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Summary 

18 universities will be granted autonomy to create 

their own curricula, according to 7 Day News.1 This 

pilot test of autonomy by the Ministry of Education 

(MoE) is an important step toward greater academic 

autonomy in higher education institutes (HEIs) in 

Myanmar. It is also approximately on schedule with 

the National Education Strategic Plan’s (NESP’s) 

targets for higher education (HE). The benefits of 

greater academic autonomy for HEIs are well 

documented. Examples include improved learning 

outcomes in the form of greater diversity of graduate 

intellectual and workplace skill sets, greater 

synchrony between private sector requirements and 

graduate skill sets, and the ability of HEIs to respond 

quickly to market demands. With the understanding 

that the curriculum autonomy initiative is a pilot test 

per the NESP, this policy brief nevertheless seeks to 

examine and constructively contribute to this 

development by recommending that (1) curriculum 

autonomy be extended to front-line teachers; (2) 

relevant capacity building initiatives take a long-term 

skills growth approach; and (3) greater informational 

transparency and access to higher education 

information be improved.  

 

Background 

Institutional Autonomy 

A number of dimensions contribute to a university’s 

autonomy. A handbook written for Myanmar’s unique 

context, and published by the Central European 

University,2 identifies eight dimensions of university 

autonomy:  

1. Internal governance and organization of 

universities 

2. Curriculum, program design, and teaching 

methods 

3. Research and publications 

4. Quality assurance and academic standards 

5. Student-related issues 

6. Staff-related issues (both academic and non-

academic staff) 

7. Finance and administration 

8. Issues related to internationalization 

These dimensions are consolidated in a recent 

publication by the CHINLONE project (Connecting 

Higher Education Institutions for a New Leadership 

on National Education)3 — see Table 1. This 

categorisation of key dimensions aids conceptual 

clarification of the tasks at hand and, more 

importantly, aids the development of practical 

policies, their implementation, tracking, and ability to 

be accurately reported.   

 

Organizational 
University’s capacity to determine 

its internal organization and 

decision-making processes. 

Academic 
University’s capacity to manage its 

internal academic affairs  

▪ Election and dismissal of 

University leadership 

▪ Election and dismissal of 

decision-making bodies 

▪ Right to make decisions 

regarding academic 

structures 

▪ Right to determine 

student admissions, 

their total number, and 

their selection 

▪ Right to determine the 

content of programs at 

various levels of 

education 

▪ Right to cancel academic 

programs 

▪ Right to create quality 

evaluation criteria 

▪ Right to choose the core 

content of a program 

Staffing 
University’s ability to recruit and 

manage its human resources.  

Financial 
University’s ability to manage its 

funds and allocate its budget 

independently.   
▪ Ability to make decisions 

regarding recruitment 

and dismissal of all staff – 

academic and 

administrative 

▪ Ability to decide on the 

level of salary 

▪ Ability to make decisions 

regarding professional 

development of 

academic and 

administrative staff 

▪ Duration and type of 

funding 

▪ Profitability 

▪ Credit opportunities 

▪ Right to set fees for local 

and international 

students 

Table 1. Four key dimensions of university autonomy. Adapted from: 
CHINLONE project publication Myanmar's Higher Education Reform. 
Which Way Forward? See note 2.  
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National Education Law & NESP 

The 2014 National Education Law (Parliamentary Law 

No. 41) and its 2015 amendment set the stage for 

current Higher Education developments. Sections 39-

42 outline the requirements and standards expected 

to establish a curriculum. This is followed by the 2017 

Higher Education Bill, which has received some 

criticism regarding academic freedom.4  

 

Nevertheless, the 2016-2021 NESP’s strategy of 

strengthening higher education governance and 

management capacities clearly has autonomy and 

curriculum development on its agenda. The NESP is 

nearing the end of its project cycle, and while a little 

sluggish in its ambitious workplan delivery, the recent 

moves toward curriculum autonomy do align with the 

NESP’s intermediate outcome targets of 2018-2019, 

where 10 HEIs were planned to progress toward a 

degree of autonomy. A key step in the process toward 

autonomy, according to the National Education Law 

and NESP, is the creation of a university charter by 

each HEI to be approved by the National Education 

Policy Commission (NEPC). It appears progress is 

being made, and is relatively on schedule.  

 

  

 

Stakeholders 

With over 900,000 students enrolled in HEI studies in 

Myanmar in the last academic year, the stakes are 

high. Steps toward autonomy must be both rigorous 

and inclusive. Primary stakeholders, all of whom 

should have a voice in higher education 

developments, include: students, front-line teachers 

and faculty members, student union bodies, 

university administrators, government bodies (i.e., 

MoE, Department of Higher Education, NEPC, Rector’s 

Committee).  

 

To not recognise the above voices and their input is 

to put at risk the development and delivery of 

autonomous HEI curriculum from the outset, not to 

mention their associated student learning outcomes. 

Indeed, at risk is the professional job-readiness that 

the NESP seeks to address in terms of higher 

education and vocational training, since employers 

are widely reported to be frustrated about the gap 

between prospective employees’ educations and the 

competencies that employers require.5 Curriculum 

autonomy offers the promise of addressing precisely 

this frustration and bridging the professional skills 

gap. Fortunately, students remain highly engaged and 

motivated in their higher educational pursuits.  

