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Abstract
Woman participation in labour force cannot be ignored,
their participations do require education so that they are
more qualified, more productive and more sustainable.
However, at graduate level, they are still lesser in number
compared to their male counterparts. Thus, this qualitative
study is set to explore perspectives of young Cambodian
women toward considering assessing higher education after
bachelor degree. Three of them are married, and the other
three are single. The research found that these young women
have plan to continue graduate studies but not immediately
after their B.A, citing several factors such as expansion of
knowledge, skills, improvement of professional skills, better
job and income opportunity at workplace. At the same time,
financial problems and family conditions, job performance,

health issue were also their stressing concerns.
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I. Introduction

Education matters in every society. It is a fundamental
means to achieve dreams from social mobility to job
opportunity as found in various studies (Dom , 2019).
However, the education opportunity is debatable when it
comes to gender aspect. Division of labor based on gender,
stereotypes, culture and social conditions are still visible in

the matter (Miwa, 2005).

Looking back to general education, school enrolment rate
between boys and girls did not indicate significant
difference. Some believes it is sign of reduction in gender
equality (Dom & Yi, 2018). “It is critical that the process of
increasing access to quality education for youth is inclusive
and leaves no one behind ... Empowering young women
and ensuring equitable investments in their human capital
are essential for sustainable development.” (Hwang & Kim,

2015).

However, there are small numbers of women pursuing
higher education due to socio-cultural and economic
barriers of women, gender division of labour and
stereotypes (Dom, 2019; Dom & Yi, 2018). For instance at
higher education level in Cambodia, there were only 12.2
% of women got enrolled compared to 14.1% of men
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(WEF, 2018, pp. 50-51). This highlighted that the situation

has room to be improved.

The higher education system in Cambodia in terms of
gender equality concept is apparently unstable, and this
might be related to the societal patterns which point out
not only accessing to better degree but also facing
problems to stay in the program (Chea, 2015). Currently,
after finishing bachelor degree, women immediately and
constantly seek a proper job in order to support their
living rather than trying to acquire a master degree while
doing jobs. This might raise a discussion whether there is
any connection between level of education and job position
or not. If so, people surely tend to gain only bachelor
degree and to only fulfil job requirements. Moreover, there
is a discussion as well about gaps between educational
opportunity for women in the rural area and financial
support. This can be more serious when those women
would like to pursue higher degree. Because of this
problem, this research paper aims to discover perspectives
of Cambodian women regarding pursuing higher education
after successfully finishing their bachelor degree. It also
tends to investigate relevant factors and challenges which

play as barriers for them to reach their goals.
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This study is to look closer at whether women are willing
to take one more step in the post-graduate degree in the
contemporary Cambodian context, especially what is going
on beyond their decision making. Due to the fact of
globalization and promoting equity, Cambodian women’s
educational opportunity has increased. However, women
find it hard to pursue higher level of education, especially
graduate degree.

2. Literature Reviews
2.a. International Legal Frameworks

Within this phenomena, The Universal Declaration of
Human Rights (UDHR), created in 1948, of United Nations
Organization has concrete themes that explain to the world
in terms of various rights every single person possesses,
including access to education. According to the first
paragraph of article 26 of UDHR, “everyone has the right to
education. Education shall be free, at least in the
elementary and fundamental stages. Technical and
professional education shall be made generally available
and higher education shall be equally accessible to all on
the basis of merit” (UN, 1948, p. 54). It means that United
Nations (UN) supports in the sense of equal opportunities

in all matters. Moreover, the UN convention also takes into
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consideration and makes equality in educational
opportunity happen in terms of field of education. Article
10 of this convention claims that states parties must
ensure that they eliminate discrimination against women
so as to equalize rights with men toward education as a
whole. It encourages the work of human rights and
women’s non-organizations and settling human rights

institutions in local states as much as possible (UN, 1981).

Equivalently, ‘...make higher education equally accessible
to all on the basis of individual capacity; assure compliance
by all with the obligation to attend school prescribed by
law...” (UNESCO, 1960). More importantly, with an extent
to another community, European Union spreads its
platform to enhance access to higher education regarding
social dimension to better learning outside country in a
way to incorporate gender equality and exaggerate

opportunities from disadvantaged backgrounds.

2.b. Cambodia’s Legal Framework

Apart from UN’s achievements on human rights, Cambodia
promotes equal opportunity toward education for all its
people; Cambodian of all ages can make a betterment and

well-beings of their lives through education at all level
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with sufficient quality (On the education, the culture and
the social affairs, 2010, pp. 22-23). On the other hand,
article 18 of the Education Law of Cambodia (2007) states
that all citizens are given higher education to improve as
well as promote the scientific, technical, cultural and social
researches in order to acquire knowledge, skill, morality,
inventive and creative ideas to the development of the
country. At the same time, article 35 reveals the rights of
learners regarding freedom to study and access to gain
quality education. Thus, equal opportunity and quality

opportunity are considered equally important.

