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OOSC POLICY BRIEFING

No child should be discriminated against
because of where he or she is from…
Dr Charlie Thame1 (March 2019)

Thailand Leading ASEAN on OOSCY
As Thailand assumes the ASEAN Chair for 2019 it is presented with an opportunity to demonstrate regional leadership
and exorcise memories of 2009. An apt area to do so is the issue of out of school children where the country can take
pride in its credentials. Thailand opened its education system to all children regardless of their ability to
provide evidence of citizenship status through the 1999 Education Act and a 2005 cabinet resolution: the first
country in ASEAN to do so. Thailand was also instrumental in proposing the ASEAN Declaration on Strengthening
Education for Out of School Children and Youth (OOSCY), endorsed by all member countries at the ASEAN Summit in
Vientiane in 2016.2 This builds on prior commitments to implement the Millennium Development Goals and the 2030
Agenda for Sustainable Development, including to end poverty ensuring inclusive and equitable quality education and
learning opportunities for all.3 Thailand has an opportunity to continue to demonstrate commitment toward the right of
all children to access education by ensuring thoughtful and considered decisions toward the regulation of education
service providers in Ranong.
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Alternative Education
Pathways
The Benefit of Education
Shwe moved from Mawlamyine
State in Myanmar to Ranong
province when she was quite
young. She studied at MLCs and
graduated from the Australian
Catholic University. Shwe
contributes to society in Ranong
as a skilled interpreter helping
others voice their difficulties and
experiences.5

Key targets for OOSC interventions include children
with disabilities, migrant children, working children,
and children from ethnic minorities, whom are more
likely to face barriers accessing education. A core
principle of the ASEAN Declaration stresses the
importance of ‘flexible learning strategies and
different pathways of learning for OOSCY …
especially for those who are disadvantaged or
marginalised.’4 Migrant Learning Centres (MLCs)
offer one such pathway. An alternative to public
schools for parents who prefer their children are
taught in their mother tongue, MLCs are an
important resource for children to escape cycles of
poverty and marginalisation through education.
An ongoing challenge is to ensure migrant learning
centres meet the highest possible standards of
education and welfare. This is particularly difficult in
the context of a migration policy where children
may face barriers securing regular status and the
Royal Thai Government is under pressure to address
the persistent problem of human trafficking. In
circumstances such as these it is imperative to
respect children’s right to education and put the
interests of children first. Examples of success can be
found in some border provinces such as Tak, where
local authorities have built trust and good working
relations with other key education stakeholders
from civil society. However, progress must be made
in other provinces.
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OOSC in Ranong
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In a recent study on OOSC in Ranong province for
Save the Children we found 2,717 students of
compulsory school age (3-15) enrolled in 1 migrant
learning centres as of October 2018. 6 This number
is much larger than the number of non-Thai children
currently enrolled in MOE schools in Ranong: 1,133
as of September 2018.7 Provincial authorities are
currently reviewing the status of MLCs to ensure
they meet high standards set by the government,
with the potential that many will be forced to close
in 2019. As of October 2018 we estimated only
4.24% children between the compulsory school ages
of 3-15 to be out of school in Ranong district. 8 If
MLCs are closed without adequate
preparations to enrol students in alternatives,
the OOSC rate could shoot up to 21.5%. This

would leave 3,383 children between the ages of
3-15 without access to basic education.
There is a shared interest in ensuring that those
entrusted with the care and education of children
are competent and professional, supported by
appropriate infrastructure. However, the abrupt
closure of MLCs without adequate preparation to
enrol students in alternatives risks harming the
interests of children. It may also place unnecessary
strain on education authorities and local government
schools who must be prepared to accept these
children, which requires time and planning.
Additionally, it may be counterproductive for
Thailand’s attempts to address issues of human
trafficking. Ranong is a hub for trafficking and
exploitation of migrant workers,9 and irregular
migrants face the greatest risk of exploitation,
extortion, and trafficking. Obstacles accessing basic
services intensify migrant vulnerability and
marginalisation, which in turn reflects poorly on the
Royal Thai Government and the nations’ ability to
thrive. Annual submissions are made to the US
Department of State early in the year to inform the
Trafficking in Persons Report and country rankings of
government progress, and a poor ranking may
jeopardize bilateral trade agreements.
Thailand has assumed chairmanship of ASEAN,
adopting the theme “Advancing Partnership for
Sustainability” building upon prior commitments
made by ASEAN states to creating a people-centred
ASEAN community that leaves no one behind.
Cohesive Thai leadership at local, national, and
regional levels that reflects respect for child rights is
imperative for Thailand’s reputation and foreign
relations. Both the Thai constitution and the
Education for All policy establish all children’s right to
education regardless of where they are from.
Safeguarding these laws and policies for the most
vulnerable children is critical to upholding the public’s
trust in government.

