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Philippines in 2003

I. Executive Summary


Against the backdrop of the Philippine’s economic, social, political, and human development, this paper explores ways by which the education sector can re-define itself to become the strategic tool necessary for the country’s future, continued development. A presentation of education sector statistics shows how, despite a huge growth in the provision of education at primary, secondary, and tertiary levels, educational outputs and continued growth in the sector have, more recently, been disappointing. To address this issue, key policy reform areas are identified and discussed. The suggested reforms focus on: decentralization; reconfiguration and governance of Higher Education; teacher licensure, training curriculum and welfare; textbook availability; expansion of the Basic Education cycle; and, strengthening of education provision in the underserved region of Mindanoa. Additional areas of concern in the education sector, including: the implementation of the new 2003 Basic Education Curriculum; the introduction of the use of mother tongue as the language of instruction in the first grade of primary schools; the use of ICT and EMIS tools to support the education sector; the alignment of the assessment system with curriculum aims; teacher education; and, the financial constraints of the education sector, are also briefly highlighted before the paper is concluded.
II. Country Overview

An overview of Philippines’ economic and social indicators in 2003 seems to hold promise of a long awaited forward surge in the country’s progress.  At the same time apparently intractable problems facing it make it difficult to predict this progress with any degree of certainty.  As the country struggles to deal with a host of domestic and international pressures, there is a growing realization that the development of its human resources through education and training is perhaps the surest long-term strategy to overcome its problems and bring its potential for progress and development to full fruition.  And yet, there is genuine concern about the current state of the education sector.

The education needs of a country of 82 million people, distributed over 300,000 square kilometers on over 7,000 islands are vast and varied.  It is a population that is among the ten largest developing countries in the world, occupying islands of mountains, alluvial plains, and arable fields with a total area approximately the size of Arizona or Italy, slightly larger than England.  It has inherited from its former Spanish colonizers a Catholic religion and largely Latin social mores.  From its American colonizers, it has inherited democratic structures of government and the oldest and most established public school system in Asia.  

Optimists view recent economic performance as signs of true promise.  So soon after the East Asian financial crisis in the late 1990s, the GDP growth rate in 2000 was 3.6%, and, in spite of internal political difficulties and a change of government, rose to 4.6% by the year 2002.  Continuing insurgency in the South, the SARS pandemic, and a mild El Nino depression have caused 2003 estimates to drop to 4% (and recently to 3.6%), but the economic fundamentals of the country seem to remain solid, with even the exchange rate fluctuating only minimally above the P50/$1 for over a year.  Agriculture has traditionally accounted for 20% of GDP, industry 32%, and services 48%.  But perhaps the most significant hidden pillar of the GDP is the substantial infusion of foreign exchange, over US $ 6 billion, from 800,000 overseas Filipino workers in the United States, Japan, Europe, the Middle East, and in sea-based occupations; there are no indications that this is going to abate in the medium term.

Still, pessimists point out that the positive numbers have not translated into a clearly perceived improvement in the quality of life.  Positive gains are largely negated by continuing high birth rates.  After a temporary slowdown in birth rates in the late 1990s, estimates for today’s rates are back up to 2.3%, slightly overtaking, for example, the agricultural productivity rates, though recent reports indicate that productivity is finally rising.  The poverty line, established by the National Economic Development Authority at about $2/day for the rural areas and $5/day for the urban areas, leaves 44% of the population below that, up 3% from its 1997 figure.  The 2003 UNDP Human Development report ranks the Philippines as # 83, down five places from #72 only a year ago.  Infant mortality rates, down to 26.7 per 1,000 from 48.0 in 1997 have improved, as have maternal mortality rates, from 209 in 1990 to less than 170 today; these numbers, however, are still far below those of the country’s more prosperous neighbors.  And there seems to be little relief from the country’s larger, non-quantifiable problems of crony capitalism, peace and order (kidnapping being the most obvious symptom), the terrorist insurgency and separatist movement in Mindanao (two separate but linked issues), a fossilized judiciary, and continuing high-profile political in-fighting, soon to escalate again in the face of the coming May 2004 presidential elections.

It is against this backdrop of wildly divergent promises of progress and severe threats to it that the education sector and the lumbering bureaucracy that manages this sector must reform and re-define themselves as they attempt to be the strategic tools for the country’s development.

