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EDITORIAL

| am thrilled to see this first issue of bilingual Parami Journal of Education.

When I was in graduate school at Yale, | surrounded myself with all scientific literature. Particular-
ly, I always felt inspired to read general science journals such as Nature and Science. The quality
of research articles published in these journals are unparalleled and world-class. In addition to
such articles, | always found joy in reading light pieces such as news or opinions, which allowed
me to see what else might be happening outside of science.

As a consumer of knowledge, | never realized how much effort went into organizing and creating \J
such a peer-reviewed academic journal. To publish such a journal, one organization cannot do it N ;,
alone. Many actors from different organizations must participate to produce such a journal. First Editor-in-Chief
and foremost, this journal would not exist without the participation of those who have faithfully
submitted their articles to this journal as well as the contribution of our advisory editors who
have given their precious time in reviewing the submissions. The organization of this journal was
made possible only because of the all-out team effort of the Center for Education Policy Research,
Parami University, and the financial support of Community Partners International and the Em-
bassy of the Republic of Lithuania. | would just like to take a moment to thank all of them for
believing in and supporting us, and to congratulate the team of the Center for Education Policy
Research for this amazing work.

Kyaw Moe Tun

As this journal will be published twice a year, we will be calling for the next round of submis-
sions. | warmly welcome anyone who is interested to submit their works as early as possible
(https://parami.edu.mm/institutes/CEPR/journal-of-education). With participation from across
the world, we will be able to make this journal as relevant as possible to many people within
Myanmar and beyond. | look forward to our next issue. Until then, | hope that you find this issue
thoroughly enjoyable!

Yours,
Kyaw Moe Tun
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NEWS
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European Union Funds Education in
Myanmar

The Myanmar Education Sector’s trusted partner Europe-
an Union (EU) provided €37.625 million to the Myanmar
government to fund essential needs that emerged during
COVID-19 and to ensure safe reopening of the schools.
This financial aid is the third payment from a total of €221
million supported by the EU to promote access to qual-
ity education in Myanmar. Preparing to reopen schools
on 21 July 2020, the Ministry of Education made plans
to add additional classrooms, introduce shifts, and set
procedures for school meals and transport. Moreover,
teachers will be able to access and learn the new curric-
ulum online through Myanmar Education Development
Platform. The Ministry of Education is also planning to
provide electronic tablets to schools and teachers to help
them manage digital teaching resources. The EU provid-
ed the funds for reopening schools as well as for access
to education in Rakhine State after the Education Sector
Reform Policy Dialogue meeting between the Myanmar
government and the EU.

(98 c20pm6q:3203m pegpLDBOL cENMHEgELLNO

[g§cr0pegEonmel  05[035q0p8 80500533 2p0pS:
0dg[gbeon pegpoegaRs [§§en§E8apE COVID-19
elop¢ [g8edlaneamn c§3269/05¢p: [gps 90p5:98 5 onecvs
apcadgp:  eodniadf§igr  coypésgEonad8Eeqrmaoyad
0p§eg 9.6 g 208203 60000533 AloopSi gJecorad§gaopd
[g§er8Ecp8 mqpSsaeagiqpd8ear vpee:o30d smias:
005096:8 20E0r8EcoeqE0305 peepLVLgEl 99GOIE:
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[g€s0& consdlanpSi a8 32[gE sopisoapypiencge’d 08 §:pas:
08:00883Eep oy ol 5388810 b0 ee0nEgod
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REFERENCE: European Union disburses €37.625 million [59.693 billion
MMK] in support of education in Myanmar. Ministry of Education, The
Government of the Republic of the Union of Myanmar. http://www.moe.

gov.mm/en/?q=content%2Fpress-release.

“Teachers will be able to access and learn the new
curriculum online through Myanmar Education De-
velopment Platform. The Ministry of Education is also
planning to provide electronic tablets to schools and
teachers to help them manage digital teaching re-
sources.”
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Yidan Prizes Announced for 2020
in Educational Research and
Development

Since 2017 the Yidan Prize has been awarded to indi-
viduals who have made remarkable contributions to
educational advancement in two categories: education
research and education development. Nominees of the
Yidan Prize are evaluated on future-oriented, innova-
tive, transformative, and sustainable degrees of their
projects. This year's Yidan Prize Laureate for Education
Research is Dr. Carl Wieman, Professor of Physics, and
Professor in the Graduate School of Education, and DRC
Chair at Stanford University. One of Professor Wieman’s
projects is PhET (Physics Education Technology) which
is a free online education platform for educators and stu-
dents. To mitigate the lack of accessible STEM resources
for students with disabilities, PhET offers an inclusive
and interactive online environment for students to ex-
perience science in a new way. The Yidan Prize for Ed-
ucation Development is awarded to Ms. Lucy Lake and
Ms. Angeline Murimirwa, CEO and Executive Director of
CAMFED, which is an education movement that aims to
tackle poverty and inequality by providing educational
and economic opportunities to marginalized women and
girls in rural areas of sub-Saharan Africa. This women’s
education campaign provides inclusive and quality edu-
cation through their sustainable program to accelerate
the livelihood of women and girls in five African coun-
tries. The Yidan Prize Laureates will be awarded virtually
at Yidan Prize Awards Presentation Ceremony and Annu-
al Summit on 7 December, 2020.

JOJO 350 PGV EMWVSSC WF0IYYPIPRM
B0} e[mgp

o8on8:e0 (Yidan Prize) 2095 opxeq:adEeparcononssé
0p06eEg, [§:03:00059320305 cBaBeepodeqpod dlo€esmé
Qodoaqpead  jooq 958004 igéeuimdagod §oloopS
Yidan s0e0§0mononqfiegiquiepogé  92§2005320305
eqeq[ga e[grCicde0§:00860803E8E(gl:5E cegpSo0pd0?
[§€: 020050803 326[gdq 3203[godcloopdi w9sd vpmee:
B EPReo05300305 Yidan $0qEaopS qososdlewnny
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GEEREODVSGOS 0900033[gd 02708 006:68078 652008
Dr. Carl Wieman [g&dloopSi dlewnoy Wieman 6l 8603520069
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REFERENCE: Yidan Prize Laureates 2020: Professor Carl Wieman, Ms Lucy
Lake and Ms Angeline Murimirwa were awarded for their contribution to
STEM and women's education. (2020, October 7). Yidan Prize Founda-
tion.  https://yidanprize.org/media-center/news/yidan-prize-laureates-
2020-professor-carl-wieman-ms-lucy-lake-and-ms-angeline-murimirwa-

were-awarded-for-their-contribution-to-stem-and-womens-education/.

COVID-19: Largest Global Education
Crisis

Since the middle of July this year, more than 160 schools
globally have been shut down due to COVID-19. The
school closures affect the learning of more than one bil-
lion students worldwide, while over 40 million children
will not be able to access pre-school, a critical stage in
the education of children. Antonio Guterres, UN chief,
warned that these disruptions to education caused by
COVID-19 pandemic could lead to “generational ca-
tastrophe.” There have been efforts by teachers and fam-
ilies to keep education ongoing; teachers through online
learning and families through homeschooling. However,
many students are left behind in this educational trans-
formation. These students are from disadvantaged com-
munities, minorities, refugees, and displacement camps.
As these students are the most affected, government ed-
ucation initiatives should be directed to addressing their
needs and problems. The UN chief also encouraged gov-
ernments to reopen schools safely as soon as possible,
to increase spending in education, and to narrow the
“digital divide” between students.
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REFERENCE: Colombel, M. (2020, August 4). COVID-19: Over 1 billion
students affected by school closures. Euronews. https://www.euronews.
com/2020/08/04/un-chief-says-covid-19-has-led-to-largest-disruption-
to-education-in-history.

Virtual Education Reveals Technology
Inequality

According to UNICEF, 463 million children are unable
to get access to remote learning during the pandemic
due to the lack of equipment and electronic access. The
result of closing schools in more than 160 countries has
affected over 1 billion students worldwide. Save the Chil-
dren also reported that nearly 10 million children may
never go back to school because of the pandemic's ef-
fects. Online learning is attempted in some countries;

10 30 OCTOBER 2020 « VOL 1 ISSUE 1

Photo: UNICEF

however, it widens the learning gap between children
from the rich and the poor. The UNICEF report measured
public access to the internet, television and radio, and
mentions the obstacles to distance education. It was
stated that a total of 398 million students worldwide are
unable to access virtual education. While there is no data
for Canada or the United States, reopening of schools
remains an issue for politicians and educators in those
countries. UNICEF urged governments to prioritize the
safe reopening of schools and arrange for compensatory
learning where reopening is impossible.
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REFERENCE: UN: Nearly soo million children excluded from re-
mote schooling. (2020, August 27). Al Jazeera. https://www.aljazeera.

RS  09elE:

com/news/2020/08/500-million-children-excluded-remote-school-
ing-200827053540044.html.

Calling for a Halt on Attacking
Schools in Conflict Zones

The UN security council demands a halt to attacks on
schools in conflict zones around the world. The Secre-
tary-General reported that there were nearly 500 attacks
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on educational facilities in the last year alone, and 75
million children in 35 countries live in conflict. The at-
tacks on schools had been increasingly used as a war
strategy especially in the Sahel region. Moreover, the
COVID-19 crisis caused the schools to close and the
children to become particularly vulnerable to being re-
cruited as child soldiers, sexual exploitation as well as
child marriage. Empty schools may also become military
objects. According to the presidential statement of the
Council, drafted by Niger and Belgium, all parties are
required to strictly comply with the international laws
and Conventions addressing children in armed conflict.
Attacks on schools and hospitals, use of child soldiers,
abductions, and sexual violence were denounced strong-
ly in the statement. The Council expressed that girls and
women might be the intended victims for attacks, and
called for the Secretary-General to monitor the military
use of schools. In May, the General Assembly declared 9
September as the International Day to Protect Education
from Attack to to highlight the importance of this issue
in conflict regions around the world.
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COVID-19 Puts More Pressure on
Global Childcare Crisis

The UNICEF study on the state of child care and early
childhood education stated that the current pandemic
situation largely puts a burden on the parents, especial-
ly on women and the poor as women struggle to spend
more time on childcare and housework. In poorer coun-
tries, families with young children are affected the most
and children cannot access the school services due to
the pandemic. In low and middle income countries, 40
percent of three- to five-year-old children are lacking so-
cial, emotional and cognitive stimulation. The parents,
especially mothers, working in the informal sectors in
countries in Africa, Asia, and the Pacific regions, are
bringing their children to work. Therefore, UNICEF tries
to improve the situations of childcare and early child-
hood education by offering guidance for governments
and employers. Ms. Fore, the head of the UN Children’s
Fund (UNICEF), said "childcare and early childhood ed-
ucation build a foundation upon which every aspect of
children's development relies and the pandemic is put-
ting that foundation under serious threat."
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Pandemic: An Opportunity for
Equitable Learning Assessments?

This op-ed encourages educators to use the humanistic
assessment system for individual students who have di-
verse socio-economic backgrounds. The author Rosalie
Metro introduced an assessment method, which centered
on equity, self-direction, and standards-based assess-
ment for learning, based on her experiences as an educa-
tor. The equity that she implied is, "not treating all stu-
dents equally but responding to the individual students
based on their distinct needs." Self-direction is a system
in which individual learners can set up their learning
targets and self-evaluation during the learning process.
Teachers use standards-based assessment for learning
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as a tool to track student's progress and achievements
while focusing on helping students to learn and to reach
their highest potential. Rosalie Metro advocated that this
kind of student-centric and humane practice continue in
the future, beyond the COVID-19 pandemic.
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shouldn’t happen only during a pandemic.

(2020, September g). Humane assessment
Inside Higher Ed. https://
www.insidehighered.com/views/2020/09/09/new-approaches-assess-

ment-can-promote-student-success-times-crisis-well-normalcy.

Inclusive Online Learning with Easy
Access

The article urges education institutions and frontline
teachers to introduce inclusive online learning platforms
and associated contents, develop guidance for remote
learning and establish a framework which is designed
to meet the needs of students with disabilities. The au-
thors learned this topic through their research for the
adoption of educational technology in higher education
where respondents were asked about their adaptation
of teaching strategies to transitions online in response
to COVID-19. Later in the article, the authors suggested
that teachers should design the curriculum based on the
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values of all-inclusive education for online classes. These
learning and teaching materials should not only comply
with the legal requirements but also take into account
the welfare of all students regardless of their physical
status. In addition, the authors highlighted the need for
capacity building for faculty members of education insti-
tutions that are designing curriculums and using assis-
tive technology for groups of learners with disabilities.
The authors also provided actionable recommendations
to create inclusive learning environment on issues such
as creating accessible visual content for students with
visual impairment, the use of font color and contrast for
learners with color blindness, the use of alt-text for im-
ages and graphics, and creating accessible audio content
(for example: adding subtitles) for students with hearing
impairment.
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Children’s 1Q Aces in Green Spaces

A study by researchers at Hasselt University has found
a positive correlation between a green environment and
children’s intelligence quotient (I1Q). The study analyzed
over 600 children aged 10-15 and found that a 3 percent
increase in the greenness of a child’s neighborhood
raised their 1Q scores by 2.6 percent on average. How-
ever, the causation between nature and intelligence is
not known yet. It might be the case that the children liv-
ing in greener areas have lower stress levels, experience
less noise pollution and have more opportunities to play.
Nevertheless, the research finding has clear practical rel-
evance to policymakers and urban planners in that they
can create an optimal space for children to reach their
fullest potential. The authors suggested rewilding the
cities and urban areas so that urban children can have
more access to greener spaces. The schools specifically
play a crucial role in ensuring that children who live in an
urban environment have access to nature. The schools
need to include curricular activities that involve outside
space for children to play, explore, and develop. In this
way, children can grow up to become well-rounded, envi-
ronmentally conscious and respectful citizens.
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Are We Prepared for the Changes
to Our Children’s Brains Caused by
Virtual Learning?

The integration of technologies in learning has played
a role in modeling the habits of learning of today’s chil-
dren, which can impact their intellectual, social and eth-
ics related developments. Yet, there is little evidence to
support the side-effects of this digital-based learning.
Admittedly, the learning process increases threats to in-
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formation digestion and analysis as the source of form-
ing, connecting and combining knowledge, because the
readers are likely to do more skimming than reading care-
fully. Meanwhile, distractions on devices are one of the
main players that interfere with the process of reading
with digital devices, and have led to continuous partial
attention. However, living in such a technological age, it
is better to be capable of utilizing both digital and print.
Amidst the COVID-19, it is recommended that parents
and teachers closely monitor their children’s learnings
regarding the loss of learning during the process.
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Edtech Can Possibility Break Down
Subject Silos

Interdisciplinary learning can help students to develop
crucial and transferable skills such as analysis, critical
thinking and communication. However, in traditional
school systems, curriculum and examinations are not
designed based on subject silos, and are inadequate to
facilitate interdisciplinary learning necessary for the de-
velopment of 21st Century skills. Learning through the
internet has given students access to learning from dif-
ferent disciplines. This strengthens the importance to
develop digital literacy skills for the students. Edtech is
not moving fast although there are some initiatives, and
it is increasingly adopted in pandemic as emergency on-
line learning solutions. The failure of edtech in OECD
countries was due to lack of teacher training and lack
of innovative pedagogy. Schools also have inequality in
terms of technological support. However, it is likely to
have a chance to break silos with edtech’s capability in
knowledge acquisition and ease of learning different sub-
jects. Students need knowledge to be ready for their fu-
ture career.
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Practical Tips to Counteract Cheating
During Virtual Learning

COVID-19 has forced thousands of schools to offer virtu-
al learning experiences than ever before. Having an on-
line class might encourage academic dishonesty amongst
students in the classroom, and here are four helpful tips
to prevent potential cheating: focusing on critical think-
ing and inquiry-based activities that require students to
think and apply their learning, building a cheating free
classroom culture to encourage students to emphasize
their learning instead of a score, using peer feedback and
daily assignments, and finally, asking students to turn on
their computer cameras as way to monitor their activities
during the class.
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on the education sector across the world

160 Countries

closed down schools, said UN.

463 Million

children unable to get
access to remote learning.

398 Million

students worldwide unable to access
virtual education.

from the education sector across the world

%

3%

increase in the greenness of a child’s neighborhood
leads on average to 2.6 percent raise

in the 1Q score of the children in the sample,
according to a study by Hasselt University.

500 Attacks

on educational facilities in the last year alone.

40%

of three- to five-year-old children, in low and
middle income countries, are lacking social, emotional
and cognitive stimulation.
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By Aeint Myat Chel

Artist: SHINE LU

ight now, you are lying awake
Ron your dormitory bed in a

snow-filled college campus that
you've called home for the last four
years. Your anxiety keeps you awake
because in two days, you will land
in Yangon International Airport with
two large suitcases, a US college de-
gree and with only somewhat of a
plan for your future.

You will have your luggage unpacked
three days later, in your parents’
apartment back in Yangon. You get
your first job easily, thanks to your
US college degree, albeit at a pay
that is below what you think you de-
serve. You drive daily to work in a
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small purple car that fits easily onto
the congested downtown roads of
Yangon.

The first time you are stopped by a
Yangon traffic cop, you will not know
what to do. So you will give him an
attitude. You, along with two other
cars in front of you, have missed the
red traffic light because it is not lo-
cated at a spot visible to those unfa-
miliar with Yangon roads. The traffic
cop will mask his desire for an easy
bribe by raising his voice against
you. He will insist on how you've
broken the rules and subtly imply
how you now have to pay the price.
But nobody, least of all this parochial

traffic cop, is going to get away with
misplacing blame on you for money.
You refuse to acknowledge the need
to pay him off. He takes away your
driving license, and you drive home
in rage and in defeat against what
you firmly understand to be pure
corruption and a systemic abuse of
power.

Similarly, you'll be at a loss as to
how to act when you come across
middle-aged Burmese men who hold
senior positions in Burmese gov-
ernment institutions. The grey hair,
the traditional longyi and their dis-
missive attitude towards you will
provoke intimidation, silence and
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disdain in you. You silently wonder
if traditional gender roles still ap-
ply in these organizations. They, af-
ter all, are known to be one of the
most rigid institutions in the coun-
try. Should you adhere to the con-
ventional Burmese woman role or
the role of an obedient youngster,
roles both of which are that of ac-
quiescent silence? But you've read
Gloria Steinem and you've heard
Sheryl Sandberg talk and felt the
liberation that speaking up afforded
you. You strongly believe in the value
of your perspective and your voice.
Regardless, you will spend plenty of
time weighing what you want to say
against whether you should be say-
ing them at all.

You'll miss the waffles that your
college canteen offers on Sundays:
the chocolate chips melting on the
fresh warm waffles. Your school
dining hall was where you learnt to
love bread and raw vegetables. Your
hunger now demands for pizzas and
quesadillas, extra cheesy.

It was in the US college library that
you discovered Alice Munro, a Ca-
nadian Nobel Laureate in literature
whose portrayal of the depths and
nuances of human emotions has
touched you. You rarely read Bur-
mese novels because yourteachersin
your Myanmar high school had told
you novels would teach you about
nothing but romance. Romance was
said to corrupt young minds and it
is frowned upon if you take an in-
terest in novels. So your affinity for
literature started with novels writ-
ten in English words that disentan-
gle and dissect the multiplicities
of joy, indifference and heartaches.
You found out that you can still fall
in love with Jane Austen’s character
Mr. Darcy without getting consumed
by a desire to desperately look for a
husband. You appreciated the com-
plicated human emotions articu-
lately described in written words
without surrendering your youthful
innocence. Literature in English, you
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learnt as you flipped through the fic-
tion books in your study cubicle, is a
beautiful thing. Your world expanded
in another dimension with every new
English word you learnt.

Now at home in Yangon, you want
to incorporate your own small com-
pany. The incorporation fee costs
almost as much as USD 1,000. That
is not including the fees you would
need to pay your legal counsel to
draw up paperwork. You wonder why
it costs USD 1,000 to register a small
company while the country’s GDP
per capita is barely that.

There is a government-issued sus-
pension on the on-going construc-
tion of high-rise buildings in Yangon.
The new democratic government has
announced its intention to re-review
all the high-rise building permits, to
ensure they are not conflicted with
Yangon development plans. With no
mention of the end of the review pe-
riod, a construction worker that you
have met now has to roam around
Yangon as he struggles to earn his
daily living. Decisions made with lit-
tle practical insights, however good
the intentions are, are now leaving
the construction workers and daily
laborers uncertain of their daily in-

Photo: MYANMAR INSIDER

come. Retrospective laws and arbi-
trary processes still inflict significant
harm to the economy and daily liveli-
hoods of people despite the democ-
racy that your country has recently
and proudly ascended to. Good po-
litical ideology means little when it
doesn’t trickle down to every citizen.
These brief observations of inad-
equacies will become less and less
relevant in the few years following
your return home to Yangon.

Because, two years later after you
get home, as you sit comfortably be-
hind your computer screen, you will
receive in your inbox a digital copy
of your new company’s certificate
of incorporation. DICA, the govern-
ment body responsible for handling
company registration matters, has
now implemented its online registra-
tion system. You now only pay USD
170-dollar registration fee through
their online portal from the comfort
of your home. You are impressed by
the speed and the accessibility of the
process.

You feel awed the same way when
you find the first functioning vend-
ing machine at Pearl Condo that
swallows your Kyats and spits out
Coke bottles. Never have you felt the

Parami Journal of Education « ISSN 2709-2895



legitimacy of Kyats better than the
time you see its notes get accepted
into a machine whose sensors are
enabled by foreign technologies. It
is as if the Kyat notes are only now
put on the world map, recognized,
usable and valid.

You appreciate the “Burmese” sense
of humor that is both subtly and dis-
tinctly different from what you see in
American movie series. Memes have
exploded in Myanmar, along with
satires and parodies. You are now in
touch with the wits and humour of
millions of Myanmar citizens, thanks
to the liberalization of Myanmar's
telecom industry and over 98% mo-
bile phone penetration. The written
words that can make you laugh and
feel emotions are now not just exclu-
sive to English ones.

There are more choices of restau-
rants in Yangon now. You can use
your Myanmar SIM card abroad.
Certain groups once marginalized
and made fun of, such as LGBT com-
munity, are now tolerated, if not em-
braced. There is shipping available
from international e-commerce web-
sites to Myanmar.

Things are getting better. You're
comfortable.

This is not to say that you now have
to willingly accede to the rest of
the inadequacies of the “norms” in
Myanmar, whether those are flawed
social beliefs or harmful retrospec-
tive laws that get decided on a case
by case basis. In fact, it is quite the
opposite. There is more to wanting
change than demanding. It is im-
portant to realize the limitations
of the very world views that have
opened your eyes and broadened
your horizons. Looking from out-
side and appreciating the outside
views can only teach you so much.
A true application of knowledge and
critical thinking that you went out of
the country to acquire, also needs
to happen through the lenses that
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look at history and appreciate devel-
opments in all aspects. One way is
to look at the rise of the living stan-
dards evidenced by better shopping
opportunities, more people with
rising income affording to purchase
private vehicles, and to realize that
these are not without their costs. Air
pollution and congestion are some
of many.

Another is to welcome the influx of
global exposure and appreciation
of their cultures. But read histories
written not just from the perspec-
tives of the current global powers
but also from those of the countries
that were colonized and are now
gaining their foothold in global inte-
gration. Learn of the global powers’
conquests over territories, cultures
and languages. But realize that no
perspective or culture can claim su-
periority over another. It is important
to leave room for appreciation of the
Burmese history, culture and even
for some of the traditions deemed
redundant to you but are held dear
by many.

How do you appreciate the develop-
ments while minimizing the costs?
You do it through actions and pat-
terns that will lead to true change.

So, next time you are questioning
whether you should vocalize your
thoughts in a meeting, shed your
prejudice against whoever is in the
meeting and you will share your
opinions. It is important that you
participate and contribute. Discard
your reservation in seeking joy in
Burmese books. Pick up a novel and
learn the different ways in which
ideas are communicated in the Bur-
mese alphabet. Appreciation of lit-
erature, just as you had discovered
in your young adult life, is a learned
skill.

You know you will probably always
have disdain for the corruption in
law enforcement. So you will stand
up to them. Stand up whenever you
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are forced to pay a bribe. Speak out
against bullying, misogyny and in-
justice. Speak out in a way that will
lead to true change.

Coming home is about bringing back
the broadened eyes and the new per-
spectives that your journey offshore
has afforded you. It is equally about
unlearning the biases that were de-
veloped alongside the new perspec-
tives. This way, knowledge and ex-
perience captured far from home, is
now made expanded and whole by
coming home.

“The manuscript was written in 2018,
three years after the author relocated
to Yangon in 2015, and is an accumu-
lation of personal encounters with de-
veloping Myanmar between 2015 and
2018.”

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Aeint Myat Chel currently lives in Yangon,
Myanmar. She runs a locally crafted jewelry
line called MG&]J Jewelry. She is a graduate of
Colgate University in the United States. She
also spends her time serving as the President
of the Rotaract Club of Yangon and enjoys
taking part in local community projects.

"It is important to realize
the limitations of the very
world views that have
opened your eyes and
broadened your horizons.
Looking from outside and
appreciating the outside
views can only teach you so
much."
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By S Myo Chit Zaw

he education system of forcing
I students to memorise facts
fails to prepare them for 21st
century. | was once told by a man
that | must pass matriculation exam-
ination or my future would be ruined.
| took his word deep into my heart
and strove to graduate from high
school and college but found that
his advice was wrong. Rote learning
cannot equip students with the skills
necessary for the knowledge age or
information age.

| started my formal schooling very
late. It was simply because my vil-
lage did not have schools until |
was 7 or 8. The then military regime
could not open school in my village
as there were sporadic fightings be-
tween the army and a few remaining
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KNU soldiers. | was sent to a monas-
tery to learn reading and writing. By
the time a public school was opened
in my village, | was already 7 or 8
years old.

| believed in the man’s word about
education without a doubt. Since
the year | entered formal schooling,
| studied hard and always ranked in
the top positions, within 1 to 5. Up
to my late years of middle school, the
education system had only summa-
tive assessment, which comprised
mid-term and final exams. The ex-
ams tested only our memory of facts,
which is the lowest skill in the
thinking order. | could do well
in all the exams because | could
memorise the required texts
quite easily, despite not under-

standing what had been memorised.

It is futile to move from one sys-
tem to the other without addressing
the root cause. Parrot learning has
been prevalent in Myanmar’s edu-
cation system. Summative assess-
ment was the only way of measur-
ing students’ learning and deciding
who passed or who failed. However,
with the assumption that summa-
tive assessment would not capture
real learning, formative assessment
was introduced in the year | joined
seventh standard. Chapter-end tests
and monthly tests replaced both

“Too often we give children
answers to remember rather
than problems to solve”

By Roger Lewin
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mid-term and final examinations.
Only lessons taught in the last two
or three months before the end of
academic year were tested for final
exam. It lightened the burden of re-
quiring students to memorise les-
sons for the whole year. However, it
did not make any difference regard-
ing real learning because the test was
still designed to measure how much
a student could remember, not the
learning. The following successive
years, the military regime introduced
chapter-end test and monthly test
systems right up to ninth standard.

There was a significant change in the
education system in the 2000-2001
academic year. It was the year | was
sent to town to attend high school. It
was also the year that the arts track,
science track and combined arts
and science tracks, excluding biolo-
gy, replaced the old combined arts
and science in the high school. We
were required to take a placement
test because the system was total-
ly new to teachers. | was placed in
“A” Room, which was considered the
smart students’ room at that time.
All “A” Room students were asked to
take the science track. Unless they
took it, they would be placed else-
where. We were also told that if we
earned high marks, we would be able
to continue to medical universities
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or engineering colleges. With that
lure, all of us, if | remember correct-
ly, chose to take it and remained in
the “A” Room. Problems arose when

we studied the science subjects. The
subjects were supposed to be taught
along with experiments in the lab-
oratory. The irony was that our sci-
ence teachers had never experienced
experiments. Some of them did not
even graduate in science but arts.
We memorised whatever was in the
textbooks, passed the exams and
graduated from high school without
having mastered any of the scientif-
ic principles, concepts and experi-
mental techniques which are so vital
for a person to become a scientist
in the future. | loved science and |
longed to be trained in experiments
in the laboratory. Long after my high
school years, Myanmar still cannot
actualise it.

Another major blow in my school-
ing happened when | joined Gov-
ernment Technological College. |
passed my matriculation with quite
good marks. Therefore, | was admit-
ted to an engineering college. | was
full of hopes that | would have prac-
tical experiments and training there.
After the first year of my college,
my hopes were shattered into piec-
es. In that year, the textbooks were
changed from Burmese to English.

Only rote learning was promoted at
the college in a time when mountains
of facts and information could be ac-
cessed from our finger-tips. Neither
practical experience nor skills were
provided, which would be crucial
for students to enter the work life.
Textbooks were written in technical
English, which hindered students,
who could not even use function-
al English, to master the subjects.
What is ironic is that to graduate in
A.G.T.l, students were required to
write a term paper, which they had
never been trained in or taught, and
they did not know how to research
and write it. They resorted to send-
ing photocopies of selected texts on
a particular topic to a computer shop
where the copies were cut, arranged
and bound into a booklet. That is
how my friends and |, including
many others from other disciplines
| believe, graduated in A.G.T.I (Bio-
technology) in 2004 without even
knowing what it was.

Our education system has failed to
prepare students for the 21st cen-
tury. Poor students like me had to
invest all available resources to get
this far but ended up not really learn-
ing anything substantial. Until now,
graduates from universities, colleges
and institutes are not equipped with
problem solving, communication,
collaboration, teamwork, informa-
tion and ICT literacy, flexibility and
adaptability, self-direction, leader-
ship and responsibility skills vital for
functioning in the information age. |
wonder how they will move the coun-
try forward and mould the young and
the future generations for the rest
of the century and the centuries to
come.
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Shan-ni Language

By Lorcan Lovett

yanmar is rife with languag-

es and dialects—more than

100 are spoken throughout
the country. But the language heard
in schools is almost always Bur-
mese, the same for law courts and
parliament.

Decades of military rule has seen
the decline of teaching ethnic lan-
guages in schools; it might nurture
rebellion against the Bamar state,
they thought, so mother tongues
were spoken surreptitiously in mon-
asteries, churches, mosques, and at
home.

Some languages survived by a thread,
such as Shan-ni, a dialect spoken in
parts of northern Myanmar. On a
commission for the Japanese mag-
azine Nikkei Asian Review, | visited
Myanmar's biggest lake, Indawgyi,
where speaking Shan-ni was treated
as a crime just over a decade ago.

Now educational reforms are under-
way to re-introduce it to the curricu-
lum, partly because of the country’s
quasi-democratic transition begun
in 2011 and mostly because of a grit-
ty determination among the local
populace.

This grit is personified in Daw Khin
Pyone, an 80-year-old campaigner
for the Shan-ni, a subgroup of the
Shan. As the chairperson of a Kachin
State government Shan literature
and cultural committee and the for-
mer state minister for Shan affairs,
she has overseen an unprecedented
rise in Shan-ni teachers.