 

 

 

Table 2. Source: Central Statistical Organisation, Ministry of Planning and Finance. 2018 Myanmar Statistical Yearbook. 

 

“greater 
institutional 

autonomy has the 
potential to realise 

significant benefits 
for students in 

terms of improved 
access to quality 

higher education” 
 

NESP, p. 192 
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Enrolments and NESP Goals 

According to the Ministry of Planning and Finance’s 

Central Statistical Organization, enrolment rates in 

public higher education institutions demonstrate a 

significant positive trend (see Table 2 – enrolments 

are distinguished between professional and non-

professional universities, a somewhat arbitrary 

distinction). Between the 2010-2011 and 2017-2018 

academic years, there was an average 8% increase in 

higher education enrolments each year. This 

translates into the higher education sector 

experiencing a 56% increase in enrolments in the 

2010-2018 period.  

 

With Myanmar’s economy growing, and the private 

sector priming itself to develop a significant 

professional skills base that is regionally competitive, 

enrolments are likely to continue increasing on a per 

capita basis. To be competitive, Myanmar’s HEIs must 

adapt their systems and practices to match 

contemporary ASEAN high performers in education, 

such as Singapore, Malaysia, and Thailand. Assuming 

enrolment trends continue to increase, and with a 

workplace demand for high-performing graduates 

that can compete regionally in terms of education and 

skills, Myanmar’s HEIs will greatly benefit from 

institutional and, in particular, curriculum autonomy. 

Myanmar’s traditional bureaucracy is simply not 

equipped to deal with speed with which private sector 

innovations take place.   

 

NESP goals regarding HEI autonomy are sketched in 

a modified logical framework where autonomy figures 

prominently at each level in the strategy to strengthen 

higher education governance and management 

capacity (see Table 3 below). Programme 

components, outcomes, and targets all include 

‘autonomy’ as a key ingredient in the strengthening of 

governance and management capacities. For 

example, programme outcomes include HEI senior 

management having greater awareness of autonomy, 

the designing of comprehensive courses, curricula, 

and programmes, together with the first batch of 

autonomous universities effectively functioning. A 

specific target of the programme is that “10 HEIs 

make progress towards some degree of autonomy – 

approved charters and operational councils”.6 

Additionally, 10% of rectors and pro-rectors are 

expected to attend short-term training courses by the 

National Institute for Higher Education Development 

(NIHED).  

 

However, the question remains: what exactly will 

curriculum autonomy actually look like on the ground, 

in practice? At what level of the institution will 

autonomy be granted – the rectors, pro-rectors, 

faculty heads, professors, front-line teachers? And 

who makes the choice regarding the core content of 

courses and programmes? 

 

 

Comments 

Curriculum autonomy is an important advance for 

Myanmar’s higher education sector. Kandiko Howson 

and Lall note that “higher education in Myanmar is 

poised for a metamorphosis”.7 We agree.  

 

However, care should be taken to ensure that the 

steps toward autonomy and their anticipated 

outcomes are concretely linked. For example, 

capacity building for HEI teachers is crucial. Such 

capacity building must be framed in terms of long-

term skill development, rather than short-term 

knowledge acquisition in the form of workshops. 

Further, a ‘trickle-down’ approach to skill-focussed 

capacity building where HEI senior management 

attend training and front-line teachers do not, will not 

result in the desired outcomes. Front-line teachers 

must receive curriculum development capacity 

building that focusses on long-term skill growth. This 

What will curriculum autonomy 
actually look like on the ground, in 
practice? 
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might be modelled on a diploma-style programme 

that comprehensively covers curriculum design, 

development, implementation, and review strategies 

in both theory and practice. Such a model could be 

opt-in, involve ten-hours of class/training per week for 

a total of thirty-two weeks (320 hours). Financing such 

a venture may be via government subsidies, and 

professional benefits in addition to improved student 

learning outcomes would be greater opportunities for 

career advancement – assuming that professional 

achievements are a viable alternative to advancement 

than the standard time-bound rotational system that 

currently operates.  

 

 

Consistent with this, curriculum autonomy will 

generate its most significant outcomes if it is 

extended to HEI teachers. This is a matter for each 

HEI’s proposed charter as approved by the NEPC. 

Strategic planning on the part of department heads 

and senior HEI management is important, yet impact 

is in the hands of the teachers, lecturers, and 

professors who are in direct contact with the needs 

of the students in terms of content, delivery, and 

assessment. Guidelines are required per the National 

Accreditation and Quality Assurance Committee 

(NAQAC), yet these are not stipulative of content. 

Matters of content, delivery, and assessment are best 

stipulated by the HE teachers responsible.  

 

Recommendations 

 

Curriculum autonomy to reach front-line teachers. The NEPC is in a position to promote the full extension 

of autonomy all the way down the HEI hierarchy. Enabling HEI teachers to respond quickly to fast-changing 

educational demands promises improved student learning outcomes and enhanced student skill sets. 

