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Abstract
Many children with a nondominant first language are disadvantaged by schooling offered
only in the dominant language. This chapter underscores the roles of multilingual education
(MLE) to facilitate children’s transition to school and education achievement, and to preserve
endangered languages. Too often, a short transitional MLE approach is used only to
assimilate children into the dominant language and culture of the national education system.
Policies and programs must aim not only to include children with nondominant first
languages in education, but to support authentically multilingual, multiliterate, multicultural
education. Multiculturally based pedagogy requires authentic cultural knowledges in
curriculum and meaningful roles for speakers of the children’s nondominant languages in
creating vibrant, language-rich classrooms. For two decades, actors in the Kingdom of
Cambodia have advanced multilingual education for Indigenous children. Evaluated in 2019
by the authors, Cambodia’s Multilingual Education National Action Plan initiated in 2014 is
an example of a targeted, largely decentralized approach emphasizing provincial and districtlevel decision making and with centralized planning and support. A second five-year plan for
MLE is underway. Successes in enrolling and retaining Indigenous children and promoting
parent involvement are considered alongside concerns about sustainability. Lessons learned
can be useful in other contexts where plans are being made to introduce or renew MLE.
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Developments in Multilingual Education in Cambodia 2000 to 2020
Children’s right to education in a language they understand
Children and their primary caregivers arrive at the threshold of formal schooling (when they
do) with a precious resource: their mother tongue. Some children s mother tongue is
privileged in formal education as the language of instruction, which typically is presented to
children and families as the best language for learning, the language with highest prestige,
and the only language allowed. Other children s mother tongue is dismissed, denied, or given

only token support. For children whose first language is not the language of education, this is
subtractive education. These children and their parents often feel a lack of cultural safety
when crossing the threshold into schools where teachers are not members of their language
and cultural community and there is no common language for reciprocal understanding.
Children in this submersion approach have to sink or swim in an unfamiliar language
medium. Many children sink. Of the estimated 56 million children who are still out of school
or drop out before completing Primary 1, many belong to Indigenous and other
nondominant language groups.2 For children who swim, most never develop proficiency in
their mother tongue, and may forget it altogether. This is a loss to them, their families, their
nondominant language communities, their nations, and the world. This situation is found in
nearly every country in the world and contributes significantly to the numbers of children
who never enroll, have early experiences of school failure, and/or leave school before
completing primary school.
Some have charged that this is language discrimination3 and a violation of several
international declarations, conventions, and charters that support the use of children’s
mother tongue in education. For example, the United Nations Convention on the Rights of
the Child (UNCRC)4 stipulates in Article 30 the right of Indigenous Peoples to use their own
language in schooling. UNCRC General Comment 7 stipulates that policies and programs in

early childhood (birth to eight years old) must recognize and incorporate diversities in
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culture, language, and child rearing. UNCRC Article 29 holds that education shall respect the
child’s cultural identity, language, and values, as well as the values of the country in which
the child lives.
Increasingly, governments are aiming for the ideal that no child will be discriminated against
in education based on their membership in a particular population group. They rightly see
multilingual education (MLE) as a moral imperative and a matter of educational equity and
child rights. They are drawing upon decades of research that has shown that children whose
first language is a nondominant language can succeed in school if they are provided with
preschool and primary school in their mother tongue or a combination of their mother
tongue and a dominant language. MLE is a socially inclusive approach that is increasingly
used around the world to reach children who are among the most at risk of persistent
marginalization and low quality of life. Investigators of MLE5 agree with Kraft that
when children master the basics of literacy in the Mother Tongue, with
trained teachers, quality, age-appropriate books and instructional materials,
and sufficient time in which to master the basics, they can and do transfer
easily into a second (international) language. They can more easily become the
fluent bilingual, biliterate citizens every advanced country of the world so
desperately seeks and needs.6
Equitable educational opportunities for all children are part of the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs), particularly Goal 4.2.2, aspiring to at least one year of pre-primary education
for all, and Goal 4.5.1 aspiring to parity of participation in education including by Indigenous
peoples. Equity in education means being able to understand the language of instruction and
to learn one’s own language through formal education systems, which will make the other 16
SDGs more achievable. MLE promotes universal enrolment in early childhood and primary
education, gender equality, healthy living and access to health care, workforce participation,
and sustainable development.7 Studies in Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN)
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member countries have found that MLE supports SDG 16, Peace, Justice, and Strong
Institutions, by promoting rather than detracting from social cohesion, national unity, and
security.8 When language issues are negotiated so that linguistically distinct groups have at
least some of their goals met through education, intranational tension may be reduced.
Two decades of research and practice-based evidence of the impacts of MLE around the
world have shown that MLE can fulfill children’s right to be included in quality education
that is meaningful to them, support success of children with a nondominant language, and
promote parents’ commitment and involvement in education for their child.9 These
outcomes and other possible positive impacts depend upon the quality, quantity, and
authenticity of how MLE is framed and implemented.
This chapter underscores the importance of facilitating the transition to school, education
achievement, and preservation of endangered languages through MLE. It is divided into two
main sections. The first identifies issues that can promote or undermine the relevance,
effectiveness, and sustainability of MLE. The second discusses how these issues have been
addressed in government action plans for MLE in the Kingdom of Cambodia.