Back then to the improvement of gender quality,
Cambodian government’s rectangular strategy phase 1V,
sixth legislature, has its new vision to form a good
development for the country. One of the main strategies
and the first is Human Resource Development. This first
rectangle masters strengthening gender quality and social
protection in order to ensure that all Cambodian people
have equal right to participate in education and social
security because the purpose is to sustain social situation
and raise women'’s role which is core catalysts of society

(Office of Cabinet, 2018).
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Although there are still some discriminations, workloads in
family, and burdens for women in the field of education,
Cambodian assembly, through this rectangular strategy,
emphasises on significant works such as enhancing
women'’s capacity and the numbers of women regarding
leadership roles; implementing Neary Ratanak plan to
promote gender equality in policies, practices, education,

literature, employment..etc.
2.c. Roots in Culture and Tradition toward Women

The culture, norms, tradition and social structures are
blamed for restricting woman roles in Cambodian society
and have been unfairly treated (Dom, 2017). The Cbab
Srey or “codes for women” and Chab Bros or “codes for
men” are remarkably distinguished between Cambodian
men and women'’s status and impose on their behaviours
(Elles, 2017) “The Chbab Srey is a code of conducts for
women.” It is written in the form of a poem described the
supposed behaviours and attitudes women should have for
their family and community especially towards their
husbands. The norm weighs out men roles heavier women
do. It has begun to go on for hundreds of years. The codes
oblige the unfortunate and beautiful characteristics that

Cambodian women should avoid. They need to be inferior,
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loyal, caring and humble to her husband (Dom, 2017;
Hoefinger, 2013).

Although the codes seem tough for women, it is not a blow,
a disgrace or a deprivation of liberty. In fact, it is a factor
for Khmer women to have the good qualities that the
society of those days only recognized, codes for women

say:

“Don’t bring the outside flame into the house and then
burn it. Your skirt must not rustle while you walk. You
must be patient and eat only after the men in your family
have finished. You must serve and respect your husband at
all times and above all else. You can’t touch your husband’s
head without first bowing in respect. School is more useful
for boys than girls.” Chbab Srey (Elles, 2017). However, the
researchers agree that this Chbab Srey prohibits women
from fully engaging in educational opportunity, but it gives

preferences to men.

According to the Asia Foundation organization (2013), the
gaps in eduaction between boys and girls are widen as a
few girls were able to go to school due to theri parents’
choice. Kelly & Eng (2015) mentioned that the
responsibilities in household are expected for girls to
release the burden of their parents and this pinpointed the
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traditional perspective of gender roles that can hinder the
educaiton for girls. Even though women get the high
educaiton, the perception of women who could not turn
around the kitchen still exist. Studies indicated that there
were very limited number of women in leadership position
and they were still engaging in the domestic
responsibilities and their extended family (Wekemann,

2016; WEF, 2018).

However, the influence of social norms seems to be cut
down when the public considered Cbab Srey strongly
demotivating women from getting gender equality. The
withdrawal of Chbab Srey from the public school by the
Ministry of Women’s Affaris in 2007 since applying this
law in the school’s curriculum would cause a huge
challenge for women in education due to the influence of
this law from one generation to another (Kelly & Eng;

2015).
2.d. Challenges and Opportunities

The population of Cambodia is 16.48 million (Cambodia
Population, 2019) as women is 51.19%; increasing from
15.76 million, women is 51.22% in 2015 (World
Population Review, 2019). The net amount of child
enrolment in primary education increased from 82% in
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1997 to 97% in 2016, lower secondary completion rates, at
57% in 2017, are significantly of Cambodia as a country
which has average for lower middle-income (World Bank,

2019).

Table.2.1. Women in Higher Education

Tertiary Education
Enrolment in Tertiary
Age Enrolment Population -emale (%)
Female (%) | Female (%)

15-19 0.20 0.19

15+ 1.32 0.86
20-24 2.34 2.20
25-29 2.62 1.78

25+ 1.36 0.64
30-34 1.47 0.64
35-39 12.17 1.45 0.47
40-44 1.45 0.47
45-49 0.63 0.20
50-54 0.63 0.20
55-59 0.69 0.26
60-64 0.71 0.27
Total 14.87% 8.18%

Source: Trading Economics Statistic Report (2019)
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Cambodia was ranked 95 out of 138 count ries on gender
inequality about enrolment to attend higher education,
females who join higher level of study in Cambodia are
lower than males (UNDP, 2011). The women obtained
higher education qualification will play important role in
national socio-economic development, economic growth
and poverty reduction. Therefore, higher educated women
should be offered a range of social benefits that
particularly links to women’s key roles in family and
significant roles of women in the society, emphasizing the
need for empowering women. To achieve this, education
for women on higher levels deserves a great attention.
Therefore, the research study would find challenges that
Cambodian female students have undergone when

pursuing higher education in university (Chea, 2015).