III.  Education Background/Information – A Statistical Picture:

Pre-Elementary (1999-2000)

With over 10,000 public and private schools and nearly 20,000 teachers, the Philippines provides pre-elementary education for over 600,000 children.
	Number of Schools
	Total
	10,666 

	
	Public
	6,791 

	
	Private
	3,875 

	
	
	

	Number Students Enrolled 
	Total
	601,011 

	
	Public
	326,675 

	
	Private
	274,336 (138,035 boys, 136,301 girls)

	
	
	

	Teachers
	Total
	19,678 

	
	Public
	11,114 

	
	Private
	8,564 (267 male, 8297 female)


Source: XXXXXXXXX
Elementary

The Elementary System, comprising over 40,000 schools and 350,000 teachers, ensures that gross enrollment rates are well above 100%. However, little change in figures for the cohort survival rates, drop out rates, and achievement rates indicate that the quality of education provision has not improved to any discernable degree since 1996.
	
	
	1996-97
	1997-98
	1998-99
	1999-00
	2000-01
	2001-02

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Schools
	Total
	37,665 
	38,395 
	39,071 
	39,519 
	40,284 
	40,763 

	
	Public
	34,858 
	35,272 
	35,587 
	35,848 
	36,013 
	36,234 

	
	Private
	2,807 
	3,123 
	3,484 
	3,671 
	4,271 
	4,529 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Enrollment
	Total
	11,847,794 
	12,225,038 
	12,512,524 
	12,707,788 
	12,759,900 
	12,856,218 

	Public
	
	10,959,632 
	11,295,982 
	11,562,181 
	11,786,622 
	11,832,611 
	11,946,686 

	
	Male
	
	
	
	  6,024,964 
	
	

	
	Female
	
	
	
	  5,761,658 
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Private
	
	  888,162 
	     929,056 
	     950,343 
	     921,166 
	     927,289 
	     909,532 

	
	Male
	
	
	
	     464,648 
	
	

	
	Female
	
	
	
	     456,518 
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Teachers
	Total
	  341,183 
	              -   
	              -   
	     359,798 
	              -   
	              -   

	Public
	
	              -   
	              -   
	              -   
	     329,198 
	              -   
	              -   

	Private
	
	              -   
	              -   
	              -   
	       30,600 
	              -   
	              -   

	
	Male
	
	
	
	3959
	
	

	
	Female
	
	
	
	26641
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Qualified Teachers
	100%
	100%
	100%
	100%
	100%
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Participation Rate
	94.33%
	95.09%
	95.73%
	96.95%
	96.40%
	97.02%

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Gross Enrollment Ratio 
(based on 7-12 yrs population)
	116.50%
	118.28%
	118.16%
	119.15%
	117.82%
	117.43%

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Cohort Survival Rate
	67.96%
	68.56%
	69.79%
	69.48%
	67.21%
	67.13%

	
	Male
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Female
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Dropout Rate
	8.01%
	7.39%
	7.57%
	7.72%
	7.18%
	

	
	Male
	
	
	
	8.72%
	
	

	
	Female
	
	
	
	6.68%
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Transition Rate
	95.27%
	95.98%
	95.49%
	95.98%
	95.89%
	96.24%

	
	Male
	
	
	
	91.35%
	
	

	
	Female
	
	
	
	93.78%
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Achievement Rate (MPS): NEAT
	46.16
	50.78
	50.08
	49.19
	51.73
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Gross Teacher Pupil Ratio
	34
	34
	35
	35
	36
	36


(Source: Department of Education Fact Sheet, April 1, 2002)
Secondary
The public secondary system, comprising over 4,400 schools, is strongly supplemented by over 3,000 private schools. The steadily increasing enrollment numbers since 1996 however have put pressure on the system and the teacher-pupil ratio has risen from 1:33, to 1:39. The cohort survival rate has remained below 50% up until 2002.
	
