
SEA-PLM 2019 Main Regional Report 
Children’s learning in 6 Southeast Asian countries



Please source this publication as follows:

UNICEF & SEAMEO. (2020). SEA-PLM 2019 Main Regional Report: Children’s learning in 6 Southeast Asian 
countries. Bangkok, Thailand: United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) & Southeast Asian Ministers of Education 
Organization (SEAMEO) – SEA-PLM Secretariat.

Credit photo cover © Fani Llaurado/UNICEF

ISBN (E-book): 978-974-685-162-6

ISBN: 978-974-685-163-3

The opinions expressed and arguments employed herein do not necessarily reflect the official views of the 
Southeast Asian countries.

This document is also available in digital format at www.seaplm.org

You can use or copy original or abstract of this publication for private and public use in documents, presentations, 
websites, teaching materials, data collection and translation. Suitable acknowledgement needs to be provided to 
the source version and copyright owner for any utilization referenced above. Source and copyright notification are 
registered for each publication.

© UNICEF & SEAMEO 2020

All rights reserved.

For more information regarding publications by the SEA-PLM Secretariat, contact the SEA-PLM Secretariat  
at seaplm@seameo.org.



3

SEA-PLM 2019 Main Regional Report 
Children’s learning in 6 Southeast Asian countries



4

Contents
Foreword� 12

Acknowledgements� 14

Introduction� 15

Executive summary� 16

Chapter 1  
SEA-PLM 2019 scope and methodology� 23
1.1 SEA-PLM 2019 participating countries � 25 
	  
	 1.1.1 Technical capacity-building and mentoring� 27

	 1.1.2 Programme governance, funding and institutional commitment� 28

1.2 SEA-PLM 2019 scope and main methodology� 28

	 1.2.1 Test approach � 29

	 1.2.2 Test and question format and content� 30

	 1.2.3 Test language� 31

	 1.2.4 Background questionnaires and global citizenship module� 32

	 1.2.5 Data collection� 33

	 1.2.6 Sampling and participation� 34

	 1.2.7 Coding, data processing and scoring� 34

	 1.2.8 Quality assurance and database validation� 35

1.3 SEA-PLM proficiency scales and Sustainable Development Goal 4.1.1� 36

 
Chapter 2 
Children’s proficiency in reading, writing and mathematics� 38
2.1 Reading literacy� 41

	 2.1.1 Reading proficiency across countries� 44

	 2.1.2 SEA-PLM 2019 reading alignment with the SDGs� 35

2.2  Writing literacy� 46

	 2.2.1Writing proficiency across countries� 51

2.3 Mathematical literacy� 52

	 2.3.1 Mathematical proficiency across countries� 55

	 2.3.2 SEA-PLM 2019 mathematics alignment with the SDGs� 57



5

 
Chapter 3 
Equity in learning opportunities � 59
3.1 �Equity effects of children’s background, home influence and school experience� 63

	 3.1.1 Gender� 63

	 3.1.2 Age � 64

	 3.1.3 Socioeconomic status � 65

	 3.1.4 Combined gender, school location and socioeconomic status� 68

	 3.1.5 Preschool education � 69

	 3.1.6 School readiness in language and mathematics� 70 
	  
	 3.1.7 Speaking the language of instruction at home � 72

	 3.1.8 Grade repetition� 73

3.2 Equity effects of school environment and teacher profiles � 75 
 
	 3.2.1 School size � 75

	 3.2.2 School location� 77

	 3.2.3 Access to textbooks and library� 78

	 3.2.4 Teacher profiles  � 80

3.3 Equity effects of children’s, teachers’ and parents’ attitudes and engagement� 83

	 3.3.1 Children’s attitudes about school � 83

	 3.3.2 Parental engagement in children’s learning � 85

	 3.3.3 ���Perception of issues affecting children’s learning in the classroom � 87

3.4 Summary of findings� 91

	 3.4.1 Children’s background, home influence and school experience� 91

	 3.4.2 School environment and teacher profiles� 92

	 3.4.3 Children’s, teachers’ and parents’ attitudes and engagement� 93

Chapter 4 
Global citizenship education at primary level � 95
4.1 Global citizenship education in SEA-PLM 2019� 97

4.2 Children’s perception of global citizenship education� 100

	 4.2.1 Perception of global citizenship topics learned at school� 100

	 4.2.2 Attitudes about global citizenship education� 102

	 4.2.3 Attitudes about societal issues� 104

	 4.2.4 Attitudes about environmental sustainability� 106

	 4.2.5 Attitudes about national and regional identity� 108



6

4.3 Children’s participation in global citizenship related activities� 110

	 4.3.1 Participation in school activities related to global citizenship � 110

	 4.3.2 General activities related to global citizenship� 112

	 4.3.3 Future school activities related to global citizenship� 114

4.4 Teachers’ peception of global citizenship education� 116

	 4.4.1 Pre-service preparation for global citizenship education� 116

	 4.4.2 Confidence in teaching global citizenship topics� 118

4.5 Teachers’ perception of global citizenship education� 120

	 4.5.1 �Attitudes about children’s global citizenship skills, values and characteristics � 120

	 4.5.2 �Teacher’s attitudes about children’s global citizenship learning at school� 122

	 4.5.3� �Perception of children’s opportunities for global citizenship education at school � 122

4.6 Key findings and emerging themes for global citizenship education� 125

	 4.6.1 Key findings� 125

	 4.6.2 Emerging themes� 126

Chapter 5 
Finding and recommendations� 129
5.1 Key findings� 130

5.2 Recommendations to improve learning� 130

5.3 Looking ahead� 133

Bibliography� 134 

Appendixes� 137
Apendix 1� 137

Apendix 2� 140

Apendix 3� 146

Apendix 4� 170

Apendix 5� 183



7

Boxes, Figures and Tables
Boxes
Box 1.1: Learning area definitions, SEA-PLM 2019� 30

Box 1.2: Global citizenship definition and areas assessed by SEA-PLM 2019� 32

Box 1.3: Development of the new SEA-PLM scale score� 34

Box 2.1: Reading the SEA-PLM proficiency scales� 40

Box 3.1: How to read and compare resources, practices, outcomes and children’s learning disparities� 61

Box 3.2: How the SEA-PLM 2019 SES index was constructed� 66

Box 3.3: How to interpret the SEA-PLM 2019 teachers’ data Teachers specialization� 80

Box 4.1: Findings from the review of the official curriculum audit� 97

Box 4.2: Measuring global citizenship education in SEA-PLM 2019� 98

Box 5.1: Summary of the 6 priority recommendations� 130

Figures
Figure 1.1: Map of SEA-PLM 2019 participating countries� 25

Figure 1.2: Structure of education systems and compulsory education in participating countries, 2019 � 26

Figure 1.3: �Main official first language of instruction in reading and mathematics at primary level  
in participating countries, 2019� 27

Figure 1.4: SEA-PLM 2019 governance structure map� 28

Figure 2.1: �SEA-PLM 2019 described proficiency scale for reading literacy, showing percentage  
of children in each band across all 6 countries � 42

Figure 2.2: Example of reading item, Band 6� 43

Figure 2.3: Example of reading item, Band 2 and below� 43

Figure 2.4: Percentage of Grade 5 children in each reading band, by country  � 44

Figure 2.5: �SEA-PLM 2019 proficiency scale for writing literacy, showing percentage of children  
in each band across all 6 countries� 47

Figure 2.6: Example of writing item� 49

Figure 2.7: Example of critrion, writing scale� 49

Figure 2.8: Example of criterion, writing scale� 50

Figure 2.9: Percentage of Grade 5 children in each writing band, by country�� 51

Figure 2.10: �SEA-PLM 2019 proficiency scale for mathematical literacy, showing percentage  
of children in each band across all 6 countries� 49

Figure 2.11: Example of mathematical item, Band 8� 54

Figure 2.12: Example of mathematical item, Band 5� 54

Figure 2.13: Example of mathematical item, Band 3� 54



8

Figure 2.14: Percentage of Grade 5 children in each mathematics band, by country� 55

Figure 3.1: Difference in average reading, mathematics and writing scores by gender� 63

Figure 3.2: Percentages of children by age group� 54

Figure 3.3: Differences in average reading, writing and mathematics scores by socioeconomic status� 67

Figure 3.4: Percentage of children by preschool education� 69

Figure 3.5: Differences in average reading, writing and mathematics scores by preschool education� 70

Figure 3.6: �Percentage of children by ability to perform early language and mathematical  
tasks prior to primary education� 71

Figure 3.7: �Differences in average reading, writing and mathematics scores by ability to perform early 
language and mathematical tasks prior to primary education � 71

Figure 3.8: Percentage of children by whether the language of instruction is spoken at home� 72

Figure 3.9: �Differences in average reading, writing and mathematics scores by whether  
the language of instruction is spoken at home � 72

Figure 3.10: Percentage of children by grade repetition� 73

Figure 3.11: Differences in average reading, writing and mathematics scores by grade repetition� 73

Figure 3.12: Percentage of children by school size� 75

Figure 3.13: Differences in average reading, writing and mathematics scores by school size � 76

Figure 3.14: Percentage of children by school location� 77

Figure 3.15: Differences in average reading, writing and mathematics scores by school area resources� 78

Figure 3.16: Differences in average reading, writing and mathematics scores by textbook availability� 79

Figure 3.17: Percentage of children by availability of school library� 79

Figure 3.18: Percentage of children by teacher specialization� 81

Figure 3.19: Percentage of children by teachers’ highest level of education� 81

Figure 3.20: Percentage of children by teachers’ training in the language of instruction� 82

Figure 3.21: Percentage of children by children’s attitudes about school� 84

Figure 3.22: �Differences in average reading, writing and mathematics scores by children’s attitudes about 
school� 84

Figure 3.23: Percentage of children by parental engagement in children’s learning� 86

Figure 3.24: �Differences in average reading, writing and mathematics scores by parental  
engagement in children’s learning� 86

Figure 3.25: Percentage of children by parental engagement in the classroom� 87

Figure 3.26: Percentage of children by principal reporting issues hindering school capacity� 88

Figure 3.27: �Differences in average reading, writing and mathematics scores by principal  
reporting issues hindering school capacity� 89

Figure 3.28: �Percentage of children by teachers reporting issues affecting children’s learning  
‘to a moderate extent’ or ‘to a large extent’� 90

Figure 4.1: SEA-PLM 2019 concept classification of children questionnaire� 98



9

Figure 4.2: Questionnaire item - children’s perception of global citizenship topic learned at school� 100

Figure 4.3: Percentage of children who perceived the global citizenship topics being learned at school� 101

Figure 4.4: Questionnaire item – children’s attitudes about global citizenship education� 102

Figure 4.5: Percentage of children who identified the topic to be important to learn in school� 103

Figure 4.6: Questionnaire item -children’s attitudes about social issues � 104

Figure 4.7: Percentage of children who agreed to statements regarding societal issues � 105

Figure 4.8: Questionnaire item – children’s attitudes about environmental sustainability� 106

Figure 4.9: Percentage of children who were worried about environmental sustainability issues � 107

Figure 4.10: Questionnaire item – children’s attitudes about national and regional identity� 108

Figure 4.11: Percentage of children who agreed with statements about national and regional level � 109

Figure 4.12: Questionnaire item – children’s participation in school activities related to global citizenship�110

Figure 4.13: �Percentage of children who indicated they had participated in school activities  
related to global citizenship � 111

Figure 4.14: Questionnaire item – general activities related to global citizenship� 112

Figure 4.15: �Percentage of children who were willing to participate in activities related  
to global citizenship � 113

Figure 4.16: Questionnaire item – future school activities related to global citizenship� 114

Figure 4.17: �Percentage of children who indicated they were likely to participate in future  
school ctivities related to global citizenship � 115

Figure 4.18: �Questionnaire item – teacher’s pre-service teachr education programme prepared you  
to teach about � 116

Figure 4.19: Percentage of teachers who felt prepared to teach global citizenship topics� 117

Figure 4.20: Questionnaire item – teacher’s confidence in teaching global citizenship topics� 118

Figure 4.21: Percentage of teachers who felt confident to teach global citizenship topics� 119

Figure 4.22: �Questionnaire item – teacher’s attitudes about childrn’s global citizenship skills, values and  
characteristics� 120

Figure 4.23: �Percentage of teachers who considered children’s global citizenship skills,  
values and characteristics to be important� 121

Figure 4.24: �Questionnaire item – teacher’s attitudes about children’s global citizenship learning  
at school� 122

Figure 4.25: �Percentage of teachers who considered that children’s global citizenship learning  
at school is important� 123

Figure 4.26: �Questionnaire item – perception of children’s opportunities for global citizenship  
education at school� 124

Figure 4.27: �Percentage of teachers who reported that global citizenship activities took place  
in a regular school year� 124



10

Tables 

Table 1.1: Selected demographic, economic and educational data of participating countries� 25

Table 1.2: Item classification in SEA-PLM 2019 - reading and mathematical litercy� 30

Table 1.3: Criteria classification in SEA-PLM 2019 – writing literacy � 31

Table 1.4: SEA-PLM 2019 language(s) in participating countries� 31

Table 1.5: SEA-PLM 2019 main survey operation period by country� 33

Table 2.1: �Percentage of Grade 5 children performing at or above SDG 4.1.1b ‘end of primary’  
indicator in reading, by country� 45

Table 2.2: �Percentage of Grade 5 children performing at or above the SDG 4.1.1b ‘end of primary’  
indicator in mathematics, by country� 57

Table 3.1: �Regression coefficients for the effects of gender, school location and SES  
on mathemtical performance� 68

Table 3.2: Tasks that children could perform prior to primary education� 70



11

©UNICEF/Jim Holmes



12

Foreword

To advance in learning, children need to master the basics first. They need to learn to read so they can read 
to learn. They need numeracy to make sense of numbers and solve problems. They need to gain skills to 
interact within their communities, to understand their world. With a strong foundation, children will continue 
to acquire knowledge and develop skills through their lifetime. The education systems must therefore ensure 
children develop foundational skills and reliable data to monitor outcomes of that process is key to ensuring 
that children are learning.

The Southeast Asia Primary Learning Metrics (SEA-PLM) aspires to provide a world-class student learning 
assessment for the region, catering to the needs and context of different countries. The first cycle of this 
assessment, conducted in 2019 with six participating countries, sought to find out what Grade 5 children 
know and can do in reading, writing and mathematics. For the first time, global citizenship attitudes, values 
and behaviours of children were also measured by a large-scale learning assessment at primary education 
level. 

In this report the findings of the SEA-PLM 2019 show alarming trends of inequities and poor learning. Across 
participating countries, 1 out of 3 children in Grade 5 is still performing at the level expected in the early years 
of primary education. However, this figure hides structural differences among systems as the percentage 
of children that are only able to read and write simple words and do basic mathematics range from 2% to 
50% across the 6 participating countries. 

Substantial difference is also revealed in the number of children performing at the highest levels of expected 
learning. For instance, in some countries a large majority (91%) of Grade 5 children are able to perform 
complex mathematical operations and interpret different data sources, while in others only few (8%) children 
are prepared for these tasks. Mastering the highest levels of the SEA-PLM scales in mathematics and 
reading is equivalent to what is the minimum expected in SDG 4.1 at the end of primary education, which 
show that many countries are still far from reaching this target. 

The findings on global citizenship deserve special attention. For instance, children and teachers indicate 
significant interest in and concern with environmental issues, including climate change. Solving disagreements 
with classmates and solving problems in the community appeared to be among the most valued lessons 
learned at schools. At the same time, less than half of the children reported experience speaking in an 
organized debate or discussing global problems. 

Encouraging findings emerge from the report as well. Data found that in all counties, children who had 
attended at least 1 year of preschool education consistently performed better than children who had not. 
On average, children who felt better and safer at school performed better than children who reported less 
positive feelings. In all countries, higher levels of parental engagement were associated with higher reading, 
writing and mathematics scores in children. This indicates that with the right policies, and programmes in 
place, a significant proportion of children may still be able to improve and reach higher proficiency levels.  

The report concludes with a set of recommendations to achieve equity in learning. These call for improving 
early learning and school support policies and programmes; a stronger coherence among pedagogic practices, 
curriculum and assessments, as well as on teacher policies and practices that ensure teachers become 
authentic pedagogic experts. The report also calls for improving the capacity of the government to use data 
and to monitor learning and encourages the use of SEA-PLM 2019 rich data sets. Finally, the report invites all 
countries in Southeast Asia to join new SEA-PLM 2023 round and strengthen partnerships across the region. 
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SEA-PLM ambitious goals and collaboration potential are particularly important in the post COVID-19 era 
as the pandemic may increase the number of out-of-school children as well as the learning loss of those 
enrolled in real and virtual classrooms.

It is time for all education stakeholders to get aligned around strong equity learning strategies. SEA-PLM 
2019 provides substantial evidence to inform these recommendations. SEAMEO Secretariat and UNICEF will 
be hand in hand working with countries and partners to provide every child a strong foundational learning. 

Dr Ethel Agnes Pascua-Valenzuela

Director

SEAMEO Secretariat

Karin Hulshof 

Regional Director 

UNICEF East Asia and the Pacific
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Introduction
The Southeast Asia Primary Learning Metrics (SEA-PLM) Programme was launched by the SEAMEO 
Secretariat and UNICEF East Asia and Pacific Regional Office (EAPRO) with the aim to improve the capacity 
to measure learning outcomes, use data, and allow peer exchange on policies and practices in the region. 
SEA-PLM’s ambitious agenda aims to contribute to countries’ efforts to achieve Sustainable Development 
Goal (SDG) 4, and in particular, track progress on foundational learning (SDG 4.1.1), and knowledge and skills 
related to global citizenship (SDG 4.7). 

As a key flagship of the Programme, the SEA-PLM Assessment was launched formally in 2014, to measure 
learning outcomes for children enrolled in Grade 5. Six participating countries: Cambodia, Lao PDR, Malaysia, 
Myanmar, Philippines and Viet Nam, decided to embark on this adventure, to improve the future of millions 
of children. The SEA-PLM Secretariat is honoured to now present the SEA-PLM 2019 Main Regional Report. 
Findings presented in the five chapters of the report provide meaningful information to understand the level 
of resources, practices and learning outcomes at a national-level and within countries. Cross comparisons 
between subgroups of children and schools sheds light on the challenges and opportunities to address the 
learning and equity gaps in basic education across Southeast Asian countries. 

Chapter 1 presents the overall approach of the SEA-PLM Programme and particularly the SEA-PLM 2019 
scope and general primary education context in participating countries. It also details the methodology 
developed and applied, and shares some of the main SEA-PLM 2019 survey parameters, from test 
development to reporting. 

Chapter 2 describes the level of performance, on average, of each country on the new SEA-PLM proficiency 
scales in reading, writing, and mathematical literacy. Such information on external regional metrics offers 
extensive quantitative and qualitative findings to address curriculum and monitoring efforts and reform. The 
content of the chapter addresses what students know and can do and targets specific areas of learning 
that teachers can focus on to support the improvement of performance. The chapter proposes, for the very 
first time, a new benchmark for reporting the percentage of children at or above the expected international 
minimum proficiency levels at the end of primary education, as referenced by SDG indicator 4.1.1b. 

Chapter 3 addresses the challenge of resource allocation, actors’ practices and equity of performance 
between different groups of learners. The survey used background questionnaires to collect extensive 
information about children, classes, teachers, schools, head teachers, parents and the community. Linking 
this information to learning performance over the three domains provides some benchmarks to understanding 
variations and inequity in performance levels and drivers of learning. 

Chapter 4 reports children and teachers’ attitudes, values and engagement in global citizenship-related topics 
specially developed by and for the SEA-PLM study. This new module generated new data and findings to 
question complex concepts, construction and effectiveness of local, regional and global citizenship education 
at the individual and school level. 

Chapter 5 concludes the Main Regional Report of SEA-PLM 2019 by summarising the findings and highlighting 
challenges. Five policy recommendations are suggested to support better learning and equity in basic 
education, including how to use and further explore SEA-PLM 2019 data at the national and regional levels. 
An additional recommendation  (Recommendation 6) suggests countries and partners be part of a SEA-
PLM 2023 cycle. This will help to create a longitudinal understanding on learning changes at the system 
level, particularly looking at the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

We hope this report, and further national and regional research, offers a new policy momentum among 
Southeast Asian countries and partners. This can then, in turn confirm and set direction, priorities and 
encourage national and regional frameworks, actions, practices and research in key policy areas, as well 
as curriculum alignment, resource allocation, pedagogical practice and planning at regional, national and 
subnational levels.

The SEAMEO Secretariat and UNICEF Regional and Country Offices will continue to do their best to support 
governments in advancing the right to education and to reach the levels of equity and prosperity the region 
is committed to achieve. We invite more countries and partners to join us in these efforts.

The SEA-PLM Secretariat co-managed by SEAMEO Secretariat and UNICEF EAPRO 
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Executive summary 

1. What is SEA-PLM 2019? 
Southeast Asia Primary Learning Metrics (SEA-PLM) is a new regional large-scale student learning assessment 
programme, designed by and for countries in Southeast Asia. The programme aims to generate reliable data 
and evidence for monitoring learning outcomes across and within countries, and to understand what factors 
facilitate or hinder effective learning of children along their school journey. By doing so, each participating 
country can develop and implement policies and programmes to improve students’ learning outcomes. SEA-
PLM 2019 is the first round of this regional assessment.

Six countries from the region participated in SEA-PLM 2019: Cambodia, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Myanmar, 
Philippines and Viet Nam.  This first round focused on Grade 5 students, and on 3 learning domains: reading, 
writing and mathematics. A global citizenship questionnaire module was also developed as an experimental 
exercise in comparative large-scale assessment at primary education level. In addition, SEA-PLM 2019 used 
a series of background questionnaires to collect extensive information about children, classrooms, schools, 
teachers, head teachers, parents and communities. 

SEA-PLM 2019 collected children’s and schools’ responses through paper-pencil tests and questionnaires, 
conducted with a sample of children that is representative of the entire school population enrolled at Grade 
5 in each country. Tests and questionnaires were administered in the official language(s) of instruction in 
Grade 5 in each country. SEA-PLM 2019 data were collected towards the end of the 2018–2019 school year, 
just before the COVID-19 pandemic. Therefore, SEA-PLM 2019 provides a solid picture of the situation of 
children’s learning before 2020 and could serve as an authentic baseline for future monitoring and trend 
analysis. 

2. What children know and can do in reading, writing and 
    mathematics?
Similar to other comparative large-scale assessments, SEA-PLM has developed its own proficiency scales in 
reading literacy, mathematical literacy and writing literacy to enable countries to measure and report overall 
student performance in each of these three domains across contexts and over time. 

For each of the SEA-PLM 2019 proficiency scales – in reading, writing and mathematics – children who are 
in the highest band master the fundamental skills expected of them by the end of primary school. Those 
children are also more likely to engage well in other important Grade 5 curriculum content, including the 
development of skills commonly considered critical in the 21st century, such as communication, use of 
technology and critical thinking. 

SEA-PLM proficiency scales provide an insight into what children can do and, importantly, what they should 
aim to do next. Understanding that learning is a progression and that teaching must be targeted at the level 
of students’ abilities is central to understanding the results of SEA-PLM 2019. 

2.1 Reading
SEA-PLM 2019 defines reading literacy as ‘understanding, using and responding to a range of written 
texts, in order to meet personal, societal, economic and civic needs’ (UNICEF & SEAMEO, 2019, p. 21). 
The definition focuses specifically on written texts and emphasizes the interactions of readers with them. 

      •	� There was a large variation (from 2% to 82%) across participating countries in the number of Grade 
5 children who could read, understand and use explicit and implicit information from various types 
of text to reflect on new ideas and opinions. These skills are reflected in the highest Band (Band 6 
and above) and are generally expected of children at the end of primary education. Similarly, there 
was a large variation (1% to 50%) across countries in the number of Grade 5 children with a level 
of reading proficiency equivalent to that expected in the first years of primary school (Band 2 and 
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below, which is the lowest Band). These children were still at the stage of matching single words 
to an image of a familiar object or concept. 

      •	� In Malaysia and Viet Nam, the majority of Grade 5 children had achieved the reading literacy skills 
expected of them at the end of primary school. In those 2 countries, a further 18% and 10% of 
children, respectively, were in Band 5 and were thus progressing towards achieving this level. These 
children had developed a solid basis in reading literacy skills in their language of instruction.

      •	� In Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and the Philippines, a small to modest percentage of Grade 5 
children had achieved Band 6 and above or were progressing (Band 5) towards achieving the expected 
levels of reading proficiency at the end of primary education.

      •	� For some countries, Grade 5 is the end of primary school. In these countries, children who do not meet 
a minimum proficiency in reading by Grade 5 would likely struggle to transition to secondary school.

2.2 Writing
SEA-PLM 2019 defines writing literacy as ‘constructing meaning by generating a range of written texts to 
express oneself and communicate with others, in order to meet personal, societal, economic and civic 
needs.’ (UNICEF & SEAMEO, 2019, p.30) This definition considers the act of writing as meaning-making 
and does not include merely copying words or chunks of language. Measuring the writing domain is new in 
the area of comparative large-scale assessment at primary level and is an achievement in SEA-PLM 2019, 
where student writing is compared across a broad range of official languages of instruction.

      •	� A vast proportion of students across all 6 SEA-PLM 2019 countries are not demonstrating writing 
proficiencies expected of a Grade 5 student.

      •	� On average, approximately 9% of students who sat SEA-PLM 2019 performed at Band 7 and Band 
8 or above, the highest 2 bands. The middle 4 bands have similar proportions of students in them; 
51% of all students fall into 1 of the 4 middle bands. Below this, 40% of students across all 6 SEA-
PLM 2019 countries are in the lowest 2 bands, indicating that they have only limited writing skills. 

      •	� In Viet Nam (more than 30%) and Malaysia (11%) a modest percentage of Grade 5 children had 
writing skills described in Bands 7 and 8 and above. These children may be able to transition well 
through to secondary education, and may possibly be on the right track to meet the challenges of 
a 21st century skills-based curriculum.

      •	� In Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and the Philippines, a very limited number of Grade 5 children 
achieved higher levels of proficiency in writing. In Myanmar, 60% of children were in the 3 lowest 
bands, while in Cambodia, Lao PDR and the Philippines this increased to more than 70% of children. 
Therefore, even the highest performers of this group can produce very limited writing, with simple, 
insufficient ideas and limited vocabulary. 

2.3 Mathematics
SEA-PLM 2019 defines mathematical literacy as ‘a person’s capacity, given a problem in a context that is of 
interest or importance to them, to translate the problem into a suitable mathematical formulation, to apply 
mathematical knowledge and skills to find a solution, and to interpret the mathematical results in relation 
to the context and to review the merits or limitations of those results’ (UNICEF & SEAMEO, 2019, p.13). 

      •	� In some countries there were very few (1%) Grade 5 children with a mathematical proficiency 
equivalent only to that expected in the first years of primary school, while other countries had a 
large number (57%) at this level. These children were still at the stage of solving simple problems 
– for example, requiring them to add or subtract 2 single-digit numbers together or to recognize 
simple shapes. 

      •	� In Malaysia and Viet Nam, the majority of Grade 5 children have achieved the mathematical literacy 
skills expected at the end of primary school, as indicated by a SEA-PLM 2019 mathematical 
proficiency of Band 6 and above. 

     •	� In Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and the Philippines, modest percentages of Grade 5 children have 
achieved the mathematical literacy skills expected at the end of primary school, as indicated by a 
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SEA-PLM 2019 mathematical proficiency of Band 6 and above. This implies that in these countries, 
the majority of Grade 5 children are still working towards mastering fundamental mathematical skills.

     •	� Students found items where they needed to write an answer (constructed response) more 
difficult than those where they needed to select an answer from given options (multiple choice).  
Also, children appeared to be more familiar with undertaking calculations than with formulating, 
interpreting, communicating and explaining. 

2.4 SEA-PLM 2019 alignment with the SDG 4.1
SEA-PLM 2019 methodology enabled overall national performance of participating countries to be reported 
for 2 Sustainable Development Goals indicators: SDG 4.1.1a (end of lower primary) and SDG 4.1.1b (end 
of primary).1 

     •	� The percentage of Grade 5 children performing at or above SDG.4.1.1b ‘end of primary’ indicator in 
reading ranges from 2 – 82% across participating countries.

      •	� In mathematics, the percentage of Grade 5 children performing at or above SDG.4.1.1b ‘end of 
primary’ indicator ranges from 8 – 92% across participating countries.

3. Equity in learning opportunities
Understanding disparities in learning opportunities available to children and schools, and their associated 
literacy outcomes, is fundamental to creating sound policies that support and drive improvement in 
educational systems and results. In order to better understand the inequity that children experience, we 
need to understand their individual characteristics, their home environments and their school contexts to 
identify causes, risks and potential ways to change. 

Education systems, policies and stakeholders strive to create and maintain equitable learning opportunities 
to compensate for the effects of social inequalities. The challenge of offering equal learning opportunities 
through all  stages of basic education is complex but critical for all countries. When we compare collected 
data on children’s perspectives, characteristics and experiences with achievement levels, we can identify 
vulnerable children and outcome bottlenecks, while also identifying and promoting good practices. 

Children’s background, home influence and school experience
     •	� Children from higher socioeconomic backgrounds, and those attending schools in wealthier 

neighbourhoods performed better than children from less advantaged backgrounds. This pattern 
is consistent across all 3 domains, and the magnitude of this difference was substantial, ranging 
between 24 and 26 scale points, on average across countries, for the 3 learning domains. 

      •	� Girls are more likely to perform better than boys, regardless of socioeconomic status or school 
location, depending on the achievement domain. In all countries, boys had lower levels of achievement 
than girls in reading and writing. In 3 out of the 6 countries, boys had lower levels of achievement 
in mathematics in comparison with girls while no differences are observed in the other 3 countries. 
Despite the difference in performance, in all countries, few to large proportion of girls and boys still 
have difficulties in reaching the expected levels of performance across the three domains. 

      •	� Children who spoke the language of instruction more often at home achieved higher levels of literacy 
in reading, writing and mathematics than those who did not, except in the Philippines. This practice 
varied across countries, with almost all children speaking the official language of instruction at home 
at the end of primary education in Cambodia, Malaysia and Viet Nam compared with less than 1 in 
10 children in the Philippines. 

1	 SDG Indicator 4.1.1: Proportion of children and young people (a) in Grades 2/3; (b) at the end of primary; and (c) at the end of lower 
secondary achieving at least a minimum proficiency level in (i) reading and (ii) mathematics, by sex. For some countries, Grade 5 
is the end of primary education, while for other countries it is Grade 6. End of primary grade of measurement point as defined by 
GAML: plus or minus 1 year from the last year of primary according to ISCED level mapping in the country.
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      •	� In all countries, children who had attended at least 1 year of preschool education consistently 
performed better than children who had not. The positive influence of preparatory years continues 
to show benefits for children’s outcomes at least 5 years into their primary education. 

      •	� In 4 out of the 6 countries, older age was not correlated with poorer learning performance, but grade 
repetition was. In Malaysia and Viet Nam, where the age of all or almost all Grade 5 children was 
10 or 11 years and grade repetition was completely or almost non-existent, older children tended to 
achieve significantly higher scores in reading, writing and mathematics (but only in mathematics in 
Viet Nam). 

School environment and teachers’ profiles
      •	� Children learning in larger schools, in well-resourced locations or with a textbook for each child, 

performed better than children in smaller, less well-resourced schools. Across the 6 participating 
countries, the majority of children (87%) attended schools where they had 1 textbook per child in 
Grade 5, for both language and mathematics lessons. In Lao PDR and the Philippines, around 20% 
of children shared a reading or mathematics textbook in Grade 5, sometimes with more than 2 
children. 

      •	� In 3 of the participating countries, school principals reported that the lack of qualified teachers 
was a significant issue hindering school capacity to provide instruction to children. Countries all 
adopted different approaches to hiring and training teachers, including allocating generalist or 
specialist teachers.

      •	� The majority of children attended schools where teachers in charge of the language of instruction had 
attended pre-service or in-service reading training. However, in almost all countries, a non-negligible 
percentage of children were in class with teachers who had received no training in reading (in the 
language of instruction used for the SEA-PLM assessment) before or during their service. 

Children’s, teachers’ and parents’ attitudes and engagements
      •	� Most children had high levels of interest in school and, on average, children who felt better and safer 

at school performed better than children who reported less positive feelings. About 80% or more 
of children in all countries expressed positive attitudes about school. However, 10% of students 
across all countries and up to 20% of students in some countries reported not feeling comfortable 
at school and having a negative attitude towards school. 

      •	� In all countries, higher levels of parental engagement were associated with higher reading, writing 
and mathematics scores in children. Half of the children reported that their parents motivate them 
to succeed in school (47%). Around one-third reported that their parents ask them about what they 
are learning in school (34%). Around one-quarter reported that their parents help them with their 
homework (27%). However, a large proportion of children suggested that their parents rarely or 
never engage in these activities. 

      •	� Around one-third of children attended a school where teachers reported that children’s hunger in 
class (34%) or lack of sleep (32%) were issues affecting their learning. In some countries, a higher 
percentage of teachers reported these factors. 

      •	� In several countries, a high percentage of teacher absenteeism and lateness was reported by 
children. In Viet Nam, children’s perceptions of teachers were more positive than for children in 
other countries, with less than 1 in 10 (9%) reporting that their teacher was often or sometimes 
absent, compared with 38% to 58% across other countries, and 14% reporting that their teacher 
was often or sometimes late, compared with 51% to 67%  across other countries. 
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4. Global Citizenship: what do children think about school,
    community and global matters?
SEA-PLM 2019 is the first large-scale comparative assessment to measure global citizenship attitudes, values 
and behaviours of children at primary level. Global citizens appreciate and understand the interconnectedness 
of all life on the planet. They act and relate to others with this understanding to make the world a more 
peaceful, just, safe and sustainable place (UNICEF & SEAMEO,, 2017, p.5). 

As expected, children’s responses in SEA-PLM 2019 showed their views on a range of topics, rather than 
a comprehensive understanding of global citizenship. Children at this age are naturally more aware of local 
issues within their community than they are of global matters and events outside their environment. In basic 
education, children’s development of regional and global values relies on the efforts of teachers, schools 
and communities to encourage citizenship values and skills. 

      •	� Environmental issues (such as climate change and environmental pollution) and local topics related 
to the classroom environment (such as solving disagreements with classmates and solving problems 
in the community) appeared to be the most important and valued global citizenship topics and 
concepts learned at primary school. 

      •	� The majority of children reported that they participated in school activities, such as communicating 
ideas to their classmates, voting for class leaders, and participating in an activity to make the 
school more environmentally friendly. Less than half the children reported experience speaking in 
an organized debate, joining in classroom discussions about problems in the world and becoming 
a candidate for class leader. 

      •	� Most of the teachers indicated they were prepared for and felt confident teaching almost all topics 
listed in the questionnaire. Children’s rights and respecting diversity were the topics teachers said 
they were most prepared for during pre-service training, and were also the topics teachers felt most 
confident teaching. Grade 5 teachers were consistently less prepared for teaching globalization (34% 
‘very well’) and challenging inequality (42% ‘very well’) and also felt less confident teaching them. 

      •	� SEA-PLM findings may lead to systems, schools and practitioners reflecting on how to better frame 
local, regional and global concepts at the end of primary level while keeping national citizenship 
values and cultural beliefs as core goals. 

      •	� Systems, schools, children and practitioners can focus on global citizenship education, as outlined in 
the Sustainable Development Goal target SDG 4.7.1, which refers to (i) global citizenship education 
and (ii) education for sustainable development, including gender equality and human rights, and 
mainstreamed at all levels in (a) national education policies, (b) curricula, (c) teacher education and (d) 
student assessment. SEA-PLM 2019 findings support the monitoring of such system-level indicators 
and provide a new source of information for policy implementation within schools and classrooms.

5. Regional trends and policy recommendations
The new SEA-PLM proficiency scales provide solid benchmarks for the Southeast Asian region to examine 
what specific groups of Grade 5 children know and can do in reading, writing and mathematics. SEA-PLM 
2019 also gauges children’s and teachers’ values and attitudes about global citizenship concepts, behaviours 
and activities. 

SEA-PLM 2019 reveals stark differences between students’ learning outcomes according to various profiles 
and characteristics, such as gender, socioeconomic status, language spoken at home, preschool experience 
and early developmental skills. Some of these disadvantages may be combined and thus the most vulnerable 
children face multiple deprivations and factors that negatively affect their learning (for example, boys from 
poorer households in remote rural areas). 
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The following 6 priority recommendations address how SEA-PLM 2019’s key findings and evidence can 
be translated into specific policies. The recommendations align with Sustainable Development Goal 4 – 
Education 2030 (SDG 4), as well as relevant SEAMEO and ASEAN plans and frameworks. In light of the 
current COVID-19 pandemic and the forthcoming recovery phase, these recommendations are even more 
relevant and urgent.

      •	 Recommendation 1: Prioritize early learning in disadvantaged contexts 

      •	� Recommendation 2: Guarantee a solid start in primary education through on-time enrolment 
and progression for all children, especially the disadvantaged

      •	� Recommendation 3: Ensure explicit and progressive learning standards in the curriculum of 
basic education, including in digital and blended learning options

      •	� Recommendation 4: Support motivated and experienced teachers and positive school 
environments 

      •	 Recommendation 5: Use data, monitoring and research to achieve better learning 

      •	� Recommendation 6: Participate in and support SEA-PLM 2023 activities, including the 
opportunities and challenges arising from the COVID-19 pandemic

Looking ahead
SEA-PLM 2019 data show that learning for all children is still a far-off goal, as are other related education 
targets. Countries face aggravated challenges ahead owing to the current COVID-19 pandemic and the 
subsequent economic downturn in the region. Compensating for several months of school closures and 
unplanned digital and blended learning will also require robust efforts to ‘come back better’. However, 
the COVID-19 pandemic has brought opportunities to experiment with hybrid and flexible learning, and 
organizational pathways in education delivery and services. Several of these innovations can inspire and 
influence reform agendas.

Continuing a positive path towards learning improvement, countries and education stakeholders will thus 
require clear equity learning strategies, better implementation capacity, sufficient financial and human 
resources, and sturdy monitoring and improvement loop mechanisms. In this context, as part of this mandate, 
the SEA-PLM programme proposes that all countries in Southeast Asia, and their allies, continue this work 
to improve the capacity to measure learning outcomes, use data, and allow for peer exchange on policies 
and practices.
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Chapter 1  

SEA-PLM 2019 scope 
and methodology

SEA-PLM 2019 
Main Regional Report

Primary school learning outcomes are critical to children’s development as well as to national, social and 
economic goals. Foundational skills learned in primary school, particularly reading and mathematics, are 
critical for later learning. Without solid and continuous high-quality learning outcomes in the primary school 
years, children’s skills development, engagement and potential to contribute meaningfully to society is put 
at risk. It is for this reason that the global Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and regional education 
frameworks, such as those of SEAMEO and ASEAN, call for countries to enhance learning, with a focus on 
skills development, particularly in the early years and in basic education. 

Along the school journey, basic education is the foundation from which children develop the necessary 
skills and confidence needed to succeed in life. To that end, national education systems and their partners 
must commit to employing the substantial resources they invest in this sub-sector of education to create 
relevant, effective and continuous learning opportunities for all children, while responding to the needs of 
their specific society and its beneficiaries.  

