CHINBRIDGE INSTITUTE

Non-Profit Private Higher Education Institutions in Chin State:
their Purposes, Challenges and Sustainability

15-Jul-21

This paper argues that compared to public sector, private sector enjoys institutional autonomy that
creates many more opportunities for improvement, and that non-profit private HEIs should take
better advantage of it. This does not, by any mean, imply that the effort that these private HEIs have
made were ineffective. Nor does this attempt to downplay the struggles that these private
institutions have overcome even to survive amidst the ample challenges.
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1. INTRODUCTION
Studies agree that the education sector in Myanmar is stunted in almost every area due to
prolonged underinvestment and over-centralization by the state. Evidently, the higher
education sector is no exception. It is poor by any standard, and is facing enormous
challenges (Hayden & Martin, 2013). The needs of the state-run higher education sector in
Myanmar are extensive (Institute of International Education, 2013).
The provision of higher education (hereinafter referred to as HE) by the state itself is
inadequate. Only 11% of Myanmar youth, a small number of mostly middle-class students
(Lall, 2021), have access to higher education (Welch & Hayden, 2013). In order to
compensate for the failure of the state-run education system (Lorch, 2007), private sector
has been involved in providing educational to Myanmar students.
In one of Myanmar´s poorest regions such as Chin State, public Higher Education Institutions
(hereinafter referred to as public HEIs) came into existence only after 2016. Non-profit
private sector has been the only provider of higher education for the marginalized youth in
this underdeveloped Myanmar´s periphery since 1953. Despite the important role that the
non-profit sector has taken, extremely few studies have been done about these non-profit
private Higher Education Institutions (hereinafter referred to as non-profit private HEIs).
Hence, this study attempts to better understand first and foremost why the non-profit
sector has become involved in higher education provision within a civil society space under
military junta that gives ``little room to maneuver´´ (Lorch, 2007). Second, this study seeks
to gain a better understanding of the challenges that the non-profit HEIs face in running
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their respective institution, and thereby draw a discussion on what would it take for
sustaining these institutions at last.
For this study in which qualitative methodology is applied, in-depths interview and
participant observation are used as main modes of data collection.
The report of this study is presented in the following structure. A brief history of higher
education in Myanmar was described in the section that follows this introduction. Then the
main providers of higher education in Myanmar are described, followed by a section that
explains the study area, scope and the research sites. Research methodology, methods and
challenges in conducting this particular research were disclosed further in the next section.
The findings and discussions section identify and discusses the intents of the non-profit HEIs
in providing higher education, their challenges and what would it take to sustain their work,
followed by concluding remarks.
2. A BRIEF HISTORY OF HIGHER EDUCATION IN MYANMAR
In this section, a brief history of HE will be presented in order to better understand the
backdrop in which non-profit private HEIs operates.
Year

Events

1878

Rangoon College opened as an affiliated college of the University of
Calcutta.
Rangoon College became a University College.

1920
1925

1930-1938
1945

Rangoon University College amalgamated with Baptist Judson College to
form Rangoon University (RU). Mandalay College was added to RU as
affiliated college.
Teacher Training, Medical and Agricultural Colleges were added to RU.

1959

Department of Education was formed under the British government to
implement the Simla Scheme of Educational Rehabilitation.
Universities shutdown.
Burmese government reopened RU, bringing together relatively
autonomous colleges making them into university faculties.
Mandalay University established as a separate university.

1963

Both universities placed under state control.

1964

Technical faculties of education, engineering, economic and medicine
were removed from both Rangoon and Mandalay Universities. Both
universities were left with liberal arts, science and law, akin to the
system India was also developing.
The University Education Law consolidated the new division between
arts and science universities and technical institutes, and also explicitly
deprived HEIs of financial autonomy. As with other state institutions,
HEIs had their budget estimates approved by the state and had to ensure
that all expenditures were consistent with the state approved norms.

WW II
1949

1973
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1982
1988
1996-1998

English was re-introduced as the official medium of instruction.
(Language of instruction was replaced from English to Burmese in 1962).
All universities were closed for 2 years.
All universities closed for 3 years after student strikes again.

2000

Universities were reopened. Government relocated much of the
country´s undergraduate provision outside of urban centers.
(Universities in Yangon were closed from 10 -12 years between 1988 to
2000)
(Lall, 2021; Lall, 2008)
Modern HE in Myanmar came with British colonialism (Lall, 2021) and was highly regarded
in Asia until 1962. The decline in quality of Myanmar HE began after the first military
takeover and continued throughout many decades. Private Education was eliminated
between 1962 and 1988 (Lall, 2008). The country was in almost complete isolation from the
rest of the world and there were not much internationalization happening in Myanmar´s
public HEIs. According to Lall (2016), it was not even possible to buy books from abroad.
For a few years between 2004-2006, foreigners were allowed for the first time to teach
short courses at universities in Yangon during summers (Lall, 2021). However, that
arrangement again ended in 2007 (Lall, 2021).
In 2012, President Thein Sein began to allow international development to play significant
roles in the country (Hawson & Lall, 2019). It was also the year that HE reform under the
Comprehensive Education Sector Review began to take place. The National Education Law,
which was met by a number of protests, was drafted in 2014 and revised in 2015, with not
much change (Metro, 2016). Under the National League for Democracy (NLD) government,
the National Education Strategic Plan (NESP 2016-2021) was implemented. Both these
reforms, were initiated by the Thein Sein government and broadly accepted by the NLD
(Ibid, 2019).
These changes and reforms show great improvements in the education sector. Increased
Education budget, the strategic plan to grant institutional autonomy to public HEIs (NESP,
2016) and increase enrolment rate to tertiary education, 13.9% in 2012 to 16% in 2017
(UNESCO, in Oxford Business Group, 2019), are among the positive changes that were
made. However, a lot of things are still in need of improvement.
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3. CURRENT HIGHER EDUCATION PROVIDERS IN MYANMAR
Before going into describing the current higher education providers in Myanmar, two
different definitions of higher education will be stated.
In the context of Myanmar, only colleges, degree colleges and universities are recognized as
HEIs and any other vocational and training schools are categorized under Technical and
Vocational Education and Training (TVET) program (MoE, 2016). In a more inclusive
approach, World Bank defines higher education as tertiary education that `` refers to all
post-secondary education, including both public and private universities, colleges, technical
training institutes, and vocational schools. (2017). For this study, the later one will be
applied as the focus of this study is predominantly on non-profits HEIs and their provision of
public goods rather than level of educational attainment they can offer.
Whether the World Bank´s or MoE´s definition of HEIs is applied, there are three main
sectors that provide higher education in Myanmar: the state, commercial private sector and
non-profit private sector. They have different funding strategies and serve different
purposes.

