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FFOORREEWWOORRDD  
 

The General Population Census of Cambodia of 2019 (GPCC) provides a crucial 
opportunity to examine past achievements and to guide future development plans and 
strategies of the Government of Cambodia. Acknowledging the vital importance of the 
project, the government allocated substantial national resources to the implementation of 
the census. I am gratified that the GPCC has been a success and that reliable and timely 
demographic data has been made available to specialized users and the general public.  

 
I am also delighted that the Literacy and Educational Attainment Report has been 

completed. This thematic report uses data on educational attainment and literacy drawn from 
the 1998, 2008, and 2019 GPCC to enable policy makers and other data users to judge the 
adequacy of past measures and identify priorities for future measures by profiling the 
differences in literacy and educational attainment across demographic groups, such as age 
groups and genders, and across administrative divisions; and by revealing which groups face 
the highest absolute and relative risks of illiteracy. The report also documents Cambodia’s 
progress towards achieving key education-related targets identified in the United Nations 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).  

 
On behalf of the Ministry of Planning, I would like to express our deep gratitude to 

Samdech Akka Moha Sena Padei Techo HUN SEN, Prime Minister of the Kingdom of 
Cambodia. His unwavering support has been critical for the successful completion of the 
census. I would also like to extend our sincerest thanks to Samdech Kralahorm Sar Kheng, 
Deputy Prime Minister, Minister of the Interior and chairman of the National Census 
Committee (NCC) and the other members of the Committee, for their guidance.   

 
As chair of the Technical Committee and the Publicity Committee for the General 

Population Census of Cambodia of 2019, and on behalf of the Ministry of Planning, I would 
like to thank all members of the census committee working in the capital, provinces, 
municipalities, districts/khans and communes/sangkats. They did an excellent job and, by 
working together, we have been able to successfully implement our planned activities and 
obtain valuable results.  

 
I would also like to thank the United Nations Population Program (UNFPA), the 

Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ), the Asian Development Bank 
(ADB), and the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) 
Institute for Statistics. Their financial and technical assistance supported the preparation of 
this thematic report. Special thanks go to Dr. Ricardo Neupert, census chief technical advisor, 
for providing overall technical assistance, and our ADB colleagues in Cambodia Resident 
Mission and Manila for providing much-appreciated help with the preparation and review of 
this report.  

 
Last but not least, I would like to express my gratitude and appreciation to all the staff 

of the National Institute of Statistics. H.E. Ms. Hang Lina, delegate of the Government of 
Cambodia in-charge of the director-general of the National Institute of Statistics, who 
carefully coordinated all census operations, with the assistance of deputy director-general 
H.E. Sok Kosal, H.E. Saint Lundy, and H.E. They Kheam. I would like to express particular thanks 
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AAbbbbrreevviiaattiioonnss  
 
 
GDP  gross domestic product  
 
GPCC  General Population Census of Cambodia  
 
ILO  International Labour Organization 
 
ISCO  International Standard Classification of Occupation 
 
NIS  National Institute of Statistics 
 
OECD  Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development  
 
PIAAC  Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies  
 
PISA  Programme for International Student Assessment 
 
PISA-D  PISA for Development 
 
SDG  Sustainable Development Goal  
 
STEP  Skills Towards Employment and Productivity  
 
TVET  Technical and vocational education and training 
 
UN  United Nations  
 
UNDP   United Nations Development Programme 
 
UNESCO  United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization  
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EExxeeccuuttiivvee  SSuummmmaarryy  
 
Rising levels of education have been shown to improve national standards of living by 
supporting higher levels of economic growth and social development.      
 
This report uses data on educational attainment and literacy drawn from the General 
Population Census of Cambodia (GPCC) conducted in 1998, 2008, and 2019 to enable policy 
makers and other data users to judge the adequacy of past measures and to identify priorities 
for future educational investments by: (i) profiling the differences in educational attainment 
across demographic groups (e.g., age groups and genders) and across administrative 
divisions; (ii) profiling the differences in literacy across demographic groups and 
administrative divisions; (iii) profiling the joint distribution of educational attainment and 
literacy across demographic groups and administrative divisions; and (iv) revealing which 
groups in the population face the highest absolute and relative risks of illiteracy. The report 
also documents Cambodia’s progress towards achieving key targets identified in the United 
Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) that are related to education.  
 
With regard to the 1998, 2008, and 2019 GPCC, this report relies mostly on simple tabulations 
of population totals, percentages, and changes in totals and percentages—all derived from 
the census files for each year. 
 
Educational attainment levels in Cambodia 
 
In 2019, 4% of the individuals aged 15 or over had attained more than a secondary education, 
9.6% had an upper secondary education, 20.1% a lower secondary education, and 31.1% a 
primary school education. The largest percentage (over 35%) had not completed primary 
school or had received no formal education at all. Cambodia did see a remarkable 
improvement in the level of educational attainment from 1998 to 2019 with education 
beyond the secondary level making the biggest gain during that period: from 0.7% in 1998 to 
4% in 2019.  
 
In 2019, the percentage of individuals who did not have any formal education was almost zero 
for almost all age groups. The percentage of individuals who had attended, but did not 
complete, primary school was lower for the younger age groups than for the older ones (e.g., 
19.5% for those aged 15–24 versus 57.3% for those aged 65 and over). Younger age groups 
were more likely to complete primary and higher levels of education. Individuals in all age 
groups, except for those aged 65 and over, had improved their levels of education since 1998, 
with the 15–24 age group seeing the largest improvement: The percentage of the individuals 
in this group who had attended, but did not complete, primary school dropped by 35.7 
percentage points during 1998–2019. All in all, the younger cohorts were more educated than 
their elders.     
 
In 2019, a plurality of females (38.9%) had attended, but did not complete, primary school, 
while a plurality of males (31.5%) had completed primary school. Gender disparities in 
educational attainment at various levels were small in 2019. In fact, they were much smaller 
in 2019 than in 1998 (e.g., 7.6 percentage point difference in 2019 versus a 14.5 percentage 
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point difference in 1998 for primary education not completed), suggesting that females were 
more likely to obtain an education than their male counterparts during 1998–2019, an 
indication that Cambodia was on its way to achieving SDG 4 (quality education), Target 4.5 
(eliminating gender disparities in education). 
 
A significant proportion of the rural population in the 15–24 age group (42.5%) in 2019 had 
attended, but did not complete, primary school, as opposed to only 25.9% of their urban 
counterparts. The rural population is generally less likely to attain higher levels of education, 
suggesting that the rural–urban divide in attaining higher levels of educations remained in 
2019, though it was much smaller than in 1998 for most levels of education (e.g., 11.7 
percentage point difference in 1998 versus a 5.4 percentage point difference in 2019 for lower 
secondary education). The rural–urban divide widened during 1998–2019 for beyond a 
secondary education, suggesting that the government needs to do more to ensure that higher 
education is more accessible to the rural population.  
 
The highest share of agriculture-sector workers in 2019 had attended, but not completed 
primary school (50.1%), while the lowest share in the service sector (16.1%) fell into that 
category. A plurality of workers (39.6%) in the industry sector possessed a primary school 
education in 2019. As a result, the service sector has the highest percentage of workers with 
a secondary education or above (24.5% for secondary and 20.2% for beyond a secondary 
education); and, as expected, this was in stark contrast with the agriculture sector. Since 1998, 
though, all economic sectors have improved the levels of their workers’ education.  
 
In 2019, the levels of occupational groups were positively correlated with levels of 
educational attainment. Occupation groups that required more qualifications tended have 
larger shares of their workforces attaining higher levels of education. The opposite was also 
true. For example, based on the International Labour Organization (ILO) classifications of 
occupations, 32.5% of the Major Group 2 workforce (professionals) possessed more than a 
secondary education, while over 77% of the Major Group 9 workforce (craft and related 
trades workers) had only a primary education or less. Since 1998, however, individuals in most 
groups have generally attained higher levels of education than their predecessors.  
 
Participation by adults aged 15 and over (15+) in technical and vocational education and 
training (TVET) programs stood at 62,265 in 2019, a very tiny percentage of the total 
population; and this was a slight drop from the 64,937 participants in 2008. Female 
participation in TVET programs increased significantly during 2008–2019, from 23,052 to 
27,979; however, male participation fell from 41,885 to 34,289. During the same period, TVET 
participation by males aged 15+ shifted from pre-secondary to postsecondary programs by 
5.8 percentage points, and female participation shifted in the same direction by 5.9 
percentage points. 
 
A closer analysis of adults aged 15–24 reveals a different picture. TVET participation by adults 
in this age group actually increased for both females and males from 2008 to 2019, indicating 
that Cambodia had improved its TVET programs during this period. More younger adults were 
able to access TVET programs, so they replaced older cohorts with TVET qualifications who 
had passed away. 
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Adult literacy levels in Cambodia 
 
In 2019, 9,466,160 Cambodians aged 15+, or 86.2% of the population, were literate in Khmer. 
This had more than doubled from 4,390,755 (67.3%) in 1998. Gender parity in literacy was 
almost achieved in 2019 in this age group, at 89.3% for males versus 83.4% for females.  
 
By 2019, only adults reporting that they had no formal education had any material probability 
of being illiterate, with 89.9% reporting that they were literate in 2019.  
 
The percentage of literate adults rose in all age groups, with the literacy rates of the older 
groups rising more rapidly. In 2019, the youngest age group (15–24) was the most literate, at 
93.8%, as opposed to those aged 65+, who were the least literate at 71.6%. Notwithstanding 
this result, the older cohort had realized the greatest improvement in their rate of Khmer 
literacy, rising by 41.1 percentage points from 1998 to 2019.  
 
When measuring whether adults had any formal education or not, there were two distinct 
patterns of results for 2019. The first pattern was a negative correlation between literacy and 
age. For example, the adults aged 15–24 who had no education had the highest rate of 
literacy, at 93.7% in 2019, having increased their literacy rate from 1998 by 40.9 percentage 
points. By contrast, older cohorts such as those aged 45–54 years old and those 65 and over 
were the least literate, with the 45–54 age group having improved by only 12.9 percentage 
points, ending with a 71.1% literacy rate by 2019, and the 65-and-over group having improved 
by only 11.7 percentage points, ending with a 71.2% literacy rate. 
 
Almost all females and males aged 15–24 were literate in 2019, with a 94.1% rate for females 
and a 93.4% rate for males. By contrast, significant percentages of older cohorts, especially 
women, remained illiterate in 2019 (36.8% of women aged 65 and over and 15.7% of men in 
the same cohort). The percentage of literate adults declined with each older age group, even 
though older adults had made the largest gains in literacy from 1998 to 2019 (particularly 
females, who, for example, saw an increase of literacy by 52.9 percentage points for those 
aged 65 and over). Men outperformed women in every cohort, except for the youngest: those 
aged 15–24.   
 
Most of the employed population was literate in 2019 (86.3%), followed by those not in the 
labor force (78.9%). The size of the literate working-age population overall more than doubled 
over the reference period, from 3.2 million in 1998 to 7.4 million in 2019. The percentage of 
unemployed adults who reported being literate actually declined for both males and females 
during that time, but at 78.9%, it was still relatively high, indicating that the labor market has 
access to a large pool of literate workers if needed. The services sector had the highest 
percentage of literate workers (95.3%) in 2019; however, it had seen the least gains in literacy 
during 1998–2019 (4 percentage points). By contrast, the agriculture sector had the highest 
percentage of illiterate workers, with 20% illiteracy in 2019; but it had realized the most rapid 
growth in literacy rates over the reference period.  
 
In all three censuses (1998, 2008, and 2019), the overwhelming majority of the population 
aged 15+ who reported Khmer as their mother tongue were literate, with the level of literacy 
rising from 1998 to 2019. However, 100% of the population aged 15+ whose mother togue 



xxii
22 

 
INTERNAL. This information is accessible to ADB Management and staff. It may be shared outside ADB with appropriate permission. 

was KCHAK reported that they were literate in 2019, though this was possibly due to the tiny 
size of the KCHAK minority group (about 3,300 in 2019). The literacy rates for adults whose 
mother tongue was not Khmer tended to be relatively low in 2019, with that of the ethnic 
Chinese the lowest (6%); among the exceptions were the KCHAK, the Suoy (86.6%), and the 
Klueng (85.7%).  
 
Over half (53%) of the employed labor force fell within the ILO’s Major Group 6 (skilled 
agricultural and fishery workers) in 2019; and 80% of these workers reported being literate in 
the Khmer language, the lowest percentage of any major group. Major Group 4 (clerks), which 
accounted for only 3.2% of the total employed population, had the highest percentage of 
literate workers (97.3%) in 2019. The groups based on occupations that require low literacy 
skills made significant improvements in literacy during 1998–2019 (e.g., by 12.5 percentage 
points for Major Group 6). By contrast, occupational groups that require high literacy skills 
(e.g., Major Group 1: legislators, senior officials, and managers) actually saw a small drop in 
the percentage of their literate workers over the same period.  
 
Khmer literacy rates for TVET graduates were relatively high in 2019, ranging from 73.9% for 
TVET pre-secondary graduates aged 35–44 to 97.9% for TVET pre-secondary graduates aged 
65 and over. The average Khmer literacy rates for TVET graduates have been falling since 
2008, however.  
 
There was a significant variation in Khmer literacy rates among the provinces in 2019, with 
Phnom Penh having the highest percentage of literacy (95%) and Preah Sihanouk Province 
the lowest (61.4%). Most provinces had Khmer literacy rates in the 80%–95% range in 2019. 
Another, smaller group of provinces had Khmer literacy rates around 70% that year. All of 
these provinces displayed significant differences in the rates at which their literacy rates had 
improved from 1998 to 2019, ranging from 9.8 percentage points (Phnom Penh) to 38.4 
percentage points (Ratanak Kiri). Preah Sihanouk was the only province that saw its literacy 
rate decline, by 7.8 percentage points, during 1998–2019, perhaps as a result of the influx of 
Chinese-speaking immigrants toward the end of this period.  
 
By 2019, Cambodia had almost closed the literacy gap between the rural areas (with 85.4% 
literacy) and the urban areas (93.3%), though rural residents were still less likely to be literate 
in the Khmer language than adults in urban areas, except in Preah Sihanouk Province, where 
the literacy rate for rural residents was significantly higher (81%) than for urban residents 
(57%). The urban–rural literacy gap remained the highest in the northeastern provinces, such 
as Mondul Kiri and Ratanak Kiri (23 percentage point difference), but it was zero in Phnom 
Penh, and the second-smallest gap was in Kampong Chhnang (1.2 percentage point 
difference). However, Mondul Kiri and Ratanak Kiri were also the provinces that had the 
greatest scope for narrowing the urban–rural literacy divide, given that the literacy gaps 
between the urban and rural areas were extremely wide: 43.2 percentage points in Mondul 
Kiri and 54 percentage points in Ratanak Kiri in 1998.  
 
Participation of school-aged children in education in Cambodia 

Over 3.6 million Cambodians aged 6 and above were attending or had attended school by the 
time of the 2019 GPCC, up from 2.5 million in 1998. This amounted to only 25.8% of the total 
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cohort population, and the attendance rate had barely changed since 1998. The data for the 
population aged 15+ and 15–64 showed similar results: School attendance remained very low 
(ranging from 9% to 10%), even declining slightly since 1998. Gender disparities in school 
attendance remained in 2019, with the highest found in the population aged 6 years and over 
(2.6 percentage point difference), although it had been gradually narrowing (from a 7.9 
percentage-point difference in 1998). School attendance rates for females aged 6 and over, 
15 and over, and 15–64 improved during 1998–2019, while the rates for males declined. 
 
The analysis of the school attendance rates of the children aged 5, 6–11, and 12–14 in 2019 
shows a very different picture. Admittedly, the national attendance rate for 5-year-olds 
remained low, at 34.5%. The rates differed significantly by province, however, ranging from 
the lowest (17.4%) in Kep to the highest (46.9%) in Koh Kong. All the provinces had improved 
from 1998 to 2019, but the rates of improvement differed significantly: ranging from 13.2 
percentage points in Kep to 43 percentage points in Koh Kong.  
 
The attendance rates for the older children were very high (much higher than in the 2008 
census), at 90.6% for those aged 6–11 and 91.1% for those aged 12–14. Overall, the 
attendance rates improved significantly from 1998 to 2019, especially for the children aged 
12–14, for whom they increased by 39 percentage points. The attendance rates for these two 
age groups also differed by province, though to a lesser extent than the rates for the 5-year-
olds. 
 
Regarding the 6–11 age group, the attendance rates ranged from a low of 77.7% in Mondul 
Kiri to a high of 95% in Prey Veng. Relatively low rates were also seen in Ratanak Kiri (78.2%) 
and in Stung Treng (81.7%). The rates of improvement in the provinces from 1998 to 2019 
also varied significantly, from a low of 18.2% in Phnom Penh to a high of 63.9% in Ratanak 
Kiri. For the 12–14 age group, there was less variation in attendance rates by province than 
for the other two age groups. The 2019 rates ranged from a low of 80.4% in Modul Kiri to a 
high of 95.4% in Prey Veng. The rates of improvement from 1998 to 2019 did vary significantly 
by province, from a low of 4% in Phnom Penh to a high of 59.5% in Ratanak Kiri.  

 
Across all three age groups, there were no significant differences between the attendance 
rates for boys and girls in 2019. The girls’ attendance rates were only slightly higher than the 
boys’.  

 
Completion rates at the primary, lower secondary, and upper secondary levels of education 
were much lower than the attendance rates discussed above, at 75.8% for the primary, 45.5% 
for the lower secondary, and 17.8% for the upper secondary levels in 2019. Gender gaps in 
the completion rates for the three levels of education were wide in 1998, but were reversed 
by 2019, with females performing better than males. Completion rates improved for all three 
levels of education during 1998–2019. 
 
The 2019 provincial literacy rates in the Khmer language for boys and girls aged 6–11 were 
distinctly lower than those for boys and girls aged 12–14. For example, in the 6–11 age group, 
they ranged from 61.7% in Preah Sihanouk to 78.5% in Prey Veng for boys, whereas the 
literacy rates for their older peers ranged from 82.1% in Preah Sihanouk to 98.6% in Prey 
Veng. However, the literacy rates of both boys and girls aged 6–11 in 2019 were significantly 
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higher than the rates in 1998 in all provinces. The extent of improvement in the literacy rates 
did vary significantly by province, with the rates for boys ranging from a low of 6.7% in Phnom 
Penh to a high of 62.6% in Ratanak Kiri. There were no systematic differences between 
genders within the 6–11 and 12–14 age groups. In fact, and again, the girls in these groups 
were generally more likely than boys to be literate in 2019 than they were in 1998 across 
Cambodia.   
 
Khmer literacy rates generally rose for each grade level over the reference period. By 2019, 
virtually all students in class 4 (10-year-olds) or higher had acquired basic literacy skills. In 
2019, for the most part, literacy rates rose for each higher class.  

 
Cambodia significantly improved the educational attainment and literacy rates of its 
population from 1998 to 2019. The evidence presented in this report, however, suggests a 
need for additional investment to raise the average level of education, reduce the percentage 
of adults who are illiterate, and increase the average literacy proficiency of the workforce. 
Because education is cumulative, this implies a need to invest more in maternal and child 
health, to increase children’s readiness for school entry. 
 
The government must work to increase the percentage of students completing the primary 
and secondary levels of education, for instance by improving the quality of instruction 
through focused teacher training. Falling birthrates should free up resources that could be 
redirected to quality improvement. Finally, since Cambodian birth rates have been declining 
steadily, and are projected to continue to fall through 2050, the numbers of literate youths 
entering the labor market will probably be not suffice to meet the projected demand for 
workers in occupations requiring strong literacy skills.  
 
Literacy skill shortages have been shown to be economically damaging, so there may be a 
need for the government to offer literacy skill upgrading for unemployed adults, and to induce 
employers to upgrade the literacy skills of their staffs. These measures would serve to 
increase labor productivity, improve competitiveness, and reduce the negative impact of skill 
shortages on economic performance. 
 
The optimal mix of investments in adult literacy training will depend on the balance that 
Cambodian policy makers can strike between measures focused on improving economic 
efficiency and those focused on reducing social inequality in such key outcomes as 
employment, income, and health. Focusing investments on economic sectors and 
occupations in need of workers with literacy skills will likely generate good short-term results, 
but could constrain economic growth. By contrast, focusing investments on those provinces 
and sub-provincial areas, as well as population groups, facing the highest risks of illiteracy 
would yield the most rapid reductions in social inequality. Over the long run, investment in 
youth and younger adults will yield the largest returns. 
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CChhaapptteerr  11::  IInnttrroodduuccttiioonn  
 
The levels of educational attainment have been shown to have a significant impact on social 
and economic development, and on the rates at which development indicators improve 
(Hanushek and Woessmann 2010). Literacy constitutes one of the key outcomes of the 
educational process. Average reading scores have been shown to be the single most 
important long-term determinant of gross domestic product (GDP) and productivity growth 
(Blaug 1966 and Johnston 2004), the two most important indicators of a country’s standard 
of living. Differences in literacy skills have been shown to cause much of the social inequality 
over a broad range of individual educational, employment, social, and health outcomes. This 
report uses data on educational attainment and literacy drawn from the 1998, 2008, and 2019 
General Population Census of Cambodia (GPCC) to conduct four types of analysis in order to 
provide policy makers and other data users with the means to judge the adequacy of past 
measures and identify priorities for educational investments going forward: 1 

(i) profiling the distribution of levels of educational attainment and identifying 
the differences in levels across demographic categories, such as age groups 
and genders, and across administrative divisions;   

(ii) profiling the distribution of literacy skills and identifying the differences in 
literacy rates across demographic groups and administrative divisions; 

(iii) profiling the joint distribution of educational attainment and literacy across 
demographic groups and administrative divisions; and  

(iv) revealing which groups in the population face the highest levels of absolute 
and relative risks of illiteracy. 

 
The analyses presented in this report expand on the initial results of the 2019 GPCC, which 
were released in 2020, and updates the trends documented in earlier GPCC reports (National 
Institute of Statistics [NIS], 2002, 2009, and 2020). Separate chapters in this report discuss the 
data regarding education and literacy for adults aged 15 and over (15+) and for individuals 
under the age of 15 in 2019, for the three rounds of the GPCC. The report also documents 
Cambodia’s progress toward reaching key targets identified in the United Nations (UN) 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), including the following, to be achieved by 2030:  

(i) ensure that all girls and boys receive a free, equitable, and quality primary and 
secondary education, leading to relevant and effective learning outcomes (SDG 
4, Target 4.1); 

(ii) ensure that all girls and boys have access to quality early childhood 
development, care, and preprimary education, so that they are ready for 
primary education (SDG 4, Target 4.2);  

(iii) eliminate gender disparities in education and ensure equal access to all levels 
of education and vocational training for the vulnerable, including persons with 
disabilities, indigenous peoples, and children in vulnerable situations (SDG 4, 
Target 4.5); and  

 
1 By 2019, Cambodia had carried out four general population censuses. The first census was conducted in 1962, 
with follow-up exercises undertaken in 1998, 2008, and 2019. The GPCC is part of the 2019 round of population 
and housing censuses recommended by the United Nations (National Institute of Statistics [NIS] 2020). 
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(iv) ensure that all youth and a substantial percentage of adults, both men and 
women, achieve literacy and numeracy (SDG 4, Target 4.6).2 

 
This report provides clear evidence of the remarkable progress that Cambodia has made in 
educating its population since 1998. Overall, the levels of educational attainment and literacy 
have risen dramatically over the reference period, and have become much more equitably 
distributed by gender. The results presented suggest that gender parity has been achieved 
for youth in access to early childhood education, primary education, and secondary 
education, as well as in literacy rates. Notwithstanding these generally positive conclusions, 
Cambodia still has a long way to go toward realizing the goal of universal primary and 
secondary education and universal literacy. Continued investment will be needed if these 
goals are to be met. Furthermore, the results reveal significant differences in the degree of 
progress towards these goals among the provinces and between urban and rural areas. Policy 
makers will have to focus on reducing these disparities over the coming decades.    
 
This chapter introduces the report by setting out its areas of focus, and then explaining how 
the remaining chapters of the report are organized to present its findings.  
 
Chapter 2 defines literacy and provides an overview of what is known about literacy’s impact 
on social and economic outcomes, what is known about how literacy is acquired, and the role 
that literacy plays in public policy. It also discusses other key concepts relevant in this report: 
educational attainment, school attendance rates, and completion rates. Finally, the chapter 
outlines the data and methods used in the data analyses, as well as the limitations of the data.  
 
Chapter 3 profiles the distribution of educational attainment revealed by the 1998, 2008, and 
2019 GPCC, with a view to identifying population subgroups whose educational levels were 
likely to place them at risk economically. The chapter documents the rapid increases in 
average educational attainment levels and in equality for key social groups defined by age 
and gender. The chapter also compares the levels of educational attainment in Cambodia to 
the levels attained by neighboring countries and trading partners.  
 
Chapter 4 profiles the distribution of literacy skills as measured in the 1998, 2008, and 2019 
GPCC. The chapter begins with a description of the GPCC literacy measurement and how it 
relates to the current understanding of literacy skills. As with Chapter 3, the underlying goal 
is to identify population subgroups whose literacy skill levels were likely to place them at risk 
of realizing poor economic and social outcomes. The chapter confirms that Cambodia has 
realized rapid increases in average literacy rates, and concomitant reductions in inequality, 
for key social groups, including women and rural residents.  
 
Chapter 5 profiles the joint distribution of educational attainment and literacy in the 
population aged 15+. The analysis shows how the size of the illiterate population had been 
dropping over time, and indicates which groups had the lowest literacy rates in 2019. The 
chapter concludes by identifying the groups facing the highest risks of illiteracy, and discusses 

 
2 SDG 4 specifies that by 2030, the government should ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and 
promote lifelong learning opportunities for all citizens (UN 2015). 
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the evidence that is key to focusing public investments where they are likely to yield the 
highest returns.  
 
