ONE

Quality, access, and relevance

in basic education

Ang pag-aral ay gintong tunay.
Bagay na dapat pagsikapan
Karunungan ay kailangan lang.
Dunong ay gamot sa
kamangmangan. ..

— Florante de Leon’s

Abakada

TO EXTOL the virtues of education among Fili-
pinos seems superfluous, almost like preach-
ing to the already converted. The highly-edu-
cated person (may-pinag-aralan or nakatapos)
is a national icon that seems to require no ex-
tra veneration. Underscoring this pious concern
for learning, the Constitution ordains that the
largest share of any government budget should
be devoted to education. The country prides
itself in its high reported rate of adult basic lit-
eracy, 94.6 percent, a figure that exceeds even
that of Singapore, Hong Kong, or Malaysia.
Combined enrollment — the percentage of the
school-age population enrolled in grade school,
high school, or collegiate levels — is even more
striking. On this score, the Philippines with an
enrollment rate of 82 percent outperforms such
richer countries as Thailand, Malaysia,
Singapore, Hong Kong, and Chile (Table 1.1)
not to mention even Switzerland or Italy.

An obvious puzzle is how and why a num-
ber of countries that are richer or more devel-
oped than the Philippines can have about the
same or even inferior levels of educational
achievement. The embarrassing question has

already been asked [de Dios 1995]: “If we're so
smart, why aren't we rich?” (Or, for that mat-
ter, more developed?) But the discrepancy be-
tween education and development levels is not
the only puzzle in Philippine education. Tough
questions must be asked about Philippine edu-

cation itself. Consider the following:

D the Philippines ranked second from the
bottom internationally in mathematics
examinations and third from the bottom
in science examinations conducted in
1996;

D ofevery 100 pupils who enroll in Grade
1 inpublic schools, 33 drop out of school
before reaching Grade 6; about the same
proportion of public high school stu-
dents drop out before reaching Year 4:

D tests show there is barely any additional
knowledge gained by pupils between
Grade 5 and Grade 6.

For all the countrys vaunted achievements
in education, therefore. something is very clearly
wrong. Many countries have lower educational
achievements than the Philippines but are richer
or have higher levels of human development.
This strongly suggests two things: first, the Phil-
ippines may be doing a poor job in education, so
that its academic credentials may actually be
bloated. Second, however, it also suggests that
the real foundation for development may possi-
bly not lie primarily in society reaching out for
increasingly higher and sophisticated education.
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TABLE 1.1
Education, Income, and Human Development (selected countries)

Real GOP Education index Human
per capita (1997} development
{PPP$ 1997) index
{1987)
3,520 0.90 0.740
6,690 0.83 0.753
8,140 0.79 0.768
28,460 0.85 0.888
24,350 0.83 0.880
13,580 0.95 0.852
12,730 0.89 0.844
8,370 0.83 0.786
10,300 0.9t 0.827

* countries with medium human development;  countries with high human development
Source: UNDP [1999] Human Development Report

From this viewpoint, even the widespread
awe for the may-pinag-aralan must be viewed
with suspicion. Wittingly or not, the juxtapo-
sition of high-school lang, with the nakatapos
implies a toleration of mediocrity in the former.
It encourages an individualist and elitist atti-
tude that is insensitive to the conditions of mass
education. The subtext reads: it is all right for
high school or grade four achievers to be inept
and deficient — as long as one’s own child goes
on to college and is saved from the insipidness
reserved for the rest of the population. The
point that is lost is that under ideal conditions,
being educated for ten years can and should be
very good enough, indeed.

This point is significant, especially at a time
when globalization seems to place governments
under extreme pressure to produce highly-
specialised and technical personnel in a very
short period of time. But, as in sports, a steady
stream of champions (as opposed to flukes)
cannot be produced in hothouses — even the
stunning success of Efren (Bata) Reyes was
based on a virtual national nursery represented
by the nationwide network of neighborhood
pool halls. In the same way, highly skilled and
expert scientific national innovation system
cannot be sustained without a sound basis in
basic education, that is, education from pre-
school to high school.

Reaffirming basic education

Quite apart from possibly producing na-
tional Einsteins, there is a more important rea-
son for reaflirming basic education. [t is a fun-
damental right as well as an indispensable e-
quirement for a person’s well-being

Nobel Prize-winning economist Amartya
Sen describes well-being as the capacity (o doand
to be, that s, possessing capabilities as well as
the freedom and opportunitiy to use these capa-
bilities. No less than inadequate income. how-
ever, insufficient or poor education also deprives
a person of the means of doing and becoming

That minimum to which every person has
aright s functional literacy. which educators in
the Philippines define as the ability not only 10
read words ordinarily used in daily lite but to
understand the message in simple paragraphs and
perform simple numerical calculations of useful
nature. Other writers make a higher demand
for fluency in core subjects, meaning the ability
to integrate and decode what has been read and
to identify and find the meaning of new words
[Verspoor and Lockheed 1991]. Functional lit-
eracy entails the recognition of 1,000 words or
s0; fluency requires the recognition of 3,000
familiar words and derivatives.

