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Informing the Blueprint:
Bhutan'’s Strategy for Girls’ High-Quality

Learning Outcomes

Nima Tshering

hutan has made great progress in girls’ ac-
Bcess to education. However, the quality of
girls’ learning outcomes (i.e., academic perfor-
mance or competencies) remains an issue and
merits priority as a strategic policy item in the
“Bhutan Education Blueprint 2014-2024."" Be-
cause gender parity in access has been achieved,
this policy brief aims to ensure that the next
steps toward achieving fuller gender equality
will be possible: supporting girls’ transitions to
higher secondary school and beyond, and pre-
paring girls and women for formal engagement
in society.? Using Bhutan's annual education sta-
tistics for public and private higher secondary
schools, this policy brief analyzes transition and
completion data from class 10 to 11 and trends
in Gender Parity Indexes (GPIs) over the last de-
cade (2003-13) to inform the Blueprint on the
quality of girls’ learning. Prioritizing girls’ high-

Nima Tshering | Bhutan
Professional Assistant, His Majesty the King of Bhutan

quality learning in the Blueprint would have
positive effects not only on girls’ educational
outcomes and life transitions but also on the
economic, social and political empowerment of

women in Bhutan.

Education is a number one priority for Bhutan,
having been envisioned and advocated at the
highest level by His Majesty the King.> On av-
erage, Bhutan spends about 7 percent of its
gross domestic product (GDP),* or 17 percent
of the national budget, on the education sec-
tor, among the highest in the region.® The coun-
try provides free education from preprimary to
grade 10 to all children as a basic right guaran-
teed by the Constitution of the Kingdom of Bhu-
tan.® The government’s level of prioritization for
education has most recently been reflected in
the historic and nationwide consultation relat-
ed to the development of the “Bhutan Educa-
tion Blueprint 2014-2024.""

Through his work as a professional assistant as well as a former deputy royal chamberlain to the King of Bhutan, Mr. Tshering has
contributed to the implementation of several social welfare programs in the region, including a land redistribution effort for the
poorest members of Bhutanese society. During a three-year period, he conducted interviews with impoverished families in over
300 remote villages in the Himalayas, where he sought to understand their hardships and give voice to their concerns. Since then,
he has held other positions within the Bhutanese government, worked as a public policy consultant for the World Bank, and was
named a young global leader by the World Economic Forum in 2013. Mr. Tshering holds a M.PA./I.D. from the Harvard Kennedy
School of Government, a M.E.M. from the University of Canterbury, and a B.Sc. in Electrical Engineering from the University of

Kansas, which he attended as a Fulbright scholar.



hutan is a small, mountainous, landlocked
Bcountry in the eastern Himalayas in South
Asia, sandwiched between China to the north
and India to the south, east and west. The coun-
try extends over an area of 38,394 square kilo-
meters (23,857 square miles), and its terrain is
rugged, with hardly any flat land, which leads
to tremendous challenges for infrastructure
development, such as building schools. About
72 percent of the country is covered with virgin
forests, scattering 70 percent of its population
into small, rural villages.® Bhutan has a relatively
young population, with half of its 745,153° peo-
ple below 25 years of age.®

Politically, Bhutan is a peaceful and stable coun-
try. It became a democracy in 2008, when the
king voluntarily abdicated the throne and the
nation transitioned peacefully to a democratic
constitutional monarchy. The Constitution was
enacted in 2008, and national elections were
held in 2008 and 2013.

Bhutan has one of the smallest economies in
the world, based on hydropower, tourism, for-
eign aid, subsistence agriculture, and a narrow
industrial and export base. Agriculture, consist-
ing of largely subsistence farming and forestry,
provides livelihoods for more than 60 percent of
the population. The country’s real annual eco-
nomic growth has averaged 8 percent over the
last decade, with a GDP of $1.6 billion (2014)
and a per capita income of $2,590 (2011)."