Chapter 6 profiles school attendance and completion rates for the populations aged 5, 6–11, 
12–14, and 15–17 in Cambodia in 2019 and over the entire 1998–2019 period, as well as the 
literacy rates for some of these age groups. School attendance rates certainly improved over 
the two decades for these age groups, although they remain highly variable across provinces. 
School completion rates at the primary, lower secondary (equivalent to middle school), and 
upper secondary (equivalent to high school) levels of education, although improved over 
time, remain low. 
 
Finally, Chapter 7 summarizes the report’s findings and their implications for policy and 
practice. Cambodia has significantly improved its levels of educational attainment and literacy 
from 1998 to 2019. The evidence presented in this report, however, suggests a need for 
additional investment to raise average education levels, reduce the percentage of adults who 
are illiterate, increase the average literacy proficiency of the workforce, and to eliminate the 
remaining gaps in educational attainment and literacy rates among the provinces and 
between urban and rural areas.   
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CChhaapptteerr  22::  MMeeaassuurreemmeennttss,,  DDaattaa,,  aanndd  MMeetthhooddss  
 
This report uses measures of educational attainment and literacy adopted by the GPCC of 
1998, 2008, and 2019. The census data from those years include all the individual residents 
in the Kingdom of Cambodia on the census days. This chapter defines the relevant key 
concepts of the report—including educational attainment, literacy, the school attendance 
rate, and school completion rate—and discusses how these concepts are measured. The 
chapter also outlines the data, methods of data analysis, and the limitations of the data.  
 
22..11..  DDeeffiinniinngg  aanndd  MMeeaassuurriinngg  EEdduuccaattiioonnaall  AAttttaaiinnmmeenntt    
 
The measures of educational attainment used in each GPCC and profiled in this report are 
based on the International Standard Classification of Education of the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), which identifies nine levels of 
educational attainment as enumerated below (UNESCO 2012): 
 

0 less than primary education, 
1 primary education, 
2 lower secondary education, 
3 upper secondary education,  
4 postsecondary non-tertiary education,  
5 short-cycle tertiary education,  
6 bachelor’s degree or equivalent level,  
7 master’s degree or equivalent level, and  
8 doctorate or equivalent level.  

 
To be placed at a level of attainment, adults need to have completed study at that level and 
received a formal credential. Following this convention, and to be consistent with the 2010 
Literacy and Educational Attainment Report 7, this report condenses the above nine 
categories into six levels of educational attainment:3 
 

1 no formal education; 
2 primary not completed: grades 1 to 5 completed, 
3 primary completed: grades 6 to 8 completed; 
4 lower secondary: completed grades 9 to 11 and received a lower secondary 

school certificate; 
5 secondary/diploma: competed grade 12, obtained an upper secondary 

diploma or a technical or vocational pre-secondary certificate; and 
6 beyond upper secondary: obtained a postsecondary degree, diploma, or 

certificate, or a postsecondary technical or vocational certificate. 
 
Cambodian technical and vocational education and training (TVET) programs are organized 
and delivered on both the pre-secondary and postsecondary levels. For the purposes of this 

 
3 Unless otherwise specified, this report will use these six levels of educational attainment as its frame of 
reference. 
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analysis, and again for consistency with the Literacy and Educational Attainment Report 7, 
TVET pre-secondary and postsecondary levels were collapsed into levels 5 and 6 of 
educational attainment. However, as technical and vocational skills are becoming increasingly 
important to the growth of the Cambodian economy, this report includes separate profiles of 
technical and vocational attainment and of literacy rates to enhance our understanding of the 
progress made in TVET in 2019 and since 2008. It is worth noting that the technical–vocational 
category was not included in the 1998 GPCC. 
 
22..22..  DDeeffiinniinngg  aanndd  MMeeaassuurriinngg  LLiitteerraaccyy 

 
Literacy is both a human right and a necessity for economic, social, and democratic progress. 
it has become a passport to full and active participation in society. Literate adults are able to 
respond to the demands of daily life either orally or in writing. They are able to read and apply 
what they have read to better their lives, for instance by being able to get and keep a job, to 
learn independently, and to engage actively in the democratic process. 
 
Most people acquire literacy through their early schooling, so the level of education in a 
country plays a large part in determining the aggregate supply of literacy skills. Beginning 
readers learn to match the sounds of the spoken word with the printed word, a process that 
serves as the foundation for building meaning. As a result, basic literacy is best first acquired 
from one’s own mother, rather than through instruction in the education system. The 
aggregate supply of literacy skills is not, however, a static commodity. Research reveals that 
literacy can be both gained and lost in adulthood in response to the complex interplay of the 
demand for its use and the available supply.4 
 
This chapter also defines literacy and provides an overview of what is known about the impact 
of literacy on labor-market, educational, health, and social outcomes at the individual, 
institutional, and macro levels. More specifically, the chapter provides some background on 
how literacy has been measured by the GPCC, and how the measurement of literacy in 
Cambodia relates to the way literacy has been defined and measured at the international 
level. This background is crucially important for interpreting the GPCC-based literacy skill 
distributions presented in Chapter 4 of this report. For instance, it is worth noting that the 
GPCC provide a useful indicator of whether individuals can read or not, but they reveal little 
about how well they can read.  
 
Literacy has been defined by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) as the ability to understand, evaluate, use, and engage with written texts to 
participate in society, to achieve one’s goals, and to develop one’s knowledge and potential. 
 
UNESCO has adopted a slightly different definition of literacy: the ability to identify, 
understand, interpret, create, communicate and compute, using printed and written (and 
visual) materials associated with varying contexts. 
 
The box just below summarizes how literacy has come to be defined and measured. 
 

 
4 See, for example, John Bynner’s analyses of the British birth cohort data.  
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The Definition and Measurement of Literacy 
 
The interest in literacy is grounded in the work of Nobel laureate Amartya Sen, an economist who defined 
progress as the expansion of people’s choices for living valuable and fulfilling lives.a 
 
Sen describes functionings that are intrinsically valuable, such as getting an education, staying in good 
health, and enjoying a decent standard of living. Freedom of action and choice (agency) and equity are 
the core elements, since all people must be free of constraints and have an equal opportunity to pursue 
the things they value. Literacy was identified as a fundamental element of agency by Paulo Freire in his 
groundbreaking book on oppression and inequality.b  
 
Our understanding of literacy has advanced a great deal since the 1980s. It used to be seen in terms of a 
dichotomy: One was either literate or not. But now it is understood to fall along a continuum defined by 
the individual’s ability to handle reading tasks of various levels of difficulty. The least difficult reading 
tasks involve the “learning to read” component (e.g., letter recognition, word recognition, and decoding) 
that must be mastered to support the emergence of fluid and automatic reading that characterizes the 
upper ends of the international literacy proficiency scale. The more challenging reading tasks, in which 
readers are “reading to learn,” include more challenging cognitive demands.c   
 
Armed with this deep understanding of the features that underlie the relative difficulty of reading tasks, 
researchers have developed tests that allow individuals to be reliably placed on a meaningful proficiency 
scale. As illustrated in the first figure below, the results of international assessments of adult literacy skills 
have, as a matter of convention, been displayed on a 500-point proficiency scale. This scale is divided into 
five proficiency levels, each of which reflects a material shift in the skills needed to master reading tasks 
at that level. Individuals are assigned to proficiency levels based on their estimated probability of getting 
items at a given level of difficulty correct. For example, test takers are assigned to Level 3 if they display 
at least an 80% probability of getting the Level 3 tasks correct, but fail to display the same probability of 
doing the Level 4 tasks correctly. Similarly, test takers at Level 2 can get some Level 3 tasks correct, but 
the probability of their doing all the Level 3 tasks correctly is below 80%.  
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The literacy question included in the GPCC reflects the dichotomy conception of literacy, 
asking: “Can the person read and write with understanding in the Khmer language?” The 
adoption of this measurement is, however, necessary because the census covers all individual 
residents in the Kingdom of Cambodia, so it is impractical to survey all the individuals in the 
country with the sort of questions required in other literacy assessment tools, such as the 
OECD’s Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) and Programme for the 
International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC). That being said, such dichotomous 
literacy measurements are a useful starting point for thinking about policy, but there are 
important limits to what they can tell policy makers, as they tell little how well the population 
can read and write. 
 
Furthermore, the UN includes Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 4, Target 4.6, for 
measuring adult literacy and numeracy, and SDG Indicator 4.6.1,5 for monitoring progress 
towards this target. Without testing, it is impossible to know exactly where Cambodian adults 
answering “No” to the GPCC literacy question would be placed on the international adult 
literacy scales. That being said, it is reasonable to assume that such respondents have either 
failed to master the mechanics of reading or have mastered the mechanics of reading, but 
have not yet acquired sufficient comprehension skills to build understanding. More 
specifically, they have failed to master the comprehension strategies that characterize tasks 
at Level 2 and above on the international literacy scales. If this analysis is accepted as true, 
then adults answering “No” to the GPCC literacy question are likely to be performing, on 
average, at Level 1 on the international adult literacy scales. 
 
The placement of adults at Level 1 on the international scales is supported by the results of 
the PISA for Development (PISA-D) assessment of 15-year-olds’ reading, mathematics, and 
science proficiency. Cambodian students scored the equivalent, on average, of 178 on the 
500-point international adult literacy scale, roughly 80% of the way through Level 1.6 If it can 
be assumed that the quality of education has risen over time, then this value sets an upper 
boundary on the likely true skill level of people answering “No” to the GPCC literacy question. 
Thus, the GPCC literacy measures are useful for identifying the size of the illiterate population, 
but reveals little about the true skill levels of people answering “Yes.” Furthermore, it is 
impossible to know where people answering “Yes” to the GPCC literacy question should be 
placed on the 500-point international proficiency scale. They might have skills at levels 2, 3, 
4, or 5, depending on their level of mastery of the underlying reading skills. 
 
The use of these tests for large samples of students and adults has provided researchers and 
policy makers with a clear understanding of the impact that differences in literacy skills have 
on individual, institutional, and macro-level economic, social, health, and educational 
outcomes. 
 
 
 

 
5 SDG Indicator 4.6.1: Percentage of population in a given age group achieving at least a fixed level of 
proficiency in functional (i) literacy and (ii) numeracy skills, by sex. 
6 The results of OECD PISA-D literacy assessments are reported on a 900-point scale, rather than the 500-point 
scale used to report adult literacy scores. 
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22..33..  DDeeffiinniinngg  aanndd  MMeeaassuurriinngg  tthhee  SScchhooooll--AAtttteennddaannccee  aanndd  CCoommpplleettiioonn  RRaatteess  
 
This report uses the same standard definition of “school attendance rate” as the one used in 
the 2010 Educational and Literacy Report 7: the percentage of persons currently attending 
school at a given age of the entire population at the corresponding school-age (National 
Institute of Statistics [NIS] 2010, 12). The report also uses the measurement adopted in the 
GPCC. The census questionnaires asked all persons, including children aged 6 and below, 
whether they attended school or some other educational institution, to measure their school 
attendance.  
 
The report applies UNESCO’s definition of “completion rate,” which is the “percentage of a 
cohort of children or young people aged 3–5 years above the intended age for the last grade 
of each level of education who have completed that grade” (UNESCO 2018, 14). This report 
also follows UNESCO’s method of calculating the completion rate (UNESCO 2018, 14).  
 
22..44..  DDaattaa,,  AAnnaallyyttiiccaall  MMeetthhooddss,,  aanndd  LLiimmiittaattiioonnss  
 
This report uses the complete data sets from 1998, 2008, and 2019 GPCC. For the most part, 
it relies on simple tabulations of population totals, percentages, and changes in totals and 
percentages derived from the files for each census year, in order to conduct the four types of 
analyses described in Chapter 1. Separate analyses are presented for individuals aged 15+ and 
for children and youth under the age of 15. This grouping reflects the definition of “working 
age” as stipulated by the International Labour Organization (ILO), and roughly approximates 
the age at which children are no longer compelled to remain in school. It is also worth noting 
that nonresponse rates to census questions were high in the three rounds of the census, 
ranging from 15% in the 2019 GPCC to 32% in 1998 GPCC, for example, for the questions on 
educational attainments. Caution is thus advised when reading the results presented in this 
report, as they do not necessarily represent the views of those individuals who chose not to 
respond to certain census questions, and this may introduce an unknown level of bias into 
the results presented. The next chapter of this report profiles the distribution of educational 
attainment—the most important determinant of the aggregate supply of literacy skills—in 
the population aged 15+ in Cambodia.
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CChhaapptteerr  33::  TThhee  DDiissttrriibbuuttiioonn  ooff  EEdduuccaattiioonnaall  AAttttaaiinnmmeenntt  iinn  CCaammbbooddiiaa  
 
Cambodia is a strong supporter of SDG 4, which focuses on education as a fundamental 
human right that is necessary for the achievement of all the SDGs. Education supports the 
achievement of gender equality by empowering women, and is crucial for creating 
environmental resilience in an inclusive society.   
 
The Constitution of the Kingdom of Cambodia underpins all the work done to improve 
education throughout the country. Article 65 covers citizens’ rights to a quality education at 
all levels. Article 66 covers the state’s responsibility for establishing a comprehensive and 
standardized educational system nationwide with (Article 67) modern teaching methods 
(Government of Cambodia 1993). Article 68 requires that the state provide free primary and 
secondary education to all citizens in public schools. Citizens are entitled to an education for 
at least 9 years. Key policy initiatives have been developed and implemented to help achieve 
the constitutional requirements. Among them are the Education for All National Plan, 2003–
2015; Education Strategic Plan, 2014–2018 and 2019–2023; Education Sector Plan, 2019–
2023; Education Sector Support Program 2001–2005; and the Cambodia Secondary Education 
Blueprint 2030. The Government of Cambodia has thus allocated significant resources to 
improve access to, and the quality of, education in the country; in fact, the education sector 
has recently become the largest recipient of government funding, receiving 11% of total 
national budget in 2019 (Government of Cambodia 2020).  
 
This chapter profiles the distribution of educational attainment for the adult population aged 
15+ in Cambodia using data from the 1998, 2008 and 2019 GPCC. Attainment is profiled by 
age group, gender, administrative division, economic sector, and major occupational group. 
The goals of the analysis presented in this chapter are (i) to document the distribution of 
educational attainment in 2019 and show which groups of the population are most in need 
of help from policy makers, and (2) to quantify how much progress has been made since 1998, 
especially in relation to SDG Target 4.1. 
 
33..11.. AAnn  OOvveerrvviieeww  ooff  EEdduuccaattiioonnaall  AAttttaaiinnmmeenntt  iinn  CCaammbbooddiiaa   
 
Table 1 shows educational attainment for population aged 15+ in 1998, 2008, and 2019, 
documenting the trends in the distribution of educational attainment over the two-decade 
reference period. In 2019, 4% of the individuals aged 15+ had attained beyond a secondary 
education, 9.6% had attained an upper secondary education, 20.1% a lower secondary 
education, and 31.1% a primary school education. The largest percentage of the population 
in this age group (over 35%) either did not complete primary school or received no formal 
education at all. In other words, only one-third of the Cambodian population attained an 
education higher than lower secondary. The table, however, does document a remarkable 
improvement in the levels of educational attainment over the reference period. On the one 
hand, in terms of percentages, the group that went beyond a secondary education made the 
biggest gain during 1998–2019. The percentage of the population aged 15+ that had attained 
this level of education more than quadrupled, from 0.7% in 1998 to 4% in 2019. Lower 
secondary and upper secondary education made similar gains, although less remarkably than 
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the beyond secondary education category. The percentage of the population aged 15+ that 
completed these levels of education almost doubled, from 11.8% to 20.1% for lower 
secondary and from 3.5% to 9.6% for upper secondary over the same period. On the other 
hand, the percentage of the population aged 15+ reporting that they had no formal education 
fell below 1% by 2019, a finding that suggests that Cambodia has realized its goal of universal 
access to a primary education. 
 

Table 1: Levels of Educational Attainment by Cambodians Aged 15 and Over,  
1998, 2008, and 2019 

 
 

Census Year  

 
 

None 

Primary 
Not 

Completed 

 
 

Primary 

 
Lower 

Secondary 

 
Secondary/ 

Diploma 

 
Beyond 

Secondary 

 
 

Total 
  Number               
1998 59,559 2,477,640 1,169,934 523,302 155,576 32,306 4,418,317 
2008 84,763 2,853,256 2,127,092 1,173,925 433,900 180,472 6,853,408 
2019 5,492 3,278,184 2,902,145 1,870,468 897,820 373,602 9,327,711 
Percentage               
1998 1.3 56.1 26.5 11.8 3.5 0.7 100.0 
2008 1.2 41.6 31.0 17.1 6.3 2.6 100.0 
2019 0.1 35.1 31.1 20.1 9.6 4.0 100.0 

Note: The percentages may not total 100% because of rounding. 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  
 
Taken together, these results confirm that Cambodia has made remarkable progress in 
improving its overall level of educational attainment since 1998. However, the fact that only 
33% of the population aged 15+ has received a basic education means that the government’s 
goal of universal access to education will continue to be a policy focus going forward. 
Cambodia still has a long way to go toward achieving SDG 4, Target 4.1. 
 
33..22..  EEdduuccaattiioonn  aanndd  AAggee  GGrroouuppss  
 
As noted in Chapter 2, the correlation between educational attainment and literacy skills, 
while strong, is far from complete. In populations with relatively low levels of attainment, 
some adults find a way to become literate even without the benefit of much formal education, 
and some adults with education fail to become fluid and automatic readers. Public policy that 
supports formal, nonformal, and informal adult learning can allow adults to become literate 
after leaving the initial cycle of education. Only the testing of adult skills can, however, 
determine the true skill levels achieved by adults. 
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Table 2 reveals the following points: 
(i) In 2019 the percentage of individuals who had no formal education was almost zero 

in almost all age groups. This result suggests that Cambodia had achieved almost 
universal access to primary education by that year.  

(ii) The percentage of individuals who had attended, but did not complete, primary school 
was higher among the older cohorts (e.g., 57.3% for those aged 65 and over versus 
19.5% for those aged 15–24). Those in the older age groups who were born and/or 
lived through the civil wars of the Lon Nol and Khmer Rouge periods must have had 
their primary education interrupted during those wars.  

(iii) As expected, the younger cohorts were generally more likely to attain primary and 
higher levels of education. Again, this reflects their better access to quality education.  

(iv) Individuals in all age groups, except for those aged 65 and over, have improved their 
educational attainments across all levels of education since 1998, though the 
individuals aged 15–24 achieved the largest improvement: The percentage of this age 
group that had attended, but did not complete, primary school dropped by 35.7 
percentage points during 1998–2019. By contrast, the percentage of individuals aged 
65 and over that had attained beyond a secondary education fell by 0.4 percentage 
point over the same period.  

 
All in all, Table 2 suggests that younger cohorts are more educated than their elders, again 
reflecting the improved access to, and quality of, education for that younger Cambodians 
have started to enjoy since 1998.     
 
Figures 1–6 take a closer look at the distribution of educational attainment by various age 
groups encompassing individuals aged 15+ by plotting the evolution of their levels of 
education. Each analysis included six charts, one for each level of educational attainment. The 
goal of these analyses was to discover how the distribution of various levels of educational 
attainment had changed over the two decades covered by the censuses of 1998, 2008, and 
2019. 
 
Figure 1 reveals that, by 2019, the risk of an individual having no formal education had fallen 
to nearly zero for every age group. This finding suggests that Cambodia had achieved the goal 
of universal access to education. Only two cohorts, those aged 65 or over in 1998 and 2008, 
appeared to face any real risk of having no formal education. 
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Figure 1: Cambodians Aged 15+ with No Formal Education, by Age Group,  
1998, 2008, and 2019 (%) 

 

 
 

Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS). 
 
Figure 2 suggests that individuals in all age cohorts face a nontrivial risk of not completing 
their primary education, although the risk had certainly fallen during 1998–2019, especially 
for the younger cohorts.  One troubling finding is that the percentage of individuals who 
reported having begun, but not completed their primary education was still high in 2019 for 
the older cohorts: 56.4% for those aged 55–64 and 57.3% for those aged 65 and over.  
 

Figure 2: Cambodians Aged 15+ Who Did Not Complete Primary School, by Age Group, 
1998, 2008, and 2019 (%) 

 

 
 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

 
A comparison of the data for successive cohorts suggests that the education system may be 
affording some of these individuals an opportunity to complete their primary education by 
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alternative means in adulthood. For example, 30.5% of the individuals who were aged 15–24 
in 2008 reported having begun, but not completed primary education. By 2019, when this 
cohort was aged 25–34, the percentage of non-primary completers had fallen to 28.2%, an 
apparent drop of 2 percentage points. If true, this finding represents a significant 
achievement in recovering primary school dropouts.7     
 
Figure 3 reveals what appears to be an odd finding: The percentage of individuals aged 15–
24 who reported having completed primary school rose by 8 percentage points from 1998 to 
2008, but then fell 1 percentage point from 2008 to 2019. This latter apparent drop is likely 
the product of the increased percentage of individuals going on to higher levels of education. 
Overall, more individuals were completing their primacy education during 1998–2019, with 
the older cohorts seeing the largest gains. For example, by 2019, the percentage of individuals 
aged 35–44 who reported completing primary school reached 30.1%, up from 19.4% in 1998; 
while those 65 and over who reported completing primary school reached 23.4% in 2019, up 
from 16.2% in 1998. 
 
Figure 3: Cambodians Aged 15+ Who Completed Primary School as Their Highest Level of 

Education, by Age Group, 1998, 2008, and 2019 (%) 

 
 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

 
Figure 4 shows a significant increase in the percentage of 15- to 24-year-olds earning a lower 
secondary degree. By 2019, 31% of individuals aged 15–24 had earned this degree, an 
increase of 18.9 percentage points since 1998. The rates of improvement for the older age 
groups during 1998–2019 were smaller, but still significant.  
 
 
 

 
7 This finding needs to be interpreted with caution, however, as it is possible that the observed increase in 
primary school completion rates might be the product of a response error in GPCC reporting, rather than a real 
change. More specifically, social stigma might cause some adults to report having completed primary school 
when, in fact, they had not. The GPCC data does not provide any means to evaluate this possibility.   

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

19
98

20
08

20
19

19
98

20
08

20
19

19
98

20
08

20
19

19
98

20
08

20
19

19
98

20
08

20
19

19
98

20
08

20
19

15-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65 +



16
41 

 
INTERNAL. This information is accessible to ADB Management and staff. It may be shared outside ADB with appropriate permission. 

Figure 4: Cambodians Aged 15+ Who Completed Lower Secondary School as Their Highest 
Level of Education, by Age Group, 1998, 2008, and 2019 (%) 

 

 
 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS). 

 
Figure 5 documents a rapid increase in the percentage of adults aged 15+ who had obtained 
an upper secondary education/diploma. The two youngest cohorts, those aged 15–24 and 
25–34, experienced the most rapid increases. By 2019, 10.6% of the 15–24 age group and 
13.5% of the 25–34 age group had obtained this degree. The older age cohorts, however, 
were considerably less likely to have reached this level of educational attainment. 
 
Figure 5: Cambodians Aged 15+ Who Completed Upper Secondary School as Their Highest 

Level of Education, by Age Group, 1998, 2008, and 2019 (%) 

 
 
 Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

 
Figure 6 shows that the probability of obtaining a post-secondary qualification has risen from 
near zero in 1998 to appreciable percentages for most age groups in 2019. As expected, those 
who were 15 to 24 years old in 2019 had a low probability, 2.1%, of having obtained a post-
secondary education. This probability rose significantly to 7.6% for those 25 to 34 years old. 
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Figure 6: Cambodians Aged 15+ Who Had a Post-Secondary Qualification as 
Their Highest Level of Education, by Age Group, 1998, 2008, and 2019 (%) 

 
 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

 
By way of summary, the figures above document the significant and steady progress that was 
made for all age groups during 1998–2019. As expected, again, the youngest age group, those 
aged 15–24, was the most educated in 2019, with the lowest percentage having only a 
primary education or less. The oldest age cohort, those aged 65 and over, had the highest 
percentage that had not completed primary school or had no formal education. Judged 
against the data presented above, even the 15–24 age group in 2019 were nowhere near 
realizing the goal of universal secondary education.  
 
33..33..  EEdduuccaattiioonn  aanndd  GGeennddeerr  
 
Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 4, Target 4.5 specifies that, by 2030, all countries should 
eliminate gender disparities in education and ensure equal access to all levels of education 
and vocational training for the vulnerable, including persons with disabilities, indigenous 
peoples, and children in vulnerable situations. Historically, girls in many countries, including 
Cambodia, have had less access to educational opportunities and tend to have fewer years of 
education on average.   
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Table 3 reveals the following points: 
(i) In 2019, a plurality of females (38.9%) attended, but did not complete, primary school. 

However, a plurality of males (31.5%) completed primary school that same year.  
(ii) The gender disparities in the attainment of various levels of education were small in 

2019; in fact, they were much smaller than in 1998. For instance, in 1998 the 
proportion of females who did not finish primary school was 14.5 percentage points 
higher than the proportion of males in the same category; by 2019, the difference was 
reduced to 7.6 percentage points. This suggests that Cambodia was well on its way to 
achieving SDG 4, Target 4.5.  

 
Figures 7 through 12 plot the percentages of males and females with each level of education. 
Figure 7 shows that access to formal education improved rapidly during the reference period. 
More specifically, the percentage of women reporting that they had no formal education fell 
from 1.6% in 1998 to 0.1% in 2019. The percentage of men reporting that they had no formal 
education fell from 1.1% in 1998 to 0.1% in 2019. Thus, the data for 2019 suggest that 
Cambodia had achieved gender parity with respect to access to the education system. 
 

