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Abstract: The force of regionalization has become the main discourse in public policy for many years, especially in the 
extent of what a regional integration would contribute to the success of the objectives set out to promote economic, political, 
and social cohesion. Following the completion of the integration process of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN) in late 2015, the higher education sector is one of many policy branches where the force of regionalization has 
touched. Although Europe has ventured on the route towards a deeper integration and harmonization of higher education to 
establish a platform where graduates and educational staff can benefit from aligned higher education systems for teaching 
and learning, research and mobility, the same scenario does not seem to hold true in Southeast Asia despite the move toward 
a deeper ASEAN integration. This study takes on the main objectives to, firstly, do a stocktaking of policy discourses and 
implementation in ASEAN countries regarding the harmonization of higher education in the region using the key harmonization 
dimensions set up in the Bologna Process. Despite policy rhetorics at the ASEAN Secretariat and by some political leaders, 
each member country seems to move along the process at a different rate and varieties. The second objective is to examine 
the role of the key actors in the region in promoting the process, ranging from the national governments, higher education 
institutions, and regional higher education networks. Depending on the governance structure of each country, the development 
of the harmonization process seems to be shaped by all three main actors, with a different degree of involvement and success.
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ASEAN integration has become more than a 
policy catchphrase among policymakers and has been 
a reality of the 10 member countries in the region. 
The term ASEAN integration itself has connoted 
many messages and meanings based on the pillars of 
cooperation including political security, economic, 
and socio-cultural aspects (ASEAN, 2008). Although 
the integration in the areas of political security and 
economics are being seen as more institutionalized 
(through concrete international frameworks like 

the ASEAN Regional Forum or other economic 
instrumentalization of free-trade and investment areas, 
free flow of labor, as well as other taxation policies), the 
integration in terms of socio-cultural area is still fairly 
vague. Policymakers across ASEAN governments have 
rallied for “ASEAN One” without making a concrete 
implementation plan for this pillar of integration. 
Unlike the European integration experience where the 
harmonization of higher education, also known as the 
Bologna Process, has been utilized by the European 



The Harmonization Process and Implementation of Higher Education in ASEAN 165

governments as a platform for the promotion of 
higher education cooperation to create the so-called 
“European Higher Education Area: EHEA.” In 
ASEAN, a formal platform or mechanism where the 
harmonization process is formally and systematically 
taking place is still lacking, except the Erasmus-
like Asian versions of mobility programs. A great 
diversity of higher education practices across the 
region also begs a question about how these mobility 
programs are shaping the citizenship education as 
part of the harmonization of higher education. (Deng, 
2013). Without a platform or social and cultural 
connection, the integration process will be much 
lacking. 

Through the Bologna Process, Europe has made it 
clear that the role of higher education in facilitating the 
process of social and cultural integration, or the “social 
cohesion” in Europe, is one of the utmost important 
factors. Higher education sector and higher education 
institutions have voluntarily played a major part in 
aligning the diversified systems in Europe so that it 
opened up the opportunities for students and staff to 
mobilize across the continents to the establishment of 
European Higher Education Area. The most important 
idea is the shift from policy and legislation to the 
implementation at the higher education institutions 
(European University Association, 2007). In ASEAN, 
the policy discourse on social and cultural integration, 
which may have led to the materialization of ASEAN 
One, has not been present until recently. Despite the 
lack of policy inputs and concrete implementation 
from ASEAN countries, the higher education sector 
has gradually replicated the process happening in 
Europe. Despite differences in the regionalization 
onset and other political, economic, and social 
contexts, in this study, it is still beneficial to take 
stock of the key processes and dimensions leading 
to the harmonization of higher education in ASEAN. 
As Kuroda, Sugimura, Kitamura, and Asada 
(2018) remarked, the process of harmonization 
and internationalization of higher education is 
progressing amid an intricate web of motives, 
interests, positions of national governments, higher 
education institutions (HEIs), and higher education 
networks. Therefore, the possibility of where it 
is heading in the future as well as the role of the 
national government, higher education institutions, 
and regional networks involved in the process are 
still worth examining.

Literature Review

One of the most relevant arguments is the debate 
about education as a public or private good and how 
important it is for long-term development. Pasque 
(2010) vouched for both the benefits in the public and 
private sphere. Although citizens are being provided 
better access and quality of education, higher education 
can be viewed as a lucrative business for those who 
take part in providing the services. The provision and 
the reformation of higher education, in general, does 
not only yield benefits only in terms of the private 
or public sphere but also in the economic and social 
dimensions. The better the quality of higher education 
provision, the better the quality of the workforce 
in the labor market and a better-developed society. 
McMahon (2009) agreed on the same notion that the 
improvement of higher education would yield a better 
public result of economic and social orientations, 
including personal and social happiness, increasing 
economic investment, political stability, sustainable 
development, democratization and human rights, less 
poverty, social cohesion, dynamic growth process, 
and so on.