Bhutan’s development is being guided by the
holistic philosophy of Gross National Happi-
ness, with four balanced pillars of sustainable

economic growth, environmental conservation,
cultural preservation and good governance.

odern education began to be developed
M in Bhutan in 1961, with the country’s First
Five-Year Plan. Despite this late start, Bhutan
has made impressive progress in gender parity
in access to education. For example, in 1970 for
every 100 boys enrolled in primary school, only
2 girls were enrolled (a GPI of 0.02)."? By 2013,
for every 100 boys enrolled in primary school,
101 girls were enrolled (a GPI of 1.01)." There
are more girls than boys, even at the secondary
level (classes 7-10), with a GPI of 1.08, or 108
girls for every 100 boys." In less than 50 years,
Bhutan has achieved gender parity in access to
basic education (i.e., preprimary through class
10)." Table 1 is a 2013 snapshot of all Bhutan'’s
schools, both public and private, which indi-
cates an impressive representation of girls at all
levels in terms of access.

The key policies and strategies that have en-
abled Bhutan to become a leader in girls’ edu-
cation include making basic education free and
a constitutional right, expanding the number
of primary schools to almost every village, and
taking serious measures to implement the Unit-
ed Nations’'Education for All agenda and Millen-
nium Development Goals.

Yet, while Bhutan has been successful in terms
of access, there remains a gender gap in terms of
the quality of learning and transitions from ba-
sic education to class 11 (higher secondary) and
beyond.’® Though not apparent at first glance,
this gender gap lies hidden in the distinction
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between the GPIs of public and private higher couraging the Ministry of Education to consider
secondary schools. This gap is the analytical fo- how existing educational policies and practices
cus of this policy brief and the impetus for en- affect girls more than boys.

TaBLE 1. A SNAPSHOT OF BHUTAN'S ScHooLs (PusLic AND PRrIVATE) AND STUDENTS IN 2013

Type of School/ | GPI(index) | Gross Enroliment Ratio (GER) (percent) [ Net Enrollment Ratio (NER) (percent)
Institute Boys Girls Total Boys Girls Total

Primary (classes

preprimary-6) 116 116 116 95 96 96

Lower and middle
secondary
(classes 7-10)

Higher secondary

(classes 11-12) 21 25 23

Tertiary education . No Data No Data No Data

Source: Policy and Planning Division, Ministry of Education, Bhutan Annual Education Statistics 2013 (Thimphu: Ministry of Education, Royal Government of Bhutan,
2013), xv, 7.

THE HIDDEN GENDER GAPIN The percentage threshold mark for passing the
THE QUALITY OF LEARNING class 10 national public examinations is 40 per-
AND TRANSITIONS cent. However, since the free public higher sec-

ondary schools have limited seats, not all quali-

ecause the government cannot absorb all ) )
fying class 10 students can gain entry. Over the

students who pass the class 10 national N ) ‘ blic high
o . . ears, the entry requirement for public higher
examinations and qualify for class 11, in about y yreq P d

secondary schools has increased up to 61 per-
2003 the Ministry of Education began to man- y P P

cent average pass marks on the examinations."
date that public (free) higher secondary schools gep

enroll a minimum of 40 percent of the gradu-

ating class 10 based on merit."”” This policy cre- Private higher secondary schools, however, can

ated market opportunities for the emergence enroll any student with an average pass of 40

of private higher secondary schools, where stu- percent but who did not get accepted into a

dents must pay tuition. Less than a decade later, public higher secondary school. As such, it ap-

Bhutan now has 17 private higher secondary pears that a two-tier hierarchy of higher second-

schools, in comparison with 36 public higher 2" schools has emerged, where high-perform-

secondary schools.’® While this policy has suc- ing students go to the public higher secondary

cessfully enabled the government to pursue schools and low-performing students go to the

. . 2%
public-private solutions for increasing access private higher secondary schools.
to education, this policy may have produced

unintended negative consequences for girls’ This hierarchy of upper secondary schools has

high-quality learning outcomes more so than alarming implications for girls’ education. If

for boys. transition rates can be used as a proxy for learn-
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TaBLE 2. GIRLS ENROLLMENT IN CLASS 10 AND CLASs 11 IN PusLic AND PRIVATE ScHooLs, 2003-13

