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Abstract

Context: Thailand is facing skilled labour shortages, which has prevented the country from 
achieving significant economic progress. This paper examines Thailand’s vocational educa-
tion policy discourses from 1992 to 2014 and how successful such policies were in building 
the country’s skilled labour force.

Approach: This study utilised a qualitative approach, using documentation analysis as a key 
research method. We also used data triangulation and thematic analysis to categorise the pu-
blic discourses. In order to examine the vocational education policy discourses in Thailand, 
secondary data such as the five National Economic and Social Development (NESD) Plans 
(7th, 8th, 9th, 10th, and 11th) and other government policy statements were investigated 
and triangulated, along with data from newspaper articles, other public documents, reports 
from international organisations, and academic journal articles.

Findings: Based on the findings of the study, we identified three key policy discourses re-
garding vocational education in Thailand during the period 1992 to 2014: (1) increasing the 
vocationally skilled workforce, (2) the role of private vocational providers, and (3) collabo-
ration between vocational providers and industry.

Conclusion: We argue that there are five key policy themes in building a vocationally skilled 
workforce: (1) dedication of government in increasing the vocationally skilled workforce, 
(2) encouraging collaboration between vocational colleges and industries, (3) fostering a 
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greater role for private vocational providers, (4) promoting a positive image for vocational 
education, and (5) maintaining the continuity of policy implementation.

Keywords: Vocational education and training, Thailand, skilled workforce, skilled labour 
shortages, public policy, VET

1	 Introduction
Cheap labour costs used to be a competitive advantage for Thailand; however, the country 
has lost this edge to other countries such as China, India, Vietnam and Indonesia. The ide-
al solution is to move up the economic-value chain from labour-intensive to technology-
intensive industries in which a skilled workforce plays a significant part. However, Thailand 
is currently facing skilled labour shortages, which is preventing the country from achieving 
significant economic progress (International Labour Organization, 2013; Jitsuchon, 2012). 
Thailand is in desperate need of a skilled workforce, especially vocationally skilled workers. 
This phenomenon has led to the research question: in order to achieve economic progres-
sion, can the Thai government and society respond to the skilled labour shortages by using 
vocational education as a means to train students with skills that industry need? Therefore, 
this paper explores the public discourses on vocational education in Thailand by examining 
how thoroughly the Thai government and society have debated vocational education policy 
in responding to the country’s skilled labour shortages.

The timeline of this study is the period from 1992 to 2014. This timeframe was chosen due 
to the significant changes in Thailand’s economic and political landscape during this period. 
The term ‘skilled labour shortages’ was first recognised by policymakers in the early 1990s 
when it was mentioned in the National Economic and Social Development (NESD) Plan 7 
(1992-1996) and Prime Minister Anand Panyarachun's Policy Statement (1991). Between 
September 1992 and May 2014, Thailand was governed by a number of elected governments, 
marking a long period of democratic rule1, where the policymaking process was implemen-
ted democratically through debates and discussions in the Cabinet, parliament and public 
arena. There were various discussions and debates in Thai society about how to utilise vo-
cational education to build a skilled workforce. The period of this study ends in May 2014 
when the government of Yingluck Shinawatra was overthrown in a military coup. At present, 
Thailand continues to remain under the control of the military junta and, as a result, the poli-
cymaking process is characterised by a lack of public debate and discussion. The importance 
of a skilled workforce is emphasised by the Human Capital Report (2015, p.3), which states 
that, ‘a nation’s human capital endowment—the skills and capacities that reside in people and 

1  Democratic rule was interrupted for a short time by a military coup in September 2006. Since that time, an interim military-
backed government governed Thailand until a general election was held in December 2007.
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that are put to productive use—can be a more important determinant of its long term econo-
mic success than virtually any other resource’. This is further reinforced by the World Bank 
(2012), which suggests that a skilled workforce is an important factor driving both the crea-
tion and application of knowledge that underpins economic development. The Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) (2013) also adds that a skilled work-
force is a critical factor in structural economic change, especially when a country is moving 
from labour-intensive industries to technology-intensive industries. Bennell and Segerstrom 
(1998) point out that in the early stage of industrialisation, a country does not need a highly 
skilled workforce. A labour workforce with satisfactory basic education and some on-the-job 
training would be sufficient for industrial development. However, when a country moves to 
higher skilled industry, appropriate vocational education is needed.

2	 Skilled labour shortages in Thailand
From the 1970s, Thailand started to develop its economy through labour-intensive indus-
tries, with cheap labour costs being the country’s main competitive advantage. Since the 
1997 Asian financial crisis, however, Thailand’s competitive advantage of cheap labour has 
been directly challenged by other countries in the region (World Bank, 2012). This is due to 
the increase in labour costs in Thailand causing labour-intensive industries to relocate their 
production lines from Thailand to other countries in the region. Accordingly, in order to 
remain competitive, Thailand needs to transition away from its reliance on labour-intensive 
industries and do more to promote skilled-intensive industries in areas such as computing, 
telecommunications, and electronics (Szirmai, 2012).

