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learning outcome 

By Vong-on Phuaphansawat1 

 

1. Introduction 

One emerging consensus among local policy makers is that, to overcome the “middle-income trap” in 

Thailand, the problem of inequality must be tackled. The inclusion of inequality in one of the six policy 

pillars in the 20-year National Strategic Plan by the Prayut’s government illustrates that inequality is on a 

national agenda. In education, a similar view was adopted. Teerakiat Jaroensettasilp, who was the Minister 

of Education during 2016-2019, believed that solving the problem of educational inequity will 

simultaneously solve the problem of educational quality. The theory of change behind this is, if the 

learning outcome at the end tail of population go up, the gross learning outcome will also rise at the 

national level. The government has taken a big step in 2017 when it set up an autonomous body called 

Equitable Education Fund (EEF) to specifically tackle educational inequity in Thailand. In line with the 

country’s theory of change, the EEF has the mission to improve educational quality at the end tail of the 

population. Its approach focuses on ensuring the poor’s and disadvantaged’s access to educational 

opportunity through targeted financial assistance and mobilising public and private resources to improve 

the quality of marginalised schools. Ambitious and promising, however, this approach is nested in a partial 

understanding of educational equity that fails to recognise schooling as a process of social inclusion. The 

socialising function of education makes it impossible for the government to improve educational inequity 

without intervening into how schooling opportunities and choices are made at the front tail of the 

population. 

This paper tries to answer three questions: 1) what is the state of the problem of educational inequity in 

Thailand?; 2) what causes the problem?; and 3) what is the necessary steps to solve the problem? It begins 

by reviewing the meaning of educational equity and distinguishing between liberal notion of equity and 

what may be termed ‘social democratic’ notion of equity. The former focuses on equality of schooling 
                                                            
1 Lecturer at Department of Public Administration, Faculty of Political Science, Chulalongkorn University, 
Thailand. Corresponding email: vphuaphan@hotmail.com 
The author would like to thank you Dr. Pumsaran Tongliamnak, analyst at EEF, for promptly supplying a lot of 
information on which the discussion in this paper is based. 
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choice while the latter focuses on equality of learning process/experience. The paper argues that, equity of 

access, quality and outcome in education is a result of the mutual coordination between equality of 

schooling choice and equality of learning process. Third, the paper discusses the problem of educational 

inequity in Thailand, arguing that the problem is a combination of both inequality of choice and 

segregation of schooling experiences that are ultimately caused by individual’s wealth. In this section, the 

paper will also discuss how past and current policies in Thailand contribute to maintaining inequity along 

wealth line. The final section ends with policy recommendation that addresses the importance of political 

support from the advantaged classes, as well as the state capacity to ensure standard of practice in the 

learning processes of all children populations. 

 

2. The meaning of educational equity and inequity  

Seeking equity in education is about making the education system fair and inclusive for everyone (OECD, 

2008). An education system is fair when it can unlock the personal potential of a learner regardless of her 

personal and social circumstances, be it location, economic, racial or physical conditions. An education 

system is inclusive when the learning experience of every learner shares some minimum standardised 

characteristics and do not vary according to personal circumstances. Adapted from Braveman’s  & 

Gruskin’s definition of equity in health (2003), equity in education can be defined as the absence of 

systematic disparities in educational success between groups with different levels of underlying social 

advantage/disadvantage—that is, wealth, power, or prestige. Based on these definitions, an educational 

system is equitable when a daughter of a poor single-mother farmer in a remote village and a son of a 

powerful politician in the metropolitan receive similarly enriching learning experience and have reached 

similar level of personal potential at any similar age point.  

Surely, the definition of equity in education suggested above is subject to contestation. Political theories 

vary on the notion of justice and fairness and so does the notion of equity of education. Equitable 

education, in liberalism, stresses the equality of opportunity for learners to realise their individual 

potential. Putting individual at the center, liberalism cherishes family’s freedom to choose (‘parental 

choice’) and diversity of learning experience. Thus, liberal approaches to equitable education try not to 

intervene with families’ will to shape their children’s experience beyond ensuring that the minimum 

standard requirements are met, e.g. completion of basic education or passing standardised achievement 
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tests. On the contrary, social democratic idea2 of equitable education emphasizes social unity over 

individual preference. Stressing social inclusion, social democratic approaches are more progressive in 

using education system as means to forge citizenship and social mobility. In the social democratic notion 

of equitable education, schooling effectively grooms individuals into a certain socio-economic class. It 

involves higher government’s attempt to address the effect of family’s wealth in shaping individual 

opportunity, and more government’s mandate on what individual learners should be getting in the learning 

process. In fact, the social democratic approach to educational equity gives more precedence to setting and 

keeping standards of practice within the system than the liberal approach.2

3 While the liberal approach 

takes minimum standards as the benchmark for educational equity, those standards are mere springboard 

for a higher benchmark in the social democratic approach, that is, uniformity of citizen experience. 

Finland’s education system, internationally acclaimed to be of high quality and equitable, reflects the 

social democratic aspiration very well. 

Currently, Thai policy makers are looking up to Finland’s education system as prototype of equitable 

education. Various governmental agencies have shown interest in the Finnish education system and 

attempted to involve Finnish educational experts in improving the Thai education system. For example, 

the Board of Office of Education Council, responsible for setting education national plans and strategies, 

flew to Finland in 2016 to have a round-table discussion with the Finnish personnel during the drafting of 

the 5-year National Education Plan (OEC, 2016). The Office of Secretary of Parliament has published an 

article on ‘Finland and its educational success’ (Office of Secretary of Parliament, 2017). The Department 

of Local Administration, Ministry of Interior, has also run a series of ‘Workshop on Finnish integrative 

model for teacher development’ for their educational personnel in the east, north and northeast regions 

since 2017 (Thairath, 2019). 

So, the underlying question for a policy discussion on educational equity is, what benchmark is it using, a 

liberal benchmark or a social democratic benchmark? Using OECD’s and Braveman’s & Gruskin’s 

                                                            
2 This term is used here to refer to ideas associated with social democratic parties/regimes in European countries. 

OECD’s works relating to education, especially the PISA surveys, have played important role in spreading these 
ideas to non-OECD countries. 
3 In Germany, for example, homeschooling is prohibited because it is viewed as a potential violation of standards of 
practice and potential threat to social cohesion. More liberal regimes, including the US, the UK and Thailand, 
homeschooling is authorized or even encouraged with a view to promote parental choice and diversity of schooling 
types. 
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definition above, this article leans toward a social democratic definition, emphasizing inclusiveness and 

the government’s intention to undo the impact of wealth and personal characteristics on educational 

success. As implied above, the social democratic ideal of educational equity requires a higher level of 

state capacity to at least fund and successfully implement standards of practice, not to mention ensuring 

the inclusiveness of all available learning opportunities in the territory. State capacity in education system 

refers to the effectiveness and accountability of educational bureaucracy and fund utilisation by state 

agencies. The notion of state capacity suggests that educational equity in the Finnish education system, 

though desirable, may not so easily be replicated elsewhere, especially in developing settings like 

Thailand.  

If we agree with the proposed definition above, equity in an education system can be implied from two 

measures: the even level of schooling choice among learner populations at the same age point; and, the 

even level of learning enrichment/process received by learner populations at the same age point. Arguably, 

the former dimension – the equality of choice – is rooted in the liberal emphasis on freedom, while the 

latter – the equality of learning process – is rooted in the social democratic emphasis on inclusiveness. It is 

presumed that, equity of educational outcome/success is an outcome of the mutual coordination between 

equality of schooling choice and equality of learning process in an education system. In other words, to 

tackle the problem of educational inequity in any settings, it is best to frame it in terms of inequity of 

schooling choice and inequity of learning process/experience. 

Generally, literature on educational inequity in developing economies does not use this framework in 

discussing this problem. A more common way to discuss it is in terms of equity of access, equity of 

quality and equity of (learning) outcome (e.g. Lewin, 2015; Pereira, 2016). For example, many have agreed 

that after UNESCO’s Education for All had ended in 2015, many middle-income countries, including 

Thailand and its ASEAN neighbours, were able to close the access gaps in primary schooling. So, the 

attention has moved from equity of access, to equity of quality and outcome (Lewin, 2015, p. 36). While 

this assessment is largely correct, its frame of understanding prevents the analysis from capturing the 

interrelationship between each of these three dimensions. This paper will demonstrate that the dynamic 

relationship between inequity of access, quality and outcome can be better understood when the problem 

is framed in terms of inequity of schooling choice and learning experience.    



Expert report_Vong-on Phuaphansawat_270720 

5 
 

Most available data on educational equity in developing economies uses standardised test scores as 

indicators of learning outcomes. For Thailand, there are two common test scores that have been used as 

proxies for measuring educational quality/potential realisation. The first one is O-NET (Ordinary National 

Educational Test) scores, which is generally compulsory4 for students in the formal education system at 

grade 6, 9 and 12. While O-NET is taken by almost all students in the formal education system, it did not 

accompany student’s personal data beyond the school, school size and location. Moreover, some 

education specialists in Thailand are skeptic about its reliability.4

5 The other, cited more often lately, is 

PISA test scores. Thailand has consistently participated in the PISA survey since 2000, so the dataset can 

now yield longitudinal insights. The advantage of PISA test scores is that they accompany students’ 

personal data including socio-economic status (SES) and location (metropolitan, city, town, village), which 

are two major variables that are now common to assess inequity. O-NET, by contrast, cannot be used to 

analyse disparities along these lines (Pumsaran Tongliamnak, 2020b). This paper is going to use both 

measures of learning outcome to explain the situation of educational inequity in Thailand. 

 

3. Educational inequity in Thailand: The state of the problem 

Based on the above definition of equitable education, this section will describe the state of the problem of 

educational inequity in Thailand in terms of unevenness of schooling choice and unevenness of learning 

process/experience, using available statistical data and contextual insights. The discussion here focuses on 

basic education that is meant for the population at age 3-17.  

 

3.1 Basic education is more or less accessible and affordable to most Thai nationals, but barriers to 

access are higher at the upper secondary level. 