Across Southeast Asia, national governments, education systems and communities are committed to 
supporting sustainable learning progress for all children. Policymakers and practitioners focus on designing 
and implementing appropriate and equitable education policies and practices, despite the often-limited 
resources, setbacks and time constraints. Every day, children, families, teachers, principals and education 
staff work hard to make children’s experience in classrooms a journey of great learning. The ‘learning for all’, 
‘no one left behind’ and child rights–based approaches have also emphasized the importance of developing 
systems that encourage equitable learning, so that every child gets the support they need to learn in primary 
education without exclusion or exception.  

To ensure the effectiveness of such investments and efforts, it is essential that these interventions and 
systems are supported by adequate monitoring and assessment mechanisms. These programmes should 
generate evidence in a timely manner to inform policy development, governance and system accountability 
so that teaching and learning practices are further improved to ensure better learning outcomes for every 
child. As with other regions in the world, Southeast Asian countries must continue to build synchronized 
national assessment policies, and to develop tools and mechanisms that enable practitioners and decision-
makers to support better learning for all children. 



Southeast Asia Primary Learning Metrics (SEA-PLM) is a new comparative learning assessment programme, 
designed by and for countries in Southeast Asia. The programme aims to generate reliable data and evidence 
for monitoring learning outcomes across and within countries, and understanding what factors facilitate or 
hinder effective learning of children along their school journey. It also aims to promote cross-border exchange 
on learning and education policies, and to build the capacity of participating countries to design and conduct 
solid learning assessments. Furthermore, it aims to strengthen national education stakeholders’ capacity 
to analyse, interpret and use learning outcomes data. Finally, SEA-PLM aims to help countries to identify, 
prioritize and address educational challenges in key policy areas, such as curriculum development, resource 
allocation, pedagogical practice, and planning at national and sub-national levels.  

Through the first round of SEA-PLM – SEA-PLM 2019 – stakeholders obtained robust evidence to answer the 
critical question: How do children2  in Southeast Asia perform against regional metrics in reading, writing and 
mathematics at the end of primary school? Participating countries gathered information to help monitor the 
progress of disadvantaged sub-groups of children and schools at the end of primary years, by exploring equity 
related to context and learning achievement. SEA-PLM 2019 findings will improve countries’ understanding of 
children’s Grade 5 learning achievements and barriers to achievement. SEA-PLM 2019 particularly measured 
achievement in Grade 5, as this period is considered an appropriate age for development of basic learning 
and competencies. Grade 5 was chosen by all participating countries as a common grade where all children 
should still be in primary school. 

SEA-PLM also has the potential to address other educational questions through regional comparison of 
learning environments, children’s experiences and school practices, as well as specific areas, such as the 
global citizenship education module developed in the SEA-PLM 2019 contextual questionnaires. Moreover, 
the SEA-PLM programme is structured so that children’s achievement can be measured over time through 
subsequent cycles of assessments.3 In the context of the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic, this is particularly 
relevant as SEA-PLM 2019 provides an authentic baseline for children’s learning. With this baseline, 
participating countries will be able to compare their own children’s learning levels before and after COVID-
19, which disrupted students’ learning despite various distance-learning strategies and programmes in each 
country. 

SEA-PLM 2019’s main survey was implemented at the end of the 2018–2019 school year. Six countries from 
the region participated: Cambodia, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Myanmar, Philippines and Viet Nam4. This report is 
the product of a collaboration between participating countries, experts and representatives of SEAMEO, 
UNICEF and the Australian Council for Educational Research (ACER) with a range of other international and 
national experts. Scientific expertise, technical support and quality control for the design and implementation 
of SEA-PLM 2019 were provided by ACER. The SEA-PLM Technical Advisory Group was created after the first 
round of SEA-PLM to provide independent technical advice and to monitor the final methodology phases of 
SEA-PLM 2019. See Appendix 5 for a complete list of country representatives and experts involved since 
the SEA-PLM 2019 main survey. 

This first report fills a critical knowledge gap, providing comparable and reliable data on learning outcomes 
in Southeast Asia for basic education. It applies international methods, processes and quality assurance 
mechanisms to ensure a credible measure of learning outcomes and context. Chapter 1 presents the overall 
context of basic education in the participating countries through a range of system-level indicators, as well 
as an overview of the methodology, scope and outputs of SEA-PLM 2019. This chapter aims to support 
readers’ understanding of outcomes presented in the following analytical chapters. 

2	 Children in this report refer to students in the selected schools.
3	 As of 2020, SEA-PLM 2023 is the next intended cycle of SEA-PLM.
4	 Non-participating countries were invited to contribute in the inception phase for developing the instruments and are members of 

the governance board.
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1.1 SEA-PLM 2019 participating countries 
An accurate and constructive interpretation of SEA-PLM 2019 results requires a good understanding of 
national context, specific challenges and the historical evolution of national education systems. This section 
gives an overview of basic education in the 6 SEA-PLM 2019 participating countries – Cambodia, Lao PDR, 
Malaysia, Myanmar, Philippines and Viet Nam – through a selection of recent system-level indicators5. 

Figure 1.1: Map of SEA-PLM 2019 participating countries

The SEA-PLM 2019 participating countries share key priorities for developing their education systems but 
also have quite different historical, political, economic and social landscapes. Context-specific factors shape 
the development of national education systems and the individual path and performance of children from 
early grades to higher levels of education. The table below presents relevant demographic, economic and 
educational characteristics of the 6 participating countries (ASEAN, 2019).56 

Table 1.1: Selected demographic, economic and educational data of participating countries

Population
Human 

Development 
Index

GDP per 
capital 

	

Net enrolment 
rate at  

pre-primary 
level

Net enrolment 
rate at primary 

level

Net enrolment 
rate at 

secondary level 

Population 
(million)

% Aged  
0-14 Years Per category (US$ PPP) % of children % of children % of children

Year 2019 2018 2018 2018 20187 20178 20179 

Cambodia 15.6 31 Medium 1,541.4 22.8 92.6 37.1

Lao PDR 6.9 33 Medium 2,627.5 46.5 98.0 34.7

Malaysia 32.4 24 Very high 11,067.2 83.4 96.7 90.2

Myanmar 53.6 26 Medium 1,440.8 8.2 96.9 54.0

Philippines 106.6 31 High 3,214.8 64.5 94.2 76.0

Viet Nam 94.7 23 Medium 2,546.2 78.5 98.0 83.4

Source: ASEAN key figures (ASEAN, 2019) except pre-primary level rate (UNESCO-UIS), consulted in 2020 

5	 Other countries from Southeast Asia and other Asian countries have contributed to the development of the inception phase and are 
consulted annually as honorary members.

6	 Other national and international sources of information have been consulted (UNICEF, UNESCO, World Bank, Global Partnership 
for Education).

7	 The latest available data for the Philippines is 2017; for Viet Nam it is 2013.
8	 The latest available data for Lao PDR and Myanmar is 2015; for the Philippines it is 2013.
9	 The latest available data for Cambodia is 2016; Lao PDR is 2012.

25



26

The context-specific factors presented in Table 1.1 can affect learning, and differences can be observed 
between countries on these indicators. In the past 20 years, SEA-PLM countries have progressed significantly 
in meeting the demand for primary education and expanding school coverage. Even if countries are close to 
achieving universal access to primary education, challenges remain in reducing access disparities between 
children, increasing achievement for all, improving transition and achievement in secondary education, and 
providing at least 1 year of preschool for all children. Meeting these targets and other national priorities is 
critical to achieving good learning outcomes for all. 

When interpreting findings on children’s performance and learning outcomes in the following chapters, 
it is also important to reflect on some basic characteristics of education systems. The structure of basic 
education, the length of compulsory education and the school year, the coverage of preschool learning, and 
the language of instruction are all important variables that shape the design, implementation and achievement 
of curriculum targets in each country. Figures 1.2 and 1.3 present some national trends, based on existing 
data and estimation from research in basic education in Southeast Asia.

Figure 1.2: Structure of education systems and compulsory education in participating countries, 2019 

 
      Cambodia10 

    Myanmar11

     Source: UNESCO-UIS database consulted in 2020, data as officially reported by countries

There is noticeable variation in the structure and length of primary school cycles across the SEA-PLM 
participating countries. In all countries, children aged 6–10 years should be in primary school, but in 3 
countries the primary school cycle includes 5 years of instruction while in the other 3 countries it includes 
6 years. For instance, in Myanmar primary education starts at 5 years old and ends 5 years later, while in 
Cambodia it starts at 6 years old and ends 6 years later.12 

In all countries, sampled children in Grade 5 were tested, regardless of their age and previous experience 
before and after entering primary school. In the 3 SEA-PLM countries with 5 years of primary education – 
Lao PDR, Myanmar and Viet Nam – children were tested at the end of primary school. For the other countries 
with 6 years of primary education – Cambodia, Malaysia and Philippines – the children were tested 1 year 
before the end of primary school. The official length of education (represented with the blue box in Figure 
1.2) varies across countries due to the age of entry at primary level and the overall number of years of free 
compulsory education offered.

Two countries include pre-primary education as part of compulsory education. Table 1.1 illustrates the 
preschool coverage in each participating country. In the 6 participating countries, the percentage of children 
from an age cohort who benefit from 1 formal form of preschool education before entering basic education 
varies from 10% to 80%, on average, at the national level. 

In all countries, SEA-PLM 2019 assessed children in the official language of instruction in schools at Grade 
5 (see Figure 1.3). In early grades, some of the countries provide multilingual education in the national 
language(s) as part of their multilingual education (MLE) policy and introduce a second and/or other language 
in parallel.  Context-specific factors are not presented here, as countries have different challenges and 
responses (see Kosonen, 2017).

10	 Primary education is not compulsory in Cambodia.
11	 System under reform.  In current system children start Grade 1 at 6 years old.
12	 Effective ages of children who participated in the survey are reported in Chapter 3.
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Figure 1.3: �Main official first language of instruction in reading and mathematics at primary level in participating 

countries, 2019

        Source: data based on official documentation

 
By Grade 5, children in all participating countries should already have transitioned (as applicable) to the 
country’s primary language(s) of instruction for reading, writing and mathematics, as presented in Figure 
1.3. Each participating country specified its test language(s) for SEA-PLM 2019, based on the official national 
language policy at Grade 5. This information is reported in Table 1.4. 

All national data presented above may vary between sub-populations and schools within a country. Such 
variation – which is not presented here because of the overall system approach – may also help explain the 
disparities in educational outcomes within a country. 

Despite national differences, all countries share common issues and challenges in supporting the development 
of relevant and sustainable levels of proficiency for all children. The SEA-PLM 2019 findings presented in the 
following chapters can contribute to addressing these challenges by providing evidence and opportunities 
for peer learning, collaboration and capacity-building.

1.1.1 Technical capacity-building and mentoring
Capacity-building of participating country teams is integral to the success of SEA-PLM, with a core 
commitment being to strengthen national-level capacity for the planning, implementation, analysis and use 
of assessment results. While a central focus of SEA-PLM capacity-building is supporting countries to apply 
common standards for all technical operations, the approach encompasses the full assessment cycle from 
inception to use of results for education reform.

During the implementation of an assessment round, support is oriented towards each country’s National 
Team and key decision-makers charged with the management of SEA-PLM. Support comes in the form 
of regional and national training activities and strategies, including face-to-face training at the regional and 
country level, webinars, guideline resources, remote ongoing support and quality assurance.

In addition, SEA-PLM creates space for networking, peer learning, mentorship and collaboration between 
countries on learning and assessment policies during regional meetings. By involving a range of education 
stakeholders throughout the phases of an assessment cycle, SEA-PLM contributes to the development of 
collective regional experience in learning assessment, promoting dialogue and best practice among countries 
to encourage the use of evidence to transform education policy and practice.

13	 One of the 18 stated national languages according to sub-regional division.
14	 English is the only official language of instruction for mathematics from Grade 4.

Grade 1 Grade 2 Grade 3 Grade 4 Grade 5 Grade 6

Cambodia Khmer

Lao PDR Lao

Malaysia Chinese, Malay, Tamil

Myanmar Myanmar

Philippines Mother tongue12 Filipino and English13

Viet Nam Vietnamese
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1.1.2 Programme governance, funding and institutional commitment
SEA-PLM is governed through the SEA-PLM Regional Steering Committee. Membership of the Steering 
Committee includes Ministry representatives of all Southeast Asian countries, as well as several partners 
who provide technical, financial and political support to the SEA-PLM initiative. Participating countries and 
the Technical Advisory Group are involved as core members. Southeast Asian countries not engaged in 
implementing a main survey, and other bilateral and multilateral partners are involved in the governance 
board through honorary membership. The SEA-PLM Secretariat, co-managed by the SEAMEO Secretariat 
and the UNICEF East Asia Pacific Regional Office (EAPRO), coordinates the overall process and stakeholders 
involved at regional and national levels, in collaboration with education ministries.

Figure 1.4: SEA-PLM 2019 governance structure map

Six Southeast Asian countries committed with SEAMEO to implement and disseminate SEA-PLM 2019 
results. SEA-PLM’s overall regional roadmap is endorsed annually by SEAMEO High Official meetings, 
where Southeast Asian education ministries are represented. The development and implementation of 
SEA-PLM 2019 has been mainly funded by UNICEF EAPRO and UNICEF Country Offices. UNICEF has also 
supported regional and national operations by collaborating with participating countries, external experts 
and the SEAMEO Secretariat.

1.2 SEA-PLM 2019 scope and main methodology
The SEA-PLM programme aims to achieve the breadth and rigour of a large-scale international survey, while 
at the same time addressing the unique needs and contexts of countries in the Southeast Asia region. The 
sub-sections below provide general information on the scope and methodology of SEA-PLM 2019. Additional 
insights are available in the technical SEA-PLM documentation, such as the SEA-PLM 2019 assessment 
frameworks (UNICEF & SEAMEO, 2017).

SEA-PLM 2019 collected children’s and schools’ responses through paper-pencil tests and questionnaires, 
conducted with a sample of children that is representative of the school population enrolled at Grade 5 in 
each country. 
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In the inception phase – from 2012 to 2015 – the scope and format of the SEA-PLM assessment was 
constructed in collaboration with participating countries, observers, partners and technical experts, taking 
into consideration policy priorities, technical feasibility, international assessment standards and resource 
availability15. The SEA-PLM 2019 assessment frameworks (UNICEF and SEAMEO, 2017) summarize the 
concepts, processes, contributions and outputs developed during the inception phase. 

Instruments and procedures used in SEA-PLM 2019 focused on delivering valid and reliable data on children’s 
level of proficiency through tests in 3 learning domains: reading, writing and mathematics, while reporting on 
education context and participants’ attitudes through questionnaires. In addition to the testing of fundamental 
learning, a global citizenship module was developed through contextual questionnaires as an experimental 
exercise in comparative large-scale assessment at primary education level. 

SEA-PLM 2019 used a series of background questionnaires to collect extensive information about children, 
classrooms, teachers, schools, head teachers, parents and communities. This information helped to link the 
characteristics of children, schools and households to the learning performance of children and schools. 
Linking this information to the learning domains provides an important understanding of variations and 
inequity in children’s performance levels, and the different drivers of learning and achievement. 

Quality assurance was maintained for tests, questionnaires, survey procedures and data analyses. The 
tools were standardized across all countries and the entire assessment process, and in the delivery of the 
final databases, scales and indicators. This ensured that results could be compared across countries and 
different test languages. The model also offered opportunities for countries to add options – for example, 
oversampling, additional contextual questions and extra languages. 

In each country, a technical team (known as the National Team) was responsible for managing the entire 
process at the national level. The National Team reported results within the country and also contributed to 
the regional dialogue about technical standards and the regional reporting of results. The lead of the National 
Team was an official member of the SEA-PLM governance board through a core membership within the 
Regional Steering Committee (see last section of this chapter for more information related to the SEA-PLM 
governance structure). 

1.2.1 Test approach 
The SEA-PLM 2019 assessment framework was developed from late 2014 to early 2015 as a foundation 
for the tests and questionnaires (UNICEF & SEAMEO, 2017). The protocols underlying the SEA-PLM tests 
and questionnaires were derived from international methods and standards for large-scale assessments of 
core learning areas common among national curricula. 

By definition, SEA-PLM tests have been designed as an external measurement of education systems and 
their specific objectives. Furthermore, SEA-PLM adopts a literacy-based approach and references common 
curricula targets and content across Southeast Asian countries (UNICEF & SEAMEO, 2017).

The assessment of literacy in reading, writing and mathematics embraces the essential knowledge, skills 
and understanding of the national curriculum. It also investigates the extent to which such knowledge, 
skills and understanding can be used in a range of situations arising in both school and daily life. The literacy 
approach prepares young people to participate as effective members of society and use what they have 
learned at school – their reading, writing and mathematics skills – to deal with the many challenges they 
will meet in their life beyond school. 

International learning domain experts collaborated in reviewing official Grade 5 curriculum documents, 
including relevant frameworks, syllabuses and other learning materials (UNICEF & SEAMEO, 2016) provided 
by the 11 countries from Southeast Asia. The SEA-PLM 2019 assessment framework outlined the approach 
and content of assessment in reading, writing and mathematics at Grade 5, based on consensus definitions 
of literacies at primary level, as agreed with Southeast Asian countries and learning domain experts.

15	 The Australian Council for Educational Research (ACER) was contracted for managing technical activities in designing, implementing, 
coordinating, training, quality assurance and reporting the main regional results of SEA-PLM 2019. ACER’s experts are mentioned 
in this report as technical experts.



30

SEA-PLM reading literacy is to understand, use and respond to a 
range of written texts, in order to meet personal, societal, economic and 
civic needs.

SEA-PLM writing literacy is to construct meaning by generating a range 
of written texts to express that person’s self and to communicate with 
others, in order to meet personal, societal, economic and civic needs.

SEA-PLM mathematical literacy is a person’s capacity when given a 
problem in a context that is of interest or importance to them. It measures 
how they translate the problem into a suitable mathematical formulation, 
apply mathematical knowledge and skills to find a solution, and interpret 
the mathematical results in relation to the context and review the merits 
or limitations of those results.

In line with the assessment’s focus on the end of primary school, the literacy definition also included 
children’s capacity for continuing learning in compulsory education. Indeed, the content assessed included 
not only expected outcomes at the end of primary school but also some precursor skills considered as 
essential stepping stones for the development of solid proficiency. SEA-PLM 2019 questions captured 
different levels of proficiency in reading, writing and mathematics, not only at Grade 5 level but also at 
early primary and early secondary levels. This was important, as children in Grade 5 across the participating 
countries demonstrated a wide range of proficiency, and the SEA-PLM assessment needed to capture and 
describe the broad range of what children can do.

The assessment questions underwent extensive trial testing in 2017 and 2018 to ensure they covered the 
agreed regional definitions of domain content and were appropriately targeted to children’s abilities, as well 
as being culturally suitable for children in the Southeast Asian region. 

1.2.2 Test and question format and content
Double the number of test items needed for the main survey were developed in the 3 cognitive domains – 
reading literacy, writing literacy and mathematics literacy. This ensured good coverage of content to match 
ability levels with cognitive tasks designed to address the literacy definitions. 

In each of the 3 learning domains, items were ordered in categories corresponding to cognitive process and 
content domain. This organization allowed mapping to cover the entire literacy definition. Tables 1.2 and 1.3 
present the number of items by cognitive process for each of the learning domains. Additional classification 
by type of question and sub-domain content are available in Appendix 1.

Table 1.2: Item classification in SEA-PLM 2019 – reading and mathematical literacy

Box 1.1: Learning area definitions, SEA-PLM 2019

Cognitive process

Reading literacy Mathematical literacy

Recognize 
words Locate Interpret Reflect Apply Interpret Translate

5 20 21 5 23 14 17

Total reading 51 items Total mathematics 54 items
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Table 1.3: Criteria classification in SEA-PLM 2019 – writing literacy16 

 
The SEA-PLM 2019 assessment was a paper-pencil instrument that used selected-response questions 
(4-option multiple-choice questions) and constructed-response questions (short written responses: a number 
or a solution showing working in mathematical literacy; a word or 1 or 2 sentences in reading literacy17).  
Constructed-response tasks were particularly useful to assess children’s thinking and reasoning, rather than 
their guessing a multiple-choice response. In the writing literacy assessment, every question required a 
written response ranging in length from 1 word to multiple paragraphs. 

In line with other comparable large-scale assessments, each child completed only a selection of questions 
in 2 of the 3 learning domains, as the total number of questions would be equivalent to 4.5 hours of testing 
time. A rotated booklet design plan was applied to reduce overall fatigue testing time. Each child had 1 
hour to complete the test and 30 minutes to complete the questionnaire. Statistical methods allowed the 
computation of comparable scores at the system level in the 3 learning domains. Eighteen different test 
booklets were administered randomly in each sampled classroom and school. 

1.2.3 Test language
The source versions of all SEA-PLM 2019 materials were prepared in English. Tests and questionnaires were 
administered in the official language(s) of instruction in Grade 5 in each country. The testing language(s) 
were determined by the education ministry in each participating country. The table below presents the final 
list of test languages by country. 

Table 1.4: SEA-PLM 2019 language(s) in participating countries

Country Language

Cambodia Khmer

Lao PDR Lao language

Malaysia18 Chinese, Malay, Tamil

Myanmar Myanmar language

Philippines English

Viet Nam Vietnamese

Quality assurance measures ensured that the intended meaning was consistent across translated versions. 
All test materials were double translated and reconciled by a professional translation company. Two translators 
independently translated the English-language source material into the target language; then a third person 
reconciled these 2 translations into a single national version as equivalent as possible to the source version 
in English. The quality of the instruments and the translation were pre-tested during a field trial in each 
participating country on children from a sample of schools representing different national contexts. This 
process was monitored and approved by each country and verified by an external body in collaboration with 
the National Team based on standardized procedures.

16	 In writing, each question assessed a range of criteria, with points depending on the quality of the writing produced.
17	 Computers and other digital devices were not appropriate to measure literacy in reading, writing and mathematics for a national 

representative sample at primary level.
18	 National results in Malaysia are reported as a single entity in this report.

Cognitive process

Writing literacy

Generating 
ideas

Controlling text 
structure and 
organization

Managing 
coherence

Using 
vocabulary

Controlling 
syntax and 
grammar

Other language 
specific features

8 5 4 5 7 5

Total writing 34 criteria
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1.2.4 Background questionnaires and global citizenship module
Extensive background data were collected during the trial testing and the main survey to collect information 
about the learning context. This information was collected from children, parents, teachers and head teachers 
in each of the sampled schools through paper-pencil questionnaires. Where appropriate, data were aggregated 
to develop comparable contextual indicators. 

Data from these questionnaires were used to understand the learning contexts of the countries and the 
relationships between children’s experiences, school environments and learning performance, as presented 
in Chapter 3. Student and teacher questionnaires also provided extensive information about students’ values 
and attitudes towards school, along with learning and teaching reading, writing, mathematics, and global 
citizenship–related activities, concepts and topics. Chapter 4 reports children’s and teachers’ attitudes, values 
and engagement in global citizenship topics specially developed by and for SEA-PLM 2019. 

Global citizenship is a relatively new concept and expands the notion of citizenship and civics beyond the 
boundaries of the nation-state, with the implication that there are multiple issues that connect us. The global 
citizenship module in the SEA-PLM 2019 contextual questionnaires provided new qualitative and quantitative 
information to help countries and their education partners fill a gap in research around global citizenship. 

Box 1.2: Global citizenship definition and areas assessed by SEA-PLM 201919

19	 The cognitive aspects of learning about global structures, systems and issues are not covered through SEA-PLM 2019 instruments, 
owing to assessment priorities and technical considerations.

In SEA-PLM 2019 the definition of global citizenship was ‘Global citizens appreciate and 
understand the interconnectedness of all life on the planet. They act and relate to others with 
this understanding to make the world a more peaceful, equal, safe and sustainable place.’ 

The SEA-PLM 2019 instruments covered 2 of the 3 major domains identified in the intended 
SEA-PLM Global Citizenship Framework: 

	 • � �the socio-emotional aspects, such as attitudes and values, relating to positive 
orientations including appreciation of diversity, equality and human rights

	 •  the behavioural aspects related to activities that create positive change.18 

Many socio-emotional aspects are relevant to global issues – for example, children’s sense of 
belonging to multiple communities (local, national, regional and global), and their engagement 
as citizens with long-term sustainability and non-violent coexistence. The behavioural aspects 
relevant to global issues include activities children undertake that contribute to global information, 
that explore the interconnectedness of countries, and that engage with global long-term 
sustainability and a peaceful global community. 

Children can hold attitudes and values about, or engage with, different aspects of global 
citizenship. Aspects of global citizenship are organized in the following 3 content areas:

	 •  global citizenship systems, issues and dynamics

	 •  global citizenship identities

	 •  global citizenship engagement.

A children’s global citizenship module was administered through the student questionnaire and 
measured attitudes and values in the first 2 content areas (systems, issues and dynamics; and 
identities) and behaviours in the third content area (engagement). 

Questions relating to global citizenship were also included in the teacher questionnaire. These 
questions covered teachers’ perceptions and values about global citizenship learning and skills, 
the coverage of global citizenship education in their pre-service programme, and their confidence 
levels in teaching global citizenship.
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All concepts and content covered by the global citizenship module were defined, designed and tested in 
collaboration with participating Southeast Asian countries. In the early stages of developing the SEA-PLM 
global citizenship survey, official curricula of the Southeast Asian countries were audited to explore the global 
citizenship content and curricula concepts (UNICEF & SEAMEO, 2016). To detail these concepts, SEAMEO 
and UNICEF have jointly developed a specific Global Citizenship Framework (UNICEF & SEAMEO, 2017).

1.2.5 Data collection
In each country, the National Team was responsible for managing the data-collection operations and all 
activities conducted at the national level, such as printing, coding and data entry. The National Teams prepared 
and implemented the survey and supervised all operations and contributors using SEA-PLM guidelines and 
national resources. 

Important confidentiality rules were established to maintain a high level of integrity and security. Results 
credibility and methodology neutrality are strongly dependent on all people involved adhering to the rules. 
People involved in the survey signed a confidentiality agreement to restrict access to SEA-PLM materials.

In each country, data were collected in assigned schools by school administrators and test administrators, 
under the supervision of the National Team. All administrators were trained by the National Team prior to 
operations, following SEA-PLM 2019 standardized materials, manuals and procedures. ACER technical 
experts supported National Teams in all operations by delivering in-country and remote assistance. 

SEA-PLM 2019 main survey data were collected towards the end of the 2018–2019 school year. 
Owing to national school calendar specifications, SEA-PLM 2019 data collection took place between 
January and November 2019. Countries also scheduled data collection to avoid national examinations 
and climatic constraints. The table below presents the dates for training and field operations in 
schools. Countries completed their national survey data collection in a 1-month maximum period.  
 

Table 1.5: SEA-PLM 2019 main survey operation period by country

Tests and questionnaires were administered to all Grade 5 children in the sampled classroom. Before starting 
the survey, test administrators guided children through a few example items to ensure they understood 
the instructions. 

Countries
Test administrator and school 

administrator training
Main survey data-collection period

Cambodia June 2019 June 2019

Lao PDR February 2019 April 2019

Malaysia July 2019 September - October 2019 

Myanmar January 2019 January 2019

Philippines November 2019 February 2019

Viet Nam May 2019 May 2019 
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1.2.6 Sampling and participation
Data from SEA-PLM 2019 were collected from a nationally representative sample of the whole population 
of children enrolled at Grade 5. This population is defined by UNESCO (2012) as ‘all children enrolled in the 
grade that represents 5 years of schooling counting from the first year of ISCED Level 1.’ This is referred to 
in SEA-PLM as Grade 5.

All participating countries applied the same sampling procedures: definition of the national target population20,  
construction of the sampling framework, definition of stratification variables, sampling of schools and 
classes, and allocation of booklets among children within classes. SEA-PLM sampling used a 2-stage 
sampling process:

	 i.     �Schools were selected following a systematic procedure with selection probability proportional 
to the number of enrolled Grade 5 children from the targeted population. A minimum of 150 
schools were sampled from each participating country.

	 ii.   �One Grade 5 class was selected at random within each sampled school. All children of the 
selected class were sampled.

This 2-stage process was designed to achieve a sample in which all Grade 5 children from the population 
had the same chance of inclusion. Children’s and schools’ rates of participation were reported against 
international standards of participation to evaluate the reliability of national estimates. 

See Appendix 1 for full tables of participation and exclusion rates.

1.2.7 Coding, data processing and scoring
Completed booklets and questionnaires were coded at the national level to apply the standardized procedures, 
assuring comparability by scoring children’s response into templates. Experts provided guidance and training 
in the standard procedures to the National Teams at a regional workshop, to ensure consistency within and 
across countries and language versions.21  Technical experts held in-country data entry workshops, performed 
data verification and provided remote support for data-cleaning tasks. This process resulted in intermediate 
and final comparable and documented datasets with appropriate scales and indicators. 

The overall process for calibrating the SEA-PLM scale score is presented below. 

Box 1.3: Development of the new SEA-PLM scale score

20	 Some countries excluded entire schools and children from the target population of Grade 5 students, such as those in very remote 
schools, very small schools, international schools or schools in conflict zones. These removals remained under 5% of the overall 
national population of children enrolled at Grade 5, and thus met the standard sampling methodology of other international large-
scale assessments.

21	 Except in the case of Malaysia, where operators were trained directly by an external expert rather than the National Team.
22	 In general, significant higher infit mean square (above 1.2) combined with low discrimination (item-rest correlation below 0.2).

Children’s performance on SEA-PLM questions was calibrated and described on regional 
metrics (SEA-PLM described proficiency scales) so that learning outcomes can be compared 
accurately and reliably between countries and language versions. One scale was constructed 
for each cognitive domain: reading literacy, writing literacy and mathematical literacy. Test 
questions (items) were scaled using item response theory (IRT), scaling methodology through a 
1-parameter model (Rasch, 1960) for dichotomous items, and the partial credit model (Masters 
& Wright, 1997) for partial credit items. The ACER ConQuest Version 5.9.0 software (Adams, 
Wu, Macaskill, Haldane, Sun and Cloney, 2020) was used for conducting the complete process 
described below.

Preliminary item calibrations were conducted separately by country and then for the total 6 
countries (each country sample was equally represented in the analysis) for each domain. 
To ensure the consistency of item parameters across countries measuring the underlying 
constructs for the 3 domains, the following analyses were run: 
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1.2.8 Quality assurance and database validation
Assuring data validity and survey reliability is critical for SEA-PLM as for other cross-national assessments. The 
SEA-PLM 2019 technical standards (UNICEF & SEAMEO, 2019) were defined and agreed with participating 
countries and experts. These standards guide technical activities, considering international conventions for 
large-scale assessments and the scope of SEA-PLM as a first round and as a regional assessment. The need 
for consistency, precision and generalisability of the data collected is recognized by participating countries 
and stakeholders. 

An independent Technical Advisory Group of external experts was consulted to adjudicate the final database 
against the technical standards established for SEA-PLM 2019. All countries reached the expected technical 
standards. Those efforts support the publication of a robust comparative database and allow further replication 
of the survey.

	 •   assessment of item fit 

	 •   differential item functioning (DIF) by sub-group

	 •   item-country interaction

Items were flagged by country and for the total 6 countries for possible removal from the 
final scale because of translation or printing errors, inconsistency of item parameters across 
countries, poor fit statistics,21  overall test targeting and reliability, or content item characteristics. 

Final item calibrations by domain were conducted using the full country samples and then 
weighted by senate weights. The student weighted likelihood estimates (WLE) (Warm, 1989) 
and plausible values (PVs) methodology were then used on finalized regional item lists to 
generate values for children’s knowledge by domain. 

Using regional item parameters anchored at their estimated values from the calibration process, 
PVs were randomly drawn from the marginal posterior of the latent distribution (Mislevy, 1991; 
Mislevy & Sheehan, 1987; von Davier, Gonzalez, & Mislevy, 2009). Not-reached items were 
included as incorrect responses, just like the embedded missing responses. Estimations were 
based on the conditional item response model and the population model, which includes the 
regression on student background and questionnaire variables used for conditioning (Adams, 
2002). 

A conditioning 3-dimensional model was built for each country. The school mean performance 
variable adjusted for the student’s own performance (WLE), dummy variables for the sampling 
stratum variable, school type, school location and student gender were used as direct 
regressors in the model. Most of the other student background variables – POCC (parental 
highest occupation), PARED (parental highest education), HOMERES (resources in the home) 
– and responses to questions in the student questionnaire were re-coded into dummy variables 
that were transformed into components by a principal component analysis (PCA). The principal 
components were estimated for each country separately. Subsequently, the components that 
explained 99% of the variance in all the original variables were included as regressors in the 
conditioning model.

Scale scores of all countries for each domain were normalized to 300 points and the standard 
deviation to 30 points, with all countries being given equal weighting. On this basis, the scores 
of approximately 2 in 3 children are in a range of 270 points to 330 points.
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1.3	SEA-PLM proficiency scales and Sustainable Development Goal 
4.1.1

Children’s proficiency in reading, writing and mathematics literacy was measured through SEA-PLM tests 
and described on new common proficiency scales specially designed for SEA-PLM regional assessment. 
Each proficiency scale is unique and was developed on the basis of children’s empirical responses and each 
question’s content and parameters. International standards and good practices were applied during the 
development of the scales to define several proficiency descriptors and bands representing consistent and 
progressive abilities along the scale. In each domain, the proficiency scales were developed on the basis 
of the SEA-PLM regional scales scores. More information related to the structure and content of the new 
SEA-PLM proficiency scales is presented in Chapter 2, Box 2.1.

SEA-PLM 2019 methodology enabled overall national performance of participating countries to be reported 
for 2 Sustainable Development Goals indicator in reading and mathematics: SDG 4.1.1a (end of lower primary) 
and SDG 4.1.1b (end of primary).23  This process used qualitative alignment of SEA-PLM 2019 proficiency 
descriptors to include the SDG expanded definition of minimum proficiency levels, as endorsed by the 
Global Alliance to Monitor Learning and coordinated by the UNESCO Institute for Statistics (GAML, 2019). 
This initiative enables the reporting of national progress against United Nations targets for the year 2019.

Domain experts in charge of developing the SEA-PLM proficiency scales matched the content of the final 
SEA-PLM proficiency bands with the expanded definition of SDG 4.1.1a and SDG 4.1.1b to select the most 
appropriate band corresponding to the international definitions.24  However, the SDGs do not identify writing 
literacy as an indicator, so it is not possible to consider SEA-PLM’s writing literacy outcomes in relation to 
the SDGs. 

Chapter 2 reports national Grade 5 student performance against the 3 SEA-PLM cognitive domains of 
reading, writing and mathematics. Indicators are reported for reading and mathematics at the end of primary 
only (SDG 4.1.1b)25, more results on SDG 4.1.1a are reported in Appendix 5. For some countries, Grade 5 is 
the end of primary education, while for other countries it is Grade 6 (see Figure 1.2).

23	 SDG Indicator 4.1.1: Proportion of children and young people (a) in Grades 2/3; (b) at the end of primary; and (c) at the end of lower 
secondary achieving at least a minimum proficiency level in (i) reading and (ii) mathematics, by sex.

24	 The process of alignment between the SDG indicators and SEA-PLM band levels has been undertaken using qualitative alignment 
of proficiency descriptors. Ideally an alignment to the SDG indicators would also include an empirical linking process which has not 
yet been conducted by SEA-PLM.

25	 End of primary grade of measurement point as defined by GAML: plus or minus 1 year from the last year of primary according to 
ISCED level mapping in the country.
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SEA-PLM 2019 
Main Regional Report

 Chapter 2

Understanding what children know and can do is fundamental to creating sound policy that supports and 
drives improvement in educational systems and educational outcomes. Like other comparative large-scale 
assessments, SEA-PLM has developed its own proficiency scales in reading literacy, writing literacy and 
mathematical literacy. SEA-PLM’s proficiency scales combine qualitative and quantitative information to 
report national learning outcomes that allow participating countries to report student performance in each 
literacy domain across contexts and over time. 

SEA-PLM uses the term ‘literacy’ to emphasize that reading, writing and mathematical skills go beyond 
the fundamental school application of those domains to the application of knowledge and understanding in 
everyday life. Literacy is central to children’s ability to achieve their personal goals and to contribute to the 
social and economic goals of their country and the region.

Proficiency scales offer a common reference to compare performance between and within countries. 
Describing children’s knowledge in a rigorous, measurable and comparable way is a key milestone in any 
international assessment. Proficiency scales provide important information to enable education stakeholders 
and systems to monitor learning growth for students with different profiles, which in turn allows for sustainable 
improvement in curriculum achievement and literacy. Box 2.1 describes the structure and operation of the 
new SEA-PLM proficiency scales. 

For each of the SEA-PLM 2019 proficiency scales – in reading, writing and mathematics – children who 
are in the highest band are likely to have mastered the fundamental skills expected by the end of primary 
school. Those children are also more likely to engage well in other important Grade 5 curriculum content, 
including the development of skills commonly considered critical in the 21st century, such as communication, 
technology use and critical thinking. 

SEA-PLM proficiency scales provide an insight into what children can do and, importantly, what they should 
aim to do next. This, in turn, enables a more nuanced teaching and learning strategy at the national and school 
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levels to ensure that teaching is targeted at the level of students’ abilities. Teaching the Grade 5 curriculum 
to students who are yet to master the foundational skills of reading, writing and mathematics will do little 
to improve student learning outcomes. Understanding that learning is a progression and that teaching must 
be targeted at the level of students’ abilities is central to understanding the results of SEA-PLM 2019. 

The new SEA-PLM proficiency scales also facilitate reporting against the global Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) through alignment with SDG indicators for reading and mathematical proficiency at the end of 
primary school26. This benchmark offers additional information about how children are meeting the expected 
minimum proficiency threshold at Grade 5.

SEA-PLM 2019 provides countries and partners with a rich data source for further analysis. This work will 
lead to a better understanding of children’s performance and learning contexts, and potential options to 
improve learning. 

The following sections present the first analysis of this database through a regional lens. They describe the 
SEA-PLM proficiency scales and provide examples of tasks children were expected to perform at different 
levels of proficiency in each literacy domain. A number of findings are presented for each domain to show 
the learning levels of children in each country along the common regional continuum of the SEA-PLM 
proficiency scales. 

Box 2.1: Reading the SEA-PLM proficiency scales

26	 The SDGs do not refer to writing literacy.

In SEA-PLM, students’ proficiency in each domain is represented in the form of described 
proficiency scales. The proficiency scales are underpinned by an empirical scale based on 
actual student responses in the SEA-PLM 2019 assessment. Students are located on the scale 
based on their demonstrated levels of proficiency. 

Each proficiency scale is divided into bands describing different levels of student proficiency. 
These bands were developed against the empirical scale through a process of grouping test 
items by difficulty and item content. Proficiency scales describe what children in each band 
can do. These bands of proficiency are unique to each domain and therefore are not directly 
comparable across the domains.

The SEA-PLM reading proficiency scale (Figure 2.1) includes 5 bands, ranging from Band 2 
and below to Band 6 and above. The SEA-PLM writing proficiency scale (Figure 2.5) includes 
8 bands, ranging from Band 1 and below to Band 8 and above. The SEA-PLM mathematical 
proficiency scale (Figure 2.10) includes 8 bands, ranging from Band 2 and below, to Band 9 
and above. 