However, Thailand does not have enough vocationally skilled workers to offer to the la-
bour market. In 2012, the Federation of Thai Industries (FTI) predicted that many busines-
ses such as the automotive, electronic, and construction industries would need a significant 
amount of skilled labour; however, educational institutions would not be able to provide 
enough skilled labour as required (‘The need of skilled labour’, 2012; ‘Auto industry needs 
skilled labour’, 2012). From the perspective of foreign investors, a survey was conducted by 
the Japan External Trade Organization (JETRO) (2006), which stated that the demand by 
Japanese firms in Thailand for engineers has increased, especially in the automotive industry. 
However, most Japanese businesses have not been satisfied with the quality of the labour sup-
ply. For example, many Thais in the labour force do not have proficiency in foreign languages, 
which is required by Japanese firms. 

These examples indicate a mismatch between education policy and the skills requi-
rements of the business sector, which represents a key obstacle contributing to Thailand’s 
skilled labour shortages (Egawa, 2013; Phongpaichit & Benyaapikul, 2013). The shortage of 
engineers and technicians is not a recent phenomenon—these shortages have been occurring 
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for an extended period of time. Paron Issarasena, the former President of FTI, stated in 1989 
that Thailand did not have a sufficient number of engineers and technicians to meet indus-
try demand (‘Shortage of engineers’, 1989). He contended that this problem could affect the 
country’s industrial growth. This observation from over 20 years ago raises questions about 
how the Thai government has dealt with the problem so far, and why the problem of skilled 
labour shortages continues to remain an issue.

3	 Role of vocational education in building a skilled workforce
Education has played a crucial role in improving the quality of the labour workforce. Af-
ter basic education, higher advanced skills are learnt at the vocational level—skills that are 
necessary for a country’s development (Kim, 2012; Montague, 2013). More advanced and 
appropriate skills are provided through vocational education to suit specific industrial needs 
(Chong, 2014). In particular, countries in the industrialisation stage of economic develop-
ment, with a middle-income status, should prioritise educational development in both vo-
cational and technical areas (International Labour Organization, 2008). The importance of 
vocational education has been recognised in the extant literature as an effective tool for re-
ducing youth unemployment (Baldi et al., 2014; Cabus, 2015; Eichhorst, Rodriguez-Planas, 
Schmidl, & Zimmermann, 2015), increasing the productivity of firms (Agrawal, 2013), and 
providing goods and services for society (Billett, 2014). Vocational education teaches specific 
trades and practical skills that students can apply in their future careers (Agrawal, 2013). 
There are three types of vocational education (see figure 1): vocational and technical schools, 
formal apprenticeships, and dual apprenticeships that combine school training and formal 
work experience (Eichhorst et al., 2015). 

Figure 1: Types of vocational education
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Firstly, the vocational and technical school model is based on a combination of general and 
vocational education as part of an upper secondary education (Eichhorst et al., 2015). Stu-
dents are provided with academic knowledge as well as practical skills. Secondly, the concept 
of a formal apprenticeship is based on learning through workplace training with minimal 
formal education (Eichhorst et al., 2015). Countries that follow this model include the US, 
the UK, and Australia. Each of these countries has its own conditions for participating in 
apprenticeship programs. Thirdly, the dual apprenticeship model is based on the notion of 
combining formal education and workplace training (Eichhorst et al., 2015). Countries in 
northern Europe such as Germany, Switzerland, Denmark, and Austria follow this system. 
The training must be based on centrally accredited occupational qualifications in order to 
meet marketplace requirements (Eichhorst et al., 2015). The formal apprenticeship and dual 
apprenticeship models have provided students with opportunities to learn practical skills 
bolstered by experience from workplace training.

4	 Vocational education system in Thailand

Vocational education was first recognised in Thailand in 1898 for the practice of trade and 
agricultural skills. In 1910, the first vocational college was established. Currently, there are 
428 public vocational colleges and 486 private vocational colleges in the country. The Office 
of the Vocational Education Commission, attached to the Ministry of Education, is respon-
sible for vocational education in Thailand. In addition, vocational education is also offered 
by the Office of Non-Formal and Informal Education for students outside the formal school 
system such as the unemployed and adult learners (Changdacha & Larpkesorn, 2017). There 
are three levels of vocational education in Thailand: a Certificate (Por Wor Chor); Diploma 
or Associate Degree (Por Wor Sor); and Degree (Parinya-Tree).