Language-in-education ideologies and approaches
Ideological and structural barriers
Many national leaders, education policy makers, administrators, and teachers embody and
transmit an assimilationist national ideology that does not embrace nondominant languages
and cultures as legitimate and valued in education. With this attitude, teachers, school
administrators, and others often overtly or covertly resist implementing MLE, even when
policies and curriculum allow and encourage MLE. For example, this resistance appears to
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account for challenges in the nationwide implementation of MLE in the Philippines.10 These
attitudes are often transmitted to parents, conveying to them that the “real” language of
learning, social inclusion, and success is the dominant language. This bias may be conveyed
explicitly, for example, when parents are encouraged to use the dominant language at home
so that their child is more “school ready,” or by awarding higher marks or special
opportunities to children with greater proficiency in the dominant language. Parents whose
language(s) is a nondominant language often absorb derogatory attitudes in mainstream
society against their home language, as well as misconceptions about how children become
literate. They may have doubts about whether their child will succeed in life if they do not

switch to a national language as early as possible. An assimilationist agenda amplifies this
lack of confidence in the legitimacy of nondominant languages for learning.
An assimilationist agenda underpins the use of abbreviated programs of mother-tonguebased education and accelerated transitions to education solely in the dominant language by
Primary 4 or even earlier. Variously referred to as short cut or transitional early exit, this is
the most prevalent approach in MLE. It is intended to attract parents to enroll their children
and prepare children to join the mainstream education system as quickly as possible. Two or
three primary school years in MLE provides a weak foundation for children s proficiency in
their mother tongue. The early exit model is based on an ideology that does not value
children s mother tongue(s) as national treasures or unique windows into diverse ways of
knowing, but rather views them as obstacles to be overcome in order to prepare children to
join the mainstream, leaving behind their ethnolinguistic identities. The less common late
exit approach provides children with a strong bridge whereby they are able to speak, read,
and write at an academic level in their mother tongue before being required to transition to
education primarily in a dominant language.11 However, the most effective approaches are
those that allow children enough time in school to become literate in their best language and
to acquire skills that promote interlinguistic transfer, facilitated by comparison and contrast
activities. UNESCO, a champion of MLE since 1954, has published a collation by Malone
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(2016) of “best practices” in MLE as a guide for sound planning and implementation.12 MLE
can use many different approaches which must be selected and customized based on local
needs, resources, and goals.

Multilingual multicultural education
When MLE is underpinned by an assimilationist ideology, investments in culturally based
pedagogy are unlikely. An assimilationist approach denies or is naïve to the significance of
languages as carriers of unique, culturally based worldviews and ways of knowing. In many
education systems, mastery of the national curriculum is seen as the primary goal of

education for all children, even when they are permitted to transition to formal education in
their mother tongue. Hence, in many countries, children with nondominant languages
progress through school with only rote memorization of text and no comprehension.
Schooling that requires recitation of meaningless text is based on a failure to understand
what education is and what it is for, as well as what language is and what it is for. Within all
too common, narrow, skills-based curricula, there is a focus on writing and reading as skills.
Missing is an understanding of oral language communication as the foundation of literacy
and the value of language as a way to share experiences, perspectives, and knowledge. With
this kind of understanding of curriculum in Cambodia, for example, teachers often remark
that learning the written language takes up most of the first three primary school years and is
so tedious and difficult for young children that many lose interest in school before they have
even begun to use the language to tell their own stories or gain any substantive knowledge.13
The goal of an authentic, holistic approach to MLE is to support multilingual, multiliterate
learners. A sound MLE pedagogy incorporates locally relevant cultural knowledge and skills
to produce locally meaningful learning experiences for children whose cultures are distinct
from the mainstream and whose languages embody the philosophy and social orientation of
their cultures. Culture is lived: curriculum needs to reflect this dynamism in order to keep it
relevant and useful. Creating culturally based pedagogy depends on contributions from
members of the nondominant language community. Curriculum must be diversified, so that
each community offers children teaching and learning content and activities that are locally
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relevant. An approach to addressing the demands for nationally recognized milestones for
each level of schooling with the need for children and their parents to experience education
that is culturally authentic and locally meaningful is the generative curriculum model
pioneered by Ball and Pence.14 In this approach, Indigenous community representatives or
“wise ones” contribute half of the curriculum content and mentor teachers on culturally
congruent pedagogy, and half of the curriculum is provided by national education
authorities. Teachers often refer to this as a “more than” approach.
In countries where inclusion of Indigenous children has become a priority, there has been a
deepening understanding of the contemporary, everyday nature of culture and Indigenous
ways of knowing that can be integrated into culturally based curriculum to enhance its
accuracy, relevance, and meaning to children and parents. A comprehensive plan for quality
MLE includes support for Indigenous peoples’ organizations and community language
networks to consolidate their cultural knowledge and to allow them to participate actively.
They can help to define education objectives, train teachers about Indigenous cultures and
cultural ways of teaching and learning, and contribute to cultural curriculum development
and periodic curriculum reviews. Optimal relevance in MLE is achieved when teachers’
linguistic proficiency and the curriculum are matched with the cultural and linguistic
identity and livelihood needs of the communities they serve. Teacher training must stimulate

