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Abstract 

To better understand current curricular reforms in some Asia-Pacific countries 
that came out of conflict periods, documents and information posted on various 
national and international agency websites were analysed. In this paper we aimed to 
(i) present a brief description of the conditions under which new secondary 
education curricula are being implemented in East Timor; (ii) describe the general 
characteristics of some Asia-Pacific countries that came out of conflict periods; (iii) 
analyse the factors that are impacting secondary educational changes in these 
countries; and (iv) identify some important issues to be considered in secondary 
school reform in East Timor. 

Introduction 

Since the end of the Cold War, a large number of countries affected by war and 
conflicts, such as Cambodia and East Timor, have experienced transitions that led to 
rebuild their education systems in line with social, economic, political and cultural 
changes.  

In East Timor, school curriculum reform is regarded “as a key component of 
higher living standards” [1, p. 44] and the Government, within the project 
“Restructuring of secondary school curriculum of East Timor", together with 
Portuguese institutions, is developing new secondary curricular materials, aiming at 
contributing to local Millennium Development Goals (MDG) and sustainable 
development [2], [3].  

Curricular reforms in other Asia-Pacific countries aimed to promote the 
development of specific skills in different domains, including in vocational 
education, and to expand the use of information technology in the classroom [4]. 
Such reforms are reflected in different improvements, such as on secondary 
education enrolments and youth literacy [5]. Thus, it will be interesting to compare 
some aspects of curricular policies and design in East Timor with those of other 
Asia-Pacific countries in order to identify similarities among them and highlight 
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required specificities that are important taking into account in curricular reform in 
East Timor. 

Based on published documents posted on various national and international 
agency websites, e.g. [5], [6], this chapter: 

i. Briefly describes the conditions under which new secondary education 
curricula are being implemented in East Timor;  

ii. Describes general characteristics of some Asia-Pacific countries that came 
out of conflict periods and analyses factors that are impacting their 
secondary education changes;  

iii. Identifies some issues that are important to consider in secondary school 
reform in East Timor. 

Secondary Curricular Reform Implementation in East Timor 

As is already well documented in numerous studies (e.g. [7]) and official 
documents of the Government [8], East Timor emerged from periods of violence 
and fragility in which most of the basic infrastructures were destroyed. Schools 
destroyed are still a major problem when demographic patterns show population 
increase. Restructuring education services was considered vital and the Strategic 
Development Plan 2011 – 2030 (SDP 2011-2030), consistent with the MDG, 
highlights the necessity of a better education to build a fair and progressive nation 
[8]. Concerned with current education status of 15 to 19-year-olds, EFA statistics 
report [6] reveals that one in three Timorese are still in lower secondary, despite 
being officially of upper secondary age. 

Much attention has been paid to improve and expand the secondary educational 
system, also to counterweigh the high percentage of basic school-aged children [8]. 
The SDP 2011–2030 points out that the earlier secondary curricula are not 
appropriate to serve East Timor needs [8].  

The new secondary curricula are being prepared through a cooperation protocol 
between the East Timor Government and several institutions in Portugal [2]. A team 
of researchers and curriculum developers of the University of Aveiro is responsible 
for the design and development of curricular materials for 14 disciplines, 
specifically programmes, textbooks for students and the corresponding teacher’s 
guides [7]. The need for suitable curricular materials is particularly of important, as 
the minister of presidency of East Timor highlighted: “It is not good enough that 
many have to walk hours each day, to an overcrowded classroom, without 
appropriate books and curriculum” [9]. The new curriculum for 10th grade started 
being implemented in 2012.  