Figure 7: Cambodians Aged 15+ with No Formal Education, by Gender, 
1998, 2008, and 2019 (%) 

 
 

Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  
 
Figure 8 shows that the percentage of women aged 15+ reporting that they had started, but 
not completed their primary education fell from 63.9% in 1998 to 38.9% in 2019. For men, 
the corresponding percentages were 40.4% and 31.3%. Thus, by 2019 there was only a 7.6 
percentage point difference between men and women who did not complete primary school, 
with the men having the smaller percentage. However, the fact that over a third of adult men 
and women had failed to complete the primary cycle of education suggests that Cambodia 
has some distance to go toward achieving the goal of universal primary completion, as 
indicated in the SDG 4, Target 4.1. 
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Figure 8: Cambodians Aged 15+ Who Did Not Complete Primary 
School, by Gender, 1998, 2008, and 2019 (%) 

 
 

Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  
 
Figure 9 shows a similar pattern of change in the percentages of women and men reporting 
that they had completed primary school, and that was their highest level of education. The 
percentage of women 15 years of age and over with a complete primary education rose from 
22.6% in 1998 to 30.7% in 2019. By comparison, the percentage of men aged 15+ in the same 
category rose from 29.8% in 1998 to 31.5% in 2019. The data suggest that Cambodia had 
achieved gender parity in primary school completion.  
 

Figure 9: Cambodians Aged 15+ Who Completed Primary School as Their 
Highest Level of Education, by Gender, 1998, 2008, and 2019 (%) 

 
 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

 
Figure 10 documents significant improvements in the percentages of men and women 
obtaining a lower secondary degree. The percentage of women aged 15+ reporting lower 
secondary completion as their highest level of education rose from 9.3% in 1998 to 19% in 
2019. The percentage of men aged 15+ with reporting the same rose from 14% in 1998 to 
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21.2% in 2019. The men rose from a higher level than the women, but the 4.7 percentage-
point spread between them in 1998 was reduced to 2.2 percentage points in 2019. 
 

Figure 10: Cambodians Aged 15+ Who Completed Lower Secondary School as 
Their Highest Level of Education, by Gender, 1998, 2008, and 2019 (%) 

 
 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

 
Figure 11 shows that the proportion of women aged 15 years and older with an upper 
secondary diploma rose from 2.3% in 1998 to 8.2% in 2019, a four-fold increase. In 1998, 4.6% 
of men aged 15+ reported having an upper secondary diploma; by 2019, this percentage more 
than doubled, rising to 11.1%. In 2019, men were still more likely than women to have 
completed a secondary diploma (11.1% versus 8.2%). 
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Figure 11: Cambodians Aged 15+ Who Completed Upper Secondary School as 
Their Highest Level of Education, by Gender, 1998, 2008, and 2019 (%) 

 

 
 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

 
Figure 12: Cambodians Aged 15+ Who Had a Post-Secondary Qualification as 

Their Highest Level of Education, by Gender, 1998, 2008, and 2019(%) 

 
 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

 
Figure 12 shows that women aged 15+ had realized a rapid increase in the percentage 
reporting having a post-secondary qualification, rising from less than 1% in 1998 to 3.1% in 
2019. For men, the percentage of individuals reporting that they had a post-secondary 
qualification rose from 1.1% in 1998 to 4.8% in 2019; so the men ended up 1.7 percentage 
points higher than the women.  
 
Taken together, these results support the conclusion that Cambodian policy makers have 
done an excellent job in reducing what were once large gaps between men and women to at 
most 2% on average for every level of educational attainment. The gaps were almost closed 
at the lower levels of education; but remained relatively wide, at over 3%, at the lower 
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secondary or better levels. These results imply that reducing the size of the gender gaps in 
educational attainment must remain a priority for Cambodian policy makers.  
  
33..44..  EEdduuccaattiioonn  aanndd  tthhee  RRuurraall––UUrrbbaann  DDiivviiddee  
 
It is common to see significant variations in the educational attainment among subnational 
regions and between adults living in urban and rural areas. Table 4 plots trends in the 
percentage of adults in each level of educational attainment in urban and rural areas. These 
differences are often large enough to create large differences in the literacy levels among 
geographies, differences that themselves are large enough to have material impacts on the 
level of economic activity, average incomes and health.  
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Table 4 reveals the following points: 
(i) A plurality of the rural population aged 15 and above (42.5%) in 2019 had attended, 

but did not complete, primary school, as opposed to only 25.9% of the urban 
population.  

(ii) The rural population is generally less likely to attain higher levels of education, 
suggesting that a rural–urban divide in that regard still existed in 2019. But the divide 
was small. In fact, it was much smaller than that in 1998 for most levels of education 
(e.g., a 11.7 percentage point difference in 1998 for lower secondary education 
dropped to a 5.4 percentage point difference in 2019).  

(iii) Nevertheless, the rural–urban divide for beyond secondary education actually 
widened from 1998 to 2019, suggesting that the government needs to do more to 
ensure that higher education is more accessible to the rural population.   

 
Figures 13–18 delve deeper into the trends described above by plotting the percentages of 
Cambodians aged 15+ at each level of education in urban and rural areas. Figure 13 shows a 
massive reduction during 1998–2019 in what had been large differences between urban and 
rural areas in the probability of Cambodian adults aged 15+ having no formal education, a 
change that was due to government policies. More specifically, significant improvements in 
educational access in rural areas had precipitated equally rapid reductions in the likelihood of 
rural adults having no formal education, so that by 2019 both urban and rural adults had 
virtually no probability of lacking any formal education. 
 

Figure 13: Cambodians Aged 15+ with No Formal Education, by Urban and Rural 
 Area, 1998, 2008, and 2019 (%) 

 
 

Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  
 
Figure 14 shows that the percentage of rural adults aged 15+ who reported having started, 
but not completed, primary school fell from 62.8% in 1998 to 42.5% in 2019. For urban areas, 
the comparable percentages were 36% to 25.9%. Thus, as of 2019 there was still a 16.6 
percentage-point difference in the proportion of adults aged 15+ who had started, but failed 
to complete, their primary education, with urban adults being less likely to drop out.  
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Figure 14: Cambodians Aged 15+ Who Did Not Complete Primary School, by Urban and 
Rural Area, 1998, 2008, and 2019 (%) 

 
 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

 
Figure 15 shows that rural areas realized a steady increase in the percentage of adults aged 
15+ who had completed primary school as their highest level of educational attainment. The 
percentage of urban adults aged 15+ with primary school as their highest level actually fell 
slightly during the reference period: from 30.5% in 1998 to 29.1% in 2019. This latter finding 
suggests that a higher percentage of urban adults aged 15+ had gone on to obtain higher 
levels of attainment than their rural peers.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

1998 2008 2019 1998 2008 2019

Rural Urban



27
52 

 
INTERNAL. This information is accessible to ADB Management and staff. It may be shared outside ADB with appropriate permission. 

Figure 15: Cambodians Aged 15+ Who Completed Primary School as Their Highest Level of 
Education, by Urban and Rural Area, 1998, 2008, and 2019 (%) 

 
 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

 
Figure 16 documents significant improvements in the percentage of adults aged 15+ obtaining 
a lower secondary qualification in rural areas. The percentage of rural adults aged 15+ 
reporting lower secondary completion as their highest level of educational attainment rose 
from 9% in 1998 to 17.7% in 2019. The percentage of urban adults aged 15+ reporting lower 
secondary completion as their highest level of educational attainment rose by a smaller 
degree, but from a higher level, than rural adults: from 20.7% in 1998 to 23.1% in 2019. 

 
Figure 16: Cambodians Aged 15+ Who Completed Lower Secondary School as Their 

Highest Level of Education, by Urban and Rural Area, 1998, 2008, and 2019 (%) 

 
 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

 
Figure 17 confirms that educational expansion has driven more rapid improvement in the 
percentages of urban adults aged 15+ with an upper secondary diploma in urban areas, where 
it rose from 9.6% in 1998 to 14.5% in 2019. In rural areas, the percentage of rural adults aged 
15+ who reported having an upper secondary diploma rose from 1.6% in 1998 to 5.8% in 

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

1998 2008 2019 1998 2008 2019

Rural Urban

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

1998 2008 2019 1998 2008 2019

Rural Urban



28
53 

 
INTERNAL. This information is accessible to ADB Management and staff. It may be shared outside ADB with appropriate permission. 

2019. Whatever the differences in the levels of attainment and in the rates of improvement 
among urban and rural adults, neither group is close to meeting the Sustainable Development 
Goal (SDG) target of universal access to a complete secondary education.  
 

Figure 17: Cambodians Aged 15+ Who Completed Upper Secondary School as Their 
Highest Level of Education, by Urban and Rural Area, 1998, 2008, and 2019 (%) 

 
 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

 
Figure 18 shows that adults aged 15+ in rural areas had virtually no probability of having 
obtained a post-secondary qualification in 2019. In sharp contrast, adults living in urban areas 
had a much higher probability of possessing a post-secondary qualification. Somewhat 
anomalously, the percentage of urban adults with a post-secondary qualification appears to 
have dropped 3 percentage points between 2008 and 2019, from 11.1% to 7.4%.  
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Figure 18: Cambodians Aged 15+ Who Had a Post-Secondary Qualification as Their 
Highest Level of Education, by Urban and Rural Area, 1998, 2008, and 2019 (%) 

 
 

Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  
 
Taken together, these results support the conclusion that Cambodian policy makers have 
done a good job of reducing what were once large educational gaps between adults living in 
urban and rural areas. Nevertheless, the attainment levels in rural areas continue to lag those 
of urban areas, especially at the higher levels of education. This finding that suggests that 
there is a continuing need to increase attendance and graduation rates in rural areas. 
 
33..55..  EEdduuccaattiioonn  aanndd  EEccoonnoommiicc  SSeeccttoorrss  

The structure of the Cambodian economy is changing rapidly. According to the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP) Human Development Report 2019, employment in 
agriculture had declined, falling from almost 35% of value added in 2011 to 22% in 2018, 
whereas value added for industry rose from 22% to 32% and for services from 38% to 39% 
(UNDP 2019). The observed trends mirrored a general trend towards more knowledge- and 
skill-intense production being driven by skill-biased technical changes and the growth of 
global markets (Crawford and Johal 2020).  
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Table 5 reveals the following points: 
(i) In 2019, the highest share of the agriculture sector workforce attended, but did not 

complete, primary school (50.1%); while that was true for the lowest share of the 
service sector workforce (16.1%).  

(ii) A plurality of the industry sector’s workers possessed a primary education (39.6%). 
(iii) In fact, the highest proportions of service sector workers in 2019 had either a 

secondary education or above a secondary education (24.5% for secondary and 20.2% 
for beyond a secondary education), in stark contrast to the agriculture sector.  

(iv) These findings reflected the general trend of more educated workers being employed 
in the more sophisticated sectors. However, all economic sectors improved the levels 
of their workforces’ educational attainment from 1998 to 2019.  

Figures 19–24 plot the educational attainment of the employed population in each of four 
economic sectors (agriculture, industry, services, and trade) to see if the shift in economic 
activity is biased in favor of higher educational attainment. Figure 19 shows that, by 2019, the 
percentage of employed workers reporting no formal education had dropped to near zero in 
all four sectors. The drop in the percentage of employed workers with no formal education 
dropped the most in the agriculture sector.  
 

Figure 19: Employed Cambodians Aged 15+ with No Formal Education, by Economic 
Sector,1998, 2008, and 2019 (%) 

 
 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

 
Figure 20 reveals a steady decline in the percentage of individuals aged 15+ who reported 
having started, but not completed, primary education across the economic sectors during 
1998–2019. For example, in the agriculture sector the proportion of employed workers in this 
category fell steadily, from 67.5% in 1998 to 50.1% in 2019; and the service sector had the 
lowest proportion of individuals aged 15+ who had started, but not completed, their primary 
education (16.1%).  
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Figure 20: Employed Cambodians Aged 15+ Who Did Not Complete Primary School, by 
Economic Sector, 1998, 2008, and 2019 (%) 

 
 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

 
Figure 21, which traces the percentages across the four economic sectors of employed 
Cambodians with a complete primary education, shows different results from those in Figure 
20. The proportion of employed workers who had completed primary school rose steadily in 
the agriculture sector during 1998–2019, from 23.4% to 32.4%; but it fell during the same 
period in the service sector, from 27.9% to 20.6%. The percentages in the trade sector were 
relatively stable, ending at 30.5% in 2019. The industry sector has the highest share of its 
workers in 2019 with a complete primary education, at 39.6%.  
 

Figure 21: Employed Cambodians Aged 15+ Who Completed Primary School as Their 
Highest Level of Education, by Economic Sector, 1998, 2008, and 2019 (%) 

 
 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  
 

Figure 22 documents a similarly complex pattern of change in the economic sectors’ supply 
of workers with a lower secondary education. Except for the service sector, the percentage 
of the population aged 15+ with a lower secondary education as their highest qualification 
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steadily increased during 1998–2019: from 6.7% to 13.5% in the agriculture sector, 14.6% to 
20.8% in the industry sector, and 16.1% to 23.6% in the trade sector. The service sector saw 
a decline in the percentage of workers with a lower secondary diploma, from 25.8% in 1998 
to 18.4% in 2019, as more workers in this sector attained higher levels of education. The link 
between the educational attainment of workers and the potential for productivity growth 
makes these shifts important. 
 

Figure 22: Employed Cambodians Aged 15+ Who Completed Lower Secondary School as 
Their Highest Level of Education, by Economic Sector, 1998, 2008, and 2019 (%) 

 
 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

 
Figure 23 shows that in 2019 the agriculture and industry sectors employed very small 
percentages of workers with upper secondary diplomas, as opposed to the service sector, 
which employed the largest percentage of workers with this qualification. The service sector 
has also seen an increase in the percentage of workers with an upper secondary diploma as 
their highest level of education. 
 

Figure 23: Employed Cambodians Aged 15+ Who Completed Upper Secondary School as 
Their Highest Level of Education, by Economic Sector, 1998, 2008, and 2019 (%) 

 
 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

 
Figure 24 reveals that only the service sector employs a significant percentage of workers with 
educational attainment at beyond the secondary level. This sector has realized a rapid 
increase in the percentage of adults aged 15+ with a post-secondary qualification. In 1998, 
this percentage stood at 3.5%, rising to 20.2% in 2019.  
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Figure 24: Cambodians Aged 15+ Who Had a Post-Secondary Qualification as 
Their Highest Level of Education, by Economic Sector, 1998, 2008, and 2019 (%) 

 
 

Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  
 
Taken together, these results document a rapid restructuring of the Cambodian economy, 
one in which the four economic sectors measured here have seen an increase in the 
educational levels of their workers. This restructuring is important, given the positive 
relationship between higher educational attainment by the workforce and the rates of GDP 
and productivity growth. Notwithstanding this generally positive trend, it remains to be seen 
if enough educated workers will have the type and quality of skills that will satisfy the 
expected growing demand on the part of employers. A skill demand study conducted by the 
International Labour Organization (ILO) found that the first-time jobseekers with higher 
education received the most positive comments from employers, with 64.1% of 
establishments expressing a high appreciation for their preparedness, and only 10.3% offering 
negative evaluations (Bruni, Luch, and Kuoch 2013). The reaction was similar for first-time 
jobseekers coming directly from technical and vocational schools, with 58.1% of 
establishments judging them to be “well or very well prepared.” The worst reactions were 
those regarding first-time jobseekers from upper secondary school, with only 39.1% of the 
establishments judging the newly hired workers as well prepared, and 17.8% judging them to 
be poorly prepared. The most positive reactions came from the rubber and finance sectors; 
the most critical from the construction industry.  
 
The establishments that complained about the preparedness of first-time jobseekers coming 
directly from the education system concentrated their criticism mainly on three areas: lack of 
skills and competencies required, lack of life experience and maturity, and lack of motivation. 
The lack of skills was especially noted regarding those coming from higher education, but also 
for graduates of vocational schools; a lack of motivation seemed not to affect university 
graduates, while a lack of experience appeared to be a common problem overall.  
 
33..66..  EEdduuccaattiioonn  aanndd  OOccccuuppaattiioonn  
 
The level of education demanded by different occupations varies significantly. The 
Cambodian national occupation classification system was derived from the revised 
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International Standard Classification of Occupations (ISCO-88), and identifies 10 major 
groups.8 
 
According to an analysis by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD), ISCO-88 was designed and constructed around two key concepts: the specific job, 
and the skills required to do that job competently. A job is defined as the set of tasks or duties 
designed to be performed by one person. For the majority of job holders, the job is predefined 
before they are recruited into the post. Employers, professional bodies, or institutions 
formulate jobs as bundles of tasks and duties allocated to employees who are recruited for 
these jobs. Associated with a job may be a job description that details the required tasks and 
duties and indicates the job title through which the post holder identifies with the job. In 
some cases, particularly for self-employed individuals, the job is designed and conducted by 
the post holder.  
 
“Skill” is defined in ISCO-88 as “the ability to carry out the tasks and duties of a particular job” 
(Elias 1997). To develop a taxonomy around this concept of occupational competence, two 
different dimensions of skill are defined. The level of skill associated with the competent 
performance of a job is intended to measure the complexity and range of the tasks and duties 
concerned. The specialization of skill defines the field(s) of knowledge required, tools and 
machinery used, material worked on, and the kind of goods or services produced. As in the 
earlier versions of ISCO (ISCO-58 and ISCO-68), the areas of skill specialization recognized in 
ISCO-88 form a taxonomy of types of work related to fields of knowledge, materials worked 
with, etc. Apart from a sharpening and updating of the definitions of such areas of knowledge, 
this concept as presented in ISCO-88 is not a novel one. The major change was the definition 
of skill levels. 
 
To provide an operational definition of skill levels, ISCO-88 specifies four broad levels that are 
equated with levels of formal education: 

(i) first skill level: primary education (begun at ages 5–7 and lasting approximately 
5 years); 

(ii) second skill level: secondary education (begun at ages 11–12 and lasting 5–7 
years);  

(iii) third skill level: tertiary education (begun at ages 17–18 and lasting 3–4 years, 
but without a university degree); and 

(iv) fourth skill level: tertiary education (begun at ages 17–18 and lasting 3–6 years, 
and leading to university degree or equivalent).  

In ISCO-88, these four levels are related to the extent of formal education, formal or informal 
training, and work experience generally associated with competent task performance.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
8 See for example: Government of Cambodia. Occupational Classification for Cambodia General Population 
Census 2008. https://www.stat.go.jp/info/meetings/cambodia/pdf/c8_occup.pdf.  
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Table 6: Major Groups and Skill Levels under the International Standard Classification of 
Occupations 

ISCO‐88 Major Groups  ISCO Skill Levels 
1. Legislators, senior officials, and managers  third and fourth 
2. Professionals  fourth 
3. Technicians and associate professionals  third 
4. Clerks  second 
5. Service workers and shop and market sales 
workers 

second 

6. Skilled agricultural and fishery workers  second 
7. Craft and related workers  second 
8. Plant and machine operators and assemblers   second 
9. Elementary occupations  first 
0. Armed forcesa  first, second, and fourth 

ISCO = International Standard Classification of Occupations, ISCO‐88 = International Standard Classification of Occupations 
as revised by the International Labour Organization (ILO) in 1988. 
a Major Group 0, which refers to the armed forces,  is excluded from the analysis because of  its special role in the public 
sector. 
Source: ILO. 2012. International Standard Classification of Occupations: Structure, Group Definitions and Correspondence 
Tables. Geneva. 

 
Figure 25: Levels of Educational Attainment by Cambodians Aged 15+, by Major 

Occupational Group, 1998, 2008, and 2019 (%) 

 
Craft  =  Craft  and  related  workers;  Elem.  =  Elementary  occupations;  Legis.  =  Legislators,  senior  officials,  and 
managers; Plant = plant and machine operators and assemblers; Prof. = Professionals; Service = Service workers and 
shop and market  sales workers; Skilled agric. = Skilled agricultural and  fishery workers; Tech. = Technicians and 
associated professionals. 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  
 

Figure  25  shows  that,  as  expected,  the  levels  of  occupational  groups  were  positively 
correlated with the levels of educational attainment in 2019: Occupation groups that required 
higher levels of education tended to have higher shares of their workforces with higher levels 
of education. The converse was also true. For example, 32.5% of the Major Group 2 workforce 
possessed  beyond  secondary  qualifications,  whereas  over  77%  of  the  Major  Group  9 
workforce had a primary education or lower. From 1998 to 2019, however, more individuals 
attained higher levels of education in most occupational groups (Table A.1).   
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Figures 26–31 plot the trends in the educational attainment of the employed population in 
each of the major occupational groups to see if the shift in economic activity was biased in 
favor of those with more education. Figure 26 shows that, by 2019, the employment of adults 
aged 15+ with no formal education dropped to nearly zero in all occupational groups. This 
reflects the rapid decrease in the available supply of workers at this level. Major Group 5 
(service workers and shop and market sales workers), Major Group 6 (skilled agricultural and 
fishery workers), and Major Group 9 (elementary occupations) experienced the largest 
declines in percentage of employed workers with no formal education during 1998–2019.  
 

Figure 26: Cambodians Aged 15+ with No Formal Education, by Major Occupational 
Group, 1998, 2008, and 2019 (%) 

 
Craft = Craft and related workers; Elem. = Elementary occupations; Legis. = Legislators, senior 
officials, and managers; Plant = plant and machine operators and assemblers; Prof. = 
Professionals; Service = Service workers and shop and market sales workers; Skilled agric. = Skilled 
agricultural and fishery workers; Tech. = Technicians and associated professionals. 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

 
Like Figure 26, Figure 27 shows that the percentage of the employed population aged 15+ 
who had started, but not completed, their primary education steadily declined during 1998–
2019. The one exception was Major Group 2 (professionals), and the reason for this is not 
clear. That being said, in 2019 workers with an incomplete primary education unsurprisingly 
accounted for a significant percentage of the workforce in some major occupational groups 
that required lower- level skills (e.g., 49.9% of skilled agricultural and fishery workers and 
42.4% of workers in elementary occupations).    
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Figure 27: Employed Cambodians Aged 15+ Who Did Not Complete Primary School, by 
Major Occupational Group, 1998, 2008, and 2019 (%) 

 
Craft = Craft and related workers; Elem. = Elementary occupations; Legis. = Legislators, senior 
officials, and managers; Plant = plant and machine operators and assemblers; Prof. = 
Professionals; Service = Service workers and shop and market sales workers; Skilled agric. = Skilled 
agricultural and fishery workers; Tech. = Technicians and associated professionals. 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

 
Figure 28 shows a pattern of results similar to that observed for workers with an incomplete 
primary education. The percentage of workers who completed primary school as their highest 
level of education fell in some occupations (e.g., legislators, senior officials, and managers) 
but it certainly rose in others (e.g., skilled agricultural and fishery workers). In 2019, the 
percentage of workers with a primary school education remained high in occupational groups 
that required low-level skills, with the highest percentage seen among the craft and related 
workers (41.9%). The economic restructuring of the Cambodian economy was clearly serving 
to concentrate the least educated into a few sectors.  
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Figure 28: Employed Cambodians Aged 15+ Who Completed Primary School as Their 
Highest Level of Education, by Major Occupational Group, 1998, 2008, and 2019 (%) 

 
Craft = Craft and related workers; Elem. = Elementary occupations; Legis. = Legislators, senior 
officials, and managers; Plant = plant and machine operators and assemblers; Prof. = 
Professionals; Service = Service workers and shop and market sales workers; Skilled agric. = Skilled 
agricultural and fishery workers; Tech. = Technicians and associated professionals. 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

 
Figure 29: Employed Cambodians Aged 15+ Who Completed Lower Secondary School as 

Their Highest Level of Education, by Major Occupational Group, 1998, 2008, and 2019 (%) 

 
Craft = Craft and related workers; Elem. = Elementary occupations; Legis. = Legislators, senior 
officials, and managers; Plant = plant and machine operators and assemblers; Prof. = 
Professionals; Service = Service workers and shop and market sales workers; Skilled agric. = Skilled 
agricultural and fishery workers; Tech. = Technicians and associated professionals. 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

 
Figure 29 shows that the percentage of workers with a lower secondary qualification as their 
highest level of education increased over the reference period in most occupational groups, 
except for two of them: clerks and technicians and associate professionals. The increase 
corresponded with a general increase in the population with this level of education. However, 
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the size of this group overall remained small in 2019, with the largest portion belonging to 
the category of service workers and shop and market sales workers (23.3%).    
 
Figure 30 shows significant variation in the distribution of skilled workers across the major 
occupational groups. As expected, the occupational groups that demanded higher-level skills 
had a larger share of workers with this level of education in 2019. For example, 34.7% of 
professionals had attained an upper secondary education as their highest qualification, while 
only 3.7% of skilled agricultural and fishery workers had done so. But all the major 
occupational groups, except for technicians and associate professionals, saw their percentage 
of adults aged 15+ with an upper secondary education as their highest qualification rise during 
1998–2019.  
 