3.1 The State Sector
The state, which is the largest and main provider of higher education, has 174 public HEIs in
2018 (CHINLONE, 2018) and 223 in 2021 (Chinbridge Institute, forthcoming) that are
overseen by 8 ministries, and 372 TVET centers that are being reviewed by 19 different
ministries (TVET, n.d). Public HEIs are free of charge, and are of poor quality. The state
provision of higher education is neither inadequate. In Marie Lall´s words:
“HE, although almost free and despite there being over 150 institutions (now 174)
across Myanmar, is only accessible to a small number of mostly middle-class
students, with the poorer students enrolling in one of the largest, but possibly also
worst, distance HE systems.” (2021)
Through decades, Myanmar´s education sector and HEIs have always been led and micromanaged by the centralized state from the military regime to the NLD´s ruling era. It has
always been a top-town leadership and management with poor inclusion of important
stakeholders (civil society, ethnic minorities and even the educators themselves) in the
decision-making process. There has not been much change in that aspect despite some
reforms and changes that have been made recently. Other than physical exterior, quality,
standards, curriculum, teaching methods and decision-making processes have not yet been
much improved even in Yangon University where the recent reforms were implemented
(Esson & Wang, 2016). Certainly, it would be unreasonable to expect great improvements in
the chronically deteriorated education system like Myanmar´s. It is mentioned in the Oxford
Business Group report on Myanmar Education System that at least $ 2.1 billion has to be
spent yearly in order to complete 80% of the NESP.
Kamibeppu and Chao (2017) remark that ``Myanmar´s higher education sector is now
charged with the responsibility of producing enough graduates with the required skills,
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knowledge and attitudes demanded by the economy increasingly connected to the global
market. ´´

3.2 Commercial Private Sector
Starting around 1997 (Lall, 2008), the emergence of private schools and various vocational
training centers has escalated, especially and also mostly in the commercial capital Yangon.
The types and levels of certificates and degrees these private HEIs differ from short-term
skills training, college preparatory classes to even undergraduate and post graduate
degrees. Education providers that fall under this category often charge high fees for their
services and trainings. According to Chao (2018), several private institutions that offer
foundation programs for higher education studies charges roughly USD 300 per month.
Officially, these institutions are registered as `` businesses´´ rather than educational
institutions (Lorch, 2017). The Ministry of Education has released a draft of Private
Education Law in 2016. It is, however, yet to be enacted, as far as this study is concerned.
Even some of the first private universities such as Myanmar Metropolitan College (est.
2013) and Victoria University College (est. 2012) are still registered under the Ministry of
Trade & Commerce. Upon contacting the Myanmar Metropolitan College, it is learnt that
the process of registration under the Ministry of Education has been abrupt by the political
instability since February of 2021.

3.3 Non-Profit Private Sector
The third sector that provides more affordable educational services is non-profit private
sector, a form of civil society organization that are well structured (Salamon & Anheier, 1996
in Min Aung Maan, 2020). Organized privately for a public purpose, this sector is often also
referred to as the ``voluntary´´, ``third´´, ``social economy´´, ``charitable´´ or ``NGO´´ sector
(Haddock, 2017). Five characteristics define a non-profit organization according to the
Comparative Non-Profit Sector, which represents the largest empirical study of the nonprofit sector:
1) Organizations: they have structure and regularities whether they are legally
registered or not.
2) Private: they are institutionally separated from the state.
3) Not profit-distributing: they are not primarily commercial in purpose and do not
distribute any profit they may generate.
4) Self-governing: they have institutional autonomy.
5) Non-compulsory: membership or participation in them is not compulsory.
(Ibid, 2017).
Non-profit private HEIs are not registered as educational institutions under the Ministry of
Education either. Similar to private commercial universities, non-profits HEIs are at their
earliest stages in the process of registration. The majority, if not all, of these HEIs are
registered as civil society organizations, in the case of Parami University, private not-forprofit company limited. Chin Christian University and Chin Christian Institute of Theology,
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which have been running as degree colleges for a long time, are still branches of Myanmar
Baptist Convention, which has a legal status as religious organization.
Another sector that is worth mentioning is monastic HEIs. Monastic education has played an
important role throughout the history of education in Myanmar. Monastic schools, monastic
HEIs in this matter, are not for profit institutions as well. However, they are categorized
differently from typical non-profit private HEIs for their special nature and purpose.