Her people are spread across south-
ern Kachin State and the northern
Sagaing Region. Those who settled
centuries ago in the valley of Indaw-
gyi have the good fortune of living
next to one of Southeast Asia’s most
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stunning examples of biodiversity,
and the misfortune of being sand-
wiched between two sides of a con-
flict more than half a century old.

Teaching of their distinct script, lan-
guage and culture was banned as
part of a wider Burmese hegemony
over the country’s numerous minori-
ties after General Ne Win's military
coup in 1962. Pushing back from
the north against the nation’s army
were the Kachin Independence Orga-
nization and its 10,000-strong mili-
tary wing, the Kachin Independence
Army (KIA), which reportedly sup-
pressed and harassed Shan-ni living
in contested territory.

Though knowledge of the script
waned over the decades, the histor-
ically Buddhist Shan-ni kept their
language alive in guarded conversa-
tions. A Burman narrative dominat-

Photo: ASIA.NIKKEI
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ed the schools, but for many the true
history was spoken in their native
tongue.

Then in September 2014, Myanmar
legally recognized ethnic language
teaching during a period of reform.
It remains a welcome though poorly
funded development that has pre-
ceded a spirited drive to rejuvenate
marginalized languages across the
country.

A local teacher who volunteers one
hour after school every weekday to
teach Shan-ni told me he learned to
read and write when he was 20 years
old, only a few years after it was “un-
safe” to speak it. Like too many peo-
ple in Kachin State, he had fled his
home because of ethnic violence.

Tensions still run high around the
lake. Ethnic rebels operate gold
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mines in the encircling mountains,
while about 55km north is Myanmar
Army-controlled Hpakant, epicenter
of the country’s multibillion dollar
jade mining industry. Shan-ni com-
munities dotted around the water
gradually formed their own militia
to oppose extortion and forced con-
scription, leading to the formation of
the more politically ambitious ethnic
armed group, the Shan-ni Nationali-
ties Army, in 2016.

At Lone Ton, the only lakeside vil-
lage where foreigners are permitted
to stay, is a checkpoint manned by
soldiers of the Myanmar Army’s no-
torious 33rd Light Infantry Division,
which is accused of spearheading
recent atrocities against the Rohing-
ya minority in Rakhine State. A few
hundred meters away, pigs pottered
through orchards around the stilted
teak house of a Shan-ni mother, who
admitted her grasp of the language
has loosened since she married a
Burmese man who speaks the dom-
inant Bamar language. Still, over a
chorus of cicadas she offered a few
words. “I have a son is na ge luk sai
kor ya. One son is luk sai kor. Kor
means one.”

When Shan-ni are asked to speak
their language, they often choose to
tell traditional stories. One of the
most resonant tales concerns the or-
igin of the lake. Legend has it that
residents of a town at the site were
so sinful and corrupt that they en-
raged the local dragon nats, or spir-
its, which then morphed into a flood
of water.

Some residents believe a species of
fish with humanlike teeth found in
the lake shows the fate of the sin-
ners. This does not stop people en-
joying the catch with a side of spicy
relish at Lone Ton’s modest eateries.
This tale would have sounded like
one wavering, unbroken word if spo-
ken in an older version of Shan-ni,
said Sai Win Htin, 42, central ex-
ecutive committee member of the
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Shan-ni and Northern Shan Ethnics
Solidarity Party. Relatively recent ad-
justments include the introduction
of stops and tweaking older words to
better fit the age, he explained.

The government has no exact fig-
ures for the Shan-ni population or
for the number of Shan-ni speakers,
although some estimate there are
300,000 in Myanmar.

“We don’t know we are Shan, we
don’t know our history, and most
Shan-ni are marked ‘Bamar’ on their
official documentation,” he said.
“We are trying to bring the Shan-ni
language back with literature, cul-
ture, a national party and a national
movement.”

Campaigner Daw Khin Pyone trav-
els around the state holding five-day
Shan-ni language workshops. She
pulled out a half-century old Shan-ni
scroll and studied it from behind her
gold-framed spectacles.

“We didn’t know our language be-
cause of the war. Some scripts were
burned and had to be rewritten,”
she said. Today those trials might
seem distant, but dangers for the
fragile revival of Shan-ni lurk in the
rumbling conflict, the lack of govern-
ment funding, and the ethnic popu-
lation moving to Myanmar’s cities.

Despite this, Daw Khin Pyone be-
lieves the future is bright for the
language. Now 100 Shan-ni teach-
ers cover 150 elementary schools in
Kachin State, she said—more than
double last year. “We can now teach
our ethnicity’s history. We can trans-
late medical books and laws into
our own language. That is the differ-
ence.”

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Lorcan Lovett is a writer based in Southeast
Asia. His work can be found in The Sunday
Times, Vice, The Guardian and elsewhere.
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“We didn’t know our lan-
guage because of the war.
Some scripts were burned
and had to be rewritten,”
she said. Today those trials
might seem distant, but
dangers for the fragile re-
vival of Shan-ni lurk in the
rumbling conflict, the lack of
government funding, and the
ethnic population moving to
Myanmar’s cities.
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By Ko Htay Aung
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ike any other country all over the
Lworld, children with disabilities

(CWDs) in our county cannot
access their rights to education be-
cause of barriers in their living com-
munities and schools, not because
of their impairments. Especially, in
our country—a developing one—the
barriers for CWDs to access their
rights to education in mainstream
schools are so many and more than
in other developed ones. Myanmar
people think that CWDs cannot
learn because of their impairments.
This thinking is wrong. Thinking
that CWDs cannot learn is also one
of the barriers. In reality, the main
problem for CWDs to access their
rights to education is the social bar-
riers, not their impairments. There-
fore, our Myanmar society should
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remove physical, attitudinal, cultur-
al and institutional barriers, rather
than focusing on impairments, so
that CWDs in our country can access
their right to education on the equal
basis with non-CWDs.

Perspectives and expectation of par-
ents towards their CWDs — CWDs
access to the right to education
depends on parents' perspectives
and expectations of their education.
CWDs whose parents have positive
perspectives and expectations can
go to school. But this is the minori-
ty. The majority of the parents of
CWDs perceive their CWDs in neg-
ative ways; and their expectations of
their children’s education are very
low. They still think that they do not
need to send their CWDs to main-

{d

-.F'-..uH‘_'_'h

stream school because doing so will
be in vain. They wrongly believe that
CWDs cannot learn, and even if they
can learn, they will not find any job
for their living.

According to an inclusive education
research, parents see education as a
means for their children to gain in-
dependence, find jobs and overcome
stigma. The parents of out-of-school
children have more modest and few-
er academic expectations of their
children compared to the parents
whose children are at school (Waite,
2015).

Failure to understand or implement
the human rights of disability — The
education system needs to be hu-
man-rights-oriented, rather than

Parami Journal of Education « ISSN 2709-2895



ability-oriented. The right to educa-
tion is a fundamental human right
for everyone. Culturally, in our coun-
try, education systems from the era
of the monarchy to today encourage
and praise learners with high learn-
ing abilities. The society underes-
timated and had low opinions of
learners with learning difficulties or
low learning abilities.

It seems as if schools do not care
about learners with low learning
abilities. Especially, children with
disabilities have learning difficulties
because of curricula, learning envi-
ronments, teaching aids and teach-
ing methods which are not made
accessible to the learner. Up to now,
both the education system and the
society are still thinking about how
to promote learners with high learn-
ing abilities. Our society does not
think about how to promote access
to education for learners with low
learning abilities. Of course, access
to education is not concerned with
abilities of children, but with their
human rights. An education system
should focus on being human, rather
than the intellectual quotient.

An inclusive education system at all
levels, and lifelong learning, pro-
motes the full development of hu-
man potential, a sense of dignity and
self-worth, and the strengthening of
respect for human rights, fundamen-
tal freedoms, and human diversity.

Teachers' attitudes that avoid taking
responsibility and accountability —
The greatest single factor that pre-
dicts success in schooling for CWDs
is the attitude of the teacher respon-
sible for the child's education. Noth-
ing is more important and nothing
replaces the attitude of the class
teacher towards students. Most of
CWD students cannot go to school
because teachers in mainstream
schools have negative attitudes to-
wards disability; and do not want to
take responsibility for CWDs at the
time the children are enrolled at their

Parami Journal of Education « ISSN 2709-2895

schools. The majority of the teach-
ers still want to refuse acceptance
of CWDs in their classrooms. At this
moment, laws and strategic plans re-
lated to CWDs have been adopted by
the Myanmar Government. But many
CWDs still face the refusal of their
enrollment. Because of teachers' ex-
cuses and reasons, CWDs will not be
able to learn and participate in the
newly adopted curriculum because
of their impairments. For example,
because students have to dance and
jump according to the newly adopt-
ed curriculum, CWDs are not able to
participate.

Another reason is that they have to
teach many children without a bal-
anced teacher-student ratio, so they
cannot extend the time to teach
CWDs. This is just one factor. It is
true that there are too many children
in their classroom. Some CWDs need
a lot of care in the teaching process,
but some children do not need a
great deal of care. It depends on the
degree of these children's impair-
ments. Teachers and school heads
should discuss about how to teach
CWDs needing a lot of care. In my
opinion, teachers can accept CWDs
who do not need a lot of care in their
classroom. However, the majority of
the teachers do not think about it.
When they see CWDs at the time of
acceptance, they are ready to refuse
CWDs with too many reasons.

CWDs still face such challenges to-
day, even when there have been laws
and a national strategic plan. A case
study done by Eden Center for Dis-
abled Children (2017) found that the
refusal to admit children with disabil-
ities is a challenge that mainstream
teachers grapple with to make regu-
lar schools inclusive in Yangon. This
is similar to UNICEF (2016) findings
that some teachers in Myanmar do
not want to have children with dis-
abilities in their classrooms.

| would like to share my own experi-
ence of enrolling in my schooling life.

GENERAL ARTICLE | CROSS-CUTTING ISSUES

| am a person with disability going to
mainstream schools until attaining a
bachelor degree. | will never forget
my experience of enrolling at a pri-
mary school for the first time. | was
not able to walk well up to the age
of 5 because of my physical impair-
ments and the developmental delay
that resulted. When | was enrolled
at the primary school, the Headmas-
ter did not want to accept to me be-
cause of my impairments. He told
me that he would accept me if | was
able to walk. If not, he would not ac-
cept me because he was not able to
take responsibility for me. Therefore,
| had to walk in front of him, trying
my best. Since | was able to do, | had
an opportunity for going to school.
This Headmaster of the school did
not take any responsibility for me to
attend the school.

Lack of capacities for teachers to
teach CWDs inclusively — Accord-
ing to my experience of doing case
studies about inclusive education,
mainstream teachers face many dif-
ficulties in teaching and communi-
cating with CWDs because they did
not have the capacity to teach CWDs
inclusively in their classrooms. This
is a huge barrier for school engage-
ment of CWDs in their schools. We
need to fill this gap as soon as pos-
sible. In my opinion, there are two
important things for school engage-
ment of CWDs—attitudes and skills
in inclusive pedagogy.

According to my knowledge, in our
country there have not been any
skillful ~ teachers in mainstream
school to make inclusive education
for CWDs. For example, they do not
know how to communicate with chil-
dren with hearing impairments. They
do not have skills to handle children
with intellectual impairments. Since
they cannot teach CWDs in inclusive
ways, the CWDs drop out from their
school without completing. An edu-
cation system should welcome every
child under any condition. Teachers
should have abilities of communi-
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cating and dealing with any child;
and teaching all children in inclusive
ways. If not, CWDs cannot have ac-
cess to and engage in mainstream
schools. They lose their rights to ed-
ucation.

School environments — For the pur-
pose that CWDs can access their
rights to education, the school en-
vironments should be accessible
for all children, including children
with disabilities. Roads, buildings,
entrances and classrooms in school
compounds should be accessible
for CWDs to mobilize. Please visu-
alize a school that is very familiar to
you. Do you think that a child using
wheelchair can mobilize in his/her
school environment easily?

CWDs have difficulties in using toi-
lets in their schools. This is one of
the huge barriers for CWDs. Accord-
ing to my experience in doing case
studies and disability related docu-
mentaries, CWDs and persons with
disabilities (PWDs) who attended
mainstream school faced difficulties
in going to school. For the others,
it seems that it would not be im-
portant, but these difficulties are a
strong reason for CWDs to drop out
from their schools.

The whole education system focus-
es on curriculum and exams — Up to
now, the education system in Myan-
mar has focused on curriculum and
exams, rather than making adjust-
ments in line with CWDs' needs.
Currently used curriculum and exam
systems are rigid. Of course, an ed-
ucation system for the purpose that
CWDs can access their rights to edu-
cation should be child-centered. Cur-
riculum and exams should be made
adjustable, based on the children's
needs and context.

Currently, if the children want to be
in school, they must learn curricu-
lum that is centrally developed, sit
for exams answering centrally devel-
oped questions and pass those ex-
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ams. In the other words, CWDs have
to try their best in fitting with the
running processes in the current ed-
ucation system. If the CWDs cannot
adopt these processes, they cannot
be in school. Myanmar people mis-
understand that the children should
be changed to be in line with the cur-
rently running education processes
in education system. In reality, the
currently running processes should
make adjustments in line with needs
of CWDs.

So, it is time to break these barriers
restricting CWDs from accessing
their rights to education. Respon-
sible institutes (both government
and non-government organizations)
should take action for removing bar-
riers for CWDs. Parents of CWDs
should be aware of the concepts of
disability and inclusive education.
For this purpose, awareness raising
programs should be launched. The
education system should be trans-
formed from ability-oriented to hu-
man-rights based oriented. Teachers
in mainstream schools should be
provided with disability and inclu-
sive pedagogy trainings so that they
perceive CWDs in the right ways and
teach CWDs inclusively in their main-
stream classes together with non-
CWDs. School environments should
be barrier-free for CWDs in-line with
the principles of universal designs.
The education system should be
transformed from the teacher, cur-
riculum and exam centred approach-
es to the child centred approach.
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Testing Times for Higher Education:
Reimagining the Unique Role of Higher Education
Institutions in Today’s World

By Kyaw Moe Tun

Introduction

here has never been a greater
Tpressure on higher education

institutions (HEls) than the
present times. This pressure has
been mounting with the increasing
prominence of three phenomena: a)
skills training and micro-credentials,
b) digital transformation and artifi-
cial intelligence, and c) globalization
and butterfly effects. These three
phenomena will transform the land-
scape of higher education amidst
the Fourth Industrial Revolution.

The objectives of this paper are two-

40 30 OCTOBER 2020 . VOL 1 ISSUE 1

fold. First, to illuminate how these
three phenomena have impacted
HEls. Second, to share a perspective
on the unique role of HEIs in today’s
world in light of the changing edu-
cational landscape so that higher
education stakeholders can stay true
to the mission of higher education.
In this paper, | will demonstrate that
these phenomena are remnants of
World War | and World War Il, which
saw major developments in the lat-
ter part of the twentieth century
and onwards. | argue that these de-
velopments serve as catalysts and
provide opportunities for HEIls to

re-evaluate and improve themselves,
and perhaps, evolve to show their
unique worth to their most import-
ant stakeholders—students. Specif-
ically, | propose that HEIs focus on
three things—habits of mind, inter-
disciplinarity, and emotional intelli-
gence—to be relevant to the society
they serve.

Phenomenon 1: Skills Training and
Micro-Credentials

There have been a great number of
articles questioning HEIs on wheth-
er they keep pace with equipping
graduates with necessary skills to
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compete in the job market (Chamor-
ro-Premuzic & Frankiewicz, 2019;
Morrison, 2015). The World Eco-
nomic Forum has joined the dis-
cussion to contribute in listing the
top ten skills that students need to
thrive in the Fourth Industrial Rev-
olution (World Economic Forum,
2016). There is even a push among
higher education institutions to de-
liver job-relevant skills via differ-
ent industry partnerships to their
students. Some argue that earning
college degrees is becoming less
important and acquiring job skills
is more important (Kasriel, 2018),
and some go even further to raise
questions regarding the possibility
of replacing higher education with
a series of stackable micro-creden-
tials, such as ‘nanodegrees’ and ‘mi-
cro-masters’ (Horton, 2020; Nietzel,
2019; Williamson & Pittinsky, 2016).

While these developments in train-
ing and micro-credentials are recent,
the trend to fill the gap of job-specif-
ic skills has been with us since the
beginning of organized education.
While training for a specific skill has
its roots in education itself, the im-
portance of systematic training was
recognized only at the end of World
War I, and implemented during
World War Il (Torraco, 2016). The
United States Department of War
created a program in 1940, called
Training Within Industry, under the
War Manpower Commission to meet
the demands of production workers
as American soldiers went to war.
While the program ended in the Unit-
ed States by the end of World War I,
its legacy survived in war-torn coun-
tries in Europe and Asia, especially
in Germany and Japan, which were
undergoing considerable national
rebuilding. Japan, in particular, has
taken this practice and made its own
version, called Kaizen (meaning ‘im-
provement’). Slowly, this practice of
training to meet the needs of specif-
ic jobs or professions has grown into
a highly dynamic and professionally
organized field, now known as Hu-
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man Resource Development (HRD)
(Marquardt, 2009; Richard A. Swan-
son, 2001).

Human Resource Development re-
sembles vocational and technical
education. Yet the two are still seen
as disparate fields. Vocational and
technical education typically focuses
on developing skills in what are con-
veniently termed ‘blue-collar’ work-
ers, such as electricians and plumb-
ers. Human Resource Development
as a field, despite its historical roots,
has broadened to include not only
training and development of skills in
all ‘colored-collar’ jobs, but also im-
proving relationships and processes
among individuals for the success of
an organization (also known as or-
ganizational development, OD) (Mc-
Lagan, 1983).

Companies are spending increasing
amounts on human resource cor-
porate training and development.
These companies either internally
develop their own training and de-
velopment programs or outsource
them to meet the needs of their or-
ganization. Due to such a rise in de-
mand for training and development,
the training service industry has
boomed in recent decades. In North
America alone, the training industry
market size during 2018 is estimat-
ed to be at $170 billion (Mazareanu,
n.d.).

Training companies offer services in
providing bite-sized, tailored train-
ing programs in leadership, health
and safety, information technology,
and sales, as well as selling tools
in authoring, assessment, platform,
and gaming (for the purpose of this
perspective, we are more interested
in the former, as it deals more with
actual training and development
programs). Training and develop-
ment is delivered through various
modes—via in-person workshops or
digital platforms such as live online
sessions or self-paced digital cours-
es. In addition to well-established
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training and development compa-
nies founded in the years after the
world wars, such as Cegos, Devel-
opment Dimensions Inc. (DDI), and
the Center for Leadership Studies,
the subsequent technology industry
boom enabled newcomers such as
edX, Udacity, and Coursera to pro-
vide online professional and voca-
tional training programs. The train-
ing and development platforms for
career advancement in bite-sized
programs by online providers have
taken on curious names, such as
MicroMasters programs and X-se-
ries Programs (edX), Nanodegree
programs (Udacity), and Specializa-
tion programs (Coursera), thanks to
digital transformation (see section
below).

With exponential developments in
these job-specific and skill-based
micro-credential programs, it is no
wonder that the value of higher ed-
ucation is being questioned (Al-Sa-
raj, 2019; Ark, 2019; Horton, 2020).
In fact, many have raised questions
and made statements such as:
“What's the point of having a college
degree?” “The future of work will be
about skills!” “Skills are more im-
portant than degrees.” As if they are
endorsing these statements, some
companies have changed their hir-
ing policies; they no longer require
a college degree as a qualification
(Connley, 2018). This emphasis on
the sole importance of skills creates
an illusion that the purpose of going
to a college or university is to gain
skills which will land graduates jobs.
With this growing assumption about
the purpose of higher education, are
higher education institutions provid-
ing any differentiated value?

Phenomenon 2: Technological
Transformation and Artificial
Intelligence

Technological transformation holds
a great promise—the promise that
lies in what Fuller coined as ephem-
eralization—the ability of techno-
logical advancement to do “more
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and more with less and less until
eventually you can do everything
with nothing” (Fuller, 1938)." Where
ephemeralization has one dimen-
sion in many sectors, it deals with
two dimensions in education, partic-
ularly in higher education. The first
dimension, in common with other
sectors, is the institutional digital
transformation (Dx) and integration
of the technology of ‘Industry 4.0’
into higher education institutions.

This involves streamlining many
of HEIs’ institutional activities to
accommodate such technological

advancements. While this is a very
important dimension of ephemer-
alization towards higher education,
particularly during crises such as the
coronavirus pandemic (COVID-19),
| will not be focusing on it in this
Perspective because this dimension
is concerned primarily with a ques-
tion of how teaching is delivered
or how technology is used in run-
ning the institution, not what HEls
are teaching to educate students,
the most important stakeholders of
HEls.? The second dimension, and
perhaps a more challenging one, is
HEIs’ ability to prepare their gradu-
ates to be future-proof (Eisenberg,
2019). This involves educating them
so that they are adaptable in an era
of drastic changes resulting from the
Fourth Industrial Revolution, a time
when the boundaries of biological,
digital, and physical worlds have be-
come fluid as a result of the concur-
rent utilization of machine learning,
artificial intelligence, robotics, the
Internet of Things, etc.

While these disruptive technologies,
enabling digital transformation and
artificial intelligence, seem rather
recent, they were largely conceived
and utilized before and during the
World Wars. The importance of tech-
nology reached its unprecedented
peak during the World Wars, partic-
ularly the Second World War (Edg-
erton, 2012). The research and de-
velopment of new technologies in
weaponry, medicine, logistics, com-
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munications, and intelligence during
that time were significant. However,
it is the use of communications and
intelligence during the War that gave
rise to the major disruptive tech-
nologies that we see today (Cuban,
1986; Saettler, 1990).

Communications and military intel-
ligence were of great importance to
both sides of the War. The German
Nazi forces relied on secret-coded
communications through the “Enig-
ma” encryption machine. The pri-
mary challenge with the Enigma ma-
chine was not just how complicated
the encryption was. The machine
was changed to a different setting
every day at midnight, complicating
attempts of decoding the messages.
Alan Turing, known as the father of
modern computing, realized that it
would be humanly impossible to de-
cipher the messages, and all work
would be futile without the help of a
machine. While some Polish cryptog-
raphers were able to crack the origi-
nal version of Enigma, the complex-
ity that the Germans added in later
versions made it virtually impossible
to figure out. In fact, making the
machine was what made Turing and
his team at Bletchley Park success-
ful in decoding the Enigma; Turing’s
computing machine took only hours
to decode the Enigma, which would
otherwise take millions of years for
humans to perform. Turing had pub-
lished his first major publication in
this field in 1936, which became the
basis for his computing machine
(Turing, 1936). Turing later wrote, in
1950, the seminal paper in the jour-
nal Mind, under the title “Computing
Machinery and Intelligence,” which
launched a field (Turing, 1950) that
would later be identified as artificial
intelligence. Through these works,
Turing revolutionized cryptography
and artificial intelligence. Almost a
century later, we are feeling the grav-
ity and richness of these fields.

The McKinsey Global Institute pre-
dicts that A.l. could replace as much

as 30 percent of the world’s human
labor, requiring 375 million people to
switch job categories by 2030 (McK-
insey Global Institute, 2017). The
scenario of self-driving cars remov-
ing human drivers (Balakrishnan,
2017), Google Translate displacing
human counterparts (Marr, 2018),
Siri promising to replace office sec-
retaries, or medical A.l. filling the
role of doctors (Longoni & More-
wedge, 2019) are not too far-fetched
anymore. While there are fears that
such technologies will steal people’s
jobs, there is an up-side: the creation
of new jobs is predicted to outnum-
ber the disappearance of old jobs
(The Economist, 2016). With such
disruptive technologies, new jobs
will appear as a result of the inevita-
ble disappearance of others (World
Economic Forum, 2018).

While some suggest what universi-
ties should teach so that the gradu-
ates have skills that are employable
in an unpredictable future, their sug-
gestions come with a modest irony.
Technological advancement happens
at an exponential rate, and some-
times in unpredictable ways, thus
changing the ways the world works
from year to year. If equipping stu-
dents to compete in today’s job mar-
ket is one of the supposed tasks of
HEls, they have a daunting task to
accomplish in this rapidly-changing
world. With this growing fear of job
uncertainty, how will HEls manage
in a changing landscape disrupted
by the rapid development of digital
transformation and artificial intelli-
gence?

Phenomenon 3: Globalization and
Butterfly Effects

The field of education, especially
higher education, is touted as an in-
strument to nurture future leaders
and global citizens. No other sector
has been tasked with a greater re-
sponsibility. And this responsibility
comes to bear an even greater signif-
icance in this day and age due to glo-
balization and the resulting rippling
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butterfly effects.

Humans are more connected and in-
terlinked than ever before in human
history. In the words of Marshall
McLuhan, the world has become a
global village, bound by the effects
of transnational politics, commerce,
culture, migration, and communica-
tion (McLuhan, 1962). While vari-
ous definitions of globalization exist
(James & Steger, 2014), | understand
globalization as the expansive nature
of social and physical interactions in
manners of ‘time-space compres-
sion’ (Harvey, 1990) across different
continents and time zones, resulting
in a very complex and chaotic world.?
This phenomenon of globalization
has created positive outcomes, such
as the high speed with which we
communicate with one another to
transfer information,* or expansive
travel routes that have allowed trav-
elers to go from one place to another
with ease.®* However, along with pos-
itive effects come unintended nega-
tive consequences. The most evident
example of this kind is the recent
coronavirus pandemic, in which a
viral disease from one location can
set off a global lockdown from one
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end of the world to the other. An
event of this sort, if it happens in
the right space and time, becomes
a world-wide phenomenon within a
few weeks, not isolated to a specif-
ic nation nor a limited geographical
boundary or strip.

While globalization is concerned with
broad and wide interconnectedness,
this era of global complexities is also
subject to the butterfly effect, a term
derived from the Lorenz’s ground-
breaking paper on the predictability
of weather over a long period, or lack
thereof (Lorenz, 1972). In the 1960s,
Lorenz was working on a computer
simulation project of earth’s atmo-
sphere, using twelve variables, such
as temperature, pressure, humidity,
and so on. He found out that the
rounding of these variables to dec-
imal places (for instance, rounding
24.120034 to 24.120 or 0.210937 to
0.211) simulated completely differ-
ent weather predictions. He used the
term “butterfly effect” to describe the
extreme sensitivity with which a par-
ticular result of an action depends
on the exactness of the action’s ini-
tial conditions. An infinitesimally
small variation in even one of the
conditions can potentially produce
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a completely different result. Simply
stated, while the present determines
the future, the approximate present
does not necessarily determine the
approximate future. Therefore, in a
complex and chaotic system, such as
this globalized world, subtleties and
nuances matter more than ever. So,
could the flap of a butterfly’s wings
in Brazil set off a tornado in Texas?
Yes, it could.

In a globalized world where minor
actions can have major repercus-
sions, decision-making bears a huge
responsibility. In a chaotic world
with a complex web of interactions,
our limited power of predictabil-
ity causes even more concern. A
tiny variation in a causative agent,
whether it be a subtle comment or
nuanced statement, could produce a
unique effect, potentially wondrous
or catastrophic. This does not mean
that there is no point in deliberating
one's actions. On the contrary, this
underscores the importance of re-
sponsibility with which we need to
make decisions, for an alternative
decision in an unpredictable space
and time has the potential to pro-
duce results of great magnitude.

No eventin history can better demon-
strate the scale of the consequences
of this butterfly effect in a globalized
world than the World Wars. Take the
First World War (1914-1918) as an
example. Prior to the war, the world
was already set with global power
alliances in place in a complex web
of political, economic, and cultural
relations. In June 1914, Austro-Hun-
garian heir Archduke Franz Ferdi-
nand and his wife made a visit to
Sarajevo, the capital of Bosnia. On
their way in the capital, Franz Ferdi-
nand and his wife were assassinated
by Gavrilo Princip, a Bosnian Serb
nationalist, leading to the July Cri-
sis. It was during this July Crisis that
military decisions were made, based
on miscalculations by many leaders
that a general war would not occur,
but which resulted in an all-out war
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among all major European nations
and was later joined by other na-
tions. The costs of the war were un-
speakable; more than fifteen million
people (soldiers and civilians) from
different sides died during the war,
some more millions in authoritari-
an countries were killed in concur-
rent genocides, many more millions
throughout the world were decimat-
ed by the 1918 Spanish flu, and hun-
dreds of billions of dollars (both di-
rect and indirect) were wasted in all
countries (Taylor, 1998). And more
consequences came afterwards. This
underscores the significance of the
consequential decisions in a chaotic
world.

This brings us to the question of what
we have to do as educators in nur-
turing future leaders and global citi-
zens, for their decisions, once made,
can have a deep impact on the lives
of many people. Think of the Coro-
navirus pandemic. While we have
yet to see the reasons behind the
world-wide health crisis, it is likely
that misguided decisions were made
among government leaders, whose
impact was felt by billions of people
across the world within a short space
of time. Many HEIls across the world
claim to produce leaders. But what
does it mean, in this day and age?
What factors need to be considered
in creating leaders to solve complex
problems in this chaotic world, such
as climate change, global health,
and food security? With this growing
realization of a sensitive and chaotic
word, how will HEIs manage to ad-
dress the fundamental issue of cre-
ating responsible leaders and global
citizens?

Reimagining the Unique Role of
Higher Education Institutions
Higher education must pro actively
respond to these phenomena. Young
HEls, particularly those that have
been established just in the last de-
cade or so, should take the oppor-
tunity of being new to put in place
structures and processes to best
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address these phenomena. Well-es-
tablished HEls, against all potential
resistance that may exist within in-
stitutions, must still develop trans-
parent processes and structures to
evolve, while staying true to their
mission, in the context of these ris-
ing phenomena.

The first phenomenon mentioned
above arises from this misunder-
standing of the purpose of higher
education. Many proponents who
suggest that on-the-job training and
development and micro-credentials
should replace traditional degrees
have made an incorrect assumption
about the purpose of higher educa-
tion. They assume that university
education is all about acquiring dis-
ciplinary knowledge and profession-
al skills to produce human capital
for the workforce (Busteed, 2019).
This is a fatal misunderstanding in
the presence of the second and third
phenomena. In this section, | will
attempt to answer three questions.
With growing assumptions about
the purpose of higher education, are
higher education institutions provid-
ing any differentiated worth? With
the growing fear of job uncertainty,
how will higher education institu-
tions manage a changing landscape
disrupted by the rapid development
of digital transformation and artifi-
cial intelligence? And with the grow-
ing realization of a sensitive, chaotic
world, how will HElIs manage to ad-
dress the fundamental issue of cre-
ating responsible leaders and global
citizens?