interest in local knowledge systems, skills, and values. Teachers need skills to involve
speakers of nondominant languages and cultural knowledge holders in multilingual and
multicultural teaching activities. Development partners have an important role in this
community-engaged research and development process.

Government and development partner support
Significant and sustained investment in education sector change and human resource
development is needed to deliver MLE. Some countries have explored MLE through
decentralization, with or without financial and technical support from centralized
authorities. A decentralized approach often means that local (township, district, state or
province) governments have some flexibility as to whether and how they implement
national language-in-education policy but also have fiduciary responsibility for
implementing self-defined policy. It can mean relative autonomy but can also reduce access
to centralized systems such as accreditation and licensing that often come with financial
support, centralized systems of training and materials development, centralized education
14
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management information systems, and so on. Decentralization may seem to release national
leaders from ownership of MLE and may result in weak support by central education
departments that are needed to ensure national advocacy, resource support, and
coordination. Decentralization may also result in unevenly distributed access to MLE: only
children in districts or states with strong support for MLE will reap the benefits. Countries
such as Aotearoa/New Zealand have realized the benefits of centralized support for MLE,
including increasing social cohesion between Indigenous and non-Indigenous populations.15
In larger, more linguistically diverse countries, a promising approach involves centralized
authorization of MLE and provision of financial and technical resources combined with

decentralized decision making and responsibility for on-the-ground operations in targeted
school districts or provinces. Local authorities can engage with local school directors and
parent support committees and incrementally scale up MLE as demand and resources allow.
Based on multiple country case studies, Benson and Kosonen offer four theoretical models for
successful and sustainable systems change to support MLE.16 All involve interactions among
national and subnational education decision makers, civil society organizations, including
NGOs and language groups, and “side actors” who work with and between these levels to
provide technical skills and resources, such as INGOs, bi- and multilateral donors, and
technical assistants. There are many pathways to systems change in support of MLE. All
require government authorization of the use of nondominant languages in school.

Multilingual education in the Kingdom of Cambodia
Context
This section describes innovations in MLE in the Kingdom of Cambodia over the past two
decades. Most efforts have focused on Indigenous children, although there are other
populations of children whose first language is a nondominant language whose access to
meaningful education is an ongoing concern. The section traces early antecedents of the
current national action plan for MLE, beginning with community-based, nonformal,
bilingual and biliteracy classes for Indigenous community members delivered by local
nongovernment organizations (NGOs). These set the stage for demonstration projects by
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international nongovernment organizations (INGOs) showing the promise of formal
bilingual education. These projects built momentum for the government-supported action
plans. The first action plan was evaluated in 2019 by this chapters’ authors. In this section,
we highlight significant positive outcomes and factors that have enabled successes. We also
consider how the three issues raised in the previous section have been experienced in the
Cambodian context. Concerns are raised about the extent to which the goals of Indigenous
people regarding retention of their languages and cultures concur with those of government
actors, and the need to bring Indigenous people more centrally into MLE language planning,
implementation, and ongoing evaluation.
The Kingdom of Cambodia has one of the youngest populations in South-East Asia. From a
total population of 16 million in 2017, 31 percent are aged 0-14 and 20 percent are aged 1524 years.17 During the past three decades, the Government of Cambodia has reconstructed its
education system following decades of political tumult. Most achievements have centered on
creation of a modern education delivery system at the national and subnational level, from
the central Ministry of Education, Youth, and Sports (MoEYS), through provincial and
district education offices, to schools at preschool, primary, lower secondary and upper
secondary levels.18 19 As noted in the previous section, strengthening education delivery
systems requires strengthening the capacities of implementing partners at all levels:

Cambodia’s education sector is now one of the four elements of Cambodia’s 4th Rectangle
Strategy: Capacity Building and Human Resource Development. Despite many ongoing
challenges, education reforms have improved participation in preschool and primary
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education for the dominant population of Khmer children.20 However, challenges persist in
ensuring access to meaningful, inclusive education for children whose first language is an
Indigenous language.21
Approximately 1.2 percent of people in Cambodia are Indigenous, also known as Khmer Loe,
belonging to an estimated 17 ethnic groups.22 The Khmer population makes up most of the
remaining population (roughly 96 percent). Most of the Indigenous population in Cambodia
lives in the five northeastern provinces of Ratanakiri, Mondulkiri, Stung Treng, Kratie, and
Preah Vihear. The vitality of the main nondominant languages in Cambodia is shown in
Table 1, which also shows languages included and not yet included in MLE.
Table 1. Expanded Graded Intergenerational Disruption (EGID) Scale23 Level and Estimated Speakers* of
Languages in Cambodia
Language