Figure 30: Percentages at each level of educational attainment by major occupational group, 
population aged 15 and over reporting upper secondary completed as their highest level, 
Cambodia, 1998, 2008, and 2019 
 

Figure 30: Employed Cambodians Aged 15+ Who Completed Upper Secondary School as 
Their Highest Level of Education, by Major Occupational Group, 1998, 2008, and 2019 (%) 

 
Craft = Craft and related workers; Elem. = Elementary occupations; Legis. = Legislators, senior 
officials, and managers; Plant = plant and machine operators and assemblers; Prof. = 
Professionals; Service = Service workers and shop and market sales workers; Skilled agric. = Skilled 
agricultural and fishery workers; Tech. = Technicians and associated professionals. 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

 
Figure 31, which looks at workers who had gone beyond an upper secondary education, 
shows a similar pattern of results as that seen in Figure 30.  
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Figure 31: Cambodians Aged 15+ Who Had a Post-Secondary Qualification as Their Highest 
Level of Education, by Major Occupational Group, 1998, 2008, and 2019 (%) 

 
Craft = Craft and related workers; Elem. = Elementary occupations; Legis. = Legislators, senior 
officials, and managers; Plant = plant and machine operators and assemblers; Prof. = 
Professionals; Service = Service workers and shop and market sales workers; Skilled agric. = Skilled 
agricultural and fishery workers; Tech. = Technicians and associated professionals. 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

 
Taken together, these results provide further proof of a rapid restructuring of the Cambodian 
economy, one in which some, though not all, occupational groups saw an increase in the 
educational level of their workers.  As noted previously, this restructuring is important, given 
the positive relationship between increases in the educational attainment of the workforce 
and rates of GDP and productivity growth. Notwithstanding this generally positive trend, it 
remains to be seen if this process of educational segregation by occupation will precipitate 
higher levels of inequality in key labor market outcomes such as levels of unemployment and 
wage rates.  
 
33..77..  TTeecchhnniiccaall  aanndd  VVooccaattiioonnaall  EEdduuccaattiioonn  aanndd  TTrraaiinniinngg  iinn  CCaammbbooddiiaa  

Many countries have been expanding their technical and vocational education and training 
(TVET) programs to support higher levels of economic development. The tables and figures in 
this section provide a profile of trends in TVET participation in Cambodia at the time of the 
General Population Census of Cambodia (GPCC) in 2008 and 2019.  
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Table 7: Cambodians Graduating from Technical and Vocational Education and Training 
Programs, 15–24 and 15+ Age Groups, by Gender and Level, 2008 and 2019 

Age Group/ 
Gender/ 
TVET Level 

 
2008 

 
2019 

Percentage Point 
Change,  

(No.) (%) (No.) (%) 1998–2019 
Aged 15–24 
Male 10,690 100.0 11,130 100.0  
Pre-secondary 2,552 23.9 3,066 27.5 3.6 
Postsecondary 8,138 76.1 8,064 72.5 (3.6) 
Female 8,874 100.0 11,785 100.0  
Pre-secondary 2,055 23.2 3,596 30.5 7.3 
Postsecondary 6,819 76.8 8,189 69.5 (7.3) 
Total 19,564 100.0 22,915 100.0  
Pre-secondary 4,607 23.5 6,662 29.1 5.5 
Postsecondary 14,957 76.5 16,253 70.9 (5.5) 
Aged 15+ 
Male 41,885 100.0 34,289 100.0 

 

Pre-secondary 14,155 33.8 9,598 28.0 (5.8) 
Postsecondary 27,730 66.2 24,691 72.0 5.8 
Female 23,052 100.0 27,976 100.0 

 

Pre-secondary 7,954 34.5 8,003 28.6 (5.9) 
Postsecondary 15,098 65.5 19,973 71.4 5.9 
Total 64,937 100.0 62,265 100.0 

 

Pre-secondary 22,109 34.0 17,601 28.3 (5.7) 
Postsecondary 42,828 66.0 44,664 71.7 5.7 
( ) = negative, No. =  number, TVET = technical and vocational education and training. 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

Table 7 documents several important trends. Overall, participation by adults aged 15+ in TVET 
programs stood at 62,265 in 2019, a tiny percentage of the total age group population; the 
number of participants had actually fallen slightly from 64,937 in 2008. Female TVET 
participation increased significantly from 2008 to 2019, from 23,052 to 27,979, but male 
participation fell from 41,885 to 34,289 during the same period. From 2008 to 2019, TVET 
participation in 15+ age group shifted from pre-secondary to postsecondary programs, by 5.8 
percentage points for males and 5.9 percentage points for females. 
 
However, a closer analysis of adults aged 15–24 reveals a different picture. TVET participation 
by adults in this age group actually increased for both females and males from 2008 to 2019, 
as more younger adults were able to access TVET programs than their predecessors. 
 
Table 8 shows the trends in TVET graduations at the pre-secondary and postsecondary levels 
by age group. Again, as seen in Table 7, there were increases in the number of postsecondary 
and pre-secondary TVET graduates in the youngest age group (15–24). The numbers of TVET 
graduates at either level in the older age groups were small and, with a few exceptions, those 
numbers declined from 2008 to 2019. 
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Table 8: Cambodians Aged 15+ Graduating from Technical and Vocational Education and 
Training Programs, by Level and Age Group, 2008 and 2019 

 
 
Age Group/ 
Year  

Postsecondary 
TVET 
(No.) 

Postsecondary 
TVET 
(%) 

 Pre-Secondary 
TVET 
(No.) 

Pre-Secondary 
TVET 
(%) 

 
Total 
(No.) 

15–24      

2008 14,957 76.5 4,607 23.5 19,564 
2019 16,246 70.9 6,659 29.1 22,905 

25–34      

2008 13,921 72.2 5,369 27.8 19,290 
2019 15,633 76.7 4,746 23.3 20,379 

35–44      

2008 8,133 55.7 6,461 44.3 14,594 
2019 6,449 71.8 2,530 28.2 8,979 

45–54      

2008 3,048 49.6 3,100 50.4 6,148 
2019 4,499 64.9 2,430 35.1 6,929 

55–64      

2008 2,069 51.3 1,967 48.7 4,036 
2019 1,191 59.6 809 40.5 2,000 

65+      

2008 700 53.6 605 46.4 1,305 
2019 639 60.1 424 39.9 1,063 

Total      

2008 42,828 66.0 22,109 34.0 64,937 
2019 44,657 71.7 17,598 28.3 62,255 
No. = number. 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

 
Figure 32 shows significant differences among the provinces in their numbers of TVET 
graduates. In 2019, Phnom Penh was home to by far the largest number of TVET graduates at 
both levels: 5,250 pre-secondary and 15,980 postsecondary, followed by Preah Sihanouk 
(4,892) and Kampong Cham/Tboung Khmum (both 4,633). The numbers of TVET graduates 
increased in some provinces (e.g., Kampong Speu, Kampong Chhnang, and Siem Reap), and 
declined in others (e.g., Kandal, Battambang, and Kampot) (Table A.2). There appears to be 
no obvious relationship to other indicators of economic demand, so the observed differences 
are likely to be the product of policy choices made by provincial TVET authorities. 
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Figure 32: Cambodian Graduates of Technical and Vocational Education and Training 
Programs, Aged 15+, by Level and Province, 2008 and 2019

 

TVET = technical and vocational education and training. 
Note: Different provinces are listed in the pre-secondary and postsecondary sections because they had TVET programs on  
one level or the other, but not on both. 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  
 
Table 9 reveals that the overwhelming majority of TVET graduates (78.6%) are employed in 
the service sector for both levels in both reference years in 2019. However, the number (and 
the share) of TVET graduates employed in this sector have declined over time from 40,804 
(85.6%) in 2008 to 32,513 (78.6%) in 2019. The same can said about TVET graduates employed 
in the agriculture sector. In contrast, number (and the share) of TVET graduates employed in 
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the industrial and trade sectors, while small, have increased significantly over the same 
period. This may reflect the increasing demand for graduates with TVET qualifications in these 
economic sectors.  
 

Table 9: Cambodians Aged 15+ Graduating from Technical and Vocational Education and 
Training Programs, by Level and Economic Sector, 2008 and 2019  

 2008 2019 
Industry/TVET (No.) (%) (No.) (%) 
Agriculture 3,302 100.0 2,919 100.0 
Postsecondary TVET 1,897 57.5 1,556 53.3 
Pre-secondary TVET 1,405 42.5 1,363   46.7 
Industry 1,054 100.0 2,624 100.0 
Postsecondary TVET    749 71.1 1,752   69.9 
Pre-secondary TVET     305 28.9     872  34.8 
Service 40,804 100.0 32,513 100.0 
Postsecondary TVET 25,527 62.6 24,059   74.0 
Pre-secondary TVET 15,277 37.4 8,454   26.0 
Trade 2,492 100.0 3,436 100.0 
Postsecondary TVET 1,810 72.6 2,271    66.1 
Pre-secondary TVET     682 27.4 1,165   33.9 
          Total 47,652 100.0 41,492 100.0 

No. = number, TVET = technical and vocational education and training. 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

Table 10 shows that in 2019, the single largest portion of TVET graduates were employed in 
Major Group 2 occupations (54%), followed by Major Group 4 (13.3%) and Major Group 5 
(11%). Additionally, the table reveals a significant reduction in the number of TVET graduates 
employed Major Group 3 occupations, from 10,700 in 2008 to 1,941 in 2019, but a significant 
increase in Major Group 4 occupations, from 1,681 in 2008 to 5,517 in 2019. Overall, there 
was a general shift of TVET graduates from higher-skilled occupation groups to lower-skilled 
ones, and the reasons for this shift are unclear and beyond the scope of this report.  
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Table 10: Cambodians Aged 15+ Graduating from Technical and Vocational Education and 
Training Programs, by Level and Major Occupational Group, 2008 and 2019 

 Postsecondary TVET Pre-Secondary TVET  Total 
 Occupation Group/Year (No.) (%) (No.) (%)  (No.) 
Major Group 1: Legislators, 
Senior Officials, and 
Managers     

 

 
2008 1,140 71.5 455 28.5    1,595 
2019    781 70.7 323 29.3    1,104 

Major Group 2: Professionals       
2008  13,427 56.4 10,380 43.6  23,807 
2019 16,590 73.9 5,855 26.1  22,445 

Major Group 3: Technicians 
and Associate Professionals     

 

 
2008 7,538 70.4 3,162 29.6  10,700 
2019 1,496 77.1    445 22.9     1,941 

Major Group 4: Clerks       
2008 1,298 77.2    383 22.8  1,681 
2019 4,197 76.1 1,320 23.9  5,517 

Major Group 5: Service 
Workers and Shop and 
Market Sales Workers     

 

 
2008 3,102 71.1 1,259 28.9  4,361 
2019 3,087 68.1 1,446 31.9  4,533 

Major Group 6: Skilled 
Agricultural and Fishery 
Workers     

 

 
2008 1,564 56.5 1,204 43.5  2,768 
2019 1,467 53.2 1,293 46.8  2,760 

Major Group 7: Craft and 
Related Workers     

 
 

2008 431 73.7 154 26.3  585 
2019 553 66.2 282 33.8  835 

Major Group 8:. Plant and 
Machine Operators and 
Assemblers     

 

 
2008 1,108 69.7 481 30.3  1,589 
2019 1,175 70.0 503 30.0  1,678 

Major Group 9: Elementary 
Occupations     

 
 

2008 376 66.3 191 33.7  567 
2019 442 58.8 310 41.2  752 

Total         
2008 29,984 62.9 17,669 37.1  47,653 
2019 29,788 71.7 11,777 28.3  41,565 

No. = number, TVET = technical and vocational education and training. 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  
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CChhaapptteerr  44::  TThhee  DDiissttrriibbuuttiioonn  ooff  LLiitteerraaccyy  iinn  CCaammbbooddiiaa  
 
This chapter builds on the analyses in Chapter 3 by exploring the distribution of literacy skills 
as measured by the literacy questions in the General Population Census of Cambodia (GPCC), 
and by assessing the progress Cambodia made toward achieving Sustainable Development 
Goal (SDG) Target 4.6 (Chapter 1). The GPCC included the following question to identify if a 
person is Khmer literate: 
  

Can the person read and write with understanding in the Khmer language? 
 
  Yes 

No 
 

The GPCC questionnaire also identifies whether respondents can speak and read a language 
other than Khmer. Thus, adults aged 15+ can be classified as literate or illiterate in Khmer, 
literate or illiterate in another language, literate in both Khmer and the other language, or 
illiterate. The questionnaire thus identifies that part of the adult population who are most at 
risk of realizing poor outcomes in the changing Cambodian and global economy (e.g., those 
who cannot read and write at all).  
 
For adults working in economic sectors such as forestry, fishing, or agriculture, where 
traditional production methods are used, the absence of literacy might not translate into 
much disadvantage because most of what they need to know is transmitted orally or visually, 
from generation to generation. The lack of literacy will, however, limit the rate at which new, 
more information-rich production technologies are adopted. Lower rates of technological 
adoption will, in turn, reduce productivity growth in, and the competitiveness of, these 
sectors. 
 
Skill-biased technical change, globalization, and falling trade barriers have been increasing the 
level of literacy proficiency needed to compete in global markets. Analysis of trends in 
employment data for member countries of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) suggests that job creation is highly concentrated in occupations that 
require Level 3 literacy proficiency according to the OECD’s Programme for the International 
Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC). Again, without objective literacy testing, it is 
impossible to say just how literate the Cambodian workers answering “yes” to the GPCC 
literacy question really are. Thus, the GPCC literacy measurement is best thought of an 
indicator of economic exclusion, one based on the percentage of the Cambodian population 
that have failed to acquire the foundational literacy skills needed to take full advantage of 
education at the secondary and postsecondary levels and to succeed in the modern, global 
knowledge economy. The GPCC literacy measurement affords little insight into how well the 
literacy levels of the population align with the emerging levels of literacy skills demanded by 
employers. 
 
The Cambodian economy has changed dramatically since 2008, with sustained growth of over 
7% per year and the emergence of higher value-added industrial and service sectors. Such 
growth is bound to change the occupational distribution of employment, and, by extension, 
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literate Cambodian population grew rapidly in all three age groups. With an overall adult 
literacy rate of 87.5%, Cambodia is moving closer to achieving SDG 4, Target 4.6 (Chapter 1). 
However, compared with its regional peers, except for the Lao People’s Democratic Republic 
(Lao PDR) and Myanmar, Cambodia still lags far behind (Table 12). 
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Figures 33–36 plot the percentage of adults who were literate in the Khmer language in 2019 
by tracing the changes in the percentage of adults observed to be Khmer literate in 1998, 
2008, and 2019. The figures reveal which population subgroups made the most progress over 
the two decades, and how far each group was from 100% literacy in 2019.  The horizontal axis 
in each figure measures the literacy rate: The farther to the right a dot is placed, the closer 
the group represented by the dot is to achieving universal literacy. The vertical axis in each 
figure represents the percentage point changes in literacy: The higher up the dot is placed, 
the more the literacy rate has improved since 1998. How high the dots are placed indicates 
which subpopulations were in most need of improvement, while how far to the right the dots 
are placed reflects how much impact government policy has had on the literacy rates of those 
subpopulations.  
 
44..22..  LLiitteerraaccyy  aanndd  EEdduuccaattiioonn  
  
Research suggests that adults must have at least a primary education to have a high 
probability of mastering the mechanics of reading and writing, the skills needed to be 
classified as literate according to GPCC criteria. Similarly, adults with an upper secondary 
education who live in an OECD member state have a reasonably high probability of being 
classified at Level 3 literacy proficiency based on the OECD’s PIAAC literacy scale. The results 
for PISA for Development (PISA-D) suggest that this is not true for Cambodia, however; and 
this finding indicates that educational quality in Cambodia may be lagging behind global and 
regional benchmarks. 
 
PIAAC Level 3 is thought by many to be the proficiency level needed for countries to compete 
in, and for individuals to take full advantage of, the emerging global knowledge economy. 
Level 3 has also been shown to be the threshold at which the probability of experiencing poor 
educational, labor-market, health, and social outcomes falls dramatically. It is worth noting, 
however, that the relationships between educational attainment and literacy skill levels are 
far from complete. In populations with relatively low levels of attainment, such as Cambodia, 
some adults find a way to become highly literate even without the benefit of much formal 
education, and some adults with an education fail to become fluid and automatic readers. 
Only the testing of adult skills can determine the true literacy levels of adults. 
 
Figure 33 displays the joint distribution of educational attainment and literacy in the 
Cambodian population aged 15+ in 1998, 2008, and 2018. As noted in Chapter 2, education is 
the single most important determinant of literacy rates, and only those who are 15 years of 
age and older with no formal education or with an incomplete primary education, face any 
material risk of ending up illiterate. It is worth noting, however, that the nonresponse rates 
to these questions were relatively high (32% in 1998, 23% in 2008, and 15% in 2019), and this 
trend caused an unknown level of bias in the results.   
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Figure 33: Changes in Khmer Literacy Rates for Cambodians Aged 15+, by Educational 
Attainment, 1998–2019 (%) 

 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

 
Table 13: Changes in Khmer Literacy Rates for Cambodians Aged 15+, by Educational 

Attainment, 1998, 2008, and 2019 
 
Educational 
Attainment 

 
1998 
(%) 

 
2008 
(%) 

 
2019 
(%) 

Percentage 
Point Change 

1998–2019 
None   62.6 68.1 89.9 27.3 
Primary not 
completed    98.3 97.8 96.0 (2.3) 

Primary 100.0 99.9 99.5 (0.5) 
Lower secondary 100.0 99.9 98.7 (1.3) 
Secondary/diploma 100.0 99.6 98.1 (1.9) 
Beyond secondary  99.9 98.6 95.7 (4.2) 
( ) = negative. 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  
 

Figure 33 and Table 13 show that almost all Cambodian adults aged 15+ with any level of 
education self-reported as being literate in the Khmer language, irrespective of the census 
year or their level of educational attainment. By 2019, only adults with no formal education 
had any probability of reporting that they were illiterate, though even 89.9% of them reported 
that they were literate. While it is possible for adults with no formal education to become 
literate over the course of their lives, the reported increase in this group’s literacy rate is 
perhaps too good to be true. More specifically, the reported improvement in the literacy rate 
of Cambodian adults who were 15 years of age and older and had no formal education could 
reflect (i) real additions to their literacy skills thanks to adult education and training programs; 
(ii) real additions to their literacy skills through self-learning in adulthood; or false additions 
to their literary skills due to rising response error, itself driven by the increased stigma 
associated with being illiterate. In the absence of data based on objective assessments of 
literacy skills, and on the rates of participation in adult literacy programs and their measured 
efficacy, it is impossible to judge how much response error might be distorting the findings.    
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The figure and table also show unexpected results. For instance, the percentage of Khmer-
literate adults actually fell, though very slightly, at all other levels of educational attainment 
during 1998–2019. Cambodia has been becoming more linguistically diverse with time, so it 
is likely that these decreases reflect an increase in the percentage of adults educated in 
languages other than Khmer, especially foreign-educated adults. On the other hand, the drop 
may be due to the high nonresponse rates mentioned earlier.  
 
44..33..  LLiitteerraaccyy  aanndd  AAggee  
 
The levels of educational attainment have been rising steadily in Cambodia since 1998. Figure 
34 plots the changes in the percentage of adult Cambodians aged 15+ by age group to see if 
the percentage of literate adults rose at roughly the same rate. As in section 4.2, how high 
the dots are placed indicates which subpopulations were in most need of improvement, while 
how far to the right the dots are placed reflects how much impact government policy has had 
on the distribution of literacy rates. 
 

Figure 34: Trends in Literacy Rates for Cambodians Aged 15+, by Age Group, 
1998–2019 (%) 

 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  
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Table 14: Trends in Khmer Literacy Rates for Cambodians Aged 15+, by Age Group, 
1998, 2008, and 2019    

 Age 
Group 

1998 
(%)  

2008 
(%) 

2019 
(%) 

Percentage Point 
Change, 1998–2019 

15–24 76.3 86.9 93.8 17.5 
25–34 73.4 77.9 90.3 16.9 
35–44 66.7 75.7 85.2 18.5 
45–54 63.7 70.1 81.9 18.2 
55–64 43.8 67.4 77.8 34.0 
65+  30.5 46.6 71.6 41.1 

                       Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS). 
 

Figure 34 and Table 14 show the expected pattern of results. The percentage of literate adults 
did rise in all age groups, with the literacy rates of the older groups rising more rapidly. In 
2019, the youngest age group (15–24) was the most literate at 93.8%, as opposed to the 
oldest adults (65+), who were the least literate at 71.6%. Notwithstanding this result, those 
aged 65 and over realized the greatest improvement in their rate of Khmer literacy, (i.e., by 
41.1 percentage points from 1998 to 2019). The figure implies, however, that only the 15–24 
age group had attained a literacy rate close to the threshold of 95%, which is conventionally 
seen as the indicator of universality as specified in SDG Target 4.6. In any case, average literacy 
rates will rise naturally over the coming decades, when successive cohorts of highly literate 
youth will replace their less literate elders as they move into the older age groups.  

 
The rapid increase in the literacy rates of the older age groups is notable; though in the case 
of the 65+ group, it was likely due to a selection effect in which the least literate adults had 
much higher probabilities of early death, thus raising the literacy rates of the surviving adults. 
Alternately, being literate might have become more socially desirable over the reference 
period, leading more older adults to report themselves as being literate. Without more 
objective ways to measure literacy, linkage of GPCC records to death records, and/or 
longitudinal measurements of literacy, it is impossible to determine how much the observed 
trends in literacy rates were being distorted by response error. 
 
Looking at the evolution of literacy rates within each cohort provides some insight into the 
relative impact of the components of change. For example, the literacy rate of the cohort that 
was 15–24 years old in 1998 rose by 8.9 percentage points, from 76.3% to 85.2% in 2019 
(when they were 35–44 years old). Yet this change was much smaller than the 17.5 
percentage point change observed between the 15–24 age group in 1998 and the 15–24 age 
group in 2019. Similarly, the literacy rates of Cambodian adults aged 45–54 in 2008 increased 
by 7.9 percentage points, from 63.7% to 71.6% in 2019 (when they were 65+ years old). Again, 
the percentage point improvement within this cohort was much smaller than the 41.1 
percentage point improvement observed in the 65+ age groups from 1998 to 2019 (i.e., 
involving different cohorts in the different years). The observed increases in literacy rates 
within cohorts as they progressed through the age ranges suggest that, although a small 
number of adults were finding ways to become literate after the normal age for leaving the 
initial cycle of education, most of the increases in literacy rates is being driven by 
improvements in the quality and quantity of education among, rather than within, age 
cohorts.     
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For the youngest age group (15–24), the findings suggest that the quality of initial education 
was rising in response to improved maternal health, curriculum reform, and teacher training; 
higher participation rates; and increases in the economic demand for literacy, driven by shifts 
in the industrial structure. As a result, in 2019 this age group was close to achieving the goal 
of universal literacy. 

While promising, these findings should not engender complacency. Recent research suggests 
that the average quality of Cambodian secondary education lags behind the quality found in 
many countries around the world. Specifically, Cambodia chose to participate in the OECD’s 
PISA for Development (PISA-D) initiative to inform national education policies, programs, and 
priorities (Ministry of Education, Youth, and Sports 2018). The World Bank has identified PISA 
Level 2 as the minimum level of reading proficiency needed to reach SDG Target 4.6.10 Only 
8% of the 15-year-old students in Cambodia who participated in this assessment achieved 
PISA literacy proficiency Level 2 or higher. Analysis of the data for the 15-year-old Cambodian 
students revealed that Cambodia outperformed two other low-income countries, Senegal 
and Zambia, but had significantly lower reading scores than the other PISA-D member 
countries, and lower than the ASEAN countries (Vietnam, Thailand, Indonesia, and Singapore) 
that participate in the regular Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA). By 
extension, 92% of the 15-year-old Cambodian students were still below the basic competency 
level (below Level 2), compared with other PISA-D countries (72%), with the other ASEAN 
countries participating in PISA-D (43%), and with the countries participating in the OECD’s 
regular PISA assessment (21%). This implies that the overwhelming majority of Cambodian 
secondary students have failed to attain the level of literacy needed to compete in the 
emerging global knowledge economy.  
 
It must also be kept in mind that the PISA-D results show that the 15-year-old students in 
Cambodia who attend school from grades 7 to 12 represent only 28.1% of the total population 
of 15-year-olds. This suggests that approximately 72% of the Cambodian youth have dropped 
out of school or have been delayed in their schooling (i.e., they are still below grade 7). These 
youth are unlikely to have acquired the level of literacy skills needed to support their 
economic and social aspirations.  
 
A large body of international research identifies the inputs associated with the performance 
of education systems (Willms 2005). Collectively, the relatively poor quality of Cambodian 
primary and secondary education suggests a need for Cambodian policy makers to create 
more inclusive environments, foster quality instruction, increase learning time, provide more 
material resources, and solicit higher levels of family and community support for primary and 
secondary schools. Given the persistently high primary and secondary school dropout rates, 
there is a need to provide young dropouts with a pathway to a lower secondary education 
equivalency certificate, higher education, and decent employment. For example, UNESCO’s 
Basic Education Equivalency Programme is designed to meet this need.  

 
10 Note that PISA student results are reported on a 900-point scale, rather than the 500-point that is used for 
the OECD’s adult skill assessments. Students scoring below 539 on the PISA scale would be classified below level 
3 on the adult literacy scale. 
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Choosing the optimal mix of policy measures that might yield the most improvement in the 
quality and equity of Cambodian education can only come from a thoughtful analysis of a 
much wider range of data than is available from the GPCC. 

44..44..  LLiitteerraaccyy,,  EEdduuccaattiioonn,,  aanndd  AAggee      
 
Figure 35 plots the joint distribution of literacy based on educational attainment and age 
group in 1998, 2008, and 2019. As in the previous figures, the data serve to identify population 
subgroups that faced the highest probabilities of illiteracy in 2019. This information could help 
policy makers focus available resources where the need is greatest. The graph in this figure 
also shows where government policy has generated the most improvement. 
 

