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Executive Summary

The expansion of access to higher education in 
Myanmar between 2011 and 2021 has raised 
questions about equity in its recurring conflict 
context. This qualitative documentary analysis 
indicates that conflicts led to the maldistribution of 
resources caused by the closures of schools and 
examination centres and to cultural injustices 
arising from standardising the Burmese language 
and rigid citizenship requirements in education. The 
disparity of representation in university admission 
policy emanates from these conflicts, while the 
peace-building perspective of admission is often 
overlooked. This study recommends incorporating 
four crucial dimensions, namely redistribution, 
recognition, representation and reconciliation, into 
the university admission policy in post-conflict 
Myanmar to promote transformative social change.


A Problematic University Admission Policy

The current university admission policy in 
Myanmar[1] is arguably not equitable and 
contributes to the cultural injustice that spurs 
ongoing conflict within Myanmar. Between 2011 
and 2021, the transitions in Myanmar set education 
reform as a priority (Lall, 2020). As the budget was 
increased ninefold, the number of students taking 
the matriculation examination – a stand-alone 
university admission criterion, increased from 
approximately 0.6 million in 2015 to 0.9 million in 
2020, expanding access to higher education 
(Ministry of Education, 2020). Despite this 
expansion, there are questions about equity. 
Students in ethnic areas, long affected by conflicts 
and poverty, tend to have less access to and perform 
poorly in the exam (see Fig 1& 2). Moreover, other 
conditions such as the requirement of citizenship 
identification have led to the lower enrolment of 
higher education among students in conflict-
affected areas.


Figure 1 Comparison of students’ access to matriculation 
examination in some states (conflict-affected) and regions


Source: author’s calculation based on MOE release


Figure 2 Comparison of matriculation examination pass 
rate in some (conflict-affected) states of Myanmar with 

the national average

Source: author’s calculation based on MOE release




Higher education is a key determinant of a person’s 
social, economic and political participation. While 
people without exam pass certificates have no 
access to higher education and limited employment 
opportunities, those who earn higher marks in the 
exam not only enter the universities but also earn 
greater social, economic and political benefits later 
in life. As Jia & Ericson (2017) argue, this high-
stakes exam-based university admission validates 
the existing structure, naturalises social and 
economic stratification, and exacerbates disparities. 
Particularly in Myanmar, where conflicts emanate in 
structural exclusion, the university admission policy 
tends to exacerbate already-widening disparities 
caused by conflicts, and create grievances, 
contributing to recurring conflicts (Higgins et al., 
2016; Lall, 2020). Therefore, it is relevant to re-
evaluate the relevancy of the current university 
admission policy in Myanmar through a wider 
structural approach.


Finding and analysis

This section provides an analysis and discussion of 
the experiences of students in the conflict-affected 
area within the existing university admission policy.


Redistribution: Economic Justice in University 
Admission


In Myanmar’s university admission context, the 
conflict has led to a maldistribution of resources 
through a direct violence against schooling. It has 
affected students’ learning and their performance in 
matriculation examinations. Due to the conflicts in 
Northern Rakhine[2], more than 1,000 students 
including those preparing for the matriculation 
exam could not attend schools, and in Paletwa 
Township of Chin State, a neighbouring territory of 
northern Rakhine, 191 out of 384 schools were 
closed, and over 200 teachers applied for transfer 
to other territories (Khai, 2022; Myint, 2019). 
Furthermore, the conflict proliferates numerous 
internally displaced communities living in camps, 
where schools have to be re-established and often 
lack basic resources and teachers. For example, 
fierce battles between the Myanmar military and 
KIA[3] in 2012 displaced more than 12,0000 
people, including school-age children, causing them 
to reside in IDP camps for several years (Bawk La, 
2017; Myint, 2019).


Conflicts also caused the reduction of matriculation 
exam centres, incurring more economic obstacles to 
the family and affecting students’ performance in 
education achievement. In 2020, 20 examination 
centres in Rakhine, accommodating more than 
6,000 students, were closed and merged with test 
centres in urban areas before the examination 

period (BBC News ြမနမ်ာ, 2020a). This incurs more 

economic burden on students and their families, 
including increased costs on transportation and 
accommodation during the two-week exam period 
as the government provides no logistical support. As 
a result, more than 4,000 exam-registered students 
in Rakhine State were absent from the 2020 exam 

(BBC News ြမနမ်ာ, 2020b).


The long-lasting impact of conflicts deteriorates the 
economic prosperity of the individual family, leading 
to reduced investment in education, dropouts and 
less access to higher education (Darwish & Wotipka, 
2022). Research reveals that, in the matriculation 
examination, the most affluent townships perform 
best while significantly a smaller number of 
students took it in the least affluent townships, and 
the poorest states such as Chin and Rakhine States 
have the lowest pass rates with an average of 16% 
and 21% respectively from 2012 to 2019 (Stenning, 
2019).