                                                            
4 I use the term ‘generally’ because some non-OBEC schools can refuse to take the O-NET at grade 12. International 
schools and schools for special-need and disadvantaged children are the case in point. From a student’s perspective, 
O-NET scores are only necessary if she is going to apply at a Thai-language baccalaureate programme. This is the 
case made by those refusing schools: their students do not need O-NET scores for further their education. 
5 Personal interview with Tongchai Chewpreecha on July 7, 2019. Tongchai is the key supporter of PISA tests and 
the use of PISA to improve educational quality in Thailand. 
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This section will consider equity of access among students with Thai citizenship only, leaving the access 

of non-Thai children to the section 3.6. The 2018 gross enrolment rates at both primary and secondary 

level among the Thai citizen is high, 99.7% and 118% respectively (World Bank, 2018, cited in Trading 

Economics, 2020). As of 2017, only 3% of the population at age 3-17 (around 500,000 children as an 

average of the 5-year record) were not in the formal education system (see table 1 below). 

Table 1. Ratio of populations at age 3-17 enrolled for basic education at all levels (2013-2017)  

Year 
Population age  
3-17 (headcounts) 

Students enrolled for 
basic education 
(headcounts) 

% of population age 3-

17 enrolled for basic 
education 

2013 12,607,577 12,151,467 96.4 

2014 12,436,848 11,925,070 95.9 

2015 12,469,766 11,874,205 95.2 

2016 12,357,779 11,874,205 94.8 

2017 12,130,226 11,765,273 96.9 
Source: Office of the Educational Council, cited in Arnon Chundhitisakul (2020) 

At what ages are these 500,000 children? The World Bank’s (2020) chart in figure 1 has the answer. It 

shows that a vast majority of non-enrolled children are those at age 3-4, i.e. those entitled for early 

childhood education. From the chart, an estimate of 400,000 children at age 3-4 (over half of the 

population at this age range) are not enrolled in school. Presumably, they are cared at home or daycare 

centers. From the World Bank’s chart, we can see that apart from pre-primary education, another large 

portion of non-enrollment occurs at age 15-17, i.e. at the upper-secondary level. The chart suggests an 

estimate of as many as 400,000 drop-outs at this level (implying a mismatch in the two datasets). The 

MOE’s data on rate of continuation to secondary and tertiary education (2008-2017) similarly suggests that 

the bottleneck of access in Thai basic education is at grade 9 (end of lower-secondary school) (see table 2). 

The World Bank explains that non-enrollment at these two age ranges is because pre-school and upper-

secondary school are not compulsory (World Bank, 2020, p. 45). The issue of which, why and how 

students leave schools after lower-secondary school will be discussed later. Here, it should be noticed that 

the percentage of drop-outs is obviously higher in boys than girls, and so does the completion rate at 

lower-secondary level (ibid., p. 52). 
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Figure 1. School enrollment by age and grade level (2017) 

 

Source: World Bank, 2020, p. 42 

One issue implied in table 1 is the constant decrease in the population of Thai children. As we can see 

from the table, the headcount of the population at age 3-17 has reduced by nearly 500,000 in 5 year time, 

an estimate of 1.5% per year. This trend toward ‘ageing society’ will be both opportunity and challenge to 

the Thai education system with regard to improving equity. I will turn to this point again in the final 

section.  

Table 2. Rate of continuation to secondary and tertiary education 2008 – 2017 

Unit: Percentage 
          

Educational level 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 
Grade 7 99.47 99.21 100.29 99.53 99.06 98.68 98.87 100.64 99.26 99.58 
Grade 9/Lower Vocational degree 85.79 88.27 90.04 89.40 88.89 89.46 88.88 91.31 90.58 91.13 
   Grade 9 51.13 54.00 56.39 56.73 57.68 59.90 59.01 58.66 58.29 58.12 
   Lower Vocational degree 34.66 34.27 33.64 32.68 31.20 29.56 29.88 32.65 32.29 33.01 
Tertiary education 111.13 126.56 134.18 126.92 103.38 95.80 94.86 85.61 81.26 55.53 
   Higher Vocational degree 35.36 31.80 30.98 29.79 25.05 22.28 21.72 24.83 25.20 18.47 
   Bachelor degree Year 1* 75.78 94.76 103.21 97.13 78.33 73.52 73.13 60.77 56.06 37.05 
* Not including students enrolled in open universities         
Source: Office of Permanent Secretary, MOE 

Dilaka Lathapipat (2018, p. 346-347) shows that the gaps in net enrolment rates between youths in four 

economic quintiles widen at upper secondary level and tertiary level. In 2014, upper secondary net 

enrolment rate of youths in quintile 1 (the 25% richest) was around 75%, while the figure for youths in 
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quintile 4 (the 25% poorest) was just 57%. At tertiary level, the gap grows much bigger: the gross enrolment 

rate for quintile 1 was 90% while that of quintile 4 was just 10%. In terms of region, enrolment rate is 

lowest in the southern region (World Bank, 2020, p. 59). Conflicts in the region could be a plausible 

explanation as suggested by the World Bank, but the deeper reason could be the lack of school choices 

that adequately cater to cultural and religious concerns of the Muslims. The data on learning outcomes and 

processes in the next sections will further illuminate this point.   

A more accurate, most up-to-date data on non-enrollment is obtained from the newly published dataset of 

Equitable Education Fund (EEF). EEF has employed crowdsourcing technology, mainly through MOE’s 

teachers’ smart phones, to obtain the data of disadvantaged students, namely the poor and the drop-outs. Its 

main strategy is to direct financial intervention (mostly in the form of scholarships) to the right target 

group and more effectively. EEF’s interactive GIS database can be viewed at www.isee.eef.go.th. The 

website reports that a total of 345,149 children aged 12-14 are not in the education system, and a total of 

622,964 children aged 15-17 are not in the education system (www.isee.eef.go.th, accessed on 27 June 

2020). These figures are slightly higher than the World Bank’s 2017 data above. 

Moreover, the EEF has conducted a pilot study of 791 drop-outs aged 12-21 in 6 provinces. The survey 

result, though somewhat incomplete, reveals insightful information. First, the majority of drop-outs made 

the decision to leave schools on their own (339 out of 500 responses) or made the decision with their 

parents (127 out of 500 responses). Only 34 out of 500 left the school based solely on parents’ decision. 

Second, the problems experienced before leaving schools that drop-outs had had the most was low 

motivation (300 out of 543 responses) rather than financial hardship (187 out of 543 responses). For low 

motivation, 187 drop-outs had the problem of ‘not wanting to study, bored of study, bored of teachers’; 

and the other 113 were ‘unable to study/unable to catch up with friends on lessons’. For financial hardship, 

128 drop-outs had the problem of ‘not getting scholarship’, and the 59 ‘could not afford the study’ 

(www.isee.eef.go.th, accessed on 27 June 2020). These data indicate that, perhaps inequity of access in 

Thailand has more to do with students’ motivation than wealth, or perhaps these two factors correlate. If 

motivation is considered a form of educational outcome or something that children expect from the school 

and not the other way round, this information suggests that inequity of access may relate to the quality of 

education a child had previously received. In other words, inequity of educational quality and process may 

turn to be the factor for inequity of access.  

http://www.isee.eef.go.th/
http://www.isee.eef.go.th/
http://www.isee.eef.go.th/
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In sum, even though the agenda has moved from equity of access to equity of quality in Thailand as 

suggested by Dilaka Lathapipat (2018), equity of access among certain youth population remains an issue 

in Thailand. However, the Thai government has already designated that EEF deal with this issue. The 

macro data suggest that wealth and region are explanatory factors for inequity of access to education 

beyond mandatory levels (grade 1-9). However, the EEF’s micro data are pointing to an exogenous factor – 

the quality of education a child had previously received – which has much to do with inequity of 

educational quality and process. The next section will further explain how disparities in access and 

disparities in learning outcomes are not separate phenomena.  

Pre-primary education is also hardly universal, and is becoming a new focus of the government, who now 

believes improving the quality of education requires intervention since early childhood. EEF is also 

targeting at expanding opportunity at pre-primary level. However, there is a more fundamental debate 

around when does formal schooling should begin, and how to allocate the role of educating these small 

children among parents, schools and the state, considering state capacity in the Thai education, which is 

beyond the scope of this paper. 

 

3.2 Satisfactory learning outcomes are concentrated in the cities and wealthy areas at both primary 

and secondary levels. However, the underlying driver of inequity of outcome is family’s wealth, 

not location. 

By many measures, geography and wealth appear to be key determinants of the learning outcome of a 

student in Thailand. Fry, Bi and Rosalin (2018) construct the ‘education quality index’ for each of 

Thailand’s 77 provinces. The index use indicators such as average O-NET scores, percent of labor force 

with college degrees, percent of the adult population in the province with college degrees, success of 

students in gaining admission to Chulalongkorn university and Mahidol university (the two leading 

universities, both located in Bangkok). While this measure cannot capture intra-provincial disparity, it 

gives a summative picture of how each province is doing in terms of educational success. The authors then 

rank all 77 provinces according to the index scores (see table 2 and 3 below). The first rank, Bangkok, 

makes an index score of 29.4, while Mae Hong Son, the last rank, gets -7.4. The result shows that the top 

10 provinces were all affluent provinces, including Bangkok, Chiang Mai, Phuket and Chonburi. None of 
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the top 10 are northeastern (Isan) in which half of all the poor children in the country resides.5

6 Five out of 

ten are in Bangkok and metropolitan region.  

Table 3. Provinces with the highest education quality index in rank order (Fry et al., 2018, p. 383)  

Province  Region 
Education 

quality index 
1. Bangkok Bangkok 29.4 

2. Nonthaburi 
Bangkok Metropolitan Region 
(BMR) (vicinity of Bangkok) 23.3 

3. Nakhon Pathom BMR 10.5 
4. Phuket South 9.1 
5. Samut Prakan BMR 7.1 
6. Chonburi Central (Eastern) 5.5 
7. Pathum Thani BMR 5.2 
8. Songkhla South 4.6 
9. Chiang Mai North 2.9 
10. Trang South 2.9 
 

Table 4. Provinces with the lowest education quality index in rank order (Fry et al., 2018, p. 383)  

Province  Region 
Education 

quality index 
1. Mae Hong Son North -7.4 

2. Nong Bua Lum Phu Northeast -7 
3. Yala South -5.6 
4. Narathiwat South -5.4 
5. Tak North -5.4 
6. Chaiyaphum Northeast -5.2 
7. Sa Kaeo Central (Eastern) -4.9 
8. Nong Khai Northeast -4.8 
9. Kalasin Northeast -4.8 
10. Amnat Charoen Northeast -4.7 
 

On the contrary, the 10 lowest scoring provinces include 5 provinces in Isan. It is clear that the provinces 

at the bottommost ranks are those at the margin of the Thai territory. Six out of ten are provinces sharing 

                                                            
6 Among Bangkok, Central region, Northern region, Southern region and Northeastern region, the Northeast has the 
largest number of poor children. Based on UMIC poverty line of US$5.5/day 2011PPP, about 396,000 children aged 
6-14 reside in the Northeast. Almost half of all UMIC poor children in the country are in the Northeast (World Bank, 
2020, p. 49). 
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border with Myanmar (Mae Hong Son and Tak), Cambodia (Sa-Kaeo), Lao (Nong Khai) and Malaysia 

(Yala and Narathiwat). The four others are inner northeastern provinces with low per capita. Fry et al. note 

that in all these 10 provinces, the mother tongue of most children is not central, standard Thai. This 

indicates ethnic inequity may be intertwined with geographical inequity.  

