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ABSTRACT 

In a time of global education reform, many countries are striving to reach their fullest 

potential. Cambodia is still working to rebuild its education system following the Khmer 

Rouge’s purge of education between 1975 and 1979. In 2014, the current Minister of 

Education, Dr. Hang Chuon Naron, initiated educational reforms aimed at creating a 

more economically competitive Cambodia. The administration began by rewriting the 

National Grade 12 Examination and implementing strict anti-cheating measures. This 

exam is required for high school graduation and university acceptance, but prior to these 

reforms there was rampant cheating on the exam, likely impacting the ability of students 

to perform well on university-level work and in the job market. There is limited research 

on public opinions and the effectiveness of the reforms to this exam. This study consisted 

of a 13-statement survey and a focus group, asking participants to express their 

perceptions of the impact of these recent reforms on higher education, economic 

competitiveness, and global opinions of Cambodia. Of the 53 survey participants, 29 took 

the post-reform exam, 23 took the pre-reform exam, and one took the exam in an 

unknown year. A majority of the participants (50) were university students at the Royal 

University of Phnom Penh, and the other three participants were friends or family of 

these students. Findings suggest that university students at the Royal University of 

Phnom Penh, even those students who failed the revised exam, support the reforms and 

view them as necessary for the further development of their country.  
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Literature Review 

The former Democratic Kampuchea, now known as Cambodia, has a long, 

difficult history, especially when it comes to education. A formal education system was 

not established until Norodom Sihanouk, leader of Cambodia intermittently from 1941 to 

2004, took interest after he helped win Cambodian independence from France in 1953. 

Twenty years went by with the country’s education system slowly gaining momentum, 

but that came to an abrupt halt when the Khmer Rouge ruled Cambodia from 1975 to 

1979. The Khmer Rouge destroyed virtually everything related to western civilization 

including the education system and any Cambodian who showed signs of being literate. 

The Khmer Rouge genocide resulted in an estimated loss of about two-million Khmer 

people, one-quarter of the population at the time (Williams, 2014), including a vast 

majority (75 to 80 percent) of the country’s teachers and other educated persons (Duggan, 

1996).  

The country’s government has slowly begun rebuilding the education system after 

the devastation of the Khmer Rouge regime. With much foreign aid, particularly from the 

United Nations (UN), the country has reopened thousands of primary and secondary 

schools, and they have now begun to focus on how to improve the curriculum (Duggan, 

1996). Due to government corruption, higher education has become largely privatized 

(Ford, 2013), which in turn has led to an exponential growth in the number of students 

attending universities over a 20-year span (Wan, Sok, Sirat, & Un, 2018).  

The Cambodian government’s recent interest in education stems from the belief 

that an improved education system would better the country’s overall economic standing 

and make them more competitive with other countries in the Association of Southeast 
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Asian Nations (ASEAN)1 (Duggan, 1996; Dickinson, 2016). In 2013, Prime Minister 

Hun Sen appointed the former Minister of Economics, Dr. Hang Chuon Naron as the 

Minister of Education, Youth, and Sport (MoEYS) in 2013 in hopes of approaching this 

development in a more constructive way. Almost immediately, Dr. Hang began working 

on a list of educational reforms that the government would need to make to improve the 

country’s global economic position. These changes include five pillars of education 

reform: revamping teacher training and pay, inspections of schools, curriculum and 

textbook overhaul, changes to national assessments and examinations, and higher 

education accreditation (Hang, 2015).  

One of the first reforms that Minister Hang implemented was to secure the 

National Grade 12 Examination. Because cheating on the exam was rampant, it was not 

taken seriously by students or teachers. Oftentimes, students would bribe the proctors and 

other teachers for stolen or copied duplicates or the answers to the exam (Wilson, 2013). 

Because a passing grade on the National Grade 12 Examination is required for high 

school graduation and acceptance into a university, the rampant cheating caused major 

concerns for Dr. Hang. Unprepared Cambodian university students could not compete 

with those in other ASEAN countries.  

In 2014, only a year into his office, Minister Hang completely revamped the exam 

and the way it was administered. A new exam was created by a small handful of people 

                                                
1 There has been other research supporting better quality education in skills needed in the 

job market in order to further develop the country’s economy (Marks, 2011; Wilwohl, 

2013; Phoak, 2014).  
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(hand chosen by the government) and kept under military guard (Dickinson, Retooling 

Cambodia's teacher trainers: Progress and challenges of national reform efforts, 2016). 

Answers and copies of the exam are no longer available for sale to students, and any 

proctors or teachers found helping students cheat are immediately punished (Phan, 2016; 

Ponnudurai, 2014). Naturally, this meant a dramatic decrease in exam grades, which 

therefore meant fewer students being sent to universities.  

The first administration of the reformed exam in 2014 had a much higher failure 

rate than previous years. According to Chakrya and Amaro (2016), 74 percent of students 

who sat for the exam (about 90,000) failed, whereas only 17 percent of about 110,000 

students failed the year before the reforms. Ponnudurai (2014) found that the increased 

failure rate is likely directly related to the check on cheating and the more challenging 

examination. Compared to the 80-plus percent passing rate in previous years, the high 

failure rates were controversial. 

A poll by The Asia Foundation (2014), a nonprofit, non-governmental 

organization that focuses on major issues faced by Asian countries, shows that 90 percent 

of the 500 Khmer people surveyed agreed that education reform was needed, and 96 

percent agreed with the need to decrease the rate of cheating and bribery related to the 

examination. Within the government, the reformed National Grade 12 Examination was 

looked upon favorably. Officials knew that Minister Hang’s goal was to promote the 

economy and global standing of Cambodia by reforming the education system. The best 

way to do that was to hold students, and teachers, to higher and more rigorous academic 

standards. However, many students and teachers in the country believed that the reformed 
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exam was implemented too quickly and gave them little to no time to prepare (Ky & Ty, 

2018; The Asia Foundation, 2014). 

In addition to the poor quality of the education system itself, there has been 

corruption at the teacher level, as well. Cambodian teachers are so underpaid that most 

find themselves without the means to provide for themselves or their families (Wilkins & 

Odom, 2014). Major issues stem from this, including teachers refusing to actually teach 

content in the classrooms and requiring a “fee” to teach material or give tests outside of 

class time (Tandon & Fukao, 2015). It falls upon the students and their families to offer 

teachers bribes, usually in the form of money, for them to actually teach the material that 

students needed to know. Instead of paying the fees to be taught the content, however, 

students would often just pay the teachers and proctors for the answers to exams, 

including to the National Grade 12 Examination. The government is currently focusing 

on increasing teacher pay to reduce teacher corruption (Wilkins & Odom, 2014). They 

hope reduced corruption will also enhance teacher and student preparedness for exams 

like the National Grade 12 Examination, as well as university-level academic work.  