Currently, the Thai education system falls under the mandate of the National Education 
Act (B.E.2542; 1999), which covers nine years of compulsory basic education. In addition, 12 
years of free basic education is offered to all children in Thailand regardless of their ethnic 
background. This free basic education starts from pre-primary education for children aged 
three to five, then from Grade 1 to 6 in the primary level, and Grade 7 to 9 in the lower se-
condary level (Changdacha & Larpkesorn, 2017). From Grade 9, students have two pathways 
from which to choose: upper secondary level (Grade 10 to 12) or vocational education (Bu-
reau of International Cooperation, 2008). Since the beginning, the Thai vocational system 
has been following the vocational and technical school approach, providing students with 
academic knowledge as well as practical skills. This approach clearly indicates the vital role of 
the teacher in the Thai vocational education system. 
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5	 Global vocational education policies
According to the extant literature, there are two key aspects to improving vocational educa-
tion: (1) the dedication of the government and, (2) industrial requirements. Figure 2 displays 
the conceptual framework for improving vocational education.

Figure 2: The conceptual framework for improving vocational education

On the one hand, the government’s dedication to improving vocational education involves 
formulating policies aimed at affecting the quality and quantity of institutions, teachers, and 
the broader curriculum (Allais, 2012; Chong, 2014; Kim, 2012). During the 1960s and 1970s, 
the Park Chung Hi government in South Korea made a strong determination to achieve the 
nation’s development goals through vocational education (Kim, 2012). A significant number 
of vocational schools and skills-based training centres were established during this era. This 
was also evidenced in the rapid growth and development in Singapore during its industria-
lisation phase. From the mid-1960s through to the 1990s, the Singaporean government fo-
cused on developing its manufacturing industry while, correspondingly, working to develop 
the country’s vocational education system as a whole. Teachers were sent to industrialised 
countries such as Germany, Japan, Australia, and the UK for vocational training (Chong, 
2014). Vocational education was expanded to the secondary school curriculum, with voca-
tional schools established with the intent of providing necessary skills for this sector. Con-
sequently, the number of vocational students increased from 12,000 in 1971 to 18,000 by the 
end of 1970s (Ho & Ge, 2011). In addition, in order to improve both the quality and quantity 
of vocational education in the long run, one particular policy response had emerged, which 
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was aimed at addressing negative societal attitudes towards vocational education (Billett, 
2014; Ling, 2015). This was a major obstacle during the early period of national development 
in Singapore. Parents preferred their children to go to universities rather than vocational 
schools due to the prestige attached to a university education (Chong, 2014). The Singapo-
rean government applied programs and incentives such as the ‘Use your hands’ program—
launched in 1976—to encourage students and their families to have a more positive attitude 
towards manual work. Another example was the ‘Top of the Trade’ TV competition. It was a 
challenge in woodwork, automotive trades, electronics, mechanics, and construction, all of 
which aimed to enhance the image of vocational skills. On the other hand, because industrial 
needs must be the focus, policymaking should involve all stakeholders (Lashley, 2009; Mon-
tague, 2013; Stone, Kaminski, & Gloeckner, 2009). Abelman, et al., (2001) argue that policies 
relating to vocational education should be market-driven. It should be a coordinated effort 
between vocational colleges and industry which, accordingly, would help to produce a skilled 
workforce that supports both economic policy and the actual needs of employers. 

Each government should collaborate with its business and education sectors to ascertain 
the types of skills needed and to instigate an appropriate human development plan (Hawley 
& Paek, 2005). In particular, countries that are at the industrialisation stage of economic 
development need to establish strong vocational education systems (ILO, 2008). In Euro-
pe, the approach to skills development involves stakeholders such as trainees and their fa-
milies, trade unions, employers, and educational institutions (Lashley, 2009). Cameron and 
O’Hanlon-Rose (2011) point out that in Australia the main reason for shortages in trades-
persons (skilled labour) is the under-investment in apprenticeships, which reflects the lack of 
focus on addressing industrial needs. 

6	 Research methods
The research is based on a qualitative approach, which provides an in-depth understanding 
of social problems (Robson, 2011). The key research method is documentation analysis. This 
involves a process of studying a particular phenomenon by examining, analysing, and inter-
preting various documents (Marshall & Rossman, 1999; Schwandt, 2007). The data sources 
are secondary data, which include both raw and published materials such as reports, govern-
ment documents, academic articles, newspaper articles, journal articles, letters, diaries, mi-
nutes of meetings, and memoirs (Saunders et al., 2007).