It is interesting to note that even within the top 10, there is a huge score gap between the first two ranks 

and the 3rd rank, that is Bangkok and Nontaburi in the first two ranks get 29.4 and 23.3 index scores 

respectively, while Nakhon Pathom in the 3rd rank gets only 10.5. This indicates that, educational success 

is highly concentrated in Bangkok and Nontaburi which is practically an extension of Bangkok. 

The authors also found that region, number of universities in the province, percent of small schools 

(negative factor) and gross provincial per capita, account the most for the disparity among the 77 

provinces. The correlation of provincial wealth and educational success means that the equity of education 

in Thailand violates the principle of ‘fiscal neutrality’, which posits that the quality of education should 

not be related to the wealth of the community (Fry et al., 2018), arguably a social democratic standard of 

equity. This argument is reaffirmed in the recent 2018 PISA survey results (figure 2 below). In all three 

dimensions of literacy being assessed, geography, divided along the rural-urban line, seems to explain 

how well the 15-year-old does. Youths in rural areas/village tend to score the worst, while those in the 

metropolis (only inner Bangkok would fit this category) almost certainly will score higher than those in 

the villages. The geographical gap in reading literacy seems to be the most alarming, in which youths in 

the metropolis (central Bangkok) acquires the level of cognitive skills at 84 points higher than their 

counterparts in the villages, an equivalent of 2.8 academic years in OECD’s metric (1 year = 30 score 

points).    
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Figure 3. Thailand’s PISA 2018 test scores by location 

Source: EEF (2020) 

Figure 4. Thailand’s PISA 2018 test scores by students’ Socio-Economic Status (SES) 

 

Source: EEF (2020) 
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Based on PISA data in 2012, Dilaka Lathapipat (2018, p. 351) argues that the school’s average Economic, 

Social and Cultural Status (ESCS) accounts for 49% of the total unconditional variation in average test 

score across schools. The 2018 PISA survey (figure 4 above) confirms that scores of all three basic literacy 

skills (reading, math and science), correlate with student’s weath. However, the interesting point, crucial to 

understanding the problem of educational inequity in Thailand, is not as much the gap between the 20% 

richest and the 20% poorest, as the gap between the 20% richest and the rest. As we can see from the chart, 

youths in quintile 1-4 (80% of the youth population) actually do not fare so much differently. The score gap 

within this range of population is around 30 score points (equivalent to 1 academic year). What really 

stands out is the 20% richest, which outperforms those of the 2nd quintile by 50-60 score points. This 

distinctive gap between the most successful and the rest is already observed in Fry el al.’s ranking of 

provinces’ education quality index, in which Bangkok and Nontaburi fare extremely better than the rest, as 

well as in figure 3, in which youths in the metropolitan fare extremely better than the rest.  

Figure 5. Disparity of learning outcome (O-NET scores) at grade 6 by school’s affiliate 

 

* Schools generally considered ‘public’ schools 

** ‘Demonstration’ schools are schools run by universities under the supervision of Ministry of Higher Education, 
Science, Research and Innovation (MOH). 

MOE schools* Private
schools

DOLA schools
(run by local

administrative
authorities

under MOI)*

BMA schools
(run by

Bangkok local
authorities)*

University's
'demonstration
' schools (run

by
universities)**

Home schools
(run by

families)

Thai language 45.29 50.30 48.57 44.47 61.52 53.56
English language 32.73 46.65 36.99 33.32 65.7 49.17
Math 35.55 42.06 37.41 34.28 59.47 48.89
Science 38.13 42.18 39.84 37.35 51.1 43.08
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Another evidence that confirms that wealth is the underlying driver of inequity of learning outcome is 

presented in figure 5 above. It shows how O-NET scores at the completion of primary schooling deviate 

according to the type of school based on its affiliate (section 3.4 will discuss further about the share of 

students of each school type).6

7 Overall, MOE, DOLA and BMA schools – the public schools – fare 

similarly, but private providers (private schools and home schools) do slightly better. If we consider the 

fact that private schools are concentrated in the cities, it makes sense that, on average, they produce better 

learning outcomes. However, the case of BMA schools, all of which are in Bangkok metropolis, falsifies 

the correlation between wealth and location along the rural/urban divide. The account of BMA’s relatively 

poor learning outcome confirms that schools’ SES or students’ wealth is the determining factor for 

educational inequity in Thailand, not school’s geography. Why? BMA’s students are generally the children 

of waged labor workers in Bangkok. Only a minority of BMA schools contain middle-class children, the 

majority of which are children of government officers. They rarely have children of the affluent families. 

The case of BMA suggests a deep divide exists within a wealthy location/province, and this divide is 

caused purely by student’s family wealth. So, the underlying driver of inequity of learning outcome in 

Thailand is wealth, not location as such. 

The same pattern of outstanding outcome against the rest of population is also observed in this chart. 

Among all school types, ‘demonstration’ schools produce extraordinarily higher scores than all other types 

of school. Small in number, demonstration schools are under the affiliate of Higher Education, Science, 

Research and Innovation (MOH). These are schools originally established for offering professional 

training to the students of teacher education in major universities, hence the term ‘demonstration’. There 

are both public and private ones depending on whether the university running it is public or private. 

Affirming the importance of location in determining education quality, demonstration schools only locate 

                                                            
7 Rather complex for observers, school’s affiliates in Thailand may be usefully divided into 5 categories. First, the 
majority of schools are those run by the MOE’s Office of Basic Education (OBEC) and Office of Vocational 
Education (OVEC), here referred to as ‘MOE schools’. Second are private schools under the supervision of the Office 
of Private Education Commission (OPEC). There are various sub-types of private schools, such as missionary 
schools, international schools, and private vocational schools (offering only upper-secondary education). The third 
key affiliate is Local Administrative Organisations who are becoming more active in providing pre-primary and 
primary education in the urban areas. Schools belonging to this category are referred to here as ‘DOLA schools’ and 
‘BMA schools’ (those run by the Bangkok Metropolitan Authority). Finally, there are a small number of schools run 
by other Ministries, such as physical education colleges run by Ministry of Health or Border Patrol schools under the 
Ministry of Defense. 
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in the cities as most major universities are located there. They charge fees like private schools, the rate of 

which is only affordable by the middle class. So, the schools’ SES is certainly high. Students in 

demonstration schools are likely those contributing to the high PISA scores in figure 3 and 4. 

The implication so far is, the problem of educational equity in Thailand is not just about bringing those at 

the bottommost to par with those above, but also about how not to keep the topmost (the rich in Bangkok) 

so distinctively successful, to the extent that what they achieve/access looks like privilege. The social 

democratic perspective of equity, which stresses the importance of social cohesion, compels us to see the 

issue this way. The following sections will further explain the ‘privileges’ that the economical topmost 

enjoy in the Thai education system. 

 

3.3 School choices are concentrated in large cities. This is especially so at the secondary level. 

Learners residing in villages and rural areas would find quality basic education more costly and 

involve more personal effort than those residing in the cities. 

Intertwined with the issue of access and quality, the issue of school choice is not so much discussed in the 

literature. Liberal notion of equity underlines the importance of ‘parental choice’ or the freedom to choose 

school and/or type of education for one’s children. While the government has designated ‘catchment area’ 

for every MOE school to serve, parents in Thailand virtually have freedom to choose the school for their 

children as long as they can afford the expense associated with their choice. Here, a question arises. Do 

choices that are too expensive or very selective (i.e. chance of not passing the admission criteria is very 

high) really a ‘choice’? This section highlights the more subtle dimension of equity of access in the Thai 

education. It will show two important factors that limit rural students’ access to quality education de facto, 

especially to upper-secondary and tertiary education: 1) the hidden costs of schooling (namely, traveling 

costs, accommodation and living costs in the city); and 2) the admission criteria to ‘quality’ secondary 

schools that require good learning outcomes (i.e. the selective nature of ‘quality’ secondary schools). That 

is, the unavailability of quality secondary school in the rural areas, and the comparatively low quality of 

rural primary schools are the main barriers preventing rural students and parents from “choosing” ‘good’ 

secondary schools.  
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To understand how school choice is made in the rural areas, we should first consider how primary and 

secondary schools are spread in Thailand. Let’s compare Bangkok, which ranks 1st in Fry et al. (2018)’s 

education quality index, with Chaiyaphum, an Isan province which ranks 72 (see table 2 and 3). As noted 

earlier, Bangkok is the only city in Thailand that is considered a metropolis. It is a classic example of 

primate city (Fry et al., 2018). The population density of Bangkok is undoubtedly highest, at 5,300/square 

kilometer, while Chaiyaphum has the density of 89/square kilometre (see figure 5). The land use and value 

are totally different in the two locations: while Bangkok is the hub of all types of businesses, Chaiyaphum 

is a vast, poor agricultural land with uninhabited mountains. 