For a child to be considered proficient in any given band, they must be able to correctly answer, 
on average, at least half the questions set in that band. A child whose score is at the lower end 
of the range can correctly answer at least 50% of the questions set for that band. A child whose 
score is at the higher end of the range can correctly answer close to 70% of the questions.

In summary, children in any given band can correctly answer the majority of the questions set 
for that band and for lower bands, but face greater difficulty in performing the activities set for 
higher bands. For instance, children in Band 3 can correctly answer most of the questions set 
for Bands 1, 2 and 3, but are likely to correctly answer less than 50% of questions in Band 4.
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2.1	Reading literacy
Reading literacy is a fundamental skill that students need in order to achieve their personal goals and to 
contribute to the social and economic goals of their country. The SEA-PLM 2019 assessment framework 
uses the term ‘reading literacy’ instead of ‘reading’ to emphasize that reading skills go beyond decoding 
words to applying reading comprehension, knowledge and understanding in everyday life.

The SEA-PLM 201 assessment framework defines reading literacy as ‘understanding, using and responding 
to a range of written texts, in order to meet personal, societal, economic and civic needs’ (UNICEF & 
SEAMEO, 2017, p. 21). The definition focuses specifically on written texts and emphasizes the interactions 
of readers with them. 

In SEA-PLM, reading comprises 4 elements: recognizing text (recognize words); accessing information in 
texts (locate information); understanding meaning in texts (interpret); and relating texts to the student’s 
broader knowledge and experience (reflect). As a first step, children must be able to recognize words, leading 
through to more complex comprehension skills related to locating, interpreting and reflecting on different 
text types that are written for different purposes. The format of a text may be continuous, non-continuous 
or mixed. The text type may be narrative, descriptive, persuasive, instructional or transactional. The context 
of a text may be personal, local or wider-world. The SEA-PLM reading literacy domain is therefore built on 
a multilayered understanding of what it means for a child to be able to read a variety of different texts for 
different purposes. More information on reading literacy, as defined in SEA-PLM 2019, is presented in the 
SEA-PLM 2019 assessment framework (UNICEF & SEAMEO, 2017).

Figure 2.1 presents the SEA-PLM proficiency scale for reading literacy. The scale includes 5 bands of 
proficiency, ranging from Band 2 and below to Band 6 and above. The proficiency within each band is 
described to illustrate what children can do. For instance, in the lowest band (Band 2 and below) children 
can identify relationships between words and their meanings in their language of instruction. A reader in 
Band 4 understands simple texts and can make plausible interpretations of the information in texts. At Band 
6 and above, a reader understands texts with familiar structures, and can manage competing information 
when locating ideas and understanding implicit details.

Figure 2.1 also shows the proportion of children in each band across all 6 SEA-PLM 2019 participating 
countries, with associated scale score cut points reported for each of the bands. The proportion of children 
in each band for each participating country is presented in Figure 2.4. 
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Band and
% of students

Description of what students can typically do

Band 6 and above

317 points and above

29%

Understand texts with familiar structures and manage competing information 

Children are able to understand texts with familiar structures and manage competing 
information when locating ideas and details. 

They are able to find multiple pieces of related information in texts with familiar 
structures and make connections between details and ideas to draw inferences. 

They are able to use clues and explicit information to support inferences even when 
there is competing information. They are also able to identify the most likely reasons 
for events and the reactions of characters in narratives, where that information is 
only implied in the text.

Band 5

304 to less than 317 points

13%

Make connections to understand key ideas

Children are able to connect pieces of related information across sections of texts, 
including tables and diagrams, enabling them to understand key ideas. The context 
and ideas in the texts that they can access may not be wholly familiar to the student.

They can recognize phrases and sentences that convey the same meaning and make 
simple inferences when there is some competing information. They can identify the 
purpose of prominent textual features in short, familiar texts and can use textual 
features to aid them in locating information.

Band 4

289 to less than 304 points

18%

Understand simple texts

Children can understand simple texts that contain some ideas and information that 
are partly outside of their personal experience.

Children can locate different, short expressions that have the same meaning and use 
textual features to locate information in tables and other familiar text types. They can 
connect prominent information across adjacent sentences. They can make simple 
inferences when obvious clues are provided, in a range of simple texts of different 
types. Children are able to make plausible interpretations of information in a text and 
can identify the purpose of familiar text types. 

In matching words to an image, they are able to choose between words that have 
similar but distinct meanings, and they can identify longer sentences that describe 
an image.

Band 3

274 to less than 289 points

19%

Read a range of everyday texts fluently and begin to engage with their meaning

Children are able to read a range of everyday texts, such as simple narratives and 
personal opinions, and begin to engage with their meaning. They are able to locate 
prominent details in everyday texts, as well as connect related information where 
it is obvious and there is minimal competing information. They are typically able to 
make simple inferences from prominent information.

Band 2 and below

less than 274 points

21%

Identify relationships between words and their meanings

There were only a few items in SEA-PLM 2019 below Band 3, so it is not possible 
to create a general description of what children below Band 3 know and can do in 
reading. However, the items that were included indicate that children in Band 2, and 
possibly below Band 2, are typically able to match 1 of 4 given words to an illustration 
of a familiar object, place or symbol, where the task is simple, direct and repetitive. 
This demonstrates that children below Band 3 are able to identify the meaning of 
some words.

Note: Statistical standard errors appear in a table Appendix 2.

Figure 2.1: �SEA-PLM 2019 described proficiency scale for reading literacy, showing percentage of children in each 

band across all 6 countries
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The 29% of children who performed at Band 6 and above demonstrated that they were proficient in 
understanding, using and responding to texts with familiar structures. They demonstrated skills that are 
consistent with the definition of reading literacy in the SEA-PLM 2019 assessment framework. This means, 
however, that approximately 7 out of 10 students were not yet reading at a level where they can understand, 
use and respond to a range of written texts in order to meet their needs.

Figure 2.2 provides an example of what children are expected to be able to read and understand at the 
end of Grade 5, as defined in SDG indicator 4.1.1b. (SDGs are discussed further below.) The item has an 
equivalent difficulty to Band 6 or above. 

Figure 2.2: Example of reading item, Band 6

At the other end of the proficiency scale, 21% of children were estimated to be in Band 2 and below. The 
items in this band all assess the ‘recognize words’ reading process. This reveals that approximately 1 in 5 
children in SEA-PLM 2019 participating countries were only at the stage of being able to recognize single 
familiar words. These students have not yet developed the essential foundational skills that are the building 
blocks of becoming a proficient reader. Figure 2.3: Example of reading item, Band 2 and below Figure 2.3: 
Example of reading item, Band 2 and below.

Figure 2.3: Example of reading item, Band 2 and below

The Hole

‘I can see something shiny at the bottom,’ said Kit. ‘Maybe it’s a gold coin.’

‘Don’t be silly,’ said Sara, peering into the hole. Her young brother was always seeing things, creating 
objects out of nothing.

‘Maybe it’s a sword,’ continued Kit. ‘Maybe a king buried a gold sword in the ground many years ago, 
and then forgot about it.’

‘Maybe it’s dirt, covered in dirt, covered in more dirt,’ said Sara. ‘It’s just a hole, probably made by a 
wild animal.’

‘You are wrong!’ exclaimed Kit. ‘No animal could make a hole as big as this!’

‘Well, if you are so sure this is not an animal’s hole, perhaps you should climb into it.’

Kit began to turn pale. ‘Erm… No. I cannot go in the hole… because… I have a sore foot!’

Sara smiled; it had nothing to do with Kit’s foot. A big hole could mean a big animal. 

‘I have an idea,’ she said, picking up a stone that lay beside her. ‘I will drop this into the hole. If we 
hear a clink, there is treasure. If we hear a thud, there is dirt. If we hear a yelp, there is an animal.’

Sara dropped the stone and they heard nothing for a moment. Then they heard a splash.

Why doesn’t Kit want to climb into the hole?

	 a.   Because he has a sore foot

	 b.   Because he is scared

	 c.   Because he doesn’t know how to climb

	 d.   Because he knows there is an animal in the hole

Which word?

a.	 Car

b.	 Shoe

c.	 Wheel

d.	 Cat



44

2.1.1	 Reading proficiency across countries
Children’s proficiency in reading varied greatly across the 6 SEA-PLM 2019 countries. Some countries had 
a significant proportion of students in Band 6, while others had a significant proportion of students in the 
lowest band. The percentage of children from each participating country estimated to be in each band of the 
reading proficiency scale is shown in Figure 2.4. Countries are presented in alphabetical order.

Full tables of SEA-PLM 2019 reading literacy estimates per country are available in Appendix 2. 

Figure 2.4: Percentage of Grade 5 children in each reading band, by country  

                              Note: Statistical standard errors appear in a table in Appendix 2. 

      •	�� There was a large variation (from 2% to 82%) across participating countries in the number of Grade 
5 children who could read, understand and use explicit and implicit information from various text 
types to reflect on new ideas and opinions. These skills are reflected in Band 6 and above and are 
generally expected of children at the end of primary education. Similarly, there was a large variation 
(1% to 50%) across countries in the number of Grade 5 children with a level of reading proficiency 
equivalent to that expected in the first years of primary school (Band 2 and below). These children 
were still at the stage of matching single words to an image of a familiar object or concept. 

      •	�� In Malaysia and Viet Nam, the majority of Grade 5 children had achieved the reading literacy skills 
expected at the end of primary school. In those 2 countries, a further 18% and 10% of children, 
respectively, were in Band 5 and so were progressing towards achieving this level. These children 
have developed a solid basis in reading literacy skills in their language of instruction.

      •	�� In Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and the Philippines, small to modest percentages of Grade 
5 children had achieved Band 6 and above or were progressing (Band 5) towards achieving the 
expected levels of reading proficiency at the end of primary education.

      •	� For some countries, Grade 5 is the end of primary school. In these countries, children who do not meet 
a minimum proficiency in reading by Grade 5 will likely struggle to transition to secondary school.

      •	�� Analysis of score differences reveals a wide range of reading proficiencies within all countries, 
even those that performed the best overall. The question of equity is paramount across all of the 6 
participating SEA-PLM countries. Examples of learning differences are explored in Chapter 3 through 
several context and policy variables relating to children and parents (for example, the comparison 
between boys and girls) and to classrooms and schools (for example, the comparison between 
children in different school locations).

% % % % % % % % % % %
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2.1.2	 SEA-PLM 2019 reading alignment with the SDGs
SEA-PLM 2019 reading proficiency measures can be used to report against the SDG education target (SDG 
4.1) through their alignment with indicators SDG 4.1.1a and SDG 4.1.1b. 

The SDG 4.1.1a indicator defines minimum proficiency in reading for ‘end of lower primary’ as:

	 �Students read aloud and comprehend many single written words, particularly familiar ones, and 
extract explicit information from sentences. They make simple inferences when longer texts are 
read aloud to them. (Expanded definition, GAML, 2019, p. 12)

Children operating in SEA-PLM Band 3 and above appear to have a reading proficiency that meets or exceeds 
this ‘end of lower primary’ indicator, yet the children in Band 2 and below have not yet met this standard, 
even after having attended at least 5 years at school. 

The SDG 4.1.1b indicator defines minimum proficiency in reading for ‘end of primary’ as: 

	 �Students independently and fluently read simple, short narrative and expository texts. They locate 
explicitly-stated information. They interpret and give some explanations about the key ideas in these 
texts. They provide simple, personal opinions or judgements about the information, events and 
characters in a text. (Expanded definition, GAML, 2019, p. 16)

Children operating in SEA-PLM 2019 Band 5 appear to have a reading proficiency consistent with several parts 
of this statement, including locating explicitly stated information and understanding the key ideas in texts. 
One aspect not covered by the Band 5 descriptor is providing opinions and judgements. However, at Band 
6 and above children can use explicit information to support inferences, which goes beyond merely offering 
opinions and judgements. Children operating in Band 6 and above appear to have a reading proficiency that 
meets or exceeds this ‘end of primary’ indicator.

Table 2.1 shows the percentage of Grade 5 children in each SEA-PLM 2019 participating country who have 
met the minimum reading standard expected for ‘end of primary’, as defined in the SDGs. Percentages 
range from 2% to 82%.

Table 2.1: �Percentage of Grade 5 children performing at or above SDG 4.1.1b ‘end of primary’ indicator in reading, 

by country

 

        

 
       More information on the methodology of this alignment process is available in Chapter 1.

Country

Reading end of primary
SDG 4.1.1b 

Band 6 and above

% Standard Error

Cambodia 11 1.01

Lao PDR 2 0.41

Malaysia 58 2.06

Myanmar 11 0.78

Phillippines 10 1.21

Viet Nam 82 1.42



2.2  Writing literacy
Writing is a foundational skill for future learning and is essential for full participation in the economic, political 
and social life of adults. At school, writing is a basic tool for learning. In later life, writing is essential for 
participation in many aspects of everyday life. In the workplace, even routine jobs increasingly rely on high-
level cognitive skills – including written communication – rather than on manual skills. In the digital age, 
personal and social communication is increasingly conducted in written text through social media. In the 
21st century, written language is at least as important as it has ever been for the individual. 

The SEA-PLM 2019 assessment framework defines writing literacy as ‘constructing meaning by generating a 
range of written texts to express oneself and communicate with others, in order to meet personal, societal, 
economic and civic needs.’ (UNICEF & SEAMEO, 2017, p. 30)

This definition considers the act of writing as meaning-making and does not include merely copying words or 
chunks of language. Measuring the writing domain is new in the area of comparative large-scale assessment 
at primary level and is a particular achievement in SEA-PLM 2019 where student writing is compared across 
a broad range of official languages of instruction.

Writing literacy is described in terms of content, context and process. Content refers to the types of written 
text that students produce. Context refers to the situations that give rise to the writing. Process refers to 
the skills that writers apply in constructing texts. 

Writing may be done for a variety of purposes: from keeping personal records to showing one’s knowledge 
in the classroom; from sharing one’s experiences with others to getting things done; and from meeting the 
demands of one’s job to participating in public life. Because of this, SEA-PLM adopts a functional literacy 
approach, and the following text types are assessed in SEA-PLM writing literacy: narrative, descriptive, 
persuasive, instructional and transactional. These categories are widely used in literacy frameworks, such as 
the Program for International Student Assessment 2009 reading literacy framework (OECD, 2010), although 
there are minor differences in the categorization of text types from one framework to another. SEA-PLM 
2019 adds a text type – label – for simple tasks matching words to pictures, directed at early-stage writers. 

In SEA-PLM, writing comprises 5 processes: generating ideas; controlling text structure and organization; 
managing coherence; using vocabulary; and controlling syntax and grammar. A 6th variable, other language-
specific features, is included to accommodate other important processes that vary across languages. These 
include spelling, punctuation and character formation. In all elements, writing draws on knowledge of 
language (written and oral) and a range of skills, and as with reading literacy, the context of a text may be 
personal, local or wider-world. More information on writing literacy, as defined in SEA-PLM 2019, is presented 
in the SEA-PLM 2019 assessment framework (UNICEF & SEAMEO, 2017).

Figure 2.5 presents the SEA-PLM proficiency scale for writing literacy. The scale includes 8 bands of 
proficiency, ranging from Band 1 and below to Band 8 and above. The proficiency within each band is 
described to illustrate what children can do. For instance, in the lowest band (Band 1 and below) students 
have only limited ability to present ideas in writing. Students who are in the higher bands have demonstrated 
varying proficiencies in writing literacy skills, with those in Band 8 and above able to write cohesive texts 
with detailed ideas and a good range of appropriate vocabulary. Students in the higher bands are working 
towards meeting the SEA-PLM definition of writing literacy. The descriptions contain only the skills that are 
typical of most students in that band; individual students may not be able to demonstrate all of the skills 
described for the band in which they have been situated. 

Figure 2.5 also shows the percentage of children in each band across all 6 SEA-PLM 2019 participating 
countries, with associated scale score cut points reported for each of the bands. The percentage of children 
in each band for each participating country is presented in Figure 2.9. 
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Band and
% of students

Description of what students can typically do

Band 8 and above

346 points and above

5%

Write cohesive texts with detailed ideas and a good range of 
appropriate vocabulary 

Children can produce texts that draw on a wider-world context, with 
relevant, detailed and sometimes imaginative ideas. They can write 
texts with an introduction, body and conclusion in which ideas are well 
related and easy to follow. For example, they can provide a clear overall 
description of a detailed image. These children can write using a polite, 
formal style and a good range of appropriate vocabulary, with a degree 
of sophistication.

Band 7

338 to less than 346 
points

4%

Write clear, detailed texts in various contexts with adequate 
vocabulary

Children can produce texts that relate to wider-world, local and personal 
contexts, expressing ideas that go beyond mere description to include 
some persuasive or evaluative aspects. Ideas are well related and easy 
to follow, using sentences that are varied in structure and often correctly 
formed. They can produce some complex sentences, but these may 
contain errors. When writing about a personal context, for example about 
a favourite activity, they can use vocabulary that goes beyond the basic, 
to produce some interesting descriptive elements.

Band 6

327 to less than 338 
points

9%

Write simple texts for a range of purposes with above basic vocabulary

Children can produce texts that relate to local and personal contexts, 
presenting simple writing with some supporting details. They can produce 
sequenced writing that a reader can follow easily, but they are still learning 
to use linguistic devices to create cohesion within their texts. At this level, 
children’s vocabulary is basic and beyond; it may be adequate to convey 
the detail of a message, for example, in a short, formal note.

Band 5

316 to less than 327 
points

14%

Write non-cohesive basic texts for a range of purposes, using simple 
vocabulary

Children can write texts such as notes, descriptions and narratives in a 
range of contexts, with well-controlled handwriting. They can communicate 
ideas in simple writing, obviously related to the task, with some attempt 
at detail. Their ideas are generally expressed in a logical sequence that is 
relatively easy to follow but may not be adequately linked with connecting 
words, or may lack an introduction or conclusion. A description of a 
detailed image, for example, may describe a range of elements in the 
picture with some detail but not comprise an integrated whole. Sentence 
forms are generally simple and may be repetitive or may be more complex 
but contain errors, although children can form correct question forms, and 
punctuation is usually correct. They can use vocabulary that is sufficient 
to convey a range of concepts but that lacks precision or clarity.

Figure 2.5: �SEA-PLM 2019 proficiency scale for writing literacy, showing percentage of children in each band 

across all 6 countries
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Band 4

306 to less than 316 
points

14%

Produce limited writing, conveying simple ideas with basic vocabulary

Children can produce limited writing related to the task, presenting simple 
ideas but lacking elaboration or detail. In a task such as writing basic 
instructions, they can present a process clearly, using 3 or 4 well-formed 
but simple sentences, and use the correct form of imperative language 
for instructions. Basic vocabulary may limit children’s ability to convey 
detail at this level.

Band 3

296 to less than 306 
points

14%

Produce very limited writing, with simple, insufficient ideas and 
limited vocabulary

Children can produce limited writing relating to personal or local contexts. 
Ideas may be very simple, irrelevant or incomplete. They may be disjointed 
so that the text is difficult to follow. In writing a simple story, for example, 
there may be some sense of sequence, but it is not consistent or always 
clear. Children at this level display some competence in using a polite 
style, and can form questions. Children can produce simple or repetitive 
sentences that use repetition of pronouns or nouns to link ideas. Their 
handwriting is legible, with most letters (or characters) well-formed. Basic 
vocabulary at this level is inadequate to convey a good description or may 
be repetitive. 

Band 2

287 to less than 296 
points

10%

Produce very limited writing, with fragmented ideas and inadequate 
vocabulary

Children can write in a limited way. Ideas can be unclear, irrelevant, 
limited or consist of fragments only. These children may be able to write 
1 simple correct sentence, or produce incomplete sentences or sentences 
containing many errors and inconsistent punctuation. Sentence structure 
is likely to be repetitive. Children’s vocabulary at this level is basic and 
inadequate to convey a clear message or is very repetitive. 

Band 1 and below

less than 287 points

30%

Limited ability to present ideas in writing 

Children may be able to produce a few sentences with very limited 
content. When trying to describe a picture, for example, they may focus 
on only a few isolated features or produce extremely general ideas. 
They can produce some imperative language, but it is inconsistent. The 
limited range of vocabulary accessed by students in this band would 
be inadequate to describe a picture. Words used are likely to be basic 
and repetitive.

Note: Statistical standard errors appear in a table in Appendix 2.

The assessment of writing literacy in SEA-PLM is different from the assessments of reading and mathematics, 
because all of the writing questions require students to produce a written response of varying length, while 
the questions in reading and mathematics are short open questions or multiple-choice questions. In writing, 
each question may assess a range of criteria with differing numbers of scale score points available to be 
awarded, depending on the quality of the writing produced.
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For example, a labelling task may only assess the 1 criterion of use vocabulary. Does the student know 
how to write the word for a given picture? In contrast, an everyday communication task might be assessed 
according to 3 criteria (such as controlling text structure and organization) and several other language-
specific features (such as spelling, handwriting and level of politeness). Each specific criterion may contain 
up to 4 score points. All the criteria used to assess writing are based on the 6 previously mentioned writing 
processes. This method of assessing writing provides participating countries with a wealth of information 
about what their students can do.

To illustrate this, a sample writing task and sample criteria are presented in Figure 2.6, Figure 2.7 and Figure 
2.8.

Figure 2.6: Example of writing item

The coders assess each student’s writing in response to the prompt about 2 brothers having a race. They 
might assess the writing on various features, such as ideas, sequencing of events and vocabulary. Figure 
2.7 shows how the coder would mark Criterion A, the ability of the student to sequence the events and 
whether they make sense (coherence) in their story.

Figure 2.7: Example of criterion, writing scale

 
Students who are not able to demonstrate this particular skill would score zero. Score point 1 represents a 
partial demonstration of the skill, while score point 2 represents a full demonstration of the skill. 

Coders marking this same task would likely consider other criteria as well. For example, they may rate 
the student’s writing in terms of its ideas as they pertain to a narrative task, using a criterion called story 
elements, as shown in Figure 2.8. 

Brothers’ Race

Use the picture to help you write a story.  
Write as much as you can.

One day, Kai challenged his older 
brother to a race.

Criteria A Score Description

Sequence of events/ 
coherence

0 No sense of sequence

1 Some sense of sequence but not consistent or always clear

2 Series of narrative events in sequence that make sense
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Figure 2.8: Example of criterion, writing scale

The focus in this criterion is not on the quantity of ideas but rather on whether students demonstrate the 
ability to link their ideas into a narrative. Students who do no more than describe the elements of the picture 
of the brothers’ race, for example, would be likely to receive a score of 1. More information and examples 
about assessing writing literacy are presented in the SEA-PLM 2019 assessment framework (UNICEF & 
SEAMEO, 2017).

 

Criteria B Score Description

Story elements

0 Evidence of a response but no relevant information is included

1 Ideas are present but not a narrative

2 Ideas are linked into a narrative 
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2.2.1	 Writing proficiency across countries
Children’s proficiency in writing varied greatly across the 6 SEA-PLM 2019 countries. Some had significant 
proportions of children in Bands 7 and 8 and above, while others had a significant proportion of children in 
the lowest bands. The percentage of children from each participating country estimated to be in each band 
of the writing proficiency scale is shown in Figure 2.9. Countries are presented in alphabetical order.

Full tables of SEA-PLM 2019 writing literacy estimates per country are available in Appendix 2. 

Figure 2.9: Percentage of Grade 5 children in each writing band, by country	�

                           Note: Statistical standard errors appear in a table reported in Appendix 2.

	�

      •	�� A significant finding of the SEA-PLM 2019 writing assessment is that a vast proportion of students 
across all 6 SEA-PLM 2019 countries are not demonstrating writing proficiencies expected of a 
Grade 5 student.

      •	�� In total, approximately 9% of students who sat SEA-PLM 2019 performed at Band 7 and Band 8 or 
above, the highest 2 bands. The middle 4 bands have similar proportions of students in them; 51% 
of all students fall into 1 of the 4 middle bands. Below this, 40% of students across all 6 SEA-PLM 
2019 countries are in the lowest 2 bands, indicating that they have only limited writing skills. 

      •	�� For some countries, a relatively high proportion of students were in the upper bands for writing. 
For other countries, however, large gaps in learning outcomes were evident. 

      •	�� In Viet Nam, more than 30% of Grade 5 children had writing skills described in Bands 7 and 8 and 
above. These children may be able to transition well through to secondary education, and may 
possibly be on the right track to meet the challenges of a 21st century skills based curriculum.

      •	� In Malaysia, almost 12% of Grade 5 children produced writing in the top 2 bands of writing proficiency. 

      •	�� In Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and the Philippines, a very limited number of Grade 5 children 
achieved higher levels of proficiency in writing. In Myanmar approximately 60% of children were 
in the 3 lowest bands while in Cambodia, Lao PDR and the Philippines this increased to more than 
70% of children. The highest performers of this group can produce very limited writing, with simple, 
insufficient ideas and limited vocabulary. The weakest students have only limited ability to present 
ideas in writing.

% % % % % % % % % % %

1

1
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2.3	Mathematical literacy

The SEA-PLM 2019 assessment framework defines mathematical literacy as ‘a person’s capacity, given 
a problem in a context that is of interest or importance to them to translate the problem into a suitable 
mathematical formulation, to apply mathematical knowledge and skills to find a solution, and to interpret 
the mathematical results in relation to the context and to review the merits or limitations of those results’ 
(UNICEF & SEAMEO, 2019, p.13).

SEA-PLM mathematical literacy is oriented to include the specific curricula and interests of participating 
Southeast Asian countries at Grade 5. The assessment of mathematical literacy takes into account the wide 
range of abilities of students across the countries. It includes ‘basic skills… as well as knowledge typically 
developed in the primary schooling years’ (UNICEF & SEAMEO, 2017).

SEA-PLM items require the use of broad mathematical competencies. In addition, they require the 
mathematical knowledge and skills appropriate to the students’ stage of development. To help achieve a 
balanced coverage of these factors, items developed for the SEA-PLM 2019 assessment were categorized 
in 3 main ways. First, according to content: chance and data, measurement and geometry, and number and 
algebra; second by process: translate, apply and interpret; and finally, by response type: multiple choice and 
constructed response. More information on mathematical literacy, as defined in SEA-PLM 2019, is presented 
in the SEA-PLM 2019 assessment framework (UNICEF & SEAMEO, 2017).

Figure 2.10 shows the SEA-PLM proficiency scale for mathematical literacy. The scale includes 8 bands 
of proficiency ranging from Band 2 and below to Band 9 and above. The proficiency within each band is 
described to illustrate what mathematics children know and can do, based on SEA-PLM 2019 test questions. 
For instance, in the lowest band (Band 2 and below) children have difficulty understanding place value, scales 
of measurement and ordering 2-digit numbers. These children are at the level of emerging mathematical 
skills. A mid-level mathematical learner (Bands 3, 4 and 5) will begin to more fluently solve arithmetic 
problems and apply number properties and units of measurement. A more proficient learner (Band 6 and 
above) is able to perform more mathematical operations (including with fractions), interpret tables and 
graphs, apply fractions and percentages, and analyse data representations.

Figure 2.10 also shows the proportion of children in each band across all 6 SEA-PLM 2019 participating 
countries, with associated scale score cut points reported for each of the bands. The proportion of children 
in each band for each participating country is presented in Figure 2.14.

 

Band and

% of students
Description of what students can typically do

Band 9 and above

347 points and above

8%

There were too few items in SEA-PLM 2019 to comprehensively describe 
what children operating above Band 8 can do. However, the items that were 
included indicate that children in Band 9 and above can reason about triangles 
to find an unknown side length using information about the perimeter, and 
they can solve problems using frequency distributions.

Band 8

334 to less than 347 points

6%

Think multiplicatively and convert between units

Children can solve problems by adding fractions with the same denominator 
and by dividing a decimal number by a 1-digit number. They can continue 
a pattern involving decimals. They can convert from fractions of hours to 
minutes, and they can calculate the difference between lengths involving 
metric conversion. They can solve problems using many-to-one pictographs.

Figure 2.10: �SEA-PLM 2019 proficiency scale for mathematical literacy, showing percentage of children in each 

band across all 6 SEA-PLM countries
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Band 7

321 to less than 334 points

9%

Apply fractions and percentages and analse data representations

Children can calculate a percentage and a simple fraction of a number. 
They can identify the rotation of a design by half a turn. Children can find 
the missing value in a table using a given total and calculate a missing 
percentage value on a pie chart.

Band 6

308 to less than 321 points

12%

Perform mathematical operations, including with fractions, and 
interpret tables and graphs

Children can convert a fraction in tenths to its decimal equivalent. They have 
a firm grasp of place value and rounding in numbers up to 5 digits. They can 
solve problems involving measuring devices requiring conversion of metric 
units of length and capacity. They can calculate the mass of objects using 
a balance. Children can add 30 minutes to a given time. They can visualize 
3-dimensional objects from 2-dimensional representations and interpret a 
simple map using directional language. They can interpret a frequency table 
and a line graph showing growth over time.

Band 5

295 to less than 308 points

16%

Fluently solve arithmetic problems

Children can add 4-digit numbers and subtract 2-digit numbers in context, 
and they can identify a 5-digit number given in words. They can continue 
simple counting and shape patterns. They can model scenarios with 
multiplication and division. They understand the process of taking half of a 
quantity. Children can interpolate capacity from a marked cylinder and can 
compare angles to a right angle. They can estimate the mass of an object. 
They can read numbers from a table and sum them. They understand the 
structure of a bar graph showing amounts over time.

Band 4

282 to less than 295 points

19%

Apply number properties and units of measurement

Children can find half of a 1-digit even number and understand place value in 
5-digit numbers. They can solve a problem involving capacity that does not 
involve conversion of units. They can apply their knowledge of the number 
of minutes in an hour. They can read a value from a bar graph.

Band 3

269 to less than 282 points

16%

Understand place value and scales of measurement

Children can order 2-digit numbers. They can read length and mass 
measurements from scales requiring some interpolation. They can recognize 
simple shapes and compare angles. They can interpret a simple bar graph.

Band 2 and below

less than 269 points

14%

There were too few items in SEA-PLM 2019 to describe what children 
operating below Band 3 can do. Some children might be able to add single-
digit numbers together; others might only be able to count a small collection 
of objects or recognize numbers.

Note: Statistical standard errors appear in a table reported in Appendix 2.

While this proficiency scale is relative rather than absolute, descriptions in Figure 2.10 can be compared with 
items from external international assessments (for example, Trends in International Mathematics and Science 
Study; TIMSS) and with international standards (for example, SDG 4.1.1 indicators, as discussed below). This 
comparison can indicate what level of achievement is expected of children by the end of Grade 5. Children 
who are performing at Band 6 and above have demonstrated mathematical skills that are consistent with 
these indicators of expected achievement by the end of Grade 5. 

Among the 6 participating countries, on average, 35% of children in Grade 5 performed at Band 6 or above. 
Those children are on the right track to meet the challenges of a 21st century skills-based curriculum when 
they transition through to secondary education. The SEA-PLM 2019 results show that approximately 2 out 
of 3 children within the 6 countries are not yet at this level. Results per country show large variations in 
children’s proficiency between and within countries (see Figure 2.14).
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Figure 2.11 provides an example of what children would be likely to answer correctly at Band 8 or above. 

Figure 2.11: Example of mathematical item, Band 8

This item requires students to multiply numbers greater than 100, in context. An added difficulty is that the 
item is in constructed-response format, requiring students to generate an answer rather than select one. 
On average across the 6 participating countries, 14% of children are estimated to be in Band 8 and above. 

Figure 2.12 provides an example of what children would be likely to answer correctly at Band 5 or above.

Figure 2.12: Example of mathematical item, Band 5

 
This item requires students to read a value from a scale on a measuring jug. The level of the liquid in the jug 
is at a tick mark situated between the intervals marked with values. Students need to interpret the scale 
and interpolate the correct value. On average, across the 6 participating countries, 51% of children are 
estimated to be in Band 5 and above.

Figure 2.13 provides an example of what children would be likely to answer correctly at Band 3. Children 
in Band 3 have mathematical proficiency comparable to expected levels required in early grades of 
primary education.

Figure 2.13: Example of mathematical item, Band 3

This item requires only 1 very simple calculation with 1-digit numbers. It is set in a very limited context, 
requiring little reading. It requires only basic application of the skill of finding the difference between 2 
numbers. On average, across the 6 participating countries, 14% of children at Grade 5 would be unlikely to 
answer this item correctly.

Amount of lemon juice

Li has lemon juice in this jug. 

How many millilitres (ml) of juice are in the jug?

    a.   301

    b.   310

    c.   325

    d.   350

Water bottles

A shop has 103 boxes of water bottles. 

There are 24 water bottles in each box.

How many bottles of water are in the shop in total?

Goals
The red team scored 4 goals.  The blue team scored 7 goals.
How many more goals did the blue team score than the red team?
   a.      3
   b.      4
   c.      7
   d.      11
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2.3.1	 Mathematical proficiency across countries
Children’s proficiency in mathematics varied greatly across the 6 SEA-PLM 2019 countries. Some countries 
had a significant proportion of children in the higher bands (as expected generally at the end of primary 
education), while others had a significant proportion of children in the lowest bands (as expected of children 
in early grades of primary education). The percentage of children from each participating country estimated to 
be in each band of the proficiency scale is shown in Figure 2.14. Countries are presented in alphabetical order.

Full tables of SEA-PLM 2019 mathematical literacy estimates per country are available in Appendix 2. 

Figure 2.14: Percentage of Grade 5 children in each mathematics band, by country

 

 

                                                 Note: Statistical standard errors appear in a table reported in Appendix 2.

      •	� In some countries there were very few (1%) Grade 5 children with a mathematical proficiency 
equivalent only to that expected in the first years of primary school, while other countries had a large 
number (57%) at this level. These children were still in the stage of solving simple problems – for 
example, requiring them to add or subtract 2 single-digit numbers together or to recognize simple 
shapes. To take another example, in some countries there were few (8%) and in other countries a 
very large majority (91%) of Grade 5 children who could solve problems involving measuring devices 
requiring conversion of metric units (Band 6), as generally expected at the end of primary education. 
This situation illustrates the huge disparities in mathematical proficiency across the 6 participating 
countries. 

      •	�� In Malaysia and Viet Nam, the majority of Grade 5 children have achieved the mathematical literacy 
skills expected at the end of primary school, as indicated by a SEA-PLM 2019 mathematical 
proficiency of Band 6 and above. In these countries, large numbers of children are on the right 
track to meet the challenges of a 21st century skills-based curriculum when they transition through 
to secondary education.

      •	� In Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and the Philippines, modest percentages of Grade 5 children have 
achieved the mathematical literacy skills expected at the end of primary school, as indicated by a 
SEA-PLM 2019 mathematical proficiency of Band 6 and above. This implies that in these countries 
the majority of Grade 5 children are still working towards mastering fundamental mathematical skills.

      •	�� In all countries, a significant proportion of children may still be able to reach the higher mathematical 
proficiency bands (Band 6 and above) if the right school and system-level support is provided. 
For example, there were many children who could interpolate capacity from a marked cylinder 
and estimate the mass of an object (Band 5), and with the right support they could learn to solve 
problems involving measuring devices requiring conversion of metric units of length and capacity 
(Band 6). 

% % % % % % % % % % %
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      •	�� For some countries, Grade 5 is the end of primary school. Children who do not meet the mathematical 
proficiency expected for Grade 5 will struggle to complete their primary education and/or to transition 
into secondary school.

      •	� Students found items where they needed to write an answer (constructed response) more difficult 
than those where they needed to select an answer from given options (multiple choice). 

      •	�� The results showed fewer chance and data items in the lower proficiency levels of the SEA-PLM 
2019 scale. This may reflect that topics in this area are not taught to children as much (or perhaps 
as carefully) as for the other 2 strands (number and algebra, and measurement and geometry). 

      •	�� Children appeared to be more familiar with making calculations than with formulating, interpreting, 
communicating and explaining.
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2.3.2	 SEA-PLM 2019 mathematics alignment with the SDGs
SEA-PLM 2019 mathematical proficiency measures can be used to report against the SDG education target 
(SDG 4.1) through their alignment with indicators SDG 4.1.1a and SDG 4.1.1b.

The SDG 4.1.1a indicator defines minimum proficiency in mathematics for ‘end of lower primary’ as:

	 �Students can read, write and compare whole numbers up to 100. They can add and subtract 
numbers within twenty and solve application problems involving numbers within twenty. Students 
can recognize simple shapes and their elements. They can read simple data displays. They possess 
foundational knowledge of spatial orientation and can appraise the relative size of real-world objects. 
(Expanded definition, GAML, 2019, p. 25)

Children operating in SEA-PLM Band 4 and above appear to have a mathematical proficiency that meets 
or exceeds this ‘end of lower primary’ indicator, yet the children in Band 3 and below have not yet met this 
standard, even after having attended at least 5 years at school.

The SDG 4.1.1b indicator defines minimum proficiency in mathematics for ‘end of primary’ as: 

	 �Students can add and subtract whole numbers within 1,000 and demonstrate fluency with 
multiplication facts up to 10 x 10 and related division facts; solve simple real-world problems with 
whole numbers using the 4 operations (consistent with the grade and performance level) and identify 
simple equivalent fractions; select and use a variety of tools to measure and compare length, weight 
and capacity/volume; understand the relationships between different units of time, e.g. seconds, 
minutes, hours, days, weeks, months, and years; retrieve multiple pieces of information from data 
displays to solve problems; recognise and name 2-dimensional shapes by their simple attributes; 
and apply the concept of equivalence by finding a missing value in a number sentence. (Expanded 
definition, GAML, 2019, p. 29).

Children operating in SEA-PLM Band 6 and above appear to have a mathematical proficiency that meets or 
exceeds this ‘end of primary’ indicator. 

Table 2.2 shows the percentage of Grade 5 children in each SEA-PLM 2019 participating country who have 
met the minimum mathematical standard expected for ‘end of primary’, as defined in the SDGs. Percentages 
range from 8% to 92%.

Table 2.2: Percentage of Grade 5 children performing at or above the SDG 4.1.1b ‘end of primary’ indicator in 

mathematics, by country

More information on the methodology of this alignment process is available in Chapter 1.

Country

Mathematics end of primary
SDG 4.1.1b

Band 6 and above

% Standard Error

   Cambodia 19 1.34

   Lao PDR 8 0.77

   Malaysia 64 0.94

   Myanmar 12 1.96

   Philippines 17 1.38

   Viet Nam 92 1.11
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Chapter 3 

Equity in learning 
opportunities

SEA-PLM 2019 
Main Regional Report

Chapter 3

 

 
Understanding disparities in the learning opportunities available to children and schools, and their associated 
literacy outcomes, is fundamental to creating sound policy that supports and drives improvement in 
educational systems and results. That understanding complements what we know overall about children’s 
literacy in reading, writing and mathematics based on their performance on SEA-PLM 2019 proficiency 
scales, as presented in Chapter 2. In order to better understand the inequity that children experience, we 
need to understand their individual characteristics, their home environments and their school contexts to 
identify causes, risks and potential ways to change. 

Education systems, policies and stakeholders strive to create and maintain equitable learning opportunities 
to compensate for the effects of social inequalities. The challenge of offering equal learning opportunities 
through all the stages of basic education is complex but critical for all countries. Regardless of children’s 
performance in reading, writing and mathematical literacy, all countries have room for improvement. This is 
particularly relevant for disadvantaged children, where the compounding effects of disadvantage and lower 
academic achievement risk becoming a permanent handicap for their progress and future. 