	
	1996 - 1997
	1997 - 1998
	1998 - 1999
	1999 - 2000
	2000 - 2001
	2001 - 2002

	Schools
	Total
	         6,423 
	         6,690 
	         7,017 
	         7,197 
	         7,509 
	         7,683 

	
	Public
	         3,815 
	         3,956 
	         4,116 
	         4,214 
	         4,336 
	         4,422 

	
	Private
	         2,608 
	         2,734 
	         2,901 
	         2,983 
	         3,173 
	         3,261 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Enrolment
	Total
	   4,988,301 
	   5,022,830 
	   5,115,251 
	   5,207,446 
	   5,378,735 
	   5,813,879 

	
	Public
	   3,544,446 
	   3,616,612 
	   3,767,159 
	   3,933,210 
	   4,157,889 
	   4,562,317 

	
	Private
	   1,443,855 
	   1,406,218 
	   1,348,092 
	   1,274,236 
	   1,220,846 
	   1,251,562 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Teachers
	Total
	              -   
	              -   
	              -   
	      144,247 
	              -   
	              -   

	Public
	Total
	              -   
	              -   
	              -   
	      106,392 
	              -   
	              -   

	
	Male
	
	
	
	       25,749 
	
	

	
	Female
	
	
	
	       80,643 
	
	

	Private
	Total
	              -   
	              -   
	              -   
	       37,855 
	              -   
	              -   

	
	Male
	
	
	
	       10,565 
	
	

	
	Female
	
	
	
	       27,290 
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Participation Rate
	63.38%
	64.04%
	65.22%
	65.43%
	72.25%
	73.44%

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Gross Enrolment Rate
	80.75%
	75.79%
	79.14%
	75.34%
	80.93%
	86.01%

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Cohort Survival Rate

(based on Grade 1)
	47.57
	46.47
	47.50
	48.66
	49.76
	49.86

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Dropout Rate
	9.82
	9.93
	9.08
	9.55
	8.70
	-

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Transition Rate
	100.56
	100.23
	99.39
	98.21
	98.02
	100.75

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Gross Teacher-Pupil Ratio
	33
	34
	35
	35
	36
	39


(Source: Department of Education Fact Sheet, April 1, 2002)

Tertiary

	
	1995
	1996
	1997
	1998
	1999
	2000

	Higher Education Institutes
	1397
	1425
	1495
	1495
	1561
	1578

	Public
	378
	380
	377
	377
	389
	389

	Private
	1019
	1045
	1118
	1118
	1172
	1189

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Enrollment 
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Total
	2,017,972
	2,061,300
	2,067,965
	2,207,584
	2,535,614
	2,637,039

	Education and Teacher Training
	278,443
	301,148
	316,293
	307,311
	453,856
	476,795

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Graduates
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Total
	328,120
	335,257
	342,551
	352,827
	370,528
	389,349

	Education and Teacher Training
	45,545
	42,197
	42,325
	41,471
	49,073
	51,395


(Source: CHED, information and publications division)
IV.  Situation Analysis

A.  Size and Structure of the Sector


As can be noted from the above statistical picture, the country’s Department of Education (DepEd) directly administers a public elementary and secondary school system of about 16 million students and 440,000 teachers in 48,000 schools.  Larger countries have higher numbers, but they have generally decentralized actual administration and operation of their school systems to provinces or states.  The centralized DepEd in the Philippines is thus perhaps one of the largest five or six public education systems in the world.  


In addition, the DepEd is responsible for the regulation and governance of a dynamic private school system.  Whereas private elementary education is small (10% of schools; 7% of students), the numbers in secondary education are significant (42% of schools; 23% of students).  Ironically, in an attempt to expand access to secondary education, the government has increased capacity and accessibility (free tuition since 1988) of the public secondary school system and inadvertently stifled the originally phenomenal growth of the private secondary school system, which at one time had almost 50% of the secondary school population.


The higher education sector, which in the 1960s boasted of the third highest proportionate number of students in the world, was and continues to be largely in the hands of the private sector.  While galloping higher education enrollment increases in neighboring countries have caught up and in some cases overtaken the Philippines, it nevertheless continues to have a largely educated labor force.  By 1996, about a fifth of its labor force had some university education or had graduated.  Private colleges and universities service about 74% of the country’s 2.9 million tertiary students.  This is down from 90% in 1982, and about 85% in 1991.  The “crowding out” of private education, here as well as in the secondary education sector, was caused by an expansion of capacity in the public sector.  Unlike secondary education, however, this expansion was driven by congressional patronage rather than by a rational equity-driven master plan; the congressional prerogative of creating state colleges and universities, while temporarily inactive in the late eighties and early nineties, was liberally called upon in the last ten years.