The reasonable obstruction that women pursue post
graduate includes financial issue which is the concern from
most household in both rural and city, due to the fact that
school fee of Master and Ph.D. level are high; it makes them
consider to finish only bachelor level and look for
appropriate job supporting themselves and their family.
However, some young women still afford to pursue the

Master degree by learning and earning money at the same
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time to pay university fee and reducing their parents’
burden. When they are working and studying
simultaneously, their school performance is not better, and
it puts pressure to them, and sometimes some students
decide to suspend or drop out of school (Selvan, 2017).
Gender inequality and the gap between man and women
have been improved but a lot to be done, it shows that gender
value in Cambodia is the problem that royal government
should solve. Even though government requires all public
institutions to pay attention to women like encouraging and
promoting them to join in leader line but the report still
shows that the increasing rate is still limited (Univers'elles,

2014).

Academic problems of students’ performance are still poor
after finishing higher education because of the university
policy, the students do not attend the class; some students
attend in class but they don’t pay attention with
professor’s explanation, do not do more researches, do not
have enough time for reading course book, and also
become exhausted with work, etc. Thus, some universities
in Cambodia should study and care about the reasons of
those issues. Due to physical health problems that some

young women aspire to become working in functional
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managers, they struggle to complete tertiary level and
what they are trying make them forget to take good care of
themselves and fall sick or some students have chronic
disease and social relations with others and safety because
good university locates in the city which rural students
need to move to live alone in the city; this becomes
concerns of parents and stop them from pursuing higher

education (Chea, 2015; Oztunc, Oo, & Serin, 2015).

Women perceive that pursuing post graduate is an
opportunity to improve knowledge, skill, and it is the
objective for future career that might change and push
them up into leadership line. Due to many obstacles, they
disturb them to continue the tertiary level of education
such as poverty, inequality of gender, family care and
university location. Most women in Cambodia decided to

study only bachelor degree and then starting work.
3. Methodology

The objectives of this study is to find out the factors
influencing decision making of young women who would
pursue post graduate studies. On the other hand, it is set to
ascertain the causes obstructing young women from

carrying out their studies after graduation.
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This qualitative research describes in details the specific
information of the study using both primary data and
secondary data to gather information about perspectives,
culture, policies, challenges, and opportunities (Pathak,
Jena, & Kalra, 2013). As qualitative method is used to
explore opinions or people’s experience, or any behaviour

and interaction, thus, it would be best for this study.

The study was carried out in Phnom Penh, Cambodia.
Phnom Penh is a good study area for this research due to
the fact that it is near and approachable regarding
collecting data. Due to time constraint and limited
resources, only six women aged from 22 to 35 recruited.
This age group represents young population who are
essential in developing the country. The recruitment was
made through convenient sampling technique. Semi-
structured interview technique was employed and each
interview took 30-45 minutes. The data was coded for the

purpose of analysis based on thematic techniques.
4. Findings

With the main objectives to explore women perceptions in
pursuing graduate programs, (opportunities) and the

challenges in doing that (barriers).

Table.4.1. Respondent Details
14
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No. | Age Hometown Status | Degree Major Job sector/type Salary (*)
1 22 Phnom Penh Single BA Business Administration | Private Seller 5$183-53564
B.meanchey Single BA Management Private English Teacher $183-5364

28 Battambang Single BA Accounting Private Financial Officer | $183-8364

1 28 Phnom Penh Married BA Khmer Literature Private Project Assistant | $183-5364
5 29 Takeo Married BA Finance & Banking Public Tax Officer $183-5364

ccounting and Khmer .
6 29 Takeo Mamied | BA Accounting and Khmer | p, e Tax Officer $183-5364
Literature

(*) Salary Rank: 1= Below $182; 2 = $183-$364; 3 =
$365-$546; 4 =$347-$728; 5.0ver $728

Throughout what we interviewed all respondents, we
found that there are many factors influencing their
decision making such as the more learning, the better;
gaining additional and personal development; improving
professional skills; being promoted at workplace; and
earning more money.

4.a. Expansion of Knowledge and Skills

Five out of the six respondents are planning to pursue
graduate studies in particular and proper time in the
future. Regarding to their perspectives, they cited similar
reasons for fostering their education. They showed similar
interests in public speaking, leadership, management and

other skills beyond their undergraduate majors.