Class 10

% Girls (c] ]

51
50
51
49

1.06
1.01
1.03
0.95
0.95
0.96
0.92
0.91
0.90
0.83
0.81

45
47
42
41

49
49
48
48
Y
46
45

42
39
41
37
33
32
33

Class 11 (Public)
% Girls

Class 11 (Private)

GPI % Girls GPI

0.83
0.88
0.72
0.70
0.71
0.63
0.70
(0X10)
0.49
0.48
0.48

54
53
51
53
50
52
49
51
50
49
49

1.17
1.15
1.06

Source: Data from Policy and Planning Division, Ministry of Education, Bhutan Annual Education Statistics 2013 (Thimphu: Ministry of Education, Royal Government of

Bhutan, 2003-13).

ing outcomes, the sex-disaggregated data for
class 10 to class 11 transitions over the last de-
cade indicate that the quality of girls’ learning
outcomes has been less favorable than for boys.
Table 2 shows a gender gap between public and
private higher secondary school enrollments,
a point hidden by positive GPI ratings and en-
rollment statistics that combine public and pri-
vate school data, such as those given in table 1
above.

An examination of the GPI trends over the last
decade for classes 10 and 11 in the public and
private secondary schools shows that there is a
gender gap in the quality of learning outcomes
(as measured by transition) that negatively af-
fects girls more than boys. For example, in 2013,
there were only 83 girls for every 100 boys in
the public higher secondary schools, whereas
there were 117 girls for every 100 boys in the
private higher secondary schools. Even a de-
cade earlier, in 2003, there were only 48 girls for

every 100 boys in the public higher secondary
schools, and 98 girls for every 100 boys in the
private higher secondary schools.

To illustrate further, figure 1 shows that the sur-
vival rates in basic education (preprimary to
class 10) are higher for girls than for boys.?’

However, this pattern that favors girls shifts at
the higher secondary level after class 10, when
national examinations act as a merit-based fil-
ter with large gender implications, as shown in
table 2 above.

As shown in table 3, comparative performance
data disaggregated by sex from class 10 nation-
al examinations show that, on average, girls are
performing more poorly than boys.

Although the low scores by both boys and girls
suggest that the quality of learning outcomes
is an overall issue in Bhutan, the gender gap
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FiGure 1. TReNDS IN BAsic EDucATION SurvivaL RATES, 2006-10

Survival to the grade 5

100% -

2006 2007 2008 2009 2010

H Boys = Girls

Survival to the grade 10

0.9 -
0.8 4
0.7 4
0.6 1
0.5 4
0.4 4
0.3 4
0.2 4
0.1 4

84%  849385%

71%72%

2006

2007 2008 2009 2010

H Boys = Girls

Source: Policy and Planning Division, Ministry of Education, Bhutan Annual Education Statistics 2013 (Thimphu: Ministry of Education, Royal Government of Bhutan,

2012), 68.

points to a further disadvantage that girls face.
Boys are performing better than girls in subjects
like economics; mathematics; science; and his-
tory, civics and geography (HC&G)—whereas
girls are doing marginally better in English,
Dzongkha (the national language) and com-

puters. Although small, the smallest difference
has significant implications for entry into pub-
lic higher secondary schools with limited seats.
The merit-based cutoff point is calculated using
the English test score, plus scores of the best of
any four subjects from the remaining subjects.

TasLE 3. MEAN Scores (Out oF 100) For Boys AND GIRLS IN CLAss 10 NATIONAL ExamiNaTIiONS, 2013 aND 2012

Subject 2013 Exams
English

Dzongkha

Economics

Mathematics

HC&G

Science

Computers

Total score*

Percent score**

Note: HC&G = history, civics and geography.
*Total score is based on English plus the best four subjects.