We adopted a triangulation and a thematic analysis to identify and analyse themes from 
the data collected. Triangulation is a research technique using data from different sources in a 
study in order to strengthen the validity of research findings to help promote a more in-depth 
understanding of a study (Robson, 2011). Thematic analysis is an analytical method that re-
flects and discloses the reality of the study, and a theme represents an important concept in 



74 Building a skilled workforce

the data, related to the research questions (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Thus, in order to answer 
the research question, documentation analysis, triangulation, thematic analysis and narra-
tive inquiry formed the basis of the investigative techniques adopted to examine the role of 
vocational education in Thailand. To examine the vocational education policy discourses in 
Thailand, the five NESD Plans (7th, 8th, 9th, 10th, and 11th) and other government policy 
statements were investigated and triangulated, along with data from newspaper articles, other 
public documents, reports from international organisations, and academic journal articles.

7	 �Findings—policy discourses on vocational education in 
Thailand 1992-2014

The findings were derived from the five NESD Plans (7th, 8th, 9th, 10th, and 11th), prime 
ministers’ policy statements, and other government documents. These documents were in-
vestigated and triangulated, along with data from English newspaper articles on vocational 
education such as news, public debates, disputes, and recommendations. Also, other public 
documents, international organisation reports, and academic journal articles were discussed, 
analysed and triangulated as well. Three key policy discourses on vocational education in 
Thailand during the period 1992 to 2014 were identified: (1) increasing the vocationally 
skilled workforce, (2) the role of private vocational providers, and (3) collaboration between 
vocational providers and industry.

7.1	 Policy discourse 1: Increasing the vocationally skilled workforce

It was noted in the NESD Plan 7 (1992-1996) that the expanding role of the industrial and 
service sectors had revealed a shortage of skilled manpower such as technicians and professi-
onals, especially in the areas of science and technology. Thailand needed to improve the skills 
of its labour workforce beyond the basic education level. Even though an awareness of skilled 
manpower shortages was disclosed in the NESD Plan 7, neglect by the Thai government in 
improving vocational education was evident. There was no reference to the term ‘vocational 
education’ in the Plan; instead, the Plan focused more on basic and higher education. This 
indicates a high level of apathy by the Thai government towards vocational education. Inte-
restingly, the lack of public debate on vocational education was also evident at the time. For 
instance, during the period of the NESD Plan 7, there was a complete lack of news coverage 
about vocational education in the English newspapers throughout Thailand. 

Neglecting vocational education is also evidenced in other public documents. In his poli-
cy statement, Prime Minister Anand Panyarachun mentioned the problem of skilled labour 
shortages; however, he did not mention the term ‘vocational education’. His successor, Prime 
Minister Suchinda Kraprayoon (1992) mentioned the importance of encouraging a greater 
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role for the private sector in vocational education. However, both Anand and Suchinda were 
in power for a short period due to political conflict at the time. The short duration of these 
two prime ministers highlights the phenomenon of policy interruption and discontinuity in 
Thai politics. Following on, Prime Minister Chuan Leekpai also did not refer to vocational 
education in his policy statement. Prime Minister Bunharn Silpa-archa was the only prime 
minister during this time who made serious statements about addressing the issue of voca-
tional education. In his policy statement (1995), Bunharn recommended the enhancement of 
vocational institutes such as increasing teacher numbers, developing curriculums and encou-
raging cooperation with foreign institutes to improve the nation’s competitiveness. Between 
1992 and 1996, even though vocational education was neglected by successive governments, 
the number of vocational students increased from about 600,000 in 1992 to around 970,000 
in 1996, and continued to rise to more than one million by 1997. This might have been due to 
Thailand’s steady economic growth during this period. The GDP growth rates of the country 
were very high in the early 1990s—from 1991 to 1995 the GDP was 8.6%, 8.1%, 8.3%, 9.0%, 
and 9.2% respectively. This economic growth no doubt created a demand for a vocationally 
skilled workforce in Thailand’s labour market.

In contrast to the NESD Plan 7, the role of vocational education was formally recognised 
in the NESD Plan 8 (1997-2001). The objective of Plan 8 was to develop the vocational skills 
of the workforce, especially with an eye to expanding the number of technicians, as well as 
a middle-level skilled workforce, to enable the country to adapt to the changing social and 
economic environment. The aim to develop a vocationally skilled workforce was evidenced 
when the government approved the cancellation of gender quotas in the vocational education 
entrance exam (Cabinet Resolution 26 November, 1996). This decision led to an increase in 
the number of female vocational students; it also showed the attempt to provide equal oppor-
tunity for women in the workforce. However, obstacles emerged for the vocational education 
sector due to inconsistencies in the policymaking process. Prime Minister Chuan Leekpai, 
who returned to office for a second time, again made no mention of vocational education in 
his policy statement. In addition, the National Education Act of B.A. 2542 (1999), which co-
vered all areas of the education system, also made little mention of vocational education. The 
Act only specified that vocational education would be provided for by state-owned institutes, 
private institutes and other enterprises (Abelman et al., 2001). 