EGID Level

# Speakers Nationally

Languages used in MLE Preschool and Lower Primary School
Kavet

6b -

Threatened

6,220

Brao

5-

Developing

9,030

Krung

6b -

Threatened

20,700

Tampuan

6a -

Vigorous

31,000

Bunong

5-

Developing

35,000

Jarai

5-

Developing

20,800

Other languages not currently used in education
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Kaco’

6b -

Threatened

3,370

Kraol

6a -

Vigorous

4,200

Stieng

6b -

Threatened

6,540

Kuay

7-

Shifting

10,000

Lao

6b -

Threatened

18,500

Cham

6a -

Vigorous

204,000

Chinese, Hakka

6a -

Vigorous

350,000

*Number of speakers in the country as a whole. Source: https://www.ethnologue.com/country/KH/languages

Key:
5 – Developing: The language is in vigorous use, with

6b – Threatened: The language is used for face-to-

literature in a standardized form being used by some

face communication within all generations, but it is

though this is not yet widespread or sustainable.

losing users.

6a – Vigorous: The language is used for face-to-face

7 – Shifting: The child-bearing generation can use

communication by all generations and the situation is

the language among themselves, but it is not being

sustainable.

transmitted to children.

The cultures and languages of the Indigenous populations are distinct from the dominant
Khmer culture and language. A 2003 survey by the NGO International Collaboration
Cambodia (ICC)24 found that the Bunong, one of the Indigenous peoples in Cambodia, had
limited or no proficiency in Khmer. Although there is no known, more recent
documentation, it is likely that more Indigenous people now have basic proficiency in
Khmer. Infrastructure development and internal migration by Khmer into traditionally
Indigenous areas has resulted in more exposure to Khmer, changes in traditional leadership
and market relations and the loss of large areas of forest, which is traditionally the main
source of livelihood for Indigenous people. Erosion of traditional life threatens
intergenerational transmission of Indigenous languages.

Aims and foundations
Education outcomes among children identified by the government as “ethnic minority” in
the northeastern provinces were far below the national average. Problems included low
enrolment, high grade repetition, and high premature school leaving. Local community
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language groups and NGOs recognized that the language of instruction was a significant
barrier to participation in education by Indigenous children, most of whom had limited or no
exposure to Khmer. In the 1990s, local community language groups and NGOs, with
linguistic support from SIL International and EMU International, worked on Indigenous
language orthographies and materials using Khmer script. Local NGOs also provided literacy
classes to Indigenous parents and children. The National Language Institute of the Royal
Academy of Cambodia and colleagues from the MoEYS then worked on the approval of these
Indigenous language orthographies. In the early 2000s, CARE International (CARE), in
collaboration with UNICEF and ICC, began to implement MLE pilot projects to demonstrate

the potential of MLE. The recent history of MLE in Cambodia is succinctly reviewed by
Benson and Wong.25

Implementation
In 2002, CARE initiated the Highland Community Education Program, aimed at supporting
education of rural Indigenous children, especially girls, through select community-based
schools. In 2003, ICC gained MoEYS approval of orthographies for five Indigenous languages,
using Khmer script: Krung, Tampuan, Bunong, Kavet, and Brao. MoEYS agreed to the
development of teaching and learning materials in select Indigenous languages, using Khmer
script, for primary grades 1, 2, and 3. CARE and ICC worked with Cambodian educators to
create curriculum materials based on the national curriculum. The project focused on girls
and on Indigenous teachers’ capacity to deliver child-friendly, multilingual instruction using
a three-year curriculum in a “bridging course” for Indigenous children. Two of the five
languages (Krung and Tampuan) were used for the first MLE teacher training located in six
communities in Ratanakiri province. CARE also worked to involve Indigenous community
members in supporting MLE through the development of what came to be known as school
support committees. CARE fostered the cooperation of most of the Provincial Office of
Education (POE) officials by involving them in meetings and workshops and providing MLE
training and study visits.
In 2007, UNICEF partnered with CARE to provide financial and technical support for MLE
pilot projects. Between 2007 and 2009, MLE was expanded to Mondulkiri and Stung Treng
provinces. Starting in 2008, CARE initiated a project called Bending Bamboo, which
25
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established and expanded MLE in primary schools in target villages in Ratanakiri province
and started to introduce MLE into preschools.26 CARE provided MLE preschool teacher
training and concurrently worked to institutionalize MLE in government primary schools. In
2010, Bilingual Education Guidelines served as a sub-decree by MoEYS, allowing the use of
an Indigenous child’s first language for instruction. In 2011, MLE in Bunong was introduced
in government primary schools in Mondulkiri that had at least 50 percent Bunong children.
A significant milestone of government commitment to MLE was a MoEYS decree (Prakas
No. 48) in 2013 which lifted restrictions in the 2007 Education Law and allowed Indigenous
languages to be used in education.27 In 2014, MLE was authorized and supported by the

