE
stream within the education system. Visible leadership by national or regional govern-
ment is essential to build confidence in language-in-education innovation. The language
capacities, culturally based knowledge, practice ideas, and relationship networks of non-
dominant language speakers are a critical component of sound language planning. Bring-
ing together effective leadership, resources, and nondominant language speakers to plan
and implement MLE will promote equitable access to meaningful education and advance
the United Nations’ (2015) Sustainable Development Goals.
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