Efforts have been made to offset the lack of preparedness that secondary school 

students feel as they sit for the annual exam, including creating test preparation websites 

and tools (Surrusco & Chhorn, 2017). In addition, the Ministry of Education, Youth, and 

Sports (MoEYS) is working on enhancing curriculum and teacher quality through 

workshops and degree programs (Hang, 2015). Even though pass rates are steadily 

increasing, the country still has many ways in which it can improve. 
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Methods 
 

This paper uses information gathered during a trip to Cambodia for a four-week 

Texas State University study abroad program in the summer of 2017. Data collection 

included quantitative and qualitative methods consisting of surveys and a focus group. 

The research was conducted at the Royal University of Phnom Penh (RUPP), one of the 

major universities in the capital city. Due to political tension in Cambodia, there may 

have been risk discussing personal beliefs and feelings toward the reforms. Therefore, the 

research methods were submitted through the Texas State Institutional Review Board 

(IRB). The research was approved on May 30, 2017 (IRB approval number 2017658). All 

research materials were translated into Khmer by a Cambodian translator with knowledge 

of educational terms. The survey was created, as well as an example of focus group 

questions, a survey cover letter, and an interview/focus group script. These documents, 

and the informed consent form, can be found in English and Khmer, as applicable, in 

Appendix A. Permission to conduct research on RUPP’s campus was granted by Soth 

Sok, the Dean of Education at RUPP. 

Instruments 

Composing the survey began with a review of literature related to the education 

reforms occurring in the country. As this research focuses specifically on the National 

Grade 12 Examination, the search focused on information about those reforms. After 

discussing the country’s history and education system with Dr. Gail Dickinson, an 

associate professor at Texas State University, and a Fulbright Scholar (2015-2016) whose 

work focused on Cambodian Teacher Training, there was a firm base of understanding of 

the political upheaval that the reforms had created. The purpose of the survey was to 
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gather Cambodian beliefs about and feelings toward the National Grade 12 Examination, 

and their beliefs about whether or not current education reforms would be beneficial to 

the country’s future. The goal was to compare the beliefs of participants who took the 

pre-reformed examination versus the reformed examination, so the survey statements 

were geared toward two sides of potential perspectives: pro-reform and anti-reform.  

The survey consisted of thirteen non-political statements, covering the topic of 

education reform in Cambodia (specifically regarding the National Grade 12 

Examination); the importance of education in the country; the impact a country’s 

education level can have on social and economic views; and how a country’s level of 

education can change the global perception of the country as a whole. Participants were 

asked to rate their agreement with the statements on a five-point Likert scale. The survey 

presented statements about the effectiveness of the reformed National Grade 12 

Examination, whether the reformed exam would increase a student’s preparedness for 

university-level work, whether the education system should have been reformed, and if 

those reforms would make an impact on Cambodia’s global standing. The final two 

statements asked whether they believed that a country’s education standards can affect 

how it is perceived, as well as if they had ever failed the National Grade 12 Examination. 

Participant Recruitment   

To gather participants, the researcher verbally asked RUPP students who were 

enrolled in classes taught by Texas State professors at RUPP.  Participants were also 

gathered through the Texas State Study Abroad in Cambodia Facebook page. After 

gathering the initial participants, the snowballing sample method was employed. The 

original participants, many of whom spoke Khmer and English, assisted the researcher in 
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gathering more people to take the survey. The assistants translated as the research and 

purpose of the survey were explained.  

Each person who consented to complete the survey was given an informed 

consent form, which was required to be read and signed. The consent form outlined the 

purpose of the survey, potential risks and benefits, and all other information required by 

the Texas State IRB.  

Research Timeline 

On the first day, nine students agreed to take the survey. The survey was given to 

the participants at Blend Café, a coffee shop, on the RUPP campus. After those nine were 

finished, two of the students walked around the café, asking other students to see if they 

would also take the survey. By the end of day one, 13 surveys had been completed. 

The second day the survey was given, one of the Cambodian students co-enrolled 

in the Texas State courses assisted in walking around the campus to gather more potential 

survey participants. The new participants were gathered from the courtyard by the 

Canteen, the food court at RUPP where many students eat lunch. The new participants 

filled out the translated consent form, and then were handed the survey. By the end of this 

second day, 12 more had completed surveys, bringing the total to 25.  

The third day the survey was given, another RUPP student assisted in gathering 

more participants in the Canteen, as on the second day. Another 12 surveys were 

completed, bringing the total to 37. The fourth, and final, day, the final 12 surveys were 

collected by walking around various parts of RUPP campus and asking random students. 

One of the surveys was given to a student who took it to a neighbor. The snowball sample 
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method (via word-of-mouth) led to an additional three surveys, bringing the total number 

of surveys to 53. Only three of these surveys were non-RUPP affiliated.  

Confidentiality 

As the surveys and informed consent forms were collected, each one was 

numbered and separated from the response form. As the survey results were being 

compiled, this allowed the data to be kept anonymous and not linked to any specific 

person.  

Focus Group Selection and Methods 

Analyzing the survey data revealed certain patterns that could be further 

researched. These patterns were the baseline of the focus group questions. To select the 

focus group, 10 random RUPP students who were co-enrolled with the Texas State 

students in courses, and who had participated in the survey, were contacted and asked to 

participate. They all agreed. The focus group occurred at a local coffee shop near the 

RUPP campus.  

The purpose of the focus group was to gain understanding and insight into why 

certain patterns emerged the way they did. The focus group was completed in English, 

voice recorded, and then transcribed for data analysis. After transcribing the focus group, 

the Cambodian university students’ responses were analyzed for common trends. The 

focus group process was approved by the IRB.  A complete list of focus group questions 

is found in Appendix B.  

Participants 

Surveys were collected from 53 participants. All but three of those participants 

were undergraduate students at the Royal University of Phnom Penh (RUPP). About half 
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(23) took the National Grade 12 Examination prior to the reforms in 2014, and their exam 

years ranged from 2010 to 2013. More than half (29) took the National Grade 12 

Examination post-reform, and their exam years ranged from 2014 to 2017. One 

participant took the exam in an unknown year, and their responses were not used in any 

statistical analysis. Five participants, three of which only completed high school, failed 

the National Grade 12 Examination on the first attempt.  
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Data Analysis 

Survey Results 

Survey responses were assigned numerical values ranging from one for strongly 

disagree to five for strongly agree. Survey responses were entered into a Microsoft Excel 

spreadsheet. Descriptive statistics, including average and standard deviation, were 

calculated for each statement, and then unpaired t-tests were used to analyze differences 

in responses between groups. Differences in average responses are significant if the p-

value for the t-test is less than or equal to 0.05.  

Pre-reform and post-reform participants’ responses differed significantly on 

statements 3, 6, and 7 (See Table 1). For these three, the participants in both groups 

largely answered the same way, with only slight differences in the numbers (e.g., 61 

percent, or 14 of 23, of pre-reform participants answered strongly disagree or disagree on 

number three, whereas 83 percent, or 24 of 29, post-reform participants answered the 

same way). Post-reform participants felt more strongly than pre-reform participants that 

changes to the National Grade 12 Examination had not improved a student’s ability to 

perform well on university-level work (statement 3, p ≤ 0.01). On survey question three, 

61 percent (14 of 23) of pre-reform test-taking participants (hereby referred to as “pre-

reform”) disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement, “Changes to the National 

Grade 12 Examination, starting in 2015 [sic—2014], have not improved a student’s 

ability to perform well on university-level work”, while only 39 percent (9 of 23) agreed. 