During the period of the NESD Plan 8, there was a report from the World Bank sugges-
ting several issues for vocational education improvement (Abelman et al., 2001). The report 
recommended that the Thai government should set clear standards for vocational gradua-
tes and establish an assessment system for students, teachers and schools. The report also 
suggested that Thailand implement content standards to be used as guidelines on what and 
how subjects should be taught in each year level; that is, a framework serving as a guide for 
the nation’s curriculum. It was deemed important to ensure that the curricula across all of 
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Thailand’s vocational collages comply with the same education standards—students would 
then better understand what they could achieve from a course. In 2004, the Cabinet took 
further steps to improve the quality of vocational education, including the establishment of 
the Professional Qualification Institute to better coordinate the tasks of government agencies 
from different ministries on the national strategy for skilled labour policy (Cabinet Resoluti-
on 26 October, 2004b), and the implementation of the National Education Standard (Cabinet 
Resolution 26 October, 2004a).

In the NESD Plan 9 (2002-2006), increasing the quantity of vocationally skilled workers 
was the key focus. In line with this focus, Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra established 
the Income Contingency Loan (ICL) program, aiming to provide funding to both higher 
education students and vocational students for study purposes (‘Thai government provides’, 
2005). In this program, students could start to pay the loan back when they were employed. 
Even though this ICL program was an attractive concept, it was reported that within a year 
of its implementation, the number of students enrolled in vocational education had dropped 
by almost 30% (‘Vocational school enrolment’, 2006). This drop may have been due to the 
perceived financial limitations of this program for vocational students. That is, based on the 
regulations of the loan program, vocational students could not borrow the same amount of 
money as university students. For example, vocational students could only borrow 25,000-
30,000 baht a year compared with 60,000 baht for social science and 70,000 baht for science 
and engineering university students. Hence, many students applied to universities rather 
than vocational colleges for their continued education.

In the next NESD Plan 10 (2007-2011), it was stated that Thailand’s labour workforce, as 
a product of the country’s vocational education system, was deficient in both quantity and 
quality. The Plan superficially mentioned that it was very important to produce a workforce 
with vocational skills to feed the market’s needs in order to increase the country’s competi-
tiveness. However, based on various public documents and newspaper articles, there were 
obstacles in improving vocational education such as: unclear frameworks and policy; budget 
constraints; a shortage in both the quality and quantity of teachers; a lack of cooperation 
between education institutes, communities, and the requirements of the labour market; the 
decreasing birth rate; students’ lack of knowledge in foreign languages; and the bad reputati-
on of vocational students (‘Better graduates needed’, 2007; Na Mahachai, 2007; Office of the 
Education Council, 2011; Sornnil, Boonyasopon, Utakris, & Chokepipat, 2005; Vocational 
Education Commission, 2012). 

Due to the high degree of negative public sentiment towards vocational education, the 
most widely discussed obstacle was the image of vocational education as being a second-
rate choice (Ekachai, 2011; ‘Thailand must’, 2011; ‘Wage moves’, 2011). Both students and 
parents showed a preference for a university rather than vocational education. Often upon 
graduating, most vocational students, rather than enter the workforce, continued to study at 
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the higher education level, even in fields unrelated to what they had studied as part of their 
vocational education. It was recommended that the government concentrate on changing 
society’s attitude towards vocational education, such as by providing clearer guidelines on 
career paths for vocational education graduates (‘Educators comment’, 2011). The negative 
reputation of vocational education within Thai society may also explain the lack of success 
experienced by the ICL program in its efforts to promote Thailand’s vocational education 
sector.

In the NESD Plan 11 (2012-2016), the goal of increasing the number of vocational stu-
dents aimed to adjust the ratio of vocational and secondary students to 60:40. However, the 
government did not succeed in these vocational education policies as expected. Figure 3 
shows the percentage of graduates in secondary education (Year 12) and vocational edu-
cation (Vocational Certificate or Por Wor Chor) between 1992 and 2013. The figure clearly 
indicates the increasing gap between these two types of graduates, in which the number of 
secondary education graduates is higher than vocational education graduates.

Figure 3: Percentage of graduates in secondary education (Year 12) and vocatio-
nal education (Vocational Certificate or Por Wor Chor) between 1992 and 2013

Source: The National Economic and Social Development Board; http://social.nesdb.go.th/So-
cialStat/StatReport_Final.aspx?reportid=43&template=1R2C&yeartype=M&subcatid=23
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In addition, figure 4 shows the numbers of vocational education students and higher edu-
cation students (including postgraduates) between 1992 and 2008. The graph illustrates the 
significant gap between these two sectors of education. It indicates that the Thai government 
has focused more on higher education at the expense of vocational education.