 
Legislation arising from the most significant recommendation of a special Senate Education Commission (EDCOM) in 1992 led to the trisection of the then Department of Education, Culture, and Sports (DECS) into three separate executive departments: the Department of Education  (DepEd) for basic education, the Commission on Higher Education (CHED), and the Technical Education and Skills Development Authority (TESDA), for the vocational/technical education sector. 

B. Previous reforms and major projects

The education sector has long been the object of studies and ensuing program reforms and projects.  In 1969, a major study, that of the Presidential Commission to Study Philippine Education (PCSPE), cast a spotlight on the low and deteriorating quality of elementary education, resulting in the first major World Bank-funded education project, called PRODED, allocating $100 million (later reduced to $80 million) to support infrastructure and to reform curriculum, textbooks, and teacher training of the elementary system, one grade per year at a time.  The Aquino government negotiated in 1986 a similar project with the Asian Development Bank for the secondary education project (SEDP), and negotiated several projects assisted by bilateral grants (JICA, AUSAID, CIDA, etc.) in the areas of textbook production, vocational education, science education, etc. 

In 1988 a collaborative effort between the government and the World Bank produced a second major sector study.  In 1992, the Senate of the Republic expanded this study and released a voluminous document incorporating several fundamental measures, including the breaking up the DECS into three aforementioned administrative departments.  

In 1998 the Asian Development Bank and the World Bank initiated a ground- breaking collaborative sector study, focusing on issues related to the financing of education, equity measures, skills for competitiveness and management of the sector.  Upon the assumption of the Estrada administration in 1999, a multi-sectoral Presidential Commission for Education Reform (PCER) was formed, which presented a year later nine specific recommendations dealing with education sector harmonization, the language of instruction, lengthening the education cycle, and quality improvement through teacher training measures.  The development banks supported some of these with supplementary project funding, while continuing to develop and expand successor projects to PRODED (now TEEP) and SEDP (now SEDIP) for the elementary and the secondary sub-sectors respectively.  Throughout the decade of the nineties, DepEd sustained access and quality improvement efforts for its primary and early childhood sub-sectors in parallel with global efforts towards universal Education for All (EFA) goals. 

C. Current issues and proposed policy reform areas

Decentralization

During deliberations of the PCER, the view was often expressed that the most fundamental and far-reaching reform needed by the large DepEd bureaucracy was genuine decentralization.  It was felt that this would bring about greater accountability, more relevant educational content, greater safeguards against corruption and incompetence, and greater community involvement.  An explicit recommendation to this effect was not formulated, however, because landmark legislation to this effect was already being drafted and sponsored in both houses of Congress.  In 2002 the economic research arm of ADB commissioned a study on decentralization of education in the Philippines. In the three years since the PCER, however, the education decentralization bill has languished in various committees in Congress.

Desirable as it is in theory, however, its true implementation carries with it a host of potential problems.  Financial sustainability and quality are but two areas particularly vulnerable.  To illustrate: Prior to 1986, many local governments had established “barangay high schools” to meet community demand in areas where there were no public schools and parents could not afford to pay private tuition fees.  Over time, these schools multiplied, but consistently performed much worse than either national public schools or private schools.  Worse, teachers often went weeks or months without receiving their already comparatively lower salaries, depending on the vagaries of local government spending priorities. In 1986 these schools were nationalized, all their teachers put on the DepEd managed payroll, and standards were enforced.  A return of these schools to local control would be universally perceived as a step backward.  Other government departments have experienced similar outcomes in their decentralization efforts:  The Department of Agriculture turned over the administration of their 17,000 agricultural extension workers to local governments in 1992, and overall national agricultural productivity dropped.  It rose again only when the Department of Agriculture complemented the locally administered salaries of these extension workers with a nationwide direct incentive scheme, which varied added pay according to actual productivity.

There have been, of course, significant steps in DepEd towards devolution and deconcentration, that is passing on to lower levels of the hierarchical bureaucracy (superintendents, principals) greater decision-making and fiscal authority, but not towards true decentralization, where such power and authority is passed on outside of the DepEd bureaucracy (to governors, mayors).  Even then this devolution remains uneven throughout the country and largely constrained by detailed administrative regulations and executive orders from Manila.