In recent years, the development of the higher 
education sector cannot be seen as isolated and is 
pursued out of any individual country’s national 
interests. On the contrary, there is regional 
movements towards the harmonization of higher 
education systems and the development of reference 
points for future collaboration. The movement and 
mobility of people, students in particular, have paved 
the way for the future. As students are more mobile 
and move around beyond their borders, systems 
of comparability have therefore been developed 
in many regions to support the changing nature of 
higher education and academic activities. The term 
“harmonization” was coined in the context of the 
development of reference points in various areas 
starting from the Bologna Process declared in the 
Lisbon Convention in 1997. The Bologna Process 
was seen as an evidence or a solid proof of policy 
endeavors in promoting the reformation of higher 
education sector in Europe. Its key aim was also 
to create the so-called European Higher Education 
Area. Under the process, several actors have been 
participating in the process and contributing to the 
increasing number of mobility as well as a number 
of other academic and research activities covering 
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higher education institutions across Europe. The 
Bologna Process has contributed to several areas 
of regionalization success which involved many 
actors. From its onset, the Bologna Process has 
encompassed the development of sub-systems 
such as quality assurance, curriculum reforms, 

qualifications frameworks, areas of knowledge and 
research, and the promotion of social cohesion. 
Each of the subsystems of the Bologna Process was 
detailed into implementation stages which have been 
adopted voluntarily by higher education institutions 
(Corbett, 2006, 2011; Elken & Vukasovic, 2014).

Figure 1. Key areas of the Bologna harmonization process.
Figure 1: Key areas of the Bologna harmonization process. 

Source: Authors’ figures 
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In addition, studies have been done in examining 
the impacts of the harmonization process on society 
in the past years. Yagci (2010) addressed the issue by 
focusing on the students. The increasing mobility due 
to a more comparable degree and unified systems of 
quality assurance and credit systems has contributed 
to the awareness of the diversity in the region. 
However, with the increasing number of mobility 
within the region, the awareness of students about 
multi-cultures has not concretely contributed to the 
question about equity of higher education and the 
educational services which should be managed to 
serve the real needs of students. Baldwin (2013) 
argued about the positive impact of the Bologna 
Process on the teaching and learning of students 
especially on the re-design of curriculum and other 
learning infrastructures such as quality assurance 
system through the common area of knowledge and 
research. As regards to the impact of the Bologna 
Process to the changing role of higher education 
institutions, Rami (2012) highlighted the importance 
of the process in motivating HEIs to perform better, 
aim for outcome-based learning, and promote more 
experiential learning for students through other areas 
of the harmonization process.

Turning back to ASEAN, higher education in the 
region is being operated with different degrees of 
government’s deliberation. As Dhirathiti (2012) put it, 
higher education in these countries can be divided by the 
directions on higher education from the governments 
or top-down management approach like Malaysia or 
Indonesia. There are also countries like Thailand, the 
Philippines, Singapore, and Brunei Darussalam where 
higher education system are more liberal, responding to 
the market force, and less directed by the governments. 
There are also distinct characters of higher education 
systems within the former socialist countries where 
catch-ups, reconstructions, and reformations of the 
system are being developed, including countries  
like Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar, and Vietnam. 
These system variations aside, different contexts 
of cultural and ethnic diversity also determine the 
directions of higher education reform and development 
in the region.

By examining the areas of system development 
under the Bologna Process as shown in Figure 1, six 
key areas which have been discussed in ASEAN were 
assessed in this study. In other words, this study aims at 
examining the current progress and mechanisms being 

developed throughout the region to establish reference 
points for collaboration within the region as elaborated 
in the methodology section. Another layer of this study 
is to examine the role of the key actors in the region 
in promoting the harmonization of higher education, 
ranging from the national governments, higher 
education institutions, and regional organizations 
functioning in ASEAN. Although pursuing its own 
national interests, governments in many countries are 
believed to be the key player in the harmonization 
process. However, as evident in the European example, 
the voluntary participation of higher education 
institutions along with the force being pushed by 
regional education networks in various dimensions, 
from mobility to curriculum development, have also 
been mentioned in some of the previous works of 
literature (Sugimura, 2012; Hou, Hill, Chen, Tsai, & 
Chen, 2017)

Methods

This study employed a qualitative content analysis 
method where the past studies on the Bologna Process 
were being examined to extract the key policy 
implementation indicators as shown in Table 1.  
These key indicators were being examined one 
by one in each country through both documentary 
research, in-depth interviews, and focus groups to 
extract the progress and development of the policy 
implementation.

In terms of data collection, this study divided 
countries in ASEAN into four clusters based on their 
common higher education characteristics, as described 
in Table 2 (Dhirathiti, 2012). Cluster 1 suggests a 
system of a top-down model where the Ministry 
of Education has played a major role in steering  
higher education policies and the level of autonomy 
of higher education institutions is directed by the 
government. Cluster 2 represents former socialist 
states, and the structure of the higher education 
sector is not only under the Ministry of Education 
but various ministries are responsible for specialized 
areas. Cluster 3 consisted of countries where higher 
education institutions are more autonomous in 
managing their own institutions or have their own 
university laws. Finally, cluster 4 is countries with 
advanced westernized systems with mostly English-
taught programs.
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Table 1 
Key Policy Implementation Indicators

Progress Dimensions Descriptors

1. Curriculum Reform The development of international education including the adoption of a common 
platform for academic transfer system.