Figure 4: The number of vocational education students and hig-
her education students (including postgraduates)

Source: Ministry of Education, http://www.moe.go.th/data_stat/

A senior government officer argued that the aim of increasing the proportion of vocational 
students would not be successful due to the negative attitude of Thai society towards vocatio-
nal education (Wongsamuth, 2012). However, a newspaper article suggested that Singapore 
could serve as an example of changing societal attitudes (Khaopa, 2012). The country used 
to be in a similar position to Thailand, with a negative attitude towards vocational educa-
tion; but since the Singapore government enhanced the image of vocational education via 
improved student quality, industrial involvement had increased. The key factor was ‘learning 
by doing’, with teaching staff updating and improving their skills based on feedback from 
industry-experienced workers, and acquiring specific employment knowledge and skills that 
could be passed onto the students. Accordingly, Singapore’s vocational students gained skills 
that accurately matched the needs of the labour market. This had a positive influence on the 
country’s economic growth, thereby shining a more positive light on the country’s vocational 
education system.
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7.2	 Policy discourse 2: The role of private vocational providers

The importance of encouraging private vocational providers to take a greater role in skilled 
workforce development was highlighted in the NESD Plan 8 (1997-2001). However, the key 
obstacle discouraging an increased role by private vocational providers was the negative at-
titude of Thai society towards these private institutions. In Thailand, private vocational pro-
viders are often seen as a second-rate choice with students preferring to apply for public 
vocational colleges. Due to limited places in public vocational institutes, admissions were 
processed via an entrance examination, where those students who did not pass then had the 
option to enrol in a private vocational school (Johanson & Wanasiri, 2001). This entrance 
exam generally meant that the educational performance of private vocational students was 
often not as high-quality as public vocational students. In addition, some students in pri-
vate vocational schools were of lower socioeconomic status than those in public vocational 
schools (Abelman et al., 2001; Johanson & Wanasiri, 2001). In these cases, families had to 
pay off their children’s school fees via instalments (‘Thailand’s private schools’, 1997). In 1997, 
during the Asian Financial Crisis, the household financial situation became even more seve-
re; some parents had to ask their children to drop out of school. At this time, many private 
vocational schools were forced to ask the government for financial assistance to help their 
students stay in school. The Thai Cabinet approved a loan fund from the Asian Development 
Bank to financially assist private vocational students in need of support (Cabinet Resolution 
28 March, 2000). 

Moreover, it was argued that the government did not support private vocational providers 
to the same degree as it did with public vocational providers. For example, private vocational 
institutions did not receive subsidies from the government as was the case with public voca-
tional institutions. As a result, the costs for education at a private vocational institute were 
much higher than at public vocational institutes. For example, in 1997 the cost of tuition at 
a private vocational education provider was about 13,320 baht compared with 3,033 baht for 
a public institution (Johanson & Wanasiri, 2001). There was also a complaint from private 
vocational schools that enrolment numbers were decreasing due to the government offering 
greater support for public vocational colleges (Private colleges, 2002). This was confirmed 
by the Deputy Education Minister that the Ministry did not have a policy to limit enrolment 
numbers in the public vocational sector. Figure 5 shows the ratio of the number of vocational 
students in public and private vocational colleges.
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Figure 5: The ratio of vocational students in public and  
private vocational colleges between the period of 1992-2008

Source: Ministry of Education: http://www.moe.go.th/data_stat/

7.3	 Policy discourse 3: Collaboration between vocational providers and 
industry

During the period of the NESD Plan 8 (1997-2001), Prime Minister Chavalit Yongchaiyudh 
declared in his policy statement that he would reform vocational education by encouraging 
cooperation between educational institutions and the major industries to meet the require-
ments of the labour market. The role of industry involvement in improving vocational edu-
cation was also discussed in newspaper articles at the time. For example, the President of 
the Confederation of Thai Employers (CTE) urged the government to review the vocational 
education syllabuses in order to develop a labour workforce that matched the requirements 
of industry through collaboration between educational providers and industries (Pongvu-
titham, 1998). 

In 1999, CP All, which operates 7-Eleven throughout Thailand, and the Informal Edu-
cation Department joined a program to provide training to students who were particularly 
interested in the services sector (Pongvutitham, 1999). This program was later expanded 
with CP All establishing its own vocational college to produce students with the specific 
skills it required (Amornvivat, 2012; Saengpassa, 2012). In 2001, ASEAN’s first automotive 
training college was opened in Thailand (Wiriyapong, 2001), which was a cooperative project 
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between the Ministry of Education's Department of Vocational Education and the Honda 
Group.

During the NESD Plan 10 (2007-2011), the need for a skilled workforce at the vocational 
level was a major concern for the industrial sector in Thailand (Marukatat, 2008), especially 
in the automotive industry (Ongdee, 2007). This tremendous demand led to the collabora-
tion between different industries and vocational education providers. It was reported that 
major car manufacturers General Motors and Chevrolet Sales had jointly established an 
Automotive Service Educational Programme (ASEP) that was focused on producing highly 
skilled technicians in the automotive industry (Scheme adds, 2008). Under the ASEP pro-
gram, students from 11 vocational colleges across Thailand were trained for six days a week 
for three months to develop the necessary skills for the automotive industry. 