Figure 35: Trends in Khmer Literacy Rates for Cambodians Aged 15+, by Age Group 
and Educational Attainment, 1998–2019 (%) 

 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  
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Table 15: Changes in Khmer Literacy Rates for Cambodians Aged 15+, by Age Group and 
Educational Attainment, 1998, 2008, and 2019 

Education and  
Age Group 

1998  
(%) 

2008  
(%) 

2019  
(%) 

Percentage Point 
Change, 1998–2019 

None        

15–24 52.8 78.2 93.7 40.9 
25–34 61.4 68.6 83.3 21.9 
35–44 64.6 66.0 82.7 18.1 
45–54 66.1 63.9 79.1 13.0 
55–64 66.4 63.5 80.9 14.5 
65+  67.4 61.8 79.2 11.8 
Primary Not Completed     

15–24 98.0 98.0 96.4 (1.6) 
25–34 98.6 97.7 96.5 (2.1) 
35–44 98.4 97.8 95.9 (2.5) 
45–54 98.5 97.7 95.7 (2.8) 
55–64 98.2 97.7 96.0 (2.2) 
65+  98.1 96.8 95.4 (2.7) 
Primary     

15–24 100.0 99.9 99.5 (0.5) 
25–34 100.0 99.9 99.6 (0.4) 
35–44 100.0 99.9 99.4 (0.6) 
45–54 100.0 99.8 99.2 (0.8) 
55–64 100.0 99.9 99.6 (0.4) 
65+  100.0 99.8 99.8 (0.2) 
Lower Secondary     

15–24 100.0 99.9 99.6 (0.4) 
25–34 100.0 99.8 98.7 (1.3) 
35–44 100.0 99.8 97.9 (2.1) 
45–54 100.0 99.7 94.6 (5.4) 
55–64 100.0 99.8 98.9 (1.1) 
65 +  100.0 99.7 99.8 (0.2) 
Secondary/Diploma     

15–24 100.0 99.9 99.3 (0.7) 
25–34 100.0 99.6 98.3 (1.7) 
35–44 100.0 99.3 96.6 (3.4) 

45–54 100.0 99.1 96.9 (3.1) 

55–64 100.0 99.2 97.6 (2.4) 
65+  100.0 99.4 98.5 (1.5) 
Beyond Secondary      

15–24 99.9 99.7 98.8 (1.1) 
25–34 99.9 98.6 96.9 (3.0) 
35–44 99.9 97.4 93.6 (6.3) 
45–54 99.9 95.9 91.5 (8.4) 
55–64 99.9 96.7 89.5 (10.4) 
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Education and  
Age Group 

1998  
(%) 

2008  
(%) 

2019  
(%) 

Percentage Point 
Change, 1998–2019 

65 +  99.5 95.4 90.9 (8.6) 
( ) = negative. 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

 
Figure 35 and Table 15 reveal essentially two distinct patterns of results defined by whether 
the respondents had any formal education. For those with no formal education, the table and 
figure show that literacy is negatively correlated with age. For example, in 2019 the youngest 
age group (15–24) was the most literate of all Cambodians at this level of educational 
attainment, with a Khmer literacy rate of 93.7%; and that rate had risen by 40.9 percentage 
points since 1998. By contrast, the older groups, such as those aged 45–54 and 65+, were the 
least literate in 2019 among those with this level of education. The literacy rate for the 45–54 
age group had risen by only 12.9 percentage points since 1998, ending at 71.1% in 2019; and 
the literacy rate for the 65+ age group had risen by 11.7 percentage points over the same 
period, ending at 71.2%. Thus, the GPCC data suggest that, among those with no education, 
only the youngest age group came close to achieving the SDG target of universal literacy. 
 
For all other levels of educational attainment, Khmer literacy rates appear to have fallen 
slightly from 1998 to 2019, but most educational-attainment groups remained above 95% in 
2019, irrespective of their age groups.  
 
Khmer literacy rates for those aged 55–64 who had more than a secondary education fell 10 
percentage points from 1998 to 2019; and the rate for those aged 65+ with the same level of 
education fell 9 percentage points over the same period. It is likely that these drops reflected 
a shift in the mother tongues of these cohorts, rather than any decline in the quality of Khmer 
language education. Again, the drops are also likely due to response errors and high 
nonresponse rates, as discussed earlier.  
 
These results reveal the limitations of the GPCC literacy measurements for informing policy, 
since they offer very little guidance on gauging the actual literacy levels of respondents with 
any amount of formal education. The results for adults with no formal education also raise 
concerns about the validity of the GPCC data on literacy, as the observed increases in literacy 
rates might be the product of response error associated with the increased stigma of illiteracy, 
rather than the result of participation in what would have to be significant levels of adult 
learning. The GPCC literacy measurements should be improved; however, as discussed in 
Chapter 2, given that the measurements are used in censuses, not in surveys, such limitations 
are bound to persist and, therefore, must be deemed acceptable.      
 
44..55..  LLiitteerraaccyy,,  AAggee  GGrroouupp,,  aanndd  GGeennddeerr  
 
Women play an important role in the generation of literacy through the process of 
intergenerational transfer, largely through the opportunities to learn that they create in the 
home.  More directly, a higher percentage of illiterate mothers will translate into lower levels 
of school readiness for the children and, by extension, lower school performance and higher 
probabilities of dropping out (Willms 2005). Figure 36 documents the joint distribution of 
literacy, age group and gender over the three GPCC periods 1998, 2008, and 2019. As above, 
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the figure plots the change in the estimated percentage of literate adults observed between 
1998 and 2019 by the Khmer literacy rate observed in 2019.  
 
Figure 36: Changes in Literacy Rates for Cambodians Aged 15+, by Age Group and Gender, 

1998–2019 (%) 

 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

 
 

Table 16: Changes in Khmer Literacy Rates for Cambodians Aged 15+, by Gender and Age 
Group, 1998, 2008, and 2019 

Gender and  
Age Group 

1998  
(%) 

2008  
(%) 

2019  
(%) 

Percentage Point 
Change, 1998–2019 

Female         
15–24 71.1 85.0 94.1 23.0 

25–34 66.0 72.9 89.6 23.6 

35–44 57.8 69.3 82.3 24.5 

45–54 49.0 62.5 78.0 29.0 

55–64 21.6 55.3 72.7 51.2 

65+  10.4 29.0 63.2 52.8 

Male     
15–24 81.8 88.9 93.4 11.6 

25–34 81.5 83.1 90.9   9.4 

35–44 78.0 82.7 88.1 10.1 

45–54 83.8 80.0 86.3   2.5 

55–64 73.7 84.4 84.3 10.6 

65+  58.7 72.5 84.3 25.6 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  
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Figure 36 and Table 16 document several interesting findings: 
(i) Almost all the members of the youngest age group (15–24) were literate in 2019, at a 

94.1% literacy rate for females and a 93.4% rate for males. By contrast, a significant 
percentage of the older cohorts, especially women, remained illiterate in 2019 (36.8% 
for women aged 65+ and 15.7% for men in the same age group). 

(ii) The percentage of literate adults was lower in each older age group in 2019, even 
though the older adults had made the largest gains in literacy during 1998–2019. This 
was particularly true for females; for example, the literacy rate for women in the 65+ 
age group had risen 52.9 percentage points by 2019.  

(iii) Men outperformed women in every age group but the youngest (15–24) in 2019. 
Remarkably, given the disadvantage traditionally experienced by Cambodian women 
with regard to literacy, the women in the 15–24 age group in 2019 outperformed the 
men, albeit by only 1 percentage point. However, the literacy rates for the three oldest 
age groups of Cambodian women in 2019 (45–54, 55–64, and 65+) remained under 
80%, which was well below the aspirational SDG literacy target for adults.   

 
Only 5.9% of females aged 15–24 and 11.4% of women aged 25–34 (the prime child-bearing 
age range) reported being illiterate in 2019. Given the nature of the GPCC literacy 
measurements, it is not clear whether these women’s more literate peers had enough literacy 
skills to generate the benefits known to result from having a fully literate mother. Assuming 
that this was not the case, family literacy programs that offer instruction to mothers and their 
children might yield benefits for mothers in both age groups.  
 
44..66..  LLiitteerraaccyy  RRaattee  aanndd  EEmmppllooyymmeenntt  SSttaattuuss  
 
Sustained rapid economic growth and the shifting industrial structure are likely to create 
dramatic upward shifts in the general demand for advanced knowledge and skills, including 
literacy. While the rapid increases in literacy rates across the board suggest that illiteracy will 
be unlikely to constrain economic growth, in the absence of objective skill testing, it remains 
an open question whether aggregate literacy skill shortages might constrain economic 
growth. 
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The resulting skill shortages reduce the country’s GDP and productivity growth by 
constraining employers’ options with regard to production technology and work organization 
and by increasing material wastage, error, and workplace accidents. Studies such as those 
under the World Bank’s Skills Towards Employment and Productivity (STEP) program are 
specifically designed to gain insights into the relative conditions of skill supply and demand, 
and how they are influencing individual, firm, and macroeconomic performance. Although 
Cambodia has yet to participate in such studies, the rate at which its industrial structure has 
been changing since the 1990s suggests a strong likelihood that the economic demand for 
literacy skills in Cambodia is outstripping the currently available supply, with the result that 
literacy skill shortages will impair productivity growth. 
 

Figure 37: Employed Cambodians Aged 15+ Who Are Literate, by Economic Sector, 1998, 
2008, and 2019 (%) 

 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

 
Figure 37 plots the percentages of the workers in the agriculture, industry, trade, and service 
sectors who were literate in 1998, 2008, and 2019. The figure shows that the service sector 
had the highest percentage of literate workers (95.3%) in 2019; however, it had seen the least 
gains in literacy during 1998–2019: only 4 percentage points (Table A.3). By contrast, the 
agriculture sector had the highest percentage of illiterate workers, but realized the biggest 
rise in employee literacy over the reference period: About 62% of workers in agriculture were 
literate in 1998, and by 2019, only 20% of workers in agriculture remained illiterate. The result 
is impressive, but there remains the question of how rapidly the Cambodian agriculture sector 
is intensifying its utilization of literacy skills and, by extension, whether the growth of literacy 
will be rapid enough to keep literacy skill shortages from growing to economically damaging 
levels. 
 
More constructively, literacy-skill upgrading programs delivered in the workplace are likely to 
yield significant returns. As noted above, any investment designed to raise average literacy 
scores will result in significant long-term increases in GDP and productivity growth, 
particularly if they are focussed on increasing the skills of adults at levels 1 and 2 on the 
international adult literacy scales. Analyses have shown that increases in average skill levels 
precede, rather than follow, increases in growth, a finding that suggests a causal relationship 
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between skills and growth. For instance, that causal relationship was confirmed by a large-
scale, randomized literacy-skill upgrading trial known as “UPSKILL,” which was conducted in 
Canada in the food and accommodations industries. The trial documented impressive 25% 
annual rates of return on investment in both the individual workers and their employers 
(Social Research and Demonstration Corporation 2014). Of note for Cambodia is the finding 
that the percentages of literate workers were highest in the rapidly growing sectors of the 
Canadian economy. Furthermore, the fact that only 7% of industrial workers and 4% of service 
workers were illiterate was a positive development, as the evidence from the UPSKILL 
experiment suggests that the presence of workers with low levels of literacy will decrease 
output per hour worked, and will increase accident rates, material wastage, and redo and 
error rates, even in service jobs that require low levels of skill use.   
 
44..88..  LLiitteerraaccyy  aanndd  tthhee  MMootthheerr  TToonngguuee  
 
Cambodia is home to adults who have mother tongues other than Khmer. In 2019, just over 
4.0% of the adult population aged 15+ had a mother tongue other than Khmer. These adults 
may be literate in both Khmer and their mother tongue; or literate in their mother tongue, 
but not in Khmer; or illiterate in both languages. Literacy in the dominant national language 
is believed to confer economic and social benefits above and beyond the benefits that accrue 
to literacy in any minority language (Bordieu 1982). In 2019, 87.8% of adults who reported 
that Khmer was their mother tongue also reported that they were literate in the Khmer 
language, compared with 6% of adults reporting that Chinese was their mother tongue, for 
example.  
 
These differences matter for policy and practice. Research has revealed that it is easier for 
youth and adults to become literate in their mother tongue, as these learners benefit from 
the relationship between the spoken word and the written word. Youth and adults who have 
a mother tongue other than Khmer, and who manage to acquire literacy in their mother 
tongue first, especially if it is alphabetic, will be able to acquire literacy in the Khmer language 
more rapidly because they already understand the mechanics of reading. Youth and adults 
who have a mother tongue that uses a different alphabet from that used in Khmer will acquire 
Khmer literacy at a slightly slower pace because they will need to memorize a new set of 
symbols. Youth and adults whose mother tongues are nonalphabetic, such as Chinese, will 
first have to learn alphabetic principles, including phonetics. Youth and adults who are not 
literate in any language, however, will have to master the component reading skills that 
underlie the emergence of fluid and automatic reading in any language.  
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Table 18: Trends in Khmer Literacy Rates for Cambodians Aged 15+, by Mother Tongue,  
1998, 2008, and 2019 

Census 
Year 

Population Aged 15+ 
(No.) 

Literacy Rate 
(%) 

 
Mother Tongue 

2008 132,969 59.1 Chaam 
2019 181,787 73.7 Chaam 
2008   15,613 31.9 Chaaraay 
2019   17,592 44.4 Chaaraay 
1998   20,373 74.3 Chinese 
2008    5,716 59.4 Chinese 
2019   85,132   6.0 Chinese 
1998     1,175 95.7 English 
2008     2,036 51.2 English 
2019    4,840 58.1 English 
1998       747 92.4 French 
2008      726 49.2 French 
2019   1,379 42.7 French 
2008      352 45.2 Japanese 
2019  1,000 48.4 Japanese 
2008   3,611 22.5 Kaaveat 
2019  4,616 44.7 Kaaveat 
2008          8 62.5 Kchak 
2019        15         100.0 Kchak 
2008      372 65.6 Kchruk 
2019     210 80.0 Kchruk 
1998         6,237,362 68.5 Khmer 
2008         8,563,466 77.9 Khmer 
2019       10,506,653 87.8 Khmer 
2008      433 24.7 Khogn 
2019        95 72.6 Khogn 
2008     503 76.9 Klueng 
2019     335 85.7 Klueng 
2008     761 56.5 Korean 
2019  2,121 41.4 Korean 
2008  2,420 35.2 Kraol 
2019   3,787 50.4 Kraol 
2008 11,984 24.0 Krueng 
2019 14,104 52.5 Krueng 
2008 16,833 46.6 Kuoy 
2019 11,712 59.9 Kuoy 
1998 13,984 41.7 Lao 
2008 11,237 42.6 Lao 
2019   9,218 49.8 Lao 
2008      190 13.7 Lon 
2019       632 60.3 Lon 
2008 20,350 36.4 Phnong 
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Census 
Year 

Population Aged 15+ 
(No.) 

Literacy Rate 
(%) 

 
Mother Tongue 

2019 22,798 50.5 Phnong 
2008    1,041 38.4 Por 
2019       712 71.9 Por 
2008    5,308 32.2 Proav 
2019    6,793 48.8 Proav 
2008         19 42.1 Raadear 
2019       171 78.9 Raadear 
2008    1,700 74.3 Ro Ong 
2019       460 80.9 Ro Ong 
2008       433 62.6 S'ouch 
2019       196 77.6 S'ouch 
2008    4,533 55.9 Stieng 
2019    3,590 59.6 Stieng 
2008       511 47.2 Suoy 
2019       584 86.6 Suoy 
1998   1,957 68.8 Thai 
2008   2,367 42.6 Thai 
2019   5,972 81.0 Thai 
2008      497 18.7 Thmoon 
2019      691 55.7 Thmoon 
2008 17,136 22.4 Tumpoon 
2019 22,955 47.2 Tumpoon 
1998 91,859 47.6 Vietnamese 
2008 53,630 26.4 Vietnamese 
2019 61,743 42.4 Vietnamese 
No. = number. 
Note: For some of the mother tongues, there were not data for 1998. 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of 
Statistics (NIS).  
 

Table 18 provides the Khmer literacy rates (in terms of numbers and percentages) for 
Cambodians aged 15+, grouped by mother tongue, for 1998–2019. The table reveals some 
significant changes that occurred in the linguistic mix of the population during the reference 
period. It also shows that, during all three censuses, the overwhelming majority who reported 
that Khmer was their mother tongue said that they were literate; in fact, their literacy rate 
had improved during 1998–2019. However, in 2019, 100% of the population aged 15+ whose 
mother tongue was Kchak reported that they were literate in Khmer; perhaps this was 
because the population of this minority group was tiny (15 in 2019). Finally, the table shows 
that Khmer literacy rates were generally low for the minority linguistic groups in 2019 (lowest 
for the Chinese at 6%),11 though there were some exceptions, such as the Kchak (again 100%), 
Suoy (86.6%), and Klueng (85.7%). This lack of literacy in the language of the dominant culture 
will impair the social and economic prospects of the members the minority groups.  

 
11 It is not clear why the percentage of the Khmer-literate population whose mother togue was Chinese dropped 
significantly during 1998–2019, from 74.3% in 1998 to 6% in 2019. One reason might be that Chinese migrants 
who had flocked to work in Cambodia in the years leading up to 2019 were enumerated in the census for that 
year.  
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Figure 38: Trends in Khmer Literacy for Cambodians Aged 15+, by Mother Tongue,  
1998, 2008, and 2019 (%) 

 
 

Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  
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Figure 39: Trends in Khmer Literacy, Literacy in Khmer and Another Language, Literacy in 
Another Language Only, and Illiteracy among Cambodians Aged 15+, by Age Group,  

2008 and 2019 (%)  

 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

Figure 39 offers the following important insights for policy and practice: 
(i) Relatively small numbers of adults with mother tongues other than Khmer resided in 

Cambodia during 2008–2019. As noted previously, only 4% of Cambodians aged 15+ 
reported a mother tongue other than Khmer.  

(ii) A relatively small percentage of Cambodians were illiterate in Khmer, but literate in 
another language, or were literate in both their mother tongue and in Khmer (Table 
4.10). By extension, a smaller percentage of adults were truly illiterate, as they could 
read neither Khmer nor their mother tongue. These adults will need intense 
instructional interventions that parallel the curricula used in primary classrooms.  

(iii) Illiteracy in any language was disproportionately distributed among the older adults, 
specifically, those who were 55+, an age that limits the return on any skill upgrading 
program. 

44..99..  LLiitteerraaccyy  aanndd  OOccccuuppaattiioonn  

Changes in production technologies and work organization underlie the significant rises in the 
levels of literacy proficiency demanded by employers (Levy 2010). Technical advances and 
globalization have been driving a rapid increase in the demand for workers with higher levels 
of literacy proficiency.  
 
Table 19 provides the context within which Figure 40 should be interpreted. It is worth noting 
that the economy is changing so fast, 7% of the total employees in 2019 worked at jobs that 
did not yet have a code under the International Labour Organization (ILO) classifications of 
occupations. The table reveals several important facts: (i) Over half (53%) of the employed 
labor force were in jobs that were classified under Major Group 6 (skilled agricultural and 
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Figure 40: Literacy Rates of Employed Cambodians Aged 15+, by Major Occupational 
Group, 2019 (%) 

 

Craft = Craft and related workers; Elem. = Elementary occupations; Legis. = Legislators, senior officials, and 
managers; Plant = plant and machine operators and assemblers; Prof. = Professionals; Service = Service workers and 
shop and market sales workers; Skilled agric. = Skilled agricultural and fishery workers; Tech. = Technicians and 
associated professionals. 

 
Note: The specific occupations are categorized into the major groups based on the first digit of 
each occupational code under the Cambodian National Occupational Classification. 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  
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44..1100..  LLiitteerraaccyy  aanndd  TTeecchhnniiccaall  aanndd  VVooccaattiioonnaall  EEdduuccaattiioonn  aanndd  TTrraaiinniinngg  

Figures 41–44 profile trends in the Khmer literacy rates of graduates of technical and 
vocational education and training (TVET) programs by educational level. 
 
 

Figure 41: Trends in Khmer Literacy Rates for Graduates of Technical and Vocational 
Education and Training Programs, by Age Group and Program Level, 2008 and 2019 (%) 

 

TVET = technical and vocational education and training. 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

Figure 41 plots the literacy rates in the Khmer language by age group and TVET level for 2008 
and 2019, and it reveals an interesting pattern: Overall, the rates for TVET graduates were 
relatively high in 2019, ranging from a low of 73.9% for TVET pre-secondary graduates aged 
35-44 to a high of 97.9% for TVET pre-secondary graduates aged 65+ (Table A.6). That said, 
the data suggest that the average Khmer literacy rates for TVET graduates have been falling 
since 2008. This result most likely reflects a shift toward less academically oriented learners.  
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Figure 42: Trends in Khmer Literacy Rates for Graduates of Technical and Vocational 
Education and Training Programs, by Province and Program Level, 2008 and 2019 (%) 

  

Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  
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Figure 42 extends this analysis by profiling the Khmer literacy rates of TVET graduates by 
province. The figure reveals that the overwhelming majority of TVET graduates were literate 
in the Khmer language in 2019. The notable exception was Preah Sihanouk, where the 
majority of graduates from both TVET levels of were illiterate in the Khmer language: 89% for 
TVET pre-secondary level and 75% for TVET postsecondary level (Table A.7). As noted earlier, 
this situation is likely attributable to the influx of Chinese-speaking workers. Again, literacy 
among TVET graduates generally declined during 2008–2019 across all provinces, more 
precipitously among pre-secondary TVET graduates in provinces bordering on neighboring 
countries (e.g., Koh Kong, Pailin, and Svay Rieng), for reasons cited in the preceding analysis.  
 
Figures 43 and 44 document variations in the Khmer literacy rates of TVET graduates by their 
economic sector and type of occupation. 
 

Figure 43: Trends in Khmer Literacy Rates for Graduates of Technical and Vocational 
Education and Training Programs, by Economic Sector and Program Level, 2008 and 2019 (%) 

 

TVET = technical and vocational education and training. 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

Figure 43 reveals that the service sector had the highest percentage of Khmer literacy among 
its TVET graduates in 2019 (98%), and that applied to the graduates of both levels of TVET 
programs. By contrast, the agriculture sector had the smallest percentage of TVET graduates 
who were Khmer literate that year (less than 50%). The agriculture sector also saw the largest 
drops in Khmer literacy among its TVET graduates, including the graduates of both program 
levels; for instance, Khmer literacy among the graduates of pre-secondary TVET programs 
dropped from 100% in 2008 to 29.6% in 2019 (Table A.8). The Khmer literacy rates of TVET 
graduates fell in all sectors and levels, however. The declines were most likely due to selection 
effects whereby the qualifications of TVET trainees dropped as other educational 
opportunities opened up for better-prepared students. The relatively low levels of literate 
TVET graduates will likely constrain growth rates in settings where technical advances are 
driving increases in the demand for advanced cognitive skills, including literacy. 
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Figure 44: Trends in Khmer Literacy Rates for Graduates of Technical and Vocational 
Education and Training Programs, by Major Occupational Group and Program Level, 2008 

and 2019 (%) 

 
Craft = Craft and related workers; Elem. = Elementary occupations; Legis. = Legislators, senior officials, and 
managers; Plant = plant and machine operators and assemblers; Prof. = Professionals; Service = Service workers and 
shop and market sales workers; Skilled agric. = Skilled agricultural and fishery workers; Tech. = Technicians and 
associated professionals. 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

Figure 44 plots trends in the Khmer literacy rates of TVET graduates by major occupational 
group, and shows significant variations in the rates among TVET graduates. As expected, the 
occupational groups that demand high literacy skills (e.g., Major Group 1) had the highest 
percentage of literate graduates from both TVET program levels in 2019. The opposite was 
true for occupational groups that demand low literacy skills (e.g., Major Group 9). In fact, the 
Khmer literacy rate among TVET graduates working in Major Group 9 jobs declined the most 
during 1998–2019, for both TVET levels; the literacy rate for graduates from pre-secondary 
TVET programs, for example, dropped from 98.4% in 2008 to 37.4% in 2019. As discussed 
above, the low literacy rates in these occupations will likely constrain the rate at which the 
industries that employ these workers can adopt productivity-enhancing technologies. Similar 
patterns were observed for postsecondary TVET graduates. 
 
The observed declines in the Khmer literacy rates among TVET graduates in some economic 
sectors and occupations are of policy interest, as they may constrain the rates of productivity 
growth realized by these sectors over the coming decade. 
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CChhaapptteerr  55::  AAbbssoolluuttee  aanndd  RReellaattiivvee  RRiisskkss  ooff  bbeeiinngg  IIlllliitteerraattee  iinn  tthhee  KKhhmmeerr  LLaanngguuaaggee  

This chapter provides a summary analysis of which groups in the working-age Cambodian 
population face the highest risks of being illiterate in the Khmer language, and which variables 
have the largest impact on the probability of being literate. Literacy rates have a direct and 
causal relationship to rates of economic growth and of social development over the long term, 
so the differences among provinces are important. 

55..11..  LLiitteerraaccyy  RRaatteess  aanndd  AAddmmiinniissttrraattiivvee  DDiivviissiioonnss    
 

Figure 45: Changes in Khmer Literacy Rates for Cambodians Aged 15+, by Province, 
1998–2019 (%) 

 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

 
Figure 45 plots the absolute probability of being literate by province. The graph reveals a 
significant variation in Khmer literacy rates among the provinces in 2019, with Phnom Penh, 
the country’s capital city and most dynamic economic center, having the highest percentage 
of literacy, 94.6%, and Preah Sihanouk Province having the lowest percentage, 61.4% (Table 
20). Figure 45 reveals that most provinces had Khmer literacy rates in the 80%–95% range in 
2019. Another, smaller group of provinces had Khmer literacy rates around 70% that year. 
The provinces also displayed significant differences in the extent to which their literacy rates 
improved during 1998–2019, with the increases ranging from 9.8 percentage points (Phnom 
Penh) to 38.4 percentage points (Ratanak Kiri).12 That being said, Preah Sihanouk was the only 
province that saw its literacy rate decline, by 7.8 percentage points, over the same period. 
Perhaps this was again due to the influx of Chinese immigrants.  
 