As with other comparative large-scale assessments, SEA-PLM 2019 collected a vast set of contextual data 
on children’s perspectives, characteristics and experiences, from surveys of children, parents, schools and 
teachers. These quantitative variables allow investigation of the various contexts in which children learn and 
teachers and communities operate. When we compare this information with achievement levels, we can 
identify vulnerable children and outcome bottlenecks, while also identifying and promoting good practices. 

Stakeholders are encouraged to combine and compare SEA-PLM 2019 evidence with other sources of 
information, previous studies and overall national standards and targets to understand national challenges 
for developing better and more equitable learning for children. Addressing gaps between and within schools 
and between children is vital. The SEA-PLM programme is designed to compare learning outcomes and 
contextual indicators over time and across countries through a regular cycle of assessment and reporting. 
This process of repeated assessment encourages the measurement of progress to reduce disparities while 
also increasing the overall level of children’s achievement in basic education.

©UNICEF/Jim Holmes
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In general, children’s learning outcomes are shaped by successful teaching and learning practices at school. It 
is also well established that children’s home backgrounds have a strong influence on academic achievement. 

The descriptive statistical outputs presented in this chapter draw on existing research in comparative 
education and achievement factors. The following sections offer a regional snapshot, in the SEA-PLM 2019 
participating countries, of selected topics of policy interest, using reliable variables extracted from the SEA-
PLM 2019 database. 

Contextual questionnaires
In addition to paper-pencil tests assessing children’s reading, writing and mathematical literacy, the SEA-PLM 
2019 main survey included 4 questionnaires to gather contextual information about teaching and learning. 
These contextual questionnaires were informed by the concepts and core content areas in the SEA-PLM 
assessment framework (UNICEF & SEAMEO, 2017).

   •   �A student questionnaire, given to participating Grade 5 children, collected information about children’s 
characteristics, home background, school community and attitudes about learning. This questionnaire 
also contained questions to measure children’s global citizenship values, attitudes and behaviours (see 
Chapter 4).

   •   �A parent questionnaire, given to the parents of participating children, collected information about children’s 
home background, home resources, preschool attendance, and reading, writing and mathematical 
literacy capabilities before entering primary schooling.

   •   �A school questionnaire, given to school principals, collected information about the school environment 
and characteristics, including the school’s climate, facilities, resources, teaching practices and policies, 
and community and social context.

   •   �A teacher questionnaire, given to Grade 5 teachers, collected information about teachers’ education and 
training, and their attitudes about their school, classroom resources and practices. This questionnaire 
also contained questions to measure teachers’ global citizenship values, attitudes and behaviours (see 
Chapter 4).27 

Learning results and contextual variables
This chapter explores some of the data and findings from each of the 4 SEA-PLM 2019 questionnaires in order 
to illustrate the environments faced by children in Grade 5. The analysis shows the extent to which differences 
in children’s backgrounds, home environments and school contexts are associated with national averages in 
reading, writing and mathematics literacy using SEA-PLM 2019 proficiency scales. The discussion outlines 
disparities between countries, between children within countries, and between sub-groups of children in all 
6 participating countries. For ease of reading, data are visualized through graphics, while complete tables 
of estimates and test significance are reported in Appendix 3. Box 3.1 provides more details on how the 
information and analysis of the questionnaires are presented in this chapter. 

27	 All full- or part-time Grade 5 teachers responded to the questionnaire. For schools with more than one classroom or with domain-
specialist teachers, the number of teachers may vary from the number of classes.
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Data from the 4 contextual SEA-PLM 2019 questionnaires are reported in various ways through 
this chapter. All results are reported through a similar graphical format to facilitate reading, while 
tables of results for each section are reported in Appendix 3. For each section, figures show 
the national average of frequency by responses for selected variables of interest (for instance, 
the proportion of children who expressed agreement with an item). For ease of reporting, in 
some instances responses are grouped (for example, combining ‘Strongly agree’ and ‘Agree’ to 
provide a measure of agreement). In each graphic, statistics are reported at the country level 
and as the average across countries, and, where relevant, for sub-groups of children within 
countries. Results for each country have been weighted so that each has an equal contribution 
to the average. 

A difference of 6 scale points on the learning proficiency scales represents one-fifth of a standard 
deviation (and is interpreted as a small difference), a difference of 15 scale points represents 
one-half of a standard deviation (and is interpreted as a moderate difference) and a difference of 
30 scale points represents 1 standard deviation (and is interpreted as a large difference). 

Where appropriate and relevant, contextual data are reported using numerical indices or an index 
based on coherent sets of items to provide a more parsimonious picture of differences across 
countries and differences between sub-groups of children, and to measure the association 
between those constructs and the SEA-PLM 2019 scale scores. The Rasch partial credit model 
(Masters & Wright, 1987) was applied to construct the contextual indices and to standardize the 
item response theory scores to have a quantitative average score of 50 points and a standard 
deviation of 10 points. A difference of 2 scale points represents one-fifth of a standard deviation 
(and is interpreted as a small difference), and a difference of 5 scale points represents one-half 
of a standard deviation (and is interpreted as a moderate difference). 

For the socioeconomic index only (SES), the average score for each country is 0 and the standard 
deviation is 1. For this scale only, scores are strictly not comparable between countries as a 
unique scale is computed per country. More information related to the construction of this index 
is available in Box 3.2. A list of all the contextual indices published in this report is available at 
the end of Appendix 3; more indices are available in the SEA-PLM 2019 regional database. 

All statistical tests of significance between group means are reported at the 95% confidence 
level. All not statistically significant differences between groups are indicated in notes under 
the figures presented in this chapter. Where there is no mention, differences between groups 
are significant at the 95% confidence level. At the 95% confidence level, differences of means 
are 95% certain for the entire population of children.

Trends identified in this chapter need to be carefully considered, as the national average of 2 or 
3 sub-groups of children does not capture the variation in children’s performance within each 
sub-group. For example, statistical outputs in this report do not compare lower-performing boys 
with lower-performing girls, only the overall average performance of the sub-group of all girls in 
comparison with the sub-group of all boys. 

Therefore, correlations between 1 contextual variable and differences in scale scores do not 
necessarily imply causality between the variable and learning performance. For example, while 
data clearly show a statistical and significant average difference in learning achievement between 
children who participated in preschool and children who did not benefit from preschooling, it 
cannot be assumed that all children who participate in pre-primary education will succeed in 
school. There may be other underlying factors influencing this relationship, due to different 
effects of preschooling on different profiles of children. Therefore, it is important to understand 
the interplay between contextual factors in the findings.

Box 3.1: How to read and compare resources, practices, outcomes and children’s learning disparities
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The possibilities for reporting SEA-PLM contextual data are infinite. Owing to time considerations and 
policy interests, this report prioritizes and highlights some of the key contextual information and national 
particularities from the database. Where appropriate and relevant, the characteristics of sub-groups of 
children (preschool attendance, for example) within the entire population of Grade 5 children are compared to 
describe learning environments and illuminate the differences between contexts, schools and children within 
countries. Such information is essential to compare learning progression and overall proficiency in literacy 
between countries, children and schools, and between the 3 learning domains covered in SEA-PLM 2019.

Where relevant and appropriate, national averages of learning achievement for these sub-groups of Grade 5 
children are compared within each country through robust statistical analysis. Such data outputs contribute 
to estimating the level of disparities in learning outcomes between sub-groups of children and educational 
variables of interest. SEA-PLM data structure allows the generalizing of findings at the country scale; results 
must be considered as a national picture of all children enrolled at Grade 5 in 2019. In some sections, only 
the level of resources or the extent of practices and attitudes are discussed, without reference to children’s 
learning outcomes.

Where disparities are consistent for all 3 learning domains and for the majority of countries, the educational 
challenges are addressed for the whole Southeast Asian region during the years of basic education. Further 
research and secondary analysis on equity within and between countries, along with the profiles of children 
and schools, will be developed elsewhere.
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3.1 �Equity effects of children’s background, home influence and 
school experience

Home influence has an important impact on a child’s development and affects learning opportunities. For 
example, activities that family members undertake with a child, such as helping them with their homework, 
may provide a supportive environment for learning and increase expectations of schooling. School experiences 
and individual pathways through school may also profoundly affect children’s learning, particularly as those 
effects accumulate over a number of years. In most contexts, the socioeconomic status of the family is the 
most influential factor, and affects many other factors. The role of systems and schools in providing quality 
learning experiences for all children is crucial for children’s success in basic education.

This section describes how learning achievement varies among groups of children with different backgrounds, 
home influences and school experiences. Where relevant and appropriate, overall learning outcomes between 
the different sub-groups of children represented by national averages are compared within each country 
to estimate the level of existing learning disparities. Children’s background, home influence and school 
experience findings are presented based on the SEA-PLM 2019 database and 8 major policy areas of interest 
shared among the countries.28  The discussion examines the effects on learning achievement of:

    •    gender 
    •    age 
    •    socioeconomic status 
    •    combined gender, school location and socioeconomic status
    •    preschool education
    •    school readiness in language and mathematics
    •    speaking the language of instruction at home

    •    grade repetition. 

3.1.1 Gender
Within all 6 participating SEA-PLM 2019 countries, similar proportions of boys and girls were enrolled at Grade 
5 (see Appendix 3). This pattern matches national data available from the UNESCO Institute for Statistics.29

Figure 3.1: Differences in average reading, mathematics and writing scores by gender

28	 This list is not exhaustive and represents only a selection of variables from the SEA-PLM 2019 database.
29	 Data taken from http://uis.unesco.org/en/topic/gender-equality-education (accessed September, 2020).

Girls Reading MathematicsWritingBoys

Note: means differences are not statistically significant in Lao PDR, Myanmar and Vietnam in mathematics.

Cambodia Lao PDR Malaysia Myanmar Philippines Viet Nam       Average six  
 countries
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Significant differences between gender groups are noted in Appendix 3. On average, girls were significantly 
more likely to have higher levels of achievement in both reading and writing literacy, a pattern that was 
evident in all SEA-PLM 2019 countries. Girls had higher levels of mathematical literacy than boys in Cambodia, 
Malaysia and the Philippines. National averages showing that girls outperform boys at Grade 5 in reading 
and writing literacy are consistent with findings in other comparative large-scale assessments implemented 
in Southeast Asia and the Pacific, including the Progress in Reading Literacy Survey (PIRLS) and the 
Pacific Islands Literacy and Numeracy Assessment (PILNA), in which some SEA-PLM 2019 countries also 
participated (Mullis, Martin, Foy & Hooper, 2017; EQAP, 2019).Despite the difference in performance, in all 
countries, few to large proportion of girls and boys still have difficulties in reaching the expected levels of 
performance across the domains. In relation to Sustainable Development Goal 4 – Education 2030 (SDG 4) 
for reading and mathematics, there were more girls than boys at or above SDG 4.1.1b in all countries. The 
largest differences were observed in Malaysia, where there were 15% and 7% more girls at or above the 
reading and mathematics SDG 4.1.1b, respectively. (See Chapter 1 for more information on SDG reporting 
in SEA-PLM 2019.) 

Equity related to gender at Grade 5 should be further analysed by taking into account other aspects of gender 
issues, such as access, dropout rates, stereotypes, higher education and employment.

3.1.2 Age 
The SEA-PLM 2019 assessment measures learning outcomes of Grade 5 children. As illustrated in Figure 
3.2, in all countries the majority of children were aged 10 or 11 years at the time of the data collection. 

Figure 3.2: Percentages of children by age group



65

In Myanmar, there was a larger proportion of students aged 9 years at Grade 5 in comparison with other 
countries. While 5 out of the 6 countries have official entry age at Grade 1 fixed at 6 years, the Myanmar 
education system officially starts primary school at 5 years. The differences between countries illustrate not 
just differences between official and effective ages of entry, but also different grade repetition practices. 
Grade repetition only affected children in some of the SEA-PLM 2019 participating countries (see section 
3.1.8). The bigger variations across countries were in the proportion of children aged under 10 years, ranging 
from 0% to 24%, and the proportion of children aged 12 years, ranging from 0% to 30%. 

Multiple regression models were used to predict student performance in reading, writing and mathematics, 
using age, grade repetition and socioeconomic status as predictor variables. In 4 out of the 6 countries, 
older age was not correlated with poorer learning performance, but grade repetition was. In Malaysia, older 
students tended to achieve significantly higher scores in reading, writing and mathematics, when grade 
repetition and socioeconomic status are held constant. For Viet Nam and Cambodia, older students tended to 
achieve significantly higher scores in mathematics only. Cambodian students who repeated a grade tended 
to achieve significantly lower scores in reading, writing and mathematics. 

3.1.3 Socioeconomic status 
In all countries, students from higher socioeconomic backgrounds tended to achieve significantly higher 
scores in reading, writing and mathematics.

As in other comparative large-scale assessments, socioeconomic status in SEA-PLM is defined as a construct 
combining educational, occupational and wealth influences (Hauser, 1994). Children’s socioeconomic 
background is believed to influence their achievement in a variety of learning areas (Sirin, 2005; Saha, 
1997; Woessmann, 2004). Results from other large-scale international and regional assessments have 
demonstrated strong associations between home background characteristics and academic achievement 
(OECD, 2019; Mullis, Martin, Foy & Hooper, 2017; CONFEMEN, 2014; UNESCO OREALC, LLECE, 2015).

A socioeconomic status (SES) index was developed within SEA-PLM 2019 to capture the relationship 
between children’s socioeconomic status – estimated within each country and not comparable across 
countries – and their learning performance in reading, writing and mathematical literacy. Such information 
is relevant to estimate how background origins relate to learning disparities at the end of primary education. 
The greater the difference between the learning results of children with more family resources and the 
learning results of children with fewer family resources, the more the system and community should be 
able to reduce the effect of societal inequalities in learning from birth to the end of primary education. The 
capacity of education systems and schools to attenuate the influence of home background on learning 
outcomes provides meaningful information about the effects of equity policies and stakeholders’ efforts 
for improving basic education. 

SEA-PLM 2019 does not estimate the previous efficiency of systems in reducing the impact of socioeconomic 
status while also increasing basic education enrolment for a generation of children. However, further 
repeated cycles of SEA-PLM studies will allow effects to be compared over time using SEA-PLM 2019 as 
a baseline reference.

The SEA-PLM 2019 SES index was computed for each child by combining individual responses from the 
parent questionnaire about parental education, parental occupation and home possessions. This index 
estimates children’s home SES background in each country based on standardized questions. The higher 
scores on this index correspond to greater resources available to the family. Box 3.2 provides more details 
on the construction of the index.
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Box 3.2: How the SEA-PLM 2019 SES index was constructed

The measurement of home socioeconomic status was derived nationally, based on 
3 parameters: the highest parental occupation of either parent, the highest educational 
level of either parent, and the home resources of the children’s family through the home 
resources scale.

Highest parental occupation level was derived using the parent questionnaire. Parents or 
householders were asked to indicate which broad category of occupations matched the 
current main occupation of the child’s parents. The higher of these occupation groups (where 
responses were received for both parents) was selected using hierarchical rules ranking each 
occupation group based on its correspondence to a predefined classification index. The final 
value recorded was an ordinal variable.

Highest parental education level was derived using the parent and student questionnaires to 
measure the educational level attained by each of the parents. Categories in these questions 
were based on established International Standard Classification of Education levels relevant 
to each country, where a hierarchy was established based on the number of years of formal 
education required for each type of educational qualification. Where both parent and student 
data were available, the data from the parent was used only. Where data existed for both 
parents, the higher of the 2 levels of educational achievement was selected, based on the 
hierarchy. This value was then converted to the number of years of formal education required 
to attain this level of education for each respective SEA-PLM 2019 country.

The home resources index was captured from a series of questions relating to the home 
resources of the family, which encompassed home possessions, the number of meals a child 
had per day, the quality of household walls, the lighting type, the presence of utilities such as 
electricity and water, and the number of books in the household. Item response theory was 
used to derive a single score for each individual who responded to a minimum of 2 of the 
questions used in the index. This score was standardized and set to a metric. Higher scores 
for this index corresponded to greater resources available to the family in comparison with 
other children in that country only.

For respondents with missing data for only 1 variable, missing values were imputed with 
predicted values plus a random component based on a regression of the other 2 variables. 
If there were missing data for more than 1 variable, the SES index was not computed for 
that case and a missing value was assigned. 

Variables with imputed values were then used for a principal component analysis at each 
country level. This means that no comparison of SES index scores can be made across 
countries. The SES index scores were obtained as component scores for the first principal 
component, with 0 being the score of an average respondent within each country and 1 
being the standard deviation in each country.

For ease of presentation of the results, overall children’s learning differences per country are broken down 
into quartiles of SES index level in each country. Each group represents a quarter of the national distribution 
of SES resources in the families of the children in the study. Figure 3.3 presents the score differences 
between the national averages of those 4 categories, per country and per each of the 3 learning domains.
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The figure shows a general pattern of increasing achievement based on quartiles of the SES index nationally. 
In all 6 participating countries, children belonging to the bottom SES quartile had the lowest levels of 
achievement, whereas children belonging to the upper SES quartile had the highest levels of achievement. 
This pattern is consistent across all 3 domains, and the magnitude of this difference was substantial, ranging 
between 24 and 26 scale points, on average across countries, for the 3 learning domains. 

These results highlight equity issues in schooling, where children from more disadvantaged backgrounds 
are performing at lower levels than their peers. The findings may also indicate that countries’ efforts in the 
last decade to reduce the impact of social inequity on children’s learning have not been sufficiently effective.

Accurately tracking the effect of socioeconomic status on learning performance is critical within each 
country, considering that children’s dropout rates and out-of-school profiles are not included in the SEA-
PLM study. SEA-PLM offers a robust framework to estimate progress over time and estimate how systems 
and communities can prioritize their efforts with sub-groups of children and schools.

Figure 3.3: Differences in average reading, writing and mathematics scores by socioeconomic status

SES scale bottom quartile

Reading MathematicsWriting

SES scale second quartile SES scale third quartile SES scale upper quartile

Cambodia Lao PDR Malaysia Myanmar Philippines Viet Nam       Average six  
 countries
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3.1.4 Combined gender, school location and socioeconomic status
This section discusses the combined influence of 3 contextual factors – gender, school location and 
socioeconomic status – on overall mathematical literacy achievement. Table 3.1 presents the effects of 
those 3 variables on mathematical literacy when context effects of the variables are equalized. Tables for 
reading and writing are reported in Appendix 3. See section 3.2.2 for more information about the effects 
of school location.

Table 3.1: Regression coefficients for the effects of gender, school location and SES on mathematical performance

    

    Note: ( ) Standard errors appears in parentheses.  
    In bold when difference between comparison groups is statistically significant at p<0.05. 

Statistical analysis shows that gender was a significant and consistent predictor of performance for 
mathematics in Cambodia, Malaysia and the Philippines, even when socioeconomic context and school 
location are equalized between children.

On average across countries, school location influenced achievement independently of children’s 
socioeconomic status and gender for all 3 learning domains, with urban children outperforming rural children. 
Socioeconomic status also remained a strong predictor of achievement for all 3 domains in every country, 
even when context effects related to gender and school location are equalized between children, with children 
from higher socioeconomic backgrounds outperforming those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds.

Across countries, gender, school location and socioeconomic status explain a significant proportion of the 
score variation for mathematics – between 12% and 28%. 

The overall trend observed in mathematics was similar in reading and writing in all countries. The accumulation 
of disadvantage contexts and gender gaps contributes, on average, 10% to 30% of the overall variation of 
children’s scores in each country. 

Although there was some variation across countries, this finding stresses the need for mitigating structural 
socioeconomic inequalities and their effects on individual achievement and learning environment from the 
early years. 
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3.1.5 Preschool education 
The ages between birth and 5 years are critical for a child’s development. It is well accepted that attendance in 
a quality preschool education programme can have lasting positive effects on children’s academic and social-
emotional wellbeing outcomes (Bakken, Brown & Downing, 2017; Trawick-Smith, 2014). While recognizing 
that types of preschool education vary quite considerably, the benefits of attendance in lower-income 
countries has been established in other large-scale assessments (EQAP, 2019; CONFEMEN, 2014; UNESCO 
OREALC, LLECE, 2015). Children who are economically disadvantaged in comparison with their peers can 
have limited readiness for school activities in both quantitative and qualitative ways (Brophy, 2006).

Parents of children participating in SEA-PLM 2019 were asked about their child’s preschool attendance. 
Almost three-quarters of Grade 5 children had attended preschool education. The majority of these (around 
half of all children) had attended for 2 years or more. However, there was considerable country variation in 
the proportion of children attending preschools, and their duration of attendance, as highlighted in Figure 3.4.

Figure 3.4: Percentage of children by preschool education
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Figure 3.5 outlines the achievement averages in reading, writing and mathematics for 2 groups of children 
– those who did attend preschool for 1 year or more compared with those who did not.

Figure 3.5: Differences in average reading, writing and mathematics scores by preschool education

In reading, writing and mathematics, children who had attended preschool had, on average, higher scores 
compared with those who had not attended. Across countries, that difference ranged from 5 to 14 scale 
points. 

Although the influence of preschool attendance on achievement is expected to attenuate over time, this 
finding shows that a large positive effect still exists even 5 years into schooling across all countries and 
domains. This emphasizes the disadvantage for those children who are unable to attend preschool. 

This finding questions the system’s capacity to provide at least 1 year of free and compulsory pre-primary 
education for all children prior to entrance into basic education, and highlights the need for an alternative 
strategy to support home and community-based early childhood education.

 
3.1.6 School readiness in language and mathematics
In recognition that there is a relationship between prior abilities and current levels of achievement in children 
at Grade 5, parents were asked which language and mathematical tasks their children could perform before 
attending primary school. Tasks are listed in Table 3.2. The question did not mention in which language the 
children were able to do the tasks.

Table 3.2: Tasks that children could perform prior to primary education

Early language tasks before entering primary 
education

Early mathematical tasks before entering 
primary education

    o    recognize most letters of the alphabet
    o    read some words
    o    write letters of the alphabet
    o    write some words
    o    recognize his/her name
    o    write his/her name

    o    count by himself/herself up to 10

    o    �recognize different shapes (e.g. square, 
triangle, circle)

    o    do simple addition
    o    write the numbers from 1 to 20
    o    recognize colours

Reading MathematicsWritingDid not attend preschool Attended preschool

CambodiaCambodia Lao PDR Malaysia Myanmar Philippines Viet Nam       Average six  
 countries
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Children were grouped by those who could complete 10 or more of the tasks before attending primary 
school and those who could complete fewer than 10 before attending primary school. The percentage of 
Grade 5 children whose parents declared their child could perform fewer than 10 of the early language and 
mathematical tasks varied from 15% in Malaysia to 50% in Cambodia. 

Figure 3.6: Percentage of children by ability to perform early language and mathematical tasks prior to primary 

education

Figure 3.7 illustrates learning differences at Grade 5 between those 2 sub-groups of children in the 6 SEA-
PLM 2019 participating countries. In 4 out of the 6 countries, children whose parent declared they were able 
to perform 10 or more of the reading and mathematical tasks before primary education had, on average, 
higher learning achievement at Grade 5 in reading, writing and mathematical literacy compared with children 
who could perform fewer than 10 of the tasks before primary education. 

Figure 3.7: �Differences in average reading, writing and mathematics scores by ability to perform early language 
and mathematical tasks prior to primary education

                           Note: means differences are not statistically significant in Lao PDR and Myanmar in all 3 learning domains.

Although half to almost 90% of children started primary education capable of undertaking 10 or more of the 
language and mathematical tasks, children who are not in the position to develop those capacities during 
preschool or at home need to be supported across early grades to compensate for their lack of pre-existing 
skills, to reduce gaps in learning across the early stages of basic education and beyond. 

Those early skills are still the source of differences between children, even 5 years after they enter primary 
education. Systems, local communities and schools might continue engaging more children with mother 
tongue–based multilingual education, and introducing early reading and oral activities for children in the 
language of instruction later in primary education and beyond.

10 tasks or more Fewer than 10 tasks

Reading MathematicsWritingLess than 10 task 10 tasks or more

Cambodia Lao PDR Malaysia Myanmar Philippines Viet Nam
      Average six  

 countries
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3.1.7 Speaking the language of instruction at home

Children participating in SEA-PLM 2019 were asked what language they most often speak at home, and this 
data was mapped against the language of the test. In 2 countries, 90% or more of children reported speaking 
the language of the test at home, compared with less than 10% of children in 1 country and approximately 
60% to 80% in the 3 remaining countries. 

Figure 3.8: Percentage of children by whether the language of instruction is spoken at home

Reading MathematicsWritingChildren don’t speak the language of instruction at home most of the time

Children speak the language of instruction at home most of the time

Across 5 of the 6 participating countries, on average in all domains, children who reported that the language 
of instruction (also the language of the test) was the same as the language spoken at home outperformed 
children who spoke a different language at home, as presented in Figure 3.9. Higher differences were 
observed for writing literacy in generally lower-performing countries, with scores increasing by 10 to 20 
points when the language spoken at home was the same as the language of instruction.

Figure 3.9: �Differences in average reading, writing and mathematics scores by whether the language of 
instruction is spoken at home 
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3.1.8 Grade repetition
Official grade repetition policies vary by country, with some adopting automatic progression of children 
and others basing children’s progression on proven performance. In Malaysia, grade repetition is almost 
non-existent, with less than 1% of children reported to have repeated. In Viet Nam, this practice 
affected less than 10% of children enrolled at Grade 5 in 2019. On average, across the other 4 SEA-
PLM 2019 countries, 20% to 40% of children at Grade 5 reported having repeated a grade of schooling.  

Figure 3.10: Percentage of children by grade repetition
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Did not repeat grade Repeat at least one grade

The SEA-PLM 2019 findings show an association between grade repetition and children’s performance, as 
shown in Figure 3.11.

Figure 3.11: Differences in average reading, writing and mathematics scores by grade repetition

Reading MathematicsWritingDid not repeat gradeRepeated at least one grade

Note: means differences are not statistically significant in Malaysia in the 3 learning domains.

Did not repeat grade Repeated at least one grade

Cambodia Lao PDR Malaysia Myanmar Philippines Viet Nam       Average six  
 countries
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Children who had previously repeated a grade were more likely, on average, to have lower levels of 
achievement in reading, writing and mathematics in comparison with children who had not repeated a grade 
(differences of 12, 12 and 11 scale points, respectively). These results are similar to observations in other 
comparative large-scale assessments (CONFEMEN, 2014; OECD, 2018; OREALC/UNESCO Santiago, 2015) 
in other regions. These findings warrant further investigation on the relationship between grade repetition, 
achievement and system-level influences.

©UNICEF/Jim Holmes
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3.2	Equity effects of school environment and teacher profiles 
The availability of classroom and school resources plays an important role in children’s success in school. 
Similar to the relationship identified in the previous section between home influences and school achievement, 
a supportive learning environment at school also positively influences the progression of students across 
basic education from the early grades. Providing adequate resources for all children and adequate support 
to teachers is a first step towards more equitable school environments, and the associated improvement 
in children’s learning outcomes. 

These conditions also influence teacher engagement and the climate of a school. In certain cases, systems 
may encourage further action to target specific profiles of learners and to focus on specific stages of basic 
education and learning areas to improve educational achievement. 

This section describes the school environment and teachers’ preparation and specialization through the 
analysis of the SEA-PLM 2019 database at the national level; all data are aggregated at the country scale. 
Where relevant and appropriate, children’s learning outcomes by sub-groups are compared within each 
country. Findings are discussed below in 4 areas:

     •	 school size

     •	 school location

     •	 access to textbooks and library

     •	 teachers’ preparation and specialization.

 
3.2.1 School size 
In all 6 participating countries, the vast majority of Grade 5 children attended public schools.30  In Cambodia, 
Lao PDR, Myanmar and the Philippines that percentage was 90% to 96% of children, and in Malaysia and 
Viet Nam public school attendance was almost universal (99% to 100%). This regional trend reflects national 
public investment from the last decades in developing public school access at primary education.

School sizes varied both within and across SEA-PLM 2019 participating countries. For analysis, schools are 
divided into 4 groups of school size: less than 200 children, 200 to 499 children, 500 to 999 children, and 
1,000 children and over.31  In Lao PDR, most children at Grade 5 (74%) were enrolled in schools with less 
than 200 children, while in Malaysia (30%), the Philippines (35%) and Viet Nam (30%) around a third of the 
children attended schools with 1,000 children and over. Those particularities illustrate how national school 
systems are organized to match the education demand. 

Figure 3.12: Percentage of children by school size

30	 See Appendix 3 for the percentage of children by type of school.
31	 In all countries, very small schools were excluded from the target population.
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Figure 3.13 displays the differences in average learning achievement between children in the bigger schools 
(upper quartile, 1,000 children and over) and children in the smaller schools (bottom quartile, less than 200 
children), for each of the 3 learning domains. 

Figure 3.13: Differences in average reading, writing and mathematics scores by school size 

The differences in achievement between children at the smallest schools and those attending the largest 
schools was significant, with children at the largest schools having higher levels of achievement in all 3 
learning domains. In 5 of the 6 countries, the average differences were similar between the countries and 
between the 3 learning domains. 

When socioeconomic context, school location and gender effects were equalized between children, the 
effect of school size on learning performance was annulled in most of the countries and learning domains. 
However, in Myanmar, children in the smallest schools (less than 200 children) still had better results than 
children in larger schools (200 children and over) in the 3 domains, even when those context effects were 
accounted for.

Systems and communities must continue to consider children’s needs and environmental specificities in areas 
where schools are small, to support more learning opportunities. More research on school characteristics, 
resource allocation and the effect of those resources on learning experiences is encouraged at both the 
regional and national levels.

Reading Writing MathematicsUpper quartile of the school sizeBottom quartile of the school size

Note: means differences are not statistically significant in Malaysia in writing, and in Myanmar in all 3 learning domains.

Cambodia Lao PDR Malaysia Myanmar Philippines Viet Nam       Average six  
 countries
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3.2.2 School location
School principals were asked to characterize the location of their school: a village or rural area (fewer than 
3,000 people), a small town (3,000 to about 15,000 people), a town (15,000 to about 100,000 people), a city 
(100,000 to about 1,000,000 people), or a large city (over 1,000,000 people). On average, across countries, 
just over half of the children attended schools located in a village.

Figure 3.14: Percentage of children by school location

 
Resources in the local area 
School principals were asked to respond ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ for each of the 12 following resources being available in 
their school’s local area: public libraries, cinemas, theatres/music halls, foreign language schools, museums/
art galleries, playgrounds, public gardens/parks, religious centres, sports facilities, shopping centres/
marketplaces, youth cultural centres, and hospitals/clinics. 

Appendix 3 shows the proportion of children attending a school where the principal reported that these 
resources were available in their school’s local area. Across the 6 participating countries, around three-
quarters of children attended a school with playgrounds (73%) and religious centres (71%) available in the 
local area. This level is more or less similar among countries. On average among the 6 countries, children 
were less likely to attend a school with a theatre or music hall (7%), museum or art gallery (12%), or cinema 
(14%) available in the local area.

A regional scale (RESOU) was derived based on the responses to the 12 items (see Box 3.1 for technical 
information). The higher scores on this scale correspond to greater cultural, social and health infrastructure 
resources available in the local area of the school where children are enrolled. Figure 3.15 displays the 
differences in average learning achievement based on quartiles of resources in the local area, for each of 
the 3 learning domains. 
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Figure 3.15: Differences in average reading, writing and mathematics scores by school area resources

Reading MathematicsWritingUpper quartile of the school resources scaleBottom quartile of the school resources scale

Across the SEA-PLM 2019 countries, on average, children attending schools in the upper quartile of local area 
resources had a higher average achievement in reading, writing and mathematics than children attending 
schools in the bottom quartile. Across all countries except Myanmar, those achievement differences were 
between 10 and 15 scale points in each learning domain. 

Stakeholders may continue to reduce those disparities by offering more learning opportunities for children 
in areas with fewer resources, for both the current cohort of students and the coming generation. 

3.2.3	 Access to textbooks and library

Textbook availability  
School principals were asked to indicate the number of language and mathematics textbooks available in the 
school for Grade 5 classes. Options were: no textbooks available, children had 1 textbook to themselves, 
or children shared a textbook with another child or multiple children. 

On average across the 6 participating countries, the majority of children (87%) attended schools with 1 
textbook per child, for both language and mathematics lessons. In Lao PDR and the Philippines, around 20% 
of Grade 5 children shared a reading or mathematics textbook. In those 2 countries, a modest percentage of 
children shared a textbook with 2 or more children (an issue affecting between 25% and 40% of students in 
these countries). In all countries except Malaysia, there were few children with no language or mathematics 
textbooks. Appendix 3 presents the detailed results. 

Figure 3.16 displays the differences in average learning achievement in reading, writing and mathematics 
for children who attended a school with 1 textbook per child compared with children who attended a school 
with no textbooks or shared textbooks.

Cambodia Lao PDR Malaysia Myanmar Philippines Viet Nam       Average six  
 countries
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Note: means differences are not statistically significant in Viet Nam in reading; in the Philippines and Viet Nam in 
writing; in Cambodia, Malaysia, Myanmar and Viet Nam in mathematics. Estimates are not computed in Malaysia and 
Myanmar for reading and writing, as 100% of children are reported with 1 textbook per child. 

Figure 3.16: Differences in average reading, writing and mathematics scores by textbook availability

Reading MathematicsWritingOne textbook per childNo textbook or shared

Children were more likely to have higher average achievement if they had their own textbook at school. 
The relationship between textbook availability and achievement appeared consistent across all 3 learning 
domains. Systems and communities may continue to invest in allocating free textbooks for all learning 
domains across basic education, and plan urgent short-term remedial interventions before starting the new 
academic year. 

Library access
School principals were asked whether their school had a library. Just under three-quarters of children attended 
schools where there was a library available in the school. However, this varied significantly across countries, 
with 1 country reporting that 100% of children had access to a library, while another reported that only 35% 
of children had access to a library at school. 

Figure 3.17: Percentage of children by availability of school library

 

Investing in a school library supports children’s interest in reading and engagement in reading for pleasure, 
and expands opportunities for them to access a variety of texts. Classroom libraries could be encouraged 
as an alternative to school libraries. 
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3.2.4	 Teacher profiles  
All Grade 5 teachers in the sampled schools completed a teacher questionnaire, which examined their 
characteristics, level of academic education, pre-service and in-service training, experience, teaching 
practices and teaching confidence. The complete SEA-PLM 2019 database provides useful information on 
the teachers from the sample classrooms, but also reflects the profiles of all teachers in charge of teaching 
full-time or part-time in any Grade 5 classroom in the sampled schools. 

The SEA-PLM 2019 Main Regional Report publishes only details of teachers from the sample classrooms, 
with a focus on teachers in charge of teaching reading and/or mathematics. Further research will extend the 
analysis to all Grade 5 teachers from the sampled schools regardless of their role.

This section describes only the main trends and differences observed within and between countries in 
teachers’ specializations, academic training, and pre- and in-service training experience. 

More information regarding the personal characteristics of teachers (for example, gender, age and 
experience) is available in the database but not reported here. 

Box 3.3: How to interpret the SEA-PLM 2019 teachers’ data Teachers specialization

Teachers’ data were self-reported by the teachers during the SEA-PLM 2019 main survey, and 
thus represent their opinions. 

Statistical outputs are reported only for variable modalities with at least 5 teachers or 30 children 
per category. When a group of teachers represents fewer than 5 teachers or 30 children in the 
database, results are not reported in the figures and tables, and a missing code is reported. 

Children’s learning achievements at Grade 5 are affected not only by Grade 5 teachers but also 
by multiple teachers from the earlier grades. SEA-PLM 2019 did not capture the characteristics 
of teachers in charge of grades before Grade 5. The SEA-PLM 2019 Main Regional Report does 
not report children’s learning performance according to Grade 5 teachers’ profiles. 

Teacher specialization
National policies on teacher specialization are different across the 6 participating countries, with varying 
uses of generalist teachers and specialist teachers covering individual learning domains. Figure 3.18 shows 

for each country the national percentage of Grade 5 children according to their teacher(s)’ specialization.32

32	 Based on data from the sampled classes only.
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Figure 3.18: Percentage of children by teacher specialization

 

In 5 out of the 6 participating countries, the majority of Grade 5 children had 1 generalist teacher for all 
or most of their subjects,33  while in Malaysia children learned more with specialist teachers in charge of 
teaching only specific learning domains. 

Teacher education levels
Figure 3.19 shows the percentage of Grade 5 children by the highest level of education attained by 
their teacher(s) in charge of teaching language and/or mathematics.34  Differences between and within 
countries illustrate national policies for hiring teachers.  
 

Figure 3.19: Percentage of children by teachers’highest level of education

33	 A generalist teacher is responsible for a particular group of children, with most of the day spent with the one class. This type of 
teacher is expected to teach in all or most of the key learning areas in the compulsory curriculum.

34	 Based on data from the sampled class only.
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In Malaysia, Myanmar and the Philippines, the majority of Grade 5 children had mathematics and language(s) 
of instruction teachers who have a degree at the bachelor or equivalent level. In Lao PDR and Viet Nam, 
children were taught primarily by teachers who have attained a short cycle of tertiary education or post-
secondary level of education. In Cambodia, children were mostly in classes with teachers who have 
completed an upper-secondary education or a short cycle of tertiary education. 

Teacher training
All Grade 5 teachers were asked about the training they had attended, whether pre-service or in-service. 
For the ease of presentation, only responses from the Grade 5 teachers in charge of reading and writing in 
the language of instruction are reported in Figure 3.20.

Figure 3.20: Percentage of children by teachers’ training in the language of instruction

The majority of children attended schools where teachers in charge of teaching the language of instruction 
at Grade 5 reported that they had attended reading training during pre-service and/or in-service training. 
However, in almost all countries, a non-negligible percentage of children in Grade 5 were in class with 
teachers who had received no training in reading (in the language of instruction used for the SEA-PLM 2019 
assessment) before or during their service. 

The overall pattern of responses is similar for teachers in charge of mathematics, as shown in Appendix 3.
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3.3	Equity effects of children’s, teachers’ and parents’ attitudes and 
engagement

Local stakeholders’ positive attitudes and a conducive school climate are critical for engaging strong 
commitment, learning progress and wellbeing for the entire community and generations of learners. Primary 
schools and teachers also play a crucial role in supporting positive social and emotional attitudes and 
behaviours from the early grades to develop a better, sustainable society and help children unleash their 
potential and talents. 

Other large-scale assessments, such as the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) for older 
children, have shown that children who are more engaged in their schools tend to have greater academic 
and wellbeing outcomes. Moreover, motivation to achieve and feelings of competence have been shown to 
be strong predictors of future outcomes (OECD, 2017). With younger children at primary levels, the scope to 
address such questions is narrower, but investigating their values and beliefs is still possible and relevant.

This section complements not only the other sections in this chapter but also Chapter 2 on children’s 
proficiency and Chapter 4 on global citizenship education. This section provides further information about 
the practices and attitudes involved in supporting better learning and progression for both children and 
communities. The analysis examines how these practices and attitudes vary across the 6 participating 
countries. 

This section also presents data on how principals and teachers perceive school quality standards and 
understand issues affecting learning in their community.

The following analysis unpacks some of the self-declared practices, behaviours, perceptions and attitudes 
available in the SEA-PLM 2019 database, based on student, parent, principal and teacher questionnaires. 
Findings are discussed below in 3 areas:

      •	 children’s attitudes about school

      •	 parental engagement in children’s learning

      •	 perception of issues affecting children’s learning in the classroom.