To answer the first question, it is
important to understand the pur-
pose(s) of higher education. Kro-
mydas has given an interesting re-
view of this topic (Kromydas, 2017).
For the purpose of this Perspective,
suffice it to say that higher educa-
tion serves both intrinsic and extrin-
sic purposes. In order to serve these
two purposes or the purposes in be-
tween, higher education equips stu-
dents with skills and habits of mind,
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in addition to knowledge in subject
areas. In an era where knowledge is
at our fingertips, skills and habits of
mind become even more important.
Intrinsically, these skills and habits
of mind can help students to en-
gage with their internal thoughts so
that they may develop and nurture
their own meanings, purposes, and
self-understanding. Extrinsically,
these skills and habits of mind can
help students to engage with exter-
nal relations so that they may func-
tion and contribute in their commu-
nities, societies, and environment.

Here, the understanding of the dif-
ference between skills and habits is
important. A skill is a competence,
usually conscious, honed through
frequent training. A habit is a dis-
position, usually subconscious or
unconscious, cultivated through
frequent repetition. A skill, when
deliberately practiced with enough
time over a long period, becomes
an unconscious and automatic one,
thus called habitual skill. While the
time it takes to form a habit varies
depending on the nature of the skill
and the willingness of the person,
developing a habit can take a very
long time. Even picking up a simple
habit in one’s everyday routine, such
as drinking a bottle of water or eat-
ing a piece of fruit with lunch, can
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take between 18 to 254 days (Lally,
Jaarsveld, Potts, & Wardle, 2010). It
is important to be mindful that these
actions do not even require a sophis-
ticated amount of learning to begin
with. Imagine how long it would take
to develop a habit of higher order
thinking (thus called habit of mind).
A perfect example would be learning
how to read critically to acquire the
skill of critical reading (conscious
stage) and then to imprint the hab-
it of critical reading (subconscious/
unconscious stage) so that it be-
comes part of someone.

Arthur Costa has researched the
habits of mind that teachers must
help students to cultivate (Costa, A.
(Ed.), 2001). He has examined six-
teen habits while acknowledging that
there may also be other habits devel-
oped over time. These habits include
questioning and posing problems,
striving for accuracy, communicating
with clarity and precision, managing
impulsivity, thinking about thinking
(metacognition), thinking interde-
pendently, and listening with un-
derstanding and empathy, to name
a few. One can use these habits of
mind both for intrinsic and extrin-
sic purposes. When someone thinks
about his/her life’s meaning or pur-
pose so as to become a whole and
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enriched individual (serving intrinsic
purpose), he/she must use the hab-
its of metacognition, interdependent
thinking, questioning and posing
problems, and perhaps more. When
someone communicates to his/her
colleague at work (serving extrinsic
nature), he/she must use the habits
of communicating with clarity and
precision, managing impulsivity,
thinking interdependently, listening
with understanding and empathy,
and others. When someone under-
takes the work to understand ques-
tions of a scientific nature, such as
the beginning of time (serving dual
intrinsic-extrinsic purposes), he/she
must use the habits of questioning
and posing problems, striving for
accuracy, thinking interdependently,
and many more.

So, to answer the first question,
“With growing assumptions about
the purpose of higher education, are
higher education institutions pro-
viding any differentiated worth?” the
answer is a resounding “yes.” Habits
of mind take years to develop. This
is the reason why many short-term
training programs on higher-order
habits such as critical thinking and
effective communication fail. And
this is where HEIs offer unparalleled
differentiated worth—powerful and
immersive long-term learning envi-
ronments in which students hone
skills and imprint habits so that they
can have an enriched life (both in-
trinsically and extrinsically). This is
not to say that you can develop these
habits only at higher education insti-
tutions. However, there are no oth-
er dedicated and integrated insti-
tutions like HEIs, in which you can
develop these skills and habits of
mind in addition to acquiring knowl-
edge in subject areas by interacting
with teachers, learning with peers,
doing research under supervision,
and more over a long period of time
(undergraduate programs normally
take 3—4 years).

In this relatively simple framework
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of the purpose of higher education,
it is easy to see that building human
capital for the workforce, while es-
sential for the society, is only one
output of HEIs. HEIs strive to cre-
ate individuals both intrinsically and
extrinsically. HEls aspire to serve as
knowledge and discovery hubs that
offer paradigm-shifting views. HEIs
are and have always been more than
breeding grounds for employees. In
fact, | would even argue that educat-
ing students with the sole focus of
turning them into just workable indi-
viduals, almost robotic, is inhumane
and dehumanizing.

The perception that you go to HEls
to equip yourself with skills to be
employable needs to change.® In
fact, this ill-informed perception that
education is just to provide skills to
find a job is harmful to the growth of
students. As much as you do not live
only to work, you do not learn only to
work either, for learning has always
been part of living for humans. HEIs
must step up to educate the general
public on the unique role of higher
education, rather than giving in to
whatever the industry needs at the
expense of the mission of the institu-
tions.” Universities were developed
historically in religious or semi-re-
ligious settings to fulfill spiritual
or/and intellectual needs, serving
a human need that is greater than
just producing a worker. If you com-
promise that, there is nothing left of
higher education nor any place left
for the highest form of human inspi-
ration. If you strip that off, an HEI
is nothing but an appendage of com-
mercial activity.

A whole integrated understanding
of the purpose of higher education
is thus necessary, i.e. students go to
higher education institutions to be-
come a whole individual with skills
and habits of mind that help them
both intrinsically and extrinsical-
ly. This understanding is becoming
more important in light of the sec-
ond and third phenomena for HEls,
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and HEIls have a responsibility to
respond to those phenomena both
for themselves and for the society
they serve. We need to combine two
questions to address the second and
third phenomena and ask, “How can
HEls respond to this ever-changing
chaotic and globalized world, replete
with technological disruptions and
artificial intelligence at this point of
transition to the Fourth Industrial
Revolution?” While nobody knows
what the future holds for us, | can
see three trends necessary within
higher education institutions.

The first is a renewed focus on hab-
its of mind. HEIs would benefit from
evaluating what habits of mind would
be of most relevance in the era that
we live in, and cultivate those hab-
its among students for their intrin-
sic and extrinsic development. While
there may be other new habits in
addition to the cited habits by Costa
(2001), one habit that seems to be
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of significant relevance in my view
is the habit of unlearning. In this
rapidly changing world, the knowl-
edge that you acquire this year may
become obsolete the next year. HEIs
must figure out how to best nurture
these habits within their institution
and its structures.

The second trend is in the active
development of interdisciplinarity.
HEIs must focus on engaging stu-
dents in ever-more interdisciplinary
fields, rather than imparting disci-
plinary knowledge. When the phys-
ical, digital, and biological worlds
become blurred with the Fourth In-
dustrial Revolution, so do the dis-
tinctions among the studies of the
physical, biological, and social sci-
ences, as well as arts and human-
ities. No single discipline will be
able to accurately depict reality and
make it relatable to us. Narrowly-de-
fined disciplines will merge among
themselves to give birth to emerging

fields. In fact, this merging already
exists in fields such as chemical bi-
ology, medical anthropology, digital
humanities, and various others. We
are destined to see more of these at
a greater level in the development of
study majors.

The third is the focus on the hu-
manness in this chaotic web of in-
teractions. When A.l. robots can do
basically what we humans currently
know we can do, the real question
that drives us then is, what can they
not do? The answer lies in areas that
machines cannot solve, but that hu-
mans must. While we have yet to see
what these precise areas are going to
be, they will most likely come from
something very human, perhaps
emotions as we know them. Future
leaders and global citizens who have
compassion and responsibility in ad-
dition to having the interdisciplinary
knowledge and the habits of mind
will be of utmost importance if we
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are to live on, care for, and cherish
this “pale blue dot” (Sagan, 1997).
For this very reason, a serious in-
tegrated framework for cultivating
emotional intelligence will become
a must in the mission of every HEI.

These trends, if implemented, would
revolutionize HEls to nurture hu-
mans as intrinsically whole and ex-
trinsically competent. Perhaps this
would be the best preparation to
welcome a fifth industrial revolu-
tion—the revolution that addresses
the biggest questions of humani-
ty, the kind of humanity that shows
respect to and cares for all humans
and organisms living on this planet.
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ENDNOTES

1. It is to be noted that ‘less’ here means
lower financial, human, and time resourc-
es. It is going to be even more important
in developing countries like Myanmar,
where skilled and experienced human re-
sources required to run a university at an
international standard are poor.

2. The most evident example is how HEls
are responding amidst the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Colleges and universities have no
option but to resort to digital platforms,
even if the level of infrastructure required
for such learning is, at best, experimental
even at the most established HEIs (LeB-
lanc, 2020).

3. The word ‘chaotic’ bears the scientific
sense of chaos.

4. Commercial transatlantic telecommuni-
cations were established by AT&T only
in 1920s, making communication across
different continents viable for ordinary
citizens, open for “every telephone sub-
scriber” for the first time in 1927 (O'Dell,
2005).

5. The first international commercial flight
took off in 1919 from London to Paris
(Street, 2019).

6. This narrative is gaining traction these
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days, especially in Myanmar, where high-
er education institutions have been rath-
er weak for decades. | argue that this is
ill-perceived on the part of such propo-
nents, who are looking to address short-
term needs and extending their ill per-
ception to the long-term development of
a country. Amidst the growing concerns
among stakeholders—students, parents,
teachers, educators, and government of-
ficials—it is time to step back and have
a hard look at the purpose of university
education.

7. This is not to say that school-industry
partnership is not important. This is to
stress that the partnership must be done
without compromising the mission of
the HEIs. HEIs should not be advertising
solely based on how their graduates are
employed, as the very act of doing so puts
them at the mercy of industry favoring
them.
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The Student-Centered Approach and its Challenges

By Pan Ei Khin
Translated by Phone Nanda Min (Phillip)

he key to a successful class is

I the participation of students.
Therefore, we are encouraged

to focus on a student-centered ap-
proach in the process of transform-
ing education. Cannon (2000) argued
against prioritizing the educator’s
control in the traditional teaching
method, and said that students are
the ones who take responsibility for
the class. Also, McCombs and Whis-
ler (1997) said that students think
that learning is more meaningful if
the topics they discuss are related
to their lives, needs and interests.
Students’ perspectives can be seen
through classroom discussions,
individual presentations, or teach-
er-student interactions in whichever
subject they are learning in the class-
room. However, it is not easy to use
the student-centered approach in re-
ality on a larger scale. In this article,
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the benefits of the student-centered
approach, its limitations and recom-
mendations for how to use the stu-
dent-centered approach more widely
will be presented.

The Benefits of the Student-Centered
Approach

There are many benefits of the stu-
dent-centered approach, and | would
like to present some of these. The first
benefit is that the classroom can be
transformed from a passive learning en-
vironment to an active learning environ-
ment. In general, students in Myanmar
have had very few opportunities to ex-
press their perspectives because of the
dated system of education they experi-
enced; teachers would lecture for most
of the class period. This system shaped
students into being timid and quiet
learners. However, students who get
to experience the student-centered ap-

proach become responsive learners. Re-
gardless of being right or wrong, when-
ever the teachers give such students the
chance to speak, they accept this op-
portunity with confidence. Students are
able to learn lessons actively by having
discussions with their teachers, having
debates, and by asking about anything
they are not clear about without any
hesitation. Therefore, it is necessary to
provide more student talk-time.

Another benefit is that students can ex-
change their knowledge with each other.
Students should be encouraged to have
unsupervised discussions with each
other and to share knowledge with each
other. Besides learning from the teacher,
learning from classmates (i.e. peer-to-
peer learning concept) should be used
in reality. Boyer (2015) said that effec-
tive learning includes not just sharing
knowledge with one another, but also
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includes transforming and propagating
knowledge. Sometimes, unexpectedly
good ideas can be learned not only from
textbooks and teachers but also from a
friend.

Moreover, assessing student progress
can also be accomplished. When as-
sessing student progress, it is normally
done verbally or in writing. Especial-
ly in Myanmar, testing students at the
end of the year (i.e. summative assess-
ments) is used more than the practice
of consistent testing through the whole
year (i.e. formative assessments). In
other words, in most cases, only the
results of the summative assessments
are recognized as the real results. This
practice needs to be reduced; students’
knowledge or proficiency should be as-
sessed by a student-centered approach.
According to Wiggins (1989), when as-
sessing the students’ proficiency by the
student-centered approach, it does not
depend on the students’ memorization
capabilities, but rather it can only be
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assessed on the practical activities that
students perform. For example, stu-
dents can be asked to do individual or
group presentations. The students’ level
of knowledge on the topic at hand can
also be assessed by other students ask-
ing them questions after their presen-
tation. This means that student knowl-
edge of the lessons can be assessed by
discussions with each other.

The last benefit is that soft skills can
be nurtured with the student-centered
approach. Keeling (2004) stated that
universities and colleges train their
students to cultivate leadership skills,
communication skills, and the ability
to think critically. Knowledge and skills
need to be used in order to be indepen-
dent within this challenging society. The
student-centered approach can arm stu-
dents with these skills.

The Limitations of the Student-Centered
Approach
There are challenges and limitations

L e
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for implementing the student-centered
approach. The first challenge is not
being able to escape the conventional
classrooms where teachers lead their
lessons. The teacher talk-time must be
almost a hundred percent of the class
time. Duch, Groh, and Allen (2001) stat-
ed that lecture-based learning can result
in a lack of student enthusiasm and re-
duced participation. They also pointed
out that there can be a lot of gaps be-
tween the topics taught in the lessons
and then being able to apply these top-
ics in real life; they will not be able to
give students the skills and the capabil-
ities that they must have. Not only are
the students just quietly listening to
the teacher’s lecture but they also do
not have a chance to ask questions and
class time is spent very quietly.

Furthermore, another challenge is that
students are not able to become used to
learner autonomy when learning within
the teacher-centered approach. Holec
(1981) stated that learner autonomy is
students having the abil-
ity to take responsibility
for their own learning.
This means students
having the freedom to
choose what to learn, the
when and how according
to their needs, interests,
and ability. However, stu-
dents in Myanmar still
need to be able to expe-
rience learner autonomy.
Another  challenge s
large class sizes. Gener-
ally, teaching a class with
forty or more students
is not an easy thing to
do. It is difficult to ap-
ply a student-centered
approach effectively in
such classes in the given
time. Although students
are asked to discuss their
individual  perspectives
as much as possible, it
is impossible to obtain
each and every student’s
view and share them all in
a single class because of
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the time limitations or size of the class.

The last challenge is the classroom’s
emotional climate. According to the
definition given by Daniels and Shu-
mow (2003), the classroom’s emotion-
al climate can come from the social
or emotional reactions between the
students and the teacher, or between
the students themselves. Classrooms
with a weak emotional climate means
a classroom environment that does not
have good rapport between the teacher
and the students, or among the stu-
dents themselves. In such situations,
students fearing the teacher or students
not being friendly to each other can lim-
it the participation in the classroom. In
Myanmar, the cultural standard of stu-
dents needing to love, fear, and respect
teachers as well as the wrong standard
of agitating teachers when asking them
questions creates a situation where stu-
dents and teachers are in close proxim-
ity but not emotionally close. Another
reason for the weak emotional class-
room climate is that students mostly sit
in one place throughout the whole year
so they only befriend the people sitting
next to them, but have very little interac-
tion with the rest of the class.

Recommendations for How to Use

the Student-Centered Approach More
Widely

I would like to recommend how to use
the student-centered approach realis-
tically. Firstly, the main stakeholders of
the education industry—the teachers
and the students—need to accept the
changes in the teaching system. Burbles
and Linn (1991) suggested that teach-
ers must give students opportunities
such as allowing students to ask rele-
vant questions, letting the students ex-
press certain problems in certain ways,
and letting the students collect informa-
tion related to the problem. Only then,
students will come to realize that they
are the ones responsible for their educa-
tion. Besides that, students need to be
active and willing to share their knowl-
edge. Students must know that rather
than relying on the teachers for learning,
they are now the one responsible for the
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learning process. That is why teachers
need to give students full learner au-
tonomy, and the students need to put
in effort in becoming responsible for
the learning process along with these
rights.

Secondly, a positive emotional class-
room climate must be built. Barr and
Tagg (1995) said that teachers need to
accept that the relationship between
teachers and students is changing.
The emotional barriers between teach-
ers and students must be taken down.
For example, criticizing a student for a
mistake related to a lesson or inflicting
corporal punishment should be avoid-
ed. Students should be friendly towards
each other. There should be united
participation in the classroom’s perfor-
mance without any gender discrimina-
tion.

Finally, make the class sizes smaller.
For teachers and students or students
themselves to be able to discuss the les-
sons effectively in the given time, class
sizes need to be small. Teachers would
be able to manage classes properly if the
number of students in the classroom is
suitable. Moreover, they will also be able
to better plan how students can partici-
pate in the lessons and what classroom
activities to implement in order to as-
sess student’s knowledge.

In conclusion, teachers may need to use
teacher-centered approach occasionally,
depending on the lesson. Furthermore,
teachers must also put more effort into
using the student-centered approach
more widely and realistically. For this,
teachers will need to consider how to
use the student-centered approach ef-
fectively in their lessons when they are
planning lessons and creating curricula
for the whole year. | would like to con-
clude that in this way, teachers would be
able to produce more qualified human
resources.
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ducation is a basic human right
E and it transforms lives. This ten-

et is at the heart of UNESCO’s
mission to build peace, eradicate
poverty and drive sustainable devel-
opment. As the Director-General of
UNESCO, Ms Audrey Azoulay, stated
on the occasion of International Day
of Education, “Without inclusive and
equitable quality education and life-
long opportunities for all, countries
will not succeed in breaking the cycle
of poverty that is leaving millions of
children, youth and adults behind.”

UNESCO supports its member states
to help people live as global citizens
free from hatred and intolerance. In
Myanmar, UNESCO is supporting
the education reform so that every
child, youth and adult - regardless
of ethnicity, race, religion, disability,
language and gender - has access to
quality education. UNESCO believes
that education is a human right for
all throughout life — everyone should
not only have access to education,
but the quality of education should
be ensured for all.
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UNESCO is the only United Nations
agency with a mandate to cover all
aspects of education. UNESCO pro-
vides global and regional leadership
in education, strengthens education

systems worldwide and responds
to contemporary global challeng-
es through education with gender
equality as an underlying principle.
Its work encompasses education-
al development from pre-school to
higher education, as well as tech-
nical and vocational skills develop-
ment and beyond. Themes include
global citizenship, peace and sus-
tainable development, human rights
and gender equality, health and
well-being, ICT in education and in-
clusive education.

Need for Education Reform in
Myanmar

Myanmar was one of the richest
countries in Asia with a high liter-
acy rate at the time of its indepen-
dence from the British in 1948 and
into the early 60s. Illustrative of the
well-developed education system
during this period was the country’s

oldest university, the University of
Yangon (then known as Rangoon
University), which was one of the
most highly-regarded institutions
in Southeast Asia during this peri-
od. The university hosted scholarly
exchanges between Myanmar and
the rest of the world, and attracted
scholars from the UK and Europe
who worked at the institution as
lecturers and professors. However,
following the military coup in 1962,
the country underwent significant
changes in its social, economic and
political spheres that left it lagging
behind its neighbours in the deliv-
ery of social services, including the
education sector. The turbulent pe-
riod left behind an education sector
with consequential challenges that
the Government of Myanmar today
is trying to address: a deeply-rooted
system of rote memorization which
has dominated classrooms as the
main method of learning, and curric-
ula that have not been updated in de-
cades, which will require an overhaul
to meet international standards.
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In November 2010, Myanmar held
its first general election since 1990,
sending a new wave of optimism
across the country. The government
led by Thein Sein undertook con-
crete steps to reform the education
sector — government spending on
education increased and other re-
strictions were gradually eased. The
nationwide Comprehensive Educa-
tion Sector Review (CESR) 2012-
2015 was launched as a key in-depth
assessment of the education sector,
with the support of UNESCO for the
review of Education Policy, Legisla-
tion, Management and Financing,
Supervision and Quality Assurance
of the Education Sector, together
with World Bank and Australia. UNE-
SCO was also involved in the Teach-
er Education and Management re-
view during the CESR. Additionally,
UNESCO provided a working paper
on Education Legislation and Educa-
tion Decentralization, which guided
the development of the National Ed-
ucation Law (NEL).

Five years later, the election of the
current Government led by the Na-
tional League for Democracy initi-
ated more comprehensive reforms,
reaffirming the Government’s com-
mitment in the education sector
reform. The landmark National Ed-
ucation Strategic Plan (NESP) 2016-
2021 was unveiled in February 2017,
drafted upon strong evidence-based
recommendations from the CESR.
At the national level, education is
at the core of the reform agenda of
the Government, formulated in the
ambitious Myanmar Sustainable
Development Plan (MSDP) 2018-
2030 as the blueprint and strategic
direction for nationwide reform in
Myanmar. The strategies under the
MSDP are closely aligned to achiev-
ing all 17 Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) by 2030. Introduced
in 2015, each of the Sustainable De-
velopment Goals has a set of targets
to address challenges faced globally,
including but not limited to, poverty,
inequality, climate change, environ-
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mental degradation, peace and jus-
tice. The MSDP is underlined by the
same set of key principles that recog-
nize the interconnectedness of all 17
goals, with the overarching principle
of leaving no one behind. The MSDP
has taken education reform and im-
proving equitable access to educa-
tion, and quality of education and
teaching as key to lifting the country
out of poverty and propelling Myan-
mar to the status of a middle-income
nation by 2030. Strategy 4.1 of the
MSDP 2018-2030 places the people
of Myanmar at the very centre of the
country’s new ambitions, supported
by the Government’s investments in
education which will lay the pathway
for the overall development of the
people of Myanmar to realise their
full potential.

What is Education Reform?

As highlighted in the MSDP 2018-
2030, Myanmar is currently facing
two significant challenges in the ex-
pansion of its priority development
sectors: (1) skills gaps in the labour
market, with a shortage of skilled
workers despite increased job oppor-
tunities; and (2) limited governance
and public sector management ca-
pacity.

The education sector has a vital role
to play in addressing these chal-
lenges at a very critical juncture in
Myanmar's modern history. The
Government recognizes the need
for broader institutional and organ-
isational reforms in the sector. The
commitment to the right to educa-
tion for all in Myanmar has been ar-
ticulated in the amendments to the
NEL in 2015, and the restructuring
of the Ministry of Education (MoE)
in 2016. The Government also estab-
lished the National Education Policy
Commission (NEPC) in line with the
NEL with a mandate to set education
policies, form committees to provide
oversight of activities such as curric-
ulum development, and monitor and
evaluate programmes. In 2017 and
2018 respectively, it established the

National Accreditation and Quali-
ty Assurance Committee (NAQAC),
the National Curriculum Committee
(NCC), and the Rectors Committee
(RC).

At the sectoral level, the nine trans-
formational shifts detailed in the
NESP 2016-2021 will collectively
contribute to the achievement of the
NESP goal of “improved teaching
and learning, vocational education
and training, research and innova-
tion leading to measurable improve-
ments in student achievement in all
schools and education institutions”
(p. 10 passim). Importantly, these
nine transformational shifts will en-
able the MoE to make significant ad-
vancement towards the realisation of
the Sustainable Development Goal 4
for Education (SDG 4) that ensures
inclusive and equitable quality edu-
cation for all, eliminates gender and
wealth disparities, and promotes
lifelong learning opportunities for
all.

Research has shown that teaching
method, more than any other factor,
has a greater impact on the learn-
ing outcomes of students. The cen-
tral role of well-trained teachers and
educators in the education systems
is emphasized as one of the nine
transformational shifts in the NESP,
in recognition that quality education
for all cannot be achieved without
structural changes in teacher ed-
ucation and management. In her
opening remarks at a conference on
teacher education in August 2016,
State Counsellor Daw Aung San
Suu Kyi stressed the importance of
teacher education reform in order
to change the current education sys-
tem’s focus from rote memorization
to developing citizens with critical
thinking skills. Teacher education
is one of the targets under SDG 4:
Target 4.C, which aims to signifi-
cantly boost the number of qualified
teachers, through international co-
operation for teacher training in de-
veloping countries, especially least
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developed countries such as Myan-
mar. It is imperative that teachers
and educators are empowered, ade-
quately remunerated, motivated and
qualified, and supported by well-re-
sourced, efficient and effectively
governed education systems.

Under Chapter 9 in the NESP docu-
ment, Teacher Education and Man-
agement is prioritized as a critical
component of the education sector
reform. The MoE highlights its com-
mitment to achieving the transfor-
mational shift by 2021, where all
students benefit from interactive
classroom teaching and learning
which are supported, developed and
applied by teachers. Three strategies
have been outlined for the realisa-
tion of this transformational shift:
(1) Strengthen teacher quality assur-
ance and management; (2) Improve
the quality of pre-service teacher ed-
ucation; (3) Improve the quality of
in-service teacher professional de-
velopment.

UNESCO'’s Support for Teacher
Education and Management

In Myanmar, there is an urgent need
to reform the teacher education sys-
tem to equip all teachers to deliver
quality, inclusive education. Current-
ly, primary and middle school teach-
ers in Myanmar receive pre-service
training through 25 Education Col-
leges (ECs), which are geographi-
cally spread throughout the country.
However, despite the crucial role
that ECs play in developing Myan-
mar’s teacher workforce, before the
teacher education reform, ECs strug-
gled to adequately address student
teacher needs in the face of several
challenges.

The urgency of the teacher educa-
tion reform cannot be overstated,
as highlighted by Daw Nang Malar
Than, Deputy Principal of Loikaw
EC, who said that the ECs have wait-
ed for the reform for many years.
Having served in the education sec-
tor for over 30 years and witnessing
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several reforms during her tenure,
she noted that the current nation-
wide reform is different to some of
the changes in the education sector
prior to 2000, both in terms of its
scope and scale. Previous reforms
had introduced piecemeal changes
in pedagogy without changing the
overall system of teacher education,
which made them less effective than
planned. In contrast, the current re-
form is changing the whole structure
of ECs and the promotion of the new
competency-based curriculum.

In tandem with the wider education
reform efforts in the NESP 2016-
2021, the MoE has outlined strate-
gies for improved pre-service teach-
er education and enhanced teacher
quality assurance and management
to achieve the transformational shift
that “teachers support, develop and
apply interactive classroom teaching
and learning benefiting all students”
(p-20, passim). UNESCO is a stra-
tegic and technical partner to sup-
port the MoE’s efforts in this reform
through the “Strengthening pre-ser-
vice Teacher Education in Myanmar”
(STEM) programme, funded by the
Governments of Australia, Finland
and the United Kingdom in the cur-
rent phase.

The first phase of the STEM pro-
gramme was officially launched
in July 2014, following UNESCO'’s
previous involvement in the devel-
opment of the CESR and NESP to
identify needs and priorities of the
teacher education reform. The first
phase of the programme focused
on institutional capacity develop-
ment and formulation of frameworks
for the reform. The current second
phase was launched in January 2017
to further strengthen the capacity of
the MoE in implementing the reform
while setting in motion other pro-
grammes which focus on the follow-
ing areas: the development of rele-
vant teacher policies, the design and
implementation of the new four-year
specialized pre-service teacher ed-

ucation degree programme, the en-
hancement of EC management and
administration, and the mainstream-
ing of gender equality, human rights,
peace and sustainable development
across all activities.

The ongoing upgrade of the two-year
diploma into a four-year specialized
pre-service teacher education degree
programme is a major undertaking
initiated by the MoE in recognition
of the need to improve the quality
of teacher education. The existing
teacher education curriculum, which
has not been comprehensively re-
vised since 1998, is outdated in both
content and delivery, relying most-
ly on old textbooks. Furthermore,
the curriculum is overcrowded with
unusually advanced academic sub-
ject content for a teacher education
course, which does not provide suf-
ficient time for student teachers to
learn teaching skills. To address this,
UNESCO is developing the capacity
of the MoE and the curriculum core
team members consisting of over
100 teacher educators, to develop
the new four-year competency-based
teacher education curriculum, taking
into account the national context as
well as international standards and
trends. The new curriculum provides
the content student teachers will
need to master and apply in order to
use interactive teaching and learning
methods to benefit all students with
differentiated learning needs.

To build confidence of teacher edu-
cators in adapting to the new ways of
teaching and learning and in deliver-
ing the new curriculum, a series of
professional development activities
has been organized. One area of sup-
port is on ICT skill enhancement of
teacher educators, considering the
increased use of ICT in teaching and
learning across subjects in the new
curriculum. In most ECs, there has
been no upgrade of hardware, soft-
ware or maintenance capability of
ICT equipment. Consequently, about
half of the limited stock of equip-
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ment were outdated and in need of
repair and maintenance. Under the
STEM programme, the ECs’ ICT in-
frastructure has been significantly
boosted, with broadband Internet
access made available in all ECs, and
other necessary equipment such as
laptops, tablets and projectors pro-
vided. UNESCO has also created an
e-library’ as a digital repository to
share teaching and learning resourc-
es and organized training sessions
to teacher educators on the safe and
effective use of ICT in ECs.

The teacher education curriculum
reform for the four-year degree pro-
gramme would not be effective if
students do not have the most qual-
ified teachers placed at each level of
schooling. At present, there are no
comprehensive teacher policies that
are up to date and aligned with oth-
er reform efforts. UNESCO supports
the MoE in organizing seminars and
consultations to discuss teacher
policy development on recruitment,
deployment, and career paths with

Photo: UNESCO MYANMAR
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stakeholders including MoE offi-
cials, parliament members, NEPC
members, international experts and
development partners. The Teacher
Task Force (TTF) was established in
2019 with 27 members with back-
grounds in the MoE, Universities of
Education, ECs, and teacher unions.
The TTF has the responsibility of ad-
vising on the development of a com-
prehensive teacher policy, beginning
with a policy on teacher recruitment,
deployment and promotion. Formu-
lating a teacher policy will support
the new specialization tracks for
primary and middle school teach-
er training in ECs that are essential
parts of the pre-service teacher edu-
cation reform. Importantly, policies
on teachers’ promotion must be eq-
uitable across all levels; otherwise,
the introduction of specialization
tracks for primary and lower sec-
ondary school will not be feasible or
attractive to teachers and student
teachers.

With UNESCO'’s support, the MOE is

7

M
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drafting a framework to put in place
quality assurance measures and
processes. The Myanmar Teacher
Competency Standards Framework
(TCSF) is the first national-level ar-
ticulation of standards for Myanmar
teachers during various stages of
their professional growth. Current-
ly, it has been developed, validated
and is ready for implementation for
junior level teachers. The TCSF is the
basis of teacher quality assurance
and will serve as a guide to teacher
training and continuous profession-
al development, with implications
for future licensing/certification and
promotion schemes. The TCSF is
necessary not only for the new EC
four-year specialized degree pro-
gramme, but also for the in-service
teacher education reforms, ensuring
that teachers meet the relevant stan-
dards towards improving teaching
quality.

