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Abstract - The school dropout rate in lower secondary education is high and increasing in Cambodia [1]. This research 
aimed at addressing the causes and solutions of school dropouts in lower secondary schools (grade 7-9) in Kampong Speu 
province. This qualitative research was conducted by using a case study of two lower secondary schools in the province of 
Kampong Speu. Participants from both urban and rural areas were totally twelve people, including school principals, 
teachers, parents, and dropout students. This study collected data by using interview and observation and used content 
analysis to analyze data. This study found many factors of school dropouts, including low students’ level, low school level, 
and low community level, and the results of this study presented practical solutions for school dropout, including automatic 
promotion program, supportive climate and flexible school schedule. The results of the study are expected to help all 
educational stakeholders such as parents, teachers, ministry of education, especially the government of Cambodia to be more 
aware of students’ academic performance and practical solutions so as to decrease school dropout rate.  
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I. INTRODUCTION  

 
Even though the government makes a lot of effort to 
increase educational quality, there was still high 
dropout rate among Cambodian students. The data of 
the Ministry of Education, Youth, and Sport (MoEYS) 
[2] showed that dropout rate was 20% in lower 
secondary school (grade 7-9), 9% in primary (grade 1-
6), and 12% in upper secondary school (grade 10-12). 
However, the reasons why the dropout rate in lower 
secondary education is high has still been unclear. 
Some existing studies investigated some factors such 
as absenteeism, lack of parents’ involvement, informal 
school fee, family structure and practice, but these 
studies didn’t focus broadly on socio-economic status 
(SES) of students, school and community which 
influenced on school dropouts [3], [4]. Therefore, this 
present study aimed to explore more deeply into the 
root causes of school dropouts. 
More specifically, many scholars concerned students 
with low socioeconomic status (SES), which may be a 
key cause leading to school dropout problem. For 
example, Cardoso and Verner [5] emphasized that in 
Brazil when a father or a mother lost a job or became 
unemployed, their children needed to stop schooling 
to help earn the money. Moreover, one study in Sub-
Saharan Africa found that low educational 
background of parents also led students to leave 
school [6]. The findings of the study revealed that 
parents whose education is high are more successful to 
help their children acquire better quality of education, 
whereas those parents whose education is low 
influenced on school dropouts. 
This study aimed at exploring the perception of school 
stakeholders on school dropout in lower secondary 
schools of Kampong Speu. This research work asked 

two research questions: (1) What are the causes of 
school dropout in Kampong Speu province and (2) 
What are the practical solutions for school dropouts. 
Thus, the results of this study are expected to 
contribute to help decrease dropout rates in lower 
secondary schools of Kampong Speu province from 
time to time. 
 
II. METHODOLOGY 

 
This qualitative research used a case study design. A 
case study best fitted with the research objectives of 
this study. This study highlighted the case of 
stakeholders of two public schools in Kampong Speu 
province, Cambodia. Kampong Speu is one of the top 
three provinces where dropout rates are highest in the 
country. This province is rich of garment factories, 
sugar cane and mango farms [7]. In 2011, dropout rate 
of Kampong Speu province had about 25%. As a 
result, the bounded system of this case study is 
geographically specific in where the most provincial 
population works in farms and garment factories, and 
many lower secondary school students are struggling 
staying in state schools. 
This study collected data from 12 participants 
including principals, teachers, parents, and dropout 
students. Two secondary schools purposefully 
selected; one is located in urban area and the other one 
is located in rural area. In each of the two-categorized 
areas, the primary investigator purposefully selected a 
school. The number of participants of each school was 
equally selected, meaning each area had six 
participants. All selected key informants were both 
males and females, while teachers and school 
principals had more than two years of working 
experience.The research study used two data 
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collection methods including interview and 
observation. In December, 2018, the interviews were 
conducted by the primary investigator, who is a native 
Cambodian, by using semi-structure interview 
protocol. Each interview length lasted from forty 
minutes to one hour and thirty minutes.The research 
work used content analysis approach to analyze the 
data. The collected information was analyzed by 
coding and categorizing verbal and behavioral data 
into main and sub themes so as to develop a 
hierarchical structure of the data [8]. Additionally, 
some important ways were applied to obtain 
trustworthiness and research ethics.  
 
III. RESULTS 

 
The study results showed three main causes of school 
dropout and three solutions to help at-risk students in 
Kampong Speu province, Cambodia.  
 
A. Causes of School Dropouts 
Three reasons causing students to leave school include 
low students’ level, low school level, and low 
community level.   
 