government through the first five-year national action plan, with targets to expand
Indigenous children s access to MLE in the five northeastern provinces. Positive evaluation
of its implementation in 2019 supported a second five-year plan. Currently, UNICEF
supports policy development and institutionalization of MLE, CARE provides technical
advice, and ICC and linguistic colleagues contribute work on orthographies and editing of
written material. ICC and a number of smaller NGOs28 also support adult literacy and
nonformal education in Indigenous languages and development of curriculum, resources, and
training in specific languages. By 2019, more than 92 preschools and 80 primary schools were
reported to deliver MLE.29 Anecdotal reports indicate that by 2020, there were 94 MLE
preschools and 6,747 children (2,999 girls) in MLE programs. Milestones in policy support for
MLE are noted in Table 2.
Table 2. Milestones in National Policy Support for MLE
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Year

Milestone

2007

Education Law established by MoEYS stated that Khmer should be the main language
of instruction, but educational authorities could issue sub-decrees where Khmer Leu or
Indigenous languages were spoken. This was the official path for decentralization of
MLE decision making.
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Education and Development, and Youth With A Mission. PLAN International, Kruesar Thmei, We World, and
United World Schools provide support for MLE preschools and improvement of MLE school facilities.
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30

2010

Bilingual Education Guidelines were signed by MoEYS to guide implementation of
bilingual education programs for Indigenous children specifically in the five highland
provinces in northeastern Cambodia.

2013

Prakas (a sub-decree amending a prior decree or law) on identification of languages for
Khmer national learners who are Indigenous people.30 This released Indigenous people
from the 2007 Education Law stipulating Khmer as the language of instruction.

2014–2018

Education Strategic Plan (ESP) endorsed by MoEYS.31 The ESP called for special
attention to the most disadvantaged areas and groups of children32 and emphasized
early childhood education. MLE is mentioned to “strengthen and expand bilingual
community preschools for ethnic minorities.”33

2014–2018

Multilingual Education National Action Plan (MENAP). The MENAP aimed to provide
MLE for Indigenous children with the goal of increasing their access to effective
education. The plan provided a basis for MoEYS to plan and dedicate a budget for MLE,
securing the place of MLE in primary education for the medium term. It reinforced the
right of children with a nondominant first language to high quality basic education
“including the use of their mother tongue (L1) in the initial stages of education.”34

2019–2024

Multilingual Education Action Plan (MEAP).35 The MEAP aims to improve the quality
of MLE and expand the reach to Jarai communities. With a new emphasis beyond
educational outcomes to lifelong learning and preservation of Indigenous culture and
language, the plan includes collaboration with Indigenous communities and
stakeholders to revise curriculum and improve MLE educators’ Indigenous language
and teaching capacity. It designates the Regional Training Center in Stung Treng as a
center for strengthened MLE capacity and quality.
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The first Multilingual Education National Action Plan (MENAP) was developed in 2014 by
MoEYS based on a platform of legislation, conventions, declarations, and policies.36 It was
developed in collaboration with UNICEF and CARE and in consultation with other
stakeholders in Cambodia. Consultation did not extend to Indigenous peoples’ organizations,
community language groups, and NGOs providing nonformal education and resource
development in Indigenous languages. The MENAP launched in 2015 with wide
participation from provincial and district offices of education (POEs/DOEs) in four of the five
northeast provinces, and from the Primary Education Department and Early Childhood
Education Department of MoEYS and other key technical department staff. When the

MENAP was launched, CARE began to transition its primary role in MLE over to MoEYS. In
2017, responsibility for the MENAP shifted to the government, which created a new Special
Education Department within MoEYS to implement the plan.37
The goal of the MENAP and its successor, the MEAP, is to enhance inclusion of children
who have been underserved by mainstream education as a parallel initiative alongside
comprehensive national plans for education reform and development. These national action
plans for MLE identify strategies, such as improvements in teaching quality and terms of
employment and a more functional education information management system, that are also
components of broader education strategic plans. The MENAP and MEAP are congruent

with priorities in the National Strategic Development Plan and an ongoing national
decentralization and deconcentration process.
MENAP and MEAP shared similar objectives to (i) ensure that Indigenous girls and boys
have equitable access to quality and relevant education; (ii) build the capacity of national and
subnational education officials to manage and monitor multilingual education (MLE)
implementation; (iii) scale-up MLE provision in relevant provinces; and (iv) promote
demand for quality MLE among school support committees, parents, and local authorities.
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children with disabilities as might be assumed in other contexts.