Furthermore, management and
administration of ECs need to be
strengthened. Prior to 2017, plan-
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ning, budgeting, financial reporting
and other management functions of
ECs were largely supported by the
Department of Higher Education.
The EC management staff had re-
ceived limited, non-regular training
in the preparation of the annual bud-
get and work plan — a key aspect for
budget allocation to ECs, which is
based on the number of teaching and
non-teaching staff, and the number
of student teachers. To support the
gradual shift of the management of
ECs to EC level, UNESCO conducts
training sessions for EC manage-
ment and administration staff that
support data-driven planning and
uses a simulation model to project
teacher needs. The simulation mod-
el is used to project the number of
primary and middle school teachers
that are and will be needed in Myan-
mar, which has implications for the
number of student teachers to be re-
cruited and trained at ECs. The pro-
jections from the simulation model
are used to build scenarios for cost-
ing and for determining policy on
overall teacher recruitment, deploy-
ment and career paths.

Inclusion is a cross-cutting theme
in all the activities of the STEM pro-
gramme. Myanmar is highly diverse
in terms of geography, language,
ethnicity and religion, and address-
ing inclusion and equity in teacher
education is critical as education
can promote social cohesion and a
peaceful society. However, there has
been a lack of attention to values and
practices to promote an equitable
and inclusive learning environment
in the education system. The content
of the curricula similarly does not re-
flect the rich diversity of Myanmar.
UNESCO ensures that mainstream-
ing of inclusive education and ed-
ucation for peace and sustainable
development are included in the de-
velopment of the new curriculum for
the ECs. The new EC curriculum is an
important opportunity for Myanmar
to work towards its commitments to
improved learning outcomes for all

72 30 OCTOBER 2020 « VOL 1 ISSUE 1

students and to SDG 4 for inclusive
and equitable quality education—
guided by the principle of leaving no
one behind. To achieve these goals,
student teachers will need to be able
to understand and apply teaching
methods which support all students
well, and prepare students with the
competencies needed for a peaceful
and sustainable future.

UNESCO also conducted a situation
and training needs analysis of gen-
der mainstreaming in teacher edu-
cation and developed institutional
and individual action plans for gen-
der mainstreaming. The reform of
pre-service teacher education and
development of a teacher education
policy are key opportunities for gen-
der mainstreaming to advance gen-
der equality. Gender mainstreaming
requires capacity development at
an institutional and individual level
to raise awareness and understand-
ing of the importance of and path to
gender equality. Other interventions
include strengthening sexuality edu-
cation and awareness of HIV/AIDS.

Conclusion: Raising the Quality of
Teacher Education

Reforms formulated and implement-
ed over the last decade will likely
take time to yield tangible results,
but more work needs to be done in
the education sector reform. As ex-
isting challenges in the reform of
teacher education are addressed,
new challenges such as the current
COVID-19 pandemic may arise,
causing unanticipated disruptions
to both the reform process and ser-
vice delivery. Leveraging UNESCO'’s
organization strengths, the STEM
programme supports the Govern-
ment’s reform efforts in teacher ed-
ucation and the broader education
sector, for the overall development
of every Myanmar person to reach
their full potential. With discussions
for the second phase of the NESP
2021-2030 underway, the unwaver-
ing commitment of the Government
of Myanmar, the MoE, and education

stakeholders including UNESCO will
be key to achieving the goal of devel-
oping a high-performing education
system.

UNESCO is the United Nations Edu-
cational, Scientific and Cultural Or-
ganization. As a specialized agency of
the UN system, it seeks to build peace
through international cooperation in
Education, Sciences and Culture. UN-
ESCO’s programmes contribute to the
achievement of the Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals defined in Agenda 2030,
adopted by the UN General Assembly
in 2015.
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Flexible Learning

By Tint Sabei Soe Win

learning the only mode of learning

that we can have at Myanmar’s
universities? Are there any choices
we can make regarding our learning?
We study from morning to evening
Monday—Friday at our universities, if
we do not pursue a degree through
distance education. This is a normal
schedule for students in full-time
study. We have no choice regarding
our type of learning unless flexibility
is offered. Having choices and flex-
ibility in learning can benefit both
students and universities. Therefore,
this article will introduce the system
of flexible learning and how it helps
to meet students’ diverse needs and
preferences at universities.

I s our traditional classroom-based

In the Top Hat Glossary, “flexible
learning refers to the ability to cus-
tomize one’s pace, place and mode
of learning” (2020). It means that
learners have choices in their learn-
ing and can customize their ways of
learning. In another definition, flexi-
ble learning means:
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Offering students a choice in
when, how and where they study
to fit learning around other com-
mitments. This includes allow-
ing people to study at a slower
or faster pace, providing options
for where learning takes place,
as well as how to access course
information and assessments.
It can also mean more choice in
how to enter and leave study, take
breaks and re-join later. (Univer-
sities UK, 2018, p. 2)

There are over 1 million students
studying at Myanmar's universities,
including the students from distance
education universities (Ministry of
Education (Science and Technology)
[MEST], 2020). Students differ from
one another according to their back-
ground, ability, and passion. And,
their preferences of learning styles
to complete a degree are not the
same. As higher education institu-
tions (HEIs) aim to provide quality
education to all their students, it is
important that they reflect on their

delivery of services, especially from
their students’ point of view.

The majority of Myanmar's HEls
provide classroom-based learning
with a long learning duration, which
is from morning to evening Mon-
day—Friday. This is our traditional
learning form and we have no idea of
when it might be updated and made
suitable for students’ diverse needs.
Many education reforms have been
implemented in Myanmar and 16
universities (8 universities from Yan-
gon and & from Mandalay) are on the
way to being autonomous (MEST,
2020). Therefore, this is a good
time to start exploring what flexible
learning is and how it works in other
countries. Flexible learning would be
a fresh learning form for people in
Myanmar although it is an idea de-
veloped in international HEls many
years ago. Flexible learning, also
known as open learning, has been
developing in Australia since 1993
(Department of Employment, Educa-
tion and Training, 1993, p. 184), and
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in New Zealand since the mid-1980s
(Bewley, 2004, p. 5).

Forms of Flexible Learning in Some
Countries

From my experience, after 3 years of
studying at a Myanmar university, |
fortunately received a full scholar-
ship from the SHARE scholarship
program to study for one semes-
ter in another country, Cambodia.
Although my expectations of that
country and its education were not
high at first, 4 months of learning
there exposed me to their delivery of
flexible learning to the students, and
broadened my view.

Through my exchange study in Cam-
bodia, | observed flexibility in stu-
dents’ learning especially at my host
university, the University of Cambo-
dia (UC). The students in Cambodia
can pursue double degrees at the
same time. Many students at UC
come from rural areas and most of
them work part-time for their living
in the city. Regarding flexible learn-
ing, firstly, the university offers three
options of learning time, which are
called morning, afternoon and eve-
ning shifts, to the students on Mon-
day-Friday. And, two shifts are of-
fered on Saturday and Sunday. Each
shift only takes 3 hours and students
can take classes in any shift on any
day. Therefore, it allows students to
study at one shift they prefer and
study for another major at the same
or different university or work part-
time on the same day. In addition,
the university offers three semesters
(trimesters) per academic year so
that students can manage to com-
plete their bachelor’s degree pro-
gram in 4 years. Secondly, the uni-
versity offers two programs called
Khmer Track and International Track,
which use different mediums of in-
struction: Khmer and English. In the
International Track, communication
in classrooms, study materials, as-
sessments, assignments etc., are in
the English language and this track
is more expensive than the Khmer
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Track. Therefore, students can de-
cide what time and which program
they would like to study based on
their own preference, effectiveness,
and affordability.

The importance of flexible learning
was noticed in Australia many years
ago. “Undergraduate students with-
in Australia are facing increasingly
diverse social, employment, family
and financial commitments” (Zeld-
enryk and Bradey, 2013, p. 314).
Zeldenryk and Bradey suggested one
option for the university to be able to
meet the needs of diverse students.
This is delivering online, block-mode
and accelerated courses. Students
can then decide how they want to
study, and can make their person-
al and professional commitments.
Block mode is one kind of learning
in which students learn only one
subject intensively at a time, rather
than many subjects. Therefore, stu-
dents can fully concentrate on one
subject, and complete it in a short
time (Lodge, 2018; Victoria Univer-
sity, 2020). The study on preferences
and needs of occupational therapy
students from one regional Austra-
lian university showed that students
from a remote location and/or with
commitments such as family or work
preferred flexible learning options.
According to some of its findings,
students who have studied before
and/or have people relying on them
favored after-hours classes which
are after 6pm Monday—Friday, and
classes on the weekends. Among op-
tions for the pace of a course, most
students preferred subjects which al-
lowed them to study intensively and
complete quickly. Many students
(40%) also preferred online learning
materials that support their face-
to-face learning to minimize their
on-campus contact hours (Zeldenryk
and Bradey, 2013, pp. 322-324).

According to Universities UK (2018,
pp- 3-14), UK HEIs provide part-time
study, full-time study and accelerat-
ed study regarding the pace of learn-

ing to complete a first degree. These
programs take respectively 4-6
years, 3 years, and 2 years. With in-
creased flexibility by HEIls, students
can study in the evenings for their
full-time study programs. In addi-
tion, course content is available on-
line for students because their HEIs
use advanced technology blending
online and face-to-face learning. As
for flexible learning forms, many UK
HEIs provide classroom-based part-
time study, employer-based study,
online study, or a combination of
them. Classroom-based part-time
learning is a part-time study, which is
both face-to-face and online learning
at university. Also, employer-based
learning creates opportunities such
as internships and allows students
to combine their study with work.
Online learning is provided by many
HEIs for those who are employed
and looking for career growth.

According to Zeldenryk and Brad-
ey (2013, p. 326), diverse students
“benefit from a flexible educational
design that could fit around [their]
multiple life commitments” to com-
plete their degrees. Regarding flexi-
ble learning, there is another option
for Myanmar students. This is to
pursue a degree through distance
education rather than full-time study
at one of Myanmar’s HEIls. Especial-
ly those students who prefer to work
while pursuing their first degree or
just prefer to have a degree awarded
by a Myanmar HEI while studying at
another private university/college,
can choose distance education. The
lack of flexibility in learning time, in
addition to jobs in Myanmar being
mostly full-time instead of part-time,
is another main reason for students
to choose distance education. In
other HEIs, students still have flex-
ibility in minor subjects. They can
choose a minor subject they like in
each academic semester/year.

In addition, there are many flexi-

ble forms of learning that students
and HEIs can find out according to
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students’ needs and preferences.
Regarding the pace of study, bach-
elor’s degree programs in Myanmar
universities normally take 4-6 years.
Therefore, for those who do not pre-
fer the current 4-6 year programs,
both students and HEIs can consid-
er a different pace of study, which is
faster or slower than 4—6 years. Also,
they can consider other flexibilities
such as flexibility in learning time,
flexibility in course content, flexi-
bility in access to study materials,
flexibility in mediums of instruction,
and flexibility in learning styles (for
example, blended learning, employ-
er-based learning).

The idea of providing flexible learn-
ing can take place based on the
students’ needs and preferences. |
would like to point to three ways that
flexible learning supports students:
appropriateness, emerging opportu-
nities, and contingency planning.

Appropriateness

Classroom-based learning is diffi-
cult, especially for students with dis-
abilities. HEIs need to think of pro-
viding other forms of flexible learning
such as blended learning and online
learning with the support of suitable
learning materials. Besides, “for
those who work while studying or
have caring responsibilities, more
flexible approaches to learning are
required” (Universities UK, 2018, p.
2). Therefore, those with vulnerabil-
ity and commitments such as family
and work need to have flexible forms
of learning in their higher education.

Emerging opportunities

Many campus activities, volunteer-
ing and internship opportunities
have significantly increased for the
students and youth in Myanmar. As
these programs are very helpful for
personal growth, education, and em-
ployability, many students are eager
to participate early before they grad-
uate. In addition, with the constant
increase of opportunities, paid in-
ternships or part-time job opportu-
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nities are very likely to increasingly
emerge for students in Myanmar. It
can help students build experience
and earn a living. Having flexibility in
learning at universities will support
students to grasp such opportuni-
ties. Moreover, when HEIls provide
flexible learning forms in the future,
students from distance education
might consider pursuing their de-
gree at other HEIs not only in arts
and sciences, but also in technology
and others.

Contingency Planning

COVID-19 is a vivid example of the
need for contingency plans. During
this pandemic outbreak, many uni-
versities around the world closed
their campuses, and started offering
online learning to students. Univer-
sities in Myanmar have not reopened
yet. And, there were many voices
and opinions about online learning,
especially coming from students
across the country through surveys
conducted by Students’ Unions
(Soe, 2020; Khaing, 2020). Also, we
cannot avoid natural disasters, but it
is also difficult to plan for that.

Flexible learning for HEIs

Flexible learning is a great learning
system for HEIs to meet students’
diverse needs and preferences.
Whether or not students have com-
mitments, HEls can benefit from this
learning. If we look at three country
examples: Cambodia, Australia, and
the UK, we can see that they have
flexibility in their kinds of learning.
At the University of Cambodia, we
can see that students have flexibil-
ity in their learning time (morning,
afternoon, or evening) and flexibility
in mediums of instruction (Khmer
or English). In Australia, according
to Zeldenryk and Bradey, we can
see flexible learning styles such as
online, block-mode and accelerated
courses. In addition, students have
different preferences and flexible
options in after-hours classes, pace
of a course, and minimizing contact
hours. In the UK, students can learn

according to their own pace. Even
in their full-time study, they can
consider studying in the evenings.
Moreover, course content is acces-
sible online with their institution’s
technology. There are flexible kinds
of learning such as classroom-based
part-time study and employer-based
learning. Therefore, students can
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choose what form of flexible learning
they prefer.

As for HEIs in Myanmar, flexible
learning would be a great learning
mechanism that would attract a
great number of students to study.
Students from distance educa-
tion might also consider studying
through flexible learning options
such as classroom-based part-time
study and blended learning while
working. Therefore, flexible learning
not only can help HEIs meet stu-
dents’ diverse needs, but also can
benefit in increasing student enroll-
ment and universities’ income at the
same time—if financial autonomy is
granted in the future.

Flexible learning options have been
studied by many international re-
searchers for the sake of finding
suitable learning styles based on
students’ diverse needs and prefer-
ences. E-learning, one form of flex-
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ible learning, has become popular
and is being considered by many
of Myanmar’s HEls and academic
departments during the COVID-19
pandemic. Yangon University of For-
eign Languages is currently planning
to deliver online learning to their
students through Moodle Learning
System and Microsoft Teams Video

Conferencing System (Ministry of In-
formation, 2020). According to a sur-
vey conducted by Students’ Unions,
54 percent of students favored
e-learning while the rest favored
a one-year suspension for classes
amid COVID-19 (Soe, 2020). This
suggests that slightly more students
prefer suitable, convenient and safe
learning according to their situation.
Therefore, the survey highlights the
importance of considering flexible
learning forms based on situations
and students’ needs.

The number of students in Myanmar
who experienced flexible forms of
learning through their study abroad
has been significantly increasing,
and their perspective about ways of
learning at HEIs is broader. It is im-
portant for HEIs to ask themselves,
by looking at current traditional
learning: “what are students’ needs
and in what learning forms would
they like to complete their degree?”
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and “how long will we keep tradition-
al learning (classroom-based with
long learning hours) in the future?”
Flexible learning is very helpful and
suitable because it allows students
to customize their learning to com-
plete a degree. Sixteen universities
in Myanmar will be granted universi-
ty autonomy soon, therefore, this ar-
ticle encourages students and HEls
to start considering different forms
of flexible learning to meet students’
diverse needs and preferences.
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Our Greatest Global Challenge: Intercultural

Communication

By Kyle David Anderson

he world is watching in re-
I al-time the breakdown in
communication between the
United States and China. While the
two nations’ dance has always been
a tenuous one since the early twen-
tieth century, the recent fallout be-
tween Washington and Beijing has
been precipitous and crude.

Mid-May, the President of the United
States lashed out at China in a se-
ries of tweets, crassly accusing the
nation of infecting—even “killing”
—the world:
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@

Donald J. Trump & @realDonaldTrump - May 20 v

Some wacko in China just released a statement blaming everybody other
than China for the Virus which has now killed hundreds of thousands of

people. Please explain to this dope that it was the “incompetence of
China", and nothing else, that did this mass Worldwide killing!

O 436K 11 746K

Deputy Director of the Center for
American Studies at Fudan Universi-
ty in Shanghai reacted to the Pres-
ident’s tirade: “Trump’s tweets, in
terms of both the words he picked
and the way he wrote them, are dis-
graceful.” (Liu, X. and Liu, C., 2020)

The damage in this failure to com-

Q) 263.5K g

(Trump, 2020a)

municate goes well beyond loss of
profits and the injury to reputation
of the political and financial class-
es. Well-intentioned employees,
researchers, students, and cultur-
al figures, who have been building
intercultural bridges of friendship
for decades, are now caught in the
cross-hairs.
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The White House recently issued a
proclamation on the suspension of
“certain” non-immigrant students
and researchers (Trump, 2020b).
What is certain is that the targets
of this ban are Chinese nationals.
Thousands of students and insti-
tutions on both sides of the Pacific
wait anxiously as the door on edu-
cational and work exchanges seems
poised to slam shut at any moment.

The cost of such failure to communi-
cate is very high (though some might
argue its present effects are intend-
ed, and worth the cost). Whatever its
political target, the state of current
communication at the international
level is a naked rejection of the co-
operative spirit of such initiatives as
the U.S. Fulbright program that has
for decades woven a strong fabric of
collaboration:

Educational exchange can turn
nations into people, contributing
as no other form of communi-
cation can to the humanizing of
international relations. Man's ca-
pacity for decent behavior seems
to vary directly with his percep-
tion of others as individual hu-
mans with human motives and
feelings, whereas his capacity for
barbarism seems related to his
perception of an adversary in ab-
stract terms, as the embodiment,
that is, of some evil design or ide-
ology. (Fulbright, 1983)

Since 1946, the Fulbright program
has provided almost 400,000 stu-
dents, scholars, teachers, artists,
and scientists “the opportunity to
study, teach and conduct research,
exchange ideas, and contribute to
finding solutions to shared interna-
tional concerns” (BECA). My years
as a Fulbrighter in China, Italy, and
Taiwan have succeeded in instilling
in me affection and respect for those
peoples and places, and their chal-
lenges, as well as resulted in publi-
cations and advocacy on matters of
mutual interest.
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In an environment dominated by
calculated callousness, intercultural
communication itself has emerged
as one of our most pressing glob-
al challenges. The United Nations
has done an incredible job of defin-
ing, promoting and developing its
17 Sustainable Development Goals
(The United Nations, 2020). Nations
and organizations have gathered
around these themes, achieving key
targets and strengthening global
communities along the way. What
is curious, though, is that in all this
campaigning and coordination of
global knowledge and activities, we
appear to have assumed too quick-
ly the smoothness of intercultural
communication—or at least as-
sumed its stability sufficient enough
to pass over it as a stand-alone goal.
What we are now witnessing in the
world—and the tiff between Wash-
ington and Beijing is only one exam-
ple of many—is how vulnerable all
coordinated efforts are to the (mis)
fortunes of intercultural communica-
tion. Whether in official or unofficial
media, regarding COVID-19 or Black
Lives Matter, or other global crises,
words and gestures have revealed
themselves to be a chief fulcrum of
our global stability.

As educators, we bemoan the dif-
ficulty of promoting intercultural
understanding and developing ef-
fective intercultural communica-
tion with students when our politi-
cal representatives are stoking the
flames of conflict with their careless
words. It is a lamentable situation,
to be sure. But, | would argue that
this makes our responsibility all the
more urgent, and in some ways easi-
er. Administrators, staff, and faculty,
those who have been cultivating and
modeling good intercultural com-
munication for years, are now in the
position to be both the primary prac-
titioners and purveyors of this great
global challenge: intercultural com-
munication in the 21st century.

The present essay reviews some sa-

lient research touchpoints on its way
to advocating for Intercultural Com-
munication as a kind of unofficial
18th Sustainable Development Goal
grounded in the principles of Glob-
al Digital Citizenship. The blended
virtual/material realities in which
we presently operate require us to
revisit and attend to what it means
to communicate effectively as global
citizens in the 21st century. The sus-
tainability of our global community
depends upon it.

In their handbook on equitable glob-
al collaboration, Community-Based
Global Learning, Eric Hartmann and
his co-authors emphasize the foun-
dation upon which all equitable edu-
cational exchanges are built:

The goal is to develop individu-
als' empathic capacities to see,
appreciate, and commit to hold-
ing up the dignity of every person
in common community in a way
that leads to consequential ac-
tion. (Hartmann, 2018, p. 23)

The rest of their text proceeds to
outline the ways in which attitudes
and activities must be designed to
encourage respectful bilateral com-
munication that leads to co-creation
and jointly-developed solutions,
which benefit and uphold the dignity
of all participants.

In 2019, IUPUI (Indiana Universi-
ty-Purdue University Indianapolis),
host to the United State’s oldest
and largest Assessment Institute,
reemphasized this approach in their
“Guiding principles for ethical com-
munity engagement in global learn-
ing experiences”:

1. An appropriate cross-cultural
and ethical collaboration always
respects the right of the host
partner(s) to define the program,
including the needs to be ad-
dressed and the role of the host.

2. All programs should value a
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mutuality of learning and demon-
strate a respect for the knowledge
and expertise of local profession-
als, allowing them to lead when-
ever possible.

[.]

5. Every effort should be taken to
ensure the sustainability and con-
tinuity of programs [or services,
projects] with the host partner(s)
in order to avoid the exploita-
tion of the partner’s needs for
the volunteer’s/learner’s benefit.
The absence of due diligence to
ensure continuity of care, sus-
tainability of programs or main-
tenance of projects is unethical
as well as unproductive. (IUPUI,
2019, my emphasis added)

Sustaining such mutual respect and
benefit begins and ends with how
we communicate with each other. As
Nadine Dolby indicates in her article
on the decline of empathy in current
university students, the cultures we
create for ourselves weigh heavy on
our interactions:

Research in fields such as neu-
roscience, primatology, social
psychology, and cognitive ethol-
ogy (the study of animals under
natural conditions) is clearly
demonstrating what while com-
petition is innate to humans (and
animals), so is cooperation and
empathy. What seems to matter
for humans is the culture that
surrounds wus. If that culture
promotes competition, then our
brains become wired to prioritize
competition; if our culture pro-
motes cooperation and empathy,
our brains respond. This remark-
able insight from science should
give us confidence that humans
are capable of producing a bet-
ter, more humane, and empathic
world than the one we currently
have. (Dolby, 2013)

While competition for attention,
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dominance, power and resources
gains ground in national and inter-
national political discourses, educa-
tion must reaffirm cultures of coop-
eration and empathy by cultivating
intercultural communication in our
global classrooms and programs.

An entire academic field and indus-
try have grown out of this need to
develop students’ and professionals’
intercultural competency. Dozens of
instruments used by hundreds of
institutions and backed by decades
of research help to measure bench-
marks and track improvements in
the development of an individual’s
ability to thrive in intercultural en-
vironments. Some of the leading as-
sessment tools include the Bennett
Developmental Model of Intercultur-
al Sensitivity, the Intercultural Com-
petence Framework, the Intercultural
Development Inventory, the Intercul-
tural Knowledge and Competence
VALUE Rubric, the Global Perspec-
tives Inventory, the Global Compe-
tencies Inventory, the Intercultural
Effectiveness Scale, and the Global
Competence Aptitude Assessment.
While each of these has their unique
emphases and testing methods, they
all boil down to what occurs in the
interpersonal dimension and re-
lationship management—how we
speak to and treat one another. Mil-
ton J. Bennett explains that that set
of cognitive, affective and behavioral
skills and characteristics we associ-
ate with intercultural competence is
in support of “effective and appro-
priate interaction” in intercultural
contexts (Bennett, 2008). In short, it
is nigh to impossible for a poor com-
municator to be effective and appro-
priate in intercultural settings. (To
avoid misunderstanding, | should
point out that the notion of commu-
nication used here is not reducible
to objective standards of foreign
language competency, but always in-
cludes those appropriate attitudes,
skills, and knowledge that subtend
and supplement a range of foreign
language abilities, otherwise there

would be little need for intercultural
development inventories at all, since
foreign language tests would accom-
plish that just fine on their own).

The Intercultural Knowledge and
Competence VALUE Rubric, created
by the Association of American Col-
leges and Universities, articulates
its four levels of intercultural com-
petence almost entirely within the
framework of communication. The
image below, reproduced from that
rubric, contains explanations of the
highest Capstone level of compe-
tence (AAC&U, 2009):

The attitudes of curiosity and open-
ness that the VALUE rubric tracks re-
quires students and professionals to
“ask questions” and “articulate an-
swers” that reflect multicultural per-

Knowledge
Cultural self- awareness

Knowledge
Knowledge of cultural worldview frameworks

Skills
Enmpathy

Skills
Verbal and nonverbal communication

Attitudes
Curiosity

Attitudes
Openness
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spectives. More importantly, learn-
ers at the Capstone level “develop
interactions” that are non-judge-
mental with others who are culturally
different than them. Darla Deardorff,
Executive Director of the Association
of International Education Adminis-
trators, and a leading expert on in-
tercultural competency theory, plac-
es the desired external outcome of
effective and appropriate behavior
and communication in intercultural
situations at the tip of her develop-
ment model (Deardorff, 2009).

In essence, the culmination of all of
our internal work and education is
proven in manifested behavior and
communication.

The precipitous rise of social media
in the Information Age compels us

Capstone
4

Articulates insights into own cultural rules and
biases (e.g seeking complexity, aware of how
her/ his experiences have shaped these rules, and
how to recognize and respond to cultural biases,
resulting in a shift in self-description.)

Demonstrates sophisticated understanding of the
complexity of elements important to members of
another culture in relation to its history, values,
politics, communication styles, economy, or beliefs
and practices.

Interprets intercultural experience from the
perspectives of own and more than one worldview
and demonstrates ability to act in a supportive
manner that recognizes the feelings of another
cultural group.

Articulates a complex understanding of cultural
differences in verbal and nonverbal communication
(e.g, demonstrates understanding of the degree to
which people use physical contact while
communicating in different cultures or use

direct/ indirect and explicit/ implicit meanings) and
is able to skillfully negotiate a shared understanding

based on those differences.

Asks complex questions about other cultures, seeks
out and articulates answers to these questions that
reflect multiple cultural perspectives.

Initiates and develops interactions with culturally
different others. Suspends judgment in valuing
her/ his interactions with culturally different others.
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Pyramid Model of Intercultural Competence (Deardorff, 2006. 2009):

DESIRED EXTERNAL OUTCOME:
Behaving and communicating effectively and
appropriately (based on one’s intercultural
knowledge, skills, and attitudes) to achieve
one’s goals to some degree

Ethnorelative view;
Empathy

DESIRED INTERNAL OUTCOME:
Informed frame of reference/filter shift:
Adaptability (to different communication styles & behaviors;
adjustment to new cultural environments);
Flexibility (selecting and using appropriate communication
styles and behaviors; cognitive flexibility);

Knowledge & Comprehension:

Cultural self-awareness;

Deep understanding and knowledge of
culture (including contexts, role and
impact of culture & others’ world
views);

Culture-specific information;

Sociolinguistic awareness

-

Skills:
To listen, observe, and interpret
To analyze, evaluate, and relate

Requisite Attitudes:

Respect (valuing other cultures, cultural diversity)
Openness (to intercultural learning and to people from other cultures, withholding judgment)
Curiosity and discovery (tolerating ambiguity and uncertainty)

NOTES:

*  Move from personal level (attitude) to interpersonal/interactive level (outcomes)
*  Degree of intercultural competence depends on acquired degree of underlying elements

to consider seriously how these de-
sired external outcomes for inter-
cultural communication depend on
the knowledge, skills, and attitudes
formed and deployed in virtual envi-
ronments. Education has been slow
both to adopt and consider critical-
ly how personal identities, interper-
sonal relations, culture, individual
roles, and expressions shift within
digital terrains. March 2020 will al-
ways be remembered as that turning
point for education when the world
was forced to make The Great Vir-
tual Pivot. Instructors are not uni-
versally pleased with this. But, as
Flower Darby writes in the Chronicle
of Higher Education: “Maybe you're
thinking: Well, once this global
health threat recedes—with testing,
tracing, and vaccines—online learn-
ing will diminish in prevalence and
| can go back to teaching entirely in
person. Not likely. The virtual train
has left the station. And it’s to your

Copyright 2006 by D.K. Deardorff

advantage to be on it” (Darby, 2020).
Intercultural competency must now
regard virtual realms as contexts of
primary importance. It is no longer
reasonable for virtual navigation and
communication to be measured with
a double-standard, treating tweets
and online chats as somehow ethe-
real material, marginal to intercul-
tural communication.

Anticipating the challenges of inter-
cultural communication in virtual
spaces, Clemson University (a large
public university in South Carolina,
US) has organized a Faculty Learn-
ing Community to explore the con-
cept of Global Digital Citizenship,
a cross-section between Critical
Global Citizenship, Critical Digital
Literacy, and Global Readiness for a
21st-century hybrid virtual world and
workplace:

Members of that Faculty Learning
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Global
Readiness

Community, from the fields of Com-
munication, Library Science, Educa-
tion, and the Humanities, are help-
ing to clarify our understanding of
the dynamics of intercultural com-
munication in virtual spaces and to
steer developments in global learn-
ing programs at the institution that
will help students perform ethically
and effectively in the blended class-
rooms and workplaces of the future.
It is in these virtual environments
where the majority of us will likely
conduct the bulk of our intercultural
communication.

The domain of Critical Global Citi-
zenship demands that we commit to
the respect and dignity of all individ-
uals in the human family, acting in
our mutual best interests. This re-
quires that we think critically about
our own cultural, political, religious,
and economic positionality and how
that shapes our commitment to ex-
pand our individual, parochial, and
regional interests to embrace the
good of others across the world. One
of the strongest advocates of Criti-
cal Global Citizenship, philosopher
Martha Nussbaum, puts it thus:
Citizens who cultivate their hu-
manity need, further, an ability
to see themselves as not simply
citizens of some local region or
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Critical Global
Citizenship

Critical Digital
Literacy

group but also, and above all, as
human beings bound to all oth-
er human beings by ties of rec-
ognition and concern. As | have
already said, the world around
us is inescapably international.
Issues from business to agricul-
ture, from human rights to the
relief of famine, call our imagina-
tions to venture beyond narrow
group loyalties and to consider
the reality of distant lives. [...] We
neglect needs and capacities that
link us to fellow citizens who live
at a distance, or who look differ-
ent from ourselves. This means
that we are unaware of many
prospects of communication and
fellowship with them, and also of
responsibilities we may have to
them. We also sometimes err by
neglect of differences, assuming
that lives in distant places must
be like ours and lacking curi-
osity about what they are really
like. Cultivating our humanity in
a complex interlocking world in-
volves understanding the ways in
which common needs and aims
are differently realized in differ-
ent circumstances. (Nussbaum,
2002, pp. 295-296)

The domain of Critical Digital Litera-
cy demands that we examine how we

weigh, judge, process, and dissem-
inate digital information. Michael
Caulfield, Director of the Digital Po-
larization Initiative with the Ameri-
can Democracy Project, has written
an open source textbook on digital
literacy, Web Literacy for Student Fact
Checkers, where he educates stu-
dents on healthy intellectual habits
online:

The habit is simple. When you
feel strong emotion—happiness,
anger, pride, vindication—and
that emotion pushes you to share
a “fact” with others, STOP. Above
all, these are the claims that you
must fact-check.