2012 Exams

Girls
YA
65.46
51.21
51.43
58.40
51.68
74.70
307.39
61.48

** Percent score is based on an average percentage of English plus the best four subjects.

Source: Ministry of Education, “Pupil Performance Report 2013," 25.
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All subjects are weighted equally. Based on this
data, on average, girls are unable to compete
with boys on merit for the limited seats in pub-
lic higher secondary schools.?> For example, the
cutoff point for entry into class 11 in 2014 was
61.4 percent.?

While the reasons for this hidden gender gap
in learning remain inconclusive in the absence
of rigorous data or research, it is nonetheless
a gap with potentially serious implications for
girls’ transitions. It must be acknowledged that
basing entry requirements for public higher sec-
ondary schools in a way that stacks girls against
boys leads to inequitable gender outcomes
in terms of transitions. Based on the number
of girls enrolling in private higher secondary
schools, one could argue that there is no lack
of aspiration among girls to pursue additional
years of education. But, on average, girls are not
making merit, and are thereby unable to com-
pete for the limited spaces in publicly funded
higher secondary schools. Fortunately, this is a
policy issue that can be addressed by a strategic
national agenda for girls’ high-quality learning
in the “Bhutan Education Blueprint 2014-2024"
Without such a focus, the issue could have
more serious negative consequences for gen-
der equality in Bhutan, especially with regard
to women’s representation in politics and the
economy.

B hutan is a country of gender paradoxes. It is
a matrilineal society, and thus more wom-
en (60 percent) hold land registration titles than

anywhere else in South Asia.?* Yet matrilineal
inheritance patterns have increased women'’s
responsibilities to care for aging parents, con-
straining their social, political and economic
choices. Coupled with these factors, people
have held the belief that daughters should re-
main close to home. As a result, at the introduc-
tion of modern education in 1961, families sent
only their sons to school while keeping their
daughters behind to tend to domestic responsi-
bilities. These educational disadvantages expe-
rienced by girls have contributed to today’s low
participation rates of females in the higher posi-
tions in politics, business, and the civil service.

For example, only 7 percent of elected officials
in the Parliament and one minister are female.?
This means that Bhutan ranks 130th out of 142
countries for women'’s political empowerment.?¢
One explanation for this low political participa-
tion rate is that Bhutan’s election laws require
candidates for national elections to have a mini-
mum of a university bachelor’s degree.?” How-
ever, only 4.3 percent of women in Bhutan have
higher secondary education or better qualifica-
tions.?® In fact, Bhutan ranks 117th out of 142
countries in female tertiary enrollment.? Thus,
without focusing on the quality of girls’ learn-
ing outcomes and transitions, the political em-
powerment of women will be an unachievable
goal, because women will not have the chance
to obtain the educational qualifications to run
for election in the first place.

Similarly, there is also a gender gap in the eco-
nomic empowerment of women; only 6.1 per-
cent of the female labor force holds jobs as
regular paid employees, compared with 17.8
percent of the male labor force.?® According to
the Bhutan Labour Force Survey 2012, women

Informing the Blueprint: Bhutan’s Strategy for Girls’ High-Quality Learning Outcomes
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are overrepresented (81 percent of the female
workforce) in unstable, unprotected and un-
regulated low-paying jobs in the informal econ-
omy—for example, as street vendors, domes-
tic workers and subsistence farmers. Without
focusing on the development of 21st-century
skills for girls, increasing women'’s participation
in the formal sector will continue to be a devel-
opment challenge.

Socially, 68 percent of women have been found
to accept and tolerate gender-based domestic
violence, such as believing that a man is justi-
fied in beating his wife or partner; most of these
women are illiterate.?” Without focusing on the
quality of girls’ learning outcomes, domestic vi-
olence and other forms of female disempower-
ment will continue to be a barrier to achieving
gender equity and equality in Bhutan.

Therefore, the need to strategically focus on
girls’ high-quality learning outcomes and tran-
sitions is of national importance for Bhutan's
democracy, economy and society. Unlike other
countries, Bhutan’s real problems are down-
stream, in the quality of learning outcomes and
transitions.