2. Qualifications Framework The development of national qualifications framework to be used for 
comparability purposes.

3. Quality Assurance The development of quality assurance system both within higher education 
institutions (IQA) and the establishment of external quality assurance agencies 
(EQA).

4. Lifelong Education The initiative of the government or higher education institutions in developing a 
framework of lifelong learning for the population.

5.  Social Dimension of 
Education

The national and institutional policies in providing learning experience 
commensurate to the familiarization of multi cultures.

6.  Education Area and 
Collaboration

The development of a deeper academic and research collaboration through 
mobility, transnational education, and research. 

Table 2
Populations and Samples

Clusters Countries Key Informants Coding

Top-Down Higher Education 
System

*Indonesia, Malaysia • Ministry of Education 
(Indonesia, Cambodia, 
Vietnam, Thailand, and 
Singapore)

• Higher Education Institutions 
(2 each from Indonesia, 
Cambodia, Vietnam, 
Thailand, and Singapore)

• Regional International 
Organizations (ASEAN 
Secretariat, ASEAN 
University Network, 
UNESCO)

• Student representatives 
(Indonesia, Cambodia, 
Thailand, Vietnam, and 
Singapore)

Government official 
(GO-xx)

Former Socialist Countries *Cambodia, Lao PDR, 
Myanmar, *Vietnam

University Employees/
Staff (UE-xx)

Liberal Higher Education 
System

Philippines, *Thailand Representatives from 
regional organizations 
(RG-xx)

Advanced Westernized 
Higher Education System

Singapore, *Brunei 
Darussalam

Students (ST-xx)

Source: adapted from Dhirathiti (2012)

Among the four clusters, countries in asterisk were 
selected to represent the groups for in-depth interviews 
as indicated in Table 2, comprising of Indonesia, 
Cambodia, Vietnam, Thailand, and Singapore. In 
each selected country, key informants included 

representatives from the Ministry of Education, 
higher education institutions, regional organizations, 
and students. Additional data collection was being 
done with representatives from regional international 
organizations involved with higher education located 
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within the region. Documentary research was also 
undertaken in countries where in-depth interviews were 
not performed.  The data analysis was being conducted 
through a qualitative method of content analysis. 
Interviewing codes were assigned to each interview 
sessions, which were all semi-structured. Each session 
lasted for 60–90 minutes to cover all the key policy 
implementation and harmonization dimensions set as a 
framework for the analysis described in Table 1. Tape 
recording was done with the consent of all interviewees 
and kept anonymous. Data analysis was conducted by 
decoding all transcriptions from key informants. The 
transcription was reviewed twice to verify accuracy 
and typologies under the suggested harmonization 
dimensions.

Results

The results show that each country has eased 
itself into the process of the harmonization of higher 
education differently. In this section, results will be 
demonstrated in six progress dimensions as shown 
in Table 1, where appropriate in each country, 
respectively. Some countries appear to have developed 
almost all dimensions towards the harmonization of 
higher education; some have only developed a few 
dimensions.

a. Top-down Higher Education System

Indonesia. Similar to other two advanced countries, 
Singapore and Brunei Darussalam which will be 
elaborated more in this paper, the government of 
Indonesia is working hand in hand with the industrial 
sector in developing a curriculum that correspond 
with the needs of the labor market and to ensure the 
country’s education equality. The outcome-based 
education is focusing on increasing competencies of 
graduates to be employable not only in the Indonesian 
labor market but also the regional market as a whole. 
The role of HEIs in Indonesia is also prevalent 
especially their functions to improve the programs 
offered at par with the international standards through 
the increase of international programs. As pointed out 
by the Indonesian government official:

Our focuses on national higher education 
development and the preparation of this 
sector towards the harmonization process are 

sustainable education, work competencies, 
education for marginalized people, promotion 
of basic science and education for knowledge 
creation. From that point on, we believe that 
the next step is to integrate more into the 
regional system which would provide a wider 
platform for the labor market, human resource 
development, educational paradigm, students’ 
skills and competencies, and the preparation 
of the national government itself in identifying 
top HEIs. (GO-02, personal communication, 
March 3, 2016)

Unlike other countries in ASEAN, the development 
of a national qualifications framework has just been 
recently started and put as one of the priorities 
through the Ministry of Higher Education. Although 
the national qualifications framework has just begun, 
the government has been very keen on improving 
the quality assurance system in HEIs through the 
external quality assurance agency, that is, the ASEAN 
University Network Quality Assurance (AUNQA) 
system. This is partly to assure that the quality of 
education of HEIs is met with the regional reference 
standard. However, it has been clear that Indonesia has 
put priorities to issues such as credit transfer systems 
because the country is focusing on increasing the 
number of outbound Indonesian students abroad as a 
starting point towards the regional harmonization of 
higher education in the region. As stated by a university 
lecturer in a leading HEI in Indonesia:

To work on the reference points in every area 
under the regional harmonization is impossible. 
We have to choose. Student mobility is the 
key. A credit transfer system is probably one 
of the urgent priorities. It is a solid base for 
the harmonization process within the region 
to get the student moving. (UE-02, personal 
communication,  March 4, 2016)