Why? Because you're already like-
ly to check things you know are
important to get right, and you're
predisposed to analyze things
that put you in an intellectual
frame of mind. But things that
make you angry or overjoyed,
well... our record as humans are
not good with these things.
(Caulfield, 2017)

Mirjam Hauck, Senior Lecturer at
the Open University (UK) invites
us to go further to investigate how
agency and power are affected by
intercultural communication in
technology-mediated  educational
spaces. Similar to how we cultivate
awareness of positionality in materi-
al spaces, we must seek understand-
ing of how our identities fit into and
function within complex virtual net-
works of peoples and cultures. How
are we socially and politically deter-
mined, distinguished and privileged
inside digital spaces? (Hauck, 2019).

And, finally, Global Readiness re-
quires that we link the relevancy of
international competency to traits
and skills desired in the global work-
place, one which all at once went
virtual in spring 2020. Though it
might seem counter-intuitive, em-
ployers generally value “soft skills”
in new employees more than techni-
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cal skills. Presently, communication
skills are even at a higher premium
since phone and video calls are near-
ly the sole means of connection. In
2017, the Institute of International
Education developed a specific list
of 15 soft and hard skills desired by
21st century employers, researching
how they were influenced by study
abroad. These skills were compiled
from a number of other lists, in-
cluding NACE’s Career Readiness
and Competencies, The Professional
Value of ERASMUS (VALERA) Study,
Memo@© Factors of Employability/
The Erasmus Impact Study, Faktaa
— Facts and Figures: Hidden Compe-
tencies, American Management De-
velopment Competency Model, and
the Robles Study: Executive Percep-
tions of the Top 10 Soft Skills Need-
ed in Today’s Workplace (Farrugia,
2017):

The authors surveyed 4,500 alumni
of American universities to gauge

Communication skills
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improvements in these skills follow-
ing a study abroad experience. They
discovered that a majority of survey
respondents reported positive skill
gains from studying abroad in near-
ly all of the skills. While the major-
ity of students identified greatest
improvement in internal or intrap-
ersonal outcomes, approximately
half experienced significant gains in
interpersonal and intercultural skills
and communication. While students
cannot participate in study abroad
programs in 2020, many are engaged
in virtual+ programming to continue
their global learning, enrolling in im-
mersive environments online with
instructors and peers from around
the world. Though this field of inter-
national virtual exchange is still in
its beginnings, surveys have begun
to show improvements in students’
cross-cultural communication and
knowledge of others, desirable skills
for employers in interpersonal do-
main (Stevens Initiative, 2019).

The ability to convey ideas to others through verbal and written means, using clear

and effective language that accounts for the audience.

Confidence
own competence.

Course or major-related

knowledge

Curiosity

Flexibility/Adaptability

The ability to make decisions based on one’s own convictions and to trust in one’s
Proficiency in one’s chosen academic major or course content.

The openness to new experiences and desire to learn.
The ability to adjust one’s own behavior to changing circumstances and to work in

ambiguous environments. This skill includes the ability to learn and be teachable.

Intercultural skills

The ability to understand and respect different cultural contexts and viewpoints.

Includes an openness to new ideas and ways of thinking.

Interpersonal skills

Having a positive attitude to get along with others that includes social awareness,

the ability to listen, and display good etiquette.

Language skills
English.
Leadership

The ability to communicate in spoken and written form in a language other than

The ability to leverage the strengths of others to achieve common goals, and use

interpersonal skills to coach and develop others. The ability to assess and manage
one’s own emotions and those of others; use empathetic skills to guide and
motivate; and organize, prioritize, and delegate work.

Problem-solving skills

The ability to identify work-related problems; analyze problems in a systematic but

timely manner; draw correct and realistic conclusions based on data and
information; and accurately assess root cause before moving to solutions.

Self-awareness
Teamwork

Technical/computer
software skills
Tolerance for ambiguity

The ability to self-reflect and understand one’s own strengths and weaknesses.
The ability to collaborate with a diverse team, work within a team structure, and
negotiate and manage conflict.

The ability to select and use appropriate technology to accomplish a given task, or
apply computing skills to solve problems.

The ability to be comfortable with uncertainty, unpredictability, conflicting

directions, and multiple demands. In essence, tolerance for ambiguity is manifest in
a person’s ability to operate effectively in an uncertain environment.

Work ethic

Demonstrate personal accountability and effective work habits, e.g., punctuality,

working productively with others, and time workload managements, and
understand the impact of non-verbal communication on professional work image.
The individual demonstrates integrity and ethical behavior, acts responsibly with the
interests of the larger community in mind, and is able to learn from his/her

mistakes.
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It will be within this overlap or
cross-section of Critical Global Cit-
izenship, Critical Digital Literacy,
and Global Readiness that we will
witness the emergence of a new un-
derstanding of Global Digital Citi-
zenship. From there, we may begin
to articulate the sets of knowledge,
skills and attitudes that will prepare
students to be ethical, empathic,
and effective intercultural communi-
cators of our blended virtual future.
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RESEARCH ARTICLES

Environmental Lea
Governance, Resist

by Nicole Tu-Maung

ALL PHOTOS IN THIS ARTICLE TAKEN BY MATTHEW VENKER

KEYWORDS: critical education, environmental education, environmental literacy, environmental resistance, Myanmar

Abstract

rom the late 20th century onwards,

large-scale infrastructure devel-

opment and resource extraction
in Myanmar has led to widespread
socio-ecological disturbance. Simulta-
neous to intensifying environmental
issues in the country, the Myanmar gov-
ernment in the 1990s adopted a number
of policy actions, such as the creation of
the National Commission on Environ-
mental Affairs, that introduced environ-
mental awareness and education into
the state agenda. After reforms in 2011,
increased civilian led resistance against
environmentally impactful development
projects drew attention to failures of
the state to exercise democratic envi-
ronmental governance and generated
awareness around the effects of devel-
opment projects on local livelihoods
and environmental sovereignty.

This article examines the emergence of
environmental education and aware-
ness, through engagement by state and
non-state actors with environmental is-
sues in Myanmar over the last several
decades. Building on the work of criti-
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cal educational theorist Michael Apple
(1982), the article argues that environ-
mental knowledge produced outside of
centralized state institutions is valuable
to addressing urgent environmental is-
sues and preserving diverse socio-eco-
logical relationships. This article also in-
troduces the concept of environmental
learning(s) to include diverse epistemo-
logical conceptions of cultural, spiritu-
al, linguistic, and critical environmental
knowledge.

Introduction

Situated between India and China with
extensive coastlines and lengthy river
systems, Myanmar's geography has his-
torically rendered it a strategic location
for the extraction and transportation of
natural resources. During the colonial
period (1824-1948), the British empire
used Myanmar (then Burma) as a site
for large-scale resource extraction, pri-
marily timber (Safman, 2007, pp. 55—
56). Following independence in 1948,
extractive industries continued to devel-
op, first under the civilian government
and subsequently, after 1962, under the

military junta (Litner, 1999, pp. 411-
422; Turnell, 2009; Holliday, 2011, p. 68;
Huang, 2013, p. 256). Since the early
1990s, foreign investment, from China,
has both accelerated and expanded re-
source extraction particularly in oil and
gas and mining industries (Bissinger,
2012). At present, intensifying resource
extraction, industrial production, infra-
structure development, and participa-
tion in global markets place increasing
pressures on the environment by con-
tributing to issues such as resource
scarcity, pollution, and ecological degra-
dation, and climate change.

In contemporary Myanmar, the diverse
ways in which environmental knowl-
edge is produced and transmitted are
vast and variable, situated in a land-
scape of great ecological and cultural
diversity' and in a history of socio-polit-
ical uncertainty. In this article | examine
historical and contemporary discourses
to analyze trends in the emergence of
environmental learning(s) in Myanmar
from the late 20th century to the pres-
ent. In particular, | compare the ways
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that the Myanmar government has in-
corporated environmental education
into the state agenda with ways that
environmental knowledge has emerged
from grassroots pro-environmental
movements. | argue that critical envi-
ronmental knowledge produced in-situ
is valuable to socio-ecological well-be-
ing and that non-state environmental
education should be considered and
supported in educational discourses. |
aim to build on the work of educational
activist Michael Apple, who asserts that
truly democratic and inclusive learning
should go beyond that of the state appa-
ratus (Apple, 1982). | present the emer-
gence of environmental learning(s) in
Myanmar (1) through incorporation
into state policies as forms of environ-
mental governance, and (2) through the
production of environmental awareness
and knowledge as a form of resistance
to state-backed development projects.
| conclude this chapter with consid-
erations for creating a more inclusive
concept of environmental learning to
produce environmental literacy, which |
define as learning that integrates envi-
ronmental knowledge within its social,
cultural, and political dimensions.

As extraction, development, and envi-
ronmental issues intensified in Myan-
mar over the last century, education and
access to information about the envi-
ronment and the ecological impacts of
human activities emerged in response,
specifically from the late 20th century
onwards. The creation of environmen-
tal knowledge has emerged from gov-
ernment policies, civilian activism, and
engagement with resource-based liveli-
hoods, processes which are responsive
to ecological and social change. With re-
spect to the diversity of ways that com-
munities understand, know, and learn
about the environment, | introduce the
concept of environmental learning(s)
as an inclusive term that encapsulates
wider definitions about environmental
knowledge, going beyond formal or in-
stitutionalized concepts of education.
Environmental learning(s) are ongoing,
reflexive processes of knowledge cre-
ation and transmission, arising from
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the interactions between humans and
nonhumans in the environment, partic-
ularly in moments of socio-ecological
disturbance.

Environmental learning(s) have been
created and supported by diverse actors
at all levels of Myanmar society; high
level public officers of Myanmar's vari-
ous government regimes, members of
civil society, grassroots organizations,
religious groups, and international
NGOs. As | will outline in this article,
the emergence of environmental edu-
cation and the access to information
about the environment have not been
homogenous, often responding to polit-
ical moments and socio-ecological dis-
locations at both global and local scales.
State-led efforts to incorporate environ-
mental education have historically been
top-down, often a mode of influencing
public attitudes towards the environ-
ment as well as signalling the country’s
commitment to global environmental
initiatives to an international audience.
In contrast, grass-roots and civilian-led
efforts to promote awareness about en-
vironmental issues is a reflexive process
emerging in moments of ecological
precarity, processes which do not nec-
essarily fit into conceptions of unidi-
rectional education. In recent years, as
environmental issues have intensified
along with the growth of capitalist de-
velopment and shifting global climatic
trends, environmental activism, knowl-
edge sharing, training sessions, and
events have proliferated by the work of
public and private sector groups, facil-
itated by the rise of social media and
novel communication technologies.

The purpose of this article is to provide
context for the emergence of environ-
mental learning(s) within socially and
environmentally important moments
in recent Myanmar's history. | also
seek to challenge dominant discours-
es about environmental education by
decoupling the concept of education
from formalized institutional modes of
knowledge production by state actors.
The article is based on analysis of sec-
ondary sources about environmental

education, resistance movements, and
indigenous ecological knowledge, from
the late 1980s to the present. Formal
notions of environmental education,
such as those supported by national
policies and state education systems
are a central part of discussion about
the emergence of environmental edu-
cation in national discourses. However,
| assert that a sole focus on education
as that which reflects the epistemolog-
ical scope of the state is not sufficient
in a discussion which seeks to highlight
the role of different forms of learning in
reflecting and influencing the relation-
ships between people and the environ-
ment. Instead, taking serious forms of
knowledge or epistemologies relating
to the environment which contrast with
or contradict formal education is an at-
tempt to dislocate, as Linda Smith de-
scribes, “the positional superiority of
Western knowledge.”? Therefore my use
of the term environmental learning(s),
although not necessarily one that would
be used by activists or indigenous peo-
ples in Myanmar, is intended to broad-
en the state-centered connotation of the
terms—education and knowledge.

Instead | expand notions of education
to the broader concept of learning(s),
including the voices of historically un-
derrepresented groups who provide
important insights and perspectives to
larger discourses about environment
and nature. Finally, by highlighting
ways that diverse members of civil so-
ciety have contributed efforts to envi-
ronmental learning(s) in response to
urgent issues, | provide considerations
for lawmakers, educators, activists, and
scholars to embrace a pluralistic con-
cept of environmental learning. | argue
that it is important to preserve, value,
and find ways for diverse environmental
learning(s) to coexist in order for envi-
ronmental knowledge to be compatible
with and useful for a pluralistic society
living within an ecologically complex
landscape. Though this article is not a
comprehensive approach to environ-
mental education in Myanmar, it is my
intention to create a discussion intro-
ducing the theoretical notion of envi-
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ronmental learning(s) to inspire future
research on this topic as knowledge pro-
duction, state led environmental educa-
tion policies, and resistance continue to
unfold in Myanmar and so that diverse
voices can be considered as valid and
important sources of education.

1. Environmental Learning as
Governance

Environmental education is an import-
ant strategy for determining people’s
attitudes, behaviors, and decision mak-
ing processes towards the environment
(Hungerford and Volk, 1990; Zsoka et
al., 2013; Chawla and Cushing, 2007;
Asch et al., 1975; Magnus et al., 1997).
Governments around the world have
incorporated environmental education
into state curricula, primary and sec-
ondary education systems, educational
public programming, and government
universities (Tilbury et al., 2005; Eames
et al., 2008; Lateh et al., 2010; Sarkar et
al., 2007).

In this section, | will outline how the con-
cept of environmental education was in-
troduced into Myanmar's national agen-
dain the 1990s during the State Law and
Order Restoration Council (SLORC) era
and carried out through the State Peace
and Development Council (SPDC) era.
This period of Myanmar's history was
marked by the simultaneous intensifi-
cation of environmental issues as well
as the legislation of policy actions to
address them. | argue that the incorpo-
ration of environmental education and
awareness into government discourses
about mitigating environmental issues
during this era set a precedent for the
use of environmental education as a
tool for environmental governance,
which continues to be reflected in con-
temporary policies and state discourses.

Environmental Degradation during the
SLORC/SPDC Era

In 1988, the State Law and Order Res-
toration Council (SLORC) replaced the
previous military regime led by General
Ne Win since 1962. The SLORC govern-
ment was subsequently reconstituted
in 1997 as the State Peace and Devel-
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opment Council (SPDC). These two
consecutive regimes are referred to as
the SLORC/SPDC era, during which
the military held power between 1988
and 2011. The military government fa-
cilitated the exploitation of the nation’s
natural resources, primarily as a means
to fund the regime’s activities (Lintner,
2002, Smith, 2007).

Environmental  degradation  during
the SLORC/SPDC era was intense and
widespread, particularly with the de-
velopment of extractive industries in
the ethnic states (Kramer, 2018, p.
361). Shortly after gaining power, the
SLORC regime instituted its ‘open-
door’ economic policy in 1989, attract-
ing foreign investments in extractive
industries such as mining and timber
(Myint, 2007, p. 189). In the decades
that followed, the military government
indiscriminately granted concessions
to foreign companies, demonstrating a
lack of consideration for the long term
impacts of natural resource exploitation
on environmental and social well-being
(McCarthy, 2000, pp. 248-249).

During the SLORC/SPDC era, the coun-
try exhibited some of the highest rates
in deforestation and land-use change
globally (Leimgruber et al., 2005). In
addition, agricultural policies focused
on intensification of production and
increased use of chemical pesticides
creating long term impacts on soils and
water quality (Myint, 2007, p. 193). The
government also established, as a joint
venture with Canadian company, Ivan-
hoe Mines Ltd., the Monywa Copper
Project, the largest mine in the country.
At the local scale, the environmental
impacts of intense development and ex-
traction were compounded by land-sei-
zures, forced displacement, and loss of
agricultural livelihoods (Hudson-Rodd
and Htay, 2008).

Environmental Education and
Awareness in State Policies

Amidst the widespread socio-ecological
disruptions occurring in Myanmar in
the late 20th century, the policy actions
of the SLORC/SPDC regime demonstra-

bly created a facade of environmental
planning and stewardship. In 1990, the
SLORC government created the Na-
tional Commission on Environmental
Affairs (NCEA), an internally appointed
government body with the stated pur-
pose to “educate the public about en-
vironmental awareness.”? The creation
of the NCEA signaled a commitment by
the Myanmar government to address
broad environmental issues as well as
a recognition that education and aware-
ness are important means for doing
so. This body was also tasked with the
creation of a ‘comprehensive national
environmental strategy’ to manage the
nation’s environment in a manner that
was both compatible with the develop-
ment goals of the country and interna-
tional concepts of environmental and
social responsibility (NCEA, 1992, p.
3). One of the major legislative outputs
of the NCEA was the National Environ-
mental Policy (NEP), created in 1994
with the explicit purpose of “achieving
harmony and balance between [cultur-
al heritage, environment and natural
resources] through the integration of
environmental considerations into the
development process to enhance the
quality of life of all its citizens” (NCEA,
1992, p. 3).

The Myanmar government’s adoption
of environmental policy actions signaled
a recognition of a need to ameliorate en-
vironmental issues, specifically through
the promotion of “education and aware-
ness.” With new pro-environmental leg-
islation and frameworks in place, the
SLORC and subsequent SPDC regimes
carried out various actions to achieve
the stated goals of the NCEA and NEP.
The NCEA, in collaboration with the
Ministries of Education and Informa-
tion, used mass media to promote envi-
ronmental awareness via TV, radio, and
press (Oo, 1997, pp. 65-64). The com-
mission also organized the annual cele-
bration of World Environment Day and
various conferences and seminars to
raise environmental awareness among
other government officials.* Educational
efforts were also visible in the training
of government employees. For exam-
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ple, in 1996 the Myanma Timber En-
terprise (MTE),® introduced the subject

of “Environmental Conservation” for
government employees working at all
levels of the timber industry (Khin-Zaw,
2001). The Myanmar government also
increased budgetary allowances for the
protection of national parks by 11 per-
cent between 1996 and 2006, some of
which was allocated to training staff in
environmental protection (Sovacool,
2012, p. 232). Since the 1990s, there has
been a national tree planting program
developed to counter the effects of de-
forestation in which school children and
community members around the coun-
try are involved in planting trees each
year (James, 2005, p. 125; Nyunt, 2006,
p. 295).

Limitations of State Led Environmental
Education

Despite increases in state led efforts
towards promoting environmental edu-
cation, a lack of adequate financial and
institutional support stifled the ability
for educational programs to effectively
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influence environmental behavior at a
greater scale. Critics of the regime have
pointed out that the SLORC/SPDC gov-
ernment stated broad goals for environ-
mental awareness without local frame-
works, political will, financial backing,
nor human resources to achieve them
(Bryant, 1996; Myint, 2007, p. 196, 200;
Nyunt, 2006, p. 298). Though some ef-
forts were made to provide environmen-
tal education to government employees
in relevant ministries, several studies
have revealed that training of staff and
public near conservation areas is sparse
and inconsistent (Allendorf et al., 2007;
Aung, 2012). Meanwhile the intensifica-
tion of deforestation activities after the
implementation of environmental edu-
cation into the MTE training programs
reveals that education without govern-
ment buy-in is not enough to influence
sector-wide decision making.

Regarding the public school system,
there is little evidence to suggest that
environmental education was achieved
in any effective manner or to any mea-

surable extent.® During the
SPDC/SLORC era, the gov-
ernment schools system
faced tremendous challeng-
es for delivering consistent
and broad based education.
This included divestment
in public education, limit-
ed education for teachers,
reduced teacher salary, the
closing of public higher ed-
ucation institutions for years
at a time,” overcrowding of
schools, and high dropout
rates of students in prima-
ry education (Lall, 2011, p.
222; Kyi et al., 2000, p. 147).
Due to the limitations of the
public school system, nearly
200,000 students received
their education by attending
non-state monastic schools.?

Contextualizing National
Environmental Policy in
International Politics

The emergence of environ-
mental education in the
state agenda should be con-
textualized within popular global en-
vironmental politics of the late 20th
century and the need for Myanmar to
engage in environmental activities to
uplift its reputation among the inter-
national community. Political scientist
Tun Myint suggests the establishment
of the NCEA and its activities were likely
a result of external pressures to address
environmental issues and part of a stra-
tegic effort for Myanmar to participate
in international conversations about
the environment (Myint, 2007, pp. 204—
205). During the SLORC/SPDC regime,
the Myanmar government faced accusa-
tions of human rights abuses by the in-
ternational community, experienced the
raising of economic sanctions by West-
ern nations, and received some of the
lowest rankings for global environmen-
tal and developmental indicators (Holl-
iday, 2012, pp. 1-2). While the status of
Myanmar's international relations was
jeopardized by military activities direct-
ly affecting people within its borders,
the country participated in a number of
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outward facing international discourses
about addressing environmental issues.
This included the ratification of the Con-
vention on Biological Diversity (1994),
the Framework Convention on Climate
Change (1994), the International Trop-
ical Timber Agreement (1996), and the
Convention on International Trade in
Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and
Flora (1997).°

As Myint also points out, the NCEA was
initially established under the Ministry
of Foreign Affairs, which limited the abil-
ity for the NCEA to implement its poli-
cies (Myint, 2007, p. 196). Powers to di-
rectly influence environmental activities
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were largely held by relevant ministries,
such as the Ministry of Forestry, Minis-
try of Development and Planning, Min-
istry of Agriculture, and others (Nyunt,
2006, p. 295)." Myanmar's outward fac-
ing narrative supporting environmental
awareness was apparently contradicted
by inward facing ecologically and social-
ly damaging activities, indicating that
the underlying purpose of engaging in
environmentally friendly discourses was
“to showcase a positive image to the
outside world” (Myint, 2007, p. 197).

Interactions between the Myanmar gov-
ernment and international actors were
an impetus for the adoption of pro-envi-

ronmental national policies. The emer-
gence of environmental awareness in
the politics of the SLORC/SPDC era
demonstrated how concepts of environ-
mental education first entered into po-
litical rhetoric. The concept of environ-
mental learning first emerged in state
policies as a marker that Myanmar was
engaging in responsible environmental
governance. Despite the shortcomings
of the regime in delivering environ-
mental education through training of
relevant government officials and pub-
lic schools, the SLORC/SPDC set an
important precedent for environmental
education and awareness to be a central
aspect of environmental governance.

Environmental Governance after
Reforms

In 2011, Myanmar transitioned away
from a military state with the creation
of a semi-democratic government. This
year marked the beginning of a period
of reforms including reduced restric-
tions on the press, release of political
prisoners, and improved trade with
Western countries (Turnell, 2012; Tay-
lor, 2012). This period also allowed for
improvements in environmental gover-
nance such as greater cooperation with
international aid agencies experienced
in natural resource management and
increased regulations for large-scale de-
velopment projects (Simpson, 2015, p.
161)."

After reforms, strategies towards
achieving responsible environmental
governance continued to place empha-
sis on the importance of education and
awareness. The 2018 Myanmar Sustain-
able Development Plan (MSDP), in its
aim to promote healthy environments,
states the government will “promote
broad based environmental awareness”
as its first listed strategy (Myanmar
Ministry of Planning and Finance, 2018,
p. 50). More recently, the 2019 Climate
Change Policy (CCP) lists “public aware-
ness, education and training” as one of
its seven components to combating
climate change. According to the CCP,
education is to take place formally in
government schools at all grade lev-
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els, in professional development and
training, and in public awareness rais-
ing campaigns” (Myanmar Ministry of
Natural Resources and Environmental
Conservation, 2019, p. 85). The CCP
also provides clear timelines and goals
for implementation of various environ-
mental education initiatives as key per-
formance indicators (Myanmar Ministry
of Natural Resources and Environmen-
tal Conservation 2019b). The strong
emphasis on environmental education,
awareness, and training in recent policy
actions to address environmental ed-
ucation shows that the Myanmar gov-
ernment has strongly embraced educa-
tion as an important governance tool
to improve environmental issues. It is
evident that concepts of environmental
education are central to Myanmar's en-
vironmental policies, demonstrating a
strong linkage between environmental
education and environmental gover-
nance.

2. Environmental Learning as Resistance
While state institutions are important
for providing access to education, they
also reproduce existing social and po-
litical inequalities. Educational theo-
rist Michael Apple, describes the ways
in which race, class, and gender in-
equalities are reinforced
through government
schools and education-
al programs  (Apple,
1982). He suggests that
rather than democratiz-
ing knowledge, formal
educational institutions
embody the ideologi-
cal values and goals of
the state (ibid). Build-
ing on his work, | argue
that social and political
inequalities inherent in
government schools and
education programs in
Myanmar can be espe-
cially problematic with
regards to environmen-
tal education. Because
access to and distribu-
tion of environmental re-
sources are determined
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by government actors, government
environmental education can further
disadvantage communities who are al-
ready marginalized by environmental
injustices through the ways that these
issues are taught or made absent in
curricula. In Myanmar, environmental
education by the state may only serve
to further marginalize groups who suf-
fer most from environmental injustices
such as forced displacement, pollution,
and large scale ecological degradation.

National and international discourses
about environmental issues often point
to a need for greater public access to en-
vironmental knowledge through formal
education or centralized forms of com-
munication about environmental issues
from the government to local people
(Khaine, 2014; Win, 2001; Sovacool,
2012, p. 236; Calkins and Thant, 2011).
However, the risk of reproducing envi-
ronmental inequalities through state
environmental education programs and
discourses are especially pertinent in
Myanmar given the explicit oppression
of ethnic minorities through manage-
ment of land and natural resources.'
The hegemony of centralized education
in environmental discourses is reflect-
ed in the words of one legal scholar

of Burma, the “problem is that envi-
ronmental issues are either unknown,
poorly understood or misunderstood
in Burma (for example, there are no
words in Burmese for ‘conservation’ or
‘preservation)” (Gutter, 2001, p. 2). This
narrative furthers to the notion that for-
mal education or training from a state
institution, particularly in a way which is
compatible with Western definitions of
environmentalism, is the only form of
valid environmental knowledge.

Rather than focusing solely on formal-
ized, state institutions, | argue that en-
vironmental education should be inclu-
sive of environmental knowledge that is
produced and transmitted by those at
the nexus of socio-political and ecolog-
ical crises. Myanmar's diverse cultural
and linguistic landscape of Myanmar,
and a vast ecological diversity, makes it
important to teach and learn from in-si-
tu knowledge rather than from a cen-
tralized state apparatus.

Countermovements to government-
backed projects of extraction and devel-
opment show that there is widespread
interest in and knowledge about envi-
ronmental issues among project affect-
ed communities. By examining the ways
in which knowledge about the environ-

T L
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ment produced and communicated in
grassroots environmental movements,
| will demonstrate that environmental
awareness generated through resis-
tance is an important source for envi-
ronmental learning, beyond that which
could be generated by centralized edu-
cation institutions.

The Rise of Environmental Resistance
in Myanmar

Environmental resistance movements in
Myanmar gained traction at the nation-
al and international scale, around the
period of reforms in 2011. With great-
er social liberties as well as improving
relations with Western trade partners,
public demonstrations about environ-
mental issues not only proliferated but
also received greater recognition by the
government. For decades, activist net-
works have led environmental move-
ments contesting state-led extractive
and environmental disruptive devel-
opment projects in the ethnic states
and borderlands, particular along the
Thai-Myanmar border (Simpson, 2016).
Despite these efforts, the networks of
environmental activism remained local
and did not generate traction at the na-
tional scale until the post-reform period
in 2011.

One of the earliest examples of an en-
vironmental resistance movement that
gained national attention in Myanmar
was the response to the Myitsone Dam,
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a proposed large-scale hydropower
project on the Irrawaddy River in Kachin
State. The Myitsone Dam was a joint
venture between the China Power In-
vestment Corporation, the Asia World
Company, and the Myanmar Ministry
of Electric Power. A memorandum of
understanding was signed in 2007, ini-
tial construction began in 2009, and the
project was scheduled to be completed
by 2017 (Kirchherr et al., 2017, p. 113).

Anti-dam campaigns led by villagers,
ethnic organizations, local and nation-
al civil society organizations (CSOs)
began to form prior to the signing of
the memorandum of understanding
(MOU) to develop the Myitsone dam,
and continued to develop in the years
that followed. Collectively, resistance
against the Myitsone Dam employed a
variety of tactics to raise awareness and
educate the public about the socio-eco-
logical implications of the projects, in-
cluding research, artistic expression,
and spiritual appeals, including the re-
lease of a series of reports on the im-
pacts of hydropower on local livelihoods
and ecosystems produced by the Kachin
Development Networking Group," re-
ligious ceremonies held at churches
along the Irrawaddy River,'* and an art
exhibit held in Yangon about the eco-
logical and socio-cultural significance of
the Irrawaddy.” Though the resistance
was a decentralized effort, led by various
NGOs and CSOs based in Myanmar'® it

represented a collective effort by groups
who were motivated towards achieving
the suspension of the dam using a va-
riety of tactics to gain traction with the
government and the public.

The resistance was considered success-
ful when, in 2011, president Thein Sein
officially announced suspension of the
Myitsone dam. This landmark decision
contrasts with the last two decades of
violently suppressed civilian activism
(Turnell, 2012, pp. 159-160). Schol-
ars have pointed out that the decision
to suspend dam development was to
achieve other goals, such as to curb Chi-
na's economic influence or appeal to ris-
ing ethno-nationalist sentiments (Kiik,
2016; Turnell, 2012, p. 160; Chan, 2017,
p. 675). Nonetheless, the demands of
protestors were met by the president’s
decision to suspend the dam, a motion
which remains in place at present.

Resistance to the Myitsone dam, an
effort led primarily by civilian actors,
demonstrates the efficacy of grassroots
environmental movements in raising
awareness and generating new knowl-
edge about environmental issues. This
movement was not centrally organized
nor tied to any formal state institution.
Yet, knowledge about potential impacts
of the dam on local ecosystems, liveli-
hoods, and human rights became well
known throughout Myanmar and in-
ternationally. The involvement of local
communities in supporting scientific
and social research also demonstrates
that knowledge production about envi-
ronmental issues from within a crisis is
essential to creating political outcomes
that bring justice to vulnerable commu-
nities. The knowledge emerging from
resistance to the Myitsone dam was
highly interdisciplinary in nature: artists,
historians, and technocrats produced
art, music, humanities works, and sci-
entific information to create awareness
about the socio-ecological significance
of the Irrawaddy (Chan, 2017, p. 681).