Post-reform test-taking participants (hereby referred to as “post-reform”) had very 

similar, although higher, responses to pre-reform, with 83 percent (24 of 29) either 

disagreeing or strongly disagreeing. Seven percent (2 of 29) of post-reform responded in 
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a neutral fashion. Ten percent (3 of 29) agreed. T-test analysis of the responses between 

the pre- and post-reform participants showed statistical significance (p≤0.01).  

Additionally, post-reform participants felt more strongly that the changes to the 

National Grade 12 Examination would benefit Cambodia in the future (statement 6, p ≤ 

0.02). Seventy-four percent of pre-reform participants agreed or strongly agreed with this 

statement, four percent (1 of 23) strongly disagreed, and 22 percent (5 of 23) remained 

neutral. Ninety-six percent (28 of 29) of post-reform participants agreed or strongly 

agreed, and only three percent (1 of 29) strongly disagreed. The responses between the 

pre- and post-reform participants showed statistical significance (p≤0.02), which was 

interesting considering the vast majority of participants agreed with the statement. The 

difference was likely between the large number who stated that they “strongly agreed” (6 

pre-reform and 16 post-reform) compared to “agreed” (11 pre-reform and 12 post-

reform). One-hundred percent (5 of 5) of participants who failed the National Grade 12 

Examination either agreed or strongly agreed with statement 6. Eighty-six percent (40 of 

47) of participants who passed the National Grade 12 Examination either agreed or 

strongly agreed. Only four percent (2 of 47) of those who failed strongly disagreed and 

11 percent (5 of 47) remained neutral.  

However, post-reform participants also felt more strongly that changes to the 

education system would not benefit Cambodia economically (statement 7, p ≤0.04). 

Forty-eight percent (11 of 23) of pre-reform participants agreed or strongly agreed, 39 

percent (9 or 23) disagreed, and 13 percent (3 of 23) remained neutral. Sixty-two percent 

(18 of 29) of post-reform agreed or strongly agreed, 14 percent (4 of 29) disagreed, and 

24 percent (7 of 29) remained neutral. Sixty percent (3 of 5) of the participants who failed 
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the National Grade 12 Examination remained neutral, and 40 percent (2 of 5) agreed with 

statement number seven. Fifty-eight percent (27 of 47) of those who passed the exam 

agreed or strongly agreed, 28 percent (13 of 47) disagreed, and 15 percent (7 of 47) 

remained neutral. 
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Table 1       
       

T-test Results Comparing Pre-reform versus Post-reform Responses  
 Pre-Reform Post-Reform 

Question Mean STDEV Observations Mean STDEV Observations 
3** 2.7 1.1 23 2.1 0.8 29 
4 2.5 1.0 22 2.6 0.9 29 
5 3.3 1.0 23 3.7 1.0 29 

6** 3.9 0.9 23 4.4 0.8 29 
7* 3.1 1.0 23 3.6 0.9 29 
8 1.7 0.9 23 1.4 0.6 29 
9 2.9 1.0 23 2.6 1.0 29 

10 2.4 1.1 23 2.4 1.1 29 
11 4.3 0.6 23 4.3 0.6 29 
12 4.0 0.7 23 4.0 0.8 29 

Note: * p ≤ 0.05, one-tailed. ** p ≤ 0.01, one-
tailed 

   

Table 2             
         
T-test Results Comparing Students Who Failed the National Grade 12 Examination on 
the First Attempt versus Those who Passed on the First Attempt 
  Fail Pass 
Question Mean STDEV Observations Mean STDEV Observations 
3** 1.8 0.4 5 2.4 1.0 47 
4 2.0 0.7 5 2.6 1.0 47 
5 4.0 0.7 5 2.6 1.0 47 
6 4.4 0.5 5 4.2 1.0 47 
7 3.4 0.5 5 3.4 1.0 47 
8 1.4 0.5 5 1.5 0.8 47 
9 3.2 1.1 5 2.7 1.0 47 
10 2.6 1.3 5 2.4 1.0 47 
11 4.4 0.5 5 0.3 0.6 47 
12 3.4 1.1 5 4.0 0.7 47 
Note: **p ≤ 0.01, one-tailed         
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Comparisons of participants who failed the exam versus those who had passed the 

exam revealed significant differences on only statement three (see Table 2). While both 

groups disagreed with the statement, “Changes to the National Grade 12 Exam, starting 

in 2015 [sic—2014], have not improved a student’s ability to perform well on university-

level work,” students who failed the exam disagreed more strongly than those who passed 

(statement 3, p ≤ 0.01). One-hundred percent (5 of 5) of those who failed the exam either 

disagreed or strongly disagreed, compared to the 70 percent (33 of 47) of those who 

passed. Four percent (2 of 47) of those who passed remained neutral and 26 percent (12 

of 47) agreed with the statement. 

Pre- and post-reform participants disagreed that the education system had changed 

since the reforms (statement 4). Fifty percent (11 of 22) of pre-reform, and 62 percent (18 

of 29) of post-reform, disagreeing or strongly disagreeing. Twenty-seven percent (6 of 

22) of pre-reform, and 17 percent (5 of 29) of post-reform, remained neutral, while 18 

percent (4 of 22) of pre-reform and 21 percent (6 of 29) of post-reform agreed. One pre-

reform participant did not answer this question. Eighty percent (4 of 5) of those 

participants who failed the National Grade 12 Examination disagreed or strongly 

disagreed with number four. Twenty percent (1 of 5) remained neutral. Fifty-five percent 

(25 of 46) of those participants who passed the National Grade 12 Examination disagreed 

or strongly disagreed. Twenty-two percent (10 of 46) remained neutral, and 24 percent 

(11 of 46) agreed with statement number four. 

Survey statement five stated, “Students who passed the new Grade 12 Exam are 

better prepared for university-level work than students who took the older version of the 

exam”. Sixty-one percent (14 of 23) of pre-reform agreed that the reforms better prepare 
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students, compared to the 30 percent (7 of 23) who disagreed and the nine percent (2 of 

23) that remained neutral. Of post-reform participants, 72 percent (21 of 29) agreed or 

strongly agreed with the statement, 13 percent (4 of 29) disagreed or strongly disagreed, 

and 14 percent (4 of 29) remained neutral. Overall, there seemed to be a consensus that 

those who pass the National Grade 12 Examination have skills and knowledge that will 

help them perform well at the university level. Eighty percent (4 of 5) of the participants 

who failed the National Grade 12 Examination agreed or strongly agreed with statement 

number five, and only 20 percent (1 of 5) remained neutral. Of those who passed the 

exam, 66 percent (31 of 47) agreed or strongly agreed, compared to the 23 percent (11 of 

47) who disagreed or strongly disagreed and the 11 percent (5 of 47) who remained 

neutral. Survey statement eight stated, “The education system should not have been 

reformed (changed).” The responses were very similar for all groups—most participants 

believe that education reforms were needed and should have been made. Ninety-one 

percent (21 of 23) of pre-reform participants disagreed or strongly disagreed, and 97 

percent (28 of 29) of post-reform participants responded likewise. Only nine percent (2 of 

23) of pre-reform participants agreed, and only three percent (1 of 29) of post-reform 

participants remained neutral. One-hundred percent of participants who failed the 

National Grade 12 Examination also disagreed with this statement, and 93 percent (44 of 

47) of those who passed responded in the same fashion. Only four percent (2 of 47) of 

those who passed agreed and two percent (1of 47) remained neutral. 