Finally, Figure 45 shows several provincial outliers. First, although Phnom Penh had the 
highest literacy rate in 2019, it experienced the smallest improvement in that rate during 
1998–2019, rising by only 9.8 percentage points. Second, at 66%, Ratanak Kiri, a remote 

 
12 Phnom Penh had already had high literacy rates, both in 1998 and 2019, while literacy rates for rural, remote 
provinces such Ratanak Kiri and Mondul Kiri were markedly variable during 1998–2019. 
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province in eastern Cambodia, had the second-lowest rate of Khmer literacy in 2019, after 
Preah Sihanouk. It is important to note, however, that Ratanak Kiri also realized the country’s 
greatest increase in the percentage of Khmer-literate adults—38 percentage points from 
2008 to 2019. Mondul Kiri, also a remote province, had a slightly higher Khmer literacy rate 
in 2019 (71.5%), and similarly realized a high increase (33 percentage points) in its Khmer 
literacy rate over the same period. 
 

Table 20: Changes in Khmer Literacy Rates for Cambodians Aged 15+, by Province, 
1998–2019 

                                                                                      
 

 1998  
(%) 

2008  
(%) 

2019  
(%) 

Percentage Point 
Change, 1998–2019 

Banteay Meanchey 66.9 76.2 86.3 19.4 
Battambang 70.8 78.6 84.8 14.0 
Kampong Cham/Tboung Khmum 64.0 74.0 83.9 19.9 
Kampong Chhnang 63.9 74.3 86.6 22.7 
Kampong Speu 64.2 75.3 89.1 24.9 
Kampong Thom 60.4 67.6 79.1 18.7 
Kampot 64.3 76.6 87.5 23.2 
Kandal 72.4 81.7 91.4 19.0 
Kep 60.0 72.4 85.6 25.6 
Koh Kong 62.7 73.1 81.7 19.0 
Kracheh 66.8 72.8 81.5 14.7 
Mondul Kiri 38.2 59.3 71.5 33.3 
Otdar Meanchey 46.5 63.2 78.9 32.4 
Pailin 72.7 74.5 85.7 13.0 
Phnom Penh 85.0 91.1 94.9 9.9 
Preah Sihanouk 69.2 78.7 61.4 (7.8) 
Preah Vihear 56.3 63.0 77.7 21.4 
Prey Veng 68.9 78.6 89.1 20.2 
Pursat 70.0 75.8 86.1 16.1 
Ratanak Kiri 27.1 42.3 65.5 38.4 
Siem Reap 52.7 68.2 78.2 25.5 
Stung Treng 54.6 60.3 72.8 18.2 
Svay Rieng 72.2 78.2 89.7 17.5 
Takeo 66.5 77.1 89.2 22.7 

               ( ) = negative. 
               Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  
 
Literacy rates have generally improved across Cambodia, particularly in the rural, remote 
provinces. As a result, literacy gaps among the provinces have narrowed over time. For the 
differences that remain, it is important to highlight the fact that, given the relationship 
between economic performance and literacy levels observed across a large number of 
countries, it is reasonable to assume that interprovincial differences in literacy will continue 
to contribute to large differences in the rates of GDP and productivity growth across 

                        Literacy Rates 
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provinces. More directly, provinces with the largest percentage of illiterate adults will realize 
the lowest growth rates, all other things being equal (Hanushek 2013).13  
 

Figure 46: Changes in Khmer Literacy Rates for Cambodians Aged 15+, by Province and 
Urban and Rural Area, 1998–2019 (%) 

 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
13 Differences in average literacy scores, and in the percentage of adults with literacy skills below Level 3, have 
been shown to explain the differences in provincial GDP and productivity rates over the long term in Canada 
(Schwerdt, Wiederhold, and Murray 2019). Preah Sihanouk Province has, however, experienced significant 
economic growth in recent years, thanks to the influx of Chinese investments and nationals into the province. 
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Table 21: Changes in Khmer Literacy Rates for Cambodians Aged 15+, by Province and Urban 
and Rural Area, 1998–2019 

 
 

 
Province and Urban/Rural Area 

 
1998  
(%) 

 
2008  
(%) 

 
2019  
(%) 

Percentage Point Change 
in Literacy Rate,  

1998–2019 
Banteay Meanchey 

    

Rural 63.5 72.4 82.7 19.2 
Urban 77.2 85.7 92.2 15.0 
Battambang 

    

Rural 68.4 76.9 83.0 14.6 
Urban 78.5 85.8 91.0 12.5 
Kampong Cham/Tboung Khmum 

   

Rural 62.7 72.9 83.1 20.4 
Urban 79.8 86.2 89.8 10.0 
Kampong Chhnang 

    

Rural 62.7 73.7 86.3 23.6 
Urban 73.3 79.8 87.5 14.2 
Kampong Speu 

    

Rural 62.6 74.0 86.1 23.5 
Urban 80.8 88.7 91.2 10.4 
Kampong Thom 

    

Rural 58.7 66.3 77.6 18.9 
Urban 85.9 88.5 91.6   5.7 
Kampot 

    

Rural 63.2 75.9 87.3 24.1 
Urban 75.5 82.9 88.8 13.3 
Kandal 

    

Rural 71.2 80.3 88.9 17.7 
Urban 79.2 88.7 92.6 13.5 
Kep 

    

Rural 57.5 70.6 78.5 21.0 
Urban 74.6 83.1 87.3 12.7 
Koh Kong 

    

Rural 58.4 69.2 74.9 16.5 
Urban 70.3 81.2 88.7 18.4 
Kracheh 

    

Rural 64.4 70.8 80.2 15.8 
Urban 80.8 86.8 91.6 10.8 
Mondul Kiri 

    

Rural 34.8 56.3 62.6 27.8 
Urban 77.1 87.4 85.9   8.9 
Otdar Meanchey 

    

Rural 40.7 61.9 78.1 37.4 
Urban 69.8 74.4 80.7 10.9 
Pailin 

    

Rural 67.4 71.9 81.4 14.0 
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Province and Urban/Rural Area 

 
1998  
(%) 

 
2008  
(%) 

 
2019  
(%) 

Percentage Point Change 
in Literacy Rate,  

1998–2019 
Urban 80.1 83.2 87.0   6.9 
Phnom Penh 

    

Rurala 75.4 88.9 
  

Urban 85.4 91.2 94.9   9.5 
Preah Sihanouk 

    

Rural 61.4 72.2 81.0 19.6 
Urban 80.0 87.2 57.0 (23.0) 
Preah Vihear 

    

Rural 54.6 61.2 76.2 21.6 
Urban 78.2 87.6 89.7 11.5 
Prey Veng 

    

Rural 68.5 78.4 89.1 20.6 
Urban 77.6 81.9 89.1 11.5 
Pursat 

    

Rural 68.7 74.9 84.9 16.2 
Urban 83.4 87.4 91.3   7.9 
Ratanak Kiri 

    

Rural 20.6 35.0 61.8 41.2 
Urban 74.5 84.7 85.0 10.5 
Siem Reap 

    

Rural 48.6 63.0 72.6 24.0 
Urban 74.5 87.3 89.4 14.9 
Stung Treng 

    

Rural 47.4 54.4 68.1 20.7 
Urban 83.7 88.7 83.5 (0.2) 
Svay Rieng 

    

Rural 71.6 77.7 87.9 16.3 
Urban 87.0 90.5 93.8    6.8 
Takeo 

    

Rural 66.2 76.9 88.0 21.8 
Urban 81.0 86.4 91.8 10.8 
 ( ) = negative. 
a All of Phnom Penh was classified as urban based on the criteria of the 2019 General Population Census of Cambodia; 
that is why there is no rural percentage for 2019. 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

Figure 46 plots the probabilities of being literate in 2019 based on the percentage increase in 
the Khmer literacy rates by province and by urban and rural area. While Cambodia almost 
closed the literacy gap between the urban and rural areas at the national level by 2019, at 
93.3% versus 85.4% (National Institute of Statistics [NIS] 2020), the figure data were 
disaggregated to highlight the very high variation among provinces. Figure 46 and Table 21 
reveal significant differences in the probability of being literate based on the province and 
each location’s status as an urban or rural area. In 2019, almost all rural residents were less 
likely to be literate in the Khmer language than residents of urban areas, except for those in 
Preah Sihanouk Province, where the percentage of literate rural residents was significantly 
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higher than that of literate urban residents (81% versus 57%). The urban–rural literacy gap 
remained highest in the remote northeastern provinces such as Mondul Kiri and Ratanak Kiri 
(23 percentage point difference in both),14 but was zero in Phnom Penh and second-lowest in 
Kampong Chhnang (1.2 percentage point difference) in 2019. However, Mondul Kiri and 
Ratanak Kiri saw the greatest reductions in their urban–rural literacy divides since 1998: 43.2 
percentage points in Mondul Kiri and 54 percentage points in Ratanak Kiri.  
 
Cambodian policy makers should be commended for significantly improving the literacy rates 
in both urban and rural areas and for the narrowing the urban–rural literacy gap during 1998–
2019. However, additional effort will be needed to close the gap that remains. In addition to 
increasing public investment in the education sector in rural areas to expand access to 
education there, the government should work on generating greater demand for education 
in those areas. This would mean, for example, creating more job opportunities for rural 
residents, especially high-quality jobs that require higher literacy skills, given that the low 
literacy rates in rural areas may be partly due to the low demand for education, which is itself 
a disincentive for learning to read (Easterly 2002).    

55..22..  TThhee  RReellaattiivvee  RRiisskkss  ooff  BBeeiinngg  LLiitteerraattee    

Previous figures in this report have documented the presence of large differences in the 
literacy rates of various subpopulations. Figure 5.3 plots the results of a multivariate 
regression analysis that documents the probability of being literate in 2019 for a range of 
characteristics, including: 

(i) age group, 
(ii) gender, 
(iii) education level, 
(iv) province, 
(v) industry group, 
(vi) occupation group, 
(vii) employment status, and 
(viii) employment sector 

 
The dependent variable of interest in this multivariate analysis is literacy, which is binary (i.e., 
0= illiterate, 1= literate). The analysis provides maximum-likelihood estimates to determine 
which coefficients make the observed outcome—being Khmer literate—more likely. The 
pseudo R2 values plotted in the graph gauge the extent to which each variable, or 
combination of variables, does the best job of predicting the observed literacy rates.15 The 
urban–rural variable was excluded from the model because the rapid rate of urbanization 

 
14 The illiteracy rates in the rural areas of Mondul Kiri and Ratanak Kiri may be high because many residents 
depend on agriculture, fisheries, and forestry for their livelihoods, and so may not find it necessary to be literate.  
15 The statistical significance of the adjusted probabilities can be found in Table 5.3 in the column labeled “Z 
Score.” The Z score for the 5% significance level is 1.96, and for the 1% significance level it is 2.76. Because the 
analysis presented is based on a sample comprising 10% of the population, all of the Z scores are far greater 
than 2.76.  
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(i.e., the flow of population from rural to urban areas) would make the observed results more 
difficult to interpret.  

Figure 47: Adjusted Probabilities of Literacy in the Khmer Language for Cambodians 
Aged 15+, 2019 (%) 

 

Empl. = Employment. 
Source: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

Figure 47 indicates that the effects of the listed variables—education, age, gender, province, 
industry, occupation, employment status, and employment sector—collectively explain 72% 
of the observed variance in literacy rates. The remaining variance may be attributed to other 
characteristics, for which data are not available, such as the individuals’ interest in reading; 
how often they chose to read for leisure, how much they are required to use reading in their 
work; and whether they have participated in various forms of adult learning, including 
literacy-upgrading programs.   
 
As expected, the level of education had the largest impact, explaining 59.9% of the observed 
variance in literacy rates. It is interesting to note that gender only affected the probability of 
being literate by 1%, a finding that suggests that Cambodia has managed to eliminate gender-
based inequality in basic Khmer literacy. Similarly, age and province had quite small effects 
on literacy rates, at only 5% each. Finally, as expected, industry explained 25% of the observed 
variance, occupation, 25%; and the industrial sector, 22%.  
 
These findings are important because they imply that government policy had virtually 
eliminated interprovincial and age-based inequality in basic Khmer literacy rates, as measured 
by the 2019 General Population Census of Cambodia (GPCC). Put another way, one’s gender, 
age group, and province of residence had little impact on the probability of one’s being 
literate. Conversely, the risk of being illiterate in the Khmer language was largely explained 
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by educational level, the sector and industry in which one is employed, and by one’s 
occupation. This finding also aligns with international research, which suggests that market 
demand for literacy skills plays an important role in supporting the acquisition and 
maintenance of those skills (Murray, Binkley, and Shillington 2015). Provided that the market 
demand for literate workers exceeds the available supply, workplace-based skill upgrading 
programs will yield material economic benefits in Cambodia. 
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CChhaapptteerr  66::  PPaarrttiicciippaattiioonn  ooff  SScchhooooll--AAggeedd  CChhiillddrreenn  iinn  EEdduuccaattiioonn  iinn  CCaammbbooddiiaa  

The supply of literacy skills available for economic, social, and democratic ends is driven by 
increases in the average quantity and quality of early education. This chapter analyzes school-
attendance and completion rates for the populations aged 5, 6–11, 12–14, and 15–17 in 
Cambodia in 2019 and during the full reference period (1998–2019), as well as the literacy 
rates for some of these age groups. The age ranges listed here reflect the commonly used 
groupings, which approximate the normal ages for the preprimary through secondary levels. 
Children aged 5 are typically in preprimary school. They are focus of Sustainable Development 
Goal (SDG) efforts to reduce inequality in school readiness among population subgroups.  
Children aged 6–11 are in the normal age range for primary school, children aged 12–14 are 
in the normal range for lower secondary school, and those aged 15–17 are in the normal range 
for upper secondary school. This analysis attempts to inform the extent to which Cambodia 
has been able to meet SDG targets 4.1 (free, equitable, and quality primary and secondary 
education for all) and 4.2 (access for all to quality early childhood development, care, and 
preprimary education). 

66..11..  SScchhooooll  AAtttteennddaannccee  RRaatteess  iinn  CCaammbbooddiiaa  ssiinnccee  11999988  

According to Table 22, the numbers of 5-year-olds attending school nearly quintupled during 
1998–2019, to almost 105,000; the percentage also rose, but still remained relatively low at 
just under 35%. Similarly, almost 3.6 million Cambodians aged 6+ (25.8%) were attending 
school at the time of the 2019 GPCC, up from almost 2.5 million in 1998; but in percentage 
terms, the attendance rate for this age group had barely changed over the reference period. 
The data for populations aged 15+ and 15–64 show similar results, with the percentages 
remaining very low (ranging from 9% to 10%); in fact, they had actually declined slightly since 
1998. This suggests that, as expected, older Cambodians in 2019 were less likely to have 
attended school than the older Cambodians in 1998, given that their schooling was 
interrupted during the Pol Pot period. Gender disparities in school attendance remained in 
2019, and were highest among the population aged 6+ (2.6 percentage point difference), 
although it had narrowed over time (from a 7.9 percentage point difference in 1998). Females 
aged 6+, 15+, and 15–64 marginally improved their school attendance rates since 1998, while 
the males suffered declines over the same period, suggesting that gender disparities will likely 
to be eliminated if these trends persist until 2030. Table 22 also shows very rapid growth in 
the school-age and working-age populations, rapid enough to require the education system 
and labor market to expend more effort in training and/or absorbing new entrants. 
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Figure 48: Changes in the School Attendance Rates for Cambodians Aged 5, 6–11, and 12–
14, by Province, 1998–2019 (%) 

 

Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

Figure 48 plots the school participation rates for the children aged 5, 6–11, and 12–14 during 
1998–2019, broken down by province. The figure reveals several insights of importance to 
policy makers (Table A.10). First, the 2019 attendance rates for children aged 5 were still low 
in most provinces, with the national average just under 35% (Table 22), but they varied 
significantly among the provinces, from the lowest (17.4%) in Kep to the highest (46.9%) in 
Koh Kong. This broad range is likely associated with the marked differences among the 
provinces in school readiness, but it is not clear why remote provinces such as Koh Kong 
performed better than Phnom Penh (43.5%). Second, all the provinces improved their 
attendance rates for 5-year-olds during 1998–2019, although the rates of improvement also 
varied significantly: from 13.2 percentage points in Kep to 43 percentage points in Koh Kong. 
This pattern is likely to amplify the already large differences in school readiness, and the 
expected result will be noticeable differences in learning outcomes once this cohort enters 
primary school.  
 
Third, the overall attendance rate for the 6–11 age group was high in 2019 (Table 22), but 
there was also a great deal of variation among the provinces (although so less than for the 5-
year-olds), ranging from a low of 77.7% in Mondul Kiri to a high of 95% in Prey Veng. Again, it 
was not clear why rural provinces such as Prey Veng did better than Phnom Penh. Ratanak 
Kiri was at the lower end of the range for this age group, with an attendance rate of 78.2%, 
as was Stung Treng, with an attendance rate of 81.7%. The rates of increase for the 6–11 age 
group also varied significantly, from a low of 18.2% in Phnom Penh to a high of 63.9% in 
Ratanak Kiri. The less-than-spectacular improvement in the attendance rate in Phnom Penh 
was because the capital city already had a high attendance rate in 1998.  
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Finally, the 2019 attendance rates for the 12–14 age group were generally high across the 
Cambodian provinces, and they varied less by province compared with the rates for the 
children aged 5 and 6–11. The 2019 attendance rates for the children in this age group ranged 
from a low of 80.4% in Modul Kiri to a high of 95.4% in Prey Veng. Again, provinces in the 
northern part of Cambodia, such Ratanak Kiri and Stung Treng, tended to do less well than 
the rest of Cambodia. The rates of increase in attendance for the children aged 12–14 during 
1998–2019 also varied significantly by province, from a low of 4% in Phnom Penh to a high of 
59.5% in Ratanak Kiri. The fact that Ratanak Kiri experienced the largest gain, however, was a 
reflection of the very low attendance rates in that province at the start of the period of 
reference.  
 
The GPCC data do not help explain why these differences exist, but the magnitude of the 
differences suggests that the provinces are pursuing very different paths to improvement. In 
the interest of equity, government policy should focus on reducing the size of these gaps in a 
systematic way. It is possible that those provinces that are lagging might need additional 
resources and support. 
 
The observed interprovincial variations in the 2019 attendance rates for all three age groups 
indicate that Cambodia has yet to realize the promise of universal preprimary, primary, and 
lower secondary education, as set out in SDG 4, Target 4.2. Policies need to focus on both 
raising attendance rates and reducing interprovincial differences in attendance rates, so that 
all children have an equal opportunity to learn. 
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Figure 49: Changes in School Attendance Rates for Cambodians Aged 5, 6–11, and 12–14, 
by Province and Gender, 1998–2019 (%) 

 

F = female, M = male. 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

Figure 49 plots the 2019 participation rate by the percentage change in participation realized 
from 1998 to 2019. In that figure, the analysis is extended to account for province and gender. 

66..11..11..  AAtttteennddaannccee  RRaatteess  ffoorr  tthhee  55--YYeeaarr--OOlldd  AAggee  GGrroouupp  
 
Figure 50 plots the attendance rates by province and gender for 5-year-old children in 1998, 
2008, and 2019; and highlights several important findings. As in the preceding analysis, the 
attendance rates for 5-year-old boys and girls varied significantly across provinces; and 
despite the significant improvements in their attendance rates during 1998–2019, the rates 
for both genders remained low. For example, Koh Kong Province had the highest attendance 
rate for girls, at 48.9%, and the highest rate for boys, at 45.1% (Table A.11). Significantly, there 
were no systematic differences in the attendance rates for 5-year-old boys and girls by 
province in 2019, though girls usually had higher attendance rates than boys, which had not 
been the case in 1998. Again, the data suggest a need for Cambodia to take additional 
measures to reduce the magnitude of interprovincial differences in 5-year-old attendance 
rates, in order to achieve the SDG 4, Target 4.2. 
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Figure 50: Education Participation Rates for 5-Year-Old Children in Cambodia, by Province and 
Gender, 1998–2019 (%) 

 

Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  
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66..11..22..  AAtttteennddaannccee  RRaatteess  ffoorr  tthhee  66––1111  AAggee  GGrroouupp    

Figure 51 reveals several important facts about the boys and girls who were 6–11 years old in 
2019. Compared with the findings for 5-year-olds presented in Figure 50, the attendance rates 
for boys and girls in the 6–11 age group in 2019 were much higher and slightly less variable 
by province (Table A.11). For example, the attendance rates for girls aged 6–11 ranged from 
a low of 78.4% in Mondul Kiri to a high of 94.9% in Prey Veng, a level that was close to the 
universal completion target specified in SDG 4, Target 4.1. Moreover, as in the case of the 5-
year-old girls, more girls in the 6–11 age group attended school in 2019 than in 1998. By 2019, 
attendance rates for the 6–11 age group had improved significantly for both boys and girls—
by 41.9 percentage points on average for boys and by 44.3 percentage points on average for 
girls—enough to reduce the interprovincial gender differences in this age group. That being 
said, additional measures may still be needed to ensure that Cambodia meets SDG 4.1 for 
girls and boys in the 6–11 age group.  
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Figure 51: Education Participation Rates for Cambodian Children Aged 6–11, by Province and 
Gender, 1998–2019 (%) 

 

Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  
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66..11..33..  AAtttteennddaannccee  RRaatteess  ffoorr  tthhee  1122––1144  AAggee  GGrroouupp  

Figure 52 shows that in 2019 provincial attendance rates for both boys and girls aged 12–14 
mirrored the analysis in Figure 49 for the same age range for both sexes. That is, their 
provincial attendance rates were high—higher than the rates for boys and girls aged 5 and 6–
11 in 2019. For the boys aged 12–14, the 2019 attendance rates ranged from a low of 79.8% 
in Mondul Kiri to a high of 94.3% in Prey Veng. For the girls aged 12–14, the rates ranged from 
80.9% to 96.5% in the same provinces. The rates of increase in the attendance rates for the 
12–14 age group also varied, from a low of 1.4 percentage points in Phnom Penh to a high of 
53.6 percentage points in Ratanak Kiri for the boys, and from a low of 6.8 percentage points 
to a high of 65.4 percentage points in the same provinces for the girls. Again, Phnom Penh 
achieved the least gains because the capital city already had high attendance rates in 1998, 
in contrast to Ratanak Kiri, whose attendance rates were 21.3% for girls and 30.9% for boys 
in 1998, and 86.8% for girls and 84.5% for boys in 2019.  
 
Again, there were no systematic differences between the attendance rates for boys and girls 
in the 12–14 age group in 2019. That said, the attendance rates for the girls in this age group 
rose much more rapidly than the rates for the boys (Table A.11). The faster rate of increase 
realized by the female 12–14 age group during 1998–2019 eliminated any significant gender 
difference in the attendance rates for this age group; in fact, like the analyses of the 
attendance rates for boys and girls aged 5 and 6–11 in 2019, more girls attended school on 
average across Cambodian provinces. This represents a reversal of the trends in 1998. 
 
The improvements in attendance rates realized from 1998 to 2019 are to be commended. 
But, again, Cambodian policy makers should continue their measures to reduce 
interprovincial differences in attendance rates for the 12–14 age group, and they should 
support the efforts of all the provinces to move towards the universal completion target set 
out in SDG 4.1. The fact that the attendance rates for girls in this age group grew more rapidly 
than the boys’ rates will, with time, further reduce the gender differences in educational and 
labor-market outcomes. 
 
The increases in educational participation realized between 1998 and 2019 are bound to 
translate into increased completion rates. The credentials obtained through completion play 
an important role in supporting educational and labor-market transactions, so increases in 
the percentage of youth completing various levels of education will matter to both individual 
outcomes and the efficiency of education and labor markets. Measures to reduce lower-
secondary school dropout rates will alleviate the labor market disadvantage suffered by youth 
without credentials and, more generally, improve the skill-matching efficiency of the labor 
market and the overall efficiency of the economy. 
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Figure 52: Education Participation Rates for Cambodian Children Aged 12–14, by Province and 
Gender, 1998–2019 (%) 

    

Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  
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66..22..  SScchhooooll  CCoommpplleettiioonn  RRaatteess    
 
School attendance rates, while useful in showing how well Cambodians were able to gain an 
education (relevant for SDG 4, Target 4.2), says little about how often those who attended 
school actually completed a particular school level (relevant to SDG 4, Target 4.1). The analysis 
that follows covers the completion rates at the primary, lower secondary, and upper 
secondary levels in Cambodia, in 2019 and during 1998–2019.  

Table 23 shows that the completion rates at the primary (75.8%), lower secondary (45.5%), 
and upper secondary (17.8%) levels of education were much lower than the attendance rates 
discussed in section 6.1. The gender gaps in the completion rates for the three levels were 
wide in 1998, but were reversed by 2019, with females performing better than males at the 
three levels. The completion rates improved at all three levels over the reference period, but 
certainly not enough to ensure that Cambodia would achieve SDG 4, Target 4.1.   
 
Table 23: School Completion Rates at the Primary, Lower Secondary, and Upper Secondary 

Levels, 1998, 2008, and 2019 (%) 

 
Level of Education 

1998  2008  2019  
Male Female Total Male Female Total Male Female Total 

Primary 31.6 25.8 28.7 59.9 62.7 61.2 72.4 79.4 75.8 
Lower secondary 15.6 9.8 12.6 29.5 27.6 28.6 42.7 48.3 45.5 
Upper secondary 4.4 2.2 3.2 14.4 11.4 12.9 17.1 18.6 17.8 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

 
66..33..  LLiitteerraaccyy  RRaatteess  bbyy  AAggee  GGrroouupp,,  GGeennddeerr,,  aanndd  PPrroovviinnccee 

The foregoing analysis provides some insight into how the educational participation of 
Cambodian youth evolved from 1998 to 2019. While the analysis notes a remarkable increase 
in the participation and completion rates, however, it reveals little about the learning 
outcomes associated with school attendance and completion.  
 