Rationalization of Higher Education

Partly because of the congressional exuberance in promoting location- specific higher education for respective constituencies, and partly because the higher education governance structure, CHED, was separated from the department of education, growth in national expenditures for higher education far outdistanced that for basic education, which analysis has proven to be regressive financing and inequitable distribution.  Exacerbating this is the growth pattern favoring the political and economically rich regions over the more needy outlying areas, so that new state colleges and universities were more often created or expanded in urban areas already adequately served by private institutions and even similar state institutions.  To illustrate, the Metro Manila area alone has twenty-three state colleges and universities, whereas the entire region II, covering an area ten times larger, has only four.

It was a strong recommendation of both the WB-ADB sector study and the PCER that, first, a temporary moratorium against creating new state colleges and universities by endorsed by Congress; and second, that a new and rationalized financing scheme for the funding of the 104 state colleges be designed and implemented.  The first recommendation was forwarded to Congress by President Estrada, and was heeded for a time, but with a change of government and new pressures, proposals for still more state colleges have started to re-appear in Congress.  The second recommendation required a fundamental change of the status quo, according to which each of the public colleges would independently present budget requests with automatically built in increases to DBM (the national budget ministry) and then depend upon the lobbying powers of their presidents and the elected officials of their coverage areas to determine whether their percentage increases would be more or less than other institutions, independent of more critical variables like academic performance, unique programs that address unmet needs, student demand and growth, etc.  A new scheme by which allocations would be determined by these factors and by which institutions had to take responsibility for their own complementary revenue schemes (including graduated and equity-based flexible tuition schemes) was by nature very threatening to the status quo.

The appointment of a new Chairperson of CHED in May of 2003, and the recent decision of ADB to provide a Technical Assistance Grant (scheduled for implementation in late 2003) to aid in the reconfiguration and governance mechanisms of CHED to move it from an administrative and regulatory mechanism to a governance and policy refinement mechanism, are hopeful signs that meaningful and substantial change may soon come about.  

Expanding Equitable Access and Capacity

As each new academic year begins, there is the annual outcry in the media about the shortage of classrooms and teachers required to service an increased school population.  In June of every year, the Secretary of Education spends the lion’s share of his time worrying about these shortages.  It is true that net enrollment percentages remain in the high nineties for most of the country, but that is because of the sheer determination to accommodate all by using makeshift rooms, double or triple shifts per day, outdoor spaces, and creating grossly overcrowded classes; still there remain 4,200 barangays with no elementary schools of their own.

In pursuit of Education for All targets, affirmative action type programs are being designed to reach specific underserved or unserved populations: those with special needs, those in remote or inaccessible mountain or island communities, ethnic minorities, street children, and so on.  DepEd is currently collaborating with the education faculty of a Manila university to design specifically tailored programs for these underserved groups.

Accompanying classroom shortages are qualified teacher shortages. This is ironic in a country where there are over 300 public and private colleges of education.  But there is the double drain of only a small percentage of teacher education graduates passing the national teacher licensure examination (less than 25%) and of the best teachers being  lured away by the siren of more lucrative jobs abroad (not only as teachers but even as domestic helpers).  The reform of teacher education, not just to improve national examination passing rates, but also to fundamentally re-design a program for a relevant and effective teacher for the future is emerging as a priority of the first magnitude.  Recent studies on teacher competency reveal that, typically, Philippine teachers are better credentialed and content-informed then their Asian counterparts, but have fallen behind in four key result areas: reading and comprehension; creativity and flexibility; computer literacy; and values education.  Yet teacher education and even in-service training continue to focus on content improvement and other topics and not enough on the four above mentioned key result areas.  A separate comprehensive teacher survey commissioned by then Senate Education Committee Chairperson Oreta to SEAMEO INNOTECH also suggests policy improvements in several teacher welfare areas.

Another irony is the lack of textbooks in a country that has gone through several textbook improvement and distribution programs.  The annual production of textbook materials had risen from a low of about 5 million in the 1970s to a high of about 21 million in l988, due partially to focus on this by the World Bank PRODED project and the establishment of the government-run Instructional Materials Corporation.  In 1989, however, on a wave of privatization and support for private publishers, the publishing of textbooks for the public schools was rapidly turned over to them, and the effective volume of available books dropped dramatically during the transition period.  Unfortunately, though numbers have started to climb, they have yet to return to 1989 levels, and distribution to remote areas that need them has suffered the most, as serving these areas from a private sector perspective is far less attractive. 

