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MR. Akkachai POOMRARUEN : The state and the formulation of Thai higher
education policies 1943 — 1997 Thesis advisor : Associate Professor WARANGKANA
NIBHATSUKIT, Ph.D.

This dissertation, "The State and the Formulation of Thai Higher Education
Policies, 1943-1997," examines the power dynamics between the state and higher
education institutions within Thailand's historical context. The study spans over five
decades of critical transitions in Thai higher education, from the establishment of
specialized universities during World War I, through the era of American influence
during the Cold War, to educational reforms based on neoliberal concepts preceding

the 1997 economic crisis.

The research employs historical ' methodology, analyzing primary sources
including government documents, policy papers, ‘and . interviews with relevant
stakeholders. Ira Sharkansky's systems theory provides the analytical framework,
conceptualizing higher education institutions as subsystems within the political system

that maintain dynamic relationships with political, economic, and social environments.

The findings reveal that Thai higher education policy formulation clearly
reflects the state's ideological orientations and political objectives in each historical
period. Three main policy trajectories emerged: (1) producing graduates with
specialized expertise, (2) promoting educational equity, and (3) transitioning from state

control to autonomous university status.

The state's control mechanisms evolved from "direct control" through
bureaucratic apparatus in the early period to "governance at a distance" through
evaluation mechanisms and budget systems in later years. Thailand's relationship with
the United States and international organizations exhibits complex characteristics

termed "selective dependency," where the Thai state was not merely a passive policy



recipient but actively selected and adapted external concepts to align with domestic

contexts and interests.

The role of higher education institutions transformed from unconditional
policy compliance in the early period to increased participation in policy
recommendation and formulation in later years. Faculty, students, and academics'
responses to state policies became increasingly diverse and complex following political

developments, particularly after the October 14, 1973 uprising.

This study argues that Thai higher education is not merely a state instrument
but constitutes a complex arena of power negotiation, characterized by ongoing
struggles between maintaining academic freedom and responding to state policies.
Understanding these complex power relationships is crucial for future higher education
policy formulation that considers genuine participation from all stakeholders and

authentic academic freedom.
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