Figure 6. Location, size and population of Bangkok VS Chaiyaphum 
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Figure 7. Distribution of MOE schools (Bangkok VS Chaiyaphum) 

 

Bangkok (ranked 1st) 
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The above graphic exercise uses EEF’s interactive GIS data of poor students at www.isee.eef.or.th to show 

how difficult it is in Chaiyaphum to find a ‘choice’ of secondary school within one’s neighborhood 

compared to Bangkok. The colour green in the Bangkok’s maps indicates that there are very few poor 

students. The colour red in the Chaiyaphum’s maps indicates an alarming number of poor students. The 

snapshots on the right give a sense of how many school choices exist within an area of similar size in the 

two provinces. For Chaiyaphum, there are a total of 26 MOE schools in the snapshot, only 2 of which are 

secondary schools. The other 24 are either primary schools or ‘opportunity-extension/extended primary’ 

schools, in which lower secondary education (grade 7-9) has just been added after 1980, and are known for 

low-quality secondary education (Amornwich Nakornthap, 2018). For Bangkok, the schools appearing in 

the snapshot are all secondary schools, as all the primary schools were already transferred from MOE to 

Bangkok Metropolitan Administration (BMA). So, if we include public primary schools run by the BMA, 

there are dramatically more schooling choices for Bangkok children. For public secondary schools, there 

are an ample of 69 as shown in the snapshot. If we further include private schools and MOE’s vocational 

schools, the number is going to be much higher. For Chaiyaphum, what appears in the picture are pretty 

much everything the local children can choose from, both public and private. There may be a few 

additional schools under Local Authority (DOLA schools), but those are predominantly pre-primary and 

primary schools. Private schools rarely locate in the rural areas. In Chaiyaphum, like most provinces with 

vast agricultural land, private schools are going to be in the Chaiyaphum city which locates about 50 

kilometres away from the location represented in the snapshot. These explain why the percent of traveling 

expense in all educational expenses is higher among poorer households (figure 8) and why the traveling 

expense is much higher if a student goes to private school rather than MOE school (figure 9). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.isee.eef.or.th/
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Figure 8. Percent of traveling expense to all educational expenses by household’s monthly income (2012) 

 

Source: Nuttaporn Liamcharaskul (2012) cited in Chanakan Artornprachachit (2013) 

Figure 9. Expense of traveling to school per year, by level of education and type of school 

 

Source: Nuttaporn Liamcharaskul (2012) cited in Chanakan Artornprachachit (2013) 

The overview of MOE schools in Chaiyaphum can give a fuller picture of how limited secondary school 

choices are in Thailand beyond Bangkok. From a total of 720 MOE schools in the province, only 36 are 
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MOE secondary schools. The other 684 are either primary school (543) or extended opportunity schools 

(141). The number of MOE secondary school in the whole province (36) is dramatically smaller than the 

number of MOE secondary school in the Bangkok snapshot in figure 6 (69), although Chaiyaphum has the 

size that is 8-time larger than Bangkok. 

The limited number of secondary school that offers upper-secondary education in the rural areas also 

explains the lower enrolment rates at upper-secondary level discussed in the previous section. However, 

another factor that we need to consider is the admission criteria among MOE secondary schools. My 

research on MOE secondary school admission criteria (Vong-on Phuaphansawat, forthcoming) reveals that 

admission rules distinguish ‘highly-competitive’ schools, from ‘normal’ schools, to use the MOE’s own 

terms. Amounting to 282 secondary schools in 2017, ‘highly-competitive’ schools are defined in the policy 

document as MOE schools that get application far higher than available seats (demand more than supply). 

The ‘highly-competitive schools’ are authorised to select most students based on test scores. On the other 

hand, the ‘normal’ schools – the majority of 2,044 schools – are required to prioritise students in their 

catchment area. They can only open enrollment after those highly-competitive schools have completed 

theirs. The two secondary schools represented in the Chaiyaphum snapshot are examples of these ‘normal’ 

schools. To summarise, the existing policy design implicitly promotes streaming schools and students 

according to learning outcomes. It encourages the outflow of ‘good’ students into the cities and effectively 

pushes more burden onto rural schools without providing appropriate resource or supports (this will be 

further discussed). It can be said that, the admission policy to secondary schooling promotes equity of 

education in the liberal sense, endorsing parental choice and opportunities according to personal potential. 

But if one looks from a social democratic perspective, this arrangement is indeed a big part of the 

problem of educational inequity in Thailand.  

To illustrate how school choices are made in the rural contexts, imagine I and my husband are petty 

farmers in the above Chaiyaphum snapshot, and make an inconsistent income of about 5,000 THB a 

month (UMC poverty line), I will likely send my children to the MOE primary school in my village. Even 

though I know that the O-NET result of my village primary school is low, I cannot afford to send my 

children to the ‘better’ primary MOE schools in a bigger town, not to mention private schools in the 

Chaiyaphum city. If I am lucky – my children make exceptional learning outcomes at the village school (a 
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chance of 13% according to PISA2018 data – IPST, 2019) – they may be able to get an admission to an 

MOE secondary school in the Chaiyaphum city, at grade 7 or grade 10. They will need a generous 

scholarship or take a student loan, which is available at grade 10. If I am not lucky – my children just do 

averagely and cannot go anywhere further than the two MOE secondary schools in area, it’s fine. They 

will complete the mandatory education anyway.  

On the contrary, if I and my husband are both MOE school teachers in that poorly-performing village 

school and each earn 20,000 THB monthly, I will likely try my every means to get a place for my kids in 

a school in the Chaiyaphum city 50-kms away, where opportunities are much higher. I may have a long-

term plan to buy a house in the city to accommodate my kids when they enter secondary school age, and 

plan for myself to be transferred to another MOE school closer to the city. All of these efforts are to make 

a school choice that is ‘best’ for my kids.  

Moreover, hidden costs of schooling are not only limited to traveling costs. According to Kasikorn 

Research Center (2016), parents across the country spent around $1,740 million (60,900 million baht) for 

the purpose of education at the beginning of 2016 academic year. Of this volume, 67% (40,600 million 

baht) was private school fee payment, 27% was additional schooling expenses, 5% was tutorial service fees, 

and 1% was the expense for extra-curricular activities (e.g. music, sports class etc.). The ‘additional 

schooling expenses’ can be inferred in figure 10 below. These include uniform, lunch, learning equipment 

and textbooks. Among affluent students, it can also include parents’ voluntary donation to schools, which 

can be as high as 1-3 million baht in some international and demonstration schools. Moreover, according 

to Charuwan Phaisantham (2016, cited in OEC, 2019) parents would generally have to pay the tuition fee 

of 8,000-14,000 at the upper-secondary level. 
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Figure 10. Breakdown of educational expenses by household’s income (2012) 

 

 Source: Nuttaporn Liamcharaskul (2012) cited in Chanakan Artornprachachit (2013) 

In sum, middle class in the rural areas, largely government officers, usually avoid to have their children 

educated in their neighborhood, because they can afford the hidden costs and the ‘better’ choices in the 

cities. Usually this ‘educational migration’ to the bigger town or city occur at the primary level, because 

parents know that the quality of their kid’s primary school is the decisive factor for the quality of their 

kid’s future secondary school, where competition is higher. This is one of the reasons, apart from the 

country’s ageing trend, why small schools in the village are getting smaller. However, from the 

perspective of the working class in the rural areas, the fact that the government school nearest to their 

home does not charge tuition or charge smaller tuition than schools in the city, makes it their viable, even 

preferred, option. This explains why, on subjective measure, poor parents are happy with the current 

arrangement. In a recent survey of Asia Foundation into the northeastern (Isan) region, where poverty rate 

is highest and achievement rate is lowest, the general satisfaction in educational system is high (Lao & 

Park, 2019). In line with the liberal benchmark of educational equity, poor parents do feel the government 

has delivered the minimum standards of practice for their children’s development (availability and 

affordability of schools). Yet, on social democratic benchmark, this is not satisfactory. The situation 

described above implies that, learning outcome is highly dependent on the parents’ wealth. The 

government has much room to improve in securing a more even school quality and learning experience, 

especially for rural school children. 
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Figure 11. Expectation to attain tertiary education by Socio-Economic Status (SES) based on 2018 PISA data 

 

Source: EEF (2020) 

The geographical concentration of ‘quality’ secondary schools and universities, as well as the hidden costs 

of education, helps explain figure 11 derived from the 2018 PISA survey (EEF, 2020). The chart shows 

that only 50% of the 20% poorest youths expects to attain a post-secondary degree. Meanwhile, 92% of the 

20% richest expects so. The gap in youth’s expectation reflects two things. First, it reflects the worry of the 

poor youths about financial barriers, namely, travelling costs and living costs in the city, where most 

tertiary institutions are located. Second, it also reflects the lack of self-confidence or low motivation 

among these youths. As noted in the previous section, this lack of confidence is likely due to the low 

quality of their educational experience, which is demonstrated in their low learning outcomes.  

The recent policy to merge/close down small MOE schools (mostly primary) that are within 6-kilometer 

vicinity will further hurt the school choices of village/rural residents. While the idea of closing down small 

schools or “small school problem” (Fry et al., 2018, p. 379) have been around for some time, this measure 

was articulated systematically and recently advocated by the World Bank’s analyst Dilaka Lathapipat and 

Sondergaard (2015, cited in Dilaka Lathapipat, 2018; Somkid Puttasri 2020). The policy was indeed a 

measure to improve the equity of access among rural students by making allocation of MOE resource 

more efficient. That is, advocates suggest that the current MOE school network is oversized and does not 
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fit the student population projection that shows a fast decline. They argue, based on school’s GIS 

information, that 85% of small schools are located within ‘close proximity’ (20-minute travel time), hence 

should be merged into one larger school. Another option being proposed was the MOE should 

strategically invest in “selected receiving schools and letting nearby small and under-resourced schools 

fade out gradually over time” (Dilaka Lathapipat, 2018, p. 365). By further concentrating educational 

resources this way, the quality of the school is expected to increase. In the World Bank’s calculation, the 

MOE will be able to cut the number of all its schools by half (from 31,193 to 15,854) by closing down the 

“non-isolated small schools”. 

Through the lens of school choice and equity of learning process, this measure is going to worsen rather 

than improve educational equity. Good schooling choices will be further concentrated in cities and the 

rural communities with be left to struggle to guard their social and human capital on their own (Pee Aporn-

Iam, 2019). Surely, the immediate equity concern of this policy is, it will hurt those who cannot afford to 

travel 6 km. But as the evidence so far shows, traveling costs seem not a barrier to entry as much as the 

learning outcome a child can produce, which is a direct results of the quality of their previous schooling. 

A more relevant intervention, rather than closing down small village schools, would be an incentive 

structure that reverses the trend of educational migration into the cities. This is a difficult task that requires 

long-term commitment form the government. As argued by the World Bank (2020, p. 55), a substantial 

outlay would be required to upgrade the facilities of rural schools to a basic standard, hence a reallocation 

of available educational resources. Political resistance from the middle class and the elite is very likely. 