Malaysia. Malaysia has been very keen on 
reforming higher education system by launching the 
Malaysia Higher Education Blueprint 2015–2025 with 
the key focus on creating innovation and technology 
through the improvement of education. The country 
has been preparing for the harmonization of higher 
education through two key conduits—the strengthening 
of the linkage between the government, HEIs, and the 
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industrial sector as well as the improvement of internal 
university governance. Through the Ministry of 
Higher Education, a synergy between several national 
agencies such as the Malaysian Qualifications Agency 
(MQA) and HEIs has also led to a well-advanced 
national qualifications framework system in which the 
point of reference can be referred to not only among 
national HEIs but also for other HEIs in the region. 
Also, under the Malaysia Higher Education Blueprint 
2015–2025, lifelong learning was also put as one of the 
most important agendas. As part of a lifelong learning 
scheme, Malaysia has developed a framework where 
work experience recognition and accreditation system 
which support mobility of both students and workforce 
to continue their education seamlessly.

b. Former Socialist Countries

Vietnam. In Vietnam, the effort to develop higher 
education system through curriculum reform has 
been underway and reinforced by the government 
and HEIs, despite the limitation in student admission 
and intake. The government has played a major role 
in increasing the number of student intake into the 
higher education sector. Vietnam is also very proactive 
in connecting the needs of the labor market and assure 
that the needs are reflected through the courses and 
curriculum. With the government’s determination to 
reform higher education in the country, other measures 
conforming with the harmonization process are being 
implemented as well, along with the policy towards 
internationalization. Vietnam has started the process 
of developing a national qualifications framework as 
well as deploying quality assurance under the AUN-
QA. As suggested by a government official: 

The harmonization process is important to 
all segments in Vietnam, not only higher 
education. It has become our national policy 
objectives. We believe that this process will lead 
to regional cooperation and the development 
of comparability system, a point of reference 
which is important for us to attract more 
students. Our endeavor to increase the number 
of programs certified by the AUNQA is an 
example of us trying to showcase ourselves 
as qualified educational providers within the 
region. With the comparable platform, it is 
easier for us to communicate to other institutions 

and international students that we are moving 
towards the development of quality in education. 
(GO-04, personal communication,  February 
15, 2016)

It was echoed by many university administrators 
that a regional quality assurance framework is the 
reference point where HEIs in ASEAN could refer 
to when working and connecting with each other. 
Together with the involvement with regional and 
international organizations responsible for higher 
education, the government has pursued the policy 
which accommodates the harmonization process, 
especially in the areas of a qualifications framework 
and quality assurance. A representative from Vietnam’s 
leading HEI concurred that:

HEIs are the main actors. We develop models. 
Some of which can be shared at the national 
and regional level, like quality assurance of 
international curriculum development. In 
harmonizing higher education within the region, 
platforms at the regional level promoted by either 
the heads of state or by regional organizations 
whether it is [the] ASEAN Secretariat or the 
AUN Secretariat, will help provide us the 
opportunities to share best practices. (UE-01, 
personal communication, February 16, 2016)

Lao PDR. Lao PDR has launched its educational 
reform to take part in the process of regional integration 
through the curriculum revision and the development of 
the national qualifications framework. The efforts are 
being pushed by its Ministry of Education and Sports, 
HEIs, and other advanced educational institutions 
to improve the teaching and learning quality. 
The country has also promoted higher education 
integration through two policy conduits, including 
the development of academic programs focusing on 
science and technology and engineering together with 
the assistance from donor countries and international 
organizations. The other concrete policy endeavor the 
country is working on is the effort towards promoting 
mobility program and through the regional programs 
supported by regional organizations like the AUN and 
other bilateral and multilateral efforts with HEIs. The 
development of a national qualifications framework 
has also been developed as a trend towards the point 
of comparability within the region.
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As a latecomer, Lao PDR has also been trying to 
develop its quality assurance system, both the internal 
and external ones. The Education Quality Assurance 
Committee, the Higher Education Bureau, and agencies 
responsible for internal quality assurance are the 
main actors. Along with the quality assurance which 
will be taking a long-term approach in developing a 
mechanism, lifelong learning has been set about as 
reskilling the workforce. The government has been 
invested in lifelong learning communities and a 
recognition system that credited work experience into 
further education.

Myanmar. Myanmar has put tremendous efforts 
in revising academic curriculum to be relevant to 
the changing global and regional higher education 
landscape. Myanmar has been trying to reform its 
educational system to establish a learning society as 
a platform for the onset of lifelong learning, reliable 
mechanism of national professional certification, and 
national qualifications framework. Both professional 
and qualifications frameworks are being utilized 
as a tool to assure the industries and the regional 
community. According to Myanmar’s national 
education law, the national qualifications framework 
has come into play as a quality assurance mechanism. 
The development of academic programs has been 
geared towards science and technology as well as 
enhancing student mobility to increase international 
exposure of the country’s workforce. The establishment 
and development of the National Accreditation and 
Quality Assurance Committee (NAQAC) reaffirmed 
the country’s movement towards quality assurance of 
higher education.