Despite the success of the Myitsone

dam movement in influencing Presi-
dent Thein Sein’s decision to suspend
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the project, special attention should be
paid to the dynamics between protests
occurring at the national scale, centered
in lowland Yangon, and activists based
within the communities directly affected
by the proposed dam in northern Kachin
State. Activist networks in Kachin com-
munities focused their arguments
against the dam as a means to protect
the sovereignty of the Kachin people
and their ethno-national homeland
(Kiik, 2020a). Meanwhile, Burmese ac-
tivist narratives emerging from Yangon
framed the Myitsone Dam as a threat
to the nation’s “lifeblood” and as repre-
senting Chinese colonial interests (Kiik,
2020a). Although Kachin and Burmese
activism converge on similar themes of
protecting sovereignty and preventing
resource extraction, it is important to
recognize that the anti-dam movement
was not a uniform effort and instead
reflected ethnic relations between the
Kachin minority and Burmese majority
(Kiik, 2020b). While widespread activ-
ism in the nation’s economic capital
provides benefits of influencing the Bur-
mese ethnic majority public as well gar-
nering attention of international media,
this type of activism also presents the
risk of overshadowing ethnic minority
voices in project affected communities.
While the Myitsone’s suspension has
been identified as a success for the an-
ti-dam movement, communities in the
dam’s proposed site still face issues
of compensation, forced relocation,
and legacies of armed conflict with the
Burmese Military, pertinent problems
which are invisibilized by narratives that
situate activism against the dam as a
national cause for Myanmar at large."”

Knowledge Production from
Environmental Crisis

The success of the opposition move-
ment against the Myitsone Dam set
an important precedent that raising
awareness and creating new knowledge
about environmental issues is critical to
building environmental justice and eco-
logical sovereignty. Civilian resistance
against the Myitsone Dam laid a foun-
dation for large-scale environmental ac-
tivism against ecologically and socially
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disruptive projects in Myanmar in the
years to follow.

Inthe decade after reforms, environmen-
tal activism has proliferated throughout
Myanmar, particularly among marginal-
ized groups such as ethnic minorities
and rural poor. With increased access to
social media and other communication
technologies, counter-movements to
ecologically destructive activities have
gained the attention of communities in
Myanmar outside where issues are di-
rectly taking place.

There has been a concerted effort
among communities situated along the
Salween (Thanlwin) watershed, which
stretches from northern Shan State
through Kayah, Karen, and Mon States
in opposition to a series of proposed
hydropower projects known as the Sal-
ween Dams. The Salween Dams are a
series of projects including the Mong-
ton (Tasang) dam backed by Australian
company SMEC, Hat Gyi Dam funded
by the Electricity Generating Authority
of Thailand, the Kun Long Dam backed
by Chinese company YMEC, and oth-
ers.'® Notably, project sites are situated
in areas where ethnic minorities make
up a majority of the populations and
the Myanmar government has been in
sustained armed conflict with ethnic
groups. Efforts to oppose the dams
raised awareness of the impending risks
posed by the projects across the ethnic
states. A group of CSOs in Shan State
in 2015 created a petition with hun-
dreds of local leaders against the Mon-
gton Dam."” Around the same time,
Save the Salween Network organized
a conference in Mon State attended by
government officials and civilians to
bring awareness to the flood risks asso-
ciated with hydropower development.?
Throughout the decade, the Karen Riv-
er Network has hosted protests against
the Hat Gyi Dam on the International
Day of Action for Rivers against Dams.”
Efforts by civilians to oppose the Sal-
ween Dam projects demonstrate how
information about the localized impacts
of hydropower has been made available
to the public and government actors

through the work of communities that
are directly and most severely affected
by development schemes.

While point source environmental is-
sues, such as flooding or hydrologic
regime changes created by dams, are
easily directly visible, non-point source
and long-term environmental issues
are more difficult to monitor or attri-
bute to specific anthropogenic activi-
ties. However, civilian groups in rural
areas throughout Myanmar have been
critical to raising awareness around
the long-term effects of air pollution
and water pollution on human and en-
vironmental health. In response to the
Mong Kok coal mine in Shan State, lo-
cal Shan group Hark Mong Kok (Love
Mong Kok) published a report 2011
outlining potential impacts of the mine
on wildlife, peace, and human health.??
With strong opposition to the Mong
Kok mine and associated infrastructure
development, the funding company in
Thailand, Saraburi Coal Co. Ltd. halt-
ed the project in 2011.2 In 2012, pro-
tests that condemned the operation
of the Letpadaung Copper Mine in the
Monywa township of Sagaing Region
escalated.” Activism against the mine
drew widespread international attention
to the risks of heavy metal contamina-
tion of soil and water resources on the
health and livelihoods of local agricul-
tural communities.”” More recently, lo-
cal groups have been vocal against the
Mawlamyine Limited cement factory,
Inn Dinn (Andin) Coal Power Plant,”
and number of antimony factories® in
Mon State, and the Myaingalay Cement
Factory in Karen State.”

The examples | provide in this article
of civilian led environmental resistance
movements in Myanmar over the last
decade is not nearly comprehensive.
However, they serve to illustrate the
importance of grassroots activism in
creating environmental awareness and
catalyzing knowledge production about
the socio-ecological consequences of
large-scale extraction and development.
Discourses by environmental activists
in Myanmar show that environmental
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degradation is not necessarily due to a
lack of awareness or knowledge about
environmental issues among local com-
munities. Rather, large-scale ecological
destruction is a result of high level deci-
sion making at the national level and in
collaboration with international, private
actors.

The lack of environmental governance
adequately reflecting environmental
knowledge produced through activism
is exemplified in the case of the Let-
padaung Mine. While communities di-
rectly affected by the mine’s operations
have brought attention to the impacts
of mining on the environment and hu-
man health, State Counsellor Aung San
Suu Kyi has been complicit in the NLD
government's decision to continue to
endorse the Letpadaung Mine.*® With-
out channels that effectively deliver
grassroots demands and knowledge to
decision making bodies at high levels
of government, there remains a treach-
erous gap between the experiences of
knowledge of local communities and
the activities that are supported by gov-
ernment institutions.

Contrary to claims that formalized edu-
cation is needed to influence pro-envi-
ronmental behavior among the general
public, environmental resistance move-
ments over the last decade in Myanmar
demonstrate a widespread interest in
and awareness of environmental issues
in the country. These movements also
show that environmental knowledge
which is produced in situ, responds
directly to urgent political and environ-
mental shifts. Therefore, there is per-
haps a greater need for localized envi-
ronmental knowledge to be recognized
and reflected in government decision
making rather than for centralized envi-
ronmental education to be delivered to
local populations.

Conclusion: Towards Environmental
Literacy

Since the late 20th century, environmen-
tal education and awareness initiatives
have emerged both from government
policies and in grassroots environmen-
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tal activism in Myanmar. The promotion
of environmental learning from state
and civilian actors demonstrates that
there is multi-level recognition of the
importance of environmental learning
to influencing pro-environmental be-
haviors and decision making. However,
increasing civilian environmental activ-
ism has highlighted the shortcomings
of the state in its ability to create envi-
ronmental awareness that adequate-
ly addresses local issues and a lack of
commitment to prioritizing socio-eco-
logical well-being over development
goals.

At the scale of the national Myanmar
government and at the scale of local
organizations, the production of envi-
ronmental knowledge, advocacy, and
awareness have largely been a reac-
tive process, responding to specific
moments in global politics and local

environmental crises. Reactive envi-
ronmental learning(s) are
certainly important given

the severity and urgency of
human mediated environ-
mental change. Myanmar
government’s positive reac-
tion to and engagement with
international environmental
discourses at strategic mo-
ments of diplomacy has led
to the initial development
of environmental policies in
the country. Meanwhile, local
activism has been critical in
drawing attention to ecolog-
ical threats of state backed
extraction and development
projects. However, in the
context of a growing climate
crisis, | argue that proactive
environmental  learning(s),
those which foresee and con-
sider the impacts of climate
change on ecological and
social systems, are urgent-
ly needed as well. Climate
change is a global process,
producing uneven impacts
on communities at the lo-
cal scale. Therefore, context
specific knowledge is needed

in order to develop strategies for adap-
tation of local livelihoods to changing
conditions and for mitigation of activ-
ities which exacerbate the impacts of
climate uncertainty. The uncertainty
and unevenness of climate change risks
calls for widespread environmental
learning which goes beyond using edu-
cation as a tool of governance or resis-
tance. In order for diverse communities
and ecosystems to be able to maintain
socio-cultural and ecological well-being,
there needs to be a social and political
shift towards creating environmental
literacy.

Environmental literacy is an evolving
concept which advocates for environ-
mental learning to be interdisciplinary,
integrative of the social, economic, and
political dimensions of environmental
issues, and consider important connec-
tions between humans, culture, and na-
ture (Roth, 1968, as cited in Roth, 1992;
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Golley, 1998; Moseley, 2000; Stables and
Bishop, 2001; Scholz et al., 2011).%" Giv-
en the highly complex nature of environ-
mental issues in Myanmar, promoting
environmental literacy can be an im-
portant step towards creating outcomes
which allow for greater environmental
justice and sovereignty among margin-
alized communities.

Considerations for Environmental
Literacy in Myanmar

Achieving environmental literacy will
require popular and academic discours-
es about environmental education to
adopt a broader concept of what con-
stitutes as environmental learning(s).
| advocate for adopting a broader no-
tion of learning(s) which takes into
account the diverse ways that people
understand the environment and soci-
ety’s place within it. This mode of ap-
proaching environmental learning(s)

can broaden our understanding of hu-
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man-ecological relations and how to
better preserve them. Given the linguis-
tic, religious, and ecological diversity of
Myanmar's landscape, diverse environ-
mental learning(s) are likely to be more
effective than a centralized, top down
approach. In recognizing the values of
diverse environmental knowledge, there
is greater capacity for developing envi-
ronmental literacy: learning which inte-
grates ecological knowledge with cultur-
al, religious, and social knowledge. In
Myanmar, it is worth dedicating further
research into the potential for local spir-
itual perceptions of nature, linguistic
idiosyncrasies in expressing ecological
concepts, story-telling, and experiential
place-based learning to augment con-
temporary discourses on environmental
education.

Environmental education which in-
cludes spiritual appeals to human-na-
ture relationships or involve religious
leaders in teaching environ-
mental ethics may be highly
effective. Given Myanmar’s
Buddhist majority popula-
tion, as well as the strong
influence of Christianity and
Islam among minority ethnic
groups,*? there may be greater
potential for religious environ-
mental education to be effec-
tive in guiding responsible en-
vironmental decision-making
than is currently recognized in
state policies. Examples from
other countries shows that
this mode of environmental
learning is highly effective,
especially among communi-
ties who have limited access
to state institutions (Parker,
2017; Walter, 2007; Sukwat
et al., 2012; Hitzhusen, 2007;
Christian et al., 1994; Hadd-
ad, 2006; Mohamed, 2012;
Darlington, 2012). Yet, there
has been limited scholarship
on the potential for environ-
mental learning through reli-
gious means in Myanmar, a
topic which deserves further
exploration.

Myanmar is a landscape with great
linguistic and ethnic diversity, which
presents challenges for the efficacy and
ethicality of a centralized education sys-
tem using Burmese as the primary lan-
guage of instruction. However, forms of
non-state ethnic education can provide
access to knowledge which is culturally
relevant, linguistically accessible, and
relevant to the local context. A study by
Lall and South has shown that non-state
education systems, such as the Mon
and Karen, demonstrate capacity to de-
liver education to students in ways that
would not be achievable by state actors,
especially in contexts where there has
been a legacy of conflict with the Myan-
mar government (Lall and South, 2014).
This study highlights that on-state eth-
nic education systems are strongly
supported by local communities and
provide mother-tongue instruction. The
role of non-state ethnic actors may be
especially critical for producing and de-
livering environmental knowledge be-
cause the environment, and people’s
relationship to it, is highly dependent
on the local socio-cultural context. The
capacity and efficacy of non-state ethnic
institutions in providing environmental
education, as a means to preserve both
ecological and cultural sovereignty, is a
topic that deserves further exploration
in Myanmar.

Non-formal ways of environmental
learning also include traditional eco-
logical knowledge (TEK) through place-
based, experiential learning. TEK is
knowledge which is acquired by a com-
munity over generations through di-
rect interactions with the environment
(Berkes, 1993). This type of learning is
considered place-based and experiential
in that it requires cultural transmission
within a particular ecological context
and learning ideas, practices, and be-
liefs through enacting them within the
environment. This type of knowledge
is unable to be replicated in formalized
education, and therefore is critical to
maintain outside of institutions. TEK in
Myanmar should not only be explored
as a form of environmental learning, but
also embraced as an important mode of
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preserving cultural diversity and rural
livelihoods.

Moving towards environmental literacy
in Myanmar will require opening ped-
agogical thinking to diverse forms of
environmental learning(s). Historically,
environmental education in Myanmar
was challenged by failures of the state
to adequately support the public educa-
tion system as well as allow for social
liberties to challenge environmental
injustices. However, the development
of environmental policies created af-
ter reforms, such as the 2019 Nation-
al Climate Change Policy, as well as
the rise in grassroots environmental
activism could be seen as an oppor-
tunity for more inclusive governance
that acknowledges the contributions of
non-centralized, cultural, traditional, or
local environmental knowledge.

On paper, environmental policy in
Myanmar has certainly embraced the
importance of education and aware-
ness. However, environmental gov-
ernance in a plural society cannot be
achieved without the insights of ethnic
organizations, environmental activists,
and broadly, environmental educa-
tors. Discourses about environmental
learning should consider knowledge
produced, held, and created by civil ac-
tors, especially those positioned in the
context of ecological and political cri-
sis. There is a need for environmental
education in formal institutions to be
interdisciplinary because environmental
issues are inherently political, historical,
and social. Therefore, they should be
taught and learned as such. However, it
is first necessary to expand the contexts
in which environmental learning is iden-
tified and seen as valid so that diverse
knowledge can be preserved and made
accessible, relevant, and proactive to
address environmental change. A move-
ment towards environmental literacy, in-
cluding a broad notion of environmen-
tal learning(s), is urgently needed in the
context of Myanmar because the current
ecological and climate crisis requires
solutions which are as complex as the
issues at hand.
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ENDNOTES

1. There are 135 officially recognized ethnic
groups in Myanmar with diverse languages
and dialects (See Hla Min, 2000: 95-99).
However, there are a greater number of eth-
nic groups in Myanmar beyond those that are
officially recognized by the Myanmar govern-

ment.

2. While Myanmar is not a ‘Western’ country,
current state education systems are a reflec-
tion of the modernist education systems im-
posed by the British Colonial government. In
Linda Smith’s Decolonizing Methodologies,
she describes the ways in which Western epis-
temologies became situated as the dominant
or superior form of knowledge through proj-
ects of colonialism and imperialism (Smith,
2013).

3. Major General Khin Nyunt, then Secretary
One of the State Law and Order Restoration
Council (SLORC) and head of Military Intel-
ligence, 14 May 1991, quoted in The Working
People’s Daily, 16 May 1991. See Myint, 2007.

4.  Examples include the Regional Seminar on
People’s Participation in MangroveRehabilita-
tion and Management in Asia and the Pacif-
ic (February 1994); the Regional Meeting on
the State of the Environment in Asia and the
Pacific (July 1994); the AsiaPacific Meeting on
the follow-up to the International Convention
to Combat Desertification (April 1995). See
James, 2005 and Oo, 1997.

5. MTE is the government organization respon-
sible for the operations side of the timber
industry in Myanmar. It is currently managed
under the Ministry of Natural Resources and
Environmental Conservation (MONREC) and
was formerly under the Ministry of Forestry
and Forests.

6. School children are involved in environmen-
tally conscious activities such as tree planting.
Environmental topics are taught as part of
subjects such as earth science and geography.
However, there is little data to show the con-
sistency and efficacy of environmental topics
in public schools. See Bhandar et al., 2000.

15.

16.

20.

21.

22.

23.

After student protests in 1988, all public uni-
versities were closed for two years. They were
closed for 3 more years surrounding student
strikes in 1996 and 1998.

The Ministry of Religious Affairs recorded
that in 2009, there were 196,458 students
enrolled in monastic schools. However, Lall
asserts the number of students receiving mo-
nastic education could be more than double
the recorded number due to the abundance
of unregistered monastic schools throughout
the country and particularly in border areas.
See Lall, 2011.

Myint has compiled a comprehensive list
of international environmental conventions
signed by the Myanmar government between
1959 and 1997. See Myint, 2007, pp. 202—303.
The NCEA was later moved under the admin-
istration of the Forest Department in 2006.

In 2015, the Myanmar Government made En-
vironmental Impact Assessments mandatory
for large scale development projects.

Kramer describes the ways in which ethnic
minorities have suffered from displacement,
lack of local sovereignty, and land grabbing at
the hand of the Myanmar military. Issues of
land sovereignty are closely tied to issues of
environmental sovereignty. See Kramer, 2015.
The KDNG is a network of Kachin CSO and
Development organizations. See KDNG,
2007, and KDNG, 2009.

See KNDG 2009.

See Kirchherr et al., 2017, p.114.

See Kirchherr et al., 2017.

Kiik, L. (2017, April 19). They Do Not Count
Us’”: Resisting the Myitsone Dam beyond Chi-
na, the US, and big geopolitics. The Irrawaddy.
The Salween Dams include the Kun Long (Up-
per Thanlwin), Nong Pa (Nawngpha), Mon-
gton (Tasang), Ywathit, Weigyi, Dagwin, and
Hat Gyi dams.

Shan representatives deliver dam petition to
Australian consultants in Yangon. (2015, Au-
gust 25). Mizzima.

Proposed Salween Dams increase Mon and
Karen State flood risks. (2015, August 16).
Myanmar Peace Monitor, BNI.

We want peace, not dams... 1000s of villag-
ers protest proposed Salween Dams in Karen
State. (2018, March 18). Karen News.

Hark Mong Kok. (2011). Save Mong Kok from
Coal.

Although the Mong Kok coal power point was
suspended in 2011, the project was resumed
in 2017. Shan Human Rights Foundation.
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24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

32.

(2017, August 30). Update by the Shan Hu-
man Rights Foundation.

DeCicca, L. (2015, October 6). In the shad-
ow of Letpadaung: Stories from Myanmar’s
largest copper mine. Natural Resource Gover-
nance Institute.

Marshall, A. R. (2012, December 27). Special
report: Myanmar’s deep mine of old trou-
bles.” Reuters.

Hintharnee. (2017, July 21). More than 2000
locals protest cement factory in Mon State.
The Irrawaddy.

Lone, W. (2015, May 6). ‘No coal, no Toyo-
Thai': Mon villagers rally against plant. Myan-
mar Times. Ghio, N. (2017, December 6).
Myanmar villagers stand united against coal
plant. The Huffington Post Blog. Saning, Y.
(2015, May 5). Mass protest held against Mon
State coal plant proposal. The Irrawaddy.
Weng, L. (2018, July 24). Hundreds protest
in Mon State against polluting factories. The
Irrawaddy.

Nyein, N. (2019, November 1). Water polluted
by Myanmar military run cement plant causes
health issues in Karen State. The Irrawaddy.
Mon, S. M. (2016, October 26). Kayin resi-
dents struggle against cement plant expan-
sion. Frontier Myanmar.

Buncombe, A. (2013, March 13). Aung San
Suu Kyi urges support for controversial Chi-
nese-backed copper mine. The Independent.
Linn, S.N. (2015, September 23). Myanmar's
mining investment and its discontents. East
Asia Forum. Peng, N. (2018, August 23). Chi-
na and Myanmar's budding relationship. East
Asia Forum.

The concept of environmental literacy was
first described in an essay in Massachusetts
Audubon, On the Road to Conservation,
written by Charles Roth in 1968. However,
scholars and academic institutions have since
adapted the term to refer to broad-based,
holistic, or interdisciplinary forms of environ-
mental education.

According to the 2014 Myanmar Population
and Housing Census, 89% of the popula-
tion in Myanmar identifies as Theravada
Buddhist. Christianity is the predominant reli-
gion among ethnic minorities including the
Karen, Kachin, and Chin, representing 6.2%
of the national population. Islam constitutes
the third largest religious identity in the
country with 4.3% of population identifying
as Muslim.
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Abstract

anguage-in-education policies have
Lconstituted an enduring concern

under the successive political eras
in Burma/Myanmar," with critical impli-
cations regarding cultural and linguistic
diversity, access to education, as well as
the emergence of a nation. While this
issue has often been described too sim-
plistically, the overall sidelining of ethnic
minority languages in formal education
under military regimes is nevertheless
patent.

The national language-in-education pol-
icy has recently evolved, slowly at first, in
the wake of the 2011 political transition
towards democratization and decentral-
ization (Salem-Gervais and Raynaud,
2020). In 2019—2020, 64 languages
were taught in government schools
throughout the country, a few periods
every week, as subjects. While this shift
is insufficient for proponents of Mother
Tongue-Based Education (MTBE), the
ongoing development of the Local Cur-
riculum gives the possibility to States
and Regions to progressively incorpo-
rate some local content in the syllabus,
including the languages, cultures and
histories of the groups living in their
respective territories, supposedly up to
high school.

Based on an analytical framework de-
veloped in previous publications (nota-
bly Salem-Gervais and Raynaud, 2020)
and series of interviews conducted in
2019 and 2020, this paper deals with
the teaching of Chin languages in gov-
ernment schools, with a focus on Chin
State itself. We discuss the rationale for
including ethnic minority languages in
formal schooling in the Chin context,
provide a brief historical background
of the issue, and examine the latest
developments and prospects of lan-
guage-in-education policy in Chin State,
such as the project of promoting a lim-
ited number of “major” languages as
“common languages.”

The challenges involved in producing

a list of languages with official recogni-
tion, as opposed to dialectal variations
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with a less formal status, constitute a
central question in this paper. As noted
by linguist Peterson (2017), the classical
language vs dialect issue is indeed par-
ticularly relevant in highly multilingual
Chin State, where language politics, un-
derpinned by a multitude of faith-based
written cultures, often militates against
the idea of two regional varieties being
considered two dialects of the same lan-
guage. lllustrating the fractal patterns
often observed by language ideology
scholars (Irvine and Gal, 2000), this
situation leads to what seems to consti-
tute two opposite threats: the prospect
of what could be called “ethno-linguistic
balkanization,” on the one hand, and
the perspective of giving priority to cer-
tain languages over others, which would
entail multiple and significant tradeoffs
(in terms of maintaining language diver-
sity, improving access to education, and
promoting “national reconciliation”) on
the other.

Introduction

With 135 officially recognized ethnic
groups and an estimated 117 living lan-
guages,> Myanmar is a country of com-
plex ethnolinguistic diversity. Managing
this diversity and the issue of ethnic
minorities’ political representation has
constituted a central challenge in the
process of building a nation-state, with
critical implications in a chaotic con-
temporary political history marked by
decades of multiple conflicts and suc-
cessive military dictatorships.

Among theseissues, the language-in-ed-
ucation policy, and more specifically the
place attributed (or not) to ethnic mi-
nority languages in formal education,
has constituted an enduring concern.
The absence (or scarcity) of ethnic mi-
nority languages in formal education
has indeed regularly been pointed out
by actors from multiple ethnic minori-
ties as tangible evidence of a “Burmani-
sation” process, by contrast to the feder-
al grounds the country was supposedly
built on. To this day, choices in terms
of language-in-education policy contin-
ue to have deep implications in several
critical dimensions of the country’s so-
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cial life: maintenance of language and
culture diversity; performance of ethnic
minorities in the education system; and
fulfilment of the State’s “national recon-
ciliation” objective.

Until recently, little attention was given
to the ongoing shift of language-in-ed-
ucation policy in government schools,
attended by a total of nine million chil-
dren (including five million from prima-
ry school). The current policy, of which
the State governments as well as liter-
ature and culture committees (LCCs)
are critical actors, is largely based on
the 2014—15 education law (Salem-Ger-
vais and Raynaud, 2020). This legal text
was until recently, at best, described as
not going far enough, notably for not
prescribing mother tongue-based edu-
cation (MTBE), a model which entails a
transition of the medium of instruction
from the local “ethnic” language to-
wards the national language throughout
primary education, and is used by some
of the Ethnic Basic Education Providers
(EBEPs—and most emblematically the
Mon National Education Committee).

These language-in-education policy con-
versations are certainly relevant to Chin
State, a region of Myanmar where the
sheer ethno-linguistic diversity, even by
Myanmar standards, creates acute chal-
lenges. Historically, the elusive prospect
of a common language has been a cen-
tral aspiration in the mobilization, most
notably by cultural elites and various
political actors, of a common “Chin”
identity, a term that finds its origins, ac-
cording to Bradley (2019) in a “Burmese
collective exonym for a cluster of Tibe-
to-Burman speaking groups.”* Mean-
while, the much-disputable (and dis-
puted) official nomenclature recognizes
not fewer than 53 Chin groups, and none
of the alternative ethno-linguistic classi-
fications appears consensual.

In this paper, through a lens that has
been used to discuss language-in-edu-
cation policy throughout Myanmar (Sa-
lem-Gervais and Raynaud, 2020), we
thus aim at bringing the focus on Chin
State (as well as neighboring regions
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populated by Chin people). The primary
method of data collection used in that
perspective is the semi-structured inter-
view, conducted by both authors succes-
sively in May—June 2019 and April-June
2020, and including LCCs, Ministry of
Education (MoE) and Ministry of Ethnic
Affairs (MoEA) representatives, Region-
al ministers, members of the Chin State
parliament, political party leaders, local
teachers, headmasters and educators,
retired Chin State education experts, as
well as UNICEF representatives.

We will first discuss different aspects
of the rationale for including ethnic mi-
nority languages in the schools of Chin
State, before moving on, in the next sec-
tion, to a brief historical background of
the issue, ending with the description
of the ongoing policy shifts in Myanmar
in general and Chin State in particular.
In the third section, we will describe
what seems to be two of the main chal-
lenges in the process of including Chin
languages in formal education, namely:
schools catering to children from mul-
tiple ethnolinguistic backgrounds (a
situation which is relatively common in
urban areas) and the difficulties often
attached to the process of determin-
ing what constitutes a language, to be
taught in schools, or rather a dialect,
with a less formal status. Finally, we will
provide a few case-studies outlines, and
briefly discuss the implications of priori-
tizing a small number of Chin languages
in formal education.

1. Why include ethnic minority languages
in the schools of Chin State?

While the 20th century has largely
been characterized by the building of
nation-states around single standard-
ized national languages, the 1990s
and 2000s, parallel to an increasing
consciousness of the eroding world
biodiversity, have witnessed a growing
awareness of the diminishing cultural
and linguistic diversity (Grinevald and
Costa, 2010). During these two de-
cades, most countries, including Myan-
mar, have ratified international declara-
tions initiated by the United Nations or
INGOs, aiming at protecting minorities’
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cultural and linguistic rights.# These
declarations, the latest of which is the
2019 Bangkok statement on language
and inclusion, encourage a departure
from the largely monolingual education
models used to build most nation-states
around the world, including in South-
East Asia (Sercombe and Tupas, 2014).
In this regard, during the last decade,
heterogenous and limited, but nonethe-
less significant developments have oc-
curred among Southeast Asian nations
(Kosonen, 2017), including Myanmar
(Salem-Gervais, 2018; Bradley, 2019).

The rationale for including ethnic mi-
nority languages in education can be
described as three-fold: preserving lin-
guistic and cultural diversity, fostering
“national reconciliation” and improving
access to education. We will now de-
scribe these three dimensions and brief-
ly examine their relevance to the specific
situations of Myanmar in general, and
of Chin State in particular.

Preserving linguistic and cultural
diversity

According to a 2016 estimate of the
Summer Institute of Linguistics’ Eth-
nologue database, there are 7,117 living
languages spoken in the world today.
Out of these, 1,249 are spoken in South-
East Asia and 117, including 111 “indige-
nous,” in Myanmar.s About 50% of these
are somewhere in the lower half of Eth-
nologue’s Expanded Graded Internation-
al Disruption Scale: 41 are vigorous but
unstandardized, 16 are in trouble, and
4 are dying (Lewis, Simons and Fennig,
2016). Some of the languages which
were documented in the 1960’s (such
as Megyaw and Samang) are no longer
spoken today (Bradley, 2015, 2018).

The absence or scarcity of ethnic mi-
nority languages in education has been
described as “one of the most import-
ant direct causal factors in this (pro-
cess of) disappearance” of languages
around the world today, amounting to a
form of “linguistic and/or cultural geno-
cide” and “crime against humanity”
(Skutnabb-Kangas and Dunbar, 2010).
These strong terms are sometimes
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relayed by ethnic cultural rights advo-
cates in Myanmar (Mon, 2014). Other
researchers’ observations lead to some-
what qualifying these statements, as the
majority of the children’s language de-
velopment often happens outside of the
schools (Murray, 2016). Nevertheless, a
genuine shift towards a more inclusive
language-in-education policy is gener-
ally considered one of the key aspects
to the preservation of the linguistic and
cultural diversity of a country (Asia-Pa-
cific Multilingual Education Working
Group, 2013).

The ongoing language policy shift in
Myanmar is thus liable to have a signifi-
cant impact in this dimension, which is
certainly relevant to linguistically hetero-
geneous Chin State and its 478,801 in-
habitants (2014 census). Out of the 29
Chin languages identified by Ethnologue
(see later in this paper for a discussion
of linguistic classifications), only 5 are
described as dispersed, or threatened,
but 20 of them count less than 20,000
speakers, including 8 that are spoken by
less than 5,000.

Fostering “national reconciliation”

The most direct and obvious link be-
tween inclusiveness in language-in-ed-
ucation policy and the political aim of
“national reconciliation,” reaffirmed by
successive governments, is maybe the
inclusion and participation of the EBEPs
(those linked to ethnic armed organi-
zations first and foremost) into some
sort of national education framework,
in connection with the peace process.
While this particular aspect has little
direct implications in Chin State, just
like in the rest of the country, the overall
idea, backed by tangible evidence, that
the State is not a threat to ethnic minori-
ty identities is likely to induce long term
political benefits.

Parallel to actual language diversity ero-
sion, the theme of linguistic and cultural
endangerment, and the necessity to re-
sist it, is central in Chin politics. These
views echo wider perceptions of cultural
loss, which seem particularly prevalent
in Myanmar, and can be traced back at

least to the trauma of colonization, as far
as Burmese nationalism is concerned.
The subsequent centrality and domina-
tion of Burmese identity and language
in the independent nation-state has cre-
ated the conditions for similar percep-
tions within minorities. Sayings along
the lines of “ooeqpadeC cpyizeqpadewd”
(“if the written language disappears, the
ethnic identity does too”) support lan-
guage revitalization projects all around
the country, and literature and culture
committees often strive to avoid resort-
ing to loan words in their oral and writ-
ten productions, in order to promote
what they perceive as a more authentic
version of their respective languages,
and thereby defending their respective
identities (Salem-Gervais and Raynaud,
2020).