Survey statement nine reads, “Being accepted into a university is more difficult 

since the changes were made to the National Grade 12 Examination.” Forty-eight percent 

(11 of 23) of pre-reform disagreed with this as well as 62 percent (18 of 29) of post-
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reform. Thirty-nine percent (9 of 23) of pre-reform agreed with this statement and 13 

percent (3 of 23) remained neutral. Twenty-four percent (7 of 29) of post-reform agreed 

or strongly agreed with this statement and 14 percent (4 of 29) remained neutral. The 

question should have, perhaps, been reworded to address the fact that once students pass 

the exam, they are automatically accepted into university. Participants may have been 

thinking of the process after the exam (which is nonexistent, essentially) rather than the 

exam itself being a barrier. Forty percent (2 of 5) of those who failed the exam disagreed, 

compared to the 60 percent (3 of 5) who agreed. Fifty-seven percent (27 of 47) of those 

who passed the exam disagreed or strongly disagreed, 15 percent (7 of 47) remained 

neutral, and 28 percent (13 of 47) agreed or strongly agreed. 

Survey statement ten reads, “The changes made to the education system will not 

change the global perception of Cambodia.” Seventy percent (16 of 23) of pre-reform 

disagreed or strongly disagreed with this, 9 percent (2 of 23) remained neutral, and 21 

percent (5 of 23) either agreed or strongly agreed. Sixty-six percent (19 of 29) of post-

reform also disagreed or strongly disagreed with this statement, 14 percent (4 of 29) 

remained neutral, and 20 percent (6 of 29) agreed or strongly agree. Sixty percent (3 of 5) 

of those who failed the exam disagreed or strongly disagreed, and 40 percent (2 of 5) 

agreed. Sixty-eight percent (32 of 47) of those who passed disagreed or strongly 

disagreed, 13 percent (6 of 47) remained neutral, and 19 percent (9 of 47) agreed or 

strongly agreed.  

Survey question eleven reads, “Having higher academic standards will help make 

Cambodia more economically competitive in the world.” Not a single survey participant 

disagreed with this statement. Ninety-six percent (22 of 23) of pre-reform agreed or 
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strongly agreed with this, and only four percent (1 of 23) remained neutral. Ninety-three 

percent (27 of 29) of post-reform agreed or strongly agreed, and only 7 percent (2 of 29) 

remained neutral.  

One-hundred percent of those who failed the exam, and 93 percent (44 of 47) of 

those who passed, agreed or strongly agreed. Only six percent (3 of 47) of those who 

passed remained neutral.  

Survey question twelve reads, “A country’s education standards can affect how it 

is perceived.” Eighty-seven percent (20 of 23) of pre-reform participants agreed or 

strongly agreed with this statement, nine percent (2 of 23) remained neutral, and four 

percent (1 of 23) disagreed. Eighty-three percent (24 of 29) of post-reform participants 

agreed or strongly agreed, 10 percent (3 of 29) remained neutral, and seven percent (2 of 

29) disagreed.  

Forty percent (2 of 5) of those who failed the exam agreed or strongly agreed. 

Another 40 percent (2 of 5) remained neutral. The final 20 percent (1 of 5) disagreed. 

Eighty-nine percent (42 of 47) of those participants who passed the exam agreed or 

strongly agreed, six percent (3 of 47) remained neutral, and four percent (2 of 47) 

disagreed.  

Focus Group Responses 

The focus group responses were analyzed for themes in beliefs. Five general 

themes emerged from the data: 1) Reforms will lead to more investment and development 

of the country, 2) Reforms will allow for students to be more competitive with graduates 

from other countries (particularly ASEAN countries), 3) Pre-reform test takers are now 

competing with post-reform test takers for jobs, 4) Discussion about actual changes to the 
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National Grade 12 Examination, and 5) Reforms are inspiring matriculation, despite the 

economic situation of many families.  

Participants believed that education reform, and specifically holding students to 

higher standards in ways such as the new National Grade 12 Examination, would mean 

more investors would take an interest in the development of Cambodia. It would also 

make university graduates from Cambodia more competitive with other countries, 

particularly university graduates from other ASEAN countries. As one participant stated, 

“…if we have a lot of educated person [sic], like human resource, it can attract local 

investors and also international investor to… make our Cambodia [sic] more 

develop[ed]”.   

Participants also believed education reform will allow Cambodia to become more 

competitive in the global markets. One participant stated, “…now we are member of 

ASEAN… if Cambodia have a lot of human resource, the good quality [sic], we can 

compete with them [other ASEAN students and graduates] with job opportunity [sic].” 

One participant mentioned that not only are Cambodians competing with other countries, 

they are also competing with themselves when it comes to the job market. Focus group 

participants stated that people who took the National Grade 12 Examination prior to the 

reforms in 2014 are less likely to be hired by employers than those who have taken the 

post-reform National Grade 12 Examination. One participant responded with, “…But, 

maybe, I will, for the young generation that just finished grade 12 exam, I think that 

maybe sometime they will compete with them too.”  

The final underlying theme was that focus group participants believed that 

education reforms, even the National Grade 12 Examination, are inspiring matriculation 
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into universities. The participant’s response to this was, “I think it [the reforms] can 

inspire all the student in grade 9 that have like the low, low economic [status].” While 

there will always be students who are held back because of lack of resources, having to 

drop out to take care of their family financially, and/or doing poorly in grade nine, the 

participants stated that they believed these changes would inspire Cambodians to work 

harder to make themselves more competitive for the future.  A complete Focus Group 

transcript can be found in Appendix C.  
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Findings 

The data provided some unexpected insights. It was hypothesized that there would 

be no statistical differences between pre- and post-reform test-taker responses. However, 

there were questions that had significantly different responses between comparison 

groups: pre- versus post-reform test-takers and participants who failed the exam versus 

participants who passed the exam.  