Figure 53 measures the quality of education in Cambodia by showing the percentages of 
youths who reported being literate in the Khmer language in 2019, disaggregating the data 
by age group, gender, and province. The figure plots the 2019 rates against the changes in 
reported literacy rates realized from 1998 to 2019. 
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Figure 53: Changes in the Khmer Literacy Rates for Cambodian Children Aged 6–11 and 12–14, 
by Age Group, Gender, and Province, 1998—2019 (%) 

 

F = female, M = male. 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

 
Figure 53 reveals the following points:  

(i) The 2019 provincial literacy rates in the Khmer language for boys and girls aged 
6–11 were distinctly lower than the rates for boys and girls aged 12–14. For 
example, the boys in the 6–11 age group ranged from 61.7% in Preah Sihanouk 
to 78.5% in Prey Veng, compared with 82.1% to 98.6% for their older peers in 
the same provinces (Table 6.5). Clearly, Cambodian children were 
systematically increasing their probability of being literate in the Khmer 
language as they progressed from age 11 to age 14.  

(ii) In 2019, the literacy rates for both boys and girls in the 6–11 age group were 
significantly higher in all provinces than the rates reported in 1998. The rates 
at which the literacy rates rose varied significantly by province, however. For 
example, for boys aged 6–11, they ranged from a low of 6.7% in Phnom Penh 
to a high of 62.6% in Ratanak Kiri.  

(iii) The data suggest that there were no systematic differences based on gender 
in the probabilities of being literate for the 6–11 and 12–14 age groups. In fact, 
and again, the girls in these age groups in 2019 were generally more likely to 
be literate than the girls in the same age groups in 1998 across Cambodia.   

 
The fact that the overwhelming majority of children aged 12–14 in 2019 reported being 
literate, while a positive development, should not be taken as a sign that Cambodia no longer 
has a literacy problem. As noted previously, the PISA for Development (PISA-D) assessments, 
conducted by the Organisation for Co-operation and Development (OECD), suggest that the 
average literacy scores in Cambodia are relatively low when compared with the international 
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standards and with the scores for Cambodia’s regional trading partners. This finding suggests 
that there is a need to shift the policy focus away from “Can people read?” to “Can people 
read well enough to support individual and national economic and social goals?”  
 
66..44..  KKhhmmeerr  LLiitteerraaccyy  RRaatteess  aanndd  SScchhooooll  CCllaassss  CCoonnddiittiioonnss  

Classes in which all the students are literate, and have roughly the same level of literacy skills, 
are easier for teachers to handle. By contrast, students who are illiterate will have difficulty 
learning independently. And the wider the range of literacy levels in a given class, the more 
difficult it will be for the teacher to manage the instructional process in a way that will yield 
uniform results. Only highly skilled and well-supported teachers are able to generate 
consistently high skill gains under such conditions, particularly if the class sizes are large. By 
ignoring these points, educational policy often contributes to the variability in literacy skill 
levels within school classes, forcing some students to repeat years.  
 
Figure 54: Changes in the Khmer Literacy Rates for Cambodian Children Aged 6–11 and 12–14, by 

School Grade and Gender, 1998–2019 (%) 

 

F = female, M = male. 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  

Figure 54 and Table 24 both suggest that Khmer-language literacy generally rose over the 
reference period by school grade, and that, in 2019, virtually all students in grade 4 (age 10) 
and higher had acquired basic literacy skills. This finding reinforces the need to get all youth 
into school and keep them there until at least grade 4, so they can acquire the basic literacy 
skills needed to get full value from educational investments made at higher levels. The 
relationships presented in the figure mirror those presented in the table for educational 
participation and for each age level.  
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As previous figures confirmed, the quantity of education in Cambodia is improving at a rapid 
rate, which means that an increasing percentage of the population are likely to possess 
economically meaningful credentials. 
 

Table 24: Changes in Khmer Literacy Rates for Cambodians Aged 6–11 and 12–14, by 
School Grade and Gender, 1998–2019 

 
Grade, Gender, and Age 
Group 

 
1998  
(%) 

 
2008  
(%) 

 
2019  
(%) 

Percentage Point Change 
in Literacy Rates, 1998–

2019 
None or Preschool  

   

Female 
    

6–11 13.4 20.5 30.2 16.8 
12–14 27.7 74.5 80.5 52.8 
Male 

    

6–11 13.7 24.2 31.7 18.0 
12–14 27.3 79.8 80.4 53.1 
Grade 1 

    

Female 
    

6–11 34.0 50.0 80.8 46.8 
12–14 46.4 70.6 86.2 39.8 
Male 

    

6–11 34.3 51.1 81.2 46.9 
12–14 46.0 71.0 87.3 41.3 
Grade 2 

    

Female 
    

6–11 90.1 88.1 95.0 4.9 
12–14 91.7 89.5 93.7 2.0 
Male 

    

6–11  90.1 87.9 94.8 4.6 
12–14 92.0 88.8 93.5 1.5 
Grade 3 

    

Female 
    

 6–11 100.0 100.0 97.8 (2.2) 
12–14 100.0 100.0 96.7 (3.3) 
Male 

    

6–11 100.0 100.0 97.6 (2.4) 
12–14 100.0 100.0 97.0 (3.0) 
Grade 4 

    

Female 
    

6–11 100.0 100.0 99.8 (0.2) 
12–14 100.0 100.0 99.5 (0.5) 
Male 

    

6–11 100.0 100.0 99.8 (0.2) 
12–14 100.0 100.0 99.6 (0.4) 
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Grade, Gender, and Age 
Group 

 
1998  
(%) 

 
2008  
(%) 

 
2019  
(%) 

Percentage Point Change 
in Literacy Rates, 1998–

2019 
Grade 5 
 

 

Female 
    

6–11 100.0 100.0 99.9 (0.1) 
12–14 100.0 100.0 99.8 (0.2) 
Male 

    

 6–11 100.0 100.0 99.9 (0.1) 
 12–14 100.0 100.0 99.7 (0.3) 
Grade 6 

    

Female 
    

6–11 100.0 100.0 99.9 (0.1) 
12–14 100.0 100.0 99.8 (0.2) 
Male 

    

6–11 100.0 100.0 99.8 (0.2) 
12–14 100.0 100.0 99.8 (0.2) 
Grade 7 

    

Female 
    

6–11 … … 99.9 … 
12–14 100.0 100.0 99.8 (0.2) 
Male 

    

6–11 … … 99.8 … 
12–14 100.0 100.0 99.9 (0.1) 
Grade 8 

    

Female 
    

6–11 … … 99.1 … 
12–14 100.0 100.0 99.9 (0.1) 
Male 

    

6–11 … … 100.0 … 
12–14 100.0 100.0 99.9 (0.1) 
Grade 9 

    

Female 
    

12–14 100.0 100.0 99.8 (0.2) 
Male 

    

12–14 100.0 100.0 100.0 0.0 
… = no data available, ( ) = negative. 
Sources: Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Planning, National Institute of Statistics (NIS).  



97

  

124 
 
INTERNAL. This information is accessible to ADB Management and staff. It may be shared outside ADB with appropriate permission. 

CChhaapptteerr  77::  SSuummmmaarryy,,  CCoonncclluussiioonnss,,  aanndd  IImmpplliiccaattiioonnss  ffoorr  PPoolliiccyy  

This report profiles the distribution of educational attainment and literacy skills among 
Cambodia’s working-age population (age 15 and over) in the national census years of 1998, 
2008, and 2019. The report also addresses the trends in school attendance and Khmer-
language literacy among Cambodian children aged 5, 6–11, and 12–14. 
 
Previously released analyses based on the General Population Census of Cambodia (GPCC) 
revealed that the level of educational attainment rose during 1998–2008. The analyses 
presented in this report, however, document the even more remarkable improvement in the 
educational profile of the population that occurred from 2008 to 2019.  Whatever the policy 
changes underlying these improvements, Cambodia has greatly expanded access to early 
childhood education, made great strides towards realizing the goal of universal access to 
primary education, boosted the rates of primary and secondary completions, and tripled the 
percentage of the working-age population with a post-secondary qualification. The findings 
presented in this report also document the impressive improvement in the school completion 
rates for women and girls, to the point where the country is close to realizing gender parity 
at many levels of the education system. 
 
Notwithstanding these positive trends, the analyses undertaken in this report also revealed 
the need for the government to work on (i) expanding the percentage of 5-year-olds who are 
accessing early-childhood education; and (ii) decreasing the significant differences among the 
provinces and between urban and rural areas with regard to literacy rates and primary and 
secondary school completion, for both children and the working-age population. There is also 
a need to expand enrollment in technical and vocational education and training (TVET) 
programs, whether at technical training institutes or through work-based learning initiatives, 
so the workforce can meet the needs of a rapidly restructuring economy. Also, although the 
absolute numbers are relatively small, there is a group of adults who report having a mother 
tongue other than Khmer who have failed to become literate in any language. This is likely to 
inhibit their participation in Cambodia’s formal economy. 
 
Analysis of data from the OECD PISA-D study has shown that, while Cambodia’s average 
literacy rate lags behind the rates of many of its regional trading partners, increased 
government investment in education since 1998 has raised the educational levels of both the 
school-age and adult populations, and greatly reduced the probability of Khmer-language 
illiteracy among Cambodian youth. Notably, the data also suggest that educational policies 
and investments have greatly reduced geographic-, age-, and gender-based inequality 
concerning the basic literacy of Cambodian adults in the Khmer language. Educational 
attainment appears to have the largest effect on the probability of Cambodian adults being 
literate. The probability of current cohorts of Cambodian youth being illiterate is relatively 
low, however, provided that they have completed at least grade 4.  
 
Even after controlling for known factors such as age, gender, and level of education, this 
analysis found that some groups of adults face a significantly higher likelihood of being 
illiterate. Specifically, the adult’s occupation and industry still had an impact on the 
probability of illiteracy in 2019. This finding reflects the fact that the more literate youth 
generally have better access to a post-secondary education, which will strengthen their 



98

  

125 
 
INTERNAL. This information is accessible to ADB Management and staff. It may be shared outside ADB with appropriate permission. 

literacy and prepare them for jobs that will demand more advanced literacy skills and allow 
them to at least maintain their literacy levels over the course of their lives. At the individual 
level, the remaining differences in educational attainment and literacy will serve to 
perpetuate inequalities in individual labor-market, health, social, and educational outcomes 
over the coming decades.   
 
Thus, the evidence presented in this report suggests a need for additional investments to raise 
the average educational levels, further reduce the percentage of adults who are illiterate, and 
increase the average literacy level of the workforce. The largest variations in school 
attendance and completion rates observed in the population aged 15+ occurred among the 
provinces. Because education is cumulative, for the population under 15, there should be 
more investment in maternal and child health, to increase the children’s’ school readiness 
and reduce the social inequality in school readiness at the point of school entry. 
 
The government must also work to increase the percentage of students completing the 
primary and secondary levels of education, and it must work to improve the quality of 
instruction through focused teacher training. Birth rates have been falling steadily in 
Cambodia since 1950, and are projected to continue to fall until 2050 (World Bank 2021). The 
declining birthrates should free up resources for use in extending the average years of 
schooling and improving the quality of education. 
 
Finally, given Cambodia’s projected population decline, the supply of literate youth entering 
the labor market will unlikely be enough to satisfy the projected market demand for literacy 
skills.16 As noted in Chapter 2 of this report, literacy skills are conventionally reported on a 
500-point scale that is divided into five distinct proficiency levels, each of which can be directly 
linked to the demands of different occupations. Literacy skill shortages are known to be 
economically damaging, so the government may have to offer literacy, numeracy, and other 
basic skill training for unemployed adults, and it may have to induce employers to upgrade 
the literacy skills of their employees. The goal of such measures would be to (i) create a better 
match between the skills demanded by employers and the skills possessed by the workforce, 
(ii) increase labor productivity, (iii) improve competitiveness, and (iv) reduce the negative 
impact of skill shortages on the country’s economic performance. Literacy upgrading will, 
however, remain the priority because of the influence that literacy rates exert on the 
efficiency with which the other skills are acquired and applied.  
 
The findings presented in this report should be useful for guiding policy. They provide a clear 
picture of “what is.” In addition, through comparisons of education and literacy profiles across 
population subgroups and geographic areas, they also provide a sense of “what could be” if 
attention were focused on those population subgroups and geographic areas most in need of 
remedial support. What the results do not reveal is “what should be,” as this will necessarily 
depend on a broad-based discussion of Cambodia’s social and economic goals and the role 
that the education system must play in meeting them. The optimal mix of investments will 
depend on the balance that Cambodian policy makers choose to strike between measures 
focused on economic efficiency and measures focused on reducing social inequality with 
regard to key outcomes (e.g., employment, income, and health). Investments that target 

 
16 From 1998 and 2019 the birth rate per 1,000 women in Cambodia fell from 30.75 to 22.26.   
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economic sectors and industries where shortages of workers with literacy skills are likely to 
constrain economic growth are likely to realize the highest short-term economic returns; 
whereas investments targeting provinces and subprovincial areas, as well as population 
groups, that face the highest risk of illiteracy would yield the most rapid reductions in social 
inequality. Over the long run, investment in youth and younger adults will yield larger returns.  
 
Developing an evidence-based policy response to the issues identified in this analysis will 
require better data than are available from the GPPC files. Among other areas, there is a need 
for data on: 

(i) the market demand for literacy skills and the how that demand is expected to 
evolve over the medium term; 

(ii) the current supply of literacy skills and their distribution by proficiency level, 
also how the supply is likely to evolve; and 

(iii) the likely extent of the expected literacy skill shortages, and their impact on 
economic performance and social inequality. 

 
It would also be useful for the government to assess the teaching of literacy skills in the 
education system on a regular basis. These assessments could identify the trends affecting 
the quality of education in terms of literacy, as well as the individuals, schools, and regions 
most in need of remedial support. Systems such as the Learning Bar’s Early Years Evaluation 
(EYE) provide a means for assessing the development of the physical, social, emotional, and 
cognitive skills of individual children in kindergarten through grade 6. The fact that the EYE 
system provides reliable results means that educators can focus on identifying those students 
most in need of remedial support. 
 
Assessments such as the OECD’s PISA-D program do not provide statistically reliable 
proficiency estimates at the individual level; their estimates are reliable only when aggregated 
for population subgroups. The resulting averages and distributions of skill by proficiency level 
can thus be used only to allocate resources to the groups most in need, rather than to the 
individuals most in need. 
 
The foregoing analysis documented the steady progress that was made in Cambodia in 
improving educational access and attainment. The report also documented the steady 
improvement in the percentage of the adult population reporting themselves as literate. 
Notwithstanding these accomplishments, Cambodia has yet to achieve the SDG 4 targets, 
which are related to educational access, primary and secondary completion, and literacy. The 
data presented in this report should provide policy makers with a clear way to identify the 
populations, parts of the education system, and the places most in need of additional 
investment. 
  
The report also raises several important questions that the GPCCs cannot answer. Key among 
them are: 

(i) What are the key barriers to improved educational access and completion 
rates? 

(ii) How rapidly must access and completion rates be improved to support the 
economy’s skill needs? 
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(iii) What literacy levels are actually needed to support Cambodia’s economic and 
social goals?  

 
Answering these questions will require the collection of additional data, as well as thoughtful 
policy analysis.  
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5. Service 
workers and 
shop and 
market sales 
workers 

12,118 0.6 680,877 33.4 626,558 30.7 425,710 20.9 224,363 11.0 70,999 3.5 2,040,625 100.0 

1998 1,458 0.7 82,190 38.5 71,959 33.7 41,374 19.4 15,468 7.2 1,254 0.6 213,703 100.0 

2008 10,551 1.3 340,466 40.4 260,950 31.0 155,107 18.4 51,782 6.1 23,448 2.8 842,304 100.0 

2019 109 0.0 258,221 26.2 293,649 29.8 229,229 23.3 157,113 16.0 46,297 4.7 984,618 100.0 

6. Skilled 
agricultural and 
fishery workers 

80,171 0.9 5,043,737 56.4 2,630,659 29.4 966,397 10.8 202,406 2.3 22,130 0.2 8,945,500 100.0 

1998 36,206 1.6 1,523,376 67.5 528,203 23.4 150,377 6.7 15,462 0.7 2,629 0.1 2,256,253 100.0 

2008 43,259 1.4 1,736,821 55.7 943,155 30.2 329,803 10.6 55,998 1.8 9,055 0.3 3,118,091 100.0 

2019 706 0.0 1,783,540 49.9 1,159,301 32.5 486,217 13.6 130,946 3.7 10,446 0.3 3,571,156 100.0 

7. Craft and 
related workers 

3,337 0.2 419,542 31.1 561,884 41.6 274,733 20.4 80,711 6.0 9,019 0.7 1,349,226 100.0 

1998 1,082 0.8 59,634 43.1 50,148 36.2 21,373 15.4 5,614 4.1 553 0.4 138,404 100.0 

2008 2,156 0.7 97,829 33.6 126,258 43.4 50,846 17.5 10,715 3.7 3,297 1.1 291,101 100.0 

2019 99 0.0 262,079 28.5 385,478 41.9 202,514 22.0 64,382 7.0 5,169 0.6 919,721 100.0 

8. Plant and 
machine 
operators and 
assemblers 

2,643 0.3 279,289 30.2 333,000 36.0 206,880 22.3 85,062 9.2 18,924 2.0 925,798 100.0 

1998 502 0.5 35,970 36.6 39,935 40.6 16,898 17.2 4,782 4.9 312 0.3 98,399 100.0 

2008 2,092 0.8 75,297 29.8 88,781 35.1 58,795 23.2 20,574 8.1 7,554 3.0 253,093 100.0 

2019 49 0.0 168,022 29.3 204,284 35.6 131,187 22.8 59,706 10.4 11,058 1.9 574,306 100.0 

9. Elementary 
occupations 

5,538 0.7 391,220 47.0 272,926 32.8 118,793 14.3 36,656 4.4 8,012 1.0 833,145 100.0 

1998 2,166 1.2 103,559 55.8 54,452 29.3 20,567 11.1 4,487 2.4 457 0.2 185,688 100.0 

2008 3,289 1.4 109,863 48.3 73,711 32.4 30,142 13.2 7,815 3.4 2,826 1.2 227,646 100.0 

2019 83 0.0 177,798 42.4 144,763 34.5 68,084 16.2 24,354 5.8 4,729 1.1 419,811 100.0 
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Table A.2: Cambodian Graduates of Technical and Vocational Education and Training 
Programs Aged 15+, by Level and Province, 2008 and 2019 

Province/ Year TVET Post-
secondary 

TVET Post-
secondary 

TVET Pre-
secondary 

TVET Pre-
secondary Total 

Banteay 
Meanchey Count Percent  Count Percent  Count 

2008 1,447 51.3 1,374 48.7 2,821 
2019 1,727 74.3 597 25.7 2,324 
Battambang      
2008 3,286 66.4 1,661 33.6 4,947 
2019 1,623 72.3 621 27.7 2,244 
Kampong 
Cham/ Tboung 
Khmum 

     

2008 2,351 55.3 1,903 44.7 4,254 
2019 3,483 74.8 1,150 25.2 4,633 
Kampong Chhnang        
2008 809 58.4 577 41.6 1,386 
2019 913 49.4 937 50.6 1,850 
Kampong Speu      
2008 911 53.5 791 46.5 1,702 
2019 1,467 72.3 562 27.7 2,029 
Kampong Thom        
2008 1,321 59.2 910 40.8 2,231 
2019 1,549 78.0 438 22.0 1,987 
Kampot          
2008 2,240 62.4 1,349 37.6 3,589 
2019 1,764 73.8 625 26.2 2,389 
Kandal          
2008 4,270 65.3 2,268 34.7 6,538 
2019 2,489 72.0 970 28.0 3,459 
Kep      
2008 178 67.2 87 32.8 265 
2019 213 81.6 48 18.4 261 
Koh Kong      
2008 372 64.1 208 35.9 580 
2019 348 68.6 159 31.4 507 
Kracheh          
2008 591 57.5 436 42.5 1,027 
2019 914 67.3 444 32.7 1,358 
Mondul Kiri      
2008 91 48.1 98 51.9 189 
2019 135 67.5 65 32.5 200 

Otdar Meanchey     
2008 211 65.9 109 34.1 320 
2019 411 81.9 91 18.1 502 
Pailin      
2008 111 59.7 75 40.3 186 
2019 144 62.3 87 37.7 231 
Phnom Penh      
2008 15,456 75.1 5,138 24.9 20,594 
2019 15,562 74.5 5,322 25.5 20,884 
Preah Sihanouk        
2008 892 75.1 296 24.9 1,188 
2019 2,861 58.5 2,031 41.5 4,892 
Preah Vihear      
2008 251 52.7 225 47.3 476 
2019 345 67.8 164 32.2 509 
Prey Veng      
2008 1,193 59.1 824 40.9 2,017 
2019 1,285 74.6 437 25.4 1,722 
Pursat      
2008 1,102 71.0 451 29.0 1,553 
2019 432 73.0 160 27.0 592 
Ratanak Kiri          
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2008 129 49.8 130 50.2 259 
2019 214 67.5 103 32.5 317 
Siem Reap      
2008 1,648 64.9 892 35.1 2,540 
2019 2,207 75.6 713 24.4 2,920 
Stung Treng      
2008 244 66.5 123 33.5 367 
2019 399 70.6 166 29.4 565 
Svay Rieng      
2008 1,058 58.4 754 41.6 1,812 
2019 1,347 74.5 461 25.5 1,808 
Takeo      
2008 2,666 65.1 1,430 34.9 4,096 
2019 2,825 69.4 1,247 30.6 4,072 
Total      
2008 42,828 66.0 22,109 34.0 64,937 
2019 44,657 71.7 17,598 28.3 62,255 
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Chapter 4 
 

Table A.3:  Employed Cambodians Aged 15+ Who Are Literate, by Economic 
Sector, 1998, 2008, and 2019 

 

 Economic sector 
1998 

(percent) 
2008 

(percent) 
2019 

(percent) 

Agriculture 61.6 69.6 80.3 

Industry 85.0 90.8 92.6 

Service 91.1 92.3 95.3 

Trade 79.5 85.7 92.1 

 
 
 
Table A.4: Trends in Khmer Literacy, Literacy in Khmer and Another Language, Literacy in 

Another Language Only, and Illiteracy among Cambodians Aged 15+, by Age Group, 
2008 and 2019  

 Age group 
and Year 
  

Khmer only Khmer plus other No Literacy Not Khmer but other 

Count Percent  Count Percent  Count Percent  Count Percent  

Age Group               

15-24         
2008 2,333,250 78.1 264,515 8.9 374,363 12.5 16,331 0.5 

2019 2,210,550 83.0 287,455 10.8 140,924 5.3 25,479 1.0 

25-34         
2008 1,369,622 71.1 131,462 6.8 407,962 21.2 17,516 0.9 

2019 2,221,822 81.3 246,003 9.0 227,464 8.3 38,886 1.4 

35-44         
2008 1,129,403 71.4 67,828 4.3 369,878 23.4 15,257 1.0 

2019 1,630,471 79.2 123,276 6.0 267,851 13.0 37,540 1.8 

45-54         
2008 753,907 65.9 47,912 4.2 329,920 28.8 12,616 1.1 

2019 1,171,562 77.9 60,917 4.1 237,209 15.8 34,388 2.3 

55-64         
2008 416,670 62.3 34,269 5.1 210,580 31.5 7,192 1.1 

2019 825,876 74.6 34,795 3.1 229,404 20.7 16,328 1.5 

65 +         
2008 248,867 43.6 17,077 3.0 297,683 52.1 7,618 1.3 

2019 622,850 68.3 30,150 3.3 246,948 27.1 12,465 1.4 
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Table A.5:  Literacy Rates for Employed Cambodians Aged 15+, by Major Occupational Group, 
1998, 2008, and 2019 

 Occupational group 
  

1998  2008  2019  Total 

Count Percent  Count Percent  Count Percent  Count 

Major Group 1. Legislators, 
senior officials and 
managers 15,217 98.0 80,809 95.6 117,958 97.2 213984 

Major Group 2. 
Professionals 14,684 99.3 132,744 98.9 344,599 97.2 492027 
Major Group 3. Technicians 
and associate professionals 150,728 97.9 211,869 98.0 116,329 95.2 478926 

Major Group 4. Clerks 63,641 100.0 43,887 96.5 278,864 97.3 386392 

Major Group 5. Service 
workers and shop and 
market sales workers 253,191 85.9 1,047,069 80.3 1,075,397 92.3 2375657 

Major Group 6. Skilled 
agricultural and fishery 
workers 3,657,925 61.6 4,444,895 69.8 4,548,762 80.4 12651582 

Major Group 7. Craft and 
related workers 171,123 83.8 313,823 93.2 981,902 94.8 1466848 

Major Group 8. Plant and 
machine operators and 
assemblers 112,490 92.3 281,216 90.2 630,460 92.4 1024166 

Major Group 9. Elementary 
occupations 274,814 70.7 310,186 73.5 512,891 83.2 1097891 
Total 4713813  6866498  8607162     

 
Table A.6: Trends in Khmer Literacy Rates for Graduates of Technical and Vocational Education 

and Training Programs, by Age Group and Program Level, 2008 and 2019 
 Age group and TVET 2008 

 
2019 

 