These perceptions and efforts to protect
the language and culture from external
threats and influences are prevalent in
Chin State too. In 2017 and 2018 for
instance, signpost saying “Lai people,
speak Lai language”® or “In order to free
ourselves from being swallowed by oth-
er ethnic groups, let’s no longer include
the language of other people when we
speak”” could be seen in many shops
of Thantlang and Hakha, exhortations
primarily directed against the abun-
dant use of Burmese loan words when
speaking in Lai. While the multiple and
sometimes conflicting implications of
a society mobilized for the defense of
numerous, often multi-layered and in-
tertwined ethnic identities will be dis-
cussed later in this paper, in Chin State
just like in the rest of the country, the
reintroduction of local languages in for-
mal education is thus likely to constitute
an important step towards diminishing
the perceptions of a systematic “Bur-
manization” policy, thus contributing to
“national reconciliation.”

Improving access to education

Finally, research around the world shows
that the inclusion of ethnic minority
languages in schooling often improves
access to and performance in education
of these populations. This is particular-
ly true for MTBE models, which entail a
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transition from the local language to the
national language, throughout primary
and secondary cycles, thereby alleviating
the “language-barrier” faced by children
whose mother tongue is not the nation-
al language (see for instance, Dutcher,
2001; Malone and Paraide, 2011).

Implementing such system throughout
Myanmar and its 47,005 government
schools (MoE, 2019) appears particular-
ly challenging for the foreseeable future
(Salem-Gervais and Raynaud, 2020).
Nonetheless, the specific difficulties
faced by children whose mother tongue
is not Burmese have been explicitly ac-
knowledged by the ministry of educa-
tion in its National Education Strategic
Plan (NESP) 2016-2021 which states
that: “The ‘language barrier’ is also a
significant factor for children from na-
tionalities groups that contributes to
their dropping out of school.”®

In practice, assessing the relative im-
portance of this particular issue com-
pared to other obstacles to formal ed-
ucation appears complex. The Burmese
language-based education system has
often been described as a central, if not
the main problem in the education of
ethnic minority children (Shalom, 2011;
South and Lall, 2016; Ethnic National-
ities Affairs Center , 2018). It must be
noted that the education system has
had plenty of pressing issues during
the last decades (e.g., with funding, cor-
ruption, and teaching method) and that
other factors contribute to early drop-
outs (including poverty, conflict, topog-
raphy and distance to schools, student/
teacher ratio, attraction of neighboring
countries, rural/urban differentiated
perceptions, attitudes and practices).?
Emphasizing language issues above
other educational problems, in reso-
nance with the global trend to encourage
the use of ethnic minority languages in
education, is habitually associated with
a political position inclining towards
federalism and/or ethno-nationalism,
and away from centralization—an il-
lustration of the fundamentally political
nature of language-in-education policy
issues.
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Access to education is certainly a con-
cern in Chin State which, according to
the 2014 census, has the third lowest
literacy rate of the country for the aged
15 and over: 79.4%, against 89.5% for
the whole country, but with a strong
gradient between northern townships—
close to 90%—and southern townships
—close to or below 70% (as well as an
important gap, for older generations,
between males and females)."® Accord-
ing to MoE’s figures, primary comple-
tion rate was below 58% in 2017—2018
(against 69% for the national level, and
with the lowest figures in Paletwa, Min-
dat, Tonzang and Thantlang townships).
Chin State is also often at the bottom
of the ranking regarding success at the
matriculation exam, typically under 20%
(while Mon State, for instance, is often
close to or above 40%). In this regard,
according to a recent survey," the per-
formance of Chin State’s students is
particularly low in English and subjects
for which the textbooks are in English,
findings that are deeply counter-intu-
itive to most outsider’s perceptions of
Chin State.

While we are not aware of studies focus-
ing specifically on language and access
to education issues in Chin State, oth-
er factors, such as poverty (Chin State
is often described as by far the poorest
region of the country, with 58% of its
population considered poor)™, conflict
(notably in Paletwa township since the
beginning of the clashes between the
Arakan army and the Tatmadaw in 2015)
and remoteness (many villages do not
possess middle or high schools, and ac-
cess to school is thus often a challenge
in the steep terrain of Chin State, par-
ticularly during rainy season) are cer-
tainly critical elements of explanation of
the relatively poor performance of Chin
State in education.

Like in other regions of Myanmar, the
appointment of teachers from outside
Chin State sometimes creates prob-
lems, most notably with vacant posi-
tions left between postings. However,
it should also be noted that villagers do
not always favor local teachers, for rea-
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sons that include their local language
skills, which sometimes prove to be a
double-edged sword. While using local
languages to “explain” the Burmese lan-
guage curriculum is often useful for low-
er levels of primary, in the absence of
clear guidelines for bilingual education
and given the inertia of rote-learning
teaching methods, anecdotal evidence
suggests that in certain situations, over-
using or using inappropriately local lan-
guages in the classroom may also ham-
per the process of acquisition of certain
skills in the national language. Regard-
less of this specific issue, in Chin State
like elsewhere in the country, the acqui-
sition of literacy skills in the local lan-
guages during early grades of schooling
is likely to have significant educational
benefits.

2. Shifting language-in-education policy
in Chin State

Questions linked to literacy and lan-
guage diversity have constituted an
enduring and central issue for the di-
verse groups inhabiting what is today
Chin State and its surroundings. Scott
(2009) suggested that during precolo-
nial times, nonliteracy may have been
part of an overall willingness to keep the
lowland States at bay, for the inhabitants
of Zomia (a term itself directly rooted in
the Mizo-Kuki-Chin context, since it is
derived from “Zomi"—“Zo people,” un-
derstood as “highlanders,” Van Schen-
del, 2002). Similarly to traditions in
other borderland regions of Myanmar,
these issues are also rooted in folktales
and origin myths of “lost magic letters”
or “eaten leather book,” cursing the lo-
cal populations with babelian disunity,
by contrast with the Burmans, whose
language survived the “age of dark-
ness,” because it was written on stone
(Sakhong, 2003; Hu, 1998).

While local population did possess rich
oral traditions and records, the creation
of written languages, starting in the
mid-nineteenth century through con-
tact with the missionaries™ (see Fig.
1), is often explicitly presented by the
different Chin groups as the beginning
of their respective histories.> However,
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Year Creator of the written language

Language
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1929 Rev. Dr. Herbert Cope, U Aung Shwe and U Mang Kin

1960 Rev.Fr. Andre Bareights and Michael Mg. Hre Hmung
2014 Rev. Kyaw Kyaw and LSDO- Language and Social De-
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Figure 1: Years of creation of orthographies for certain Chin languages'’

until today, the elusive emergence of
a common language appears to be a
central missing piece in the process of
mobilizing the overarching “Chin” iden-
tity, itself largely constructed in relation-
ship with Christianity on the one hand,
and the Burmese polity on the other
(Sakhong, 2003, 2007). Unsurprisingly
and like elsewhere in Myanmar (Taylor,
2006; Salem-Gervais and Metro, 2012),
the realm of education has played a
central role in these processes of identi-
ty-building; the shifts in language-in-ed-
ucation policies, throughout successive
political eras, have profoundly contrib-
uted to shape Chin State’s contempo-
rary society.

Chin languages in education under
colonial rule

In the second half of the nineteenth
century and most notably following the
British annexation of 1890, administra-
tors and missionaries started to create
orthographies for some of the vernac-
ular languages of the Chin hills." How-
ever, during the early decades of the
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20th century, the American Baptist mis-
sion judged that Burmese was a better
suited language to spread the Gospel.
Relying on their previous experience in
Thayetmyo (in today’s Magway Region),
as well as on already Christianized Kar-
en teachers, they used Burmese, a lan-
guage often unfamiliar to the locals, as
a medium of instruction in the mission
schools that they progressively opened,
starting in 1900 (Sakhong, 2003; Hu,
1998).

However, in 1922, in the wake of the
Anglo-Chin war of 1917—19, the mis-
sion school in Hakha was burned down
by angry locals. Instead of stirring re-
sentment by taking actions, the British
administration sought to appease the
defeated chieftains by changing their
own education policy towards using a
vernacular language as a medium of in-
struction. In the Chin context, however,
selecting that language was a challenge,
as stated in an official report:

“The multiplicity of Chin dialects

presents a serious difficulty which is
increased by the fact that pioneer ed-
ucational work began, and the chief
educational center is consequently
situated, among people whose dia-
lect (khamhow) is not widely used.”
(Report on The Administration of
Burma for the years of 1923-1924, p.
102)

In 1924, when the British government
took over all the mission schools,
amidst diverging views regarding which
language should be promoted in edu-
cation, Reverend Cope, the most influ-
ential administrator (who also played
a central role in the creation of scripts
for Laizo, Kamhau/Khamhow/Zolai and
Lai) decided that these three languages
would be used in the schools (Sakhong,
2003). The priority was thus to produce
textbooks in these three languages (see
Fig. 2) and spread the Gospel through
education, in the 45 schools that were
operating in Chin State in 1923 (Re-
port on The Administration of Burma
for the years of 1923-1924). According
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In the following years, this linguistic

shift away from Burmese contributed
to a rapid increase of the number of
schools and children receiving formal
education, as well as the spreading of
the Christian faith, which was soon
widely perceived as a marker of an ed-
ucated person. However, a number of
Chin cultural elites and political actors
today look back at these developments
with mixed feelings, as only a partial re-
alization of the “magic of letters.” From
the perspective of building a common
Chin identity, the decision of using three
languages in education is indeed often
perceived as a major missed opportuni-
ty to promote a common language for
the Chins (Sakhong, 2003; Mang, 2018).

Language-in-education policy in Chin
State in independent Burma/Myanmar
Inspired, to a large extent, by Burmese
nationalist movements and the patriot-
ic education dispensed in the National
schools that existed since 1920, the ed-
ucation system set-up after Burma ob-
tained independence was much more
centralized than what General Aung
San suggested in the years and months
preceding his assassination. In the con-
text of a 1947 Constitution attributing a
“special position” to Buddhism without
mentioning languages other than Bur-
mese, ethnic languages could be taught
in public schools, up to Grade 3 (Htut,
2000; Callahan, 2003).

In practice, the presence or absence of
particular languages in the government
schools depended on the socio-linguis-
tic situations and readiness of the dif-
ferent groups: while some, including the
Mons, Shans and Karens managed to in-
troduce their languages in government
schooling, sometimes beyond Grade 3,
the lack of trained teachers and teaching
materials, the necessity to invent scripts
or standardize dialects, as well as the
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complexity of ethnic settings and local
balance of demography and power of-
ten constituted enduring obstacles, es-
pecially for the smaller groups (Hlaing,
2007; Mong, 2004).

In the Chin context, however, Burmese
was seldom used in education since
1924, and Pau Chin, one of the Chin
representatives in the 1947 Frontier
Areas Committee of Enquiry, request-
ed the lowering of Burmese language
standards for the matriculation exam in
Chin State, so the students could com-
pete with native speakers of Burmese
(Report of the Frontier Areas Commit-
tee of Enquiry, 1947, p. 80). According
to Hu (2006) as well as several inter-
viewees who attended school during the
1950s, the colonial policy of using some
of the Chin languages as medium of in-
struction up to fourth standard (as well
as teaching them as subjects) was con-
tinued. According to a current member
of the Chin State parliament, Geogra-
phy was then called “Khuaram,” Science
was “Thilri” and Mathematics were
“Kanaan.” Further research would be
needed to determine which languages
were actually used and in which schools
(many Chin languages not possessing
an orthography yet) but it seems that

languages such as K'cho and Siyin may
have been used, in addition to Lai, Laizo
and Zolai. Interviews also suggest that
textbooks in these languages were not
necessarily available.

The post-independence language-in-ed-
ucation historical outlines regarding
Burma/Myanmar are sometimes overly
simplistic, with blanket statement along
the lines of “teaching ethnic minority
languages was forbidden after 1962,”
against an idealization of the parliamen-
tary era language policy (Salem-Gervais,
2018). However, and while further re-
search on this issue would be needed,
the data collected for this article does
suggest a very significant step back in
terms of using Chin languages in formal
education under the BSPP.

Following the military coup in 1962,
while article 152 (B) of the 1974 consti-
tution officially stated that “Burmese
is the common language. Languages
of the other national races may also be
taught,” the teaching of ethnic minority
languages as subjects was largely limit-
ed to Grade 3 in government schools,
and the nationalization of private edu-
cation in 1965-66 virtually suppressed
the alternatives to Burmese-medium
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formal education. In Chin State, a deep
shift towards Burmese as the medium
of instruction was initiated, Chin lan-
guages being taught only as subjects,
up to Grade 3 (Hu, 2006; Vumson,
1986). In the 1970s and the 1980s the
readers produced by the Ministry of
Education for the teaching of some of
the main ethnic minority languages in
government schools included at least
a series of textbooks in Lai (Kio, 2014;
Hlaing, 2008), and anecdotal interviews
of individuals who attended primary
schools during this period suggest that
Laizo (for Falam) and Zolai (for Tedim
and Tonzang) were also taught.

During the decades following the mili-
tary takeover, a number of organizations
aiming at teaching Chin languages out-
side of the schools were also created.
The Yangon Chin Literature and Culture
Committee was founded in 1964, and
in March 1979 an Executive Committee
of the Hakha Township People’s Coun-
cil formed the Lai Literature Commit-
tee, which started to create textbooks
for teaching this language in Hakha,
Thantlang and Matupi townships, up to
Grade 5 (Hu, 2006). In the second half
of the 1980s, multiple Christian organi-
zations increased their cooperation and
efforts to promote religious and cultur-
al activities, including the teaching of
their respective languages, outside of
the schools. For instance, after failed
attempts to obtain State-approval for
their Lai grammar, a number of Baptist
associations from different townships
founded the Chin Christian Literature
Society in 1988 (reorganized into the
Chin Association for Christian Commu-
nication in 1993). Since then, the activi-
ties of this organization include tertiary
level trainings in theology and the pro-
duction of material for teaching the Lai
language outside of the schools, such
as readers, lesson books for Sunday
schools, Lai-English dictionaries, as well
as hymn books (Hu, 1998).

Meanwhile, with the arrival of the post-
1988 military juntas, ethnic minority
languages tended to be further side-
lined out of government schools. In the
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early 1990s the official national program
from the Ministry of Education (MoE)
indicated that schools could choose to
allocate up to two sessions of 30 min-
utes a week to the subject of ethnic
languages, a modest slot that seemed
to have disappeared altogether from
the updates of the official program at
some point during the mid-1990s (Oo,
1999; Htut, 2000). In practice, despite
this absence of State support, in Chin
State like in other regions of the coun-
try, some interviewees (as well as one
of the authors of this paper) anecdotally
confirmed that they had received basic
trainings in literacy in a Chin language
in a government school, as late as the
early 2000s, seemingly because of the
willingness of their teachers and head-
masters to provide such teaching, rely-
ing on old textbooks.

The return of chin languages classes in
government schools

The decade following the dissolution
of the State Peace and Development
Council (SPDC), in 2011, has witnessed
significant developments regarding de-
centralization in general and the intro-
duction of ethnic minority languages
in government schools in particular.
These developments are based on the
2008 Constitution (articles 22, 354 and
365), as well as, later on, the 201415
Education law (Salem-Gervais and Ray-
naud, 2020). While the beginnings of
these classes, in the years following
their official announcement by the Min-
istry of Education in 2012, were rather
frustrating (ethnic languages could be
taught only out of regular school hours
by teachers receiving extremely modest
salaries), this policy has progressively
gained momentum, notably since the
2017—2018 school year, with the ap-
pointment of a first batch of more than
5,000 ethnic languages Teaching Assis-
tants (TAs). The mission of these TAs
is both to teach their respective ethnic
minority languages as subjects, and to
help children understand the lessons by
using these languages as classroom lan-
guages, “explaining” the lessons through
code-switching, when necessary.

The 201415 education law has been

widely criticized (and famously protest-
ed against by student movements) for
different reasons, including not grant-
ing enough “autonomy” in education
and failing to establish MTBE. Howev-
er, this law does constitute an import-
ant step in terms of making the States/
Regions-level political actors—the Re-
gional governments and local literature
and culture committees (LCCs), first
and foremost—in charge of decisions
regarding which languages should be
taught in the schools. In addition, since
2017, the teaching of ethnic minority
languages is included in the develop-
ment of what is called the Local Curricu-
lum, a portion of the syllabus developed
in each of the State and Regions, which
also includes the teaching of local his-
tory, geography, customs and cultures,
through Local Knowledge curricula.

As of 2020, while frustrations regarding
the pace of implementation of this poli-
cy on the ground and questions regard-
ing its efficiency in practice remain com-
mon, official figures state that a total of
64 languages are being taught through-
out Myanmar as subjects, and three to
five periods a week, to 766,731 children,
by 24,792 teachers, within school hours
in most cases.

In Chin State, the teaching of some
languages in government schools has
slowly started around the school year
2013—2014. In 2019-2020, out of the
1,212 schools of Chin State, a total of
47,354 children in Grades 1, 2 and 3 were
being taught one of the 22 languages
approved by the Chin State government
(see Fig. 3), by a total of 2,499 teachers,
including 911 Teaching Assistants™ (see
Fig. 4). Textbooks for most of these lan-
guages have been produced by their re-
spective LCCs, often with the support of
the MoE and Ministry of Ethnic Affairs
(MoEA, see Fig. 5) and the Chin State
government now has a yearly budget
(15 million kyats for each township for
2020-21) to support the LCCs in their
activities (such as production of text-
books and training of teachers).

In accordance with the Basic Education
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Curriculum Framework, the local cur-
ricula, which are in the process of be-
ing gradually developed, could include
the teaching of ethnic minority lan-
guages and cultures, up to high school
(Salem-Gervais and Raynaud, 2020).
UNICEF, in partnership with the MoEA,
has also produced story books, which
include 27 Chin languages (see Fig. 6),
in order to promote early literacy and
the development of the children’s skills
in both the mother tongue and the na-
tional language. Other recent measures
aiming at including ethnic identities in
formal education include the possibility
to register students with their ethnic ti-
tle (Salai or Mai instead of the Burmese
Maung or Ma, for instance) in front of
their names.>°

Outside of the MoE system, Lai lan-
guage is also used in theological higher
education studies, increasingly taught
as a subject and used as “classroom
language” in urban private schools,
while many groups continue to hold
yearly summer school programs. Oth-

Townships

Thantlang
Paletwa
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Mindat
Tonzang
Tedim
Hakha
Falam

Total

Teaching Assistant (TA)
(hired in 2017—2018 or in

er non-state actors, such as the Bawinu
Foundation, also promote the use of lo-
cal languages in education, and media
in Chin languages are active, notably in
the form of magazines, although lan-
guage diversity does constitute one of
the main challenges they are facing.”

3. Language-in-education policy
challenges in the Chin context

Despite all these developments and
increasing momentum, challenges are
many in the process of introducing eth-
nic minority languages in formal edu-
cation in Myanmar, and linguistically
highly heterogeneous Chin State is cer-
tainly no exception. These imbricated
challenges include resources, and the
cost attached to producing material and
hiring teachers for a large number of
languages. Certain aspects of language
development, such as producing the
vocabulary needed for a formal educa-
tion context is also a concern for some
groups, notably in the southern part and
beyond the borders of Chin state, where
ethnic groups tend to be more diverse

(Ethnic)
(Ethnic)

2019—2020)
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182 280
221 34
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113 142
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Language Teacher (LT)*
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and their written languages less devel-
oped and entrenched.

In the following paragraphs, we will
focus on two specific challenges that
materialize all around Myanmar, but
seem particularly daunting in certain
Chin contexts: the specific situation of
urban areas, which tend to be ethnical-
ly and linguistically diverse, on the one
hand, and the difficulties and tradeoffs
involved in producing a list of standard-
ized languages (as opposed to dialec-
tal variations) that should be taught in
the schools, on the other. These chal-
lenges thus correspond to answering
a question that may seem simple, but
which was already boggling colonial au-
thorities: which particular language(s)
should be taught in which school?

Urban areas and multiethnic settings

The first challenge observed all around
the country is the situation of schools in
urban settings and close to main roads
where—as a general rule in a country of
striking diversity—populations tend to

Total ethnic languages
teachers

238
462
255
203
214
188
255
211
473

2,499

Figure 4: Number of (ethnic) Languages Teachers (LT) and (ethnic) Teaching Assistants (TA) for each township of Chin State. (Data collected at the MoE

and MoEA offices of Chin State)
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be more diverse in terms of ethno-lin-
guistic background. These populations
also tend to have better skills in the
national language and to be particu-
larly eager to formally learn languages
perceived as higher values in terms of
life and economic opportunities, in-
cluding Burmese and English. Beyond
the question of their self-identification
in “ethnic” terms, in many instances,
these populations also possess a lesser
command of their (supposed) moth-
er-tongue(s), the language(s) attached
to a particular “ethnic” identity.

These types of situations, where stu-
dents from diverse ethno-linguistic
backgrounds are attending the same
school, create challenges when devel-
oping a language-in-education policy,
and the magnitude of these challenges
is proportional to the ambitions of the
policy. Understandably, making these
languages available as subjects, a few
periods every week, is logistically less
complex than using them as media of
instruction, following an MTBE model.
This second prospect, which would en-
tail separating, at least to some extent,
children according to discrete ethnic
identities within urban primary schools,
would have considerable repercussions
in terms of resources, but also debat-
able political implications, in already
fragmented societies.

One of the specificities of the Chin con-
text, in that regard, is multilingualism. If
the mastering of Burmese seems to be
well-correlated to a rural/urban gradient
(urban population being, as a general
rule, more proficient in the national lan-
guage), moving towards urban centers
does not necessarily entail a process of
language loss throughout generations,
and mastering four or more languages
is common among Chins.

Regardless, the unfolding language-in
-education policy, despite being much
less ambitious than an MTBE model,
already has logistical implications for
schools located in certain multilingual
urban centers. Being able to offer all the
relevant languages, as subjects, requires
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the hiring and training of teachers, the
printing of textbooks and the availability
of classrooms, which all come at a cost.
Interviews in Chin State also suggest
that in some cases, locally dominant
groups may try to impose the learning
of their language to others, in specific
towns or schools.

This kind of challenge appears more
common in the more multilingual
towns of southern Chin State, such as
Kanpalet, Paletwa and Mindat, where up
to three or four languages are taught in
certain schools (No. 1 Basic Education
High School in Paletwa, for instance,
offers Khumi, Dai and Rakhine languag-
es). In reality, however, the more com-
plex situations are to be found outside
of Chin State, in neighboring towns
such as Tamu and Kalaymyo (Sagaing
Region) or Gangaw (Magway Region),
which gather highly diverse popula-
tions, often originating from Chin State.

In neighboring Sagaing Region, a total
of 21 languages, so far, are taught or in
the process of being included as sub-
jects in government schools, including
Chin, Naga, and Shan languages. In
townships such as Tamu and Kalaymyo,
where populations from different parts
of Chin State have settled, respective-
ly eight (Shan, Thado, Falam, Hakha,
Tedim, Lushai, Kante and Zo) and six
(Lushai, Tedim, Falam, Hakha, Zoton,
Hualngo) languages are already being
taught, and other LCCs are in the pro-
cess of getting ready. Situations in which
children from up to five to six different
ethno-linguistic backgrounds are pres-
ent in a single school are relatively com-
mon, not only in the towns themselves,
but often also in surrounding villages.>

Offering classes in several ethnic lan-
guages in a single school is often man-
ageable, but usually entail compromis-
es—which can negatively impact the
number of children attending—such
as lessons out of school hours in order
to deal with classroom availability, or
aggregating students of different levels
because of the shortage of teachers.
In particularly complicated cases, such

as schools offering five languages and
above, the local LCCs interviewed are
sometimes considering reverting to
teaching outside of the school year, in
order to simplify logistics for everyone.
Some of them suggested that using the
school premises—a strong political
symbol of recognition—but for sum-
mer classes, could be an effective com-
promise.> The Chin State Government
and Hluttaw (Parliament), as well as the
Chin State MoEA, also seem wary of sit-
uations where many languages are be-
ing taught (see next sections); over the
last few years, these institutions have
been trying to push toward a simpler
framework, such as a single language
per township, or at least a single lan-
guage per school.®

Challenges and tradeoffs of language
standardization in Myanmar

The second challenge, that was dubbed
“the minority language standardization
conundrum,” in earlier publications
(Salem-Gervais and Raynaud, 2019,
2020), corresponds to the philosophical
contradictions underpinning the stan-
dardization of ethnic minority languag-
es, notably in the process of introducing
them in formal education (as opposed
to less formal “community” teach-
ings). This prospect, especially in the
more ambitious perspective of MTBE,
indeed strongly suggests using written
and standardized languages, in order
to produce curricula and train teachers.
This endeavor of transforming what in
Myanmar is frequently a variety of dia-
lects and scripts into common, written
and somewhat standardized languag-
es, each attached to single ethnonyms,
also corresponds to the nation-building
agendas of a multitude of actors who
wish to defend, mobilize and strengthen
a particular ethnic identity.

However, while the official list of 135
ethnic groups remains contentious,
producing a list of discrete languages
attached to their respective ethnonyms
is, to a signiﬂcant extent, an arbitrary
exercise, directed by considerations that
are often more political than linguistic.
Agendas of the actors involved tend
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to conflict, in a pattern that was de-
scribed through the image of “Russian
dolls” (Salem-Gervais and Raynaud,
2019, 2020), but may also be depicted
through the mathematical analogy of a
fractal: “a shape made of parts similar
to the whole in some way” (Mandelbrot,
1982), which has been used to describe
certain aspects of Kachin societies
(Sadan, 2013), as well as phenomena
observed by language ideology special-
ists, describing “fractal recursivity” in
various cultural contexts (lrvine and
Gal, 2000).

In a variety of situations in Myanmar, ac-
tors seeking to represent and mobilize
a particular identity (such as literature
and culture committees, religious insti-
tutions, armed groups, political parties,
ethnic media) wish to promote linguis-
tic and political “unity” (@é:cﬁ?zéggo&g)
as a remedy to the “division/difference/
heterogeneity” ((@E{J:@o:@zﬁ) within
what they perceive as their group. How-
ever, these discourses on “unity” be-
tween “brothers and sisters” often have
a lot in common, both in terms of phi-
losophy, narrative and vocabulary, with
the propaganda of the former military
government, and its own cult of “uni-
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Figure 7: Focus on Chin State of Ethnologue's language mapping
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ty” within what has been described as a
“Burmanization” project.

A variety of similar actors, associated
with different components of the said
perceived groups, do not fail to notice
these similarities and inherent contra-
dictions. Appealing to their own “ethnic
rights” (which are now inscribed in the
law), they often seek to consolidate their
own ethnolinguistic identity by affirm-
ing their distinctiveness, emphasizing
cultural and linguistic differences from
the group that they perceive as trying
to “swallow” them (Salem-Gervais and
Raynaud, 2019, 2020).

Standardizing ethnic minority languag-
es in order to introduce them into the
schools is thus liable to amount to sup-
pressing diversity, in the very name of
diversity. This underlying “Faustian bar-
gain” (Lane, Costa and Korne, 2018) is
not conducive to compromises, espe-
cially in a point and time of Myanmar’s
political history where a multitude of
actors are mobilized to defend their par-
ticular “ethnic rights.”

Echoing the accusations of “Burmaniza-
tion,” words (or corresponding percep-

Main Spoken Languages of Myanmar
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tions) starting with an ethnonym and
finishing in “-ization” (such as Sgawiz-
ation, Jinghpawization, Shanization...)
seems to be appearing or strengthen-
ing, denouncing cultural and linguis-
tic situations, projects or aspirations
perceived as hegemonic. In a number
of situations, the aim of helping pu-
pils understand their teachers better
indeed seems to take a backseat to the
nation-building objectives of the actors
involved (Salem-Gervais and Raynaud,
2019, 2020).

In other words, this seemingly unavoid-
able “discretization” process—going
from a situation where a virtually un-
countable number of variations of a
large number of languages are spo-
ken in the homes of primary school
pupils across Myanmar to a situation
where a limited number of standard-
ized languages are taught in govern-
ment schools—is much easier said
than done. This process, which seems
particularly relevant in the case of Chin
State, is also likely to entail significant
tradeoffs in the three dimensions of the
rationale for introducing ethnic minority
languages in formal education (cultural
diversity preservation, reduction of the
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language barrier and “national reconcil-
iation,” see section two of this paper).

How many Chin languages?

In contrast with the relative fluidity
of identity and language practices in
the mountainous borderlands of what
progressively became British Burma,
through colonial census categories and
the development of written languag-
es by missionaries, language has been
widely perceived as the critical marker
of a “race” (a concept that evolved into
“ethnicity”) in Burma/Myanmar (Mc-
Cormick, 2016, 2019; McAuliffe, 2017).
Bennison, the author of the 1931 census
report, striving to approach the “true
racial classification” of the “indigenous
races of Burma,” identifies 44 Kuki-Chin
languages, although he does state that
this classification “is a matter of some
difficulty,” which would require further
study, and that “there does not appear
to be any unanimity of opinion” (Benni-
son, 1931, pp. 246—-184).

And indeed, beyond the lack of re-
search at that time, the classic quip “a
language is a dialect with an army and
navy” is a good reminder of the arbi-
trariness of the distinction between lan-
guage and dialect. Establishing a definite
and official list of languages, especially
for a linguistically highly heterogeneous
mountainous region such as the one
inhabited by Chin people, is always, to
some extent, an arbitrary endeavor, un-
derpinned by political considerations, at
least as much as linguistic ones. While
a religion-based written culture appears
to be a critical feature of languages in the
Chin context, trying to compile a double
entry table, associating ethnonyms with
the creator of their respective orthogra-
phies and their year of creation (such
as Fig. 1), is often a tricky exercise, as
different components of the said group
may refer to different written traditions,
corresponding to different dialects and/
or different denominations.

Linguists, such as VanBik (2009),
Delancey (2015) and Peterson (2017)
have nevertheless offered useful classi-
fications, to make sense of the diversity
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Figure 9: Covers of the textbooks created by the Matu (Chin), Matu, and Matupi (Chin) literature and

culture committees

among Kuki-Chin languages, a branch
of the Tibeto-Burman languages spo-
ken in what is today western Myanmar,
northeastern India and western Ban-
gladesh (see Fig. 7 and 8). These clas-
sifications propose slightly different
overarching categories from one an-
other (such as “Northern,” “Southern,”
“Central,” “Maraic”...). Interestingly, the
speakers of some languages, such as
Anu-Hkongso, self-identify as “Chin,”
while their language seem rather related
to a different, Mruic branch (Peterson,
2017). Inversely, some Zolai speakers,
whose language is generally classi-
fied as part of the Northern Kuki-Chin
branch, often refuse to be identified as
“Chins” in political life, arguing that
“Zo" is in fact the authentic name for
“Chin” (Vumson, 1986; Lehman, 1963).