Another example of collaboration was in Phuket, a popular tourist destination. A local 
vocational college and the Phuket Spa Association jointly established a spa training course 
for vocational students due to the growth of the spa industry (Nottingham, 2008). Another 
example involved the Siam Cement Group (SCG), one of the leading conglomerates in Thai-
land, which signed an agreement with the Office of the Vocational Education Commissi-
on (OVEC) to provide on-the-job training to about 200 vocational students (‘Siam Cement 
Group’, 2009). 

Based on this education agreement, students from Rayong Technical College who are 
trained in SCG’s petrochemical plants are generally hired by SCG when they graduate (Pra-
chyakorn, 2009). The Vocational Education Commission also later signed an agreement with 
TOA Paint (Thailand) to train vocational students in painting and spray-coating skills as 
there was a shortage of workers in that industry (Ongphet, 2011). 

Accordingly, the collaboration between the Thai government and industry led to the int-
roduction of new skills and technologies to Thailand. The OVEC was responsible for keeping 
up-to-date on the requirements of the labour market by maintaining ongoing cooperation 
with industries. The importance of collaboration between vocational providers and industry 
was also affirmed by Yingluck Shinawatra’s government; in her policy statement, Yingluck 
stated that aligning vocational education with the requirements of the labour market, and 
supporting the ICL program, were the two key cornerstones of the government’s vocatio-
nal education policy. These collaborations between the Ministry of Education and industries 
were also reported in various newspaper articles (Chalamwong, & Suebnusorn, 2012; Edu-
cation reform, 2013). 
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8	 Discussion
The findings have shown that there were three key policy discourses in Thai society regar-
ding vocational education during the period 1992 to 2014: increasing the vocationally skilled 
workforce; the role of private vocational providers; and collaboration between vocational 
providers and industry. Based on the data analysis of these three policy discourses, we argue 
that there are five key policy themes in building a vocationally skilled workforce: (1) dedi-
cation of government in increasing the vocationally skilled workforce, (2) encouraging col-
laboration between vocational colleges and industries, (3) fostering a greater role for private 
vocational providers, (4) promoting a positive reputation for vocational education, and (5) 
maintaining the continuity of policy implementation (see figure 6).

Figure 6: Vocational policy themes supporting the building of a skilled workforce

9	 �Policy theme 1: Dedication of government in increasing the 
vocationally skilled workforce

This study’s data analysis indicates that Thailand’s production of a vocationally skilled work-
force has not been highly successful. The key factors that prevented an increase in the num-
ber of vocational students included the lack of dedication on the part of the Thai government 
in promoting vocational education; the mismatch between education policy and industrial 
policy; the poor reputation of vocational students; the attitude of society towards vocational 
training; and the unclear standards of vocational education. Lack of government dedication 
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towards vocational education is the most influential factor as figures 3 and 4 indicate. These 
two sets of figures clearly indicate that the Thai government has mostly focused on basic and 
higher education rather than vocational, even though many of Thailand’s industries requi-
re vocationally skilled workforces. Hence, moving forward, the Thai government needs to 
be more dedicated to implementing a policy aimed at increasing the country’s vocational 
workforce to meet its economic development goals as required by Thailand’s labour market. 
The commitment of the government is necessary to continuously and effectively improve 
vocational education.

9.1	 Policy theme 2: Encouraging collaboration between vocational col-
leges and industries

Based on data analysis, there has been an ongoing mismatch between Thailand’s vocational 
education policy and the requirements of the country’s labour market. As a result, some busi-
nesses such as 7-Eleven established their own training colleges; this exposes the failure of vo-
cational educators to provide the workplace skills required by the labour market. As the role 
of government is essential in making sure industry needs match the capacity of vocational 
education to ensure its country’s economic development (Cameron & O’Hanlon-Rose, 2011; 
Ho & Ge, 2011), we argue that the Thai government should collaborate more with industry. 
Research tools such as surveys and interviews with industries should be conducted in order 
to find the right vocational education curricula and courses that match industry needs in 
order to produce a vocationally skilled workforce suited to workplace requirements.

9.2	 Policy theme 3: Fostering a greater role for private vocational  
providers

Figure 5 above clearly demonstrates the reluctance of the Thai government and society regar-
ding this policy discourse. Private vocational education can be a significant element in hel-
ping the government develop a vocationally skilled workforce; however, private institutions 
have not been operating at full capacity. Due to the limited places available in public voca-
tional institutions, the private sector should be given greater encouragement and support to 
attract more students and operate at a more optimal level. 