Lengthening the Basic Education Cycle

The ten-year primary/secondary education cycle of the Philippines is the shortest one in the region; where even less developed neighbors have 11 or 12 years of schooling before entering tertiary education.  Since the entrance age for first grade was changed from seven years of age to six years in 1992, and since alarmingly low achievement tests results have continued to deteriorate, the appeals to lengthen the basic education cycle have grown in frequency and intensity.

Discussions at the PCER led to a consensus on the need for an eleventh year, but there were grave reservations about loading the national budget and teacher pool with financing and staffing requirements for an extra year.  Discussions about a seventh grade in elementary school gave way to discussions about a fifth year in high school, but logistical and fiscal obstacles proved impossible to overcome in the short run.  Finally it was decided to recommend, on an optional basis at first, the introduction of one academic year of pre-baccalaureate studies prior to college or university, which could be bypassed by those from private schools with 11- or 12-year streams and by those whose achievement scores proved themselves ready.

In 2003, the current Secretary of Education, alarmed by the latest results of the National Diagnostic Exams, worked to secure approval and acceptance of a scheme according to which, starting in 2004, only those Grade 6 graduates who scored above a pre-determined score would be allowed to proceed to regular First Year High School.  The rest would have to enroll in an extra year of remedial pre-high school prior to enrolling in first year.  At current achievement levels this would imply that much more than half would in effect have to complete an eleven-year education cycle.  This has effectively both lengthened the cycle and put elementary schools on notice to significantly upgrade their performance, although it brings with it the danger of “teaching to the test,” already a major drawback in a prevailing pedagogical culture emphasizing memorization and rote over creativity and analysis.   The scheme has the additional benefit of postponing by four years the effective quantum leap in costs of an added year, since in effect high schools will have to reorganize into five cohorts immediately, but will not actually experience a leap in total numbers enrolled in the initial years.

Strengthening the Education Sector in the Autonomous Region of Moslem Mindanao (ARMM) 

There is ample news coverage of violent clashes and even terrorist kidnappings occurring with alarming regularity in the southern tip of Mindanao, highlighting the chronic dilemma of the Moslem minorities living there.  Unfortunately, banditry for gain and a genuine struggle for separatism or at least genuine autonomy are often wrongly linked and intermeshed in media reporting.  Nevertheless, the coverage focuses attention on the genuine problems affecting a region of the country predominantly populated by a small but culturally, ethnically, and religiously distinct minority of Moslems (about 4% of the total Philippine population).  This area has successfully resisted integration efforts by Manila centrists, by the American colonizers before them, and by the Spanish invaders for centuries before them.  The result of this age-old confrontationism and resulting neglect by the center is a continuing sense of otherness in this region, unfortunately characterized by slower growth rates, poorer social and living conditions, and inferior education structures and achievement rates.  Last year’s aggregate academic achievement rates for this region registered at 60.1%, as compared to 81.5% in next door Western Mindanao, or 80.3% in the other autonomous region, the northern mountainous Cordillera region.

Hopes for a better deal for the region rose with the creation of the Autonomous Region for Moslem Mindanao (ARMM) in 1992.  A separate government was formed for this region, with its own Secretary of Education.  Over time, however, the promise of autonomy did not reap the anticipated results.  The so-called transition period never ended; to this day, the teachers of the region continue to be paid from the Manila-controlled payroll system, and department orders from DepEd continue to provide specific administrative direction.  If anything, local governance of the education sector has stagnated.  The current ARMM Secretary of Education is de facto part-time, as he is currently the Vice-Governor of the region; only two of his staff are with permanent appointments, the rest being subject to the fluctuations of political power changes; and the already inadequate budgets provided for this region are not the objects of great transparency and accountability.

It is because of concern over this state of affairs, and concern for the prospects for the overarching development of this region, that both the Philippine government and its multilateral and bilateral partners are taking an active interest in designing effective and needed interventions.  AUSAID has launched a Mindanao Basic Education project that focuses on teacher training, expanding facilities especially for minorities, and working with the Moslem madrasa schools.  ADB is designing a major Mindanao education project, but has postponed implementation to 2005-2006.  The USAID representative in Manila is in conversation with DepEd on the education component of their larger Growth and Equity in Mindanao initiative.