4. STUDY AREA AND SCOPE
Situated in western Myanmar, Chin State is notoriously known as a marginalized, poor and
underdeveloped region in the country that has been suffering from religious and ethnic
persecutions and human rights violations by the military junta. The region had been
overlooked by both national and international development projects and the people are ``
forgotten (Beaton, 2013) ´´. As far as the education is concerned, Chin State has one of the
lowest matriculation pass rates, a prerequisite for university entrance.
As mentioned earlier, a public university only came to Chin State after 2016. As the majority
of population are Christian, most private HEIs are Bible schools. Non-profit private HEIs that
have a disciplinary other than theology and not funded by church community, only came
into existence after 2017.

(Chin Christian Institute of Theology, Falam)
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Overview of HEIs in Chin State
There are a total of 19 HEIs in Chin State as of the year 2020 (Salai Khin Maung Thein, 2020);
6 of them are public HEIs and 13 of them non-profit private HEIs. Out of 13 non-profit HEIs,
10 institutions are known as Bible colleges mainly offering studies in Theology. 2 of these
Bible colleges also offer social studies and liberal arts programs. Only 3 institutions out of all
the 13 non-profit HEIs have a focus in social science and humanity related courses. A
complete list of all the HEIs is as follows.

No.

Name of Institution

Type of Sector

Location

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19

Hakha University
Hakha Education College
Government Technical Institute
Hakha Midwife Training School
Chin Christian University (CCU)
Chinbridge Institute
Victoria Academy (VA)
Gospel Baptist College & Seminary
Chin Baptist Theological College
Falam Nursing Training School
Lungpi Agriculture High School
Chin Christian Institute of Theology
Chin Initiative for Sustainable Society
Tedim Theological College
Bethel Bible College
Faith Baptist Bible College & Seminary
Timothy Bible School & Seminary
Seventh Day Adventist School
Union Theological College

Public
Public
Public
Public
Non-profit
Non-profit
Non-profit
Non-profit
Non-profit
Public
Public
Non-profit
Non-profit
Non-profit
Non-profit
Non-profit
Non-profit
Non-profit
Non-profit

Hakha
Hakha
Hakha
Hakha
Hakha
Hakha
Hakha
Hakha
Hakha
Falam
Falam
Falam
Falam
Tedim
Tedim
Tedim
Tedim
Tedim
Matupi

Research scope and a brief description of the research sites
Due to limited resources, in addition to the current Covid-19 global pandemic situation and
travel restrictions, the scope of the study was narrowed down mainly into two townships:
Hakha and Falam. Out of 7 non-profit private HEIs, the 5 HEIs below are selected for this
study:
1)
2)
3)
4)
5)

Chin Christian Institute of Theology (Falam)
Chin Christian University (Hakha)
Chin Baptist Theological College (Hakha)
Chin Initiative for Sustainable Society (Falam)
Victoria Academy (Hakha)

Chin Christian Institute of Theology
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Formerly known as Zomi Theological College, Chin Christian Institute of Theology is a nonprofit private college with the longest history in the entire Chin State. The institution was
founded in 1953. It is the only institution that was mainly responsible for producing
community leaders especially during the military rules.
The institute currently offers both theological and social science programs awarding master
and bachelor degrees, diplomas and certificates. Degrees are not awarded within the social
science yet. The institute has more than 1300 alumni, around 120 students in 2020 and 2030 students enrolling each year. Despite being the oldest institution with adequate physical
infrastructure and several international connections, CCIT does not yet have a legal status as
an educational institution in Myanmar.
Chin Christian University
Chin Christian University was established as Chin Christian College in 1990 offering only
theological courses. Starting 2001, the institution offers Bachelor of Arts in English Language
Studies. In partnership with Stefenus Alliance (Norway), CCU started Bachelor in Business
Administration since 2014. The institution also awards both bachelor, and master degrees
within theological studies. CCU has the largest campus, both students and staff bodies out
of all the institutions in this study. It is an institution with the greatest number of
partnerships, both local, national and international. Their partners include foreign
universities and religious associations as well as other private HEIs in Yangon.
Chin Baptist Theological College (Hakha)
Established in 2007, Chin Baptist Theological College is a non-profit church-based private HEI
operated by a Christian convention consisting of more than 40 member churches. Solely
funded by member churches, the college mainly aims to train students in becoming church
leaders. The institution offers diploma and bachelor in theology programs. In the 2020
school year, there are 4 full-time and 3 part-time staff, and 26 students.
Chin Initiative for Sustainable Society (CISS, Falam)
Formerly known as Chin Institute of Social Science, Chin Initiative for Sustainable Society
(hereinafter referred to as CISS) was established in 2010 as a training/resource center. It
was a part of a social development program which was run by Falam Baptist Church. Initially
the center focused on teaching English and computer skills. By 2013-2014 school year, the
school became more of a higher education institution offering diploma courses. The school
currently has 5 teachers and staffs. In order to be legally registered as a non-profit
organization, the name of the institution was changed from Chin Institute of Social Science
to Chin Initiative for Sustainable Society in April 1st 2020.
Victoria Academy
Founded in 2019, Victoria Academy (hereinafter referred to as VA) offers a 2-year diploma
program. VA has 9 teachers and staffs and 54 students. VA is one of the first institutions that
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offer social science and humanities related courses in Chin State. Currently, the academy
offers diploma course/program in Social and Development Studies. As far as this study is
concerned, Victoria Academy and Chinbridge Institute are the only non-profit HEIs that do
not have affiliation with religious organizations and churches nor received funding and
donation from. The study programs of VA are funded through international aid.
5. METHODOLOGY
This study uses qualitative research methodology. Main methods of data collection are indepth interviews and participant observation. Secondary data such as research papers and
government publications, which focus mainly on public HEIs, are also studied in order to
understand the differences and similarities between public and non-profit private HEIs.
Data were collected in Falam and Hakha. The initial plan was to travel to Tedim and Matupi
as well. However, travel restrictions were imposed as a result of the Covid-19 second wave. I
have tried to gather richer data from the two townships that I was able to do fieldworks in,
by following up the interviews with more questions to the key informants even during the
writing of this report.
A total of 3 days was spent in Falam conducting 3 in-depth interviews and 3 site
observations in August 2010. In addition to visiting two main institutions, I have also visited
LaiLun Integrated Development Center which was owned and managed by Chin Christian
Institute of Theology. Situated outside of Falam town, Lai Lun Integrated Development
Center is about 25 minutes motorcycle drive at that time. The 4 miles destination could
have been reached in fewer minutes if it were not for the constantly pouring rain. In
addition to observing the LLID compound, I also had the chance to interview the center
manager.
One year ago in 2019, I have met with the staff and students at Chin Initiative for
Sustainable Society (CISS) while I was participating in a study tour arranged by a youth
organization. During that trip I have learnt about their activities, how they operated the
institution and the challenges they faced and so on. In this trip and interview, I have the
opportunity to learn about the changes and development that are happening in the
institution. One important change that is worth mentioning is the name change; which from
Chin Institute of Social Science to Chin Initiative for Sustainable Society. The reason is that
CISS is now on the process of obtaining legal status and having `` Institute´´ in the name
might hinder them for getting registered as an NGO.
Hakha is where I lived for the past three years and I have a close relationship with the
institutions that are participating in this study. I was, in fact, teaching part time at Chin
Christian University between 2017 and 2019. A lot of lessons and insights on non-profit
private HEIs are gathered from here. It could be said that the data that has been collected
from Hakha both through interviews and observations are relatively solid.
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(LLID and Tribal Research Centre, Falam)