Peterson (2017) explicitly states the par-
ticular relevance of the issues we have

described for Myanmar in general, in

the case of Chin languages:
The Kuki-Chin group includes doz-
ens of named varieties for what may
number as many as fifty indepen-
dent languages, although the usual
issues regarding the language vs.
dialect are very much relevant in the
present context. For instance, there
is a high degree of mutual intelligi-
bility between Hakha Lai, spoken in
Hakha, and Laizo (or Zahao) spoken
in Falam; nevertheless, language
politics militate against recognizing
these as mere dialects of a single
language. (p. 190)

Myanmar’s official nomenclature, which
attributes a list of ethnonyms to each of
the eight overarching ethnic categories
(corresponding to the seven states’
names + Bamar) has 53 categories for
Chin groups alone (out of a total of 135).
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This classification is widely described as
inaccurate and problematic, and ahead
of the 2014 census, a Chin National Ac-
tion Committee on Census has produced
a list of what they regard as its mistakes
and incoherencies:

« Some of these ethnonyms have
never been considered belonging
to “Chin” (Naga, Thanghkul, Malin,
Anun, Lhinbu, Meithei)

« Some do not seem to have ever
been understood as ethnonyms
(Saline, Mi-er, Laymyo)

« Many are spelled, either in Bur-
mese, in English, or both, in a way
that is different from common us-
age (Khami/Khumi, Khawno/Khu-
ano, Khaungso/Hkongso, Gunte/
Gangte, Zo-pe/Zophei, Tiddim/
Tedim...)

« At least one name corresponds to
what is today regarded as two sep-
arate groups (Dai (yinthu) for Dai/
Daai and Daa Yinthu)

« The overarching ethnonym “Chin”
is itself a category, with a code, just
like other categories

 In some cases, two categories cor-
respond to what the committee per-
ceive as a single group (Lushai and
Lushei for Lashai, Khaungsai and
Thado for ThadouKuki...)

« And finally, some well-identified
groups are totally absent from this
list (Ng'gha, Hlawn Ceu, Sometu,
Larktu, Laisaw, Laitu, Mayin, Lung-
paw, Minkya, Bawm).

Despite this classification being indeed
problematic, the Union Minister of La-
bor, Immigration and Population has re-
affirmed, in 2019, that the government
had no plan to change this nomencla-
ture.?® In the post-SPDC political con-
text, the process of producing a list of
State-approved Chin ethnic identities
(each conceived as corresponding to a
single language and a single written tra-
dition) is indeed likely to be contentious.
While some of the groups have relatively
well-established ethnic identities, corre-
sponding to entrenched written tradi-
tion and fairly standardized languages,
these attributes may be more debatable
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for other, less structured
groups, which are often
grappling with fault lines
and competing claims
over what should consti-
tute their “official” ethnic
identity. These fault lines

may involve the mobili- |

zation of endonyms and
exonyms, be

es/dialects (depending on
who is making the claim),
to  different

nations and churches,

which may have different |
written traditions, or to

political affiliations and
various networks of in-
fluence of personalities
trying to mobilize a par-
ticular ethnic identity.

While a discussion of the
very concept of State rec-
ognition for ethnic iden-
tities and languages is
beyond the scope of this
paper, the number of Chin
languages to be taught in

the government schools is thus depen-
dent on the settling of these debates,
within ethnic communities. Linguists,
looking primarily at linguistic criteria,
have produced different figures of the
number of Kuki-Chin languages within
and beyond Chin State (such as 65 for
Bareigts (1981), 23 for VanBik (2009),
and 54 for the Ethnologue website). Oth-
er typologies include the one presented
by Sakhong (2009), with six overarching
categories (Asho, Cho, Khuami, Laimi,
Mizo and Zomi) and 63 sub-categories.
In 2014, the Chin National Action Com-
mittee on Census suggested a typology
with six similar overarching ethnic cat-
egories of Chins (Laimi, Zomi, Khumi,
Asho, K'cho, and “being discussed,”
eegieg:ad) for a total of 51 sub-catego-

ries.”’

As of 2019-2020, 22 languages are be-
ing taught in the government schools
of Chin State, after being approved at

linked to |
variations in the languag- |

denomi- |
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|
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Map Sources:
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Figure 8: Chin State language map elaborated by the Language and
Social Development Organization (LSDO).%

tween 2013 and 2016. This list, however,
is likely to evolve. Other groups (such
as Lautu, Asang Hkongso and Kaang)
are in the process of seeking the intro-
duction of their languages in govern-
ment schools and relatively well-identi-
fied groups, such as Zyphe, are not yet
teaching their languages within formal
education. In addition, the differences
between some of the already recognized
22 languages appear much more politi-
cal than linguistic (see for instance the
case of the different Matu languages in
the next section) which could set a prec-
edent for further factionalism. As op-
posed to Kayah, Kachin, Mon and Karen
States, where UNICEF has supported
the development of primary school text-
books in a total of 25 languages (in the
frame of the Local Curriculum), the UN
agency is not yet involved in such a proj-
ect in Chin State, precisely because of
the difficulties involved in selecting lan-
guages.”

township, State and Union levels, be-
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Daai, Matu, Lautu, Zophei and Paletwa
township: a few case-studies outlines
Different groups present very different
situations in the process of agreeing
on a standard language corresponding
to an ethnic identity. The term “Daai”
(Dai), for instance, refers to populations
designated by multiple ethnonyms that
have been shifting over time, speak-
ing multiple dialects (seven according
to Kheng, 2017), with several written
traditions, and scattered over the four
southern townships of Chin State. De-
spite these multiple challenges, these
populations seem to be having success-
es in the process of structuring a com-
mon linguistic project. Further research
would be needed to understand this
process in-depth, but regular confer-
ences were held in the different town-
ships, after the foundation of the Daai
Literature and culture committee in 2008,
leading to the production of textbooks,
and the introduction of Daai in gov-
ernment schools of the four southern
townships in 2014—2015.3° Other cases
of agreement over a common project
seem to include the Mara, despite the
existence of several, not always mutually
intelligible, dialects.”’

Compromises have been harder to reach
in the case of Matu, which used to be de-
scribed as a single language, for which
an orthography was created in 1954.
The Matu LCC, founded in 1963, split in
2003, over a disagreement regarding the
replacement of “y” and “o” by “ue” and
“oe.” To this day, actors speaking the
same language (also known as Doem)
and inhabiting the same regions are di-
vided between the Matu LCC, which re-
fused the orthography change, and the
Matu (Chin) LCC, using the new script.
Later on, in 2013, a Matupi LCC was also
created, for the promotion of a closely
related dialect (known as Ngala) most-
ly spoken in the town of Matupi itself.
The three committees have managed to
produce their respective textbooks (see
Fig. 9) and introduce their respective
languages in government schools (see
Fig. 3). They strive to mobilize resources
and influence, through their respective
networks, including churches, political
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parties and contacts in the local admin-
istration. Meanwhile, some of the actors
associated to Lai (Hakha) language, are
also advocating for the continuation of
the promotion of this language in Matu-
pi township, with more or less success
in convincing the different local LCCs.3?

Other groups, whose distinct written
language is still young, such as the Lau-
tu (1960s) and Zophei (1997), are in dif-
ferent positions regarding the teaching
of their languages in schools. The dif-
ferent Lautu groups agreed in 2015 to a
common literary standard, and they are
reportedly ready to teach soon, unlike
the Zophei, who may favor the teaching
of Lai in formal education (as opposed
to religious context). These groups also
often face internal divergences, which
seem only superficial so far, on issues
such as the spelling of their ethnonym,
with some actors advocating for an or-
thography corresponding to the sound
in their own language (Lutuv instead of
Lautu, Zyphe instead of Zophei).

Diverging views seem numerous in
the southern townships of Chin State,
such as Paletwa, which present a diver-
sity of groups with multiple endonyms
and exonyms, and various understand-
ings of what constitutes the language
(omomeoz) of an ethnic group (cpqj:,
or Miphun in Lai), as opposed to a dialect
(GSO%(DWDOJ)@(D’DgI 6303650610’3’3033@(7333),
associated to a “sub-group” or a “clan”
(qlgsede, or phun in Lai). While ten
languages (including Rakhine) are be-
ing taught, so far, in the government
schools of Paletwa (see Fig. 3), inter-
views suggest that there are significantly
more LCCs in this township (estimates
range between 12 and 22), which have
been appearing, merging, splitting and
shifting their names during the last de-
cades.® and often seem to be working
towards teaching their respective lan-
guages in government schools.

Paletwa has jokingly been nicknamed
“Literatures  City” (meoqp:élo[%LeooS)
by some locals* and mapping the
languages of this region is certainly a
complex endeavor. While further study

is needed to make sense of that diver-
sity, there seems to be, for instance, not
fewer than six to eight Khumi LCCs. The
term “Hkongso,” too, is used by differ-
ent groups. The Anu and Hkongso, who
speak similar languages, tried to unite
into a single LCC with a common liter-
ary project, in 2004. However, the small
differences between these two languag-
es/dialects proved to be a challenge,
and the organization split again in two
“Anu” and “Hkongso” LCCs, around
2007. Meanwhile, another group, pre-
viously known as “Kasang,” speaking a
different language (which seems related
to Khumi) also claim to be “Hkongso”;
this group is currently known as “Asang
(Hkongso)."

Towards (a) common language(s) for
Chin State?

As described earlier in this paper, the
elusive emergence of a common lan-
guage for the Chins has often been
perceived as an unfulfilled promise of
the “magic of letters,” and the central
missing piece in the process of mobi-
lizing and strengthening a common
identity. Within Chin’s highly multilin-
gual context, some of the northern lan-
guages are used beyond the population
of their native speakers (such as Lai,
which is understood not only in Hakha
and Thantalang townships, but also to
some extent in Matupi) and can serve as
lingua franca in certain situations. How-
ever, promoting a single Chin common
language today is more than likely to be
contentious, and in practice, a meeting
gathering representatives of different
parts of Chin State today generally takes
place in Burmese.

In other contexts around the world, one
possible answer to the political prob-
lems, which often come with the choice
of a particular “prestige” language/
dialect/script over the others (Trudell
and Young, 2016), is to mobilize a com-
mittee of experts to devise a common
language, combining features of the dif-
ferent languages involved in the project.
Similar to other endeavors among the
Palaung and Naga, the All Chin Society
has been working towards such Chin
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“Esperanto” (called “Chin language”)
but, like elsewhere, this enterprise ap-
pears extremely challenging in practice.

In 2019, the Chin State Government
and Hluttaw, reportedly responding to
Union government calls to try to reduce
the number of languages to be taught in
the schools, started to discuss the prior-
itization of five (sometimes referred to
as “major,” 38m, or “common” dZL)o{vz)
languages: Zolai (for Tedim and Ton-
zang), Laizo (for Falam), Lai (for Hakha
and Thantlang), Khumi (for Paletwa),
and Kcho (for Mindat and Kanpalet).3
The exact implications of this prioriti-
zation are not clear: among our inter-
viewees in the Hluttaw, some went as
far as stating that only the teaching of
these five languages will receive direct
support from the Chin State and Union
governments, while others said that the
project was indeed underpinned by the
idea that a small number of common
languages would benefit Chin State, but
that other languages could nevertheless
continue to be taught in school, with
some kind of support.

Some of the stakeholders were appar-
ently ready for certain compromises
during the discussions of November
2019 at the Chin State Hluttaw, however,
a number of complaints have also been
submitted to the Chin State Govern-
ment by the representatives of several
LLCs in the following months. They ar-
gue that this prospect is not in line with
the Ethnic Rights Protection Law, that pri-
mary school students should learn their
mother-tongue, that in some cases the
“major/common” languages are total-
ly unfamiliar to the students and that
the whole project is a denial of the ex-
istence of 53 Chin groups, which is likely
to cause tensions between them. Some
of the LCC explicitly state that they will
refuse to teach these five languages.
Others suggested that these languag-
es could indeed be taught as common
languages, but only starting in middle
schools, while preserving more diversi-
ty at primary level. The latter prospect,
which may be a step towards construc-
tive compromises, still raises questions
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regarding the overall political accept-
ability of two levels of recognition for
Chin languages, as well as the feasibility
of a policy entailing the teaching of four
languages within the course of school-
ing (1. local, 2. “major/common five” 3.
Burmese and 4. English).

Conclusion

The (re)introduction of ethnic minority
languages in government schools (both
as subjects and “classroom languag-
es”), which has gained momentum in
Myanmar over the last few years, has
also made significant progress in Chin
State since the 2013—2014 school year.
Despite not going as far as the mother
tongue-based education demanded by
some political and educational actors,
this policy seems more manageable for
the foreseeable future, and is likely to
bring some benefits in different dimen-
sions of Chin State’s social life, such as
preservation of cultural and linguistic
diversity, access to education, and “na-
tional reconciliation” within the Myan-
mar nation-state.

Chin State and the neighboring territo-
ries inhabited by Chin populations, how-
ever, constitute a linguistically highly
heterogeneous region, and the process
of composing a list of languages with
official recognition, to be taught in the
schools, is particularly complex. Cur-
rently, 22 languages are being taught,
but this list does not seem exhaustive
and it is likely to evolve as multiple eth-
no-linguistic projects obtain recogni-
tion, split or merge.

Meanwhile, the project of selecting a
handful of languages (five as it stands
at the time of writing this paper) to be
promoted as common Chin languag-
es through education raises concerns.
While the desire to spare public re-
sources and avoid what could become
a process of “ethno-linguistic balkaniza-
tion” are certainly understandable, the
prioritization of these five supposedly
“major” languages also entails deep
tradeoffs in the three dimensions of the
very rationale for introducing ethnic mi-
nority languages in education.

RESEARCH ARTICLE | CHIN LANGUAGES

First, this process could arguably back-
fire on language and culture preserva-
tion, by transforming the “main” lan-
guages into the most direct threats to
the survival of the “smaller” languag-
es. Second, in terms of accessibility of
education, this project is very different
from the prospect of using the mother
tongues as “bridge languages,” and the
“common languages” might even be
perceived as additional burdens, as far
as non-native speakers are concerned.
And third, from a political, “national
reconciliation” standpoint, this project
could contribute to shift the perceptions
regarding a political will of assimilation
(the Lai term “a kan dolh” is often used
in the Chin context), from the Myanmar
state (i.e. “Burmanization”) to the dom-
inant Chin groups.

Just like Lai and other Chin languages
and identities are frequently perceived
as threatened by the domination of Bur-
mese culture in the national frame, ac-
tors belonging to smaller Chin groups
often fear the additional threat of being
“swallowed” by bigger or more influen-
tial groups, that they perceive as trying
to impose their domination over the
different townships. Elites associated
with the dominant groups may dismiss
the resistance of smaller groups as
“primordialist” and “localist” (s3009),
or phuntanh in Lai) attitudes — an argu-
ment that could easily be turned against
them in conversations regarding lan-
guage policy at the national level. On
the other hand, actors claiming to rep-
resent less influential and structured
groups appeal to the protection of their
own “ethnic rights” (05CzqCamizagtase
§:2), which are now inscribed in the law,
but may also provide ground for unre-
strained factionalism.

The particularly complex case of Chin
State thus constitutes an additional il-
lustration of the intrinsically political na-
ture of language-in-education policies,
of the fractal patterns often observed
in language ideology (Irvine and Gal,
2000), and of the tradeoffs involved in
the selection of languages to be used
in formal education, as opposed to
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dialects, especially when their written
forms are involved. Nevertheless, the
last few years have witnessed significant
and positive developments, and while
challenges are many, one can hope that
through the policy of gradually introduc-
ing locally produced content in formal
education, the post-junta ethnic identity
renegotiation process will tend towards
compromises and consensus, in Chin
State like in other regions of the Union
of Myanmar.
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ENDNOTES

1. In this paper, we use “Burma” to refer to the
country prior to 1989, and the official name,
“Myanmar” afterwards.

2. www.ethnologue.com

3. According to Lehman (1963, p. 5) “No single
Chin word has explicit reference to all the
peoples we customarily call Chin, but all—or
nearly all—of the peoples have a special word
for themselves and those of their congeners
with whom they are in regular contact. This
word is almost always a variant form of a sin-
gle root, which appears as Zo, Yo, Ysou, Shou
and the like.”
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10.

12.

Such as the United Nations Declaration on
the Rights of Persons Belonging to National
or Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic Minorities
(1992) or the Universal Declaration of Linguis-
tic Rights (1996).

Latest estimates by Ethnologue give a slightly
higher figure, with 114 “indigenous” languag-
es.

“Laimi, Laiholh in Holh.”

“Miphun dang nih an kan dolhnak in kan ih-
lihphuah khawh naklai kan holh tikah miphun
dang holh telh ti hlah usih.”

Ministry of Education (2016), National Educa-
tion Strategic Plan 2016-2021, p. 48.

Ministry of Education (DERPT), UNICEF,
UNESCO. (2018). Myanmar report on out-
of-school children initiative; &aComomonm:
aa&[opies: 6qpoCy|od (2019, December 30). The
Myanmar Times.

The 2014 Myanmar Population and Housing
Census, Chin state, Falam district, Tedim Town-
ship Report. (2017, October). Department of
Population, Ministry of Labour, Immigration
and Population.

Conducted by Chinbridge Institute in January
2020 for Chin Education Initiative.

Poverty report - Myanmar living conditions
survey 2017. (2019, June). Myanmar Central
Statistics Organization, UNDP and the World
Bank.

See for instance Paing, T. H. (2019, Decem-
ber 9). Mother tongue helps learning in Chin
State. UNICEF.

An important exception is Zotuallai, a script
linked to the Laipian religion, which was in-
vented in the early 2oth century by Pau Cin
Hau, based on the Tedim language.

Dr. Luke Sui Kung Ling, from the Chin Chris-
tian University writes, for instance: “Do Lai
people have a history before AD 1800? In
other words, do Lai people have history be-
fore we became Christian? We didn't have any,
why? Because we don't have any literature.
The history we have today emerged only after
we became Christians and after we have had
literature. So, our history began with Christi-
anity." (Translated from Lai Chin). Ling, L. S.
K. (1999). Laica Kong Ah Kan Ruahawk Pahra
(Tran. “Ten Things We Should Think About
Lai Literature,” in “Lungrawn.”) https://lun-
grawn.wordpress.com/kan-ruah-awk-pahra/
Surgeon Major Newland’s A Practical hand-
book of the language of the Lai was for in-
stance published in 1897 in Rangoon (Hu,

1998).

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

This information is incomplete and indicative
only. Multiple groups linked to a single eth-
nonym may have different conceptions and
references regarding what constitutes their
respective written traditions, which may have
been elaborated in successive steps.

The authors wish to thank Van Cung Lian
(UK) for sharing these illustrations.

Appeared in 2017-2018, the “ethnic” Teaching
Assistant positions, with a salary of 4,800 kyat
per day, is a comparatively better position than
the Language Teacher (LT). See Salem-Gervais
and Raynaud, 2020.

Students can use ethnic titles but adults must
use Burmese titles. (2020, May 28). Mon
News Agency.

Bik, R. (2017, October 24). The Chin media is
in a poor state. Frontier Myanmar.

Language Teachers (LT) positions entail only
the teaching of ethnic minority languages, a
few periods every week, and for a much low-
er salary (30,000 kyats/month) than the TA.
These LT positions seem to be in the process
of slowly disappearing, as more TAs are being
hired (Salem-Gervais and Raynaud, 2020).
Interviews with local LCCs and local offices of
the MoE and MoEA, 2019, 2020.

Interviews with local LCCs and local offices of
the MoE and MoEA, 2019, 2020.

Interviews with Ministry of Ethnic Affairs
(Chin State Office) and members of Chin
State Government and Hltuttaw, April 2020.
No plan to change list of Chin sub-tribes, says
Union Minister. (2019, September 12). Kho-
numthung News.

19 groups for Laimi, 10 for Zomi, 4 for Khu-
mi, 5 for Asho, 3 for K'cho and 10 “being dis-
cussed” including Hkongso, Mro, Dai, Daa
Yinthu, Matu, Rongtu, Mara, Cumtu, Larktu,
Laisaw and Laitu.

Although details could certainly be discussed
(see for instance the case of Matu, detailed
below, which corresponds to multiple proj-
ects) this map is useful to provide a general
idea of language distribution in Chin State.
For a discussion regarding the utility, limita-
tions and inherent biases of language map-
ping, see Salem-Gervais and Raynaud, 2020.
Interviews with UNICEF, Hakha, 2019, 2020.
UNICEF has, however, supported, with the
MoEA, the production of story books for early
literacy in 27 Chin languages.

Interviews with the Dai LCC of Kanpalet town-
ship, May 2020.

This success, however, appears less surpris-
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ing, since the Mara are among the first groups
who received an orthography (see Fig. 1), and
the Tlosai dialect already constitutes a sort of
lingua franca (Bhatia, 2010).

32.  Interviews with the Matu (Chin) LCC, Matu
LCC and Matupi (Chin) LCC, May 2020.

33.  According to a map produced by the Lan-
guage and Social Development Organization
(LSDO) and an interview of the chairman of
the Khumi LCC and Paletwa Township Litera-
ture Committee, June 2020.

34. Title of a post by Ro Sang (LSDO) in May
2020. As noted by McCormick (personal com-
munication), there is often sort of a confusion
between “literature” and the idea of “literacy”
in English translations of Burmese.

35.  Interviews with the Hkongso LCC, Paletwa
Township Literature Committee, Department
of Ethnic Languages and Cultures, and LSDO,
June 2020.

36.  Chin languages approved for school curricu-
lum. (2020, February 5). Khonumthung News.

REFERENCES

Bareigts, A. (1981). Les Lautu: contribution a I'étude
de l'organisation sociale d’une ethnie chin de
Haute-Birmanie. Paris: Centre National de la
Recherche Scientifique, SELAF.

Bennison, ).J. (1933). Census of India 1931, volume xi:
Burma, Rangoon Office of the Supdt., Govern-
ment Printing and Stationery, Burma.

Bhatia, L. (2010), Education and society in a chang-
ing Mizoram: The practice of pedagogy. Rout-
ledge.

Bradley, D. (2015). Burmic languages in Myanmar.
In K. VanBik (Ed.) Continuum of the richness of
languages and dialects in Myanmar. Chin Hu-
man Rights Organization, Yangon.

Bradley, D. (2018). Languages. In A. Simpson, N.
Farrelly & 1. Holliday (Eds.), Routledge hand-
book of contemporary Myanmar (pp. 117-125).
Routledge.

Callahan, M. (2003). Language policy in modern
Burma. In M. Brown & S. Ganguly (Eds.),
Fighting words: Language policy and ethnic re-
lations in Asia (pp. 143-176). MIT Press.

Delancey, S., Krishna, B., Konnerth, L., & Amos,
T. (2015). Tibeto-Burman languages of the
Indo-Myanmar borderland. 31st South Asian
Languages Analysis Roundtable, 14 May 2015.

Dutcher, N. (2001). Expanding educational opportu-
nity in linguistically diverse societies. Center for
Applied Linguistics, Washington, DC.

1. Ethnic Nationalities Affairs Center. (2018).

Parami Journal of Education « ISSN 2709-2895

8860’)3033@(‘0’)3336@@Lmm0m3@0@8q3®§6.

Grinevald, C., & Costa, J. (2010). Langues en danger:
le phénomene et la réponse des linguistes,
Faits de langues, 35-36(1), 23-37.

Hlaing, K. Y. (2008). The politics of language policy
in Myanmar: Imagining togetherness, practic-
ing difference? In L. H. Guan & L. Suryadiana-
ta (Eds.), Language, nation, and development
in Southeast Asia (pp. 150-180). Institute of
Southeast Asian Studies, Singapore.

Htut, T. (2000). [g§er0poes: gac:0pmon§eamt.

Hu, B. (1998). Literacy and language maintenance
in Chin State, Myanmar. Chin Association for
Christian Communication.

Hu, B. (2006). “Laica le Sianginn Ngeihnak” in Chin
Sining Tuanbia (“Lai Literature and School” in
Chin History). Chin Association for Christian
Communication.

Irvine, J. T., & Gal, S. (2000). Language ideology
and linguistic differentiation. In P. V. Kroskrity
(Ed.), Regimes of language: Ideologies, polities,
and identities (pp. 35-84). School of American
Research Press.

Kheng, N. (2017). A phonological description of the
Mkuui variety of Daai Chin. [Master’s thesis,
Payap University]

Kio, S. N. (2014), Cauk, Ca Chuahnak Kong He
Pehtlai. In On Literature and Publication of
Books, in Chin Association for Christian Com-
munication Magazine.

Kosonen, K. (2017). Language of instruction in

Southeast Asia. UNESCO Background paper

for the 2017/8 Global education monitoring

report. Document: ED/GEMR/MRT/2017/
P118.

Lane, P., Costa, J., & Korne, H. D. (2018). Standard-
izing minority languages: Competing ideologies
of authority and authenticity in the global pe-
riphery. Routledge.

Lehman, F.K. (1963). The structure of Chin society. A
tribal people of Burma, adapted to a non-west-
ern civilization. University of lllinois Press.

Malone, S., & Paraide, P. (2011). Mother tongue-
based bilingual education in Papua New
Guinea. International Review of Education, 57,
705-720.

Mandelbrot, B. (1982). The fractal geometry of na-
ture. W. H. Freeman and Co.

Mang, P. Z. (2018). The politics of religious conver-
sion among the ethnic Chin in Burma. Studies
in World Christianity, 24(3), 188—211.

McAuliffe, E. (2017). Caste and the quest for racial
hierarchy in British Burma: An analysis of cen-
sus classifications from 1872—1931. [Master's
thesis, University of Washington]

RESEARCH ARTICLE | CHIN LANGUAGES

McCormick, P. (2016, Autumn). Does language
equal ethnicity in Burma? The Newsletter. En-
couraging Knowledge and Enhancing the Study
of Asia (International Institute for Asian Stud-
ies), No. 75, 29—43.

McCormick, P. (2019). Language policy in Myan-
mar. In A. Kirkpatrick and A. Liddicoat (Eds.),
The Routledge international handbook of lan-
guage education policy in Asia (pp. 243-256).
Routledge.

Mon, P. N. (2014, October 3—4 ). Education reform
and national reconciliation in Burma. Paper
presented at the 2014 Western Conference
Association for Asian Studies, Arizona State
University, Phoenix, Arizona.

Mong, S. K. (2004). The history and development of
the Shan script. Silkworm Books.

Oo, T. (1999). (1948-1998) Ministry of Education,

[95020p3766:009C: 20EGip9§:006:00am.

Peterson, D. A. (2017). On Kuki-Chin subgrouping.
In Picus Sizhi Ding and Jamin Pelkey (Eds.),
Sociohistorical linguistics in Southeast Asia:
New horizons for Tibeto-Burman studies in
honor of David Bradley (pp. 189—210). Brill.

Sadan, M. (2013) Being and becoming Kachin: His-
tories beyond the state in the borderworlds of
Burma. British Academy and Oxford Univer-
sity Press.

Sakhong, L. (2003). In search of Chin identity. NIAS
Press.

Sakhong, L. (2003) The Origin of the Chin. In K.
Robin (Ed.), Chin: History, culture and identity,
Dominant Publishers.

Sakhong, L. (2007) Christianity and Chin identity. In
M. Gravers (Ed.), Exploring ethnic diversity in
Burma (pp. 200-226). NIAS Press.

Salem-Gervais, N., & Metro, R. (2012). A textbook
case of nation-building: The evolution of his-
tory curricula in Myanmar. journal of Burma
Studies. 16(1), 27-78.

Salem-Gervais, N. (2018). Teaching ethnic lan-
guages, cultures and histories in government
schools today: Great opportunities, giant
pitfalls? In Oxford Tea Circle Oxford, https://
teacircleoxford.com/2018/10/01/teach-
ing-ethnic-languages-cultures-and-histories-
in-government-schools-today-great-opportu-
nities-giant-pitfalls-part-i/.

Salem-Gervais, N., & Raynaud M. (2019). Promis-
ing developments and daunting challenges
in using ethnic minority languages in for-
mal education. In Oxford Tea Circle, https://
teacircleoxford.com/2019/09/23/promis-
ing-developments-and-daunting-challeng-
es-in-using-ethnic-minority-languages-in-for-

30 OCTOBER 2020 - VOL 1 ISSUE1 139



RESEARCH ARTICLE | CHIN LANGUAGES

mal-education- part-i/.

Salem-Gervais, N., & Raynaud, M. (2020). Teach-
ing ethnic minority languages in government
schools and developing the local curriculum.
Elements of decentralization in language-in-ed-
ucation-policy. ~ Konrad-Adenauer  Stiftung,
Myanmar. Available at: https://www.kas.de/
en/web/myanmar/laenderberichte/detail /-/
content/teaching-ethnic-minority-languag-
es-in-government-schools-and-develop-
ing-the-local-curriculum.

Scott, J. C. (2009). The art of not being governed: An
anarchist history of upland Southeast Asia, Yale
University Press.

Shalom  (Nyein) Foundation. (2011). [g§en§ce
ﬁmo’)%z:&asoé 098(3261(530333(\8&{7[3? mG(OECQSqPEmﬁ
OE’)&DE@’)K‘PC@& 333?3@[‘83)’3 33’.)03’.)00’)’)3?(:3
OUSQ)(YSGQTJ Ug}@@lﬁ(ﬁ(ﬂ3 ‘D’JO’J(‘;S’.

Skutnabb-Kangas, T., and Dunbar, R. (2010). Indig-
enous children’s education as linguistic geno-
cide and a crime against humanity? A global
view. Gdldu C ~dla. Journal of Indigenous Peo-
ple’s Rights. No. 1, 10-126.

South, A. and Lall M. (2016) Schooling and conflict:
Ethnic education and mother tongue-based
teaching in Myanmar. The Asia Foundation.

Taylor, R. (2006). Do States make Nations? The pol-
itics of identity in Myanmar revisited. South
East Asia Research, 13(3), 261-286.

Tinker, H. (1967). The Union of Burma: A study of
the first years of independence. Oxford Univer-
sity Press.

Trudell, B., & Young, C. (2016). Good answers to
tough questions in mother tongue-based mul-
tilingual education, SIL International.

Tupas, R., & Sercombe, P. (2014). Language, edu-
cation and nation-building in Southeast Asia:
An introduction. In P. Sercombe and R. Tupas
(Eds.), Language, Education and Nation-Build-
ing Assimilation and Shift in Southeast Asia
(pp. 1-21). Palgrave MacMillan.

Vanbik, K. (2009). Proto-Kuki-Chin: A reconstructed
ancestor of the Kuki-Chin languages. University
of California.

Van Schendel W. (2002). Geographies of knowing,
geographies of ignorance: jumping scale in
Southeast Asia. Environment and Planning,
Society, and Space. 20(6), 647-68.

Vumson. (1986). Zo History: With an introduction
to Zo culture, economy, religion and their sta-
tus as an ethnic minority in India, Burma, and
Bangladesh. Self-Published.

140 30 OCTOBER 2020 « VOL 1 ISSUE 1

“Outside of the MoE system, Lai language is also used
in theological higher education studies, increasingly
taught as a subject and used as “classroom language”
in urban private schools, while many groups continue to
hold yearly summer school programs. Other non-state
actors, such as the Bawinu Foundation, also promote the
use of local languages in education, and media in Chin
languages are active, notably in the form of magazines,
although language diversity does constitute one of the
main challenges they are facing.”
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