  Percent  Count Percent  Count 

15-24 
    

TVET Post-secondary 99.7 14,957 97.1 16,246 

TVET Pre-secondary 99.8 4,607 89.2 6,659 

25-34 
    

TVET Post-secondary 99.2 13,921 95.7 15,633 

TVET Pre-secondary 99.3 5,369 89.2 4,746 

35-44 
    

TVET Post-secondary 98.5 8,133 89.5 6,449 

TVET Pre-secondary 99.1 6,461 73.9 2,530 

45-54         

TVET Post-secondary 97.4 3,048 88.0 4,499 

TVET Pre-secondary 98.4 3,100 79.8 2,430 

55-64 
    

TVET Post-secondary 98.4 2,069 93.2 1,191 

TVET Pre-secondary 98.8 1,967 94.7 809 

65 +  
    

TVET Post-secondary 98.3 700 98.3 639 

TVET Pre-secondary 98.5 605 97.9 424 
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Table A.7: Trends in Khmer Literacy Rates for Graduates of Technical and Vocational 
Education and Training Programs, by Province and Program Level, 2008 and 2019 

TVET and Province 
2008 

(percent) 
2019 

(percent) 

TVET Post-secondary   
Banteay Meanchey 95.6 100.0 

Battambang 99.9 99.8 
Kampong Cham/ Tboung 

Khmum 99.6 99.8 

Kampong Chhnang 99.5 99.0 

Kampong Speu 99.9 99.7 

Kampong Thom 99.8 99.4 

Kampot 98.3 99.5 

Kandal 99.8 100.0 

Kep 100.0 99.1 

Koh Kong 100.0 95.7 

Kracheh 93.2 99.5 

Mondul Kiri 97.8 97.0 

Otdar Meanchey 100.0 100.0 

Pailin 96.4 91.0 

Phnom Penh 98.9 99.2 

Preah Sihanouk 96.5 25.2 

Preah Vihear 100.0 98.8 

Prey Veng 99.9 99.8 

Pursat 100.0 100.0 

Ratanak Kiri 100.0 100.0 

Siem Reap 99.2 99.2 

Stung Treng 99.6 100.0 

Svay Rieng 100.0 94.9 

Takeo 99.7 99.6 

TVET Pre-secondary   
Banteay Meanchey 98.6 100.0 

Battambang 100.0 100.0 
Kampong Cham/Tboung 

Khmum 100.0 99.5 

Kampong Chhnang 100.0 80.1 

Kampong Speu 99.7 99.1 

Kampong Thom 99.9 99.1 

Kampot 99.9 93.4 

Kandal 100.0 98.5 

Kep 98.9 97.9 

Koh Kong 99.0 77.4 

Kracheh 99.3 98.6 

Mondul Kiri 100.0 100.0 

Otdar Meanchey 99.1 100.0 

Pailin 100.0 79.3 
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Phnom Penh 97.3 95.7 

Preah Sihanouk 95.6 11.3 

Preah Vihear 100.0 98.2 

Prey Veng 100.0 99.1 

Pursat 100.0 99.4 

Ratanak Kiri 100.0 100.0 

Siem Reap 99.8 97.8 

Stung Treng 100.0 99.4 

Svay Rieng 100.0 89.2 

Takeo 100.0 99.0 

 
 

Table A.8: Trends in Khmer Literacy Rates for Graduates of Technical and Vocational 
Education and Training Programs, by Economic Sector and Program Level, 

2008 and 2019 
Economic sector 
and TVET 

2008 
 

2019 
 

Percent  Count Percent  Count 

TVET Post-secondary       

Agriculture 99.8 1,897 42.0 1,556 

Industry 98.3 749 86.8 1,752 

Service 98.7 25,527 98.2 24,059 

Trade 98.9 1,810 84.0 2,271 

TVET Pre-secondary       

Agriculture 99.9 1,405 29.6 1,363 

Industry 98.7 305 81.7 754 

Service 98.9 15,277 97.5 8,454 

Trade 99.1 682 66.8 1,165 

 Total  
 

47,652 
 

41,374 
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Table A.9: Trends in Khmer Literacy Rates for Graduates of Technical and Vocational Education and 
Training Programs, by Major Occupational Group and Program Level, 2008–2019  

 TVET and occupational 
group 
  

Percent  Count 

2008 2019 2008 2019 

Technical / Vocational Post-
secondary 

        

Major Group 1. Legislators, 
senior officials and managers 

100.0 99.4 1,140 781 

Major Group 2. Professionals 99.4 99.2 13,427 16,590 

Major Group 3. Technicians 
and associate professionals 

98.0 97.4 7,538 1,496 

Major Group 4. Clerks 95.9 96.9 1,298 4,197 

Major Group 5. Service 
workers and shop and market 
sales workers 

99.1 86.7 3,102 3,087 

Major Group 6. Skilled 
agricultural and fishery 
workers 

99.9 41.0 1,564 1,467 

Major Group 7. Craft and 
related workers 

99.1 89.5 431 553 

Major Group 8. Plant and 
machine operators and 
assemblers 

97.4 90.8 1,108 1,175 

Major Group 9. Elementary 
occupations 

96.8 54.1 376 442 

Technical / Vocational Pre-
secondary 

    

Major Group 1. Legislators, 
senior officials and managers 

100.0 99.1 455 323 

Major Group 2. Professionals 99.6 99.4 10,380 5,855 

Major Group 3. Technicians 
and associate professionals 

96.7 99.8 3,162 445 

Major Group 4. Clerks 95.0 98.1 383 1,320 

Major Group 5. Service 
workers and shop and market 
sales workers 

99.5 72.2 1,259 1,446 

Major Group 6. Skilled 
agricultural and fishery 
workers 

100.0 30.1 1,204 1,293 

Major Group 7. Craft and 
related workers 

98.7 84.8 154 282 

Major Group 8. Plant and 
machine operators and 
assemblers 

99.4 83.3 481 503 

Major Group 9. Elementary 
occupations 

98.4 37.4 191 310 

Total 
  

47,653 41,565 
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Chapter 6 
 

Table A.10: Changes in School Attendance Rates for Cambodians Aged 5, 6–11, and 12–14, 
1998–2019 

 Province and age group 1998 
(percent) 

2008 
(percent) 

2019 
(percent) 

Percentage point change in 
literacy rate 1998 -2019 

Banteay Meanchey 
    

 5 4.9 9.6 43.0 38.1 

 6-11 53.8 80.6 89.4 35.6 

12-14 71.4 86.0 87.8 16.5 

Battambang 
    

 5 5.6 8.9 28.3 22.8 

 6-11 50.9 75.6 90.3 39.4 

12-14 74.2 85.9 92.4 18.1 

Kampong Cham/ Tboung Khmum 
   

 5 6.3 10.2 35.2 28.9 

 6-11 52.7 77.0 92.7 40.0 

12-14 74.3 86.2 92.2 17.9 

Kampong Chhnang 
    

 5 3.7 8.5 23.6 20.0 

 6-11 45.5 75.5 90.2 44.7 

12-14 66.9 86.2 92.9 26.0 

Kampong Speu 
    

 5 4.0 11.3 32.2 28.2 

 6-11 43.7 74.1 90.5 46.8 

12-14 74.5 89.3 91.7 17.1 

Kampong Thom 
    

 5 5.0 13.7 30.0 25.1 

 6-11 45.6 74.4 88.4 42.8 

12-14 67.2 84.0 89.5 22.2 

Kampot 
    

 5 6.0 11.9 35.0 29.1 

 6-11 53.4 78.4 91.3 37.8 

12-14 79.2 88.4 93.0 13.8 

Kandal 
    

 5 6.9 10.7 30.9 24.0 

 6-11 62.2 79.5 91.4 29.2 

12-14 82.4 88.3 92.5 10.1 

Kep 
    

 5 4.2 9.8 17.4 13.2 

 6-11 45.4 81.7 89.6 44.2 

12-14 73.9 88.7 89.6 15.7 

Koh Kong 
    

 5 4.0 10.8 46.9 43.0 

 6-11 31.3 73.0 90.8 59.5 
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12-14 50.6 84.7 94.5 43.9 

Kracheh 
    

 5 6.1 9.5 23.9 17.8 

 6-11 49.4 68.5 90.4 41.0 

12-14 71.3 81.4 89.3 18.0 

Mondul Kiri 
    

 5 2.0 6.7 28.3 26.4 

 6-11 15.2 55.7 77.7 62.5 

12-14 31.0 73.8 80.4 49.3 

Otdar Meanchey 
    

 5 2.8 5.9 41.8 39.0 

 6-11 31.7 69.2 91.1 59.4 

12-14 52.1 79.3 90.8 38.7 

Pailin 
    

 5 3.7 8.9 44.8 41.2 

 6-11 35.1 67.8 92.3 57.3 

12-14 64.1 79.8 91.7 27.6 

Phnom Penh 
    

 5 12.3 24.1 43.5 31.1 

 6-11 73.4 84.9 91.6 18.2 

12-14 88.2 91.3 92.3 4.1 

Preah Sihanouk 
    

 5 6.6 12.4 29.4 22.8 

 6-11 48.6 73.9 89.6 41.0 

12-14 73.7 87.7 91.8 18.2 

Preah Vihear 
    

 5 2.6 7.1 32.3 29.6 

 6-11 28.0 63.9 82.2 54.2 

12-14 53.8 79.6 84.3 30.4 

Prey Veng 
    

 5 5.5 12.3 32.0 26.5 

 6-11 54.3 82.2 94.7 40.4 

12-14 76.8 90.6 95.4 18.5 

Pursat 
    

 5 3.2 10.2 38.4 35.3 

 6-11 42.7 70.2 90.9 48.2 

12-14 70.9 81.9 92.8 21.9 

Ratanak Kiri 
    

 5 1.9 6.0 34.2 32.2 

 6-11 14.4 37.2 78.2 63.9 

12-14 26.2 54.3 85.6 59.5 

Siem Reap 
    

 5 3.7 11.6 35.8 32.1 

 6-11 39.6 72.4 88.3 48.7 

12-14 58.6 81.8 89.3 30.7 

Stung Treng 
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 5 2.9 9.8 31.0 28.1 

 6-11 35.3 62.2 81.7 46.4 

12-14 56.9 79.3 86.0 29.1 

Svay Rieng 
    

 5 3.7 10.4 30.9 27.2 

 6-11 55.3 82.5 93.0 37.7 

12-14 83.4 92.5 93.7 10.3 

Takeo 
    

 5 5.9 9.9 36.4 30.5 

 6-11 54.9 81.4 92.6 37.7 

12-14 81.4 92.6 94.2 12.7 

 

Table A.11:  Changes in School Attendance Rates for Cambodians Aged 5–14, by Province, Gender, and 
Age Group, 1998–2019 

 Province and gender 1998  
(percent) 

2008 
(percent) 

2019 
(percent) 

Percentage point change in 
literacy rate 1998 -2019 

Banteay Meanchey 
   

Female 
    

 5 4.9 10.3 44.3 39.4 

 6-11 53.2 81.1 89.7 36.6 

12-14 67.4 85.8 89.6 22.2 

Male 
    

 5 4.9 8.9 41.7 36.8 

 6-11 54.5 80.2 89.2 34.7 

12-14 75.2 86.1 86.2 11.0 

Battambang 
    

Female 
    

 5 5.5 8.8 29.7 24.2 

 6-11 50.3 76.4 90.9 40.6 

12-14 71.4 86.0 93.5 22.1 

Male 
    

 5 5.7 9.0 27.0 21.4 

 6-11 51.4 74.9 89.7 38.3 

12-14 76.9 85.8 91.2 14.4 

Kampong Cham/ Tboung Khmum 
  

Female 
    

 5 6.4 10.5 36.5 30.1 

 6-11 52.3 77.6 93.3 41.0 

12-14 70.9 85.7 93.4 22.5 

Male 
    

 5 6.3 9.9 34.0 27.7 

 6-11 53.1 76.4 92.1 39.0 

12-14 77.7 86.7 91.1 13.5 

Kampong Chhnang 
   

Female 
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 5 3.7 8.7 24.2 20.5 

 6-11 44.2 75.9 90.5 46.4 

12-14 61.2 86.2 94.8 33.6 

Male 
    

 5 3.7 8.2 23.1 19.4 

 6-11 46.8 75.0 89.8 43.1 

12-14 72.4 86.2 91.1 18.7 

Kampong Speu 
    

Female 
    

 5 3.8 11.5 33.0 29.2 

 6-11 42.5 74.8 91.2 48.7 

12-14 69.8 89.0 93.1 23.3 

Male 
    

 5 4.1 11.1 31.5 27.4 

 6-11 44.9 73.4 89.8 45.0 

12-14 79.0 89.6 90.3 11.3 

Kampong Thom 
    

Female 
    

 5 4.9 13.6 31.5 26.5 

 6-11 45.7 75.3 89.2 43.4 

12-14 64.5 84.9 92.0 27.5 

Male 
    

 5 5.0 13.8 28.6 23.6 

 6-11 45.4 73.5 87.7 42.2 

12-14 70.0 83.1 87.1 17.1 

Kampot 
    

Female 
    

 5 5.7 11.6 35.7 30.0 

 6-11 52.4 78.6 91.8 39.4 

12-14 74.8 87.8 93.8 19.0 

Male 
    

 5 6.3 12.2 34.4 28.2 

 6-11 54.4 78.2 90.8 36.4 

12-14 83.4 89.0 92.2 8.8 

Kandal 
    

Female 
    

 5 6.8 11.2 31.4 24.5 

 6-11 61.7 80.0 91.8 30.1 

12-14 78.8 87.9 93.6 14.8 

Male 
    

 5 7.0 10.3 30.5 23.5 

 6-11 62.6 79.0 91.1 28.4 

12-14 85.8 88.7 91.4 5.6 

Kep 
    

Female 
    

 5 3.6 10.2 18.0 14.4 
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 6-11 44.8 82.3 90.6 45.8 

12-14 70.0 89.1 92.1 22.1 

Male 
    

 5 4.7 9.5 16.9 12.2 

 6-11 46.0 81.2 88.7 42.7 

12-14 77.4 88.3 87.3 9.9 

Koh Kong 
    

Female 
    

 5 3.4 11.7 48.9 45.4 

 6-11 30.7 73.2 91.1 60.4 

12-14 44.7 83.9 95.4 50.7 

Male 
    

 5 4.5 9.9 45.1 40.6 

 6-11 31.9 72.7 90.5 58.7 

12-14 56.9 85.5 93.6 36.8 

Kracheh 
    

Female 
    

 5 6.0 9.5 24.3 18.3 

 6-11 49.2 69.4 91.2 42.0 

12-14 68.8 81.7 90.7 21.9 

Male 
    

 5 6.2 9.4 23.5 17.3 

 6-11 49.5 67.6 89.6 40.2 

12-14 73.7 81.1 88.0 14.3 

Mondul Kiri 
    

Female 
    

 5 1.9 6.4 29.5 27.7 

 6-11 15.1 55.2 78.4 63.3 

12-14 29.6 71.9 80.9 51.3 

Male 
    

 5 2.0 7.0 27.2 25.2 

 6-11 15.2 56.2 77.0 61.8 

12-14 32.3 75.8 79.8 47.5 

Otdar Meanchey 
   

Female 
    

 5 2.5 5.9 43.5 41.0 

 6-11 30.2 69.5 92.1 61.8 

12-14 46.7 78.8 92.0 45.3 

Male 
    

 5 3.1 5.9 40.3 37.2 

 6-11 33.1 68.9 90.3 57.2 

12-14 57.4 79.8 89.6 32.3 

Pailin 
    

Female 
    

 5 4.1 8.8 44.3 40.2 

 6-11 34.4 68.3 92.5 58.1 
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12-14 57.5 78.8 93.0 35.4 

Male 
    

 5 3.3 8.9 45.4 42.2 

 6-11 35.7 67.3 92.1 56.4 

12-14 71.0 80.8 90.6 19.6 

Phnom Penh 
    

Female 
    

 5 12.5 25.2 43.6 31.1 

 6-11 73.0 84.8 91.8 18.7 

12-14 85.3 89.6 92.1 6.8 

Male 
    

 5 12.2 23.0 43.4 31.2 

 6-11 73.7 84.9 91.5 17.7 

12-14 91.1 93.1 92.4 1.4 

Preah Sihanouk 
    

Female 
    

 5 6.5 12.7 29.6 23.1 

 6-11 47.5 74.5 90.1 42.6 

12-14 69.9 87.6 92.2 22.3 

Male 
    

 5 6.8 12.1 29.3 22.5 

 6-11 49.7 73.5 89.2 39.5 

12-14 77.5 87.7 91.5 14.1 

Preah Vihear 
    

Female 
    

 5 2.4 7.6 34.1 31.7 

 6-11 27.7 65.2 83.2 55.5 

12-14 50.5 80.7 86.7 36.2 

Male 
    

 5 2.8 6.7 30.6 27.7 

 6-11 28.3 62.6 81.3 53.0 

12-14 57.1 78.7 82.0 24.9 

Prey Veng 
    

Female 
    

 5 5.5 12.5 33.0 27.5 

 6-11 53.1 82.4 94.9 41.8 

12-14 70.2 90.1 96.5 26.3 

Male 
    

 5 5.5 12.0 31.1 25.6 

 6-11 55.3 82.0 94.5 39.1 

12-14 83.3 91.1 94.3 11.0 

Pursat 
    

Female 
    

 5 3.2 9.9 40.2 36.9 

 6-11 41.2 70.8 91.3 50.1 

12-14 66.6 81.6 94.2 27.6 
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Male 
    

 5 3.1 10.4 36.8 33.7 

 6-11 44.2 69.7 90.4 46.3 

12-14 75.0 82.1 91.5 16.5 

Ratanak Kiri 
    

Female 
    

 5 1.9 6.0 35.0 33.1 

 6-11 13.2 37.0 79.8 66.5 

12-14 21.3 52.3 86.8 65.5 

Male 
    

 5 2.0 6.0 33.4 31.4 

 6-11 15.4 37.3 76.8 61.3 

12-14 30.9 56.0 84.5 53.6 

Siem Reap 
    

Female 
    

 5 3.6 11.3 36.5 32.9 

 6-11 39.0 73.0 89.0 49.9 

12-14 54.1 82.2 91.4 37.3 

Male 
    

 5 3.7 11.9 35.0 31.3 

 6-11 40.2 71.9 87.6 47.4 

12-14 62.9 81.4 87.2 24.3 

Stung Treng 
    

Female 
    

 5 2.4 10.7 32.1 29.7 

 6-11 35.1 63.5 82.0 46.9 

12-14 53.9 79.9 87.3 33.4 

Male 
    

 5 3.4 9.0 30.0 26.6 

 6-11 35.4 61.0 81.4 46.0 

12-14 59.7 78.6 84.6 24.9 

Svay Rieng 
    

Female 
    

 5 3.7 11.4 31.4 27.7 

 6-11 53.6 82.8 93.3 39.7 

12-14 76.9 91.5 94.7 17.8 

Male 
    

 5 3.7 9.5 30.5 26.8 

 6-11 56.9 82.2 92.7 35.8 

12-14 89.6 93.4 92.8 3.2 

Takeo 
    

Female 
    

 5 6.0 10.3 37.1 31.2 

 6-11 53.7 81.6 93.0 39.3 

12-14 76.2 91.9 95.2 19.0 

Male 
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 5 5.8 9.5 35.7 29.9 

 6-11 56.0 81.1 92.2 36.3 

12-14 86.4 93.2 93.2 6.8 

 

Table A12: Changes in the Khmer Literacy Rates for Children Aged 6–11 and 12–14, by Age 
Group, Gender, and Province, 1998–2019 

 

 Province, gender and age group 1998 
(percent) 

2008 
(percent) 

2019 
(percent) 

Percentage point change in 
literacy rate 1998 -2019 

Banteay Meanchey 
   

Female 
    

 6-11 37.5 63.0 75.6 38.1 

12-14 75.0 93.5 97.5 22.5 

Male 
    

 6-11 38.9 62.2 74.5 35.6 

12-14 79.0 92.4 97.0 18.0 

Battambang 
   

Female 
    

 6-11 31.8 60.8 66.9 35.1 

12-14 74.9 92.7 97.5 22.6 

Male 
    

 6-11 31.9 59.1 65.6 33.7 

12-14 76.9 91.9 96.4 19.5 

Kampong Cham/ Tboung Khmum 
  

Female 
    

 6-11 33.9 63.7 74.5 40.7 

12-14 72.9 92.0 98.2 25.3 

Male 
    

 6-11 34.0 62.5 74.2 40.2 

12-14 76.3 91.5 98.0 21.7 

Kampong Chhnang 
   

Female 
    

 6-11 27.7 59.1 74.6 46.9 

12-14 67.5 92.5 97.8 30.3 

Male 
    

 6-11 29.1 57.4 73.8 44.7 

12-14 72.9 91.6 96.7 23.8 

Kampong Speu 
   

Female 
    

 6-11 29.2 57.8 72.9 43.7 

12-14 71.4 92.8 98.3 26.9 

Male 
    

 6-11 30.4 56.1 71.9 41.5 

12-14 77.5 92.1 97.6 20.1 

Kampong Thom 
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Female 
    

 6-11 29.0 57.0 72.0 43.0 

12-14 68.2 89.6 97.0 28.8 

Male 
    

 6-11 28.8 55.2 70.1 41.4 

12-14 69.5 88.1 95.2 25.7 

Kampot 
    

Female 
    

 6-11 27.0 64.2 75.4 48.4 

12-14 72.5 93.6 98.4 25.9 

Male 
    

 6-11 27.3 63.4 74.3 47.0 

12-14 76.1 93.4 97.8 21.7 

Kandal 
    

Female 
    

 6-11 38.2 66.1 75.5 37.3 

12-14 82.6 94.4 98.3 15.7 

Male 
    

 6-11 37.8 64.9 75.0 37.2 

12-14 84.4 93.7 97.6 13.2 

Kep 
    

Female 
    

 6-11 21.6 64.5 76.9 55.2 

12-14 67.2 93.9 98.4 31.3 

Male 
    

 6-11 22.4 61.7 74.2 51.8 

12-14 71.0 92.8 97.4 26.5 

Koh Kong 
    

Female 
    

 6-11 18.4 60.6 74.0 55.6 

12-14 50.8 90.4 98.5 47.7 

Male 
    

 6-11 19.2 59.1 74.6 55.5 

12-14 59.5 89.3 97.3 37.8 

Kracheh 
    

Female 
    

 6-11 28.1 52.8 71.1 43.0 

12-14 69.9 87.0 96.5 26.7 

Male 
    

 6-11 26.8 51.5 69.2 42.3 

12-14 71.5 85.9 95.7 24.2 

Mondul Kiri 
   

Female 
    

 6-11 10.0 44.7 63.2 53.2 

12-14 27.3 73.5 88.8 61.5 

Male 
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 6-11 9.6 45.4 62.4 52.8 

12-14 29.6 77.4 87.8 58.2 

Otdar Meanchey 
   

Female 
    

 6-11 16.4 50.6 71.3 54.9 

12-14 44.5 84.3 97.3 52.9 

Male 
    

 6-11 17.5 50.2 68.8 51.4 

12-14 53.6 84.8 96.5 42.8 

Pailin 
    

Female 
    

 6-11 20.4 52.1 74.7 54.3 

12-14 60.5 87.2 98.5 37.9 

Male 
    

 6-11 20.3 50.4 74.6 54.3 

12-14 70.1 85.8 98.1 28.0 

Phnom Penh 
   

Female 
    

 6-11 53.2 71.6 75.6 22.4 

12-14 90.0 95.8 98.6 8.6 

Male 
    

 6-11 52.5 71.8 74.6 22.1 

12-14 91.6 96.0 98.3 6.7 

Preah Sihanouk 
   

Female 
    

 6-11 27.4 61.8 63.1 35.7 

12-14 71.6 92.8 81.3 9.7 

Male 
    

 6-11 28.4 60.2 61.7 33.3 

12-14 74.9 91.4 82.1 7.2 

Preah Vihear 
   

Female 
    

 6-11 15.5 44.6 65.8 50.3 

12-14 45.6 81.8 93.8 48.2 

Male 
    

 6-11 16.1 42.6 63.8 47.6 

12-14 50.4 78.3 90.7 40.3 

Prey Veng 
    

Female 
    

 6-11 32.2 66.3 78.7 46.5 

12-14 74.4 94.7 98.9 24.4 

Male 
    

 6-11 33.2 65.8 78.5 45.3 

12-14 81.8 94.8 98.6 16.7 

Pursat 
    

Female 
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 6-11 26.4 58.0 75.9 49.5 

12-14 68.9 89.1 97.2 28.3 

Male 
    

 6-11 28.2 56.6 75.0 46.8 

12-14 74.0 88.5 96.6 22.6 

Ratanak Kiri 
   

Female 
    

 6-11 7.8 24.3 66.2 58.4 

12-14 19.7 51.1 89.9 70.2 

Male 
    

 6-11 8.7 24.6 63.5 54.8 

12-14 26.1 55.3 88.7 62.6 

Siem Reap 
    

Female 
    

 6-11 22.1 61.2 73.5 51.4 

12-14 56.9 89.1 96.9 40.0 

Male 
    

 6-11 22.5 60.1 72.1 49.7 

12-14 60.6 88.0 95.5 34.9 

Stung Treng 
   

Female 
    

 6-11 17.6 37.8 64.2 46.6 

12-14 51.4 76.3 92.8 41.4 

Male 
    

 6-11 17.3 35.7 62.8 45.5 

12-14 55.7 73.4 90.5 34.9 

Svay Rieng 
    

Female 
    

 6-11 32.9 64.5 76.0 43.0 

12-14 80.0 95.6 98.6 18.6 

Male 
    

 6-11 34.6 64.0 75.3 40.7 

12-14 87.6 95.9 98.2 10.6 

Takeo 
    

Female 
    

 6-11 23.6 63.4 75.7 52.1 

12-14 74.6 95.8 98.7 24.1 

Male 
    

 6-11 24.3 62.5 74.7 50.4 

12-14 79.4 95.2 98.4 19.0 
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