5.1 Challenges in conducting this study
This study has been dragged on for many months due to unprecedented events that are
happening; first Covid-19 and then military takeover. Even writing of this paper was done on
the run, at different locations. The primary time of data collection was between the first and
second wave of Covid-19, July and August in Myanmar, which is the raining season. The
availability of public transportation was extremely limited. I had to rent a motorcycle to
travel to Falam which is around 4 hours-drive from in a raining and extremely misty weather
on a very muddy road. It is one of the most challenging trips that I have ever taken.
Whenever I was on the muddy and slippery roads, I was reminded of the remark made by a
principal whom I have interviewed which went like this,
“The country´s government, and even international development agencies that are
operating in Myanmar, ignored a region like ours. They don´t want to work in harsh
conditions like the ones we have here. This pushes us further into poverty and
underdevelopment. That´s why local community becomes important agents to make
change and development happen.”
(KF. 3)
Gathering information on non-profit HEIs in the whole Chin State is another challenge as
there are very few literatures done on this topic. If there were other HEIs that this study fails
to include in this paper, it would entirely be my weakness as a researcher in collecting data.
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This study would have been more valid if I had the chance to visit Tedim and Matupi as well.
Besides, although the study has a main focus on the supply side of higher education, it
would have been interesting to explore the demand side too, i.e. to interview students and
parents. However, as resources are constraints in addition to 2020 being a perplexing year
for all of us. Therefore, I conclude this section by pointing out the need for more research
done on non-profit HEIs in Chin State.

(On the way home to Hakha from Falam, August 18, 2020)
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6. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
This section consists of three main parts; the first part discusses the main intents of these
non-profit HEIs in providing higher education, the second part discusses the main challenges
that these institutions face, and the third part discusses what would it take to sustain these
HEIs´ provision of higher education.

6.1 Why did NGOs in this study decide to provide HEIs Chin State?
The intents of these institutions to provide higher education are described and discussed in
this chapter. For better presentation, the different intents and purposes of the five
institutions are organized under five headings.
6.1. a) To compensate for the inadequate supply of HE in Chin State
The primary intent of providing higher education, which is shared by most of the
participating non-profit HEIs in this study, is to compensate for the inadequate supply of HE
by the public sector. In order words, to patch up the weak Myanmar´s state education
system as Jasmine Lorch puts it (2007).
Of 11% of Myanmar youth is able to access higher education (Welch & Hayden, 2013), 68%
are from the richest quintile in the country and 1.2% are from the poorest quintile,
according to the 2014 census (Hawson & Lall, 2019). It is not difficult to guess where these
richest and poorest quintiles reside in the country. To give a better picture, the distribution
of HEIs by state and region in the year 2012 can be seen in the following table made in the
CESR phase 1 report (Welch & Hayden, 2013, p. 23).
State/Region
Number
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
Total

State/Region Name

Number of HEIs

Kachin
Kayah
Kayin
Chin
Sagaing
Tanintharyi
Bago
Magway
Mandalay
Mon
Rakhine
Yangon
Shan
Ayarwaddy