Both plans applied to the same geographic areas. A sixth Indigenous language, Jarai, was
included in the MEAP. Key strategies in the MENAP and the MEAP are shown in Table 3.
Table 3. MENAP Strategies and MEAP Strategies
MENAP (2014–2018)

MEAP (2019–2023)

Capacity building for teachers and teacher
trainers

Capacity building of relevant institutions and human
resources in delivering quality MLE

Materials development for MLE teaching and
learning

Development of curricula and learning materials linking
with cultures, traditions, and customs of Indigenous
Peoples

Expansion of MLE to new schools and in new
languages

Support to implement and expand the MLE program to
boys and girls and to out-of-school adults from Indigenous
communities

Sufficient infrastructure development and
resource provisions

Improvement of infrastructure, physical equipment, and
the school environment

Conversion of all MLE community schools into
state schools

(Not a feature of MEAP)

Coordination, data and information,
monitoring and evaluation

Improvement of the education management information
system for MLE

(See above)

Strengthening of monitoring and evaluation mechanisms
on student learning outcomes and the quality of teaching
and learning

(Not a feature of MENAP)

Increased participation of parents and Indigenous
communities, and cooperation among relevant stakeholders
to implement the MLE program

The MENAP and MEAP include MLE in preschools and for the first three years of primary
school. This transitional early exit model calls for the Indigenous language to be used
exclusively in preschool and for a diminishing amount of classroom time in Primary 1 (80
percent), Primary 2 (60 percent), and Primary 3 (30 percent). Children transition to
exclusively Khmer medium of instruction using the national curriculum in Primary 4. The
intention is to attract children to school by using a language they and their parents
understand and a culturally based curriculum that is meaningful to them, while also
grooming them to enter mainstream schooling by Primary 4. Most educators in Cambodia
refer to this short exit MLE model as a bridge from Indigenous village life to Khmer
mainstream society.

The MEAP provides for a gradual increase in the number of MLE classrooms and teachers,
mainly accounted for by the addition of Jarai communities. Following recommendations
from formative evaluation of the first action plan, the second action plan aims to (i)
strengthen the sustainable capacity of teacher training by developing MLE teaching training
programs at a Regional Teacher Training College; (ii) link MLE preschools to MLE primary
schools (harmonized implementation); (iii) promote more Indigenous community
participation and incorporate nonformal education initiatives; (iv) support the development
of MLE resource centers; and (v) revise MLE curricula. The plan also includes employment of
12 Indigenous officials at national or subnational levels and establishment of an MLE

working group to monitor MLE implementation.

Experiences
Moving MLE beyond demonstration projects and organization-sponsored programs into the
government’s education strategic plans has been a remarkable success for Cambodia. This
achievement is due in large measure to the forward-thinking resourcefulness of local NGOs
and CARE, strategic advocacy by UNICEF, and a crescendo of support from provincial
education officers, particularly in the two provinces with predominantly Indigenous citizens.
As other countries have experienced, once the government commits to MLE, doors open to
more partner contributions, which is important in a donor-dependent country like
Cambodia.
Our 2019 evaluation found that, overall, the MENAP had achieved its main objectives in
terms of the quantity of provision of MLE to Indigenous children in the five targeted
language groups.38 Expansion of MLE primary classrooms produced increased enrolments,
attendance, engagement, and promotions of Indigenous children. In 2018, MLE was
delivered in 80 primary schools by 192 teachers (36.5% women) to a total of 4,617 children
(52.5% girls). In three of the four provinces that implemented the MENAP, enrolments of
Indigenous children increased from the 2015 baseline, although by 2017, enrolment levelled
off or dropped slightly. In 2018, there were 92 MLE preschools across the five provinces.
There were 92 MLE preschool teachers (78.3% women), although 89 of these were
community supported and only three state funded. They taught 1681 preschool students
(51% girls). The contributions of MLE preschools were uncertain, however. No resources
were provided to MLE preschool teachers and training was minimal. In general, it is an
empirical question as to the distinctive contribution of MLE to increased participation by
38
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Indigenous children since similar increases were found for all children in Cambodia during
the same time period and were attributed to ongoing education reforms and enhanced
facilities.39
Indigenous children in MLE were clearly benefiting, as shown by more regular attendance,
active participation in class and taking books home, and expressing aspirations to attend
secondary school to an extent not seen before the MENAP was implemented. Students from
MLE schools were among the outstanding students in their province. As well, Khmer
children in predominantly Indigenous villages were thriving in MLE and their parents were
receptive, a finding that local authorities attributed to effective awareness-raising efforts at
local and district levels. Children and parents pointed particularly to positive child-teacherparent relationships that were enabled by having Indigenous teachers and the culturally
informed curriculum created by CARE. Indigenous children, parents, and teachers generated
copious testimony about the many positive impacts of MLE.
Before 2015 when we started MLE, children would always come to school for
only about three months and then would leave. The children would repeat
Khmer sounds but there was no meaningful learning—no depth. ~ MLE
primary school teacher