Cambodia. Similar to other developing countries, 
Cambodia has started its higher education reform 
with the expansion of the privatization of education 
since 1997 under the influence of the UNESCO’s 
Education for All to improve the country’s workforce 
and accommodate the needs of economic development. 
It has been evident that the country’s higher education 
reform and development has been supported 
simultaneously by the government as well as the 
international organizations and donor agencies such as 
the Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA), 
the Australian Agency for International Development 
(AusAID), the European Union (EU), the Asian 
Development Bank (ADB), the World Bank, and 

UN-related organizations through the fragmented 
structure of supervision spreading across ministries 
(Un & Sok, 2017). Although the policy rhetoric of how 
important the harmonization process is echoed among 
policymakers in Cambodia, the implementation stage is 
reflecting the contrary as mentioned by a representative 
from the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports 
(MoEYS) below:

Higher education harmonization has long been 
talked and discussed among policymakers. We 
all know that it should be incorporated in the 
overall educational roadmap. We know we all 
want the reference points within the region. 
However, a clear understanding among us 
both in Cambodia and among other countries 
is still questionable. What the MoEYS could 
make sense out of it and we [the government] 
are trying to push it hard is the development 
of qualifications frameworks and the quality 
assurance, along with curriculum development. 
(GO-07, personal communication, April 13, 
2016)

However,  in other  areas apart  from the 
qualifications framework and quality assurance 
development where the Accreditation Committee of 
Cambodia (ACC) has been playing a key role, the 
development of Cambodia in revising its curriculum 
to be integrated more between public and private 
institutions as well as between Cambodian institutes 
and international partners can also be seen. Under the 
authority of the Curriculum Development Department 
of MoEYS, the development of teaching and learning 
as well as the educational research contributed to the 
improvement of program quality, and the alignment 
of future collaboration with HEIs in the region is also 
highlighted.

The country also focuses on mobility program, 
especially those schemes through regional networks 
such as the AUN. However, the mobility program has 
not yet led to the country’s attempt to develop a system 
of credit transfers due to the higher education structure 
in which HEIs are working under different ministries 
across the country. As suggested above, Cambodia has 
ventured upon the promotion of the harmonization 
process by using the development of the national 
qualifications framework since 2010 as a starting point. 
A member of a leading national university stated that:
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Before we can harmonize, let’s make sure that 
we have a solid ground to encourage a better 
educational quality in the system. The national 
qualifications framework is the key. It helps 
us as HEIs to be able to identify a clearer 
set of learning outcomes and international 
standardized trainings which will lead to the 
future credit transfer system and the mobility 
of manpower. The region needs the integration 
of the qualifications framework first so that we 
all can use them as a reference point for other 
higher education collaboration. Without it, I 
won’t trust you; you won’t trust me. (UE-09, 
personal communication, April 15, 2016)

Quality assurance is another area where Cambodia 
has emphasized as a pathway towards the harmonization 
of higher education. The country, through the ACC, 
has been incorporated with regional networks such 
as the UNESCO and the AUN in developing the 
quality assurance flows and mechanisms. Since its 
establishment in 2003, the internal quality assurance 
programs to encourage the establishment of structure 
and standard of internal quality assurance among HEIs 
have been promoted by the ACC. This also includes 
the establishment of mechanism and self-evaluation 
process among HEIs based on defined standard, 
especially in ASEAN priority programs. Staffs of the 
MoEYS, ACC, and HEIs have been encouraged to 
attend national and international workshops, training 
programs, and study visits on higher education quality 
assurance as part of the promotion of the country’s 
quality system in higher education.

c. Liberal Higher Education System

The Philippines. Since the 1990s, the Philippines 
has announced its policy agenda to promote the decade 
of education for all and started the education reform 
in 1998. The focuses have been placed on teaching 
and research as well as institutional governance. 
The emphasis was also placed on the development 
of science and technology through the support of the 
Commission on Higher Education (CHED). The reform 
of education, especially higher education sector, was 
focused on producing graduates to be in line with the 
need of the labor market and relevant for the 21st-
century development. The government has initially 
identified the key areas of knowledge concentration 

to be agriculture, language and culture, international 
business, tourism, and science and technology. Higher 
education institutions in the Philippines have utilized 
the multilateral platforms efficiently at the regional 
level in rolling the out collaborative activities.

The country has also focused on developing 
national qualifications framework and has been 
playing a leading role in developing quality assurance 
both through internal and external quality assurance 
mechanisms, spanning through the assessment at the 
program and institutional level. The country has also 
vouched for lifelong learning policy agenda through the 
active support of the Council for Lifelong Learning in 
Philippines, the Bureau of Alternative Learning System 
(BALS) and the launch of the credit transfer system, 
professional recognition, as well as other bilateral and 
multilateral collaboration with partners.