Recognition: Cultural Justice in University 
Admission


The university admission policy and the wider 
education system contribute to cultural injustice 
through the standardised use of the Burmese 
language, which negatively affects higher education 
access for ethnic students, who often reside in 
remote and conflict-affected areas. This impact 
manifests in both immediate and long-term ways. In 
the immediate sense, ethnic students who do not 
speak Burmese fluently tend to perform poorly in 
the Myanmar Reader subject of the matriculation 
examination than their Burmar peers, resulting in 
lower overall marks and positioning them at a 
disadvantage within the education system 
(Stenning, 2019; Suante, 2022).


Secondly, in a long-term manner, the sole use of 
Burmese as the medium of instruction hampers 



ethnic students’ access to higher education. 
Children from ethnic minority groups, particularly 
those from remote and conflict-affected areas, read 
and write Burmese at a slower pace than their 
Burmar counterparts because it is their second (if 
not third) language, and tend to achieve significantly 
lower performance in reading, writing, and 
mathematics, resulting in poor confidence and 
dropping out of schools (Australian Council for 
Educational Research (ACER), 2019; Lall, 2020; 
Salem-Gervais & Raynaud, 2020; Stenning, 2019). 
Even if they retain until secondary school, they tend 
to earn poorer total marks in the matriculation 
examination because the language of assessment is 
either Burmese (in arts subjects) or English (in 
science subjects) (Lall, 2020).


In fact, the conflicts in Myanmar originated from 
cultural injustice, the absence of the recognition of 
ethnic cultures and languages (Fraser, 2008; Higgins 
et al., 2016; Lall, 2020; Salem-Gervais & Raynaud, 
2020). This has fuelled ethnic insurgencies aimed at 
preserving cultural identity (Suante, 2022). In other 
words, the sole use of Burmese in education 
perpetuates cultural injustice and creates 
conditions for the reproduction of future cultural 
injustice, causing more conflicts. Importantly, 
students in conflict-affected areas often belong to 
ethnic groups and so face the compounded 
disadvantages of conflicts and language barriers 
(Lall, 2020).


The rigid citizenship status requirement in applying 
for universities also reinforces cultural injustice, 
negatively impacting students in conflict-affected 
areas. Almost all the universities in Myanmar 
mandate that applicants hold citizenship status in 
accordance with the existing 1982 Citizenship Law 
which stipulates that only those who can prove that 
their ancestors resided in Myanmar before 1824 
shall be granted citizenship[4] (Lwin, 2000; 

Stenning, 2019; တက္က သုိလ် ဝင်ခွင့်လမ်းညွှန ် , ၂၀၂၀; 

ြမနမ်ာနိုင်ငံသားဥပေဒ, ၁၉၈၂). This practice is 

discriminatory against students in conflict-affected 
areas, particularly Rohingya[5], who often lack 
those documentation, therefore de facto stateless 
and unable to apply to university or access certain 
jobs. This exclusionary practice limits upward social 
m o b i l i t y a n d f o s t e r s g r i ev a n c e s , f u r t h e r 
perpetuating conflicts.


Representation: Political Justice in University 
Admission


The university administration, including student 
recruitment, is highly centralised and bureaucratic, 
resulting in the disparity of participation (Lall, 
2020). Since the 1962 coup de ‘tat, Myanmar 
universities have been administered by the 
national-level administrative body and the 
admission was solely based on the total marks 
obtained in the matriculation examination[6] so that 
highly-performed students could be allocated to 
science streams in accordance with the science-

superior education policy of the regime (၁၉၆၄ခုနှစ်၊

ြပည်ေထာင်စုြမနမ်ာနို င်ငံတက္က သုိလ်ပညာေရးဥပေဒ , 

၁၉၆၄; Lall, 2020; Lwin, 2000). In other words, the 

university admission policy was formulated neither 
by parity of participation nor by considering 
equitable principle, neglecting the country’s 
prevailing conflict context. Studies argue that these 
developments closely tie with conflicts, particularly 
campus activism as it was driven by regime’s 
political agenda to control university students who 
play a critical role in social movements (Heslop, 
2019; Lall, 2020).


The necessity of achieving parity of participation in 
the university governance and its subset admission 
policy is evident in the 2015 student uprising, which 
urged for the inclusion of teachers and students in 
education policy development, including university 
admission policy (Heslop, 2019). Although National 
Education Law (2014) pledged for the university 
autonomy and the reforms of the university 
admission to be based on students’ preference and 
principles of the individual university, the following 
p o l i c y r e f o r m s h ave p r e d o m i n a n t l y b e e n 
implemented in a top-down manner, and the lack of 
parity of participation in the policymaking remains 
prevalent.


Reconciliation: Peace Building Perspectives in 
University Admission


Peacebuilding perspectives are often overlooked in 
the matriculation examination. According to 
interviews conducted by Heslop (2019), higher 
education personnel in Myanmar consider the 



p ra c t i c e o f a d m i t t i n g s t u d e n t s b a s e d o n 
matriculation examination results as equitable by 
citing its national standardisation and reasonable 
cost. However, this attitude fails to acknowledge 
t h e d i s p a r i t i e s c a u s e d by s o c i o e c o n o m i c 
backgrounds, the impact of conflicts, language, 
citizenship and so on.