But no better solutions can be suggested if we use a social democratic benchmark of equity. 

In sum, how middle class and working class make their school choices demonstrates that wealth is the 

decisive factor for inequity of access in Thailand, in addition to inequity of outcome. 
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3.4 Diverse types of learning experience are available, but the more enriching processes – ones 

offering social and cultural capital – are overly costly and only affordable by the 1% wealthy. The 

gap of learning process divided along the ‘elite’/ ‘normal’ schools is wide at the primary level, and 

grew wider at the secondary level, because the choices are more limited. 

This section will further explore the issue of school choice in Thailand, but instead of discussing its 

relationship with equity of access, it will discuss its relationship with equity of learning 

process/experience. As outlined in section 2, education systems that allow too much diversity in schooling 

experiences are putting social cohesion at risk, unless they can successfully implement standards of 

practice among all providers in the territory. This is because schooling is naturally a site of social capital 

accumulation and class segregation. So, under the market circumstance, segregation of schools along 

wealth line tends to occur (Whitty, 1997). Despite the availability of core curriculum and national quality 

assurance mechanisms, schools in Thailand, especially those accessible by the 20% and the 1% richest, are 

extremely differentiated in terms of curriculum offered. The differentiation follows the logic of the market 

and reflects the preference of the affluent who can afford high tuition fee. This phenomenon occurs 

equally among public and private providers. International curricular, STEM curricular and ‘alternative’ 

pedagogies are common patterns of ‘market segmentation’ that target at middle- and the upper- class 

parents. The impact on equity of process is that, while the majority of children – the working-class children 

– are entitled to a generally homogenised learning experience controlled by the MOE, a small portion of 

the children – the privileged – are entitled to more enriching experiences, funded by an extraordinary level 

of resources (both public and private) and structured around a developed country’s curriculum or 

innovative pedagogic approaches. Discussing this phenomenon, this section will show that the richer the 

learning process offered, the higher the wealth barrier of access.  

Let’s first consider the overview of providers’ share of students at both primary and secondary levels. As 

shown in the UNESCO chart below (figure 12), Thailand’s overall record of private providers’ role in 

educational provision has been only moderate compared with other ASEAN countries (32.96%, 21.53%, 

10.56% for pre-primary, primary and secondary education respectively). Clearly, as an overview, public 

institutions still play a significant role in educational provision, especially at the secondary level. In other 

words, school choices are more diverse in terms of provider at the pre-primary and primary level. 
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Figure 12. Percentage of enrolment in private institutions in ASEAN countries (by level of education) 

 

Other statistics further suggest that, overall, school choices remain largely limited to public schooling at 

the upper-secondary level. In 2013, the Ministry of Education (MOE) provides the majority of formal 

education, running 57.3% of all primary schools, 91.5% of lower secondary schools, and 95.6% of upper 

secondary schools (Cuttariya Jangdecha & Panthep Larpkesorn, 2018, p. 80). Taking a closer look into 

each stream – academic and vocational – MOE’s records as of 2015 show 79% of students in the academic 

stream at upper secondary level (grades 10-12) were enrolled in the MOE schools, while only 12.5% were 

in private schools.7

8 For those in the vocational stream, 67% are in MOE schools and 31.6% are in private 

vocational schools.8

9  

Table 5. Number of students in formal education from K1 to Grade 12 in academic and vocational stream, by 

affiliates (2009-2015) 

Affiliates 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015     

OBEC (MOE schools) 
         
7,907,897  

     
7,894,875  

     
7,548,498  

     
7,397,961  

     
7,243,713  

     
7,114,804  

     
6,980,871  

    

OPEC (private schools) 
         
2,015,517  

     
2,042,922  

     
2,164,961  

     
2,345,144  

     
2,375,815  

     
2,312,283  

     
2,412,221  

    

Local Adminstrative 
Organisations (DOLA & 
BMA schools) 

             
984,644  

     
1,001,366  

         
994,810  

         
989,553  

         
983,390  

     
1,001,710  

     
1,008,748  

    

OVEC (MOE vocational 
schools) 

             
471,831  

         
467,670  

         
467,609  

         
456,109  

         
443,395  

         
437,269  

         
438,319  

    

                                                            
8 The rest of 8.5% were likely a combination of DOLA, BMA, demonstration schools and those under the control of 
other Ministries. 
9 In terms of stream’s share, in 2015, there were 1,358,798 students in the academic stream and 654,954 students in 
the vocational stream in 2015 – a ratio of 2:1. According to Amornwich (2018), about 40% of students at upper 
secondary level have chosen vocational education. In line with the World Bank’s emphasis on skill development and 
vocational education, the government has the goal to bring up the percent of students in the vocational stream to 
50%. 

Source: UIS.UNESCO.ORG
Brunei 

Darussalam Cambodia Indonesia Lao PDR Malaysia Myanmar Philippines Singapore Thailand Vietnam

Percentage of enrolment in pre-primary education in private institutions (%) 77.14        18.70      94.62      17.72  50.36     32.58     11.96        .. 32.96    16.18  
Percentage of enrolment in primary education in private institutions (%) 41.19        5.21        22.85      6.20    11.84     4.93       8.45           3.88        21.53    1.99     
Percentage of enrolment in secondary education in private institutions (%) 15.52        .. 42.14      2.81    8.95       5.58       22.16        4.98        10.56    ..
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Total 
       
12,364,533  

   
12,408,199  

   
12,170,688  

   
12,178,320  

   
12,029,703  

   
11,867,776  

   
11,848,907  

    

  

Table 6. Percent of students by school affiliate (2009-2015) 

Affiliates 

% of 
students 

(2009) 
% of students 

(2015) 
OBEC (MOE schools) 64% 59% 

OPEC (private schools) 16% 20% 
Local Adminstrative 

Organisations (DOLA & 
BMA schools) 8% 9% 

OVEC (MOE vocational 
schools) 4% 4% 

Source: MOE’s statistics compiled by author 

However, this overall picture do not reveal a gradual trend towards market segmentation at the top tier of 

student cohort who are eligible to schooling choices offered at a higher cost by private providers. Table 5 

and 6 above show that this trend exists. During 2009-2015, we can observe a clear decline in MOE’s share 

along with the increase of private providers’ share in the provision of basic education, presumably pre-

primary and primary schooling. To understand this, National Education Act of 1999, echoing liberal 

approach to educational equity, has an intention to mobilise private and local sectors in providing 

educational service. Since the Act’s enforcement, the provision of primary and pre-primary education had 

been relegated to many other agencies than the MOE – public such as BMA and DOLA, and private such 

as businesses and families (in the form of homeschool). The tables above indicate that such intention has 

been fulfilled, at least at the primary level. 

Why does this increase in private and local authorities’ share do not equally occur at the secondary level? 

The explanation rests on the logic of the market. First, as norms among average families with average 

consuming power, MOE secondary schools are the most cost-effective choice. This is because they are far 

cheaper and of high quality. The fact that there are 282 ‘highly-competitive’ and 2,044 ‘normal’ MOE 

secondary schools echoes this parental preference. Second, investing in secondary schooling requires a 

larger pool of capital, especially with regard to specialised teaching force and equipment such as 

laboratory and workshops. With such barriers, it is very difficult for private ventures to enter into the 

market of secondary education, unless they are experienced entrepreneurs with massive capital. Even if 
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they have abundant capital, it is more likely they will offer both primary and secondary for economy of 

scale. This inability of average private venture to ‘compete’ with the MOE schools (Somkiat 

Tangkitvanich, 2017) is the reason why, overall, private share in educational provision only increases at 

the primary level, not secondary. 

However, in the cases where venture does take place, they often extend the school choices of the middle 

class and the affluent, not the working class. The boom in international schools and ‘alternative’ schools 

are the cases in point here. Prior to 2000, international schools in Thailand are attended largely by children 

of foreigners who worked in Thailand as executives or diplomats. In 2000, the government lifted the bars 

for Thai nationals. For the upper middle class in the cities, these schools became desirable alternatives to 

the ‘low-quality’ government schools and suit their aspiration to have their children attending high school 

and college abroad. From 2008-2015, the number of international schools has surged from 112 to 161 – a 

44% rise. This number is striking considering the average expansion of private school during this time was 

14%. Two-third of all international schools are in Bangkok (DTIP, 2018). Older institutions use IB and 

USA’s curriculum.  More recent ventures offer UK’s (IGCSE) and Singapore’s curriculum. Today, 

international schools are concentrated in large cities and industrial areas, including Bangkok, Phuket, 

Chiang Mai and Chonburi. The tuition fees range from 150,000 – 800,000 THB. As of 2017, Thailand’s 

national income per capita is 137,899THB = 11,491THB / month. Clearly, this ‘international’ schooling 

experience is only affordable to a handful of elite parents. Table 7 lists the nine most expensive 

international schools as of 2019. As expected, most of them are located in Bangkok.9

10 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                            
10 New international school’s providers are often real estate companies or foreign investors. Indeed, the government 
views the expansion of international schools in terms of GDP expansion and the potential of Thailand as educational 
hub for students from neighboring ASEAN countries and China, rather than a factor of educational inequity (DITP, 
2014; 2018). 
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Table 7. Nine most expensive international schools in Thailand (2019) 

School Name Location Levels offered Curriculum Tuition fee per 
semester  
(Thai baht) 

Ruamrudee International School Bangkok Pre-K - Upper 
Secondary 

American                
516,800  

The Regent International School Bangkok & 
Pattaya 

Pre-K - Upper 
Secondary 

British/IB                
534,000  

Prem Tinnasulanond International 
School  

Chiang Mai Pre-K - Upper 
Secondary 

IB                
543,420  

British International School Phuket Pre-K - Upper 
Secondary 

British                
560,800  

Harrow International School Bangkok Pre-K - Upper 
Secondary 

British                
657,540  

NIST International School Bangkok Pre-K - Upper 
Secondary 

IB                
685,400  

Bangkok Pattana International 
School 

Bangkok Pre-K - Upper 
Secondary 

British                
733,155  

Shrewsberry International School Bangkok Pre-K - Upper 
Secondary 

British                
762,300  

International School of Bangkok Bangkok Pre-K - Upper 
Secondary 

American                
763,000  

Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Nx8UhCrtFU8 

Having in mind the school choices in Chaiyaphum in section 3.3, the list of international schools in an 

area of 25 square kilometres in the heart of Bangkok along with their yearly tuition and curriculum in 

figure 13 illustrates very well the state of the problem of educational inequity in Thailand in terms of 

inequity of choice and inequity of learning experience.  
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Figure 13. List of International schools (all levels) in the heart of Bangkok (Sukhumvit area) 

 

Source: http://www.realist.co.th 

The learning outcomes of international school students are generally not reflected in national measures 

such as O-NET and PISA. First, these schools are very small in number. Second, their students do not take 

O-NET. This is because the students in international schools often continue their higher education either 

abroad or in an international-degree programme in Thailand. The measure of their learning outcomes is 

generally SAT scores or depends on the curriculum the students are taking, for example, students in the 
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British-curriculum schools are measured by IGCSE and A-levels. The success of these schools, especially 

in the most expensive schools in table 7, is often measured by the acceptance rate into ivy-league or 

world-class universities. In other words, international school students are not subject to the same standards 

of practice as the rest of the children in Thailand, even on the measurement of educational success. The 

point here is, the Thai government allows this to happen either because they take the liberal view of 

educational inequity and do not view this as part of the problem, or they simply do not have the capacity 

to enforce standard of practice when it comes to the education of the rich.  