9
3
4
3
14
7
9
11
36
4
5
33
14
12
164
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The 3 HEIs in Chin State listed by the CESR report (2013, p. 41) are Kalay University,
Technological University (Kalay) and University of Computer Studies (Kalay). Kalay is a town
in Sagaing region which is at least 7 hour-drive depending on road condition and weather.
This shows that there were none state-recognized public HEIs within Chin State even until
2012. The only state-recognized public university that is situated within Chin State is Hakha
University which was opened only in late 2016. Government Technological Institute, which
was opened in 2008, only awards diplomas to students up until today. Hakha Education
College and Hakha Midwife Training School were opened only recently.
The most recent and forthcoming report compiled by Chinbridge Institute in 2021 lists 223
public HEIs in the country. Chin and Kayah State, with only 4 public HEIs each, still are
regions where fewest numbers of public HEIs in the country. In comparison, 5 public HEIs
have been added to Ayarwaddy which makes a total of 17 HEIs and 3 more in Kachin which
makes a total of 12 HEIs by 2021. A complete list of Myanmar public HEIs in 2021 is as the
following.
State/Region
Number
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
Total

State/Region Name
Kachin
Kayah
Kayin
Chin
Sagaing
Tanintharyi
Bago
Magway
Mandalay
Mon
Rakhine
Yangon
Shan
Ayarwaddy
Naypyidaw

Number of HEIs
in 2012
9
3
4
3
14
7
9
11
36
4
5
33
14
12
164

Number of HEIs in
2021
12
4
5
4
23
11
12
22
39
6
9
34
19
17
6
223

Evidently, local NGOs, especially churches and religious organizations, have been the main
providers of higher education in Chin State. Apart from these community-run private HEIs,
Chin students have the option of going to universities in other places or engage in one of `
the worst (Lall, 2021)´ Distant Educations in the world. Only families with a substantial level
of financial stability can send their children to study in other cities. Living expenses aside, it
is difficult even to afford transport to-and-from Hakha, to Kalay, for instance. For families
with lower income, especially families from rural areas, locally available higher education is
essential. One of the informants in this study commented as follows:
“It is necessary for the community to take the role of providing higher education to
our young people. It was more so in the past years when the government did not
open a single public university in our state. It would have been impossible to produce
15
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the community leaders who are serving us now without these community-run
colleges and universities.” (KF. 3)
He also added that it is impossible to build development without higher education, and that
it is important that higher education is made accessible for local youth who cannot afford to
study in other places. In his words:
“Without systematic study, how could our community be aware of social issues like
corruption, development, politics, all these things? We need to know different
situations in our country as they are. Especially the youth. It is impossible to do so
without research, and research is impossible without higher education.”
(Ibid)
Leaders of these non-profit HEIs share the same view that higher education is essential for
development, and therefore have taken part in patching up the state´s weakness in
providing higher education. To the majority of informants providing higher education within
the state means a community approach to building development through education. It is
also highly believed that education will bring the community out of poverty by liberating the
people.
6.1. b) To provide better quality HE through private HEIs
Almost all the education providers who are being interviewed not only see the state´s
provision of HE is inadequate, but the quality of education provided in public HEIs low. In
fact, it is a view that is agreed upon by studies conducted on Myanmar´s education. These
non-profit HEIs founders and leaders alike have the intent of providing better quality
education through these self-governing non-profit institutions.
Whether or not these non-profit delivers better education than the public HEIs is another
question that is yet to be answered. However, it is evident that these institutions have
better freedom in deciding how their institutions should be governed and managed,
structuring their study programs and deciding the contents of their curriculum and teaching
methods, setting and grading system. Non-profit thus have better opportunities to provide
better quality education as opposed to public HEIs.
Institutions in this study encourages students to raise questions and actively participate in
class, train their students to do their own research, and provide community out-reach
programs. Some institutions help the students to form student unions that will protect the
rights of the students and to include the students´ opinion in decision-making process. How
inclusive the institutions are of these student unions in real situation is another question,
the existence of such pinpoints the contrast between public HEIs and private HEIs. It has not
been long since it is allowed to form student unions in public HEIs. It is commonly accepted
by these non-profit HEIs that through better quality higher education, civil society will be
strengthened and positive social change will be made possible.
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6.1. c) To fill the gap in education
Another purpose of these non-profits in providing higher education is to fill the gap in
education. Filling the gap in education means, firstly, to compensate for the paucity of social
science and humanity studies in the public HEIs. One institution that is participating in this
study was established to specifically focus on this mission: to social studies available in Chin
State.
Secondly, it means that to provide trainings in important life skills that are not taught, or
poorly taught in the public HEIs. Such trainings include English language, IT and other similar
ones. As discussed earlier such trainings, provided usually by private commercial sector, are
mainly available in bigger cities and are often costly. Few well-off families in the community
can send their children to cities like Yangon and Mandalay to access such trainings, which
further set apart the rich and the poor.
Promoting the accessibility and affordability of important skills in the Chin state not only
address the central-peripheral differences but also fill the social inequality gap, at least to
some extent. Equity in access to education is an issue that is yet to be addressed by the
state.
6.1. d) To provide higher level Christian Education
For some institutions, the main intent is to provide Christian Education in order to train
Christian leaders and/or future Christian leaders. The informant who is one of the founders
of the Bible school also points out how Christian communities, and any other religious
groups other than the Buddhist ones are not given equal opportunities by the Ministry of
Religious Affairs & Culture. In a state where churches and Christian organizations play a
huge role in almost every areas of the community, having institutions that train Christian
leaders has always been essential. Respective communities are solely responsible for
providing education in their own religion.
During the interview, one of the founders and former principal of a Christian college clearly
mentioned that the purpose of establishing their college, in their specific case, is for
doctrine-imposing rather than providing academic service. The college specifically train
youth which will only serve at their member churches within the convention that they are
members of.
6.1. e) To maintain ethnic identity and culture
Diversity is a characteristic that is often used to describe Myanmar. Maintaining the identity
and culture of ethnic minorities in Myanmar has always been a struggle under the
assimilation politics that has been employed by the country´s ruling elite throughout history.
The following quote is directly taken from a respond made by one principal participating in
this study:
“Providing higher education means attempting to liberate our people from poverty at
the same time to protect our identity, culture and history.” (KF. 3)
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Providing higher education as an endeavor to protect identity, culture and history addresses
a deeper racial, ethnic and religious discrimination issue that has been around in the
country for many years. It is a fight against the `` Burmanization of the country´´ since the
Burmese socialist era, and not the least centralized education system that is based in
Burmese culture and Buddhist religion. The presence of Chin (and also Christian in most
cases) higher institutions means revolutionary enough in many ways.