I n light of the analysis given above, the follow-
ing points are recommended to be included
in the “Bhutan Education Blueprint 2014-2024":

1. Include a separate strategic policy objec-
tive for enhancing the quality of girls’ learn-
ing outcomes, especially in the middle and
higher secondary schools, so that girls can
compete with boys on merit in transitioning
from class 10 to class 11 and from class 12 to
public tertiary education.

2. Eliminate the clause in the National Educa-
tion Policy that says: “A minimum of 40% of
the cohort graduating from class X annually
will be enrolled in the government higher
secondary schools on a merit basis.” Imple-
mentation of this policy clause has, unin-
tentionally, affected girls more than boys.
Instead, mandate schools to allocate places
through the use of a lottery system.*? Girls
and boys eligible for class 11 could be ran-
domly selected through a gender-equitable
lottery to allocate the limited seats until
the government devises solutions for pro-
viding enough seats or offering alternative
options. Or introduce affirmative action for
girls in admission to public higher second-
ary schools, where 50 percent of seats are
allocated for girls.

3. Boarding schools—especially girl-friendly
boarding schools with gender-sensitive fa-
cilities, gender-sensitized female matrons
and teachers, and a gender-sensitive curric-
ulum—could be adopted as part of a strate-
gic national policy for creating holistic learn-
ing environments to improve girls’ learning
outcomes.?®* These boarding schools should
prioritize rural girls, who face the double
burden of needing to travel long distances
to school and being responsible for house-
hold chores at home.*

These three policy recommendations should be
considered for direct inclusion in the Blueprint.
In addition, the following recommendations for
the Ministry of Education address long-term
research needs, because much is still unknown
about girls’ education in Bhutan due to the lack
of data:

Informing the Blueprint: Bhutan’s Strategy for Girls’ High-Quality Learning Outcomes
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« In order to provide a technology-savvy cur-
riculum that develops 21st-century job skills
(as advocated by His Majesty the King), con-
duct a comprehensive survey of technology
usage by girls and boys across the country
to determine (1) the current state of tech-
nology skills by youth and the distribution
of these skills across geography, class, gen-
der and age; (2) the kinds of technology
skills that need to be developed or lever-
aged in order to achieve a technology-savvy
workforce; (3) the kinds of technological in-
frastructural improvements that need to be
invested in and completed in order to sup-
port the development and rollout of a tech-
nology-savvy curriculum; and (4) the kinds
of training that teachers would need in or-
der to effectively deliver this curriculum.

« Collect annual gender-disaggregated data
on a range of international standard indica-
tors in order to better understand the fac-
tors shaping the quality of girls’ learning
outcomes and transitions in Bhutan.

These recommendations for further research are
especially important since comprehensive and
consistent educational sex-disaggregated data
are lacking in Bhutan, specifically data on learn-

ing outcomes and gender differences in learn-
ing. The questions that need to be answered
include: How do teaching styles in Bhutanese
schools shape girls’ and boys’ learning differ-
ently? What about the gender of teachers, the
quality of learning resources or cultural beliefs
about and norms for girls and boys? How much
of an impact does teenage pregnancy have on
girls’ learning outcomes in Bhutan? How does
the double burden affect girls’ study time and
learning outcomes? What are the factors pre-
venting women from entering the formal econ-
omy? Collecting data on these questions would
not only provide a more comprehensive picture
of girls’ education in Bhutan; it would also help
strengthen the country’s ability to monitor and
evaluate its progress toward achieving women'’s
full formal engagement in the economy and
politics—in essence, toward achieving full gen-
der equality—over the next 10 years.

This policy brief is a humble attempt to inform
the designers of the “Bhutan Education Blue-
print 2014-2024" to consider how existing edu-
cational policies and practices affect girls more
than boys. It suggests prioritizing a specific girls’
high-quality education agenda over the next 10
years.
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