After general and additional skills are mentioned, there is
another one which is professional skill. From the five

women, four of them would like to improve their
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professional skill. Two of the four respondents believed
that master could help them to achieve goal through strong
capacity and opportunity at work. In case that people hold
higher degree would receive better chances such as higher
wage and promotion opportunity. However, one
respondent said:

“However my workplace doesn’t require Master degree but
while I am working, I need grasp high education to
improve competency and skill. On the other hand, pursuing
Master degree make | earned additional value and
credibility at work because the knowledge and experience
of Master degree will enable me to easily handle difficult or

complicated tasks”.
4.b. Opportunities at Workplace

The forth factor which influencing decision making is
about the promotion at work place. Four of the
respondents realize that it is true that their workplace will
promote a staff higher education background, experiences
and other qualifications, they be promoted quickly into

higher position. A respondent said that:

“They don’t require but I want to pursue master degree
due to I need to gain awareness, improve my competency
skill and increase value. Even thought my workplace not

16
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require master degree but whenever [ graduate I can
propose for higher pay. On the other hand, I think that it is
a great opportunity if [ graduate master degree, I will get

chance to promote”.

This means that respondents have already associated the
higher degree with higher income and stated it as one of
the reasons to pursue graduate program.

4.c. Challenges: Age, Gender Roles, and Health

The majority of respondents agreed that age is also
important to pursue more education in life. They thought
that the younger the better for learning by suggesting that
women who wanted to continue their studies should be
completed prior to marriage or immediate after

undergraduate.

Financial issue is their main concern. They prioritized the
job to solve problem and to gain experience. Some also
cited that marriage is also another obstacle as they are
cultural and socially obliged based on gender roles. One of

respondents mentioned that:

“I still wish to pursue Master degree but maybe after 35
years old. Firstly, when I was a fresh graduate, I lacked of
financial resources to pursue more education; thus, I

needed time to work first. Secondly, now I need to save
17
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money for delivering my baby... So, I need a space for my

family plan before I continue Master degree”.

Many respondents thought that pursuing Master degree
program could affect their job performance at the
workplace since they needed to afford time to manage

them at the same time. One woman said:

“Pursuance of Master Degree might affect my job. It can be
possible to reconsider to drop out or not if I could not fulfil
my work properly. Personally, it is the biggest obstacle

distracting my decision in pursuance of studies.”
Another respondent emphasized that:

“The biggest challenges in continuing my studies are time
and health. I must be more struggling because I choose to
work and to study at the same time that will be able to
make me feel a bit tired and hard to manage time for doing
my job. Yes, I think it can impose stress on me as well.”
Meanwhile one of them strongly rejected to study any
further studies responded that “I feel tired of learning. I
want some time off after completing her bachelor's

degree.”
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5. Discussion and Conclusion

5.a. Opportunities

Codes men and Codes for women became a focal point of
criticism for discriminating and stereotyping women'’s
education and roles, some respondents are ready to
challenge the notions and similarly found in other studies
(Dom 2019). This highlighted a drastic change in society. It
should be noted that withdrawal of Chbab Srey from public
school by Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports in 2007
reflected the newly emerged feminist ideas in education

(Kelly and Eng 2015).

The Royal Government of Cambodia’s on-going initiations
and support in eliminating the gender discrimination in
education reflected in numerous policies such as
programs, the Rectangular Policy, Education Laws so on
and forth (National Assembly of Cambodia, 2007; Royal
Government of Cambodia, 2018). The effort is the great
attempt to challenges the cultural and social factors that
are best known for neglecting women’s education
opportunity (Dom & Yi, 2018). This study is confirmed the
similar results with other studies in various countries that
women pursues higher education foreseeing opportunities

such as social mobility, higher wage/income, expansion
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knowledge and social status (Dom, 2019; Dom & Yi, 2018;
Naji, 2012).

5.b. Challenges

Based on findings, the common obstacles of respondents
are financial issues, age, marital status and personal
factors. These visualize the present of the social and
cultural factors that hindering women’s opportunity.
However, studies have pointed out that some women see
these challenges as the motivation for them to take up
higher degree for better life opportunities (Dom, 2019;
Stormer, 2000).

Seeing women are being pulled back by these challenges,
related ministries have put forward policies and
regulations to boost woman participations in education
(Lynch, 2011; National Assembly of Cambodia, 2007; Royal
Government of Cambodia, 2018). The initiatives such as
university grants for disabled, scholarship, equal pay,
gender equality promotion and incentives are on the table
for implementation to attract female students to higher
degree of education (Dom, 2019; Ry, 2019).

In conclusion, this study is set to make known the
opportunities and challenges of those studied women who
wish to pursue higher degree. Our small research can also
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be a light for future researchers to explore other

outstanding challenges and propose solutions.
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