 

3.3.1	 Children’s attitudes about school 

In the SEA-PLM 2019 student questionnaire, children were asked to indicate their level of agreement with 
the following statements:

      •    I like being at school

      •    I feel safe when I am at school

      •    I feel like I belong to this school

      •    I have learnt things at school that are useful

      •    I make friends easily at school.

Figure 3.21 presents the proportion of children who agreed or strongly agreed with each statement. Most 
children in all participating countries expressed positive attitudes about attending their school. Positive 
attitudes – liking school, feeling safe, having a sense of belonging, learning useful things and making friends 
easily – were expressed by about 80% or more of children, on average, across countries. Similar findings of 
overwhelmingly positive attitudes about schooling in primary school children were observed in the Pacific 
Islands Literacy and Numeracy Assessment (PILNA, 2018; EQAP, 2019).

However, on average, 10% of children across all countries and up to 20% in some countries reported not 
feeling comfortable at school and having a negative attitude about school. 
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Figure 3.21: Percentage of children by children’s attitudes about school

A regional scale (SCHATT) was derived based on the responses to these items (see Box 3.1 for technical 
information). The higher scores on this scale correspond to more positive attitudes about school. Figure 
3.22 displays the difference in children’s average achievement based on the 2 extreme quartiles of children’s 
attitudes about school, for each of the 3 learning domains.

Figure 3.22: Differences in average reading, writing and mathematics scores by children’s attitudes about school

Reading MathematicsWritingTop quarter of attitudes towards school scaleBottom quarter of attitudes towards school scale

Note: differences are not statistically significant for reading in Lao PDR and Viet Nam; and for mathematics in Malaysia and Lao PDR. 
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The figure shows that across most of the SEA-PLM 2019 countries, achievement for all 3 domains was 
significantly higher for children with more positive attitudes about school (the upper quartile) than for children 
with the least positive attitudes about school (the bottom quartile). The difference ranged between 4 and 24 
scale points across the 3 domains. On average, the learning context where children feel better and safer at 
school is correlated with better children’s achievement.

Systems and communities may continue to value constructive, collaborative interactions between children 
and teachers within schools and with the local community to promote positive attitudes about school. 
More research could be undertaken to better understand the circumstances where children reported less 
agreement with positive statements about school.

3.3.2 Parental engagement in children’s learning 
In the SEA-PLM 2019 student questionnaire, children were asked a series of questions about how often the 
following activities related to parental involvement in schooling occurred:

       •     I have to do homework for school

       •     My parents/guardians ask me what I am learning in school

       •     I talk about my schoolwork with my parents

       •     My parents/guardians check if I do my homework

       •     My parents/guardians help me with my homework 

       •     My parents motivate me to succeed in school.

Figure 3.23 shows the proportion of children who reported that their parents were involved daily or almost 
daily in each of the activities. On average across each country, about half of the Grade 5 children reported that 
their parents motivate them to succeed in school (47%) and that they have to do homework for school (46%). 

Around one-third reported that their parents check if they do their homework (36%) and ask them what they 
are learning in school (34%), and that they talk about their schoolwork with their parents (32%). Around 
one-quarter reported that their parents helped them with their homework (27%). However, the majority of 
children reported that their parents rarely or never engaged in these 4 activities. 

Figure 3.23: Percentage of children by parental engagement in children’s learning
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A regional scale (PARENG) was derived based on the responses to these items (see Box 3.1 for 
technical information). The higher scores on this scale correspond to higher levels of parental 
engagement. Figure 3.24 displays the differences in children’s average achievement based on 
quartiles of parental involvement in their child’s schooling, for each of the 3 learning domains.  

Figure 3.24: �Differences in average reading, writing and mathematics scores by parental engagement in children’s 

learning

Reading MathematicsWritingParent engagement scale upper quartileParent engagement scale bottom quartile

There were substantial differences in learning between children from families whose parents are highly 
involved in their schooling compared with children whose parents are less involved. On average across 
the 6 participating countries there was a scale-point difference of between 14 and 16 scale points across 
all 3 learning domains. In all countries, higher levels of parental engagement were associated with higher 
reading, writing and mathematical literacy scores for children. However, the pattern of this relationship 
varied across countries. 

Cambodia Lao PDR Malaysia Myanmar Philippines Viet Nam       Average six  
 countries
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3.3.3 ���Perception of issues affecting children’s learning in the classroom 

Children
Children were asked how often their teachers came to class late, how often their teachers had to wait 
a long time for children to quiet down, and how often teachers were absent (they could select ‘Often’, 
‘Sometimes’, ‘Rarely’ or ‘Never’).  
 

Figure 3.25: �Percentage of children who indicated teacher classroom-related issues as occurring ‘often’ or 

‘sometimes’

On average across the 6 participating countries, just over half of the children reported that their teacher was 
late to class (sometimes or often), more than three-fifths of children reported that their teacher took a long 
time to settle the class down, and approximately two-fifths of children reported that their teacher was absent.

In all 6 participating countries, a high proportion (from 49% to 74%) of children reported that it often or 
sometimes took their teacher a long time to settle the class. In Viet Nam, children’s perceptions of classroom 
issues were more positive than for children in the other countries – less than 1 in 10 (9%) reported that 
their teacher was often or sometimes absent, compared with 38% to 58% across the other countries, 
and 14% reported that their teacher was often or sometimes late, compared with 51% to 67% across the 
other countries. 

This finding raises the need for systems and communities to continually identify and eliminate explicit and 
informal practices that could reduce teachers’ effectiveness and the time available for learning. 

School principals
Principals were asked about issues that hindered their school’s capacity to provide instruction, specifically:

      •     Shortage or inadequacy of classrooms

      •     Shortage or inadequacy of toilets

      •     Shortage or inadequacy of instructional materials (e.g. textbooks)

      •     Shortage of computers

      •     Lack of qualified teachers
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Figure 3.26 shows the proportion of children who attended a school where the principal reported that each 
issue hindered school capacity to a large or moderate extent. 

Figure 3.26: Percentage of children by principal reporting issues hindering school capacity

On average across the 6 countries, the most common issue hindering school capacity was a shortage of 
computers, with almost half of the children attending a school where the principal reported that this issue 
hindered school capacity to a large or moderate extent (46%). Around two-fifths of children attended a school 
where the principal reported that a shortage or inadequacy of classrooms (43%), instructional materials 
(39%) or toilets (37%) were issues for their school, while one-third attended a school where lack of qualified 
teachers was an issue (32%).

A regional scale (HINDER) was derived based on the responses to these 5 items (see Box 3.1 for technical 
information). The higher scores on this scale correspond to a greater number of issues hindering school 
capacity. Figure 3.27 displays the differences in children’s average achievement based on the 2 extreme 
quartiles of issues hindering their school’s capacity, for each of the 3 learning domains.
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Note: differences are not statistically significant for reading in Cambodia, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Myanmar and Viet Nam; 
for mathematics in Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and Viet Nam; for writing in Cambodia, Lao PDR and Malaysia.

Figure 3.27: �Differences in average reading, writing and mathematics scores by principal reporting issues 

hindering school capacity

Reading MathematicsWritingTop quarter of the scale issues 
hindering school capacity

Bottom quarter of the scale issues 
hindering school capacity

Across the 3 learning domains, when comparison is significant (see note below Figure 3.27), on average 
children who attended a school where the principal reported a greater number issues (those in the upper 
quartile) had lower average achievement compared with those attending schools where the principal reported 
a smaller number of issues (those in the bottom quartile). 

Teachers 
To complement principals’ reporting of issues hindering school capacity, all Grade 5 teachers from the 
sampled schools were asked to indicate the extent to which 7 different issues affected the learning of 
their Grade 5 students (‘To a large extent’, ‘To a moderate extent’, ‘To a little extent’ and ‘Not at all’). These 
issues were:

     •	 students’ lack of basic knowledge or skills

     •	 students’ lack of interest

     •	 students’ poor health

     •	 disruptive students in class 

     •	 students’ absenteeism

     •	 students being hungry in class 

     •	 students’ lack of sleep.

Cambodia Lao PDR Malaysia Myanmar Philippines Viet Nam       Average six  
 countries
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Figure 3.28: �Percentage of children by teachers reporting issues affecting children’s learning ‘to a moderate 
extent’ or ‘to a large extent’

On average across the 6 countries, the most common difficulty, with three-quarters of children attending 
schools where teachers reported this issue, was lack of basic knowledge (74%), followed by lack of interest 
(63%). Around one-third of children attended a school where teachers reported children being hungry in 
class (34%) or children lacking sleep (32%). 

On average, approximately half of the Grade 5 children attended schools where teachers reported that poor 
health affects learning. In Lao PDR, this situation was particularly prevalent, with almost 85% of students 
attending schools where the teachers perceived poor health as a strong issue affecting learning. 

These findings point to difficulties that teachers may face in delivering Grade 5 instruction as expected in 
the official programme. They also address the need for systems and communities to better monitor health 
and wellbeing within each school and each stage of basic education.

Cambodia Lao PDR Malaysia Myanmar

Philippines Viet Nam  Average six countries 

Lack of basic 
knowledge

Lack of interest

Poor health

Disruptive  
in class

Absent

Hungry in class

Lack of sleep
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3.4	Summary of findings
This chapter has described the overall level of equity linked to various contextual factors related to teaching 
and learning outcomes, by aggregating and comparing outputs of students, parents, teachers and school 
principals in participating SEA-PLM countries. 

Results showed learning inequalities in all countries between children, but the study also revealed several 
gaps in resources, school experience and practices between different school and children profiles. By 
pointing out those factors through a comparative perspective between and within countries, the SEA-PLM 
2019 Main Regional Report investigates educational policies that contribute to high learning outcomes for 
all children and reduce inequalities in basic education. 

Addressing the learning gap for all children is a complex challenge, as governments and communities across 
the region will not all be able to immediately apply the same level of high-quality standards, resources and 
practices to all children, grades, curriculum content and schools. Any single regional or national response 
will not be adequate, as existing policies, experience, education structures and capacity for transformation 
vary for each country. 

While socioeconomic factors may not be something that can be easily changed in the short term for many 
children, there are other related factors that, if understood and recognized, can be addressed, compensated 
for and prioritized at the system and local levels. For example, countries can prioritize the development of 
fundamental skills for children coming from disadvantaged backgrounds, in the early grades and beyond. 

All countries are encouraged to explore the contextual equity factors and the construction of learning through 
the sub-national lens, further to this report. More national and regional research using the SEA-PLM 2019 
database is encouraged in the Southeast Asian community to better understand the differential effects of 
variables on specific categories of schools and profiles of children. Countries and partners may consider 
the SEA-PLM 2019 Main Regional Report as a starting point before entering into more regional and national 
secondary analysis comparing different points of view, implications and interests.

The sections below summarize the main results about the effects of equity issues on Grade 5 children’s 
performance in reading, writing and mathematical literacy in the 6 participating countries, stating the average 
outcomes and overall findings. 

3.4.1	 Children’s background, home influence and school experience
         •     �Children faced different influences of equity at home and school. Acknowledging these gaps and 

the needs of different stakeholders and structures, given existing evidence and recommendations, 
is crucial for setting priorities to reduce learning differences between individuals, groups of children 
and schools.

        •    � �Children from higher socioeconomic backgrounds (as defined through the SES index established 
in this study), and those attending schools in wealthier neighbourhoods performed better than 
children from less advantaged backgrounds. These results reinforce the importance of children’s 
backgrounds and the reproduction of societal inequalities at school in the early grades. In some 
countries, inequalities are huge and are still affecting children’s proficiency in reading, writing and 
mathematics by the end of primary education. Findings address the challenge of reducing the 
effect of children’s origin and societal inequalities at school over time and place, and across basic 
education. Countries’ efforts in the last decade to reduce the impact of social inequities on children’s 
learning have not been sufficiently effective for all groups of children.

        •    �Girls were more likely to perform better than boys, regardless of socioeconomic status or 
school location, depending on the achievement domain. In all countries, boys had lower levels of 
achievement than girls in reading and writing. In 3 countries, they had lower levels of achievement 
in mathematics in comparison with girls. More research across the different profiles of girls and 
boys is encouraged to estimate if gaps in performance between sub-groups of children are constant 
across other variables of interest. Despite the difference in performance, in all countries, few to 
large proportion of girls and boys still have difficulties in reaching the expected levels of performance 
across the domains. 
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        •    �Children who spoke the language of instruction more often at home achieved higher levels of 
literacy in reading, writing and mathematics than those who did not, except in the Philippines. This 
practice varied across countries, with almost all children speaking the official language of instruction 
at home at the end of primary education in Cambodia, Malaysia and Viet Nam compared with less 
than 1 in 10 children in the Philippines. 

        •    �A third of children had attended at least 2 years of preschool education. However, there was 
considerable country variation in the proportion of children attending preschools, and their duration 
of attendance. The positive influence of these preparatory years continues to show benefits for 
children’s outcomes at least 5 years into their primary education. Children who had attended at 
least 1 year of preschool education consistently performed better than children who had not. The 
systems need to explore alternative modes of sustainable preschool in order to provide at least 
1 year of free, high-quality preschool education to enable successful transition into early primary 
school years. 

        •    �Most Grade 5 children in most countries demonstrated a solid grasp of key language and 
mathematical skills prior to entering school. These children consistently outperformed children 
who did not have those skills. This finding highlights the importance of creating an environment in 
the early years of school that replicates a literate home environment and focuses on building core 
foundational skills of language, vocabulary, communication and mathematics. 

        •    �In 4 out of the 6 countries, older age was not correlated with poorer learning performance, but grade 
repetition was. In Malaysia and Viet Nam, where the age of all or almost all Grade 5 children was 
10 or 11 years and grade repetition was completely or almost non-existent, older children tended 
to achieve significantly higher scores in reading, writing and mathematics (only in mathematics in 
Viet Nam), when grade repetition and socioeconomic status are held constant.

        •    �Children who had repeated a grade were more likely to have lower levels of achievement in reading, 
writing and mathematics in comparison with children who had not repeated a grade. Official grade 
repetition policies vary by country, with some adopting automatic progression of children and others 
basing children’s progression on proven performance. In Malaysia, grade repetition is almost non-
existent, with less than 1% of children reported to have repeated. In Viet Nam, this practice affected 
less than 10% of children enrolled at Grade 5 in 2019. On average, across the other 4 SEA-PLM 
2019 countries, 20% to 40% of children at Grade 5 reported having repeated a grade of schooling. 
While these findings warrant further investigation on causes and outcomes, children’s performance 
and system efficiencies play an important part in levels of grade repetition.

3.4.2	 School environment and teacher profiles
        •    �Children learning in larger schools in well-resourced locations, with a textbook for each child, 

performed better than children in smaller, less well-resourced schools. Across the 6 participating 
countries, the majority of children (87%) attended schools where they had 1 textbook per child in 
Grade 5, for both language and mathematics lessons. In all countries except Malaysia, there were 
still a proportion of children learning in schools where the principal reported that there were no 
language or mathematics textbooks. In Lao PDR and the Philippines, around 20% of children shared 
a reading or mathematics textbook in Grade 5, sometimes with more than 2 children. 

        •    �The availability of school libraries varied significantly across countries, with principals in Malaysia 
reporting that all children had access to a library, while in another country principals reported 
that 35% of children had access to a library at school. This shows an example of the importance 
of allocating adequate and free resources for all schools in the appropriate language from the 
early grades.

        •    �In 3 of the participating countries, school principals reported that the lack of qualified teachers was 
a significant issue hindering school capacity to provide instruction to children. Countries all adopted 
different approaches to hiring and training teachers, and allocating generalist or specialist teachers.
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        •    �In 5 out of the 6 countries, children were being taught by 1 generalist teacher for all or most of 
their subjects, while in Malaysia, children were learning more with specialist teachers in charge of 
teaching only specific learning domains. 

        •    �The majority of children attended schools where teachers in charge of the language of instruction had 
attended pre-service or in-service reading training. However, in almost all countries, a non-negligible 
percentage of children were in class with teachers who had received no training in reading (in the 
language of instruction used for the SEA-PLM 2019 assessment) before or during their service. 

3.4.3	 Children’s, teachers’ and parents’ attitudes and engagement
        •    �Most children in all participating countries had high levels of interest in school. About 80% or more 

of children in all countries expressed positive attitudes about school – such as liking school, feeling 
safe at school and having a sense of belonging. However, 10% of students across all countries and 
up to 20% of students in some countries reported not feeling comfortable at school and having a 
negative attitude towards school. 

        •    �On average, children who felt better and safer at school performed better than children who reported 
less positive feelings. Systems and communities may continue to value constructive, collaborative 
interactions between children and teachers within schools in learning activities and other projects 
with the local community to promote and value a peaceful school. 

        •    �In all countries, higher levels of parental engagement were associated with higher reading, writing 
and mathematics scores in children. Half of the children reported that their parents motivate them 
to succeed in school (47%). Around one-third reported that their parents check if they do their 
homework (36%) and ask them about what they are learning in school (34%), and that they talk 
about their schoolwork with their parents (32%). Around one-quarter reported that their parents 
help them with their homework (27%). However, a large proportion of children suggested that their 
parents rarely or never engage in those activities. Strategies that better communicate with parents 
and provide practical solutions for better parental engagement with children’s learning are likely to 
have a significant impact on children’s success in school. 

        •    �A large majority of children attended schools where their teachers considered that lack of basic 
knowledge (74%) and lack of interest (63%) affected children’s learning in class. Around one-third 
of children attended a school where teachers reported that children’s hunger in class (34%) or lack 
of sleep (32%) were issues affecting children’s learning. In some countries, a higher percentage 
of teachers reported these factors. This may confirm the difficulty for teachers in delivering Grade 
5 instruction as expected in the official programme. This finding also strengthens the need for 
systems and communities to better monitor health and wellbeing within each school during the 
stages of basic education.

        •    �In several countries, high percentage of teacher absenteeism and lateness were reported by 
children. In Viet Nam, children’s perceptions of teachers were more positive than for children in 
other countries, with less than 1 in 10 (9%) reporting that their teacher was often or sometimes 
absent, compared with 38% to 58% across other countries, and 14% reporting that their teacher 
was often or sometimes late, compared with 51% to 67% across other countries. A high proportion 
(from 49% to 74%) of children reported that it often or sometimes took their teacher a long time 
to settle the class. This raises the need for systems and communities to identify and eliminate 
explicit and informal practices that could reduce the time for learning and teachers’ effectiveness 
in basic education.
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Chapter 4 

Global citizenship 
education at  
primary level

SEA-PLM 2019 
Main Regional Report

Chapter 4

 
Global citizenship is a relatively new concept that expands the notion of citizenship beyond the boundaries of 
the state, with the implication that there are multiple issues that connect us as citizens of the globe. Global 
citizenship is generally described in terms of global belonging, solidarity and collective identity. 

The definition of global citizenship in SEA-PLM, generated in collaboration with Southeast Asian countries and 
experts, acknowledges the need for region-specific characteristics, and local appropriateness and relevance at 
community, school and individual levels. The SEA-PLM 2019 global citizenship assessment framework states: 

	  
	 �Global citizens appreciate and understand the interconnectedness of all life on the planet. They 

act and relate to others with this understanding to make the world a more peaceful, just, safe and 
sustainable place. (UNICEF & SEAMEO, 2017, p. 5). 

 
Certainly, there is no single, common Southeast Asian regional identity with core shared values, and the 
participating countries are acknowledged as greatly diverse in history and culture. Nonetheless, it was 
anticipated that, across the region, there would be universal values, principles and standards that most 
people uphold as important or worthy – such as peace, safety, security, stability and justice. Similar values 
are also present in literature relating to global citizenship education (UNICEF & SEAMEO, 2017, p.6). 

SEA-PLM 2019 is the first large-scale comparative assessment to measure global citizenship attitudes, 
values and behaviours of children at primary level. The representative sample of Grade 5 children in the 6 
participating countries provided a unique and valuable insight into global citizenship education across the 
Southeast Asian region.

©UNICEF
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The SEA-PLM 2019 global citizenship questionnaires – developed through the assessment framework and 
contextual questionnaires35 – fills a gap in global citizenship research, providing countries and stakeholders 
with new qualitative and quantitative information. All concepts and topics covered by the questionnaire 
were defined, designed and trial tested in collaboration with participating Southeast Asian countries. Global 
citizenship education as a specific concept is derived from civics and citizenship education. It is still emerging 
as a standalone domain in curriculum documentation in Southeast Asia, as it is in international research on 
civics and citizenship. 

One of the major challenges for the development of the global citizenship questionnaires was the relatively 
young age of children in Grade 5. At this age, children are not expected to have formally learned all of the 
specific concepts and elements in this area. In fact, most of their civics and citizenship knowledge, as well 
as what they know and think about global citizenship, is generally acquired in other subjects, informally at 
school and in out-of-school contexts (in particular at home). 

Many of the attitudes, values and behaviours inherent in the SEA-PLM concept of global citizenship embed 
and support 21st century learning, such as critical thinking, problem-solving, empathy and collaboration. 
Beyond reflecting on existing policies and practices, the SEA-PLM global citizenship framework, data and 
questionnaires provide crucial information that could be useful for regional and international agendas. In 
particular, Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) target 4.7 focuses on all learners acquiring the knowledge 
and skills needed to promote sustainable development, including global citizenship.

35	 SEA-PLM 2019 instruments only focused on measuring attitudes, values and behaviours, and did not include cognitive questions 
to measure knowledge and proficiency.
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4.1 Global citizenship education in SEA-PLM 2019
In the early stages of developing the SEA-PLM global citizenship questionnaires, official curricula of the 
Southeast Asian countries were audited to explore global citizenship concepts and topics within curricula at 
the end of primary level (UNICEF & SEAMEO, 2016). The review identified where global citizenship concepts 
and topics were located in curricula, and whether they aligned with the underpinning concepts and definition 
of global citizenship education in SEA-PLM. To ensure consistency with SEA-PLM, Grade 5 or approximate 
level curriculum frameworks in 9 countries were reviewed in detail. 

The curriculum review confirmed that most of the main concepts typically associated with global citizenship 
education were included in all curricula at primary level, with some nuance in how concepts and topics were 
put into practice in terms of teaching, learning and intended outcomes. 

Box 4.1 summarizes the main findings from the curriculum audit (UNICEF & SEAMEO, 2016). 

Box 4.1: Findings from the review of the official curriculum audit

Complete information on SEA-PLM 2019’s global citizenship content is published in the SEA-PLM 2019 global 
citizenship framework (UNICEF & SEAMEO,, 2017). Chapter 1 provides summary information.

The SEA-PLM 2019 questionnaires were developed on the basis of concepts and topics to support the 
coverage of the domains and sub-domains of the SEA-PLM 2019 global citizenship definition. Individual 
questions and derivate indices in the different languages of administration were pre-tested on small samples 
of Grade 5 children through 2 phases of trial testing in the participating countries. These empirical processes 
confirmed the degree of validity and relevance of questions for Grade 5 teachers and children in schools 
through item analysis. Biased questions concerned with contextual issues were removed from the final 
main questionnaires. Figure 4.1 presents a summary of the concept classification for attitudes and values, 
and behaviours and skills, used during the SEA-PLM 2019 main survey.

Questions were developed against 2 measurement sub-domains identified in the SEA-PLM 2019 global 
citizenship framework: attitudes and values, relating to positive orientations including appreciation of diversity, 
equality and human rights; and behaviours and skills, relating to activities that create positive change.36  

36	 The third measurement sub-domain – cognitive aspects – was not covered through SEA-PLM 2019 instruments, owing to assessment 
priorities and technical considerations.

In all countries’ curricula, global citizenship education concepts at primary level are most frequently 
located in introductions or backgrounds, as statements relating to aims or objectives. In a number 
of cases these aims include not only knowledge-related goals but also the development of 
behaviours and skills, and attitudes and values. However, while many curricula use terms such 
as ‘interdependence’, ‘global issues’, and ‘active citizenship’ in the introductory sections, they 
do not necessarily expand upon these terms. Where global citizenship concepts such as ‘social 
diversity’, ‘social cohesion’, ‘respect for difference’, ‘peace’, ‘equity’, ‘justice’, ‘participation’ and 
‘active citizenship’ are included in objective statements related to knowledge, behaviours, skills, 
attitudes and values, they are not necessarily translated into learning outcomes in the framework 
content at the end of primary level. No sub-domains specific to global citizenship were identified.

The outcome of the audit signalled that it would be beneficial for countries to consider further 
the extent to which global citizenship education currently exists explicitly or implicitly in their 
curricula, and whether this coverage meets their expectations or if further integration needs to 
occur. If global citizenship education or new topics and concepts related to global citizenship 
education are to be more integrated within basic education, then explicit links need to be made 
with learning outcomes and the learning areas in which they are embedded. This will support 
relevant assessment and mobilize adequate pedagogical resources.
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Figure 4.1: SEA-PLM 2019 concept classification of children questionnaire

Questions were also developed and classified in relation to 3 content sub-domains: systems, issues and 
dynamics; identities; and engagement. 

The official questionnaire instructions in all countries and schools provided a content glossary for test 
administrators, to facilitate children’s understanding of the global citizenship questionnaire. Test administrators 
read out a standardized script to the whole class to assist children in understanding the terms used in the 
global citizenship questions. Administrators were trained not to further elaborate on the question itself and 
not to unintentionally ‘lead’ the children to answer in a certain way. The questionnaire was not under time 
constraints. The glossary is published in Appendix 4.

Box 4.2: Measuring global citizenship education in SEA-PLM 2019

The global citizenship questionnaire was administered to children to measure attitudes and 
values, and behaviours and skills. The teacher questionnaire also contained questions relating 
to global citizenship education, addressing teachers’ attitudes and values and their preparation 
for teaching global citizenship topics, through questions about pre-service programmes and 
confidence levels. 

Questions in both the children and teacher questionnaires were constructed using a Likert-
style item response format which required respondents to indicate the best response for 
them. Based on their choices, frequency tables for each question were prepared for each of the 
6 countries. For the ease of data presentation in this report, children’s responses under each 
sub-category were gathered into 2 categories. For example, responses of ‘A little’ or ‘Nothing’ 
were aggregated together in 1 category, and responses of ‘Some’ or ‘A lot’ were aggregated 
together in 1 category. Only 1 of the 2 aggregated categories is presented in the figures of 
this chapter. All estimates against each question and response are presented in Appendix 4.

The numbers in the figures are weighted frequencies representing the percentage of children 
in the population of Grade 5 children. For the teacher questionnaire, all Grade 5 teachers in 
the sample schools were included, not just the teachers of the children sampled. 

When applicable, scale indices were derived to illustrate how well questions that were 
conceptually linked by domain of interest correlated with one another. This provided validity 
of the conceptual links of the domains. Correlations were also used to identify the extent to 
which there was a link between the responses to the global citizenship questions and children’s 
performance in reading, writing and mathematics. See Appendix 4 for more detailed outputs 
on scale indices.
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The descriptive analysis presented in the following sections explores children and teachers responses to 
individual questions, across all 6 participating countries. The discussion explores the data, concepts and 
findings from SEA-PLM 2019’s global citizenship education questionnaires. 

Further exploration of SEA-PLM global citizenship education data, and correlations between the test and 
questionnaire, would offer greater confidence in describing the profile of children, teachers and school 
contexts where issues and topics related to global citizenship were reported. This analysis might better 
identify needs and gaps per sub-group among the countries. Further analysis might also allow better 
identification of global citizenship education levels and their relationship with other academic domains and 
other 21st century skills.
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4.2 Children’s perception of global citizenship education

4.2.1	 Perception of global citizenship topics learned at school
Children were asked about how much they learned in classroom topics related to (i) global and regional 
events (questions a, b, c), (ii) interpersonal considerations (questions d, e, f) and (iii) environmental issues 
(questions g, h, i, j, k). Topics were defined based on the SEA-PLM 2019 definition of global citizenship. 
Response categories ‘A lot’ and ‘Some’ are aggregated into one category and represented in Figure 4.3. 
Through children’s response to topics learned at school, the data indirectly addresses the level of exposure 
children perceive to have on these topics.

Figure 4.2: Questionnaire item – Children’s perception of global citizenship topics learned at school

10

Student Questionnaire

QUESTIONS ABOUT YOU AND THE WORLD

ST14

"14' At school, how much have you learned about the following topics?
Please tick one box in each row.

A lot Some A little Nothing

a) What is happening in countries near <Country 
of test>  01  02  03  04

b) What is happening in the world  01  02  03  04

c) How things that happen in other countries 
affect <Country of test>  01  02  03  04

d) Understanding people that are different 
to you  01  02  03  04

e) How to solve <disagreements> with 
classmates peacefully  01  02  03  04

f) How you can help solve problems in your own 
<community>  01  02  03  04

g) How to protect the environment  01  02  03  04

h) Pollution in <country of test>  01  02  03  04

i) Pollution in places outside <country of test>  01  02  03  04

j) Loss of natural resources, for example water, 
energy and useable land  01  02  03  04

k) <Climate change>  01  02  03  04

Across the 6 countries, more than half the children identified that they learned ‘Some’ to ‘A lot’ in class 
about almost all topics. Children’s perspectives on the topics they were learning were consistent among 
most of the countries.
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Figure 4.3: Percentage of children who perceived the global citizenship topics being learned at school

Across the 6 countries, in the topics related to global and regional events, children identified that the topic 
they learned the least was how things that happen in other countries affect their country (52%), with 21% 
of children saying they did not cover anything at all on this topic. In all countries, children reported learning 
marginally more about what is happening in countries near them than what is happening in the world. 

In the topics related to interpersonal considerations, children identified the topic they learned the most 
was how to solve disagreements with classmates peacefully (67%). However, only around half the children 
said they covered ‘A lot’ or ‘Some’ of understanding people that are different to you and how you can help 
solve problems in your own community, with around 20% of children saying they did not learn about these 
topics at all. 

In the topics related to environmental issues, children identified the topics they learned the most were 
climate change (70%) and protecting the environment (77%). There was less perceived coverage of their 
loss of natural resources (60%) and particularly low perceived coverage of pollution in other countries (52%), 
with 23% of children indicating that they did not cover this topic at all. 

Cambodia Lao PDR Malaysia Myanmar

Philippines Viet Nam  Average six countries 
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of test’
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in other countries affect 
‘country of test’ 
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in the world
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How to solve 
disagreements with 
classmates peacefully 

How you can help solve 
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How to protect the 
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Pollution in places 
outside  
‘country of test’

Pollution in ‘country 
of test’

Loss of natural 
resources

Climate change
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4.2.2	 Attitudes about global citizenship education
Children were asked how important they thought it was to learn about topics related to (i) global and regional 
events (questions a, b, c), (ii) interpersonal considerations (questions d, e, g, h, i) and (iii) environmental 
issues (question f). Topics were defined based on the SEA-PLM 2019 global citizenship conceptual definition. 
Response categories ‘Very important’ and ‘Quite important’ are aggregated into one category and represented 
in Figure 4.5. 

Figure 4.4: Questionnaire item – children’s attitudes about global citizenship education

For all topics except one, more than 70% of children indicated that the topic was important. Only 64% of 
children valued learning a language spoken in another country, with 14% responding that it was not at all 
important. The topic most valued by children was protecting the environment (89%). Understanding people 
who have different ethnicity/race (70%) and learning other languages spoken in your country (73%) were 
both valued less compared with other topics, but these still presented relatively high frequencies. 

There were some consistencies in the topics that were valued across countries. For example, protecting 
the environment was consistently the most-valued topic across all countries, and most countries placed 
similar value on understanding people who have different ethnicity/race. Despite some differences across 
countries, the relative order of what children valued remained constant. 

15

Student Questionnaire

ST22

"22' How important is it for you to learn about each of the following topics?
Please tick one box in each row.

Very 
important

Quite 
important

Not very 
important

Not at all  
important

a) What is happening in countries near  
your own  01  02  03  04

b) What is happening in the world  01  02  03  04

c) How things that happen in other countries 
affect <Country of test>  01  02  03  04

d) Understanding people that have a different 
<ethnicity / race> to you  01  02  03  04

e) How to solve <disagreements> with 
classmates peacefully  01  02  03  04

f) How to protect the environment  01  02  03  04

g) How you can help to solve problems in your 
own <community>  01  02  03  04

h) Other languages spoken in your country  01  02  03  04

i) Languages spoken in other countries  01  02  03  04
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Figure 4.5: Percentage of children who identified the topic to be important to learn in school

In most topics there was less than 20% difference between what children percieved to be covered in the 
classroom and what they valued highly, indicating that children’s attitudes may be influenced by topics they 
are exposed to at school. Protecting the environment was particularly well aligned, with 77% of children 
indicating it was well covered, and 89% of children indicating that it was highly valued. 

There were a couple of topics with a bigger discrepancy between what was taught and what was valued. 
One was how things that happen in other countries affect their country; 28% more children valued this 
than indicated it was taught. Similarly, for the topic solving problems in your own community, 28% more 
children valued this than indicated it was taught. This suggests that children viewed these topics as worth 
learning but have had less opportunity to do so. 

Cambodia Lao PDR Malaysia Myanmar

Philippines Viet Nam  Average six countries 
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countries near your own
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in other countries affect 
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4.2.3	 Attitudes about societal issues
Children were asked their level of agreement with various statements about societal issues. Response 
categories ‘Agree’ and ‘Strongly agree’ are aggregated into one category and represented in Figure 4.7.

Figure 4.6: Questionnaire item – children’s attitudes about societal issues

Across the 6 countries, there was a large amount of agreement that the world is a fair place (81%) and all 
ethnic/racial groups should be treated equally (83%). There was less agreement that you can say what you 
think about the government, with 26% of children disagreeing or strongly disagreeing.

12

Student Questionnaire

ST17

"17' How much do you agree or disagree with each of the following 
statements?
Please tick one box in each row.

Strongly 
agree Agree Disagree

Strongly 
disagree

a) The world is a fair place.  01  02  03  04

b) It is important that people from different <ethnic 
/ racial> backgrounds <get along> with each 
other.

 01  02  03  04

c) It is important that all <ethnic / racial> groups 
are treated equally.  01  02  03  04

d) Rich countries should control poor countries.  01  02  03  04

e) Everyone should be allowed to say what they 
think about the government.  01  02  03  04

f) It is the government's <job / role> to protect the 
environment.  01  02  03  04

g) All people in society must protect the 
environment.  01  02  03  04
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Figure 4.7: Percentage of children who agreed to statements regarding societal issues 

The greatest level of agreement across all countries was that all people in society must protect the 
environment (88%), with less agreement that it is the government’s role to protect the environment (75%). 
This question presented more variability between countries than others. The lowest level of agreement was 
that rich countries should control poor countries (66%).
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4.2.4	 Attitudes about environmental sustainability
Children were asked whether they were concerned about specific environmental sustainability issues. 
Response categories ‘Quite worried’ and ‘Very worried’ are aggregated into one category and represented 
in Figure 4.9.   

Figure 4.8: Questionnaire item – children’s attitudes about environmental sustainability

13

Student Questionnaire

ST18

"18' How <worried> are you about the following issues?
Please tick one box in each row.

Not at all 
worried 

Not very 
worried

Quite 
worried

Very 
worried

a) Pollution in <country of test>  01  02  03  04

b) Pollution in places outside of <country of test>  01  02  03  04

c) <Power> shortages  01  02  03  04

d) Extinction of plants  01  02  03  04

e) Extinction of animals  01  02  03  04

f) Loss of natural resources  01  02  03  04

g) Water shortages  01  02  03  04

h) <Climate change>  01  02  03  04

ST19

"19' Will you do each of the following activities?
Please tick one box in each row.

I will do 
this

I might do 
this

I might not 
do this 

I will not 
do this 

a) Tell someone who is littering to stop.  01  02  03  04

b) <Stand up> for a classmate who is being 
badly treated by other students.  01  02  03  04

c) Help other people in your <community>.  01  02  03  04

d) Make friends with someone from another 
country.  01  02  03  04

e) Encourage other people to help protect the 
environment.  01  02  03  04

f) Join a group to help protect the 
environment.  01  02  03  04
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Figure 4.9: Percentage of children who were worried about environmental sustainability issues 

Children expressed similar amounts of concern for most issues (around 70%). However, children were less 
worried about pollution in places outside of their country (57%) in comparison with other issues. This was 
the only item that referred to an issue in other countries.

Box 4.3: �Relationship between indices related to global citizenship education and learning performance in reading, 
mathematics and writing

Data reveals statistical correlations between some children’s concerns and learning performance 
in reading, writing and mathematics. The strongest correlations in the majority of countries were 
between children’s concern for environmental sustainability issues and learning performance 
(0.4 in reading, 0.3 in writing and 0.3 in mathematics). On average, children who met higher 
proficiency levels in reading, writing and mathematics were more likely to have concerns about 
environmental sustainability issues (GLOBCON index). The correlations may be influenced 
by the prevalence of coverage of the topic at school, as perceived by the children, and the 
emphasis placed on the topic. In some countries, the overall level of children’s literacy is at 
the stage of emerging or fundamental reading, which may lead to a lack of understanding of 
abstract concepts and topics related to global citizenship as measured through SEA-PLM paper-
pencil questionnaires.
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4.2.5	 Attitudes about national and regional identity
Children were asked their level of agreement with various statements about national and regional identity. 
Response categories ‘Agree’ and ‘Strongly agree’ are aggregated into one category and represented in 
Figure 4.11.

Figure 4.10: Questionnaire item – children’s attitudes about national and regional identity

 

The majority of children felt they belong in their country (82%) and that they have a lot in common with other 
children in their country (76%). In the majority of countries, less than 60% of children identify as Asian and, 
in several countries, fewer than 60% felt connected to the rest of the world. 

11

Student Questionnaire

ST15

"15' At school, have you ever done any of the following activities?
Please think about all schools you have been to since the first year of <ISCED level 1>.
Please tick one box in each row.

Yes, I have done this. No, I have never done this. 

a) Speak in an <organised debate>  01  02

b) Present ideas to your class  01  02

c) <Speak up> in classroom discussions 
about problems in the world  01  02

d) Vote for <class captain / leader / 
monitor>  01  02

e) Become a candidate for <class captain / 
leader / monitor>  01  02

f) Participate in an activity to make the 
school more <environmentally friendly> 
(e.g. through water-saving or recycling) 

 01  02

ST16

"16' How much do you agree or disagree with each of the following 
statements?
Please tick one box in each row.

Strongly 
agree Agree Disagree

Strongly 
disagree

a) I feel I belong to <Country of test>.  01  02  03  04

b) I think of myself as Asian.  01  02  03  04

c) I feel connected to the rest of the world.  01  02  03  04

d) I feel I have a lot in common with other children 
in <Country of test>.  01  02  03  04

e) I feel I have a lot in common with other children 
in Asia.  01  02  03  04

f) I feel I have a lot in common with children in the 
world outside Asia.  01  02  03  04
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Figure 4.11: Percentage of children who agreed with statements about national and regional identity 

In most countries, about half of the children agreed or strongly agreed that they have a lot in common 
with other children in Asia. There was less frequency in identifying with other children outside Asia. 
Responses indicate that, generally, almost half of the children in Grade 5 do not feel a particularly strong 
association with Asia as a regional. 
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4.3	Children’s participation in global citizenship related activities

4.3.1 Participation in school activities related to global citizenship 
Children were asked whether they had participated in school activities related to global citizenship. Figure 
4.13 displays results for the ‘Yes, I have done this’ response only. 