6.2 What are the main challenges faced by these non-profit private HEIs?
The challenges each institution faces differ to some degrees; the most prominent ones that
are seen across all institutions are grouped into five categories.
6.2. a) Lack of legal status as HEIs
One of the main challenges, if not the most challenging, for NGOs in providing higher
education is issues concerning accreditation of degrees and certificates awarded by these
private institutions. As non-profit private HEIs are not registered as HEIs in a legal sense,
degrees awarded by these institutions are not recognized by government institutions. This
poses as a huge roadblock to employment in the government sector which is considered
permanent and ``safe´´.
Even people who have postgraduate degrees from a non-public HEIs have to put their
education level as high school when they need to apply for governmental posts. Registered
local private schools that demand high qualifications for their teachers have to register their
staff´s level of education as high school unless their degrees are from public HEIs.
In order to have the option to be able to work in government institutions, students who are
primarily enrolled in private HEIs often take Distant Education at public HEIs in addition to
their main study. Not only students have to manage the double workload but private HEIs
have also to adjust to the public HEIs´ school calendar and schedules.
Having volunteered at Chin Christian University (CCU), I was often met with empty
classrooms especially around the first weeks of the second semester, which is in December.
Students travel to their respective public HEIs to take examinations for their Distant
Education between the first and second semester of CCU. Private HEIs like CCU starts their
second semester with some teaching hours wasted waiting for the homecoming students.
Lack of legal status as HEIs despite the long-standing history and the many leaders these
institutions have trained, is degrading, as a principal has commented. This lack of legal
status makes it challenging to convince not only beneficiaries, i.e. students and parents of
future job opportunities, but also in making teachers stay in their positions as these kinds of
jobs are often considered as temporary or unstable as opposed to jobs in the state sector.
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6.2. b) Financial Dependency
Financial source is one important institutional aspect that non-profit HEIs have to concern
themselves with, or any HEI in Myanmar in that matter. Various forms of funding can be
identified among the non-profit private HEIs in this study. First form is funding by
international aid/development agency, second, donation and third, self-generated fund.
Financial dependency is a problem faced by almost all the HEIs interviewed for this study.
Even the public sector is not adequately funded. Similar to public universities in Myanmar,
these non-profit private HEIs have poor physical infrastructure and poor resources due to
lack of adequate funding.
Religious HEIs have their funding mostly coming from donations by churches, religious
organizations and individuals. A good portion of fund comes from diaspora Chin residing in
different parts of the world for some institutions.
Some HEIs, including Chin Christian University, charge tuition fees to students. However,
tuition fee amounts to only a third of total income for this specific university. As discussed
earlier, the mission of these private non-profit HEIs is to make higher education affordable
and accessible to poorer population of the community. It would make no sense to charge a
substantial amount of tuition fee to these students.
Two of the institutions participating in this study are receiving funds from international
development organizations. They have mentioned the demanding paperwork these types of
funding require.
“International funding usually comes in short-term and requires a lot of preparations in
writing proposals and reports. It takes a lot of work and put a strain to our already limited
human resources. It would be really helpful if these grant organizations rather invest in longterm projects.” (KF. 1)
Financial dependency is one of the biggest threats to the sustainability of these non-profit
HEIs. Respondents have mentioned during the interviews that without establishing a fundgenerating business/enterprise alongside these HE provisions; it would be difficult to sustain
their services in the long-run. He also added that international aid would still be needed to
do business, at least in the initial stages.
6.2. c) Lack of adequate skillful teachers
“We don´t have enough qualified teachers.”
It is a response mostly made concerning the challenges that the non-profit private HEIs face
in this study. Qualified teachers, often referred to by these institutions, are individuals who
have an additional degree or at least educational trainings abroad. One principal in Falam
mentioned that there are only few people with a foreign master degree in the town. In his
words:
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“In Hakha, you have a lot of people with master degrees obtained from abroad, we
don´t have that many in Falam. Even if we can afford financially, we don´t have
enough people who have adequate qualifications.” (KF. 2)
The reason why teachers without degrees from abroad are generally regarded as less
qualified is due to the passive culture of learning that dominates domestic HEIs. This has
contributed to graduates not having the up-to-date skills in their respective fields. Even if a
specific teacher has more to offer to the learning experience, it cannot be reflected much in
the curriculum and teaching methods due to the structural constraints caused by highly
centralized state-run education system. CHINLONE report in 2018 (p.14) has stated,
“Myanmar teaching staff is dependent on directives and guidelines issued at the
ministerial level regarding the design and content of their courses, which often
results in the reliance on outdated syllabi and textbooks, as well as in the
employment of one-way teaching processes that tend to encourage rote learning and
passive memorization.”
Compared to public HEIs, private HEIs have more freedom in the opportunity to structuring
and organizing contents and learning style of a curriculum. However, the majority of
teaching staff coming from public HEIs, the overall learning culture still is somewhat similar
to that of the public HEIs. As a result, when these graduates are employed as teaching staff,
it creates a vicious cycle of poor learning culture. This is in fact, a challenge that the whole
education system is facing due to the chronically deteriorated education system.
6.2. d) Poor resource management and tracking of progress
A key informant in this study remarks, `` We have the heart, but we lack the head. ´´ He
further explains that community-run private HEIs have the passion, good intention and
ambition to provide good quality higher education, however they are still lacking knowledge
and expertise concerning how things should be done. Despite having institutional
autonomy, the quality and effectiveness of their leadership and management still have a lot
of room for improvement. This is an issue beyond having only very few resources. It is about
how these few resources are skillfully used. There could be more creativity in maximizing
available resources.
In addition to poor management of human resources, lack of systematic tracking of progress
is another problem. One of the interview questions for this study is what does success mean
for each institution and how is progress or success being tracked. Employability,
employment, job creation, producing great leaders and godly people are among the success
indicators mentioned by the informants. However, all of the leaders admit the lack of
systematic tracking of progress in their institutions, even the institutions with the longest
history. One informant mentions that systematic tracking of progress will be essential of
these private HEIs, especially for those that receive funding from grant institutions.
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6.2. e) Challenges associated with language of instruction
Setting any language of instruction in universities poses challenges in ethnically diverse
Myanmar. This problem is also reflected in non-profit HEIs despite having flexibility and
institutional autonomy. In Chin State where many dialects are being spoken, Burmese
language has to be used for language of instruction where the general Burmese language
skill is poor. This is a hindrance in the learning process for a lot of students. One institution
in this study who employs foreign teachers who use English as their language of instruction
has mentioned how the students do not get the essence of what they learnt due to
language barrier.
Despite these challenges, what could be done to sustain these HEIs is a discussion made in
the following sub-section.