The teacher now teaches about planting vegetables and there is a lot that
relates to our culture, which we find interesting and think is fun! ~ MLE
student
I really notice the difference in confidence in students at Dak Dam and Bu
Rala, where they have MLE, compared to Indigenous children in schools that
don’t have MLE. The students with MLE know more and are better in reading,
writing, and communication skills. I’ve seen with my own eyes, when I go to
visit! The bilingual kids—both Indigenous and Khmer—are stronger than both
the Indigenous and the Khmer kids who do not have MLE. It evens the whole
thing out when they are bilingual. They are all smart together. We thought we
were really good at my school until we saw what the children with MLE at
Dak Dam and Bu Rala can do. ~ School cluster leader
MLE is not just a bridge. It is a center for children to learn about their culture
and identity. ~ Indigenous community member
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Deficiencies in education management information systems and the limited scope of the evaluation hindered

efforts to generate a more comprehensive picture of comparative education outcomes.
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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
When it comes to the capacity building, it’s not like in the past, when we
ignored them [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
While quantitative targets were met, needs for quality improvements were expressed by all
stakeholders, especially pertaining to the teaching corps for MLE. Stakeholders unanimously
agreed that the single most potent determinant of the quality of MLE was the quality of the
teachers. While strong commitment was found among most MLE teachers and some
government improvements have been made, teachers in Cambodia are often poorly
educated, poorly trained, and poorly remunerated. There was a limited supply of trained
teachers who were fully proficient (i.e., literate) in an Indigenous language, resulting in

limited classroom instruction in reading and writing the Indigenous language. Most inservice teacher trainers at the provincial and national levels were not able to speak or write
an Indigenous language. Teachers were also poorly supported in terms of mentoring and
monitoring, in part because of an inadequate number of staff and budget for the centralized
Special Education Department to travel to communities and in part because of the
inaccessibility of many communities during the rainy season. These deficiencies particularly
affected MLE preschool teachers. High teacher turnover was prevalent, calling for a
continuous infusion of capacity (re)building. To address some of these concerns, the
government took steps to attract and retain MLE teachers, including conversion of more than
20 contract teachers to state teachers (permanent government employees), resulting in

higher and more reliable salaries; salary incentives for preschool teachers; and a decree
allowing some preschool teachers who qualified to be placed on government payroll.40 In the
second five-year plan (MEAP), updating curriculum and teaching and learning materials,
employing Indigenous staff, harmonizing MLE preschools with MLE primary schools, and
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Sub-Decree 245.

strengthening the quality of training for MLE preschools and primary teachers are planned
measures that can address some of these concerns.
Regarding systems change, the MENAP institutionalized a mechanism for authorized use of
Indigenous languages in preschools and lower primary school. MoEYS created a small budget
to enable the Special Education Department to fund a few improvements in school facilities,
distribute materials, and provide one or two training sessions per year in each province, so
that MLE was no longer entirely donor dependent. Importantly, capacity was built at
subnational levels to scale up the supply of MLE teachers and classrooms to meet growing
demand by Indigenous families. Subnational education authorities became the strongest
advocates for MLE because they were keenly aware of the needs and goals for MLE in
constituent communities and had direct evidence of its relevance and positive impacts, while
also experiencing gaps in systems that needed to be filled in order to scale up and ensure
quality.
In terms of costs, creating the conditions for the MENAP, including research, development
and pilot demonstrations by CARE over 14 years, required substantial investment by
development partners and donors. These costs must be considered against the innumerable
economic, cultural, social, and potentially political costs of not providing access to education

in languages children understand and parents value. After initial investments, provincial
education officers reported that the operational costs for MLE preschools and primary
schools were only slightly greater than for non-MLE schools. Nevertheless, MLE programs
require a sufficient dedicated budget to provide in-service teacher training and mentoring
and language-specific teaching and learning resources that include the nondominant
languages. It is not clear that the MEAP is a costed plan or the proportion of costs covered in
the government budget for MLE.
This section concludes with a consideration of the three issues raised in the previous section
on language-in-education ideologies and approaches.

Assimilation
The greatest risk to sustainability of MLE in Cambodia, based on findings of our evaluation,
is a partial understanding and weak commitment to the purposes and potential of MLE on
the parts of key decision makers. The national action plans for MLE (MENAP and MEAP) are
generally understood by senior education officials as a tool to induct Indigenous children
into the national education system, where Khmer language and culture are the accepted

norm at upper primary, secondary, and tertiary levels. Within this ideology, inclusion is
synonymous with assimilation; affirming the value and viability of children s Indigenous
identity and language is peripheral and the achievement of multilingual, multiliterate young
people is out of view. In our evaluation, some senior education authorities opined that MLE
would only be needed until there was sufficient incursion of Khmer citizens into
traditionally Indigenous communities that children would naturally learn Khmer before
starting school, making MLE preschool and a transitional language-in-education model
obsolete. Khmerization is evident at every level, from some teachers minimizing instruction
in Indigenous language reading and writing, shortening the already abbreviated early exit

model, to some officials urging children and parents to speak Khmer at home. Our evaluation
also found a common misconception, including among some school leaders, that MLE
requires a choice between two languages and can cripple” children whose parents choose an
MLE instead of a non-MLE school. This misconception undermines parents’ confidence that
their home language is valued and viable in the Cambodian education system and reinforces
government officers’ bias in favor of the national language as the medium of instruction for
all. Educators at all levels need ongoing, scaffolded opportunities to deepen understanding of
MLE.