Figure 4.12: Questionnaire item – children’s participation in school activities related to global citizenship

Across the 6 countries, the most frequently undertaken activities were presenting ideas to their class (72%), 
voting for class leader (70%), and participating in an activity to make the school more environmentally friendly 
(67%). Less than half of all children reported having spoken in an organized debate (39%), spoken up in 
classroom discussions about problems in the world (45%), or become a candidate for class leader (44%).
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Student Questionnaire

ST15

"15' At school, have you ever done any of the following activities?
Please think about all schools you have been to since the first year of <ISCED level 1>.
Please tick one box in each row.

Yes, I have done this. No, I have never done this. 

a) Speak in an <organised debate>  01  02

b) Present ideas to your class  01  02

c) <Speak up> in classroom discussions 
about problems in the world  01  02

d) Vote for <class captain / leader / 
monitor>  01  02

e) Become a candidate for <class captain / 
leader / monitor>  01  02

f) Participate in an activity to make the 
school more <environmentally friendly> 
(e.g. through water-saving or recycling) 

 01  02

ST16

"16' How much do you agree or disagree with each of the following 
statements?
Please tick one box in each row.

Strongly 
agree Agree Disagree

Strongly 
disagree

a) I feel I belong to <Country of test>.  01  02  03  04

b) I think of myself as Asian.  01  02  03  04

c) I feel connected to the rest of the world.  01  02  03  04

d) I feel I have a lot in common with other children 
in <Country of test>.  01  02  03  04

e) I feel I have a lot in common with other children 
in Asia.  01  02  03  04

f) I feel I have a lot in common with children in the 
world outside Asia.  01  02  03  04
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Figure 4.13: �Percentage of children who indicated they had participated in school activities related to global 

citizenship 
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4.3.2	 General activities related to global citizenship
Children were asked whether they would engage in general activities related to global citizenship. Response 
categories ‘I will do this’ and ‘I might do this’ are aggregated into one category and represented in Figure 
4.15. 

Figure 4.14: Questionnaire item – general activities related to global citizenship

Across the 6 countries, around 80% of children indicated they will or might engage with most behaviours. 
However, fewer children indicated they will or might make friends with someone from another country (69%).

13

Student Questionnaire

ST18

"18' How <worried> are you about the following issues?
Please tick one box in each row.

Not at all 
worried 

Not very 
worried

Quite 
worried

Very 
worried

a) Pollution in <country of test>  01  02  03  04

b) Pollution in places outside of <country of test>  01  02  03  04

c) <Power> shortages  01  02  03  04

d) Extinction of plants  01  02  03  04

e) Extinction of animals  01  02  03  04

f) Loss of natural resources  01  02  03  04

g) Water shortages  01  02  03  04

h) <Climate change>  01  02  03  04

ST19

"19' Will you do each of the following activities?
Please tick one box in each row.

I will do 
this

I might do 
this

I might not 
do this 

I will not 
do this 

a) Tell someone who is littering to stop.  01  02  03  04

b) <Stand up> for a classmate who is being 
badly treated by other students.  01  02  03  04

c) Help other people in your <community>.  01  02  03  04

d) Make friends with someone from another 
country.  01  02  03  04

e) Encourage other people to help protect the 
environment.  01  02  03  04

f) Join a group to help protect the 
environment.  01  02  03  04
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Tell someone who is littering to stop

Stand up for a classmate who is 
being badly treated by other students

Help other people in your community

Make friends with someone from 
another country

Encourage other people to help 
protect the environment

Join a group to help protect the 
environment

Figure 4.15: Percentage of children who were willing to participate in activities related to global citizenship
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4.3.3	 Future school activities related to global citizenship
Children were presented with a list of activities related to global citizenship that might be offered in their 
school and asked how likely they would be to participate in each activity. Response categories ‘Very likely’ 
and ‘Quite likely’ are aggregated into one category and represented in Figure 4.17. 

Figure 4.16: Questionnaire item – future school activities related to global citizenship

Across the 6 countries, around 80% of children indicated that they would vote for a class leader or join a 
group of children to support an issue they agree with. Further, 66% of children indicated they would become 
a candidate for class leader or speak up in a classroom discussion. Only around half of the children indicated 
they would speak in an organized debate (56%). Across countries, the patterns of response were consistent, 
indicating similarities in the activities children were interested in pursuing. 

14

Student Questionnaire

ST20

"20' Imagine a natural disaster (e.g. a typhoon, earthquake, tsunami) has 
occurred in a country near to your own.  
How much do you agree or disagree with the following statements?
Please tick one box in each row.

Strongly 
agree Agree Disagree

Strongly 
disagree

a) This has nothing to do with me.  01  02  03  04

b) This is only important to people who live in that 
country.  01  02  03  04

c) My country should help the people who live in 
that country.  01  02  03  04

d) I would like to do something to help the people 
who live in that country.  01  02  03  04

e) My school should raise money to help the people 
who live in that country.  01  02  03  04

ST21

"21' Listed below are different activities that might be offered at your school. 
If you were given the chance, how likely is it that you would participate in 
each activity?
Please tick one box in each row.

Very likely
Quite 
likely

Not very 
likely

Not at all 
likely

a) Vote for <class captain / leader / monitor>  01  02  03  04

b) Become a candidate for <class captain / 
leader / monitor>  01  02  03  04

c) Join a group of students to support an issue 
you agree with  01  02  03  04

d) Speak in an <organised debate>  01  02  03  04

e) <Speak up> in a classroom discussion about 
problems in the world  01  02  03  04
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Vote for class captain/
leader/monitor

Become a candidate for 
class captain/leader/monitor

Join a group of students to 
support an issue you agree 
with

Speak in an organised 
debate

Speak up in a classroom 
discussion about 
problems in the world

Figure 4.17: �Percentage of children who indicated they were likely to participate in future school activities related 

to global citizenship
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4.4	Teachers’ perception of global citizenship education
The teacher questionnaire collected valuable data on pre-service teacher education and teachers’ confidence 
with global citizenship topics. The information fills an important gap in knowledge about how prepared 
teachers feel to engage with such activities in class. All Grade 5 teachers in sampled schools completed 
the same questionnaire. 

4.4.1	 Pre-service preparation for global citizenship education
Teachers were asked about how well their pre-service education programme had prepared them to teach 
global citizenship topics as defined in SEA-PLM 2019. Response categories ‘Very well’ and ‘Quite well’ are 
aggregated into one category and represented in Figure 4.19. 

Figure 4.18: Questionnaire item – teacher’s pre-service preparation for global citizenship education

14

Teacher Questionnaire

TC15

"15' How well has your pre-service teacher education programme prepared 
you to teach about:
Please tick one box on each line.

Very well Quite well
Not very 

well Not at all

a) Local current events 01 02 03 04

b) Global current events 01 02 03 04

c) Globalisation 01 02 03 04

d) Children’s rights 01 02 03 04

e) Environmental protection 01 02 03 04

f) Sustainable development 01 02 03 04

g) Respecting diversity 01 02 03 04

h) Conflict resolution 01 02 03 04

i) Inequality 01 02 03 04

j) Injustice 01 02 03 04

k) Peace and conflict 01 02 03 04

l) Taking action to challenge inequality 01 02 03 04
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Figure 4.19: Percentage of teachers who felt prepared to teach global citizenship topics

Across the 6 countries, a large majority of teachers (70%+) felt they had been well prepared to teach each 
of the topics. In all 6 countries, teachers considered they had been most prepared for children’s rights and 
protecting the environment (both 97%). In comparison with other topics, fewer teachers considered their 
pre-service programme had prepared them to teach globalization (76%) and global current events (80%). 

Only a small percentage of teachers reported that pre-service training did not prepare them to teach topics 
related to the environment, global issues and interpersonal topics. 
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4.4.2	 Confidence in teaching global citizenship topics
Teachers were asked how confident they were to teach global citizenship topics. Across all countries, the 
majority of teachers indicated they had high levels of confidence in all topics. Response categories ‘Very 
confident’ and ‘Quite confident’ are aggregated into one category and represented in Figure 4.21.

Figure 4.20: Questionnaire item – teacher’s confidence in teaching global citizenship topics

15

Teacher Questionnaire

TC16

"16' How confident are you to teach <Grade 5> students at your school about:
Please tick one box on each line.

Very 
confident

Quite 
confident

Not very 
confident

Not at all 
confident

a) Local current events 01 02 03 04

b) Global current events 01 02 03 04

c) Globalisation 01 02 03 04

d) Children’s rights 01 02 03 04

e) Environmental protection 01 02 03 04

f) Sustainable development 01 02 03 04

g) Respecting diversity 01 02 03 04

h) Conflict resolution 01 02 03 04

i) Inequality 01 02 03 04

j) Injustice 01 02 03 04

k) Peace and conflict 01 02 03 04

l) Taking action to challenge inequality 01 02 03 04
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Figure 4.21: Percentage of teachers who felt confident to teach global citizenship topics

Almost all teachers reported the highest levels of confidence for protecting the environment (98%), children’s 
rights (97%) and respecting diversity (93%), and the lowest levels of confidence for globalization (75%). 
Generally, across all countries, teachers felt more confident teaching about local events than global events. 
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4.5	Teachers’ perception of global citizenship education

4.5.1	� Attitudes about children’s global citizenship skills, values and 
characteristics 

Teachers were asked how important they thought it was for young children to develop skills, values and 
characteristics related to global citizenship, as defined in SEA-PLM. Response categories ‘Very important’ 
and ‘Quite important’ are aggregated into one category and represented in Figure 4.23.

Figure 4.22: Questionnaire item – teacher’s attitudes about children’s global citizenship skills, values and 

characteristics 

13

Teacher Questionnaire

TC14

"14' How important is it for young people to develop the following skills, values 
and characteristics?
Please tick one box on each line.

Very 
important

Quite 
important

Not very 
important

Not at all 
important  

a) Feeling connected to other people outside
their family, community or country 01 02 03 04

b) Being interested in the world 01 02 03 04

c) Caring about the problems of people outside
their community or country 01 02 03 04

d) Wanting to make the world a better place 01 02 03 04

e) Acting to make the world a better place 01 02 03 04

f) Encouraging others to act to make the world a
better place 01 02 03 04

g) Thinking that all people should be treated
equally 01 02 03 04

h) Willing to challenge injustice 01 02 03 04

i) Acting to address inequality 01 02 03 04

j) Accepting that people are different 01 02 03 04

k) Seeing how local problems have global
consequences 01 02 03 04

l) Valuing traditional histories and cultures other
than their own 01 02 03 04
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Figure 4.23: �Percentage of teachers who considered children’s global citizenship skills, values and 
characteristics to be important

Across the 6 countries, a large majority of teachers (85%+) identified that they highly valued all of the skills 
and values, regardless of whether they were about social factors, valuing other cultures or making the world 
better. The most-valued was treating people equally (99%), and this was relatively consistent across most 
countries. The least-valued was caring about problems of people outside their community or country (85%). 
Across countries there were reasonable similarities in the percentage of teachers valuing the different skills 
and values.
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4.5.2 Teacher’s attitudes about children’s global citizenship learning at school
Teachers were also asked how important they thought certain topics were for Grade 5 children to learn at 
school. Response categories ‘Very important’ and ‘Quite important’ are aggregated into one category and 
represented in Figure 4.25. 

Figure 4.24: Questionnaire item – teacher’s attitudes about children’s global citizenship learning at school

Across the 6 countries, a large majority of teachers valued all topics very highly (around 90%). The most-
valued topics were how to solve disagreements with classmates peacefully (98%) and how to protect the 
environment (99%). On average across the 6 countries, the least-valued topic was languages spoken in 
other countries (73%). 

12

Teacher Questionnaire

QUESTIONS ABOUT WHAT YOU TEACH

TC13

"13' How important is it for <Grade 5> students to learn at school about each 
of the following content areas?
Please tick one box on each line.

Very 
important

Quite 
important

Not very 
important

Not at all 
important  

a) What is happening in countries near their own 01 02 03 04

b) What is happening in the world 01 02 03 04

c) How things that happen in other countries
affect <Country of test> 01 02 03 04

d) Understanding people that have a different
<ethnicity/race> to them 01 02 03 04

e) How to solve <disagreements> with
classmates peacefully 01 02 03 04

f) How to protect the environment 01 02 03 04

g) How they can help to solve problems in their
own <community> 01 02 03 04

h) Other languages spoken in their country 01 02 03 04

i) Languages spoken in other countries 01 02 03 04
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Figure 4.25: �Percentage of teachers who considered that children’s global citizenship learning at school is 
important

Between countries there were clear differences in the value teachers placed on different topics. 
Understandably, teachers from different countries may place different values on particular topics, and 
may have differing priorities. However, it seems that all teachers in all countries placed the most emphasis 
on protecting the environment. 
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4.5.3� �Perception of children’s opportunities for global citizenship education at 
school 

All Grade 5 teachers in the sample schools were asked whether children participate in activities related to 
global citizenship in a typical school year. Figure 4.27 presents the ‘Yes’ category.

Figure 4.26: Questionnaire item – perception of children’s opportunities for global citizenship education at school

Across the 6 countries, the majority of teachers indicated that Grade 5 children participated in school activities 
related to environmental sustainability (69%) and helping poor or underprivileged people or groups (62%). 
About half of teachers indicated that children participated in school activities relating to other children in their 
country (45%) and improving local facilities (57%). Very few reported that children participated in school 
activities related to children in other countries (10%). 

Figure 4.27: �Percentage of teachers who reported that global citizenship activities took place in a regular school year 
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11

Teacher Questionnaire

QUESTIONS ABOUT YOUR CLASS

TC11

TC12

"12' Below is a list of activities that may be carried out by the school possibly in 
cooperation with external groups / organisations.

In a typical school year, do <Grade 5> students take part in any of these 
activities?
Please tick one box on each line. 

Yes No

a) Activities related to environmental sustainability (e.g. <energy
and water saving, recycling>) 01 02

b) Activities to help poor or underprivileged people or groups 01 02

c) Activities working with students from other schools in <country of
test> 01 02

d) Activities working with students from another country 01 02

e) Activities related to improving facilities for the <local community>
(e.g. <public gardens, libraries>) 01 02
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4.6	Key findings and emerging themes for global citizenship 
education

The SEA-PLM 2019 global citizenship questionnaire provides much-needed insights into global citizenship 
education at the primary level in participating countries. The SEA-PLM 2019 data, based on the responses 
of Grade 5 children and teachers, provide valuable information about the attitudes, values and behaviours of 
Grade 5 children and teachers across a range of global citizenship topics and concepts. 

 
4.6.1	 Key findings
  •       �Environmental issues (such as climate change and environmental pollution) and local topics related 

to the classroom environment (such as solving disagreements with classmates and solving problems 
in the community) appeared to be the most important and valued global citizenship topics and 
concepts learned at primary school. Environmental issues at primary level are heavily embedded in 
both science and social studies, and are explicitly covered in the Grade 5 official programmes across 
the countries. Other topics that go beyond the classroom – such as interpersonal issues and global 
and regional events – may receive less attention, and lessons on these may occur more naturally, or 
less explicitly, at primary level.

  •       �There were consistencies in the perceptions of most of the children and teachers about the level 
at which global citizenship topics were being taught and learned at school. There were also general 
consistencies between children and teachers in the value they placed on topics. For example, across 
countries, when children reported a high level of value for a particular local issue, teachers were likely 
to declare a similar level of value for the same issue.

  •       �The majority of children reported that they participated in school activities that relate to global 
citizenship education, such as communicating ideas to their classmates, voting for class leader, 
and participating in an activity to make the school more environmentally friendly. Less than half the 
children reported experience speaking in an organized debate, joining in classroom discussions about 
problems in the world and becoming a candidate for class leader. This provides insight into the global 
citizenship activities that children found engaging during class time, but also identifies some room for 
improvement in promoting more activities related to global citizenship within schools.

  •       �Both children and teachers valued global citizenship education to a greater extent than they reported 
that the topics were covered in the classroom. Further, more children indicated they will or might 
engage with global citizenship activities in the future than were currently engaging in those activities, 
which suggests that children would engage more should they be given the opportunity. 

  •       �Most of the teachers indicated they were prepared for and felt confident teaching almost all topics 
listed in the questionnaire. Children’s rights and respecting diversity were the topics teachers said 
they were most prepared for during pre-service training, and were also the topics teachers felt most 
confident teaching. Grade 5 teachers were consistently less prepared for teaching globalization (34% 
‘very well’) and challenging inequality (42% ‘very well’) and also felt less confident teaching them. 
Across countries, teachers were most confident with the topics most covered in pre-service training. 
This may represent a relationship between training and confidence. There was also consistency 
across countries in teachers’ perspectives, with reasonable similarities in the topics that are valued.

  •       �Responses from the questionnaire reinforce the conclusions from the SEA-PLM official curriculum 
review by reporting that most of the Grade 5 children and teachers in most of the countries have 
a better grasp of local issues than of regional and global ones. More specifically, the questionnaire 
highlighted that, in all countries, less than 60% of Grade 5 children identified themselves as Asian. 
This finding from the children’s perspective is supported by the responses of Grade 5 teachers, who 
generally reported having less confidence in cross-national attitudes and values compared with local 
community and classroom issues. 
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4.6.2	 Emerging themes
  •       �By encouraging knowledge exchange and providing research, the SEA-PLM 2019 global citizenship 

module supports regional and national dialogue, and efforts on global citizenship concepts, topics 
and skills across basic education and beyond. Countries and stakeholders can use this report and 
the released framework and questionnaires to acknowledge, credit and increase national capacities 
and research across the Southeast Asian region. Systems, schools, children and practitioners can 
focus on global citizenship education, as outlined in the Sustainable Development Goal target SDG 
4.7.1, which refers to (i) global citizenship education and (ii) education for sustainable development, 
including gender equality and human rights, are mainstreamed at all levels in (a) national education 
policies, (b) curricula, (c) teacher education and (d) student assessment. SEA-PLM 2019 findings 
support the monitoring of such system-level indicators and provide a new source of information for 
policy implementation within schools and classrooms.

  •       �The children’s responses in SEA-PLM 2019 showed their views on a range of topics, rather than a 
comprehensive understanding of global citizenship. Children of this age are naturally more aware 
of local issues within their community than they are of global matters and events outside their 
environment. In basic education, children’s development of regional and global values relies on the 
efforts of teachers, schools and communities to encourage citizenship values and skills.

  •       �SEA-PLM 2019 identified variation within and across countries in the value that teachers and children 
place on global citizenship. Such variation may be explained by differences in official curriculum and 
materials, and teachers’ and school leaders’ practices. Developing more school-based community 
activities with underlying objectives related to citizenship could be beneficial in promoting topics 
related to global citizenship. Providing equal opportunities to develop citizenship at primary level may 
be a crucial step to undertake before adding regional and global identities and concepts.

  •       �Findings in this report may lead to systems, schools and practitioners reflecting on how to better frame 
regional and global concepts at the end of primary level while keeping national citizenship values and 
cultural beliefs as core goals. At the end of primary level, countries may have an interest in schools, 
teachers and children progressively increasing their awareness of regional issues and dynamics 
outside of the local community. Activities to support increased awareness may be encouraged within 
existing learning activities in fundamental domains (for example, ‘Exploring the world’ in reading 
and mathematics) and/or within social and citizenship areas. Further explicit development of global 
citizenship subjects may be beneficial in the compulsory curriculum at the secondary level and beyond. 
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Chapter 5 

Findings and 
recommendations

SEA-PLM 2019 
Main Regional Report

Chapter 5 

Quality education and learning is a fundamental right for every child and a strategic, smart investment for 
individuals, families, governments and societies. Guaranteeing children a solid foundation in learning is an 
essential building block in achieving prosperity, equity, and peaceful and sustainable societies in Southeast 
Asia. The SEA-PLM programme strengthens governments’ capacity to identify children’s learning outcomes 
in reading, writing and mathematics, and to use this information to create better conditions for equitable 
learning. The programme also collects data on attitudes and values related to global citizenship education 
and concepts. 

The SEA-PLM 2019 Main Regional Report aims to inform policy dialogue around learning improvement 
throughout the region, which is even more relevant now owing to the impact of COVID-19 on children’s 
education. SEA-PLM provides a space for participating countries to define and confirm key priorities and 
strategies to improve students’ learning. Participating countries and partners are strongly encouraged to use 
the SEA-PLM 2019 datasets to analyse and reflect on the appropriateness and effectiveness of national and 
regional policy frameworks, implementation plans and practices, and monitoring and feedback strategies. 
SEA-PLM 2019 sheds new light on critical issues such as curriculum development and implementation, 
resource allocation and transformation, school practices and teacher development. 

SEA-PLM 2019 data can also be used to provide evidence about the learning and equity challenges of different 
sub-groups of children and countries. Participating countries can use this information to target support at 
improving learning outcomes among the most disadvantaged and vulnerable children at regional, national 
and sub-national levels. 

©UNICEF/Todd Brown
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5.1	 Key findings
The new SEA-PLM proficiency scales provide solid benchmarks for the Southeast Asian region to examine 
what specific groups of Grade 5 children know and can do in reading, writing and mathematics. SEA-PLM 
2019 also gauges children’s and teachers’ values and attitudes about global citizenship concepts, behaviours 
and activities, which are becoming more and more important for thriving in the 21st century world. 

Children’s performance on the SEA-PLM 2019 proficiency scales clearly demonstrates large differences in 
learning outcomes between countries and between groups of students within each country. The outcomes 
also reveal substantial need and room for improvement in supporting students to achieve the national, 
regional and international standards of learning expected at the end of primary education. 

More specifically, SEA-PLM 2019 reveals stark differences between students’ learning outcomes according 
to various profiles and characteristics, such as gender, socioeconomic status, language spoken at home, 
preschool experience and early developmental skills. It should be noted that some of these disadvantages 
may be combined and thus the most vulnerable children face multiple deprivations and factors that negatively 
affect their learning (for example, boys from poorer households in remote rural areas). The SEA-PLM 2019 
data also highlight that in addition to students’ home environment, the resources and contexts of schools 
and classrooms have a substantial impact on learning. 

5.2	Recommendations to improve learning
SEA-PLM 2019 presents a wide range of policy recommendations to facilitate improvement of students’ 
learning, with a strong equity focus, across the 6 participating countries in the region. 

The following 6 priority recommendations address how SEA-PLM 2019’s key findings and evidence can be 
translated into specific policies. Aligned with SEA-PLM programme goals, the recommendations focus on 
improving the foundational learning and skills of all students. Some recommendations target system-level 
changes, while others focus on the practices of schools and communities. See Box 5.1 for a summary. 

The recommendations align with Sustainable Development Goal 4 – Education 2030 (SDG 4), as well as 
relevant SEAMEO and ASEAN plans and frameworks. They are also consistent with existing national and 
regional commitments, and with evidence and recommendations from other initiatives, such as the 5-year 
Progress Review of SDG 4 in the Asia-Pacific (UNESCO and UNICEF, forthcoming). The recommendations 
also take into account other existing global and regional evidence, including from participating SEA-PLM 
countries. 

Encouraging fruitful collaboration and trust between the different stakeholders at all levels – regional, national, 
community and school – is crucial for creating real improvement in equitable learning outcomes. In light of 
the current COVID-19 pandemic and the forthcoming recovery phase, these recommendations are even 
more relevant and more urgent.

Box 5.1: Summary of the 6 priority recommendations

Recommendation 1: Prioritize early learning in disadvantaged contexts

Recommendation 2: Guarantee a solid start in primary education through on-time enrolment and 
progression for all children, especially the disadvantaged.

Recommendation 3: Ensure explicit and progressive learning standards in the curriculum of basic 
education, including in digital and blended learning options

Recommendation 4: Support motivated and experienced teachers with conducive teaching and 
positive school environments 

Recommendation 5: Use data, monitoring and research to achieve better learning environments

Recommendation 6: Participate in and support SEA-PLM 2023 activities, including the opportunities 
and challenges arising from the COVID-19 pandemic
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Recommendation 1: Prioritize early learning in disadvantaged contexts 

   •   �Expand provision of at least one to 1 year of free pre-primary education to children in disadvantaged 
communities (for example, remote rural areas and informal urban settlements) to equip them with a 
solid foundation in cognitive, physical and socio-emotional skills. 

   •   �Ensure smooth transition to primary education, and enrolment at the right age. 

   •   �Support parental education and multi-sectoral early childhood development services (including health, 
nutrition, water and sanitation, and poverty alleviation mechanisms). 

   •   Support specialized training programmes for early years’ educators.

   •   �Provide adequate investment in early learning systems, proportionate to the investment in 
primary education.

   •   �Promote mother tongue–based multilingual education in the early grades of pre-primary. 

   •   �Continue to make early learning a priority during and after the COVID-19 pandemic. Continue pre-primary 
services and protect their budgets. 

Recommendation 2: �Guarantee a solid start in primary education through on-time enrolment and 
progression for all children, especially the disadvantaged

   •   �Formalize and guarantee 9 years of free and compulsory basic education for all children (aligned with 
SDG 4). 

   •   �Increase, or at least maintain and protect, the volume and proportion of the overall education budget at 
the internationally recommended level (4% to 6% of GDP, or 15% to 20% of total public expenditure).

   •   �Allocate sufficient resources to basic education and ensure smart investment to implement equity-
focused programmes, even if they require additional costs to accommodate hard-to-reach children. 

   •   �Eliminate direct and indirect costs incurred by the poorest households, with support for students, 
households and/or schools (for example, scholarships, cash transfers and school grants). 

   •   �Establish better mechanisms to support all schools and teachers in their pedagogic and inclusive 
practices in classrooms. This includes continuing the process to abolish grade repetition, and supporting 
children with learning challenges.

   •   �Work with communities, teachers and principals to eliminate gender stereotypes and address gender 
gaps in learning processes and outcomes, with emphasis on underperforming boys and girls, depending 
on the local contexts. 

   •   �Provide special support to schools in disadvantaged communities (often small schools in remote 
rural areas). Ensure equitable allocation of resources (including topped-up school grants, experienced 
teachers, textbooks, facilities and other materials).

Recommendation 3: �Ensure explicit and progressive learning standards in the curriculum of basic 
education, including in digital and blended learning options

   •   �Define clear student learning standards that integrate all components of the learning processes for 
each key domain and at every stage of primary education. Ensure curriculum frameworks and materials, 
teacher standards and assessment frameworks are closely aligned with these standards.

   •   �Strengthen mechanisms that monitor student learning, including system-wide and school-level 
assessment to understand the gap between expected standards and actual student learning, with a 
focus on reading, writing and mathematics. Understanding children’s learning progression better equips 
parents, teachers, schools and education systems to support targeted intervention strategies for all 
children to improve their learning outcomes.

   •   �Prepare teachers and school leaders to better understand the use of standards in their teaching practices 
and ensure that teaching is targeted to the student level. 
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   •   �Establish clear and consistent policies about the language of instruction. Children who are taught 
in the same language throughout their primary education years perform better in reading, writing 
and mathematics.

   •   �Support the introduction of learning intervention strategies in the early years of education. Interventions 
should include specialized training programmes for teachers to assist all children to develop strong 
reading comprehension skills, especially children from linguistically diverse communities. 

   •   �Prioritize and adequately finance pre-primary education programmes for all children, but especially for 
children from disadvantaged backgrounds. Programmes should incorporate strong parental involvement 
in children’s early learning, with a focus on language development.

   •   �Integrate and teach concepts and knowledge associated with global citizenship, within children’s 
immediate environments and communities. This global citizenship education is associated with 
stronger transversal skills, such as communication, empathy, respect for diversity, decision-making 
and self-management.

   •   �Support teachers to implement digital literacy in their teaching and to introduce digital instruction and 
technologies in (online and offline) classes, especially in remote and disaster-prone communities.

Recommendation 4: Support motivated and experienced teachers and positive school environments 

   •   �Attract, retain and invest in teachers and school leaders who have proven to have (or have the 
potential to develop) the right teaching competencies and knowledge. Continue to evaluate the quality 
of instruction and teachers’ aspirations administratively and technically. Provide feedback and support in 
a timely and relevant manner to promote realistic improvement, professional development and access 
to instructional resources.

   •   �Support schools, teachers and supervisors with incentives and in-service and participative training to 
target identified gaps and needs, and encourage curriculum evolution. Poor teacher training is linked 
to unclear programme objectives, overreliance on textbooks, and weak assessment and reporting. 
Provide particular support for new teachers. Growing evidence indicates that in-service training and 
support for new teachers is more effective than support later on in their careers.

   •   �Support school leaders and supervisors to encourage and monitor inclusion and wellbeing, including 
in digital and blended education formats. In particular, ensure principals and teachers are prepared 
and willing to address the diversity of learners (for example, special needs, disabilities and learning 
difficulties) and specific environments (for example, multi-grade and multilingual classrooms).

   •   �Select committed teachers for the first 3 years of primary education, and support them to excel in 
responding to the learning needs of all students. 

   •   �Support teachers to develop project-based and community-based pedagogies and to link these with 
academic learning goals (such as reading, writing and mathematics). Support teachers to develop 
children’s transversal skills (for example, problem-solving, critical thinking and creativity).

   •   �Develop digital literacy and technology education for teachers and principals. Facilitate pre-
service and in-service professional development in this area, access to instruction materials and 
administrative support.

Recommendation 5: Use data, monitoring and research to achieve better learning 

   •   �Develop and support learning assessment policies and mechanisms to cover basic education priorities 
and progress at the classroom and individual level. Use appropriate assessment strategies, mechanisms 
and reporting activities, as well as support mechanisms in schools, districts and regions, for better 
accountability and use of data.

   •   �Prioritize the long-term capacity of education ministries and the individuals serving within them, so 
that they can generate and use evidence to improve policy implementation and support for schools 
and teachers.

   •   �Support and coordinate research, peer learning and knowledge exchange to inform all stakeholders 
about curriculum progress – intended, implemented and achieved – and new trends. 



133

   •   �Use SEA-PLM 2019 results as a key baseline to measure learning progress against SDG 4.1, Sector 
plans, and other national and regional benchmarks (for example, GPE indicators), and as a baseline 
measure of student learning prior to the COVID-19 pandemic.

   •   �Use the evidence, framework, curriculum audit and questionnaires from the SEA-PLM 2019 global 
citizenship module to contribute to the debate about and monitoring of SDG 4.7. 

   •   �Unpack SEA-PLM 2019 national data to identify disadvantaged children and schools, and to assess the 
associated differences in resources, practices and learning outcomes in schools.

Recommendation 6: �Participate in and support SEA-PLM 2023 activities, including the opportunities 
and challenges arising from the COVID-19 pandemic

   •   �Support the SEA-PLM programme and its 3 aims: (i) generate comparative data on student learning 
competencies and contexts; (ii) promote the use of data and findings from system to school level; and 
(iii) strengthen cross-border collaboration and national capacities to improve learning for all.

   •   �Participate in the new cycle of SEA-PLM (SEA-PLM 2023) to generate comparisons in learning outcomes 
over time. SEA-PLM 2019 can provide an authentic baseline of learning and system-level progress 
before the COVID-19 pandemic.

   •   �Agree on a regional agenda for the SEA-PLM framework that can generate meaningful cyclical data 
and monitor the following 3 targets over time and across the region: i) all children enjoy an appropriate 
and high-quality basic education journey; ii) all children achieve at least adequate levels of proficiency 
in reading, writing and mathematics throughout basic education years; and iii) all children develop good 
socio-emotional skills and positive attitudes towards education, which reinforces their lifelong learning 
and overall wellbeing.

5.3	Looking ahead
SEA-PLM 2019 participating countries have ambitious plans to improve learning and equity and to achieve 
the SDG 4 education agenda. SEA-PLM 2019 data show that learning for all children is still a far-off goal, as 
are other related education targets.

Countries face aggravated challenges ahead owing to the current COVID-19 pandemic and the subsequent 
economic downturn in the region. Compensating for several months of school closures and unplanned digital 
and blended learning will also require robust efforts to ‘come back better’. However, the COVID-19 pandemic 
has brought opportunities to experiment with hybrid and flexible learning, and organizational pathways in 
education delivery and services. Several of these innovations can inspire and influence reform agendas.

Continuing a positive path towards learning improvement, countries and education stakeholders will thus 
require clear equity learning strategies, better implementation capacity, sufficient financial and human 
resources, and sturdy monitoring and improvement loop mechanisms. In this context, as part of this mandate, 
the SEA-PLM programme proposes that all countries in Southeast Asia, and their allies, continue this work 
to improve the capacity to measure learning outcomes, use data, and allow for peer exchange on policies 
and practices.
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Appendix 1 - Chapter1

Appendix	1	
 
 
	
Table 1.1: Classification of questions on SEA-PLM 2019 reading proficiency scale by cognitive process  
	

 Cognitive process  

Bands Recognize Words Locate Interpret Reflect Totals 
Band 6 and above  1 4 1 5 

Band 5  7 10 2 20 
Band 4 1 7 4 1 13 
Band 3  5 3 1 9 

Band 2 and below 4    4 
Total 5 20 21 5 51 

	
 
Table 1.2: Format of questions on SEA-PLM reading proficiency scale by response type 
	

 Response type  

Bands Constructed Response Multiple Choice  Totals 
Band 6 and above 3 2 5 

Band 5 2 18 20 
Band 4 3 10 13 
Band 3  9 9 

Band 2 and below  4 4 
Total 8 43 51 

	
 
Table 1.3: Classification of questions on SEA-PLM mathematical proficiency scale by cognitive process 
	

 Cognitive process  

Band Apply Interpret Translate Totals 
Band 9 and above 2   2 

Band 8 1 2 4 7 
Band 7 2 1 2 5 
Band 6 5 2 4 11 
Band 5 4 6 6 16 
Band 4 4 1  5 
Band 3 4 2 1 7 

Band 2 and below 1   1 
Total 23 14 17 54 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

Table 1.1: Classification of questions on SEA-PLM 2019 reading proficiency scale by cognitive process

©UNICEF/Todd Brown
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Table 1.4: Classification of questions on SEA-PLM mathematical proficiency scale by content strand

Table 1.7 Text type of writing tasks on the SEA-PLM 2019 writing scale 

	
	
	
	
Table 1.4: Classification of questions on SEA-PLM mathematical proficiency scale by content strand 
	

	
	
	
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Table 1.5 Format of questions on SEA-PLM 2019 mathematical proficiency scale  
	

 Response Type  

Band Constructed Response Multiple Choice  Totals 
Band 9 and above 2  2 

Band 8 7  7 
Band 7 1 4 5 
Band 6 2 9 11 
Band 5 5 11 16 
Band 4 1 4 5 
Band 3  7 7 

Band 2 and below  1 1 
Total 18 36 54 

	
	
Table 1.6 Classification of writing processes in SEA-PLM 2019  
	

Process Number of criteria Percentage of criteria 

Generating Ideas 8 23% 

Controlling text structure and 
organization 5 15% 

Managing coherence 4 12% 
Using vocabulary 5 15% 

Controlling syntax and grammar 7 20% 

Other language-specific features 5* 15% 

Total 34 100% 
*per language 
	
	
	
	
	
	

 Content Strand  

Band Chance & Data Measurement & 
Geometry 

Number & 
Algebra 

Totals 

Band 9 and above 1 1  2 
Band 8 2 1 4 7 
Band 7 2 1 2 5 
Band 6 2 6 3 11 
Band 5 2 5 9 16 
Band 4 1 2 2 5 
Band 3 1 5 1 7 

Band 2 and below   1 1 
Total 11 21 22 54 

	
	
	
	
Table 1.7 Text type of writing tasks on the SEA-PLM 2019 writing scale  
	

Context Number of tasks 

Personal 1 

Local 4 
Wider World 5 
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Appendix 2 - Chapter2

Table 2.1 Proportion of children at Grade 5 by reading band by participating country 

Table 2.2 National reading average and standard deviation by participating countries

Table 2.1 Proportion of children at Grade 5 by reading band by participating country   	    
  Band 2 and below Band 3 Band 4 Band 5 Band 6 and above 

Cambodia 24 (1.26) 24 (1.02) 25 (0.76) 16 (0.93) 11 (1.01) 

Lao PDR 50 (1.74) 26 (1.23) 16 (0.91) 6 (0.55) 2 (0.41) 

Malaysia 5 (0.71) 7 (0.91) 12 (1.07) 18 (0.87) 58 (2.06) 

Myanmar 19 (1.41) 26 (0.91) 28 (1.02) 16 (0.94) 11 (0.78) 

Philippines 27 (1.51) 29 (1.19) 22 (0.98) 12 (0.88) 10 (1.21) 

Viet Nam 1 (0.29) 2 (0.43) 5 (0.58) 10 (0.79) 82 (1.42) 

Average six countries 21 (0.51) 19 (0.40) 18 (0.37) 13 (0.34) 29 (0.51) 

() Standard errors appear in parentheses.   
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

In bold - results based on fewer than 30 students and/or 5 schools should be interpreted 
with caution.     
Because results are rounded to the nearest whole number some totals may appear 
inconsistent.    

 

Table 2.2 National reading average and standard deviation by participating 
countries 

  Mean 
Standard 
deviation 	  

Cambodia 290 (0.82) 22 (0.43) 	  
Lao PDR 275 (0.78) 21 (0.42) 	  
Malaysia 319 (1.13) 24 (0.64) 	  
Myanmar 292 (0.78) 20 (0.37) 	  
Philippines 288 (0.91) 21 (0.59) 	  
Viet Nam 336 (0.88) 22 (0.65) 	  
Average six countries 300 (0.37) 30 (0.21) 	  
() Standard errors appear in parentheses.  	  
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In bold - results based on fewer than 30 students and/or 5 schools should be interpreted 
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Because results are rounded to the nearest whole number some totals may appear 
inconsistent.    
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() Standard errors appear in parentheses.  
In bold - results based on fewer than 30 students and/or 5 schools should be interpreted with caution.
Because results are rounded to the nearest whole number some totals may appear inconsistent.
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() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

Table 2.11 Proportion of children’ national performance in mathematics against SDG 4.1.1a and SDG 4.1.1b

Table 2.12 National average student correlation between reading and mathematics

Table 2.13 National average student correlation between reading and writing

Table 2.14 National average student correlation between writing and mathematics

Table 2.10 National percentile mathematics average 
by participating countries  	

 
               

  5th 
Percentile 

10th 
Percentile 

20th 
Percentile 

30th 
Percentile 

40th 
Percentile 

50th 
Percentile 

60th 
Percentile 

70th 
Percentile 

80th 
Percentile 

90th 
Percentile 

95th 
Percentile 

Cambodia 255 (1.2) 263 (1.2) 272 (0.9) 279 (1.0) 284 (0.8) 289 (0.9) 295 (0.8) 300 (1.0) 307 (1.1) 316 (1.3) 323 (1.5) 

Lao PDR 246 (1.4) 253 (1.2) 261 (1.1) 267 (1.0) 273 (1.1) 278 (0.9) 284 (1.1) 289 (1.1) 296 (1.3) 306 (1.1) 313 (1.5) 

Malaysia 276 (2.0) 286 (2.0) 297 (1.6) 304 (1.3) 311 (1.2) 316 (1.2) 321 (1.0) 326 (1.1) 333 (1.2) 342 (1.2) 349 (1.4) 

Myanmar 260 (1.0) 266 (1.1) 273 (0.7) 279 (0.8) 283 (0.8) 288 (0.8) 292 (0.8) 297 (0.6) 302 (0.7) 310 (1.0) 317 (1.3) 

Philippines 257 (1.0) 263 (0.9) 270 (0.9) 276 (1.0) 281 (1.0) 287 (0.9) 292 (1.2) 298 (1.1) 305 (1.2) 315 (1.4) 322 (1.7) 

Viet Nam 301 (2.8) 311 (1.7) 322 (1.5) 329 (1.3) 336 (1.2) 342 (0.9) 348 (1.0) 355 (0.8) 362 (1.1) 372 (1.1) 379 (1.3) 

Average six 
countries 

266 (0.7) 274 (0.6) 283 (0.5) 289 (0.4) 295 (0.4) 300 (0.4) 305 (0.4) 311 (0.4) 318 (0.5) 327 (0.5) 334 (0.6) 

 
() Standard errors appear in parentheses.  