However, it must be stressed that there are risk factors and problems associated 
with any curricular innovation. These are common among countries that came out of 
a conflict situation, and usually may result in: 

i. Power of traditional authorities [10]; 
ii. Inability to fund either capital or recurrent expenditure; 
iii. Chronic shortages of qualified teachers; 
iv. General corruption; 
v. Lack of transparency in education governance [11]. 
Ramos and Teles [11] endorse the idea that for effective institutionalization and 

successful management of curriculum reform is crucial to: 
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i. Invest in decentralization of working capital; 
ii. Teacher training; 
iii. Logistic improvement in distribution of curricular materials; 
iv. Restructuration of the infrastructures of access to the schools. 
Peretomode and Ikoya [12] underline that it is vital to promote strong leadership 

in schools. School leaderships should provide the necessary support mechanisms for 
adopting new curricula. These mechanisms include meticulous planning, 
involvement of teachers, students and other core stakeholders in decision making 
and, the most important, building consensus on how to promote and sustain 
curriculum innovation.  

However, several other issues, common to countries out of conflict, may 
influence curricula restructuring. These will be described and analysed in the next 
section.  

Characteristics of some Asia-Pacific Countries and Factors that have 
Impact on Secondary Educational Changes 

General characteristics of three low-income countries [13]: East Timor, Lao 
People’s Democratic Republic (Laos) and Cambodia are described, followed by an 
analysis of the factors that are impacting their secondary curricular implementation. 

General characteristics of each country 

In ascending order of independence, Laos became free by a civil war in 1975, 
Cambodia became free from Vietnamese occupation in 1989 and East Timor 
became free from the Indonesian occupation in 1992. Laos is the country with the 
biggest surface area, followed by Cambodia and at last, East Timor. In terms of total 
of population, Cambodia has the highest number of people, followed by Laos and 
then East Timor. Regarding population growth, East Timor reveals the highest 
value, followed by Laos and then Cambodia [14].  

Concerning the year when each country started the last curriculum reform 
process, Cambodia started its reform in 1996, Laos in 2006 and East Timor in 2010. 
Regarding school enrolment, in 2010, Laos showed the higher increase in secondary 
school enrolment, followed by East Timor and then Cambodia [14]. However, 
Cambodia showed the largest increase in youth literacy rate in the period 2005-2010 
[14]. 

Regarding compulsory education levels, East Timor shows the biggest change. 
Compulsory education in East Timor includes the first nine years of schooling (basic 
education) [8], while only the five years of primary education are compulsory in 
Laos [15] and Cambodia [16]. The rising investment of East Timor in education 
reflected beliefs that continued economic development requires a more 
knowledgeable and skilled labour force [8]. 

It is important to identify which factors concerning secondary educational 
reforms, have impact on secondary school enrolments in Laos. Moreover, which 
factors are impacting in youth literacy rate in Cambodia? Regarding East Timor 
context, which conditions are limitations (or not) to the appropriate curricular 
development and to the improvements in secondary school enrolments and youth 
literacy? These and other aspects will be examined in the next section. 
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Factors that have impact on secondary educational changes 

Laos, like Cambodia and East Timor are low-income countries aiming to 
achieve general goals, such as the MDG required for sustainable development. All 
these countries recognize gains in improving access and equity to education, to 
allow people to participate in the economic, social and political development. 
Therefore, all had interest in reform education, though each country shows its own 
education policies and curriculum framework [5]. 

A general trend towards the decentralization of education policies and strategies 
was fostered to ensure that these are being effectively implemented at all levels 
([17], [18], [10]). However, it was recognized that efforts to decentralize many 
decision-making and financial management face many constrains that are common 
to the three countries, for instances, the inevitability “for training local staff to take 
up new responsibilities” [17, p. 2]. 

Regarding the restructuring of secondary education systems, new curricula in 
these three countries were designed with a combination of content and competency-
based approaches, where topics and contents were selected according to the learning 
objectives. These new and innovative curricula intended to overcome: “low 
enrolment ratios in secondary education”; “large number of out-of-school 
secondary-school-aged youth”; “low relevance, quality and efficiency in last 
secondary education programmes”, due to “out-dated information”, “discipline-
based, college-bound curriculum”; “inadequate qualifications of many teachers and 
education managers and school principals”, among others problems [19, p. 426-
427]. 