Thailand. Thailand has been well prepared with 
the overall higher education reform and the application 
of national qualifications framework across the 
board—from basic education, vocational education, 
to higher education. Together with the Office of 
Higher Education Commission (OHEC Thailand), 
higher education institutions in Thailand have 
moved towards developing several higher education 
frameworks leading to an easier integration of higher 
education activities within the region, including 
student exchange, executive development programs 
for higher education, distant learning, research and 
innovation development and collaboration, as well as 
other bilateral and multilateral platforms of the AUN, 
the ASEAN Quality Assurance Network (AQAN), the 
SEAMEO Regional Center for Higher Education and 
Development (SEAMEO RIHED), the Association of 
Pacific Rim University (APRU), and so on. The prime 
mover of higher education development and reform 
in Thailand has been the higher education institutions 
where academic research and student mobility are 
taking place. Taking into account the governance 
structure of the country where there are several types of 
HEIs—ranging from autonomous universities, public 
universities, private institutions, Rajabhat universities 
as well as community colleges—the move towards the 
promotion of the harmonization process, therefore, 
depends on the capacity and interests of each HEI, as 
suggested by an official:

It’s somehow a beauty of a liberal country where 
HEIs have got freedom in deciding what to do. HEIs 
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in Thailand are affected by the changing paradigm of 
education that leads them to face with the changing 
environment. I think they are moving towards more 
collaborations and we as a government agency. We 
make sure that frameworks and platforms are in place 
so that they can perform well under the platforms. 
Another advantage of having many regional networks 
and organization headquarters in Bangkok should also 
be factored in. Somehow we feel like we have to really 
promote the harmonization process as the key players 
are all here. (GO-10, personal communication, April 
30, 2016).

The country also puts efforts into promoting 
quality assurance among higher education institutions, 
both through internal and external assessments. The 
Office for National Education Standards and Quality 
Assessment (ONESQA) was the key player promoting 
external QA assessment, while at the same time the 
country started to introduce the international QA 
assessment as well as the internationally credited 
QA assessment under the platform of the AUN 
(AUNQA) into the main QA mechanism. With the 
strong foundation in developing key quality assurance 
and national qualifications framework mechanisms, 
higher education institutions are well equipped with all 
liberties to engage in any international collaboration 
within and beyond the country. The country has also 
started to  raise awareness of lifelong learning as 
part of the preparation towards the aging society. 
Under the long-term education development plan 
(2007–2022), lifelong learning will be the key agenda 
of education for the future. Many higher education 
institutions are also responding to the lifelong 
learning agenda by re-designing its curriculum and 
courses to match the need of learners, including 
the use of credit collections and professional credit 
recognition system.

d.  Advanced Westernized Higher Education 
System

Brunei Darussalam. Brunei has shown a leap 
forward towards a long-range higher education 
curriculum reform through its 2035 Plan. The plan 
encompasses the new policy movement of the new 
generation of education or also known as Sistem 
Pendidikan Negara Abadke-21 or SPN21 of which 
the prime movers are the Ministry of Education along 
with private sector working together to determine the 

desired curriculum corresponding to the needs of the 
labor market.

The move towards the development of higher 
education area from Brunei Darussalam could be seen 
through the joint curriculum, quality assurance, and 
accreditation, especially under the platform of regional 
networks such as the AUN or SEAMEO RIHED while 
being supported fully by the Ministry of Education, 
higher education institutions, the Brunei National 
Accreditation Council (BNDAC), Brunei National 
Education Council, as well as other governmental 
agencies. As suggested by academics in Universiti 
Brunei Darussalam:

We have done a lot as a university to promote 
student mobility both for inbound and outbound 
students. We provide scholarships. We make 
sure that the architecture of our curriculum 
accommodates the needs of students…to 
promote the collaborating area in the region. 
(UE-01, personal communication, May 17, 
2016)

Brunei Darussalam has also developed the Brunei 
Darussalam Qualifications Framework (DDQF) 
as part of a pathway to promote seamless lifelong 
learning in the country while developing a system 
of quality assurance to ensure the improvement of 
higher education in the country. The BNDAC has been 
the main actor in developing the quality assurance 
framework for the country while the government and 
the Ministry of Education have been promoting lifelong 
learning through the SPN21 and Brunei’s Education 
Strategies 2035 (Brunei’s 2035) as part of the process 
towards continuing education in ASEAN. Students  
also voiced out their reflection in the government’s 
initiative to lifelong education as reflected in this 
interview:

We don’t know what the harmonization is, 
we know only that while we are studying, we 
definitely concern with credit transfers. We 
want to go out, but we also want to graduate 
with our peers. After graduation, we will want 
to come back to the university from time to 
time. We wish the university can provide us 
what it promised, our lifelong education.  
(ST-03, personal communication, May 23, 
2016)
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Singapore. The higher education reform in 
Singapore leading to the harmonization of higher 
education in the region has been served not on the 
process per se but to touch base with the world-
class higher education system. The government and 
the Ministry of Education have played important 
parts in defining the direction of higher education 
corresponding to the development of the 21st-century 
market.

The harmonization of higher education in the region, 
in view of the Singaporean government, could be done 
through curriculum development and student mobility. 
The curriculum development has been overseen 
through three main principles—generic, specific, and 
selective qualification frameworks. In other words, 
student mobility is also seen as another instrument 
for the promotion of higher education harmonization 
especially through the use of a common mechanism 
like a common regional credit transfer system, for 
example, the AUN-ASEAN Credit Transfer System 
(AUN-ACTS) or the University Mobility in Asia and 
the Pacific Credit Transfer System (UMAP-UCTS). 
One of the most interesting features of higher education 
reform is that the curriculum development has been 
completed together by the government, HEIs, as well 
as agencies involved with Singapore’s labor market.