 

Capacity building. Capacities are equivalent to skills, and the development of a proficient skill in any area 

demands consistency. Short-term workshops are inadequate to the task of growing capacities at any level 

of the HEI. One solution lies in the implementation of long-term training such as, for example, diploma-style 

courses that have clear learning outputs and skills outcomes.  

 

Information access. Important changes are taking place in the HEI sector. As with any good management 

practice, the government would benefit from greater informational transparency, especially in the form of 

sharing plans and developments being made in the HEI sector. In this way, lines of communication are open 

to constructive feedback from both academic researchers in the field and, of course, public citizens.  
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 Table 3. Modified higher-education log-frame. Source: NESP pp. 197-202. Content slightly abridged in places to fit in policy brief. 

Higher Education High-Level Goal 

Students have equitable access to a world-class higher education system leading to better opportunities for employment 

and significant contributions to a knowledge-based economy. 

Strategy 1. Strengthen higher education 

governance and management 

capacity. 

2. Improve the quality and relevance 

of higher education. 

3. Expand equitable access to higher 

education. 

Outcomes Strengthened governance and 

management by officials from MOE 

and line ministries and managers of 

HEIs improves access to quality higher 

education.  

▪ Non-academic staff deliver effective 

administration; 

▪ Academic staff deliver effective 

teaching and undertake quality 

research 

Equitable access for students to HEIs 

regardless of the socio-economic 

background.  

Programme 

targets 

1. 176 HEI rectors, pro-rectors and senior 

officers participate in international study 

tours 

2. 10% of rectors and pro-rectors attend 

short-term training courses run by the 

NIHED 

3. 2,700 representatives form HEIs attend 

workshops on drafting charters and 

establishing councils — 10 HEIs make 

progress towards some degree of 

autonomy, approved charters and 

operational councils 

4. 30% of HEIs formally endorse the 

Statement of Principles. 15% of HEIs that 

endorse the Statement of Principles 

successfully undertake pilots to expand 

autonomy and strengthen accountability.  

5. 10% of HEIs provide evidence for the 

achievement of higher education quality 

standards set by HEQAA 

1. R&D Centres are fully operational in 

25% of HEIs. Higher Education Research 

& Innovation Fund is operational 

2. Approved policy to establish world-class 

national universities and comprehensive 

universities 

3. 10% of HEIs can provide evidence of 

changes in course to include applied 

skills 

4. E-learning centres and e-libraries 

functioning at 50% of HEIs.  

Blended learning curricula and 

methodologies developed for at least 

50% of programmes 

5. 30% increase in DE students graduating 

annually 

30% of DE graduates employed in field 

relevant to their degree one year after 

6. 9,000 HEI faculty and technicians attend 

local and overseas training 

1. Percentage increase in student 

residency rates, disaggregated by socio-

economic indicators 

2. Number of students receiving full 

tuition waiver, scholarships, student 

support programmes 

Programme 

outcomes 

1. HEI senior management have greater 

awareness of corporatisation, autonomy, 

consolidation, and service delivery 

2. Comprehensive course curriculum and 

programmes designed, and training 

materials prepared 

3. Functioning HEI governance for the first 

batch of autonomous universities 

4. Statement of Principles for Autonomy 

and Accountability  

5. Standards for HEIs established by 

HEQAA and aligned with ASEAN quality 

reference framework standards 

1. R&D Centres are fully operational in 

25% of HEIs. Higher Education Research 

& Innovation Fund is operational.  

2. Evidence-based policy approved to 

establish world-class national 

universities. Costed strategy developed 

and implemented to establish world-

class universities. 

3. Students learn applied skills as part of 

their degree courses 

4. E-learning centres and e-libraries 

established at selected universities 

5. Improved alignment of DE curricula with 

labour market requirements. More on-

line programmes offered.  

6. University teachers and technicians 

carry-out interactive teaching 

1. More students from different socio-

economic backgrounds living on 

campus and completing undergraduate 

degrees 

2. More students from different socio-

economic backgrounds receive support 

to enrol and complete undergraduate 

degrees 

Programme 

components 

1. Overseas study tours for best-practices 

and partnerships with relevant 

institutions 

2. Establish National Institute for Higher 

Education Development (NIHED) 

3. Strengthen governance of HEIs through 

University Charters and University 

Councils 

4. Strengthen autonomy and accountability 

of HEIs  

5. Establish a Higher Education Quality 

Assurance Agency (HEQAA) 

1. Establish a National Research & 

Innovation Fund, and Research & 

Development Centres at HEIs to benefit 

HE teaching and learning, and develop 

university-managed income streams 

2. Develop a policy and strategy for world-

class national universities and 

comprehensive universities 

3. Upgrade facilities at selected HEIs 

4. Enhance status of e-learning and e-

libraries at HEIs 

5. Improve effectiveness of distance 

education system 

6. Undertake professional development for 

faculty and laboratory technicians 

1. Create a good teaching and learning 

environment at HEIs 

2. Promote student support programmes 

Programme Institutional capacity development Improve quality & relevance of HEIs Expand equitable access to HE 
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