The Economic Rationale for
Keeping all Children in
School
While access to basic education is a universal right
with significant non-economic returns, it is also a
sound economic investment. A 2015 UNESCO study
demonstrates countries risk losing billions of dollars if

marginalised populations remain out of school. Using
two different econometric methods, the study
estimated the OOSC issue could cost Thailand
$2.5-6.5 billion in lost GDP based upon lost labour
earnings due to opportunity costs related to labour
productivity. The study concluded ‘enrolling OOSC
would generate returns that dwarf the annual aid to
basic education.’11
Thailand has set itself the ambitious goal of escaping
the middle-income trap and becoming a developed
country by 2036, but faces challenges managing
demographic changes such as an aging society with a
shortage of workers and regional inequalities
potentially constraining growth. Deputy PM Somkid
Jatusripitak noted low GDP per head in four
southern provinces as a challenge the government
seeks to address by approving a THB200 billion
investment in the Southern Economic Corridor
project, centred on Ranong to operate in parallel
with the flagship Eastern Economic Corridor
megaproject.12 The government could further
contribute to regional and national development by
recognising the value of migrants as contributors to
Thailand, investing in them as future workers,
ensuring they are skilled rather than unskilled,
thereby contributing more to economic growth.
Based on the UNESCO study, such an investment
would be repaid with generous interest in years to
come.13
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Conclusion and
Recommendations
As the current speed of aging society in Thailand, we
have no choice but to make sure that no child is left
out of school. Everyone depends on anyone of them to
thrive and become a productive citizen in the future.
No matter where he or she is form, these children can
be part of the population who help Thailand come out
from the Middle-income Trap to the stage of High
Income Country. So, not only will the equitable access
to education for all children show Thailand leadership
in ASEAN, it will benefit all Thais.
Out of school children and youth is a priority issue for
the Royal Thai Government. Thailand has an
opportunity to demonstrate leadership on the issue as
ASEAN Chair in 2019 by continuing to make Thailand
progress toward realising the universal right to
education. A significant number of OOSCY are
stateless, migrant, and undocumented. Children from
these populations currently enrolled in schools often
rely on alternative educational pathways and
stakeholders share an interest in ensuring that all
pathways meet the highest possible standards, and that
non-Thai children can access Thai government schools.
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As they work to improve the quality of education in
Ranong province, provincial authorities have an
opportunity to help realise national aspirations on the
OOSC issue by being sensitive, inclusive, and putting
the interests of children first, and investing in workers
who want to work in the country. A heavy-handed and
top-down approach to migrant education framed in
terms of national security risks undermining Thailand’s
progress on OOSCY and embarrassing the country at
a crucial time.

We therefore call for authorities to:
–

Demonstrate that education is a basic human
right. All children, regardless of gender, religion,
ethnicity or economic status, have the right to
education. No child should be discriminated
against because of where he or she is from.

–

Encourage genuine local participation from key
stakeholders in migrant education in decisions that
affect them.

–

Review the impact of migration related policies by
the Provincial government to ensure they do not
go against national laws such as the Education for
All Policy, the Constitution, or Thailand’s
commitments in the ASEAN Regional Declaration
on OOSCY, or to Thailand’s commitment to
achieving Sustainable Development Goal 4.

–

Recognize the challenges at the local level of
actualizing the Education for All policy and provide
adequate support and time to Royal Thai
Government schools to prepare for the transition
of a large influx of migrant students to local RTG
schools by collaborating with teachers on language
support for non-Thai children, administrators on
navigating enrolment and school budget
implications, and migrant communities on the
value of education and any risks related to status
and transit to and from school.

–

Keep promises made to children in the Global
Compact on Migration, particularly objective 15–
Provide access to basic services for migrants:
Provide inclusive and equitable quality education to
migrant children and youth, as well as facilitate
access to lifelong learning opportunities , including
by strengthening the capacities of education
systems and by facilitating non-discriminatory
access to early childhood development, formal
schooling, non-formal education programmes for
children for whom the formal system is
inaccessible, on-the-job and vocational training,
technical education, and language training, as well
as by fostering partnerships with all stakeholders
that can support this endeavour14
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