Based on the research findings, we argue that the Thai government should provide gre-
ater support to the private vocational education sector. As many of the students enrolled in 
the private vocational education sector are from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, policies 
such as adequate financial support could be an advantage for students and their families. 
This would enable more students to complete their courses and be ready for employment in 
the labour market. Furthermore, the private vocational education sector can help enhance 
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the production of a vocationally skilled workforce by improving its own capabilities, such 
as providing courses that meet the current needs of the labour market. Being in the private 
sector can actually give such institutions an advantage in that it is much easier for them to be 
flexible with the changing needs of the labour market. The government would only need to 
provide resources to support these changes. 

9.3	 Policy theme 4: Promoting a positive image for vocational education

The general attitude of Thai society has played a key part in discouraging the enrolment of 
students in vocational education. It is widely known that vocational education is perceived 
as a second-rate choice. Most students and parents prefer university courses as they confer 
a sense of honour and prestige to the family if a child graduates from university. Even when 
Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra established the ICL program to provide funding to stu-
dents in vocational and higher education programs, there were a large numbers of students 
who applied for this loan to access higher rather than vocational education. This mispercep-
tion and stigma attached to vocational education is even more severe for private vocational 
students than it is for public vocational students. 

The negative image of vocational education can be overcome by a process of ‘rebran-
ding’—improving its quality via significant industry involvement. As in the aforementioned 
case of Singapore, teaching staff should be sent to factories and businesses regularly to update 
their knowledge and skills as required by industry, and subsequently pass on what they have 
learned to their students (Khaopa, 2012). The Thai government should not only implement 
a policy modelled on the experience of Singapore, but also encourage advertisements on 
television that promote the rebranding of vocational education. It is argued that when the 
quality of vocational students is improved, the image of vocational education will improve as 
well. When the negative perception of Thai society towards vocational education is changed, 
this may attract high-achievers, which would then further raise the quality and image of vo-
cational education. This policy discourse on encouraging a positive attitude of Thai society 
towards vocational education is a necessary challenge for the Thai government in response 
to its skilled labour shortages.

9.4	 Policy theme 5: Maintaining the continuity of policy implementation

The results have shown that during the period from 1992 to 2014, successive Thai govern-
ments were inconsistent in the implementation of vocational education policy. There were 
many political interruptions such as Cabinet reshuffles, which was the main obstacle to ef-
fective policy implementation. A foreign journalist defined the Thai education policy as a 
‘stop-go’ policy (Coben, 1997). In line with this, Sippanondha Ketudat, Thailand’s former Na-
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tional Education Council Director, also pointed out that the changing of education ministers 
interrupted education reform and its policies (Bai-Ngern, 2000). These ‘too many’ Cabinet 
reshuffles have resulted in the discontinuity of many education policies. 

Education policies cannot be effectively implemented if policies are changed frequently 
and the ministers are only in the position for a short period of time. These political interrup-
tions demonstrate a lack of dedication by the Thai government and its politicians in com-
mitting to build the country’s skilled foreign workforce through vocational education. These 
policy interruptions might be interpreted as being part and parcel of decision-making within 
a democratic society. In other words, policies can be changed frequently depending upon the 
political parties that have been elected. However, there are some areas that require a more so-
lid and consistent level of policy implementation such as improving vocational education for 
the purpose of improving national economic development. Hence, it is argued that bipartisan 
agreement on policies relating to a country’s economic development is essential to ensuring 
the full implementation of such policies.

10	 Conclusion
Vocational education is necessary for the development of a country’s skilled workforce (Ako-
ojee, 2016; Cournoyer et al., 2017). Exemplar evidence in Asia can be witnessed during the 
rapid growth and structural transformation stage of development in Singapore (Ho & Ge, 
2011). The Singaporean government focused on developing its manufacturing industry and 
worked to develop targeted vocational education (Ho & Ge, 2011). Undoubtedly, quality vo-
cational education has been one of the reasons for Singapore’s economic success as a high-
income country. 

This example supports the important role of vocational education in helping a country 
improve its competitive advantage by providing a labour workforce with the vocational skills 
that matches the requirements of industry. This can lead to increased productivity and eco-
nomic growth. Based on the data analysis, it is clear that the Thai government should be more 
dedicated to increasing the country’s vocationally skilled workforce. The government should 
also engage in greater collaboration with industry. In addition, Thai society can contribute 
to the expansion of the vocational sector by adopting a more positive attitude towards voca-
tional education. Moreover, all stakeholders within society should offer support for building 
a vocationally skilled workforce in order to contribute to Thailand’s economic development. 

A documentation analysis was chosen as the key research method for this paper, which 
has resulted in the limiting of other empirical evidences. Further possible research could be 
an in-depth study of vocational education in Thailand using a more holistic approach for gat-
hering data by interviewing all stakeholders such as industry leaders, vocational education 
providers, policy makers, students and their families.  
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