6.3 What would it take to sustain these institutions?
Scarcity of resources is a common problem in the Myanmar education sector, public and
private sector alike. Making the best out of the available resources is equally, if not more, as
important as acquiring more resources. One of the important advantages that these nonprofit private HEIs have is institutional autonomy, i.e. the opportunities to manage their
resources freely. This sub-section of the paper discusses the need for developing
institutional capacity as the most efficient way to sustain these institutions.
Institutional autonomy and institutional capacity of HEIs can be discussed through 4
different aspects: organizational, academic, staffing and financial (CHINLONE, 2018).
6.3. a) Organizational capacity development
Organizational autonomy refers to an institution´s capacity to determine its internal
organization and decision-making process including election and dismissal of leadership,
decision-making bodies and academic structures (CHINLONE, 2018). The level of
organizational capacity that each institution has differ among the non-profit HEIs that are
being studied. Some institutions are largely governed by external board that often
represents founding churches and religious organizations where a large portion of funding
usually come from. Naturally, these types of board have also substantial influence on other
aspects of institutional capacity such as financial and staffing as well. The majority of board
members are usually church leaders who have relatively less expertise on education. Less
influence as such is desirable for HEIs to thrive as educational institutions.
Whether governed by an external board or not, one advantage that these non-profit private
HEIs have is the complete freedom to collaborate with other organizations, whether local or
international. In fact, almost all HEIs in this study have affiliations and collaboration with
different institutions abroad. This is which sets apart private HEIs from public HEIs. By
improving their internationalization and collaborations with others, these HEIs could
improve their status, quality and raise their competitiveness, thereby ensuring their
sustainability as well.
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The need for networking and collaborations between non-profit private HEIs is something
that is commonly seen as a necessity among the HEIs leaders participating in this study, yet
no one has taken an initiative on at present. Not only joining hands with the non-profit
private HEIs in Chin State, but with similar HEIs across the country, the education leaders in
this study believe that they would have better impact on the national policy regarding
higher education as a stronger and more consolidated network. This might improve their
chance of obtaining legal status has HEIs as well. Networking can also allow for resource
sharing between these HEIs and an opportunity to learn from each other, which will be
helpful in identifying their respective strengths and weaknesses. Consequently, this might
give HEIs a chance to provide better quality focused areas of study programs to students
rather than scattering their efforts. Networking will not only improve organizational capacity
of these HEIs, but it might help improve the student recruitment system as well, for instance
through jointly-arranged education fairs.
Not only with other HEIs, creating network and relation with local businesses and other
sectors is also a much-needed next step for these private HEIs. Institutions with theology
focus have strong connection with the local church community. Similar link between study
and job opportunities could also be created for non-theology students as well. There are
some institutions that have experimented with this idea since a couple of years ago. For
instance, Chin Christian University has a formal MoU signed with a local NGO that offers
human rights related courses as well as informal collaboration with local professionals who
teach subjects like Comprehensive Sexuality Education, Community Forestry, etc. both long
term and short-term. As cross-cutting issues, courses like these are important for a
university like this to offer, at least at introductory level.
While I, myself was working at the Chin Christian University, different local professionals
including local business owners and some leaders from government departments were
often invited to give lectures at guests. It has been proven that it not only brings in practical
knowledge to the learning experiences but also a networking opportunity among students
and future potential employers. To the best of my knowledge, these kinds of collaboration
do not take place formally, but through respective course teacher´s personal connections
and networks in the case of Chin State. This should be more of a systematic institutional
focus and priority rather than individual efforts as this aspect is important to the
sustainability of non-profit private HEIs.
6.3. b) Academic capacity development
The biggest comparative advantage that the private HEIs have regarding institutional
autonomy is the freedom to manage their academic affairs such as academic programs and
contents, student selection and evaluation criteria, number of students to be admitted,
curriculum and teaching methods etc. (CHINLONE, 2018). This gives private HEIs the best
opportunity to provide quality education as they have a lot more room for improvements.
Through teaching at a community-run private HEIs, I have learnt that although a number of
workshops have been done for improving management of academic affairs, the
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implementation parts have been weak. This is an area that definitely needs more
investment for raising private HEIs´ competitiveness and chance of sustainability.
Developing research capacity is an important component that will strengthen the
institutional capacity of these HEIs. As far as my personal observation is concerned, research
was never a priority in HE sector in Myanmar. The research culture itself is very poor. There
are only few researches to cite (Lall, 2008) in almost every areas of study. It is only recently
that these private HEIs began to prioritize research in their respective institutions. Tribal
Research Center (owned by CCIT) was opened in 2019, and Chin Research Center (owned by
CCU) in 2014. By focusing more on improving the research capacity, these HEIs could
promote their importance and reputation as universities as well.
6.3. c) Staffing capacity development
Having institutional autonomy in staffing gives non-profit private HEIs the right to recruit
and manage its human resources. Not having enough of qualified teachers and human
resources is a problem commonly addressed by the private HEIs in this study. Merely
accepting the fact that these private HEIs do not have enough qualified teachers will not
improve the situation at hand. These institutions could create better incentives to bring in
qualified teachers, for example by offering competitive salaries and benefits. Despite many
constraints, there are also hidden resources that could be put into advantage. For instance,
there are well-educated diaspora Chin who have the heart for community development and
they should also be put into advantage, whether temporarily or for longer-term. Chin
Christian University had had some Chin graduates from abroad volunteering at their schools
for varied time period. Results have shown that these types of arrangement solve the
problem of scarcity of qualified teachers to a good extent. Moreover, by easing the
workload, teachers and administrative staff have better opportunity to focus on
professional development.
6.3. d) Financial capacity development
Financial autonomy gives non-profit HEIs the ability to manage their fund and allocate their
budget independently (CHINLONE, 2018). This has imposed significant responsibilities and
duties on these HEIs as they have to generate their fund without stable funding.
Financial dependency is one of the biggest challenges, if not the most, that threatens the
sustainability of these non-profit private HEIs. Survival alone is difficult without sufficient
funding for these already established HEIs, let alone quality improvement. The founders and
leaders of these non-profit private HEIs have their own unique struggles in initiating their
respective endeavor. Some has a church community that backs them up. Some on their own
on based on pure altruism or personal passion. Those with church community backing up
their quest had to fight the religious prejudice in offering non-religious studies like social
studies.
For sustainability, these institutions definitely call for more additional supports, either
through international funding or funding from the community itself. A good example is, as
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far as the community is concerned, diaspora community abroad as well as the national firms
that strive for community development. Government subsidies would have been an
effective measure in sustaining these types of HEIs in attempt to recognize and appreciate
the civil society´s role in patching up the state´s weaknesses, and thereby making education
public goods.
The need for establishing social enterprises to support civil society´s provision of higher
education has been mentioned by a number of respondents in this study. Some of these
HEIs have taken action in implementing the attempts. International community, national
government and community have to step in to make these attempts successful at least at
the earlier stages. Overcoming financial barriers in sustaining non-profit private HEIs is a
pursuit every sector must cooperates on, not just the founders and education leaders in this
sector. After all, making education public goods is a social responsibility.