1. Low Students’ Level 
The research findings display two main components 
influencing low SES of individual students, including 
parental income and parental education. First, low 
parental income was more likely to force students to 
leave school. Most participants agreed that the level of 
income of parents played very important roles to help 
students learn better in school. For example, a teacher 
in rural area said, “Most families here are poor. Some 
parents cannot afford their children to go to school for 
long period of time.” Several teachers stated that most 
students needed to quit schooling to find a job in 
factories or at the fields to earn more income. While 
several participants agreed that parental income could 
influence school dropouts, another parent and a 
dropout student in remote area differently stated, 
“Parental income was not the problem of school 
dropout for our family.” This was not the concern 
issue of school dropout for one parent whose income 
was higher, but it was just the minority.Second, 
parental education concerned many educational 
stakeholders because it seemed to gradually drag 
students from school.  
All the key informants from both urban and rural areas 
continuously emphasized alike that low parental 
education provided negatively results in children’s 
learning. A teacher in urban said, “The education of 
students’ parents is quite low. When their children 
were absent from school often, we called parents to 
come to talk, but they rarely come to meet us. Parents 
seemed to need money rather than education because 
some of them said they didn’t want to waste money by 
allowing and supporting their children to study longer 
in school.” Some teachers said parents who were 
farmers and workers were more likely to have low 

education and even low income which was inclined to 
influence school dropouts.  
 
2. Low School Level 
The findings found two main causes of school level 
such as school environment (e.g. facilities, class size, 
and safety)and school curriculum. First, some 
participants from urban area showed their perspectives 
that school environment were not relevant with school 
dropouts. School environment such as facilities, class 
size, and safety were just fine in urban area, but one 
student showed a concern of “a gang group inside and 
outside school which provided inadequate school 
safety.” The dropout student said, “A gang group used 
to play around the school, which caused some 
concerns like taking drugs and violence.” However, 
all participants at rural area underlined that their 
school lacked facilities, but school safety was just fine 
there. In fact, a teacher said, “This school doesn’t have 
enough facilities like whiteboard, textbooks, toilets, 
and water. Moreover, a classroom in grade 7 contains 
too many learners around 90 students.” Some teachers 
explained that students might have felt uncomfortable 
to study when their school facilities, classroom, and 
even safety were inadequate and inconvenient.Second, 
school curriculum was also likely to be a factor 
leading to school dropouts. Several key informants 
from urban and rural areas had different ideas on 
school curriculum. Some participants from urban 
school said positively about school curriculum but 
emphasized a little concern on “lack of extra activities 
for students,” whereas some other participants from 
rural area strongly complained that the school 
curriculum didn’t really fit students’ learning abilities. 
Most teachers from rural areas stressed, “Students 
seem not really interested in involving with 
curriculum because most of them couldn’t find what 
met their interests.” Moreover, they added that when 
the curriculum didn’t fit the ability of students, some 
students may have consideredwork more important 
than study. 
 
3. Low Community Level  
Many job opportunities and incomplete upper 
secondary schools were more likely to cause school 
dropouts. First many job opportunities for students 
could drag at-risk students out of school. First, all 
participants from both urban and rural areas explained 
similarly that there were many job opportunities (e.g. 
garment factories, sugar and mango fields) for 
students which interested them to go to work while 
studying. In fact, one dropout student in urban area 
clarified, “It’s good when there are a lot of factories 
here because many poor students like me can work to 
earn more money.” A teacher similarly hinted, “This 
school is surrounded by many garment factories, sugar 
cane, and mango fields which offered great 
opportunities for children to leave school to work.” 
Some teachers concerned that poor students could 
earn more money for temporary living, yet it was so 
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disadvantageous that those young learners gradually 
lost interest in learning, and they finally left school. 
Second, lack of the numbers of upper-secondary 
school (grade 10-12) level available in rural areas was 
the second factor leading to school dropouts. All 
participants in urban area gave a homogeneous 
emphasis that there were many school levels available 
in town but less in rural areas. A teacher said, “Most 
of the students who went to study in the lower 
secondary school here were from remote areas located 
around the school, so it was still difficult for poor 
students to pursue their study in grade 10 in another 
upper-secondary school in town.” Similarly, most 
participants from rural area moaned that their poor and 
silent community lacked upper secondary school 
levels, so it’s hard for some students to travel far just 
to study in higher levels. A teacher said, “The ones 
who became more vulnerable to drop out were poor 
students because they didn’t have methods of 
transportation.” However, a mother in the rural area 
committed that she wouldn’t allow her next child to 
leave school despite a long distance from home to 
school after her first child regretfully quitted 
schooling. Therefore, most participants concerned that 
some students dropped out of lower secondary schools 
since grade 7 or 8 because they already had an image 
that they wouldn’t still be able to pursue grade 10 in 
another schools away from where they lived. 
 