Reconciliation is often associated with ensuring the 
presence of diverse groups in admission. Although 
Myanmar has made some progress in this regard 
through admission reforms by considering the 
university application of ethnic students with 
special preference on matriculation scores and by 
establishing more universities in ethnic areas, it is 
rather driven by the human capital ideology of 
NESP[7] and historically, by the regime’s political 
agenda to suppress down campus activism by 
separating students and weakening social 
movement (Asia-Europe Foundation, 2021; Heslop, 
2019; Lall, 2020; Tun, 2022).


All in all, in the conflict context of Myanmar, the 
university admission policy led to social injustice 
through disparity in redistribution, recognition and 
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n w h i l e r e c o n c i l i a t i o n , t h e 
peacebuilding aspect, is often overlooked.


Policy Recommendations


Redistribution

• The government should subsidise students in 

conflict-affected areas: In addition to the 
allocated education budget, subsidies should be 
provided to support these students, along with 
psycho-social support, securing related costs 
incurred by the migration and closure of 
matriculation examination centres.


• Education budget allocation criteria should 
consider the conflict situation: The bureaucratic 
and implemental practices of budgeting in 
Myanmar education should be modified to 
ensure equitable supports, reflecting the 
country’s conflict context.


Recognition

• Special consideration should be given to ethnic 

students from conflict-affected areas in university 
admission in addition to matriculation examination 
results: Special consideration, such as lowering 
the total marks, should be given to ethnic 

students’ university admission applications, 
especially those applying for professional and 
prestigious institutions.


• Mother Tongue-based multilingual education 
(MTB-MLE) should be adopted in the Myanmar 
education system. In the MTB-MLE system, the 
mother tongue of the children is initially used as 
the medium of instruction in primary education 
before shifting into national and international 
languages. Studies have shown that it increases 
access to education and recognises the culture of 
specific ethnic groups and, thereafter, has the 
potential to promote sustainable peace in 
Myanmar (Australian Council for Educational 
Research (ACER), 2019; Salem-Gervais & 
Raynaud, 2020; South & Lall, 2016, 2016).


• The rigid citizenship requirement in university 
application should be relaxed: The right to 
education should not be undermined by 
citizenship law. Therefore, Myanmar universities 
should consider those students from conflict-
affected areas, particularly Rohingya, with 
s p e c i a l c o n s i d e r a t i o n f o r c i t i z e n s h i p 
requirements.


Representation

• Participation should be promoted in the education 

policy process, including university admission 
policy: The parity of participation of relevant 
stakeholders such as university personnel, 
students/teachers’ union and ethnic education 
stakeholders who provide education in conflict-
affected areas, should be ensured through the 
use of deliberative participatory policy 
framework tools.


Reconciliation

• The university admission policy should promote 

diversity and reflect the historical experiences of 
Myanmar society. Admission practices have the 
potential to contribute to peacebuilding by 
ensuring diversity and providing opportunities 
f o r t h o s e w h o h a v e b e e n h i s t o r i c a l l y 
disadvantaged in the country. For example, the 
adoption of a quota system could be considered.


In conclusion, the dimensions of the 4’R framework 
are interrelated with each other and therefore 
should be considered together to address the 
exclusionary practices in the Myanmar university 
admission (Fraser, 2008; Heslop, 2019; Novelli et al., 
2017).
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Note:

[1] “Myanmar” is a contested term. While it was 
officially adopted by the military regime in 1989, 
some still refer to the country as Burma, opposing 
military legitimacy. In this study, the term 
“Myanmar” is used to refer to the country while 
Bamar is employed for indicating the largest ethnic 
group in the country. Burmese is the language of 
Bamar and the sole official language of the state.


[2] The conflicts in northern Rakhine between 2019 
and 2021 were due to the armed confrontation 
between the Myanmar Military and the Arakan 
Army, and the military extensive clearance 
operation toward the Arakan Rohingya Salvation 
Army.


[3] Kachin Independence Army


[4] According to the yearly-published university 
admission guidelines, there are only a few 
universities which do not set the citizenship status 
as one of the criteria. For instance, the University of 
Distance Education – a type of open university in 
Myanmar yet low-ranked, does not specify 
citizenship status for most of the specialisations 
with the exception of law, economics and business 
administration majors.


[5] Since 2012 inter-religious tension, Rohingya 
students have been prohibited from studying at 
university partially because the government could 
not guarantee their security. In 2022, the 
restrictions were lifted, and they were allowed to 
enrol at Sittwe University, Rakhine State.


[6] Starting from 2018 AY, the university-
administered admission practices were piloted at 
11 selected universities. In addition, there are also 
some universities which are not under the Ministry 
of Education such as University of the Development 
of the National Races and practice their admission 
policy separately.


[7] National Education Strategic Plan (2016-2021)
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