Based on the data, it seems that most post-reform participants believe more 

strongly than their pre-reform peers that the National Grade 12 Examination reforms are 

improving a student’s ability to perform well on university-level work. Post-reform 

participants also felt more strongly that the educational reforms would benefit Cambodia 

but not that they would improve Cambodia’s economy. Because the sample was skewed 

in favor of those who passed the examination (a minority in the overall population but the 

majority of this sample), it may be that these students envision a brighter future for 

themselves because they stand out more than less prepared peers. Although these 

successful students may feel better prepared for university work, they may also know 

under-employed university graduates. (Dy, 2015) finds that Cambodian engineers earn 

one tenth the salary of foreign engineers working in Cambodia. Knowledge of the pay 

gaps between Cambodians and foreigners working in their country may color the 

perceptions of the study participants.  

Participants largely disagreed with statement four, “The education system has 

changed since I started school as a child”.  This was the opposite of what was 

hypothesized, According to Koyanagi (2017), the traditional system of teacher bribes is 

still prevalent in Cambodian schools. It may be that respondents are thinking of this 

system in their response to this question. Further research is needed to ascertain if this is 
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the case or if some other aspect of the system remains unchanged in the minds of 

Cambodians.  

Post-reform participants agreed more strongly than pre-reform participants that 

educational reforms would benefit Cambodia in the future. It may be that the post-reform 

participants feel more confident about their job prospects and this in turn influenced their 

views. In the focus group, many participants believed that Cambodians who have taken 

the reformed National Grade 12 Examination will be more competitive with other 

ASEAN students. They believed that these post-reform students would also be more 

likely to be chosen for a job over someone who took the exam prior to the reform. This is 

likely due to the idea that the reformed exam holds students to higher standards, making 

them more desirable for positions, especially those in the government (i.e., ministries). In 

summary, post-reform participants have better job opportunities and, therefore, likely a 

more positive outlook on life, whereas pre-reform participants may be “feeling left 

behind” because they are not viewed as comparable to those who took the post-reform 

exam. 

Survey statement seven reads, “The changes being made to the education system 

in Cambodia will not affect the economic position of the country.” Like question six, t-

test analysis showed significant differences between pre- and post-reform respondents 

(p≤0.02). Overall, respondents agreed with this statement, which is in contrast to their 

response on question six where they also agreed. This contradiction may be due, in part, 

to the word “not” in the statement, which may have led to confusion. It may also be that 

Cambodians feel the reforms will benefit the country in ways other than the economy. 
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Many young Cambodians are finding it difficult to obtain work commensurate with their 

skills. This could affect how they view benefits to the economy.  

Despite many survey participants believing that the education reforms in 

Cambodia would not impact the economic position of their country, the focus group 

responses gave a different impression. Many participants believed that these reforms, 

particularly the ones made to the National Grade 12 Examination, would make Cambodia 

more economically competitive, particularly with other ASEAN countries. A few focus 

group participants even stated that they believed that these reforms would lead investors 

to become interested in the development of Cambodia, which would impact many aspects 

of the country, including the tourism sector.  

The participants were unified in their belief that changes to the education system 

were necessary. Nearly all of them disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement, 

“Changes to the education system should not have been made.” Interestingly, those who 

failed the exam also disagreed with this statement. The themes emerging in the focus 

group responses reiterate why participants may believe these reforms were needed. 

Theme one and two are significant in explaining these responses, especially looking at 

the fact that Cambodia is one of the poorest countries in the Southeast Asian region. 

Theme one and two involve the belief that these reforms will lead to investors taking 

more of an interest in developing Cambodia, as well as making Cambodian university 

graduates more competitive with graduates from other countries, particularly ASEAN 

countries. This shows that even those who failed the National Grade 12 Examination 

believe that the system needed to be reformed. 
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Prior to arriving in Cambodia, it was hypothesized that there would be greater 

differences between the responses of pre-reform test-taking participants and post-reform 

test-taking participants because of their perceptions of how rapidly the reforms took 

place. However, there was only a statistical significance found in three statements: 

Numbers three, six, and seven. Because the sample size of participants who failed was 

quite small (N=5), the chance of a Type II statistical error is quite high. Type II errors are 

a failure to reject a null hypothesis when it is false. More studies with larger and more 

representative samples are needed to determine the validity of this study’s findings.  

Overall, a vast majority of participants, regardless of comparison group, agreed 

with the reforms. The biggest surprise in responses was that participants overwhelmingly 

did not believe that the education system itself had been changed. Based on this data, 

participants support the reform-minded approach of their government, and they even 

support the newly reformed National Grade 12 Examination, but they likely view these 

changes as being isolated, rather than systemic.  
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Limitations 

In Cambodia, culture is a limitation when it comes to research. It usually restricts 

responses to survey questions to “neutral”. This was an expected response, which is one 

reason why the focus group was planned as a contingency, in case more respondents were 

unwilling to share their feelings. The goal of the focus group was to go beyond the five-

point Likert scale because the chances of receiving all, or mostly, neutral responses was 

high, based on the culture of the country. 

It was very surprising to find survey participants marking the “Strongly Disagree” 

or “Strongly Agree” answers on the statements. In a society such as Cambodia, being 

willing to share that one feels strongly about anything is impressive because Buddhist 

culture emphasizes equanimity. Culturally, expressing fervor for something is frowned 

upon. It is more difficult to have Cambodians express themselves in non-neutral fashions, 

which has likely stemmed from the culture itself, as well as Cambodia trying to rebuild 

after decades of war. Further research is needed to understand the source of the strong 

feelings on this topic.  

One limitation of this study was that the sample size was not representative. Less 

than 10 percent of Cambodians take the National Grade 12 Examination to begin with 

(Dickinson, In press, 2018). As an undergraduate with limited resources, it was difficult 

to find enough people who failed the exam to be truly representative. While the 

snowballing sampling method is often criticized as it tends to produce a non-

representative sample, it was actually used to diversify this sample. The sample started 

with university students who, by definition, all passed the National Grade 12 

Examination, putting them in the minority of Cambodians who took the exam. Using 
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existing social networks led to finding Cambodians who had not passed the exam. 

Enabling participants to administer the survey to friends who failed the exam, without the 

presence of a researcher, meant that Cambodians who failed the test could participate in 

the research without having to worry about “saving face”.  
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Implications and Future Research 

It is imperative to state that this was a pilot study. Research like this has not been 

done. Despite the small sample size, limited time, and nonexistent budget, data from this 

study were interesting. However, the results cannot be generalized to fit the general 

population. More research needs to be done with larger, and more representative samples.  

Based on survey results, it has become clear that Cambodians, even those who 

failed the National Grade 12 Examination, support the reforms in the country, particularly 

those being made to the exam. However, this assessment is based upon the results of the 

five survey participants who failed the exam and may not be representative of the 

population as a whole. Regardless, support for the reforms in the education sector is a big 

step forward for Cambodia, as it increasingly competes in the global and ASEAN 

markets. As is supported in survey and focus group results, Cambodians believe that the 

reforms being made to the education system will make Cambodia more economically 

competitive, which was an initial goal of Minister Hang Chuon Naron. Studies are 

needed to determine if post-reform Cambodia university graduates’ salaries increase to 

levels comparable to their foreign counterparts.  