Another emerging type of schooling experience offered by private providers is called ‘alternative’ schools. 

This genre of school offers Thai curriculum, although English programme may be offered. What makes 

them different is teaching philosophy of the founder and its learning approach. Montessori, Waldorf, 

Summer Hill or Satya Sai Baba are a few of these ‘alternative’ philosophies to schooling (Pokpong Janwit 

& Soontorn Tanmantong, 2013). Originally in the 1970s, alternative school was meant for the 

disadvantaged children who could not access government schools. They were created largely by scholars 

with philanthropical cause. Then, after the National Education Act encouraged diversity of choices, 

private providers began to offer this form of schooling and target at the middle- to upper-class parents who 

could afford the high fees. Investigates 14 alternative schools in Thailand, Pokpong Janwit & Soontorn 

Tanmantong (2013) argue that the average cost per-head of running an alternative school is 3 times higher 

than MOE school (61,000 baht vs 23,000 baht). They also reveal that the learning outcomes of an 

alternative school clearly depend on whether it charges high fees, and hence are not eligible for the 

government’s per-head subsidy. That is, those not receiving subsidy produce significantly better learning 

outcome than those receiving subsidy. Figure 14 shows this discrepancy. In short, although alternative 

schools are not all attended by the wealthy, the good learning outcomes are concentrated in the ones that 

are, confirming that wealth is the key factor in inequity of learning outcome in Thailand.      
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Figure 14. O-NET scores of alternative schools receiving per-head subsidy (not charging high fees) and those not 

receiving per-head subsidy (charging high fees), compared with other types of schools 

 

Source: Pokpong Janwit & Soontorn Tanmantong (2013), p. 33. 

Not only private providers offer more (expensive) choices to the more affluent, the MOE also does the 

same. First, it encourages its schools, especially secondary schools, to diversify its academic programme 

and allow higher rate of fee charging than the ‘normal’ classroom. So, there are now various sub-streams 

within the Thai curricula framework, such as English programme (EP / Mini EP), Chinese programme, 

Japanese programme, musical programme, and various models of STEM programmes. These ‘segmented’ 

programmes are common among ‘highly-competitive’ MOE schools. As of 2017, 148 MOE ‘highly 

competitive’ schools offer English program (EP)/Mini English program (MEP) and 131 schools offers 

STEM programmes (Vong-on Phuaphansawat, forthcoming). In these schools, students are segregated into 

special and normal programmes and they are treated differently, because they pay at different rates. For 

example, the special classrooms are smaller and are air-conditioned. Inequity of learning experience is 

evident even within the public education system, and it is caused by wealth. Moreover, because they 

attract wealthier students, these ‘special’ cohort tend to produce better learning outcome than the normal 

cohort. 
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Another diversification of school choice made by the government that in the end became largely 

accessible by the affluent is MWITS or Mahidol Wittayanusorn International School. The extraordinary 

high learning outcome of MWITS is shown in figure 13 above. MWITS is the only public secondary 

school that enjoys the special status of independent organisation. Established in 1991, it was meant to be 

magnet school for the 'gifted' in STEM. It is equipped with full laboratory facilities, boarding facilities and 

hires exceptional teaching force. Most importantly, it offers full scholarship to all its students. MWITS is 

the top destination for brightest students from all over the country. The rate of admission is 1.5:100 (240 

applicants selected from 20,000 applicants). Among all public schools, MWITS offers the richest learning 

experience at zero cost. However, the competition rate of 1.5:100 indicates that accessing this school is not 

a ‘choice’ but a ‘prize’ for students with good learning outcome. As evidence has shown so far, good 

learning outcomes in Thailand are directly related to wealth. It means that MWITS is, in reality, 

inaccessible for, say, the students in the Chaiyapum snapshot in section 3.3. So, the case of MWITS makes 

it clear that wealth also conditions the richness of learning experience/process, in addition to the access to 

quality schools. 

A private secondary school that pars with MWITS in terms of learning experience was established by a 

leading company in the private sector, PTT Group. This is KVIS or Kamnoetvidya Science Academy. 

Found in Rayong province in 2013, it offers full boarding facilities, unique STEM curriculum taught in 

English language at the upper-secondary level, and small class size at 18 students per classroom. It has 

collaboration with many international science academies and network with many international science 

competitions and programmes11. Like MWITS, it also offers full scholarship, and thus attracts bright 

students from all over the country. Clearly, this private school is not profit-driven, but its selective nature 

(an acceptance rate of 1:2312) makes it only accessible by those who had enjoyed ‘good’ quality education 

in primary and secondary level, obviously not the working-class students. 

This examination into the diversification of schooling experiences in Thailand reveals that the public-

private categories in the Thai education system is rather meaningless (Amornwich Nakornthap, 2018). 

There are private schools that charge very small fees and cater to relatively poor children of the working 

class in the cities, along with those charging extremely expensive fees and cater to the wealthy only, like 

                                                            
11 KVIS website, available at www.kvis.ac.th. 
12 https://www.webythebrain.com/article/kvis-school 

https://www.webythebrain.com/article/kvis-school
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international and alternative schools charging high fees discussed above. The good learning outcomes tend 

to concentrate in the expensive private schools, not the cheap ones. For public schools, there are all kinds 

of qualities. The ‘good’ ones are those offering secondary or upper-secondary education, which 

concentrates in the cities. The ‘normal’ ones are the majority of primary and extended primary schools in 

the country, whether they are MOE, DOLA or BMA. The cases of MWITS and KVIS also demonstrate 

that public or private affiliate do not determine learning outcome or learning experience. Both offer 

equally exceptionally rich experience, despite one being public and another private. However, they are 

generally accessible to the affluent children only. 

In the liberal arrangement which promotes the freedom to choose, school choice is also considered 

cultural investment, not just a service for cognitive development. Why would affluent parents do 

everything at their disposal to gain access to an expensive school for their kids? The answer is not only 

the cognitive development that is reflected in the test scores, but also the ‘social circle’ or ‘social capital’ 

they want their kids to endow. International schools, for example, not only directly prepare children to 

enter world-class universities, but they also expose the children with English-speaking peers and multi-

cultural environment. With market segmentation in both public and private institutions, the phenomena of 

segregation of schooling experience by wealth is alarming in Thailand, as shown in figure 15. The 

‘segregation index of advantage students’ shows that the chance in which advantaged and disadvantaged 

kids are studying in the same school is very low. The students with high SES and good learning outcomes 

are concentrated in a few number of schools. Thailand’s score on this index is better than only five Latin 

American countries (Pumsaran Tongliamnak, 2020a). The idea that ‘my kids must not mingle with the 

unruly kids’ is widespread among middle class parents in Bangkok. On social democratic standard, this 

kind of disposition is detrimental to creating equitable education system. As Pumsaran Tongliamnak (ibid.) 

argues, such arrangement prevents poor students from learning from their advantaged peer in the form of 

peer effect. 
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Figure 15. Segregation index of advantaged students based on 2018 PISA data 

  

Source: Pumsaran Tongliamnak (2020a) 

The 1% problem in Thailand (Pasuk Pongpaichit, 2019) helps us understand the purchasing power of those 

at the topmost of economic pyramid that segregates their children’s ‘privileged’ learning experience from 

the rest of children in the country. In 2016, the 500,000 individuals who compose the 1% richest Thais 

owned 58.0% of the country’s wealth. In 2018, their share increased to 66.9%, making Thailand the most 

unequal country in the world in terms of the 1% share of wealth, followed by Russia, Turkey and India 

(Credit Suisse Global Wealth Databook, 2018 cited in Bangkok Post, 2018). About 36 percent of 

Thailand’s corporate equity is held by just 500 people (Bank of Thailand, cited in The ASEAN Post team, 

2020). Scoring 90.2 on the Gini index calculated by the Credit Suisse Research Institute, Thailand has the 

widest income inequality in ASEAN and one of the four worst performers in the world, following 

Ukraine (95.5), Kazakhstan (95.2), and Egypt (90.9). (The ASEAN Post team, 2020) (figure 16). 
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Figure 16. Thailand’s income GINI index (as per Credit Suisse, 2018) compared with other ASEAN countries 

 

Source: The ASEAN Post team (2020)  

In contrast with the richer learning experience offered to those with unlimited consuming power, the 

opposite trend towards poorer learning experience is observed among those with little consuming power. 

My research (Vong-on Phuaphansawat, forthcoming) suggests higher affordability and accessibility among 

rural public secondary schools come with an expense in quality. This was due to ‘marketing strategies’ of 

schools in the same vicinity, public and private, competing for headcounts under the pressure of children 

decline (see table 1). To keep the amount of per-head subsidy received from the government steady, many 

medium-sized secondary schools are actively reaching for students in villages in order to offer various 

benefits. They conduct ‘roadshow’, into primary schools in the vicinity and beyond to advertise their 

schools. One common strategy is to offer free school bus to pick up and drop off children from and to 

their houses in the village. One school principal in Isan I interviewed had offered a 1,000-baht scholarship 

to every student as an incentive for enrolment. However, he was having trouble delivering the scholarship 

as promised to the parents, because that set-aside budget had to go to fixing the school’s roof after a storm 

had hit the school, an incident that would never happen at elite schools. It can be said that, the competition 

for headcounts at secondary schools is ‘cut-throat’ in the rural areas. This kind of survival strategy do not 

usually improve students’ learning experience, as school’s budget that could have been used for 

developing teaching and learning are diverted to advertising schools instead. These accounts indicate that 

affordability and school choices have certainly improved and the financial barriers are becoming less an 

issue for secondary education. Yet, it seems that more choice for parents in the rural areas tends to lead to 
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less school quality, contrasting to the situation in Bangkok and large cities. This is because the 

government’s allocation of resources to rural schools remain the same, even stingier due to the per-head 

subsidy scheme. In the broad picture, the barrier of entry to ‘elite’/ ‘quality’ schools does not seem to 

change for rural students, though they can access ‘normal’ schools more easily.   