B. Practical Solutions for School Dropout 
To help at-risk students stay longer in school, three 
main solutions for students’ academic enhancement 
were discussed by two school principals in both urban 
and rural area. First, automatic promotion program 
was applied in both schools to help vulnerable 
students stay longer in school. Two school principals 
from both urban and rural areas similarly emphasized 
that their schools adopted automatic promotion 
program to help students who didn’t meet school 
requirements to be able to study in higher grade. As a 
part of automatic promotion, the failed students were 
asked to retake an examination. By using automatic 
promotion, the principals explained, “Poor 
performance students will be asked to retake a test 
only in a subject they have failed and if they passed 
this supplementary test they will be allowed to move 
up to next level.” They said that if those students 
passed the supplementary exams, they would be 
allowed to study in higher level. However, if those 
students didn’t pass the exams, the school principals 
had to thoroughly reconsider their study effort to 
decide whether they should be allowed to study in 
higher grade. The two participants underlined that 
automatic promotion program was really useful to 
help those at-risk learners feel that they got strong 
support and motivation from school, and they were 
also able to build more confidence and self-esteem on 
study.Second, supportive climate was provided for 
both teachers and students to build close relationship 
so that at-risk students felt motivated to stay longer in 

school. The two participants confirmed that their 
school had youth counselling committee with 
members from five to ten students. The teacher in 
urban said, “This committee is able to help inform 
school principal and classroom teachers when any 
students or their peer friends have any issues.” The 
two participants clarified that supportive climate was 
so important that both teachers had more opportunities 
to give support and help students more effectively. 
They said student counselling committee was so 
beneficial that it could help at-risk students on time so 
that they could successfully graduate. Third, flexible 
school schedule was applied in rural area but not in 
urban. The participant from remote area said, “Our 
school applied flexible school schedule.” He meant 
that because his school lacked teachers (5 teachers), 
and most students had to work at the field during 
harvest seasons, school time was offered only in the 
morning, so students could help their parents work in 
the afternoon. However, he was a little hesitated to say 
whether he would offer school schedule for both 
morning and afternoon if there were more new 
teachers available to teach.     
 
IV. DISCUSSION  

 
A. Causes of School Dropouts 
 The findings discuss three main factors of school 
dropout, including low students’ level, low school 
level, and low community level.   
 
1. Low Student’s Level  
Twomain factors of students’ level, including parental 
income and parental education, are discussed 
alongside many previous relevant studies. The first 
main factor of school dropout in both urban and rural 
areas was parental income. Several participants 
concerned that because most students’ families were 
poor, they had to stop schooling to find a job since 
young age. Cardoso and Verner [5] explained that 
when a father or a mother has low income or even 
becomes unemployed, children are more inclined to 
drop out to work. Besides, parental education was the 
second main factor of school dropouts. All key 
informants expressed their concern on low education 
of parents which was likely to cause school dropouts. 
Parents with low education were more likely to have 
low occupation and even low income, so oftentimes 
they focused more on work other than children’s 
education. Therefore, it was the reason why students 
seemed to lack support and motivation from parents. 
In contrast, parents with high education and better 
income helped children learn better because they 
knew the values of education and understood how to 
effectively motivate their kids to learn. Schensual, 
Schensual, and LeCompte [9] clarified that children 
whose parental education is acceptable enough are 
more successful to receive better quality of education, 
whereas the ones whose parents have low education 
are more likely to drop out of school quite early.  
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2. Low School Level   
School level factors, includingschool environment 
(e.g. facilities, classroom, and safety) and school 
curriculum were the two causes of school dropouts. 
First, school environment had a strong influence 
which was more likely to force students to leave 
school. Some participants in rural area said that school 
facilities and class size were the serious problems. 
Their school lacked facilities like whiteboards, toilet, 
and especially water, while the classroom was so 
crowed by containing around 90 students in one class, 
but another school in urban didn’t face such problems. 
Aikens and Barbarin [10] similarly explained that if 
the environment is poor, students tend to suffer a lot 
during their learning process, or they even drop out of 
school. Second, school curriculum was inclined to 
force at-risk students to leave school. Several 
participants in rural area considered school curriculum 
as the concern issue, while few key informants in 
urban explained that it lacked extra activities. School 
curriculum seemed to be more worrisome because it 
was unlikely to meet students’ needs and fit with their 
learning abilities. Most parents and students found 
work more important than education, and they didn’t 
feel so confident that education would get them a 
good job in the future. Shadreck [11] revealed that 
when irrelevant curricula and the lack of educational 
programs occur inside school atmosphere, the school 
dropouts are more likely to exist. 
 