Focus group participants made it clear that they believe that the reforms will 

allow Cambodian university graduates to be more competitive with other ASEAN 

university graduates. Another path of future research is to study whether post-reform 

graduates actually do perform at a more proficient level in various life and job skills than 

other ASEAN graduates. Given that Cambodian students perform near the bottom of 

ASEAN nationals on educational measures, it seems that more reforms, maybe focusing 
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on building the curriculum taught in K-12 in Cambodia, will be required before this goal 

is reached.  

Further research needs to be done on the impact of the National Grade 12 

Examination reforms on K-12 instruction. Prior to the reforms, Cambodian educators 

were not teaching content during the normal school day, instead requiring students to pay 

for “tutoring sessions” outside of class. Studies can be done to determine if the teachers 

have begun teaching the content during regular school hours, if they are still requiring 

bribes, and/or if the number, and cost, of the bribes have actually increased as a result of 

the higher stakes tied to the National Grade 12 Examination. Has the type and amount of 

instruction in the classroom actually changed due to the higher standards required by the 

exam, or have they stayed the same? What other education reforms have made an impact 

on K-12 instruction, if any? 

Due to the increasing standards needed for students to pass the National Grade 12 

Examination and be admitted into any university, another question that should be 

researched is if the standards across the education system are also improving. If the 

standards at the high school level are increasing (i.e., the National Grade 12 

Examination), are the standards at the university level also improving? If the standards at 

the university level have not concurrently improved, will the reforms being made to the 

National Grade 12 Examination even have an impact on the level of skill in graduates of 

Cambodian universities and make them as competitive as everyone is expecting?  

Participants stated that the education system had not changed since they started 

school as children. More specific studies can be done to determine why they believed 

this. As stated in the “Findings” section, this response may have been due, in part, to the 
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confusing wording of the question. However, it could also have to do with how 

Cambodians view the education system—do they view it as a whole, or as individual 

pieces that come together to form a whole? A reform such as the New Generation School 

Initiative (Kampuchean Action for Primary Education (KAPE)), where the Ministry of 

Education, Youth, and Sport is investing in certain schools to hold students and teachers 

to higher standards, may impact views of how the education system has changed. 

Research also needs to investigate the ongoing integrity of the reformed National 

Grade 12 Examination. The reform itself focused on eliminating the rampant cheating on 

the exam. The government and various news sources (Retka & Chhengpor, 2015) have 

made it seem like they have reached the goal of the reform, but a research study could be 

done to investigate the thoroughness of the anti-cheating reforms and steps taken during 

the exam. In addition to the “crackdown” on the extensive cheating, the actual exam was 

completely rewritten for the 2014 reform, even keeping it under “military guard” 

(Dickinson, 2016). More research should be done to compare the actual changes to the 

exam questions across the years, from pre- to post-reform, and each year since the 

original reformed exam in 2014. One more piece of further research that could be 

conducted is to look at the pass rate of the exam compared to the cut-off scores for 

passing. For instance, according to Retka and Chhengpor (2015), the cut-off score to pass 

the National Grade 12 Examination in 2015, one year after the reform, was only a 47 

percent. Compared to exam standards and cut-off scores in other countries, this seems 

noticeably low. Does the increasing passing rate since the reforms were initiated have 

anything to do with a low cut-off passing score? 
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Conclusion 

Since Minister Hang Chuon Naron was appointed as the Minister of Education, 

Youth, and Sport in 2013, he has made numerous attempts to reform the education 

system of Cambodia. His first reform, the changes to the National Grade 12 Examination, 

caused quite a stir in the headlines, as the passing rate of the exam that grants students 

access to a university education dramatically decreased. Despite the small sample size, 

this research has shown that, for the most part, Cambodians seem to agree with the 

reform-minded approach of the Minister and the government.  

While the data collected in the survey responses and the focus group responses 

were varied in some cases, they confirmed many of the hypotheses formulated prior to 

the beginning of this study. These include the supposition that Cambodians would agree 

that the reform to the National Grade 12 Examination would increase a student’s ability 

to perform on university-level work, lead Cambodia to a greater economic position in the 

global markets and make Cambodian graduates more competitive with graduates from 

other countries, and that education reform, in general, can be beneficial to a country.   

The other hypothesis framed was that there would be significant differences in the 

responses between different groups, including those who took the exam prior to 2014 

(pre-reform) and those who took it in or after 2014 (post-reform), as well as comparing 

those who failed the exam versus those who passed the exam. While there were not 

enough participants who failed the exam to have a representative sample, there were 

statistically significant differences in response to one question (number three), showing 

that those who passed the exam believed that the changes made to the National Grade 12 

Examination do improve a student’s ability to perform well on university-level work, 

whereas those who failed the exam did not believe so. For the pre- versus post-reform 
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test-taking participants, there were three statements that showed statistically significant 

differences in their responses: three, six, and seven. The biggest difference was in how 

many responded with a stronger response (disagreeing or strongly disagreeing, or they 

chose to agree or strongly agree), but for the most part, their answers were the same, 

either overwhelmingly agreeing or disagreeing.  

As this research was a pilot study, there are ample opportunities to conduct further 

research to learn more about the impact of these reforms. A few of these opportunities 

may include analyzing the actual success of post-reform graduates or comparing the 

passing rate of the exam to the cut-off score required to pass. Another option may involve 

looking at how the global perception of Cambodia has already changed and will continue 

to change due to these education reforms, particularly the changes made to the National 

Grade 12 Examination. Cambodia still has a long way to go to achieve their goals for the 

Cambodian education system, but as many Cambodians and others around the world 

believe, education reform is the first step.  
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APPENDIX A: IRB DOCUMENTS 

Informed Consent in English 
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Informed Consent in Khmer 
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Survey Cover Letter 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Survey in English 
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Survey (English) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Survey in Khmer  
(The final question of “Have you ever failed the National Grade 12 Examination” was 
handwritten) 
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Survey (Khmer) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Focus Group Script 
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Interview/Focus Group Script 
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Focus Group Sample Questions 
 

 
1) A few survey participants seemed to express frustration at the changes made to 

the national grade 12 exam. Would anyone care to share why this may be a 

common feeling? 

2) Survey data has shown that many students believe that holding individuals to a 

higher academic standard will better the country in many ways. Would any of you 

like to share why you believe, or do not believe, that increased academic 

standards could be beneficial to changing the status of Cambodia? 

3) The reform process of the education system here in Cambodia is recent, starting in 

about 2014, with the appointment of the new Minister of Education—Dr. Hang 

Chuon Naron. It seems that most of you had taken the grade 12 exam prior to 

2015. Do you still feel affected by it? How do you think it changed the country’s 

perspective on education? 

4) Many of you believe that education is important when it comes to the worldview 

of a country. Why do you believe education is so important? 

5) Do any of you feel that the changes made to the education system will lead to 

more students continuing their education past the ninth grade? What about past 

grade 12?  
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APPENDIX B: FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONS 
 

 Below is a list of actual focus group questions that were created based on survey 

response data. As is apparent, they are very similar to the focus group sample questions 

submitted for Texas State IRB Approval. This is due to the fact that the survey responses 

were relatively expected. 