In bold - results based on fewer than 30 students and/or 5 schools should be interpreted with caution. 
 
 
Table 2.11 Proportion of children’ national performance in mathematics against SDG 4.1.1a and SDG 4.1.1b 

 

  At or below Band 3  
(Below SDG 4.1.1a) 

Band 4 or 5  
(At or above SDG 4.1.1a but 

below SDG 4.1.1b) 

Band 6 or above  
(At or above SDG 4.1.1b) 

Cambodia 36 (1.49) 46 (1.19) 19 (1.34) 

Lao PDR 57 (1.78) 35 (1.49) 8 (0.77) 

Malaysia 8 (1.06) 28 (1.42) 64 (0.94) 

Myanmar 37 (1.56) 51 (1.37) 12 (1.96) 

Philippines 41 (1.74) 42 (1.42) 17 (1.38) 

Viet Nam 1 (0.39) 7 (0.87) 92 (1.11) 

Average six countries 30 (0.58) 35 (0.53) 35 (0.54) 

	
	
	
	 	
Table 2.12 National average student correlation between reading and mathematics 
 	
  Correlation 	    

Cambodia 0.76 (0.01) 
	    

Lao PDR 0.76 (0.01) 
	    

Malaysia 0.75 (0.01) 
	    

Myanmar 0.77 (0.01) 
	    

Philippines 0.91 (0.01) 
	    

Viet Nam 0.82 (0.01) 
	    

Average six countries 0.89 (0.00) 
	    

	
() Standard errors appear in parentheses.  	    

 

Table 2.13 National average student correlation between reading and writing 
  

  Correlation 	   
Cambodia 0.74 (0.01) 	   
Lao PDR 0.63 (0.02) 	   
Malaysia 0.75 (0.01) 	   
Myanmar 0.68 (0.02) 	   
Philippines 0.77 (0.01) 	   
Viet Nam 0.55 (0.02) 	   
Average six countries 0.78 (0.01) 	   
 
() Standard errors appear in parentheses.  	   
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Table 2.14 National average student correlation between writing and mathematics 
  

  Correlation 	    
Cambodia 0.62 (0.02) 	    
Lao PDR 0.62 (0.02) 	    
Malaysia 0.64 (0.02) 	    
Myanmar 0.59 (0.02) 	    
Philippines 0.77 (0.01) 	    
Viet Nam 0.45 (0.02) 	    
Average six countries 0.73 (0.01) 	    

() Standard errors appear in parentheses.  	    
 

 

 

Table 2.14 National average student correlation between writing and mathematics 
  

  Correlation 	    
Cambodia 0.62 (0.02) 	    
Lao PDR 0.62 (0.02) 	    
Malaysia 0.64 (0.02) 	    
Myanmar 0.59 (0.02) 	    
Philippines 0.77 (0.01) 	    
Viet Nam 0.45 (0.02) 	    
Average six countries 0.73 (0.01) 	    

() Standard errors appear in parentheses.  	    
 

	
Table 2.12 National average student correlation between reading and mathematics 
 	
  Correlation 	    

Cambodia 0.76 (0.01) 
	    

Lao PDR 0.76 (0.01) 
	    

Malaysia 0.75 (0.01) 
	    

Myanmar 0.77 (0.01) 
	    

Philippines 0.91 (0.01) 
	    

Viet Nam 0.82 (0.01) 
	    

Average six countries 0.89 (0.00) 
	    

	
() Standard errors appear in parentheses.  	    

 

Table 2.13 National average student correlation between reading and writing 
  

  Correlation 	   
Cambodia 0.74 (0.01) 	   
Lao PDR 0.63 (0.02) 	   
Malaysia 0.75 (0.01) 	   
Myanmar 0.68 (0.02) 	   
Philippines 0.77 (0.01) 	   
Viet Nam 0.55 (0.02) 	   
Average six countries 0.78 (0.01) 	   
 
() Standard errors appear in parentheses.  	   

 

 

	
Table 2.12 National average student correlation between reading and mathematics 
 	
  Correlation 	    

Cambodia 0.76 (0.01) 
	    

Lao PDR 0.76 (0.01) 
	    

Malaysia 0.75 (0.01) 
	    

Myanmar 0.77 (0.01) 
	    

Philippines 0.91 (0.01) 
	    

Viet Nam 0.82 (0.01) 
	    

Average six countries 0.89 (0.00) 
	    

	
() Standard errors appear in parentheses.  	    

 

Table 2.13 National average student correlation between reading and writing 
  

  Correlation 	   
Cambodia 0.74 (0.01) 	   
Lao PDR 0.63 (0.02) 	   
Malaysia 0.75 (0.01) 	   
Myanmar 0.68 (0.02) 	   
Philippines 0.77 (0.01) 	   
Viet Nam 0.55 (0.02) 	   
Average six countries 0.78 (0.01) 	   
 
() Standard errors appear in parentheses.  	   

 

 

() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 



146

Appendix 3 - Chapter3
Table 3.1: Percentage of boys and girls 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 
 
 
Table 3.2: Differences in average reading, writing and mathematics scores by gender 
 

Country  Domain Boys Girls 
Difference between 

Girls and Boys 

Cambodia 

Reading 286.6 (0.9) 293.5 (0.9) 6.9 (0.7) 

Writing 278.7 (1.1) 290.6 (1.1) 11.9 (0.8) 

Mathematics 287.7 (0.8) 291.1 (0.9) 3.4 (0.7) 

Lao PDR 

Reading 274.2 (0.8) 276.0 (1.0) 1.8 (0.9) 

Writing 279.5 (1.1) 287.7 (1.3) 8.3 (1.3) 

Mathematics 278.7 (0.9) 278.5 (1.0) -0.2 (0.9) 

Malaysia 

Reading 314.3 (1.3) 323.4 (1.1) 9.0 (1.2) 

Writing 311.8 (1.0) 323.1 (0.8) 11.3 (0.9) 

Mathematics 313.1 (1.3) 316.3 (1.1) 3.2 (1.1) 

Myanmar 

Reading 290.3 (0.9) 293.2 (0.8) 2.9 (0.7) 

Writing 295.0 (1.0) 302.3 (0.9) 7.3 (0.8) 

Mathematics 287.7 (0.7) 288.2 (0.6) 0.4 (0.6) 

Philippines 

Reading 284.9 (1.1) 290.7 (1.0) 5.8 (1.0) 

Writing 282.8 (1.3) 294.0 (1.2) 11.2 (1.2) 

Mathematics 286.7 (1.0) 289.1 (0.9) 2.3 (0.9) 

Viet Nam 

Reading 334.7 (1.0) 338.3 (1.0) 3.6 (0.9) 

Writing 322.3 (0.9) 332.9 (1.0) 10.6 (0.8) 

Mathematics 341.4 (1.1) 341.5 (1.2) 0.1 (0.9) 

Average six countries 

Reading 297.5 (0.4) 302.5 (0.4) 5.0 (0.4) 

Writing 295.0 (0.4) 305.1 (0.4) 10.1 (0.4) 

Mathematics 299.2 (0.4) 300.8 (0.4) 1.6 (0.4) 

 
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 
Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Country Girls Boys   
Cambodia 51.3 (0.8) 48.7 (0.8)   
Lao PDR 48.5 (1.1) 51.5 (1.1)   
Malaysia 50.7 (1.4) 49.3 (1.4)   
Myanmar 47.7 (0.9) 52.3 (0.9)   
Philippines 49.2 (1.0) 50.8 (1.0)   
Viet Nam 48.5 (1.2) 51.5 (1.2)   
Average six countries 49.3 (0.4) 50.7 (0.4)   

() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 
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Table 3.3: Proportion of boys and girls in reading against SDG 4.1.1b 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
	
	
 

 

 
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 
 
	
Table	3.5:	Percentage	of	children	by	age	group		
Country Under 10 years 10 years 11 years 

12 years  
and over 

Cambodia 3.9 (0.5) 28.5 (0.9) 37.9 (0.9) 29.8 (1.2) 

Lao PDR 8.8 (0.8) 41.6 (1.4) 27.7 (1.0) 21.9 (1.5) 

Malaysia 0.0 (0.0) 26.2 (0.7) 73.8 (0.7) 0.0 (0.0) 

Myanmar 24.4 (1.1) 49.8 (1.2) 16.0 (1.0) 9.8 (0.8) 

Philippines 0.1 (0.0) 40.3 (0.8) 48.9 (0.8) 10.7 (0.7) 

Viet Nam 0.0 (0.0) 42.5 (0.8) 54.9 (0.8) 2.6 (0.3) 

Average six countries 6.2 (0.2) 38.2 (0.4) 43.2 (0.4) 12.5 (0.4) 

 
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

 

Table 3.6: Regression coefficients for the effects of age, grade repetition and SES on reading performance 

Country Age 
Grade repetition  

(0=No, 1=Yes) 
SES 

Variance 
explained (%) 

Cambodia -0.1 (0.4) -7.5 (0.8) 7.7 (0.5) 16 (1.7) 

Lao PDR -0.1 (0.5) -5.3 (1.0) 8.4 (0.6) 19 (2.4) 

Malaysia 5.4 (1.6) -7.4 (5.1) 7.9 (0.5) 11 (1.3) 

Myanmar -1.7 (0.5) -10.5 (0.9) 5.4 (0.5) 17 (1.8) 

Philippines -0.6 (0.3) -9.3 (0.7) 10.5 (0.6) 36 (2.4) 

Viet Nam 0.8 (0.9) -12.1 (1.9) 9.1 (0.7) 19 (1.7) 

Average six countries 0.6 (0.3) -8.7 (1.0) 8.1 (0.2) 20 (0.8) 

 
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 
Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold 
 

 

 
Band 5 and below 

(Below SDG 4.1.1b) 
Band 6 or above  

(At or above SDG 4.1.1b) 

Country Girls Boys Girls Boys 

Cambodia 86.2 (1.5) 91.9 (0.8) 13.8 (1.5) 8.1 (0.8) 

Lao PDR 97.0 (0.5) 98.0 (0.4) 3.0 (0.5) 2.0 (0.4) 

Malaysia 34.1 (2.2) 49.6 (2.3) 65.9 (2.2) 50.4 (2.3) 

Myanmar 87.9 (1.1) 90.5 (0.9) 12.1 (1.1) 9.5 (0.9) 

Philippines 89.2 (1.4) 91.7 (1.6) 10.8 (1.4) 8.3 (1.6) 

Viet Nam 15.8 (1.5) 20.3 (1.7) 84.2 (1.5) 79.7 (1.7) 

Average six countries 68.4 (0.6) 73.6 (0.6) 31.6 (0.6) 26.4 (0.6) 

	
	
Table	3.4:	Proportion	of	boys	and	girls	in	mathematics	against	SDG	4.1.1b	
	   

Band 5 and below 
(Below SDG 4.1.1b) 

Band 6 and above  
(At or above SDG 4.1.1b) 

Country Girls Boys Girls Boys 

Cambodia 79.8 (1.8) 83.0 (1.5) 20.2 (1.8) 17.0 (1.5) 
Lao PDR 91.4 (0.9) 92.1 (1.0) 8.6 (0.9) 7.9 (1.0) 
Malaysia 32.2 (2.1) 39.2 (2.3) 67.8 (2.1) 60.8 (2.3) 
Myanmar 87.7 (1.1) 88.0 (1.1) 12.3 (1.1) 12.0 (1.1) 
Philippines 82.4 (1.6) 83.8 (1.7) 17.6 (1.6) 16.2 (1.7) 
Viet Nam 8.3 (1.2) 8.6 (1.2) 91.7 (1.2) 91.4 (1.2) 
Average six countries 63.6 (0.6) 65.8 (0.6) 36.4 (0.6) 34.2 (0.6) 

Table 3.4: Proportion of boys and girls in mathematics against SDG 4.1.1b

() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

Table 3.5: Percentage of children by age group

Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 
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Table 3.7: Regression coefficients for the effects of age, grade repetition and SES on writing performance 
 

Country Age Grade repetition  
(0=No, 1=Yes) 

SES Variance 
explained (%) 

Cambodia -0.3 (0.5) -7.3 (1.2) 6.7 (0.5) 8 (1.1) 

Lao PDR -0.6 (0.8) -6.4 (1.4) 9.9 (1.0) 13 (2.2) 

Malaysia 4.2 (1.3) -2.3 (4.2) 5.5 (0.4) 9 (1.2) 

Myanmar -2.8 (0.6) -9.7 (1.0) 3.3 (0.5) 13 (1.8) 

Philippines -2.8 (0.6) -11.7 (1.1) 11.5 (0.6) 28 (2.1) 

Viet Nam 1.7 (1.2) -12.4 (2.3) 7.2 (0.6) 13 (1.6) 

Average six countries -0.1 (0.4) -8.3 (0.9) 7.4 (0.3) 14 (0.7) 

 
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 
Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold 

 

Table 3.8: Regression coefficients for the effects of age, grade repetition and SES on mathematics performance  
 

Country Age 
Grade repetition  

(0=No, 1=Yes) SES 
Variance 

explained (%) 

Cambodia 0.8 (0.4) -6.7 (0.9) 7.7 (0.5) 16 (2.0) 

Lao PDR 0.5 (0.5) -5.7 (0.9) 8.7 (0.6) 19 (2.5) 

Malaysia 6.3 (1.3) -1.6 (4.6) 8.8 (0.5) 16 (1.6) 

Myanmar -1.0 (0.4) -7.6 (0.8) 5.2 (0.5) 16 (1.9) 

Philippines -0.6 (0.3) -10.3 (0.7) 9.0 (0.5) 32 (2.3) 

Viet Nam 2.8 (1.0) -15.4 (2.3) 9.0 (0.7) 17 (1.9) 

Average six countries 1.5 (0.3) -7.9 (0.9) 8.1 (0.2) 20 (0.8) 

 
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 
Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold 
 
 

Table 3.9: Average reading scores by socio-economic index quartiles and differences between top quarter and bottom quarter 
 

Country Bottom quarter 
of SES 

Second quarter 
of SES 

Third quarter of 
SES 

Top quarter of 
SES 

Difference in scores 
between students in 
the top quarter and 

students in the 
bottom quarter of 

SES  
Cambodia 282.6 (1.0) 285.8 (0.9) 290.5 (1.0) 301.2 (1.3) 19.0 (1.6)  
Lao PDR 265.8 (1.2) 271.2 (0.9) 275.8 (0.9) 287.9 (1.2) 22.0 (1.7)  
Malaysia 308.6 (1.3) 315.7 (1.6) 323.3 (1.0) 328.4 (1.2) 20.0 (1.7)  
Myanmar 286.8 (1.1) 287.8 (1.0) 291.8 (1.0) 301.3 (1.1) 14.0 (1.6)  
Philippines 274.7 (0.8) 283.6 (0.8) 288.2 (0.7) 304.2 (1.4) 30.0 (1.6)  
Viet Nam 323.9 (1.7) 334.2 (0.9) 339.1 (0.8) 348.9 (0.8) 25.0 (1.9)  
Average six countries 290.4 (0.5) 296.4 (0.4) 301.5 (0.4) 312.0 (0.5) 22.0 (0.7)  

 
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 
Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 3.7: Regression coefficients for the effects of age, grade repetition and SES on writing performance 
 

Country Age Grade repetition  
(0=No, 1=Yes) 

SES Variance 
explained (%) 

Cambodia -0.3 (0.5) -7.3 (1.2) 6.7 (0.5) 8 (1.1) 

Lao PDR -0.6 (0.8) -0.6 (1.4) 9.9 (1.0) 13 (2.2) 

Malaysia 4.2 (1.3) 4.2 (4.2) 5.5 (0.4) 9 (1.2) 

Myanmar -2.8 (0.6) -2.8 (1.0) 3.3 (0.5) 13 (1.8) 

Philippines -2.8 (0.6) -2.8 (1.1) 11.5 (0.6) 28 (2.1) 

Viet Nam 1.7 (1.2) 1.7 (2.3) 7.2 (0.6) 13 (1.6) 

Average six countries -0.1 (0.4) -1.3 (0.9) 7.4 (0.3) 14 (0.7) 

 
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 
Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold 

 

Table 3.8: Regression coefficients for the effects of age, grade repetition and SES on mathematics performance  
 

Country Age 
Grade repetition  

(0=No, 1=Yes) SES 
Variance 

explained (%) 

Cambodia 0.8 (0.4) -6.7 (0.9) 7.7 (0.5) 16 (2.0) 

Lao PDR 0.5 (0.5) 0.5 (0.9) 8.7 (0.6) 19 (2.5) 

Malaysia 6.3 (1.3) 6.3 (4.6) 8.8 (0.5) 16 (1.6) 

Myanmar -1.0 (0.4) -1.0 (0.8) 5.2 (0.5) 16 (1.9) 

Philippines -0.6 (0.3) -0.6 (0.7) 9.0 (0.5) 32 (2.3) 

Viet Nam 2.8 (1.0) 2.8 (2.3) 9.0 (0.7) 17 (1.9) 

Average six countries 1.5 (0.3) 0.2 (0.9) 8.1 (0.2) 20 (0.8) 

 
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 
Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold 
 
 

Table 3.9: Average reading scores by socio-economic index quartiles and differences between top quarter and bottom quarter 
 

Country Bottom quarter 
of SES 

Second quarter 
of SES 

Third quarter of 
SES 

Top quarter of 
SES 

Difference in scores 
between students in 
the top quarter and 

students in the 
bottom quarter of 

SES  
Cambodia 282.6 (1.0) 285.8 (0.9) 290.5 (1.0) 301.2 (1.3) 19.0 (1.6)  
Lao PDR 265.8 (1.2) 271.2 (0.9) 275.8 (0.9) 287.9 (1.2) 22.0 (1.7)  
Malaysia 308.6 (1.3) 315.7 (1.6) 323.3 (1.0) 328.4 (1.2) 20.0 (1.7)  
Myanmar 286.8 (1.1) 287.8 (1.0) 291.8 (1.0) 301.3 (1.1) 14.0 (1.6)  
Philippines 274.7 (0.8) 283.6 (0.8) 288.2 (0.7) 304.2 (1.4) 30.0 (1.6)  
Viet Nam 323.9 (1.7) 334.2 (0.9) 339.1 (0.8) 348.9 (0.8) 25.0 (1.9)  
Average six countries 290.4 (0.5) 296.4 (0.4) 301.5 (0.4) 312.0 (0.5) 22.0 (0.7)  

 
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 
Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 3.7: Regression coefficients for the effects of age, grade repetition and SES on writing performance

Table 3.8: Regression coefficients for the effects of age, grade repetition and SES on mathematics performance 

Table 3.9: �Average reading scores by socio-economic index quartiles and differences between top quarter and 
bottom quarter

Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 
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Table 3.10: Average writing scores by socio-economic index quartiles and differences between top quarter and bottom quarter 
 

Country Bottom quarter 
of SES 

Second quarter 
of SES 

Third quarter of 
SES 

Top quarter of 
SES 

Difference in scores 
between students in 
the top quarter and 

students in the 
bottom quarter of 

SES 

Cambodia 277.6 (1.3) 281.7 (1.2) 285.3 (1.2) 294.4 (1.5) 17.0 (2.0) 

Lao PDR 271.3 (1.9) 278.2 (1.4) 285.6 (1.5) 299.1 (1.6) 28.0 (2.5) 

Malaysia 311.0 (1.1) 314.9 (1.2) 319.8 (0.8) 324.5 (0.9) 14.0 (1.5) 

Myanmar 295.3 (1.3) 295.0 (1.3) 298.4 (1.2) 305.7 (1.0) 10.0 (1.6) 

Philippines 272.0 (1.5) 284.7 (1.2) 290.7 (0.9) 305.9 (1.3) 34.0 (2.0) 

Viet Nam 317.1 (1.6) 326.8 (0.8) 328.9 (0.9) 337.3 (1.1) 20.0 (1.9) 

Average six countries 290.7 (0.6) 296.9 (0.5) 301.5 (0.4) 311.1 (0.5) 20.0 (0.8) 

 
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 
Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold 
 

Table 3.11: Average mathematics scores by socio-economic index quartiles and differences between top quarter and bottom  
                    quarter 
 

Country 
Bottom quarter 

of SES 
Second quarter 

of SES 
Third quarter of 

SES 
Top quarter of 

SES 

Difference in scores 
between students in the 
top quarter and students 
in the bottom quarter of 

SES 

Cambodia 282.2 (1.0) 285.4 (0.9) 289.3 (0.9) 300.4 (1.4) 18.0 (1.7) 

Lao PDR 269.5 (1.3) 274.3 (1.0) 278.8 (1.0) 292.2 (1.2) 23.0 (1.7) 

Malaysia 303.4 (1.2) 311.4 (1.5) 319.1 (1.1) 325.4 (1.0) 22.0 (1.6) 

Myanmar 283.4 (0.9) 284.1 (0.8) 288.2 (0.7) 296.5 (0.9) 13.0 (1.3) 

Philippines 275.7 (0.8) 284.7 (0.8) 289.0 (0.7) 302.1 (1.3) 26.0 (1.5) 

Viet Nam 329.5 (1.9) 339.1 (0.9) 343.9 (1.0) 353.6 (1.1) 24.0 (2.2) 

Average six countries 290.6 (0.5) 296.5 (0.4) 301.4 (0.4) 311.7 (0.5) 21.0 (0.7) 

 
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 
Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold 
 

Table 3.12: Regression coefficients for the effects of gender, school location and SES on reading performance 
	

Country Gender  
(0=Boys, 1=Girls) 

School location  
(Rural=0, 
Urban=1) 

SES Variance explained 
(%) 

	  
Cambodia 7.1 (0.7) 12.8 (3.7) 7.1 (0.6) 18 (2.1)   
Lao PDR 2.5 (0.8) 2.5 (3.5) 9.1 (0.6) 19 (2.4)   
Malaysia 8.6 (1.0) 8.6 (1.9) 7.8 (0.5) 14 (1.6)   
Myanmar 2.5 (0.6) 2.5 (1.8) 5.7 (0.5) 12 (1.8)   
Philippines 6.8 (0.7) 6.8 (1.8) 10.6 (0.5) 36 (2.9)   
Viet Nam 3.6 (0.8) 3.6 (1.3) 9.0 (0.7) 18 (1.8)   
Average six countries 5.2 (0.3) 6.1 (1.0) 8.2 (0.2) 20 (0.9)   

 

() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 
Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold 

 

 

 

 

Table 3.10: �Average writing scores by socio-economic index quartiles and differences between top quarter and 
bottom quarter

Table 3.11: �Average mathematics scores by socio-economic index quartiles and differences between top quarter 
and bottom quarter

Table 3.12: Regression coefficients for the effects of gender, school location and SES on reading performance

Table 3.10: Average writing scores by socio-economic index quartiles and differences between top quarter and bottom quarter 
 

Country Bottom quarter 
of SES 

Second quarter 
of SES 

Third quarter of 
SES 

Top quarter of 
SES 

Difference in scores 
between students in 
the top quarter and 

students in the 
bottom quarter of 

SES 

Cambodia 277.6 (1.3) 281.7 (1.2) 285.3 (1.2) 294.4 (1.5) 17.0 (2.0) 

Lao PDR 271.3 (1.9) 278.2 (1.4) 285.6 (1.5) 299.1 (1.6) 28.0 (2.5) 

Malaysia 311.0 (1.1) 314.9 (1.2) 319.8 (0.8) 324.5 (0.9) 14.0 (1.5) 

Myanmar 295.3 (1.3) 295.0 (1.3) 298.4 (1.2) 305.7 (1.0) 10.0 (1.6) 

Philippines 272.0 (1.5) 284.7 (1.2) 290.7 (0.9) 305.9 (1.3) 34.0 (2.0) 

Viet Nam 317.1 (1.6) 326.8 (0.8) 328.9 (0.9) 337.3 (1.1) 20.0 (1.9) 

Average six countries 290.7 (0.6) 296.9 (0.5) 301.5 (0.4) 311.1 (0.5) 20.0 (0.8) 

 
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 
Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold 
 

Table 3.11: Average mathematics scores by socio-economic index quartiles and differences between top quarter and bottom  
                    quarter 
 

Country 
Bottom quarter 

of SES 
Second quarter 

of SES 
Third quarter of 

SES 
Top quarter of 

SES 

Difference in scores 
between students in the 
top quarter and students 
in the bottom quarter of 

SES 

Cambodia 282.2 (1.0) 285.4 (0.9) 289.3 (0.9) 300.4 (1.4) 18.0 (1.7) 

Lao PDR 269.5 (1.3) 274.3 (1.0) 278.8 (1.0) 292.2 (1.2) 23.0 (1.7) 

Malaysia 303.4 (1.2) 311.4 (1.5) 319.1 (1.1) 325.4 (1.0) 22.0 (1.6) 

Myanmar 283.4 (0.9) 284.1 (0.8) 288.2 (0.7) 296.5 (0.9) 13.0 (1.3) 

Philippines 275.7 (0.8) 284.7 (0.8) 289.0 (0.7) 302.1 (1.3) 26.0 (1.5) 

Viet Nam 329.5 (1.9) 339.1 (0.9) 343.9 (1.0) 353.6 (1.1) 24.0 (2.2) 

Average six countries 290.6 (0.5) 296.5 (0.4) 301.4 (0.4) 311.7 (0.5) 21.0 (0.7) 

 
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 
Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold 
 

Table 3.12: Regression coefficients for the effects of gender, school location and SES on reading performance 
	

Country Gender  
(0=Boys, 1=Girls) 

School location  
(Rural=0, 
Urban=1) 

SES Variance explained 
(%) 

	  
Cambodia 7.1 (0.7) 12.8 (3.7) 7.1 (0.6) 18 (2.1)   
Lao PDR 2.5 (0.8) 2.9 (3.5) 9.1 (0.6) 19 (2.4)   
Malaysia 8.6 (1.0) - 0.8 (1.9) 7.8 (0.5) 14 (1.6)   
Myanmar 2.5 (0.6) 6.2 (1.8) 5.7 (0.5) 12 (1.8)   
Philippines 6.8 (0.7) 7.9 (1.8) 10.6 (0.5) 36 (2.9)   
Viet Nam 3.6 (0.8) 2.7 (1.3) 9.0 (0.7) 18 (1.8)   
Average six countries 5.2 (0.3) 5.3 (1.0) 8.2 (0.2) 20 (0.9)   

 

() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 
Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold 

 

 

 

 

Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 
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Table 3.13 Regression coefficients for the effects of gender, school location and SES on writing performance 
 

Country 
Gender  

(0=Boys, 1=Girls) 
School location  

(Rural=0, Urban=1) SES 
Variance 

explained (%) 
	

Cambodia 12.1 (0.8) 13.5 (4.6) 6.1 (0.6) 13 (1.4)  
Lao PDR 9.0 (1.2) 8.5 (4.4) 11.1 (1.0) 15 (2.1)  
Malaysia 11.0 (0.8) -1.9 (1.5) 5.6 (0.4) 17 (1.6)  
Myanmar 7.0 (0.8) 4.0 (2.4) 4.2 (0.6) 9 (1.5)  
Philippines 12.2 (0.9) 6.5 (1.9) 12.5 (0.6) 28 (2.3)  
Viet Nam 10.6 (0.7) 1.9 (1.2) 7.3 (0.6) 17 (1.7)  
Average six countries 10.3 (0.4) 5.4 (1.2) 7.8 (0.3) 17 (0.7)  

 
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 
Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold 

 
Table 3.14 Regression coefficients for the effects of gender, school location and SES on mathematical performance 
 

Country 
Gender  

(0=Boys, 1=Girls) 
School location  

(Rural=0, Urban=1) SES 
Variance 

explained (%) 
  

Cambodia 3.7 0.7 19.5 2.8 6.2 0.5 19 2.8   
Lao PDR 0.4 0.8 6.2 3.5 9.2 0.7 19 2.5   
Malaysia 2.7 0.9 3.9 2 8.3 0.5 17 1.9   
Myanmar 0.2 0.5 4.5 1.2 5.4 0.4 12 1.9   
Philippines 3.1 0.7 5.6 1.6 9.5 0.5 28 2.7   
Viet Nam 0 0.8 1.3 1.4 9.2 0.7 15 1.9   
Average six countries 1.7 0.3 6.9 0.9 7.9 0.2 18 0.9   

 
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 
Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold 
 
 

Table 3.15: Percentage of children by preschool education 
        
Country 

Attended for 2 
years or more 

Attended for 1 
year 

Did not attend 	

  
Cambodia 17.8 (1.2) 38.9 (2.0) 43.3 (2.2) 	   
Lao PDR 36.6 (2.1) 22.0 (1.6) 41.4 (2.1) 	   
Malaysia 78.8 (1.2) 19.6 (1.1) 1.6 (0.2) 	   
Myanmar 18.4 (1.4) 20.7 (1.4) 60.9 (2.1) 	   
Philippines 54.2 (1.4) 40.6 (1.3) 5.2 (0.4) 	   
Viet Nam 85.7 (1.3) 10.7 (1.3) 3.6 (0.5) 	   
Average six countries 48.6 (0.6) 25.4 (0.6) 26.0 (0.6) 	   
() Standard errors appear in parentheses.  

   
  

 

  

Table 3.15: Percentage of children by preschool education

() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 
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Table 3.18: Percentage of children by language of instruction spoken at home 
 

Country 
Children speak the language of 

instruction at home most of the time 
Children don’t speak the language of 
instruction at home most of the time 

	  
Cambodia 94.0 (0.6) 6.0 (0.6) 	  
Lao PDR 59.5 (2.1) 40.5 (2.1) 	  
Malaysia 80.0 (1.6) 20.0 (1.6) 	  
Myanmar 76.2 (2.1) 23.8 (2.1) 	  
Philippines 7.1 (0.6) 92.9 (0.6) 	  
Viet Nam 90.0 (1.6) 10.0 (1.6) 	  
Average six countries 67.8 (0.6) 32.2 (0.6) 	  

 

() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

 
Table 3.19: Differences in average reading, writing and mathematics scores by whether the language of instruction is spoken  
                    at home  
 

Country  Domain 

Children don't speak 
the language of 

instruction at home 
most of the time 

Children speak the 
language of 

instruction at home 
most of the time 

Difference between children speak 
the language at hone and children 
don’t speak the language at home 

most of the time 

Cambodia 

Reading 280.3 (2.5) 290.7 (0.8) 10.4 (2.3) 

Writing 272.3 (3.5) 285.6 (0.9) 13.3 (3.2) 

Mathematics 278.8 (2.4) 290.1 (0.8) 11.3 (2.2) 

Lao PDR 

Reading 267.6 (0.9) 280.1 (0.9) 12.5 (1.2) 

Writing 272.5 (1.5) 291.0 (1.3) 18.5 (2.0) 

Mathematics 271.6 (1.0) 283.4 (1.0) 11.7 (1.3) 

Malaysia 

Reading 309.2 (1.5) 321.4 (0.7) 12.2 (1.9) 

Writing 311.9 (2.0) 318.9 (0.6) 7.0 (1.5) 

Mathematics 310.0 (1.1) 315.9 (0.6) 5.9 (1.7) 

Myanmar 

Reading 279.7 (1.8) 295.5 (1.2) 15.7 (1.5) 

Writing 284.6 (1.5) 302.8 (0.9) 18.2 (1.9) 

Mathematics 280.5 (1.5) 290.2 (1.2) 9.7 (1.2) 

Philippines 

Reading 287.7 (0.9) 287.7 (3.4) 0.0 (3.2) 

Writing 288.7 (1.1) 283.3 (3.3) -5.3 (3.1) 

Mathematics 288.1 (0.8) 285.4 (3.0) -2.7 (2.9) 

Viet Nam 

Reading 317.1 (3.3) 338.6 (0.7) 21.5 (3.2) 

Writing 311.4 (3.2) 329.2 (0.7) 17.8 (3.1) 

Mathematics 324.1 (3.9) 343.4 (0.8) 19.2 (3.8) 

Average six countries 

Reading 290.3 (0.8) 302.3 (0.6) 12.1 (1.0) 

Writing 290.2 (0.9) 301.8 (0.7) 11.6 (1.0) 

Mathematics 292.2 (0.8) 301.4 (0.6) 9.2 (1.0) 

 
Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold 
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

 

 

Table 3.18: Percentage of children by language of instruction spoken at home

Table 3.19: �Differences in average reading, writing and mathematics scores by whether the language of 
instruction is spoken at home 

() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold

() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 
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Table 3.21: Percentage of children attending by schools type 
 

Country Public Private 	    
Cambodia 92.1 (2.2) 7.9 (2.2) 	    
Lao PDR 94.0 (1.2) 6.0 (1.2) 	    
Malaysia 99.3 (0.0) 0.7 (0.0) 	    
Myanmar 95.9 (1.5) 4.1 (1.5) 	    
Philippines 90.4 (1.9) 9.6 (1.9) 	    
Viet Nam 100.0 (0.0) 0.0 (0.0) 	    
Average six countries 95.3 (0.6) 4.7 (0.6) 	    

 
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 
 

Table 3.22: Percentage of children attending schools by school size 

Country Less than 200 200-499 500-999 1000 and over 

Cambodia 15.3 (1.8) 40.4 (2.8) 29.1 (2.9) 15.1 (2.3) 

Lao PDR 74.4 (2.7) 19.8 (2.6) 5.8 (1.1) 0.0 (0.0) 

Malaysia 12.9 (1.9) 22.7 (2.6) 34.1 (3.5) 30.3 (2.7) 

Myanmar 40.7 (3.3) 29.5 (3.5) 12.3 (2.4) 17.5 (2.6) 

Philippines 12.4 (2.4) 34.4 (3.5) 17.8 (2.8) 35.4 (3.0) 

Viet Nam 1.4 (0.5) 31.9 (2.0) 36.2 (3.3) 30.5 (2.8) 

Average six countries 15.2 (0.9) 29.8 (1.2) 22.6 (1.1) 21.5 (1.0) 

 
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

 

Table 3.23: Differences in average reading by school size 
 

Country 
Bottom quarter of 

SCHSIZE 
Second quarter of 

SCHSIZE 
Third quarter of 

SCHSIZE 
Top quarter of 

SCHSIZE 

Difference in scores 
between students in 
the top quarter and 

students in the 
bottom quarter of 

SCHSIZE 

Cambodia 284.5 (1.2) 285.8 (1.8) 292.4 (1.1) 297.7 (2.2) 13.0 (2.5) 

Lao PDR 270.0 (1.6) 273.4 (1.6) 275.9 (1.8) 281.0 (2.1) 11.0 (2.6) 

Malaysia 315.3 (2.0) 317.0 (2.3) 321.0 (3.0) 322.2 (2.1) 7.0 (2.9) 

Myanmar 293.0 (1.5) 291.0 (2.1) 288.9 (2.3) 294.3 (1.6) 1.0 (2.2) 

Philippines 283.5 (1.9) 283.6 (1.8) 288.9 (2.2) 294.7 (2.3) 11.0 (3.0) 

Viet Nam 329.1 (2.1) 336.3 (1.6) 335.2 (2.5) 344.8 (1.5) 16.0 (2.6) 

Average six countries 295.9 (0.7) 297.9 (0.8) 300.4 (0.9) 305.8 (0.8) 10.0 (1.1) 

 
Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold 
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 3.21: Percentage of children attending by schools type

Table 3.22: Percentage of children attending schools by school size

Table 3.23: Differences in average reading by school size

() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold

() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 
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Table 3.24: Differences in average writing by school size 

 

Table 3.24: Differences in average writing by school size  
 

  

Country 
Bottom quarter of 

SCHSIZE 
Second quarter of 

SCHSIZE 
Third quarter of 

SCHSIZE 
Top quarter of 

SCHSIZE 

Difference in scores 
between students in 
the top quarter and 

students in the 
bottom quarter of 

SCHSIZE 

Cambodia 278.8 (1.4) 280.2 (2.3) 288.4 (1.5) 291.8 (2.5) 13.0 (2.8) 

Lao PDR 275.6 (2.4) 282.0 (2.7) 285.3 (2.5) 290.7 (3.1) 15.0 (3.9) 

Malaysia 315.8 (1.6) 315.9 (1.7) 319.6 (2.4) 318.7 (1.5) 3.0 (2.2) 

Myanmar 301.0 (1.4) 297.5 (2.1) 294.9 (2.7) 300.1 (1.8) -1.0 (2.3) 

Philippines 283.7 (2.4) 283.9 (2.2) 288.9 (2.8) 296.3 (2.3) 13.0 (3.3) 

Viet Nam 322.5 (2.1) 327.6 (1.6) 327.4 (2.3) 332.1 (1.3) 10.0 (2.5) 

Average six countries 296.2 (0.8) 297.8 (0.9) 300.8 (1.0) 304.9 (0.9) 9.0 (1.2) 

 
Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold 
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

 

Table 3.25: Differences in average mathematics by school size 

Country 
Bottom quarter of 

SCHSIZE 
Second quarter of 

SCHSIZE 
Third quarter of 

SCHSIZE 
Top quarter of 

SCHSIZE 

Difference in scores 
between students in 
the top quarter and 

students in the 
bottom quarter of 

SCHSIZE 

Cambodia 284.0 (1.2) 285.4 (1.7) 291.8 (1.1) 296.4 (2.3) 12.0 (2.6) 

Lao PDR 273.0 (1.5) 276.9 (1.6) 279.0 (1.8) 285.5 (2.3) 12.0 (2.7) 

Malaysia 309.3 (1.7) 313.1 (2.3) 315.7 (2.8) 320.6 (2.1) 11.0 (2.7) 

Myanmar 288.6 (1.1) 287.5 (1.8) 286.0 (1.8) 289.9 (1.2) 1.0 (1.7) 

Philippines 283.9 (1.8) 284.7 (1.6) 288.8 (2.1) 293.9 (2.0) 10.0 (2.7) 

Viet Nam 336.2 (2.5) 341.9 (1.6) 339.4 (2.9) 348.1 (1.7) 12.0 (3.0) 

Average six countries 295.8 (0.7) 298.2 (0.7) 300.1 (0.9) 305.7 (0.8) 10.0 (1.1) 

 
Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold 
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 
 

Table 3.26: Percentage of children by school location 

Country Village Small town Town City Large city 

Cambodia 48.4 (3.6) 28.4 (3.6) 17.0 (2.6) 4.8 (1.9) 1.4 (0.9) 

Lao PDR 75.4 (2.9) 11.8 (2.2) 8.6 (2.1) 2.8 (1.2) 1.4 (0.7) 

Malaysia 30.6 (2.7) 16.3 (2.9) 13.6 (2.8) 29.9 (3.5) 9.7 (1.9) 

Myanmar 65.8 (2.5) 8.6 (2.1) 10.1 (1.7) 12.9 (2.2) 2.6 (1.2) 