Some of these purposes were also recognized by technical missions for 
monitoring the secondary curriculum restructuration in East Timor [20]. In addition, 
there are points of resistance, namely some reluctance of teachers to change their 
traditional teaching habits. Furthermore, the demand to continuously introduce new 
subjects into the curriculum aggravates the problem of the overcrowded curriculum 
[18]. 

In response to the above-mentioned problem, most countries have taken steps in 
order to decongest the curriculum. One of the trends is to adopt a cross-curricular 
approach, implying that new learning areas are not separate subjects, but rather 
appear integrated throughout the curriculum, as in Cambodia [18]. Moreover, a 
cross-curricular approach allowing interdisciplinary practices [18]. Theoretically, 
the new secondary curricula of East Timor have this advantage [3]. 

Concerning secondary school enrolments, the three countries in review show 
that low secondary enrolment coverage is highest in urban and economically 
developed areas, and lowest in rural ethnic group areas and poor districts. Gender 
disparity, too, manifests itself more prominently in rural, remote and ethnic group 
areas [21]. These aspects may explain differences in enrolments in secondary 
education [14] and adult or youth literacy rate of each of these three countries. 
However, it is the differences in female enrolment which best explains the 
differences between the countries under study [14]. Also, teacher attitudes are 
increasingly recognized as a major influence on school dropout patterns too [22]. 

Another limitation is registration fees adopted by schools [18]. Education in 
East Timor is free of charge and this may be a positive factor for school enrolment.  
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Also, the successful implementation of new curricula is highly dependent on 
national infrastructures. Lack of electricity, poor roads, for example, “can hinder 
timely delivery of printed learning materials”, as well as “general communications 
between students and teachers” [23, p. 30]. 

Relevant Issues in Secondary School Reform in East Timor 

There would be many aspects to consider in the process of restructuring general 
secondary curriculum in East Timor. In fact, many reports concerning Portuguese 
intervention in this process are available [24], but its analysis is not the purpose. The 
main purpose of this chapter is to compare some relevant issues concerning general 
secondary education reforms, in particular among three Asia-Pacific countries with 
serious economic and social problems. This comparison aimed to contribute to 
better understand the educational reform of secondary curriculum in East Timor 
which is in its initial phase. 

After the comparison described in the previous section, it appears that East 
Timor government and all involved actors should pay particular attention to: 

i. Efforts to decentralize many decision-making, which require training 
local staff to take up new responsibilities; 

ii. Appropriate training of teachers (to overcome a certain resistance to 
change their traditional teaching habits); 

iii. A cross-curricular approach aligned with interdisciplinary development; 
iv. Reducing the discrepancy and the gap in learning opportunities between 

urban and rural areas and between genders; 
v. Promoting female enrolment; 
vi. Promoting parent awareness about the relevance of an upper secondary 

education, in order to overcome school dropout rates; 
vii. Promote teacher awareness for change and for information processing and 

knowledge constructing within new curricula, to avoid the fear of the 
unknown;  

viii. Persist in the development of national basic infrastructures, to prevent 
lack of electricity in many localities or the huge network instability, poor 
roads and inadequate school infrastructures in order to overcome 
difficulties in timely delivery of printed learning curricular materials. 

The reports of the technical missions, e.g. [20], stress the importance of 
continuous training and follow-up the implementation of the new curriculum plan. 
This training and follow-up should be provided by the teams that produced 
curricular materials. It is obvious the need for a significant effort to provide the 
school park with the minimum conditions for a teaching quality and dignity that the 
Timorese deserve and need (properly equipped classrooms, laboratories, computer 
rooms, libraries, etc.).  

In sum, the complexity of a system-wide reform requires changes that imply 
various stakeholders’ intervention in order to build a better future. Moreover, it is 
important not to underestimate the timeframe for a system-wide change to give time 
and to prevent the capacity to resist to centrally mandated changes [25]. Finally, it 
will be interesting in further studies to investigate, in local context, how the new 
curricular materials are being used by schools, teachers and students and how these 
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improve secondary school enrolments and youth literacy rate. There are little 
publications about these topics and most is not written in English.  
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