Other Issues

There are a number of other issues preoccupying those responsible for the education system, but the brevity appropriate for this situationer allows only a brief  mention of them:

· The New Curriculum:  The 2003 Basic Education Curriculum was introduced last year, after a year of preparing the field for its implementation.  Since it represented the first major revision of the curriculum since the PRODED efforts twenty years earlier, and effectively clustered and re-ordered major subject areas, implementation has been neither smooth nor thorough.

· The Language of Instruction in the Initial Year: Based on the recommendation of PCER, the medium of instruction in the first formal grade of schooling should now be in the mother tongue, rather than in the English and Filipino languages as before.  This entails materials production, teacher training, and pilot testing in the major language groups first; and then gradually spreading implementation of this policy nationwide.  Initial pilot testing is already underway.

· Optimizing the Use of Information and Communication Technology – The PCER felt that the education system was ripe and in fact overdue for a comprehensive program that would optimize the possibilities of greater use of informatics, computers, and distance education to improve instruction and the educational process. To date, no comprehensive strategy has yet been designed or proposed.  On a parallel stream, the need for an education sector EMIS has been expressed by the Department of Budget and Management; in this instance, the first few steps have been taken, and an initial study has been conducted by the Academy for Education Development.

· Assessment Mechanisms:  With so many reform measures premised on improving quality and depending on available measures of this quality, DepEd is acutely aware of the need to strengthen the capability of its assessment mechanisms, to assure their reliability, timeliness, and congruence between their instruments and the clearly articulated minimum learning competencies they purport to measure.

· Teacher Education:  The ultimate goal of any education reform or policy change must be to improve and make more relevant the teaching/learning process.  The key to this must be the teacher.  Sea changes in pedagogy, technology, and even educational content have now become inevitable in recent years, and yet teachers are generally trained in much the same way they have been for decades.  There is an urgent need to fundamentally revamp the way teachers are prepared and constantly updated, and to recast the paradigms of teacher training institutions. The World Bank was in the process of formulating a major teacher education project, but that initiative seems to have stalled. 

· Overwhelming Financial Constraints:  With most of its budget going to teachers’ salaries, DepEd officials must constantly be alert to wastages from inefficiency or corruption, must aggressively seek supplementary sources of funding, both domestically and internationally, and must see that its policies encourage rather then stymie private sector partnership and initiative.  This year, although DepEd will continue to get the largest slice of the budget pie as mandated by the Philippine constitution, they will continue to be constrained by a fixed P94 billion salary payroll which eats up over 85% of their total budget (By comparison, the salary component of the education ministry budget of Thailand makes up only 68%). On a larger scale, the budget department must be on the lookout for instances of regressive or inequitable financing, especially as regards balance in the tertiary education sector.

V. Conclusion


Given the size, complexity, and intransigent problems of the education sector, it is easy to see how its senior officials succumb to the temptation of using up their time on urgent, day-to-day administrative functions and responses to pressures, more than on the more long-term, strategic, less-urgent-but-more-important policy issues and programs.  Officials have to spend their day attending Cabinet and other inter-agency meetings, fielding media inquiries, giving speeches and opening conventions, dodging not always reasonable demands from various political and influential personages, monitoring day to day fiscal operations to stretch inadequate budgets to cover basic needs; scrounging around for resources in periods of natural or man-made calamities, solving personnel problems, and so on.  For this reason, officials generally welcome opportunities for more analytical and reflective studies and recommendations for carefully targeted intervention strategies from external partners.


The Philippine education system is in many ways a microcosm of the society it serves—so much promise, so much fragility.   There is on the one hand an abundance of professional and competent talent at all key levels of the system, a bureaucratic mechanism that by and large operates with regularity, a cadre of well educated and dedicated teachers.  But there is on the other hand a chronic shortage of financial resources, an escalation of alarming symptoms from endemic structural or operational problems that have been allowed to fester for decades, and a host of new challenges arising from the changing demands of a fast evolving future.  As with any entity teetering on the brink between resounding success and disastrous failure, a series of gentle nudges from external sources, properly timed, could spell the difference and determine its basic direction for the future. 
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