Philippines 40.8 (3.4) 16.8 (2.9) 18.7 (3.1) 17.0 (2.6) 6.7 (2.1) 

Viet Nam 53.1 (2.8) 18.9 (3.2) 5.8 (1.9) 15.1 (1.7) 7.0 (1.8) 

Average six countries 52.3 (1.2) 16.8 (1.2) 12.3 (1.0) 13.7 (0.9) 4.8 (0.6) 

 
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

 

 

 

Table 3.25: Differences in average mathematics by school size

Table 3.26: Percentage of children by school location

() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 
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Table 3.28: Differences in average reading scores by school area resourcesTable 3.28: Differences in average reading scores by school area resources 

Country 
Bottom quarter of 

RESOU 
Second quarter of 

RESOU 
Third quarter of 

RESOU 
Top quarter of 

RESOU 

Difference in scores 
between students in 
the top quarter and 

students in the 
bottom quarter of 

RESOU 

Cambodia 284.7 (1.5) 286.3 (1.4) 290.2 (1.7) 296.5 (1.7) 12.0 (2.3) 

Lao PDR 269.4 (1.3) 275.5 (1.8) 274.9 (2.5) 283.0 (2.0) 14.0 (2.4) 

Malaysia 314.5 (2.3) 316.3 (2.7) 318.5 (2.3) 324.5 (1.6) 10.0 (2.8) 

Myanmar 288.4 (1.1) 285.2 (2.3) 293.4 (1.5) 295.3 (1.8) 7.0 (2.1) 

Philippines 278.6 (1.6) 286.6 (1.4) 292.8 (2.8) 296.0 (2.2) 17.0 (2.7) 

Viet Nam 327.3 (2.7) 339.0 (2.9) 336.9 (1.1) 344.4 (1.4) 17.0 (3.0) 

Average six countries 293.8 (0.7) 298.2 (0.9) 301.1 (0.8) 306.6 (0.7) 13.0 (1.0) 

 
Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold 
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

 

Table 3.29: Differences in average writing scores by school area resources 

Country 
Bottom quarter of 

RESOU 
Second quarter of 

RESOU 
Third quarter of 

RESOU 
Top quarter of 

RESOU 

Difference in scores 
between students in 
the top quarter and 

students in the 
bottom quarter of 

RESOU 

Cambodia 279.1 (1.8) 280.1 (1.7) 285.2 (2.3) 291.9 (1.8) 13.0 (2.6) 

Lao PDR 274.1 (2.0) 285.9 (2.5) 283.2 (3.9) 296.1 (2.7) 22.0 (3.4) 

Malaysia 313.9 (1.8) 317.8 (1.9) 317.0 (1.8) 320.5 (1.3) 7.0 (2.2) 

Myanmar 295.9 (1.2) 295.7 (1.5) 300.3 (1.7) 300.5 (2.1) 5.0 (2.4) 

Philippines 277.7 (2.6) 288.0 (1.8) 295.4 (3.0) 296.0 (2.3) 18.0 (3.5) 

Viet Nam 319.8 (2.2) 330.6 (3.2) 328.4 (1.1) 332.6 (1.3) 13.0 (2.6) 

Average six countries 293.4 (0.8) 299.7 (0.9) 301.6 (1.0) 306.3 (0.8) 13.0 (1.2) 

 
Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold 
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

 

Table 3.30: Differences in average mathematics scores by school area resources 

Country 
Bottom quarter of 

RESOU 
Second quarter of 

RESOU 
Third quarter of 

RESOU 
Top quarter of 

RESOU 

Difference in scores 
between students in 
the top quarter and 

students in the 
bottom quarter of 

RESOU 

Cambodia 284.1 (1.4) 285.0 (1.4) 289.7 (1.6) 295.8 (1.9) 12.0 (2.3) 

Lao PDR 272.8 (1.4) 279.6 (1.8) 277.2 (2.6) 287.3 (1.9) 14.0 (2.3) 

Malaysia 309.3 (2.3) 311.3 (2.5) 313.7 (2.3) 322.0 (1.5) 13.0 (2.7) 

Myanmar 285.6 (0.9) 284.0 (2.5) 289.1 (1.2) 290.4 (1.3) 5.0 (1.6) 

Philippines 279.3 (1.8) 287.5 (1.4) 293.9 (2.5) 294.3 (1.9) 15.0 (2.6) 

Viet Nam 333.5 (3.0) 344.8 (3.6) 341.2 (1.3) 348.7 (1.6) 15.0 (3.4) 

Average six countries 294.1 (0.8) 298.7 (0.9) 300.8 (0.8) 306.4 (0.7) 12.0 (1.0) 

 
Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold 
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

 

 

Table 3.29: Differences in average writing scores by school area resources

Table 3.30: Differences in average mathematics scores by school area resources

Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 
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Table 3.31: Percentage of children attending schools by language textbook availability 

	

Country No textbooks One per student 
Two students 

sharing 
More than two 
student sharing 

Cambodia 2.9 (1.3) 93.8 (2.0) 3.3 (1.5) 0.0 (0.0) 

Lao PDR 4.8 (1.9) 54.7 (3.9) 25.2 (3.6) 15.3 (2.6) 

Malaysia 0.0 (0.0) 100.0 (0.0) 0.0 (0.0) 0.0 (0.0) 

Myanmar 0.0 (0.0) 100.0 (0.0) 0.0 (0.0) 0.0 (0.0) 

Philippines 1.9 (1.1) 73.8 (3.4) 16.8 (2.7) 7.5 (2.5) 

Viet Nam 1.9 (1.1) 97.5 (1.3) 0.7 (0.0) 0.0 (0.0) 

Average six countries 1.9 (0.5) 86.6 (1.0) 7.7 (0.8) 3.8 (0.6) 
 

() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

 

Table 3.32: Percentage of children attending schools by mathematics textbook availability 

Country No textbooks One per student 
Two students 

sharing 
More than two 
student sharing 

Cambodia 1.6 (1.0) 96.4 (1.5) 2.1 (1.2) 0.0 (0.0) 

Laos 2.2 (1.0) 59.7 (3.6) 23.9 (3.4) 14.2 (2.5) 

Malaysia 0.0 (0.0) 98.8 (0.8) 1.2 (0.8) 0.0 (0.0) 

Myanmar 1.3 (0.8) 98.7 (0.8) 0.0 (0.0) 0.0 (0.0) 

Philippines 2.6 (1.1) 71.8 (3.4) 17.3 (2.6) 8.2 (2.6) 

Vietnam 0.4 (0.4) 97.5 (1.3) 2.1 (1.2) 0.0 (0.0) 

Average six countries 1.3 (0.3) 87.2 (0.9) 7.8 (0.8) 3.7 (0.6) 
 

() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

 

  

Table 3.31: Percentage of children attending schools by language textbook availability

Table 3.32: Percentage of children attending schools by mathematics textbook availability

() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

Viet Nam
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Table 3.34: Percentage of children by availability of school library 

Country Yes No  
Cambodia 74.6 (2.8) 25.4 (2.8)  
Lao PDR 35.1 (3.5) 64.9 (3.5)  
Malaysia 100.0 (0.0) 0.0 (0.0)  
Myanmar 87.9 (2.4) 12.1 (2.4)  
Philippines 50.6 (3.9) 49.4 (3.9)  
Viet Nam 94.6 (1.8) 5.4 (1.8)  
Average six countries 73.8 (1.1) 26.2 (1.1)  

 

() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

	

Table 3.35: Percentage of children by teacher specialization 

Country 

Generalist Grade 5 
teachers  

(all of most of the 
subjects areas) 

Mathematics 
teachers 

Test language or 
other language 

teacher 
Social studies teacher Teacher of another 

subject 

Cambodia 51.2 (4.0) 25.8 (3.3) 17.9 (3.5) 5.1 (1.9) 0.0 (0.0) 

Lao PDR 87.3 (2.3) 4.7 (1.4) 2.7 (1.1) 1.8 (0.9) 3.5 (1.2) 

Malaysia 10.0 (0.9) 12.7 (0.7) 31.8 (1.3) 1.5 (0.3) 44.0 (1.5) 

Myanmar 57.3 (3.7) 13.4 (1.6) 14.5 (1.9) 7.1 (1.2) 7.7 (1.4) 

Philippines 39.8 (3.1) 9.1 (1.3) 11.4 (1.3) 6.0 (0.9) 33.7 (2.4) 

Viet Nam 51.4 (2.4) 1.3 (0.8) 10.2 (1.6) 2.3 (1.0) 34.7 (2.7) 
 

() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

 

Table 3.36: Percentage of children by teachers’ highest level of education 

Country 
ISCED Level 7, 
ISCED Level 8 

ISCED Level 6 ISCED Level 5 ISCED Level 4 ISCED Level 3 
ISCED Level 2 

or below 

Cambodia 0.0 (0.0) 0.6 (0.6) 37.5 (3.7) 2.3 (1.4) 54.5 (4.2) 5.1 (1.9) 

Lao PDR 0.9 (0.8) 2.7 (1.1) 55.3 (3.2) 36.9 (3.0) 2.8 (1.1) 1.4 (0.7) 

Malaysia 4.8 (1.0) 80.8 (2.1) 11.0 (1.7) 1.5 (0.7) 2.0 (0.5) 0.0 (0.0) 

Myanmar 1.0 (0.7) 89.3 (2.0) 5.0 (1.3) 2.5 (1.0) 2.1 (1.0) 0.0 (0.0) 

Philippines 23.7 (3.7) 76.3 (3.7) 0.0 (0.0) 0.0 (0.0) 0.0 (0.0) 0.0 (0.0) 

Viet Nam 0.0 (0.0) 1.1 (0.8) 70.2 (4.0) 23.6 (3.7) 0.0 (0.0) 5.2 (1.5) 
 

() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

() Standard errors appear in parentheses. () Standard errors appear in parentheses. 
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Table 3.37: Percentage of children by teachers’ training in the language of instruction 

Country 
Yes during pre-

service training only 
Yes during in-service 

training only 

Yes during both pre- 
and in-service 

training 

No training has been 
received 

Cambodia 24.9 (3.5) 14.5 (3.2) 41.3 (4.4) 19.3 (3.9) 

Lao PDR 14.2 (2.7) 28.8 (3.6) 20.7 (3.2) 36.3 (3.6) 

Malaysia 27.1 (2.7) 19.0 (2.6) 41.2 (2.7) 12.8 (1.9) 

Myanmar 32.0 (3.6) 39.6 (4.2) 16.8 (3.3) 11.5 (2.8) 

Philippines 2.4 (1.1) 45.1 (4.7) 33.6 (4.7) 18.9 (4.3) 

Viet Nam 32.9 (4.4) 10.1 (3.0) 56.0 (5.0) 1.1 (1.1) 
 

() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 
 

Table 3.38: Percentage of children by teachers’ training in mathematics 

Country 
Yes during pre 

service training only 
Yes during in service 

training only 

Yes during both pre 
and in-service 

training 

No training has been 
received 

Cambodia 21.6 (3.4) 12.4 (2.7) 44.9 (4.5) 21.2 (4.0) 

Lao PDR 13.0 (2.2) 33.3 (2.9) 18.1 (2.6) 35.6 (3.0) 

Malaysia 18.0 (3.4) 19.6 (2.9) 55.6 (3.7) 6.7 (2.1) 

Myanmar 34.9 (4.2) 38.7 (4.4) 17.5 (3.6) 8.9 (2.5) 

Philippines 6.2 (2.2) 38.5 (4.7) 38.1 (4.9) 17.2 (4.1) 

Viet Nam 32.3 (4.5) 9.2 (2.6) 57.9 (4.6) 0.6 (0.6) 
 

() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 
 

Table 3.39: Percentage of children feeling agreed with attitudes toward school 

Country Like school Feel safe Feel like I belong 
Learn useful 

things Make friends easily 

Cambodia 94.1 (0.5) 88.1 (0.6) 77.6 (0.9) 89.0 (0.7) 82.4 (0.7) 

Lao PDR 92.7 (0.7) 88.1 (0.8) 81.7 (1.1) 88.5 (0.8) 84.9 (0.9) 

Malaysia 90.9 (0.6) 86.2 (0.8) 79.5 (0.8) 93.8 (0.7) 89.1 (0.6) 

Myanmar 96.2 (0.4) 89.3 (0.7) 88.8 (0.9) 89.2 (0.8) 86.4 (0.8) 

Philippines 88.5 (0.6) 78.4 (0.9) 75.7 (0.8) 75.4 (1.1) 77.0 (0.8) 

Viet Nam 94.5 (0.4) 90.6 (0.6) 84.9 (0.7) 98.2 (0.2) 94.4 (0.4) 

Average six countries 92.8 (0.2) 86.8 (0.3) 81.4 (0.4) 89.0 (0.3) 85.7 (0.3) 
 

() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 
 

Table 3.40: Differences in average reading by children attitude toward school 

Country 
Bottom quarter 

of SCHATT 
Second quarter 

of SCHATT 
Third quarter of 

SCHATT 
Top quarter of 

SCHATT 

Difference in scores 
between students in 
the top quarter and 

students in the 
bottom quarter of 

SCHATT 

Cambodia 286.3 (1.0) 294.1 (1.4) 295.4 (1.3) 294.1 (0.9) 8 (1.4) 

Lao PDR 273.1 (1.1) 279.4 (1.0) 277.1 (1.1) 275.2 (1.1) 2 (1.6) 

Malaysia 314.8 (1.6) 321.9 (1.1) 313.2 (10.2) 320.5 (1.1) 6 (2.0) 

Myanmar 281.5 (1.1) 293.5 (1.1) 298.8 (0.8) 295.8 (1.0) 14 (1.5) 

Philippines 277.0 (0.8) 286.7 (0.9) 292.8 (1.3) 298.0 (1.0) 21 (1.3) 

Viet Nam 335.5 (1.1) 337.0 (1.0) 337.1 (1.4) 337.0 (1.2) 1 (1.6) 

Average six countries 294.7 (0.5) 302.1 (0.5) 302.4 (1.7) 303.4 (0.4) 9 (0.6) 

 
Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold 
() Standard errors appear in parentheses.         

	

Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

Table 3.39: Percentage of children with positive attitudes towards school
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Table 3.41: Differences in average writing by children attitude toward school 

Country Bottom quarter of 
SCHATT 

Second quarter of 
SCHATT 

Third quarter of 
SCHATT 

Top quarter of 
SCHATT 

Difference in scores 
between students in 
the top quarter and 

students in the 
bottom quarter of 

SCHATT 

Cambodia 280.0 (1.3) 289.1 (1.8) 291.1 (1.3) 289.7 (1.3) 10 (1.8) 

Lao PDR 278.9 (1.6) 289.3 (1.4) 289.7 (1.7) 284.1 (1.8) 5 (2.4) 

Malaysia 312.2 (1.2) 319.5 (0.8) 314.3 (9.1) 320.6 (0.9) 8 (1.5) 

Myanmar 288.3 (1.4) 301.7 (1.2) 305.2 (0.7) 302.3 (1.3) 14 (2.0) 

Philippines 276.8 (1.1) 287.8 (1.1) 293.3 (1.5) 301.0 (1.2) 24 (1.6) 

Viet Nam 324.9 (1.0) 328.0 (1.1) 329.2 (1.4) 329.2 (1.3) 4 (1.7) 

Average six countries 293.5 (0.5) 302.6 (0.5) 303.8 (1.6) 304.5 (0.5) 11 (0.8) 

 
Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold 
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

 

Table 3.42: Differences in average mathematics by children attitude toward school 

Country 
Bottom quarter of 

SCHATT 
Second quarter of 

SCHATT 
Third quarter of 

SCHATT 
Top quarter of 

SCHATT 

Difference in scores 
between students in 
the top quarter and 

students in the 
bottom quarter of 

SCHATT 

Cambodia 286.0 (1.0) 293.1 (1.4) 293.8 (1.2) 293.4 (1.0) 7 (1.4) 

Lao PDR 276.1 (1.1) 283.0 (1.0) 280.8 (1.1) 279.0 (1.2) 3 (1.6) 

Malaysia 313.8 (1.6) 317.6 (1.1) 306.8 (7.3) 313.9 (1.0) 0 (1.9) 

Myanmar 280.0 (0.8) 288.8 (1.0) 293.0 (0.7) 291.4 (0.9) 11 (1.2) 

Philippines 278.3 (0.8) 287.2 (0.9) 292.3 (1.2) 297.4 (0.9) 19 (1.2) 

Viet Nam 338.8 (1.2) 341.5 (1.2) 342.5 (1.5) 343.8 (1.4) 5 (1.9) 

Average six countries 295.5 (0.5) 301.9 (0.5) 301.5 (1.3) 303.2 (0.4) 8 (0.6) 

 
Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold 
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

 

Table 3.43: Percentage of children by regular parental engagement in children learning 

Country Do homework 
Discuss school 

learning 
Discuss school 

work 
Check 

homework 
Help with 

homework 
Motivate to 

succeed 

Cambodia 39.6 (1.4) 37.9 (1.1) 32.5 (1.1) 40.9 (1.1) 25.2 (0.9) 50.7 (1.0) 

Lao PDR 35.6 (1.8) 28.9 (1.5) 33.2 (1.6) 33.4 (1.3) 25.6 (1.4) 40.5 (1.6) 

Malaysia 60.5 (1.3) 35.2 (0.9) 30.6 (1.0) 31.4 (0.8) 32.2 (0.7) 48.6 (1.0) 

Myanmar 41.9 (1.7) 32.2 (1.6) 28.4 (1.7) 34.0 (1.5) 28.6 (1.5) 48.0 (1.5) 

Philippines 32.7 (1.4) 29.5 (1.1) 27.0 (1.0) 33.2 (1.0) 28.1 (0.9) 36.1 (1.1) 

Viet Nam 66.2 (2.3) 42.0 (1.3) 40.2 (1.2) 42.1 (1.2) 21.4 (1.2) 58.5 (1.1) 

Average six countries 46.1 (0.7) 34.3 (0.5) 32.0 (0.5) 35.8 (0.5) 26.8 (0.5) 47.1 (0.5) 

          
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

 

 

 

 

 

Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 
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Table 3.44: Percentage of children reporting on classroom climate 

Country Teacher late 
Long time to 
settle class 

Teacher absent 

 
Cambodia 50.8 (1.2) 59.4 (1.3) 50.8 (1.2)  
Lao PDR 66.7 (1.8) 67.9 (1.5) 58.1 (1.7)  
Malaysia 64.2 (1.0) 73.9 (0.8) 38.1 (1.0)  
Myanmar 66.9 (1.5) 48.8 (1.3) 43.3 (1.4)  
Philippines 58.1 (1.4) 64.9 (0.9) 43.2 (1.3)  
Viet Nam 14.3 (1.3) 60.2 (2.1) 9.1 (0.8)  
Average six countries 53.5 (0.6) 62.5 (0.6) 40.4 (0.5)  

 

() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

 

Table 3.45: Percentage of children attending schools by principal report issues hindering school capacity 

Country Classrooms Toilets Instructional 
materials Computers Qualified 

teachers 

Cambodia 47.9 (3.8) 42.6 (3.9) 34.4 (3.8) 64.1 (3.7) 41.1 (3.8) 

Laos 62.5 (3.3) 50.5 (3.5) 53.7 (3.8) 25.6 (3.2) 55.9 (3.5) 

Malaysia 32.9 (3.8) 24.7 (3.1) 21.0 (3.3) 52.6 (3.4) 28.2 (3.6) 

Myanmar 49.1 (3.6) 45.9 (4.0) 49.1 (4.0) 33.0 (3.7) 44.1 (3.9) 

Philippines 43.0 (4.0) 36.8 (3.7) 60.7 (3.6) 66.0 (3.7) 12.4 (2.7) 

Vietnam 22.6 (3.4) 24.0 (3.6) 14.6 (2.7) 37.9 (4.1) 13.4 (2.9) 

SEA-PLM Average 43.0 (1.5) 37.4 (1.5) 38.9 (1.5) 46.5 (1.5) 32.5 (1.4) 
 

() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

 

Table 3.46: Percentage of children attending schools by principal report issues hindering school capacity 

Country Like school Feel safe 
Sense of 

belonging 
Learn useful 

things 
Make friends easily 

Cambodia 94.1 (0.5) 88.1 (0.6) 77.6 (0.9) 89.0 (0.7) 82.4 (0.7) 

Lao PDR 92.7 (0.7) 88.1 (0.8) 81.7 (1.1) 88.5 (0.8) 84.9 (0.9) 

Malaysia 90.9 (0.6) 86.2 (0.8) 79.5 (0.8) 93.8 (0.7) 89.1 (0.6) 

Myanmar 96.2 (0.4) 89.3 (0.7) 88.8 (0.9) 89.2 (0.8) 86.4 (0.8) 

Philippines 88.5 (0.6) 78.4 (0.9) 75.7 (0.8) 75.4 (1.1) 77.0 (0.8) 

Viet Nam 94.5 (0.4) 90.6 (0.6) 84.9 (0.7) 98.2 (0.2) 94.4 (0.4) 

Average six countries 92.8 (0.2) 86.8 (0.3) 81.4 (0.4) 89.0 (0.3) 85.7 (0.3) 
 

() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

 
Table 3.48: Differences in average reading by issues hindering school capacity 
  

Country 
Bottom quarter of 

HINDER 
Second quarter of 

HINDER 
Third quarter of 

HINDER 
Top quarter of 

HINDER 

Difference in scores 
between students in 
the top quarter and 

students in the 
bottom quarter of 

HINDER 

Cambodia 292.4 (2.1) 287.4 (1.5) 288.0 (2.1) 290.9 (1.4) -1 (2.5) 

Lao PDR 277.4 (1.8) 269.0 (1.2) 274.1 (1.2) 273.0 (2.4) -4 (2.9) 

Malaysia 319.8 (2.2) 318.5 (2.3) 320.2 (2.9) 317.6 (2.1) -2 (3.1) 

Myanmar 296.1 (1.3) 290.1 (1.9) 289.1 (1.6) 290.9 (2.4) -5 (2.7) 

Philippines 297.4 (2.1) 285.2 (1.3) 282.9 (2.5) 282.9 (1.8) -14 (2.8) 

Viet Nam 338.6 (1.1) 338.6 (1.1) 335.1 (2.2) 333.6 (2.5) -5 (2.7) 

Average six countries 303.6 (0.7) 298.2 (0.7) 298.3 (0.9) 298.2 (0.9) -5 (1.1) 

 
Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold 

        

() Standard errors appear in parentheses.          

 

Table 3.48: Differences in average writing by children attitude toward school 

Country 
Bottom quarter of 

HINDER 
Second quarter of 

HINDER 
Third quarter of 

HINDER 
Top quarter of 

HINDER 

Difference in scores 
between students in 
the top quarter and 

students in the 
bottom quarter of 

HINDER 

Cambodia 287.0 (2.2) 281.3 (2.0) 284.3 (2.7) 285.1 (1.7) -2 (2.8) 

Lao PDR 286.2 (2.5) 269.4 (4.2) 282.4 (1.9) 281.8 (3.7) -4 (4.5) 

Malaysia 318.3 (1.7) 316.4 (1.7) 319.2 (2.3) 316.7 (1.5) -2 (2.3) 

Myanmar 302.9 (1.3) 297.0 (1.9) 296.0 (1.9) 296.7 (2.5) -6 (2.9) 

Philippines 297.6 (2.2) 287.0 (1.6) 281.7 (3.2) 283.1 (2.7) -15 (3.4) 

Viet Nam 329.5 (1.1) 329.5 (1.1) 326.2 (2.1) 324.7 (1.9) -5 (2.2) 

Average six countries 303.6 (0.8) 296.8 (0.9) 298.3 (1.0) 298.0 (1.0) -6 (1.3) 

 
Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold 
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

	

Table 3.49: Differences in average mathematics by issues hindering school capacity 

Country 
Bottom quarter of 

HINDER 
Second quarter of 

HINDER 
Third quarter of 

HINDER 
Top quarter of 

HINDER 

Difference in scores 
between students in 
the top quarter and 

students in the 
bottom quarter of 

HINDER 

Cambodia 292.1 (2.1) 287.4 (1.5) 287.2 (1.9) 289.1 (1.4) -3 (2.5) 

Lao PDR 280.0 (1.8) 269.5 (3.2) 277.9 (1.2) 277.8 (2.4) -2 (3.0) 

Malaysia 318.2 (2.2) 315.3 (2.1) 314.0 (2.6) 310.9 (2.0) -7 (3.0) 

Myanmar 290.5 (0.9) 287.6 (1.4) 285.4 (1.2) 288.7 (2.1) -2 (2.3) 

Philippines 296.1 (1.8) 285.7 (1.2) 284.5 (2.3) 283.2 (1.9) -13 (2.6) 

Viet Nam 344.1 (1.2) 344.1 (1.2) 338.8 (2.5) 338.6 (2.7) -5 (2.9) 

Average six countries 303.5 (0.7) 298.3 (0.8) 298.0 (0.8) 298.0 (0.9) -5 (1.1) 

 
Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold 
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

 

 

Table 3.46: Differences in average reading by issues hindering school capacity
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Table 3.48: Differences in average reading by issues hindering school capacity 
  

Country 
Bottom quarter of 

HINDER 
Second quarter of 

HINDER 
Third quarter of 

HINDER 
Top quarter of 

HINDER 

Difference in scores 
between students in 
the top quarter and 

students in the 
bottom quarter of 

HINDER 

Cambodia 292.4 (2.1) 287.4 (1.5) 288.0 (2.1) 290.9 (1.4) -1 (2.5) 

Lao PDR 277.4 (1.8) 269.0 (1.2) 274.1 (1.2) 273.0 (2.4) -4 (2.9) 

Malaysia 319.8 (2.2) 318.5 (2.3) 320.2 (2.9) 317.6 (2.1) -2 (3.1) 

Myanmar 296.1 (1.3) 290.1 (1.9) 289.1 (1.6) 290.9 (2.4) -5 (2.7) 

Philippines 297.4 (2.1) 285.2 (1.3) 282.9 (2.5) 282.9 (1.8) -14 (2.8) 

Viet Nam 338.6 (1.1) 338.6 (1.1) 335.1 (2.2) 333.6 (2.5) -5 (2.7) 

Average six countries 303.6 (0.7) 298.2 (0.7) 298.3 (0.9) 298.2 (0.9) -5 (1.1) 

 
Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold 

        

() Standard errors appear in parentheses.          

 

Table 3.48: Differences in average writing by children attitude toward school 

Country 
Bottom quarter of 

HINDER 
Second quarter of 

HINDER 
Third quarter of 

HINDER 
Top quarter of 

HINDER 

Difference in scores 
between students in 
the top quarter and 

students in the 
bottom quarter of 

HINDER 

Cambodia 287.0 (2.2) 281.3 (2.0) 284.3 (2.7) 285.1 (1.7) -2 (2.8) 

Lao PDR 286.2 (2.5) 269.4 (4.2) 282.4 (1.9) 281.8 (3.7) -4 (4.5) 

Malaysia 318.3 (1.7) 316.4 (1.7) 319.2 (2.3) 316.7 (1.5) -2 (2.3) 

Myanmar 302.9 (1.3) 297.0 (1.9) 296.0 (1.9) 296.7 (2.5) -6 (2.9) 

Philippines 297.6 (2.2) 287.0 (1.6) 281.7 (3.2) 283.1 (2.7) -15 (3.4) 

Viet Nam 329.5 (1.1) 329.5 (1.1) 326.2 (2.1) 324.7 (1.9) -5 (2.2) 

Average six countries 303.6 (0.8) 296.8 (0.9) 298.3 (1.0) 298.0 (1.0) -6 (1.3) 

 
Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold 
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

	

Table 3.49: Differences in average mathematics by issues hindering school capacity 

Country 
Bottom quarter of 

HINDER 
Second quarter of 

HINDER 
Third quarter of 

HINDER 
Top quarter of 

HINDER 

Difference in scores 
between students in 
the top quarter and 

students in the 
bottom quarter of 

HINDER 

Cambodia 292.1 (2.1) 287.4 (1.5) 287.2 (1.9) 289.1 (1.4) -3 (2.5) 

Lao PDR 280.0 (1.8) 269.5 (3.2) 277.9 (1.2) 277.8 (2.4) -2 (3.0) 

Malaysia 318.2 (2.2) 315.3 (2.1) 314.0 (2.6) 310.9 (2.0) -7 (3.0) 

Myanmar 290.5 (0.9) 287.6 (1.4) 285.4 (1.2) 288.7 (2.1) -2 (2.3) 

Philippines 296.1 (1.8) 285.7 (1.2) 284.5 (2.3) 283.2 (1.9) -13 (2.6) 

Viet Nam 344.1 (1.2) 344.1 (1.2) 338.8 (2.5) 338.6 (2.7) -5 (2.9) 

Average six countries 303.5 (0.7) 298.3 (0.8) 298.0 (0.8) 298.0 (0.9) -5 (1.1) 

 
Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold 
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

 

 

Table 3.47: Differences in average writing bychildren attitude toward school

Table 3.48: Differences in average mathematics by issues hindering school capacity

Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 

Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. 
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Appendix 4 - Chapter4
Table 4.1 : Content glossary for test administrators, to facilitate children’s understanding of the global citizenship 
questionnaire 
	

Environment The natural world, (e.g. plants, the air we breathe, water in rivers and 
the sea). 

Pollution Dirty land, air, or water. 

Natural resources Something in the land that can be used for power (e.g. coal, gas, oil, 
forests). 

Climate change The process of the whole planet slowly heating up over a long time, 
caused by human actions such as cutting down forests, farming, and 
burning oil and coal. 

Energy Power to make things work (e.g. electricity, heat, wind, gas). 

Usable land Land for farming and living. 

Vote When many people make a choice about something or someone e.g. 
voting to leave the windows open in your classroom. 

Candidate A person wanting to be chosen for a position, (e.g. class captain). 

Environmentally friendly Doesn’t harm nature. 

Asian A person whose family is from Asia. 

Asia The group of countries in my region (e.g. China, Indonesia, Malaysia, 
Viet Nam, Cambodia, Myanmar, Lao PDR, Philippines, Brunei). 

In common with Similar to. 

Ethnicity/race The customs, religion, traditions / and skin colour and facial features 
of a community, group or family. 

Equality Being treated the same no matter who you are. 

Rich Having lots of money or things. 

Poor Having little money or things. 

Government A group of people who make decisions for the country, state or region 

Protect Look after or care for. 

Society Communities who all live together. 

Extinction Disappearance of plants or animals from the world forever (e.g. due 
to hunting, over-fishing, or pollution). 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

Table 4.1 : �Content glossary for test administrators, to facilitate children’s understanding of the global citizenship 
questionnaire
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GLOBCON index - Children’s 
attitudes toward environmental 

sustainability  
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Appendix 5 

SEA-PLM Secretariat members and associates involved in the development and/
or revision of the SEA-PLM 2019 Main Regional Report

Coordination and revision of the report
Francisco Benavides, Regional Education Advisor, UNICEF EAPRO  

Antoine Marivin, SEA-PLM Programme Manager, UNICEF EAPRO

Dr Ethel Agnes Pascua-Valenzuela, Director, SEAMEO Secretariat

Contributors 
Dr Wahyudi, Deputy Director (Programme and Development), SEAMEO Secretariat

Dr Orawan Sriboonruang, Programme Officer II (Research and Evaluation), SEAMEO Secretariat

Dr Salita Soongsawang, SEA-PLM Project Coordinator, SEAMEO Secretariat

Erin Tanner, Education Specialist, UNICEF EAPRO

Akihiro Fushimi, Maida Pasic, Education Specialist, UNICEF EAPRO

Maria Qureshi, Education Consultant, UNICEF EAPRO

Woranan Thoophom (Administrative support), UNICEF EAPRO

Ruth Carr (Editor consultant)

Parppim Pimmaratana (Design consultant) 

SEA-PLM Technical Advisory Group mandated to provide independent technical 
advice and to monitor the final methodology phases of SEA-PLM 2019
Dr Jimin Cho – Korean Institute for Curriculum and Evaluation, Vice President (Co-Chair)

Dr Andres Sandoval Hernandez – University of Bath, Lecturer (Co-Chair)

Pr Esther Sui-chu Ho - The Chinese University of Hong Kong, Professor - Co-director of Hong

Kong Center for International Student Assessment

Pr Nordin Abd Razak– School of Education Studies, University Sains Malaysia

Dr Eugenio Gonzalez – Education Testing Service Research Institute, Principal Research Project

Manager - International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement, Director
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ACER’s experts involved in the preparation and revision of the SEA-PLM 
2019 Main Regional Report (order by level of contribution as authors and/or 
significant contributor)

Coordination and revision of the report
Jeaniene Spink

Jacqueline Cheng

Chapter 2
Nathanael Reinertsen

Ray Philpot

Louise Courtney

Katherine McGill

Renee Kwong

Vernon Mogol

Dara Ramalingam

Prue Anderson 

Juliette Mendelovits

Stavroula Zoumboulis

Chapter 3
Tim Friedman

Dulce Lay

Jess Thompson

 

Chapter 4

Claire Scoular

Dulce Lay

Tim Friedman

Editorial consultant
Kate Manton
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Official representatives from the 6 SEA-PLM participating countries and UNICEF 
Country Offices

Cambodia
Ung Chinna, Director, Education Quality Assurance Department, Ministry of Education, Youth and Sport

Sar Sarin, Office Chief, Education Quality Assurance Department, Ministry of Education, Youth and Sport

Katheryn Bennett, Chief of Education, UNICEF Cambodia Country Office

Solin Chan, Education Officer, UNICEF Cambodia Country Office 

Lao PDR
Souksavanh Phonetheva, Deputy Director General, Research Institute for Educational Sciences (RIES), 
Ministry of Education and Sports

Kadam Vongdeuane, Director, Center for Educational Research and Evaluation (CERE), Research Institute 
for Educational Sciences (RIES), Ministry of Education and Sports

Leotes Helin, Chief of Education, UNICEF Lao PDR Country Office

Akina Ueno, Education Officer, UNICEF Lao PDR Country Office

Malaysia
Habibah Abdul Rahim, Director General, Ministry of Education

Dr. Haji Azhar Haji Ahmad, Director, Educational Planning and Research Division, Ministry of Education

Azlina Ahmad Kamal, Education Specialist, UNICEF Malaysia Country Office

Myanmar
Dr. Win Tun, Director General, Department of Education Research, Planning and Training, Ministry of Education

U Aung Htike, Deputy Director General, Department of Myanmar Examinations, Ministry of Education

Mitsue Uemura, Chief of Education, UNICEF Myanmar Country Office

Ikuko Shimizu, Education Specialist, UNICEF Myanmar Country Office

Aye Myint Than Htay, Education Specialist, UNICEF Myanmar Country Office

Philippines 
Dr. Nelia Benito, Director, Bureau of Education Assessment (BEA), Department of Education 

Gretchen Cordero, Chief Education Programme Specialist, Education Research Division

Isy Faingold, Chief of Education, UNICEF Philippines Country Office

Teresita Felipe, Education Specialist, UNICEF Philippines Country Office
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Viet Nam 
Dr. Sai Cong Hong, Deputy Director, Viet Nam Education Quality Management Agency, Ministry of Education 
and Training

Dr. Le Thi My Ha, Director, Center of Education Quality Evaluation Department of Education Testing and 
Accreditation, Ministry of Education and Training

Simone Vis, Chief of Education, UNICEF Viet Nam Country Office

Lan Le Anh, Education Specialist, UNICEF Viet Nam Country Office

Inception and implementation stages of SEA-PLM
The SEA-PLM Secretariat would like to extend a special word of gratitude to the representatives of the 
Ministries of Education of SEAMEO country members who did not participate in the SEA PLM main study 
but who have contributed substantially to SEA-PLM discussions for the past 7 years: Brunei Darussalam, 
Indonesia, Singapore, Thailand and Timor Leste. 

The Secretariat wish to also gratefully thank the great collaboration with the ASEAN Secretariat, and 
acknowledge their contribution to SEA-PLM through the discussions and commitments during the Senior 
Officials Meetings on Education (SOM-ED) and associated meetings. 

The Secretariat owes a large debt of thanks to Camilla Woeldike, former SEA-PLM Programme Manager, 
UNICEF EAPRO; Dr Asmah Ahmad, Programme Officer, SEAMEO Secretariat; Lauranne Beerbaert, Avelino 
Jr Mejia, and Freyja Dixon, former SEA-PLM Project Coordinators, the SEAMEO Secretariat; Jim Ackers and 
Cliff Meyers, former UNICEF EAPRO Education Regional Advisers; Manuel Cardoso, UNICEF HQ Education 
Specialist. All of them substantially contributed to the development of the SEA-PLM Programme during 
earlier critical stages.  

The programme would not have been possible without the continuous support and leadership of  Dr Gatot 
Hari Priowirjanto and Dr Witaya Jeradechakul, former Directors of the SEAMEO Secretariat; Karin Hulshof, 
UNICEF EAPRO Regional Director; Marcolugi Corsi, and Wivina Belmonte, current and former Deputy 
Regional Directors of UNICEF EAPRO. 

Finally, the SEA-PLM Secretariat would like to express its gratitude to all current and former stakeholders and 
experts not mentioned above who were involved in the inception and implementation stages of SEA-PLM.
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www.seaplm.org
SEA-PLM Secretariat

Mom Luang Pin Malakul Centenary Building
920 Sukhumvit Road, Klongtoey, Bangkok 10110, Thailand.

Tel: +66 (0) 2391-0144  Fax: +66 (0) 2381-2587

Can Grade 5 students in the region understand simple texts? Are Grade 5 students 
able to write their thoughts in a structured way? What percentage of children 
can perform complex mathematical operations? Do students think that climate 
change or injustice is important for their lives? These are among the questions ad-
dressed in the SEA-PLM 2019 Main Regional Report, Children’s learning in 6 South-
east Asian countries. 

The Southeast Asia Primary Learning Metrics (SEA-PLM) is a new regional large-
scale student learning assessment programme, designed by and for countries in 
Southeast Asia. The programme aims to generate reliable data and evidence for 
monitoring learning outcomes across and within countries, and to understand 
what factors facilitate or hinder effective learning of children along their school 
journey. By doing so, each participating country can develop and implement poli-
cies and programmes to improve students’ learning outcomes. SEA-PLM 2019 is 
the first round of this regional assessment. 

6 countries from the region participated in SEA-PLM 2019: Cambodia, Lao PDR, 
Malaysia, Myanmar, Philippines and Viet Nam. This first round focused on Grade 5 
students, and on 3 learning domains: reading, writing and mathematics. A global 
citizenship questionnaire module was also developed as an experimental exer-
cise in comparative large-scale assessment at primary education level. In addition, 
SEA-PLM 2019 used a series of background questionnaires to collect extensive in-
formation about children, classrooms, schools, teachers, head teachers, parents 
and communities. 

SEA-PLM 2019 was conducted with a sample of children that is representative of 
the entire school population enrolled at Grade 5 in each country. Tests and ques-
tionnaires were administered in the official language(s) of instruction in Grade 
5. SEA-PLM 2019 data were collected towards the end of the 2018–2019 school 
year, just before the COVID-19 pandemic. Therefore, SEA-PLM 2019 provides a 
solid picture of the situation of children’s learning before 2020 and could serve 
as an authentic baseline for future monitoring and trend analysis. The SEA-PLM  
programme is co-chaired by the SEAMEO Secretariat and UNICEF EAPRO. 
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