 
 

1) A few survey participants seemed to express frustration at the changes made to 

the national grade 12 exam. Would anyone care to share why this may be a 

common feeling? 

2) Survey data has shown that many students believe that holding individuals to a 

higher academic standard will better the country in many ways. Would any of you 

like to share why you believe, or do not believe, that increased academic 

standards could be beneficial to changing the status of Cambodia? 

3) For those who took the pre-reform exam—do you think these people are still 

affected by the changes to the National Grade 12 Exam even though they did not 

take the new exam? 

4) How do you think the reforms made to the National Grade 12 Exam changed 

Cambodia’s perspective on education? 

5) Many of you believe that education is important in the way that other countries 

view Cambodia. Why do you believe education so important?  

6) Do you think the changes made to the education system will inspire students to 

continue past the 9th grade and then past the 12th grade? 
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APPENDIX C: FOCUS GROUP TRANSCRIPT 
 

Below is the transcript of the focus group. The sections highlighted in blue were 

the focus group questions that are found in Appendix B. Any part that is bolded is either 

clarifying what is happening in the background, or it is a clarification of what was being 

stated by the Cambodians. This is a direct transcription, and no changes in spelling or 

pronunciation were made. 

 
Question 1 
Interviewer: “A few of the survey participants seemed to be, uh, to express frustration at 
the changes made to the National Grade 12 Exam. Um, people were really upset about it, 
or some people were really, uh, happy that it was changed. So, does anyone think they 
can shed some light on why there was frustration expressed to the changes being made?” 
 
Participant: “I feel it not a clear question” 
 
Interviewer: “Okay. So, how do I better word this? Um, so when people took the survey, 
um, there were quite a number of participants who were not happy with the changes that 
were made to the national grade 12 exam. Does anyone, do you think anyone could tell 
me why people would not be happy about the changes? Does that make sense?” 
 
 Participants: “Yes” **Conversing as a group in Khmer** 
 
Participant: “Because some people think that because of quickly [changing?] education, 
they cannot repeat it. For example, in 2014, because of change very quickly, the Ministry 
of Education in Cambodia like very quickly to change to be better, so uh all the students 
not yet to prepare and not to [??] of changing” 

Clarification: Because the changes made to the exam, and the ministry and 
education system as a whole, occurred so quickly, the 2014 exam testers had 
little, to no, time to prepare themselves.  

 
Interviewer: “So, they were not better prepared to take the exam?” 
 
Participant: “Yes” 
 
Interviewer: “Okay” 
 
Participant: “One more thing, before we change, we must spend a lot of money to 
prepare or to build again for education system.” 
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Question 2:  
 
Interviewer: “The survey data shows that a lot of you believed that holding students to a 
higher academic standard will better the country in a lot of ways. Why do you believe, or 
not believe, that increased academic standards could be beneficial to changing the status 
of Cambodia, overseas?” 
 
**Participants conversing in Khmer** 
 
Interviewer: “A lot of people believed that the… so the education system is changing in 
Cambodia. Students across all the grades, are being held to higher standards. They’re… 
more is expected of all of you. So, a lot of the survey participants believe that that is 
going to be good for the country in the future. So, why do you think that it will be good? 
Why do you think, if you do think, why do you think it will change the perception of 
Cambodia; how other countries view Cambodia?” 
 
**Conversing and translating** 
 
Participant: “As the slogan said that ‘education is the way (?) that we can change and 
develop the country’. It is my idea that, if we have, a lot of educated person, like human 
resource, it can attract local investors and also international investor to come to invest in 
Cambodia and make our Cambodia more develop, and so Cambodia confident to show it 
in the, like… global state. (??) 

Clarification: If there are more Cambodians with an education, if education 
becomes more important to/in the country, more investors would be willing 
to invest in Cambodia, which would allow further development and growth 
of the country 

Participant: “And, one more thing, I think that the human resource in Cambodia will be 
have more ability to compete with other country like overseas students, yes” 
 
Interviewer: “When you said, you said “compete against other countries’, right? What 
exactly do you mean, do you mean, like, economically, or just socially?” 
 
Participant: “Education” 
 
Interviewer: “So, okay, compete educationally” 
**Clarification that it is still the same question** 
Participant: “One more thing, I think that I do believe that if one country have a lot of 
human resource, it mean it one way we go to develop our country quickly. Yes, exactly” 
 
Participant: “I want to add some about the compete. Like, now we are member of 
ASEAN, so like, in ASEAN integration, the 10 (?) country together will come and work 
and they can go across each other country, so employment and job opportunity are all 
open to each nation. So, that’s right, if Cambodia have a lot of human resource, the good 
quality we can compete with them with job opportunity” 
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Clarification: ASEAN members have a policy where the students of member 
countries can travel to other countries and attend their universities for in-
country resident rates, rather than non-citizen rates. The participant is 
expressing, also, that ASEAN member nations are also more willing to have 
high quality graduates come to work for various companies in their country, 
hence the “employment and job opportunity are all open to each nation”. 
Higher quality education can lead to better job opportunities for students, 
both in their own country, as well as in other ASEAN member nations. 

 
Question 3:  
 
Interviewer: “A lot of the survey participants, actually, it looked like, took the old exam, 
before the changes were made to it. So, do you think those people, if you are one of them, 
maybe you can answer this, are they still affected by the changes? So, even if they didn’t 
take the new exam?” 
 
Participants: “Can you ask again?  
 
Interviewer: “Yeah, that was a really badly worded question. So, a lot of people took the 
exam, the old exam, before it was changed. Are they still affected by the new exam? In 
any way, shape, or form?” 
 
**Conversing and translating** 
 
Participant: “I think that, it is not affected too much for the students and the people who 
have take an exam before the changes. So, because, you know, they are the older 
students, and then for the changing, just from two years ago, and then, like me, before, 
this changing. So, it seems like it doesn’t affect me at all. But, maybe, I will, for the 
young generation that just finished grade 12 exam, I think that maybe sometime they will 
compete with them too. So, if we want to take an exam to enroll in ministry of education, 
or another ministry, maybe they are better than us because of the changing of the 
education system.” 

Clarification: The participant believes that, as a whole, students who took the 
exam prior to the changes in 2014, are not really affected. However, there 
may be a chance that they will compete with the students who were held to 
that higher standard (exam testers after reform), in various ways, but mainly 
in trying to get into a ministry. The competition will be due to the new exam 
students being “better” than the old exam students because of those changes.  

 
Participant: “It’s not like very big effect, but it’s sometimes slightly affect due to people 
that will say like the old generations like they pass, they… the old generation of the 
exam, they have some corruption and some cheat as well. So, the older people, they 
might think that they not pass the exam based on their ability. Sometimes they can pass 
with like corruption and cheat, like people will think like that.” 
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 Clarification: The older generation testers played to the corruption of the 
system, and the test, and most of them cheated [by bribing the teacher/proctor, or 
just flat out buying the exam and answers] 
 
**Conversing in Khmer** 
 
Question 4:  
Interviewer: “The changes made to the National Grade 12 exam—how do you think it 
changed Cambodia’s perspective on Education?” 
 