24

Non-Profit Private Higher Education Institutions in Chin State | Nitha Bor Siangpum | Chinbridge Institute | 2021

7. CONCLUSION
The right to education is a basic human right and higher education should not be an
exception as `` education shall be directed to the full development of the human
personality´´ (UDHR article 26). It is through higher education that individuals develop skills
and habits of the mind in addition to knowledge in the subject areas (Kyaw Moe Tun, 2020).
Whereas making higher education public goods is primarily the responsibility of the state,
the civil society’s´ provision of higher education has been evidently vital in a developing
country like Myanmar, and will be so at least in the near future.
Evidently, the challenges that are facing the non-profit HEIs mirrored that of the public HEIs´
to a certain degree. This paper argues that compared to public sector, private sector enjoys
institutional autonomy that creates many more opportunities for improvement, and that
non-profit private HEIs should take better advantage of it. This does not, by any mean, imply
that the effort that these private HEIs have made were ineffective. Nor does this attempt to
downplay the struggles that these private institutions have overcome even to survive amidst
the ample challenges. As far as this study is concerned, these non-profit private HEIs have
put a lot of effort on surviving and maintaining their services. Relatively little investment has
been made on developing institutional capacity, which is crucial for both quality
improvement and sustainability.
Despite the essential role that the civil society has taken in making higher education
accessible and affordable, most higher education studies in Myanmar has focused mainly on
the public sector, its weaknesses and how this could be improved. The non-profit private
sector is largely overlooked. In fact, the non-profit private HEIs are not merely an alternative
to the public HEIs, they also patch up the state´s weakness in filling the gap in education, for
example through offering social science and humanity studies which are scarce in the public
HEIs. The non-profit is a sector that needs more attention and investment for making higher
education public goods and building a better and more just society.
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