The development of the national qualifications 
framework is also developed mainly by the Singapore 
Workforce Development Agency (WDA) which is 
working closely with the industrial sector to help 
improve professional qualifications framework or 
Singapore Workforce Skill Qualification. As part of 
new statutory boards under the purview of the Ministry 
of Education, the development is seen partly to help 
promote competencies of the workforce for the region 
through outcome and competency-based learning 
system (WDA, 2019). Along with the professional 
qualifications framework, Singapore has also laid out 
a quality assurance system in higher education through 
the Ministry of Education. The quality assurance will 
help guarantee the quality of programs offered in 
HEIs so that the credit transfer and student mobility 
could be undertaken effortlessly. Lifelong learning 
in Singapore is also the country’s national agenda. 
The School of Continuing and Lifelong Education 
(SCALE) is one good example of the government’s 
service to provide an education for the workforce to 
reskill and continue to empower themselves constantly. 
Another layer of the development of Singapore higher 

education is the reform of the system to focus on social 
aspects towards citizenship and global citizenship as 
well as the seamless coordination between basic and 
higher education in building up the core curriculum 
reform to address social aspects at both levels (Deng, 
Gopinathan, & Lee, 2013)

Discussion

Among the six areas of deeper collaboration in 
higher education leading to the harmonization process 
within the region suggested in Table 1, five key areas 
emerged as prominent in terms of the political will 
and policy implementation in all countries, both at the 
national and institutional level, which are curriculum 
reforms, development of qualifications frameworks, 
quality assurance, lifelong learning, and credit transfer 
systems, as indicated in Tables 1 and 2. These areas of 
system harmonization have been operated under the 
changing need of the labor market which sets different 
skillsets required for the new S-curve industries, 
as seen in many countries such as Thailand and the 
Philippines (Macaranas, 2007). These skillsets include 
learning and innovation skills, critical thinking and 
problem solving, communication, collaboration, and 
creativity. The process of harmonizing these areas or 
developing the points of reference and comparability 
in the region will never have been accomplished if not 
for the joining supports of both national and regional 
organizations. Internally, in most countries, Ministry 
of Education has played a major role as much as higher 
education institutions in each respective country, as 
shown in Figure 2 of the triple force that moves forward 
the harmonization process.

As regards to curriculum development and reform, 
all the ASEAN countries have pursued the same 
objectives in trying to upgrade their educational system. 
With different contexts of the economies, societies and 
politics, the common route every country is heading 
towards is to increase access to higher education and 
ensure that graduates are well equipped with the needs 
for industrial employability. Human development 
through education has not been only a means to an 
end but also an end in itself. Countries like Singapore 
or Brunei Darussalam have tied their higher education 
management into producing qualified graduates, 
whereas other countries are still concerned themselves 
to use curriculum reforms as a tool to increase access 
to higher education, especially to provide different 
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needs of the new segmentation of students who are 
still in the labor market. The role of the Ministry of 
Education and HEIs in ASEAN countries has become 
prominent in revising the curriculum to respond to 
the needs of the industries and the labor market. As 
stated by UNESCO (2012), education systems are 
highly linked with the labor market which should 
contribute to the translation towards the decision to 
increase public investment in education, especially in 
the extent to which how the investment  could improve 
the efficiency of teaching and learning results. The new 

imperative in curriculum design and development is 
to improve the learning process which corresponds 
to professional practices. Many countries in ASEAN 
are moving towards the directions of the concept of 
21st-century skills, global citizenship, entrepreneurial 
literacy, and so on (American Association of Colleges 
of Teacher Education and the Partnership for 21st 
Century Skills, 2010). The curriculum development 
and reforms are also increased towards the ones which 
correspond to the scarce professions as seen in many 
developing countries.

The development of qualification frameworks in 

Figure 2. The triple force of the harmonization process.

increased towards the ones which correspond to the scarce professions as seen in many developing 

countries. 

Figure 1: The Triple Force of the Harmonization Process 

Source: Authors’ Table 

Figure 2. The triple force of the harmonization process. 
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each country is one of the most noticeable attempts 
of many countries in working towards the degree 
comparability. Although Europe has been the pivotal 
region where the regional and national qualification 
frameworks were being developed, ASEAN has also 
been moving towards the same direction, especially in 
the higher education sector. The current move towards 
developing the professional qualifications framework 
as well as the subject qualifications framework is 
also evident in many countries like Vietnam and 
Thailand. In Thailand, the development of a national 
qualifications framework has been in place and entirely 
all-inclusive from basic, vocational, higher, and 
professional education. In Vietnam, the qualifications 
framework is focused on the enhancement of lifelong 
learning and to respond to the industrial sets of skills 
needed in the labor market. The example is also 
very prevalent in Singapore where the qualifications 
framework, the learning outcomes, and the industrial 
needs are in sync. Although each country has set a 
different aim in developing a national qualifications 
framework, the common characteristic is that ASEAN 
countries are moving towards utilizing national 
qualifications framework to suit with the changing 
economic and social development. The professional 
qualifications framework is another area that will be 
further developed in the future as each country is more 
focused on developing a better professional standard. 
International and regional organizations, such as the 
UNESCO Bangkok, is also playing an important part 
in making a bigger impact by developing a regional 
qualifications framework as a standard point of 
reference for many countries to turn to.