In sum, the institutional arrangement that guides parental choice in Thailand has allowed many genre of 

education/curriculum to be provided, but those enriching curricular are only accessible by the rich with 

high purchasing power, or those affluent enough to have overcome the hidden costs of attending quality 

schools. The result is that, at the primary level, the elites sends their children to elite schools (international 

schools, demonstration schools, alternative schools), the middle class to private schools, alternative 

schools (and a small but increasing portion are attracted to home-school), and the working class to normal 

government schools. At the secondary level, children of the elite continue their education in an 

international curriculum, or ‘special’ STEM curriculum offered by both public and private institutions 

with a view to be prepared for world-class universities. Children of the middle-class and working class 

compete fiercely to gain access to the ‘highly-competitive’ public schools, and they diverged according to 

wealth into streams of various ‘special’ Thai curriculum. The working class, virtually not having many 

choices, is stuck with the ‘free’ education (which is not really free), provided by government schools, 

structured around the Thai curriculum and very limited amount of funding based on headcounts. The 

segregation of schooling experience according to wealth is the issue that the Thai government should first 

consider in tackling the problem of educational inequity. 

 

3.5 Migrant families from Cambodia, Lao and Myanmar can access pre-primary and primary 

education only if they live in migrant hubs and have secured job (which is rarely the case). 

Secondary and tertiary education are luxuries and accessible to only a few. 

 Along with the decreasing number of Thai-national children, the number of children of migrant workers 

who have filled up Thailand’s low-skill labour force has increased constantly. During the past decade, 

migrant workers from Myanmar, Cambodia, the Lao People’s Democratic Republic and Vietnam have 

doubled. In 2004, the number of registered migrant workers was 1.28 million. The estimated number 

became 3.5 million in 2014 and 3.9 million in 2018 (Harkins, 2019, p. XI). The International Organisation 
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of Migration suggests that migrants from neighboring ASEAN countries make up over 10% of Thailand’s 

total labour force (ibid.). The proportion of nationalities among migrant children can be referred in table 8 

below, although the more updated data is not available. It suggests that 70% of foreign students with 

specified nationality are from Myanmar, followed by Cambodia at 20%. 

Table 8. Foreign students by nationality enrolled in Thai schools 2003-2013 

Year Cambodia Lao Myanmar 
Others/ 

Unspecified Total 
2003 2,258 1,521 9,858 39,913 53,550 
2009 4,379 2,499 36,641 16,648 60,167 
2011 2,695 1,617 15,521 27,542 47,375 
2012 4,026 2,662 17,267 31,118 55,073 
2013 5,782 2,810 20,186 28,816 57,594 

Source: Office of Permanent Secretary, MOE (cited in Premjai Vungsiriphisal, 2014, p. 80) 

Migrant populations have long posed important equity challenge to the Thai education system. This is 

because they are generally treated by the government as security threat rather than human workers. 

However, as part of the attempt to achieve Education for All, the Thai government had taken a significant 

step in bringing children of migrant workers into the education system. The Cabinet Resolution dated 5 

July 2005, deems that all children are eligible to study in Thai schools even without lawful identification 

documents (Premjai Vungsiriphisal, 2014). This policy is not only implemented to the unlawful migrant 

children, but also to the children of ethnic minorities who are not granted Thai citizenship such as hill 

people in the northern region. 

Different sources present different statistics of migrant children in Thailand and their educational records. 

Isara News, a reliable local reporter, reported an estimate of 238,402 out-of-school migrant children in 

2014 (OEC, 2019: p. 20-21). In 2015, Save the Children (2015, cited in Quality Learning Foundation, 2016) 

and Draper & Peerasit Kamnuansilpa (2015) argued that 100,000 out of 300,000 migrant children (34%) are 

in the education system. Of these, 5% attended unaccredited learning centres, and only approximately 35% 

attended mainstream (largely public) schools. Yet, another 2015 report on “Situation of education for 

transnational children and migrant workers” said 46% of the 300,000 migrant children were attending 

formal schooling, while 6% attended informal education at learning centres, and another 46% are out of 

education system (Pikuntip Yuraphan, & Vimonrat Thammisaro, 2016). This corresponds with the 
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statistics of Foreign Workers Adminstration Office in 2016, in which 52% of the estimated 300,000 

migrant children were receiving education in learning centres or schools (OEC, 2019: ibid.). Despite these 

statistical variations, we may accurately say that about half of migrant children in Thailand are not in the 

education system or not attaining proper education according to the Thai national standards.  

Existing data indicates that most drop-out among migrant children occurs at the secondary level. Draper & 

Peerasit Kamnuansilpa (2015) reported that, among those attending schools, 30% are at pre-primary level, 

67% are at primary level, 3% are in lower secondary and less than 1% are at upper secondary level. This 

percentage corresponds with the MOE’s record from 2003-2013 in table 9 below, suggesting that not 

much has improved in terms of migrant children’s access to secondary education. In fact, it is showing that 

the situation has gone worse. For Myanmar students, for example, the percentage of upper secondary 

students to all students in the formal schooling has declined from 4.85% in 2003 to 0.07% in 2013. 

Table 9. Students from Cambodia, Laos and Myanmar by level of education (2003-2013)  

Year Nationality 
Pre-

primary Primary 
Lower-

secondary 
Upper-

secondary Tertiary Total 

% of students in 
upper-secondary 
level to all in 
basic education 

2003 Cambodia 345 1,523 230 107 26 
      
2,231  4.85 

  Lao 180 1,074 135 22 56 
      
1,467  1.56 

  Myanmar 1,667 4,682 517 100 13 
      
6,979  1.44 

2011 Cambodia 1,110 1,539 41 5 - 
      
2,695  0.19 

  Lao 521 1,032 52 12 - 
      
1,617  0.74 

  Myanmar 5,513 9,784 217 7 - 
    
15,521  0.05 

2012 Cambodia 1,800 2,167 52 7 - 
      
4,026  0.17 

  Lao 760 1,510 48 14 - 
      
2,332  0.60 

  Myanmar 5,952 11,060 245 10 - 
    
17,267  0.06 

2013 Cambodia 2,565 3,125 84 8 - 
      
5,782  0.14 

  Lao 972 1,723 97 18 - 
      
2,810  0.64 

  Myanmar 6,940 12,932 299 15 - 
    
20,186  0.07 

 Source: MOE (cited in Premjai Vungsiriphisal, 2014, p. 81) 



Expert report_Vong-on Phuaphansawat_270720 

40 
 

Currently, many public primary schools in the areas with dense migrant population are accommodating 

migrant students. These areas include Bangkok and the metropolis (BMA schools in particular), provinces 

with industrial estates, provinces with fishery industry, and border provinces. However, on-the-ground 

accounts indicate there is no coherent subsidiary legislation or regulatory protocol regarding migrant 

students beyond the 5 July 2005 Resolution (rules in form). Thus, decisions regarding treatment of these 

children are left to school districts and school principals. More often than not, such decisions are not made 

based on the principle of fairness or inclusiveness. Unless they are located in a migrant community and 

familiar with these children, schools are not sure if they can claim government’s per-head subsidy for 

these children. They are also worried that migrant children would bring down their national standardised 

test scores, although qualitative accounts indicate the opposite (see Charuwan Paisantham, 2016; 

Mingkwan Thuemor, 2016). This could be the reason why some MOE schools require migrant applicants 

to pass a Thai language test before admitting them (OEC, 2019). Unlike schools run by the MOE, some 

schools under Department of Local Administration of the Ministry of Interior (MOI) (DOLA schools) – 

largely pre-primary schools – cannot claim subsidies if the children do not have legal documents (Premjai 

Vungsiriphisal, 2014). For private schools, they are afraid these children would cause them legal charges 

or unable to pay tuition (Pikuntip Yuraphan, & Vimonrat Thammisaro, 2016). Moreover, some accounts 

say that regulations do not allow migrant children aged over 12 to receive primary schooling (OEC, 2019). 

For schools situated in migrant communities, a sort of rules in use has gradually emerged. These schools 

know that migrant students’ headcount is eligible for government’s per-head subsidy, drawing on the 5 

July 2005 resolution. Indeed, many innovative approaches have been taken by these schools to include 

migrant children into the Thai curriculum (see Pikuntip Yuraphan, & Vimonrat Thammisaro, 2016; 

Premjai Vungsiriphisal, 2014). For example, as per BBC Thai’s report in 2019, an MOE school in Tak 

province whose 90% of its 600 students have Myanmar nationality appoints translators in pre-primary 

classes in order to help the teachers overcome the language barrier. The Thai teachers are also encouraged 

to learn Myanmar language. The school also arranges boarding facilities to accommodate Myanmar 

students who are not migrants but reside just across the border and find Thai schools of better quality than 

Myanmar school (BBC Thai, 2019a). Another example of promising attempt was the cooperation between 

local Offices of Non-formal Education and that of some countries of origin to issue certificates for the 

students who have completed a course at unaccredited learning centres or community-based organisation, 
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because this is required by employers (OEC, 2019, p. 28-30). Moreover, humanitarian NGOs and 

independent organisations (such as Shan Youth Power in Chiang Mai) are very active in migrant 

communities to facilitate on issues such as Thai language learning (Charuwan Paisantham, 2016). These 

strategies at the school and community level are valuable lessons for the government to outlay procedural 

rules that ensure standard of practice with regard to educating migrant children.  

Positive development in migrant communities and the borderlines may explain evidence of satisfaction on 

the access to Thai education system among migrant workers. According to Charuwan Paisantham (2016, p. 

93), Myanmar parents in Chiang Mai, a destination of migrants from Shan state of Myanmar, generally 

feel positive about educational opportunities in Thailand and thankful for the Thai government for 

supporting their children’s education. Another survey result reports that around 42% of displaced migrants 

and around 37% of non-displaced migrants find accessing education in Thailand easy (figure 17). However, 

as this figure also shows, the majority of migrants in Thailand still have difficulties or lack information 

about educational opportunities in Thailand. 