3. Low Community Level 
Many job opportunities and incomplete school levels 
were the two parts of low community level, impairing 
most at-risk students. The first factor of school 
dropout was many job opportunities available in 
where students live. All participants in both rural and 
urban area underlined that poor students found it 
convenient to find a job in their community, yet they 
needed to be more absent from class or even drop out 
from school. Several participants sadly described that 
some students escaped from some classes to work. 
When they were absent many times, they became 
disengaged from school, so they dropped out. 
Economic engagement and employment opportunities 
in a remote community are the significant factors of 
school dropouts [12]. Second, poor community where 
students lived had incomplete upper-secondary school 
level available in rural area.  
 
All participants pointed out that upper-secondary 
school level (grade 10-12) rarely existed in remote 
area, while there were many in town. Several 
participants added that poor students without methods 
of transportation found it really difficult to travel far 
from home to school just to pursue upper secondary 
levels. Disadvantaged community influences the 
development and education of children and 
adolescences due to incomplete school levels and lack 
of lack of resources like playground, park, after-
school activities and programs [13].  

B. Practical Solutions for School Dropouts  
There were three main solutions of student academic 
enhancement, including automatic promotion, 
supportive climate and flexible school schedule.  First, 
automatic promotion was a useful program to help 
motivate at-risk students to stay longer in school. 
Automatic promotion gave studentswho failed 
examsand who worked hardanother chance to study in 
higher levels. As a part of that, students had to retake 
extra exam of the subject they failed. An automatic 
promotion program is really useful to help at-risk 
students who don’t meet school requirements to study 
in the next level and reduce dropout rate [14].Second, 
supportive climate was provided to help motivate at-
risk students to remain longer in school. The 
participants explained that their schools provide 
support climate for teachers and students to have close 
relationship so that teachers were able to help 
students’ own problems more effectively. As a part of 
supportive climate, youth counselling committee 
could help students’ personal issues and even inform 
teachers and school principals immediately when any 
serious troubles occurred. Students really need strong 
support and motivation from all educational 
stakeholders or even their peer friends to help them 
achieve their goals [15]. Third, students were more 
likely to stay longer in school when their school 
offered a flexible schedule. Flexible school schedule 
was done in only one school in rural area. The school 
principal in rural area described that his school had 
only morning shift for all grades because the school 
had inadequate teachers, and students needed more 
time to help their parents work at the field during 
harvest season. Flexible timetable management at 
school helps is so beneficial to help vulnerable young 
learners stay longer in school, especially during 
harvest season [16]. 
 
V. CONCLUSIONS 

 
Among many dropout factors, low parental income 
was the major cause of school dropouts in Kampong 
Speu province. Most poor students in lower secondary 
schools in both urban and rural area were more likely 
to leave school to find a job. In addition, the dropout 
issue seemed to become even worse when parental 
education was quite low. Parents with low education 
were more likely to lack motivation and support to 
help their children acquire better education. 
Furthermore, poor school environment (e.g. facilities, 
classroom, and safety) tended to weaken students’ 
learning. On top of that, school curriculum and teacher 
quality were two relevant factors to cause school 
dropout.Because teachers played important roles to 
implement school curriculum, it seemed to be a big 
concern when school curriculum was implemented by 
most unqualified teachers. What’s more, low 
community level, including many job opportunities 
and incomplete upper-secondary school levels 
available in remote area was more likely to drag 
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students out of school. Poor students were more 
vulnerably convenient to get a job near their houses, 
and they seemed to drop out of school for work. This 
also led to higher numbers of female dropout students 
than males in both areas. Due to some practices of 
most parents by devaluing girls’ education, female 
students were more likely to leave school to work, 
especially in factories where females are mostly 
needed. Also, at-risk students tended not to stay longer 
in school till higher grade, since their community 
lacked upper-secondary school levels. 
In addition to causes of school dropout, the results 
found three useful solutions to help at-risk students 
stay longer in school. First, automatic was so helpful 
to help low performance students to study in the next 
levels. This helped them feel engaged and motivated 
by receiving support from school. Second, supportive 
climate brought teachers and students close together. 
Teachers could have more opportunities to help solve 
at-risk students’ problems so that they wouldn’t quit 
schooling too early. Third, flexible school schedule 
was so advantageous that students were able to 
regularly study during harvest season. In rural area, 
school schedule was offered only in the morning, so 
students could work in the fields in the afternoon. 
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