**Conversing and translating** 
 
Participant: “I believe that the quality of education in Cambodia will be improved more, 
and then we will have enough competition to compete with other students in other 
countries. Because we started to change the way that we study that it was not good and 
we changed to good. So, I think that is gonna be better and better. That’s why our country 
will be developed more. Thank you.” 
 
Participant: “I think that if the student can get more ability, the real ability than other 
student who pass the grade 12 exam and also most of the people in other country believe 
that, ‘Oh, the student, the Cambodian student, that, who pass the exam is the real [deal]’” 

Clarification: Students who take the new grade 12 exam will have more 
abilities than those that took the older exam. Other countries will see this, 
and will be more likely to hire, or take interest in, the ‘real’ students.  

 
Participant: “For my own idea, I think that nowadays education in Cambodia is very 
interest. I mean that, uh, for the student in grade 12 have to study, such as at my 
hometown. In 2014, there are many students who fail—just only 25% pass the grade 12 
exam. So, after that I look for my friend experience—I think that I must be very [?], I 
must be study hard to pass my exam in 2015.” 

Clarification: The participants friend failed the exam in 2014. The 
participant took what his friend, and other people, went through, and 
realized that she/he would have to study very hard in order to pass his exam 
in 2015.  

 
**Conversing in Khmer** 
 
Participant: “In contrast, in case that in the future it does not go well, as before, in my 
father’s generation, since about year 1990, the educations and exam have strict. People 
cannot cheat. Like the exam very difficult, and they have a lot of subject to take the 
exam, to finish the grade 12. And, later on, the exam become easier and there are some 
corruption and some people can cheat. So, it’s become… the way we take the exam are 
more easier that we can cheat. But, like the exam questions are very difficult and have a 
lot of subjects for the students to take, so in nowadays case, if that go every year, go 
every year, with no cheating and no corruption it will be good. But, if there is corruption 
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and cheating, it will be like it was because we have only 5 subject to take the exam and I 
think question on the exam are not so difficult as before.  
 
Participant: “For me, I think it’s very good because when we change system of 
education, some of the students can improve their abilities and can change or replace 
their…(??) because when we change the system of education it’s mean we change 
everything. Student cannot… For example, in 2010, when my sister take exam, most of 
student can cheat by money or something else, so when they graduate year four, they 
cannot find a job. Most of them cannot have the job. But, I hope, in the future, if 
government of Cambodia, they change the system of education, I hope that the student 
can find a job because their ability” 
 

Question 5:  

Interviewer: “We kind of already answered that one, so… I’m gonna ask it again, but… 
So, many of you believe that education is really important because of… No, hold on. So, 
many of you believe that education is really important in the way that other countries 
view Cambodia. So, why do you believe education is so important? You already 
mentioned because it… you’re able to compete more with other countries, economically 
and educationally, but was there anything else?” 

 
**Discussion and translation in Khmer** 
 
Participant: “I think the importance of education is can improve our lifestyle. Like, we 
has a good lifestyle and we also have violence in our families.” 
 Education can increase good lifestyle and decrease violence and poverty 
 
Participant: “One more thing, um, my idea, I shall like that impact true our society 
sector. If we have the high education, or know about everything around us, like, and we 
know about society order. We can improve our society to set each other around us.” 
 Society can be improved if education quality, and quantity, improves 
 
Participant: “One more thing, is that, you know, education is very important. Can we 
imagine if we don’t have the knowledge? If everyone around the world doesn’t have the 
knowledge in our self. So, how the world gonna be? So, education is very important for 
ourselves. It can change everything from low to better. It can improve everything by 
using our idea and knowledge, and then, we, uh, make everything. We started to do 
everything by our cooperation, and then we use individual knowledge to make more 
society with the, I can say, modern education system and modern quality of lifestyle” 

Education is important to the individual, as well as the society, and world, as 
a whole. Without individual knowledge, there would be no improvement in 
the world 
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Question 6:  
Interviewer: “My next question is: Do you think the changes made to the education 
system will inspire students to continue past the 9th grade? And then to continue past the 
12th grade?” 
 
Participant (immediately responds): “Yes, of course!” 
 
**Conversing and translating in Khmer** 
 
Participant: “For this case, I think it’s dependent on the student. For some student, they 
have the goal to graduate the high school, I think they will be reached. But, for some 
students, that they sometimes, they poor, or sometimes they have chance to study, or I 
mean, for the money, they have enough money to graduate, so I think they can reach. 
But, I think that it still inspire some student who want to graduate and study until the 
university” 

It depends on the student’s situation. A lot of students must drop out because 
they have to support their families. Or, they can’t afford the electronics, or 
tuition, or materials needed to continue on to a higher education level (be it 
10th-12th grade or university). Despite this, though, I think the changes will 
inspire more students to push through the difficulties, and sometimes 
poverty, to accomplish their goal and graduate, at least, 12th grade, maybe 
university and better their life. 

 
Participant: “I think is can inspire all the student in grade 9, that have, like the low, low 
economic, like before we said they have to graduate grade 12 like depend on the money 
or something else. But, now the education is grade 12 has changed, I think it more 
inspires other people, or student, have low education” 

The changes to the education system especially inspire those who come from 
a low economic background, or who have low academic levels 

 
Participant: “Before the changing, for the examination, we have, we should have modern 
electronic, like the smartphone, or some that can the key in exam. So, some student are 
poor and they don’t have enough money to buy these things, so they think they not have 
enough chance to pass the exam.” 

Modern electronics are almost a requirement for higher education, 
nowadays, and the poor students think that if they don’t have these 
electronics, then they have a poor chance to pass the exam or do well in 
university. 

 
Participant: “I think the inspiration is based on the student. Like, some student do good 
in grade 9, so they will continue, I’m sure they will continue, to, at least, finish the grade 
12 because they will get a lot of opportunity, like if they pass and graduate, they will get 
a lot of gift and like everything else and so a lot of opportunity. Like, if they get grade A, 
B, C, they will they rightly pass and become teacher, like primary school teacher, and 
other opportunity like scholarship to study in university. In contrast, if they not do good 
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in grade 9, so I can say that they will stop their studying in some way because if they 
think they do more they will not pass the grade 12, so why they do more?” 

Depends on the student. If the student is already doing well in grade 9, they 
are likely to continue on to grade 12, and maybe even university. However, if 
they are either not trying, or trying and not doing well, by grade 9, they will 
likely think ‘what’s the point of continuing on?’ Also, finishing the grade 12 
exam, especially with a high grade, opens a lot more doors for people, and 
this is another contributing factor to more and more people continuing their 
education. A high grade on an exam is a guaranteed job, at least as, say, a 
primary school teacher.  

 
 