Figure 17. Survey of migrants on access to education in Thailand 

 

Source: Assessing potential changes in the migration patterns of Myanmar migrants and the impacts on Thailand: 

Supplementary report, IOM (International Organization for Migration, 2015) 
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As implied above, a lack of clear policy guideline at the national level has created policy inconsistencies 

on the ground, imposing high transaction cost on migrant families at the entry to Thai education system. 

From the migrants’ perspective, different schools require and offer different things, and they must put 

effort in seeking this information. Moreover, there is a cultural barrier in terms of ethnocentricism among 

the Thai parents and school personnel (OEC, 2019, p. 28). A lot of Thais still look down on migrant 

workers, thinking they are sucking away their tax money (ibid.), despite the fact that migrant workers do 

pay taxes. Principals find pressure from the parents to not accept migrant children into the school. Some 

threaten to move or do move their kids to another school (Premjai Vungsiriphisal, 2014).  Even when the 

school is accessible, ethonocentricism does hampered migrant children’s learning experience. Charuwan 

Paisantham (2016, p. 94) argues that racist labeling, unequal teachers’ treatments and awkward debates in 

history classes, where neighboring ASEAN countries are portrayed as enemies of Thailand, are common 

experience among migrant children. From the children’s perspective, they are second-class students in the 

Thai schools (Charuwan Paisantham, ibid.). Again, these incidents indicate the role of schools as site of 

social capital accumulation and social stratification. Like the middle-class’s norms on school selection, this 

is another institutional factor that crucially obstructs inclusiveness and equity of learning process along 

the ethnic divide in the Thai education system.  

“When I grow up, I want to be a teacher. But I think I can’t, because my family do not have much money.” 

(A Lao girl in Thai government school, age 15, cited in Mingkwan Thuemor, 2016) 

Qualitative data like the quote above suggest that, in the end, wealth is the decisive factor for 

inaccessibility among migrant children, not ethnicity and/or language barrier. There are much hidden 

costs, opportunity costs and transaction costs of schooling that systematically dissuades poor migrant 

families from sending their kids to a Thai school. The hidden costs of attending public schools, especially 

traveling costs, are already discussed in the previous section. Migrant children are equally affected, 

despite no fees being charged (Mingkwan Thuemor, 2016). As for opportunity costs, interviews with 

migrant children aged 12 and 14 who work full-time (Pikuntip & Vimonrat, 2016) suggests that migrant 

children are working in the labour force instead of attending secondary schools. Moreover, according to a 

principal of an MOE school that caters for many migrant children, the regulation requires that when 

migrant children first enter the Thai education system, they must start at grade 1, regardless of their age 

(Mingkwan Thuemor, 2016). This requirement has resulted in overaged migrant kids in the student 
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cohort.12

13 Being overaged in the Thai school is common and often discourages migrant children from 

attending the school or finally drop out (OEC, 2019). While this requirement could be regarded as a 

measure for equity of process, it imposes much opportunity cost on the migrant children whose family’s 

first priority in Thailand is to make money. Finally, poorest migrant families are usually those having 

unstable jobs and move around a lot. These families are likely to find transaction cost associated with 

entering a new school time and again unbearable, due to policy inconsistencies at different schools. In 

short, the situation of migrant children’s education in Thailand suggests that, wealth remains critical factor 

across the board for children population in Thailand, regardless of ethnicity. 

 

4. Conclusion 

This paper has discussed the state of the problem of educational inequity in Thailand by looking at 

inequality of choice and of learning experience between children of different family wealth, location and 

ethnicity. It has argued that the problem of educational equity in Thailand is typically one in which the 

topmost wealthy (1% and 20%) in Bangkok, regardless of ethinicity, enjoys extremely wider arrays of 

schooling choice, is enriched by extremely distinctive learning experience, and produces extremely better 

learning outcome than the rest of the population. For the general population, basic education is more or 

less accessible and affordable, but the quality is critically dependent on the child’s family wealth. 

Accessibility at the secondary level is still not universal and heavily conditioned by the educational 

quality a child has previously received. In other words, inequity of access at the secondary level in 

Thailand is caused by inequity of quality and inequity of learning outcomes at the pre-primary and 

primary levels, which is conditioned by wealth.  

Schooling choice in Thailand is conditioned by two factors: hidden costs of schooling, namely traveling 

costs, living costs in the city, other expenses associated with schooling and opportunity costs; and, the 

merit-based admission criteria that rely on test scores. Barriers to access in terms of these two factors are 

higher at the upper secondary level, where choices are much more limited and concentrated in Bangkok 

and large cities. The unavailability of quality secondary school in the rural areas, and the comparatively 

low quality of rural primary schools are the main barriers preventing poor rural students from “choosing” 

                                                            
13 A BBC Thai’s report on a Myanmar 16-year-old who was attending grade 5 in a Thai school reflects this problem 
well (BBC Thai, 2019a). 
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‘good’ secondary schools. Moreover, even with the decline in the populations, this does not lead to more 

choices or better school quality in the rural areas due to the current government’s per-head funding 

scheme and its attempt to merge/close down small schools. 

Virtual market in education is making educational quality in Thailand further dependent on wealth. The 

paper has shown that the problem in Thailand is of too much market in education, not in the sense that 

education is privatised, but in the sense that the logic of the market is applied to both public and private 

providers. This results in market segmentation of schooling experiences according to the consuming 

power of the parents. Such process is obscured by the fact that access to ‘richer’ schooling experience is 

often decided based on merit, i.e. students’ test scores or learning outcome. So, it looks just like streaming 

students according to ability. But as students’ ability is also conditioned by wealth, the admission process 

in the Thai education system is largely the process of stratification of children according to consuming 

power. As a result, Thailand’s rate of segregation in the education system is among the worst in the world, 

only better than a few Latin American countries. 

Migrant children in migrant communities are enjoying a good deal of access and improved learning 

experience in primary schooling. This is due to the progressive move in the national policy framework 

which attempted to include all children with no citizenship into the formal education system. However, 

the improvement is largely led by agencies on the ground, including schools, teachers and non-

governmental agencies. Access to secondary schooling remains a critical issue among migrants, largely 

because they are often more constrained by wealth and economic purpose of being in Thailand. Beyond 

migrant communities, the lack of clear policy guideline becomes the key barrier to access. Moreover, 

ethnocentricism in the Thai education system and among Thai parents also prevents the choices and 

learning experience of migrant children from being on par with their Thai peers. 

What can Thailand do to improve the situation? Most current government’s strategies to solve educational 

inequity are liberal in approach and focus on improving the choice, access and learning quality of the 

poor. Two important mechanisms are Education Equity Fund14 and Student Loan Fund.14

15 However, this 

                                                            
14 Equitable Education Fund (EEF) was set up as an independent body in order to allocate funding for the poor more 
effectively (e.g. target the most needing students). Towards this goal the EEF has gathered big data of students’ 

profiles and attempt to make funding decision based on these database. They also work closely with the private 
sector and international think-tank to promote initiatives and partnerships to improve the quality of poor schools. 

EEF’s mission is to use organisational innovation, data and technology to improve effectiveness of government’s 
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paper has shown that increasing the choice of the poor alone will not solve the problem. The nature of 

education as social goods and site of social segregation will ensure that any new choice for the poor will 

trigger new, better choice for the rich. The government must understand this segregating dynamic and 

intervene to prevent natural segregation from happening.  

First, the government must set up a redistributive mechanism that can systematically transfer the resources 

and schooling choices, currently unfairly enjoyed by the middle and affluent class, to the working class. 

Most traditional form of this mechanism is educational tax, which may be imposed on parents sending 

children to high fee-charging schools. Other innovative incentives should be sought to diverge parental 

choices and private investment in education to the rural areas. Resource allocation strategies for schools, 

particularly the per-head subsidy, must also be revised to progressively compensate for SES disparity 

among schools.  

Second, to improve the schooling choice of the working class, the government must challenge the norms 

of merit-based admission criteria, especially among the ‘good’ schools. More quota schemes might be 

applied to MOE secondary schools, ensuring seats and funding that covers the hidden costs of schooling 

for students for hidden background. Summative learning outcome in the form of test scores should be 

downplayed, while formative learning experience should be more stressed. However, the government 

must carefully design these quota schemes because they may lead to failure to keep standards of practice 

across the education system. Government should also use innovative approaches beyond law and 

regulations to challenge the norms that obstruct the achievement of a more equitable education system, 

such as ethnocentricism and the use of test scores to judge the value of a child.  

Third, attempt should be made to create learning spaces within the formal schooling system in which 

children of the rich and the poor can participate together. EEF has a high potential to innovate these 

spaces by utilising online technologies. At the bottomline, however, these integrative approaches must 

aim at distributing the high learning outcomes of the top performers to the low performers through peer 

effects. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                
funding in assisting disadvantaged children and drop-outs. Currently, EEF has no aim to intervene with current 
standards of practice in the education system. 
15 According to Dilaka Lathapipat (2018), despite the intention to enable the poor to access upper-secondary and 
higher educational opportunity, the gap in gross enrollment rates at tertiary level between the richest and poorest 
quintiles significantly widened after the Student Loan Fund was in place. Dilaka argues that children of poor 
households benefited less from this fund than those of better SES background (ibid., p. 346-347). 
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Policy makers must accept that, in the end, improving educational inequity means that the rich and the 

middle class would lose some benefits they are currently enjoying. However, this is not a zero-sum game. 

The advantaged groups would be actually sacrificing for the greater goods of the society as a whole. 

Indeed, the successful transition towards a high-income country, i.e. the long-term economic prosperity, is 

hard to achieved without their sacrifices. So, if the government is serious about solving the problem of 

educational inequity, it must convey such message to these advantaged groups. However, given current 

political regime in Thailand has intimate tie with a few business tycoons who compose the 1% richest, 

this is unlikely. The government, especially the MOE, has also shown minimum capacity in enforcing 

standards of practice over all schooling services in the territory. Indeed, it rather shows the tendency to 

promote differentiation of standards. It is therefore the responsibility of the middle-class parents, the top 

1% and the top 20% to realise their important role and drive the change themselves. The problem of 

educational inequity in Thailand is, therefore, a political problem as much as technical problem. 
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