Multilingual, multicultural education
MLE is by definition an approach that, when implemented well, multiplies children s
language and literacy skills and their ability to function in more than one culture. As
previously described, in the years leading up to government ownership of MLE, effectively
in 2017, CARE invested substantially in Indigenous language-mediated, culture-based
curricula for Primary 1, 2, and 3 that paralleled the national, Khmer-language-mediated
curriculum. Demonstrating an authentic, community-engaged, culturally responsive
approach, CARE involved local knowledge holders and prepared Indigenous teachers with
Indigenous language proficiency as teacher trainers. The MLE curriculum and pedagogy

created by CARE were highly valued by Indigenous children, parents, and village leaders as a
means to retain their culture and promote positive Indigenous cultural identities.
- Insert Photo 2 (MLE teachers) When ownership of MLE transitioned to the government, teachers began to receive mixed
messages, especially from MoEYS officers in the capital, about whether MLE was really
valued or even authorized. Some began to teach children both the national curriculum and

CARE curriculum as insurance for themselves and their students. Indigenous teacher trainers
who were proficient in both their language and culture were furloughed, and Indigenous
trainees in teacher training colleges in the northeastern provinces were largely overlooked in
hiring decisions. Some of these concerns, raised by our evaluation, are being addressed in the
current action plan for MLE. For example, the plan now embraces nonformal education
organizations that have contributed for many years to Indigenous language orthographies,
curriculum resources, and literacy classes for Indigenous language communities.
Organizations led by nondominant language communities can play key roles in ensuring the
authenticity, relevance, sustainability, and resilience of MLE.

Centralized versus decentralized approaches
The first five-year government plan for MLE was called a national action plan. The second
five-year government plan dropped the term national from its title. Neither plan was
universal: both targeted specific language groups in five northeastern provinces. Both fiveyear plans combine a mix of centralized planning and support (particularly by development
partners) and decentralized decision making (e.g., prioritizing which communities will get an
MLE preschool or primary school), oversight (e.g., monitoring), and mentoring (e.g., in-situ
support to teachers by “core” trainers employed at the provincial level. Our formative
evaluation at the end of the first five-year plan found significant commitment and
coordinated action among many subnational education officers, including provincial and
district leaders, heads of school clusters, village head men, and school support committees.
-
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These subnational entities required considerably more ongoing technical support than they
were getting from the central implementing department to ensure that expansion in the
provinces did not outpace quality in terms of teacher preparation and culturally relevant
teaching and learning resources. Novice department officers with a newly formed
department within the MoEYS lacked Indigenous officers, Indigenous language capacity, and

a firm commitment to MLE as more than a stop-gap measure. What the first national action
plan did, however, was to provide national government authorization of the use of
Indigenous languages in classrooms—a critical role of national education bodies. The new
action plan recognizes the need for continued support to relevant institutions at several
levels and hints at the crucial involvement of the Indigenous people for its success, a
networking and coherence strategy that may need support from development partners and
other stakeholders.

Conclusion
MLE increases inclusion of nondominant language speakers in education and provides
opportunities for them to become bilingual and to sustain their language and culture. When
MLE is extended to dominant language speakers, it provides opportunities for all children to
become bilingual and promotes social harmony. A challenging first step is to build political
support for MLE as a key component of a holistic education reform to achieve equity for all
children. In the case of Cambodia, this step involved local and international NGOs, scholars,
and language activists over two decades documenting demand and demonstrating the
potential of MLE to achieve national goals and international commitments related to social
inclusion of Indigenous children. Development partners can play key roles in promoting
understanding among key government actors about what MLE is (learning in multiple
languages) and is not (sequential, monolingual learning) and that MLE is more than a means
to assimilate nondominant language children into the mainstream. A vigorous social media
campaign involving teachers, school support committees, education officials, and national
thought leaders needs to reassure parents that their language is valued and effective in formal
education and encourage them to use their mother tongue as the primary language at home
throughout children s school years.

Globally, there is growing awareness of the importance of preserving the languages and
cultures of Indigenous and nondominant communities as valued national heritage, viable
media for learning, and contributors to the vitality of society as a whole. Clear messages of
government support for nondominant languages, along with a national language, as
legitimate languages of formal education requires a strategic communication plan,
engagement with nondominant language community organizations, and media campaigns to
encourage families with nondominant languages to access MLE.
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