Quality assurance is the area where the regional 
development has been put in place through the 
establishment of external QA agencies within the 
countries and the development of regional qualification 
frameworks under the AUN. Many countries have been 
moving towards developing their external QA agencies 
to assess the quality of teaching and learning. The 
movement has been run in parallel with internal QA 
put forth within higher education institutions. Quality 
assurance seems to be the system promptly adopted by 
ASEAN countries to strive for a better improvement 
of their respective education system. Malaysia, for 
example, has been moving towards the harmonization 
process through the national quality assurance actor or 
the MQA leading to the establishment of the AQAN 
(Sirat, Azman, & Abu Bakar, 2014). The development 

of the regional AUN-QA has also become a major part 
of the harmonization process within the region. Unlike 
other areas where the progress has been seen with less 
coordinated efforts, quality assurance has been driven 
through the AUN Secretariat and more participants 
have been recorded in recent years both in terms of the 
program assessment and training of AUNQA assessors 
(AUN, 2019).

Lifelong learning, although witnessed as one of 
the most important policies for the next decade, has 
not received much attention in ASEAN countries at 
the policy level. Only higher education institutions 
in countries like Singapore or Brunei Darussalam 
have been directed by the government to focus and 
re-orient their institutional policies to answer to the 
changing demography and preferences of students as 
well as their skills needed in the labor market. Most 
countries, however, do have policy rhetoric about 
lifelong learning in place reflecting their recognition 
of the importance of lifelong learning as a tool for the 
next century to respond the changing labor demography 
toward aging societies. The importance of HEI’s role 
in providing lifelong education has been pronounced 
by higher education institutions in Brunei Darussalam 
and Singapore. Courses are moving towards providing 
choices and flexibility in education. In Singapore, for 
example, those who are working in the industries can 
return to their respective HEIs to register for some 
courses for free to reskill and upskill themselves. 
Others are moving towards revision curriculum for 
more flexibility and increasing other platforms for 
teaching and learning, including online and e-learning 
(Bhunia, 2018). 

Finally, the area of knowledge or the physical space 
where students can move around to create experiential 
learning and multicultural learning experience cannot 
be done without efficient credit transfer and recognition 
systems. Many countries in the region started with 
the promotion of internationalization policy within 
the country and institutions. Vietnam, for example, 
has promoted internationalization of higher education 
through staff and student mobility which later led to the 
interest in identifying specific areas of mobility, also 
known as Project 322 (Nguyen, 2009). While Europe 
has installed the European credit transfer system within 
the region, ASEAN has developed a few systems 
which are still not widely used as a central system 
to promote credit-bearing mobility. Apart from the 
credit transfer and recognition system, many countries, 
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Table 3 
Summary of Harmonization Indicators in Each Country

Indicators

Countries

Curriculum 
reform

Qualifications 
frameworks

Quality 
assurance

Lifelong 
Learning

The social 
dimension

Partnership 
/ Credit 
Transfer 

Brunei Darussalam • • • • •

Cambodia • • • • •

Indonesia • • • • •

Lao PDR • • • • •

Malaysia • • • • •

Myanmar • • • • •

Philippines • • • • •

Singapore • • • • • •

Thailand • • • • •

Vietnam • • • • •

Table 4 
Actors Involving in the Promotion of the Harmonization of Higher Education in ASEAN

Actors

Countries
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16

Brunei Darussalam • • • • • • • •

Cambodia • • • • • • • • • • •

Indonesia • • • • • •* • • •

Lao PDR • • • • • •

Malaysia • • • • • • •

Myanmar • • • • • • •

Philippines • • • • • • •

Singapore • • • • • •

Thailand • • • • • •* •*

Vietnam • • • •* •

Notes: 1 = Ministry of Education, 2 = Ministry of Labor, 3 = Ministry of Technology and Higher Education (generic 
term), 4 = Higher Education Committee, 5 = higher education institutions, 6 = higher education framework councils or 
agencies, 7 = ASEAN University Network, 8 = the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO), 9 =  the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), 10 = the Asian Development 
Bank (ADB), 11 = the World Bank, 12 = the European Union, 13 = the Australian Agency International Development 
(AusAID), 14 = Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA), 15 = the United Nations, 16 = the Southeast Asian 
Ministers of Education Organization (SEAMEO)
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especially those advanced and liberal countries, are 
moving towards increasing the number of joint or 
double degree programs or towards joining more 
systematically by opening up for foreign university 
establishment within the country like Singapore and 
Thailand.

All in all, the process towards the harmonization of 
higher education in ASEAN will still be ongoing with 
some mechanism more advanced than others. Quality 
assurance and national qualifications framework, 
both at the national and regional level, will be the two 
leading mechanisms providing reference points and 
guideline for the improvement of higher education 
in the region. Curriculum revision will still be the 
responsibility of higher education institutions without 
much interference by the national government, 
especially in liberal countries. On the other hand, the 
credit transfer system and concrete policies towards 
lifelong learning will still need more debates and 
implementation at the regional level. The development 
of reference points in these areas and mechanisms 
clearly shows the common determinants of success, 
that is, the policy direction from the government, the 
involvement of higher education institutions, and the 
support from regional organizations.
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