People need at least functional literacy 1o
participate fully in their social environment
Functional literacy opens up the world of words
and numbers and hones a person’s ability to
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access and decode what that world offers. It
introduces people to the vast knowledge con-
tained in books and media, covering technolo-
gies and markets for goods, services, labor, edu-
cation/training, assets, and entertainment, as
well as social and political events. By contrast,
the unfortunate who is unable to fill out forms.
read signs, or to calculate the proper costs and
returns for the goods she sells is almost certain
to be victimized and exploited.

Functional literacy is attained within the
first three to four years of primary schooling,
where pupils also socialize, acquire self-disci-
pline, and learn acceptable social behavior. Flu-
ency is attained upon the completion of pri-
mary school (6-7 vears). Most education
throughout the world adopts a ladder system.,
where the completion of a grade qualifies one
to enrollin the next grade level. Primary school
1s the indispensable step to higher levels of edu-
cation. With few exceptions, the failure to com-
plete primary education denies a person the
opportunity for further education and all that
implies. Itis in this sense that deprivation may

also be measured in terms of education.

Poverty in education

Poverty in education is the failure to gain
an elementary education (Grades 1-6). The edu-
cation-poor would include all people of work-
ing age who did not complete Grade 6. as well
as all those who reached Grade 6 but lailed the
standard elementary examination. On this mea-
sure, the education-poor were estimated as con-
stituting between 28 and 34 percent of the
population [Tan 1999].

The benetits of a basic education are en-
joyed not only by the persons receiving it but
by the rest of the community. A minimum of
education is required if people are to vole wisely:
1o observe the law, to understand major politi-
cal and social events, and to possess a sense of
nationhood and community. It is difficult to
imagine how societies — especially democratic
societies — could function effectively other-
wise. This is why basic education is said to cause

large “positive externalities”.

The economic benefits to the community
of a basic education are no less important. By
enhancing people’s ability to make decisions
and by widening their opportunities, basic edu-
cation improves the way markets function and
hence resource allocation in the entire economy:
The labor market is a good example. People
with good basic education have wider access
to information about careers, schools, and joh
openings. Even after they leave school — and
without going to college — they benefit more
from on-the-job training and adapt better 10
changing tasks at work. to changing jobs. or
spells of unemployment. If need be. they are
also in a better position to obtain higher edu-
cation. Over the entire economy. production
waste and disruption are reduced il the work-
ers employed are better educated and therefor
able to follow instructions more accuratelv an.d
settle disputes more amicably. All these effects
are reflected in basic educations contribution
o economic growth.

Most of all. basic-education pulls people
out of poverty. This is most evident once pov-
erty is regarded as an intergenerational prob-
lem. Many families are trapped in poverty be-
cause parents are unable to improve on therr
current livelihood. Lacking education, poor in
health, and without savings. the older mem-
bers are often too profoundly caughtin the rut
ot securing their daily subsistence to even have
the time to look for new opportunities. learn
new technologies or skills. or move phvsically
1o more promising locations. In practice. the
hest hope of such “core-poor™ familics is for
the children at least 10 acquire an education
sufficient to qualify them in the future for bet-
ter-paying occupations than that of their par-
ents. This opportunity would not exist. of
course, without publicly provided education
Without this outlet. poverty becomes perpetu-
ated through generations, a vicious circle sug-
gested in Table 1.2 below, which shows that
children who drop out tend 1o be those from
poorly educated parents themselves. Some 29
percent of fathers and 28 percent of mothers of
drop-outs never completed grade school, while

62 percent of fathers and 63 percent of moth-
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ers never finished high school. Conversely,a
study of poverty in regions of the Philippines
finds that the rate of poverty incidence falls by
3 percent for every one percent improvement
in functional literacy [Balisacan 1999].

Size — all that matters?

One dimension of basic education, how-
ever, has dominated thinking about the prob-
lem of pedagogy to the exclusion of all other
policy concerns: its sheer size. Public elemen-
tary enrollment has grown more or less steadily
since the post-World War i period. increasing
relentlessly from 2.2 million in 1944/45 10 12.5
million by 1998/99, or an average increase of
3.21 percent annually over the past 54 years
(Figure 1.1). High school enrollment has grown
even faster, beginning from only 162,028 pu-
pils in 1945/46 to the current 5 million, or an
even faster annual growth rate of 6.4 percent
(Table 1.3). A major factor for this rapid growth
must be ultimately traced to the country’s high
growth rate of population, among the highest
in the region. One consequence is that enroll-
ment in basic education has grown faster than
population.

The number of elementary and high schools,
as well as the number of teachers for these schools

have increased to meet the growing enrollment
(Figure 1.2). From some 13,500 elementary
schools in 1945-46, these increased to 38,600 by
1997/98. High schools increased from 448 to
6,590 over the same period. The government, the
dominant provider in basic education, now op-
erates 92 percent of all elementary schools and
almost 60 percent of all high schools.

From one viewpoint the Philippines appears
not to have done badly. Ninety-five percent of
children who should be in elementary school
are actually enrolled. The participation rate for
high school meanwhile is 64 percent. These tig-
ures for 1997/98 are significant improvements
over levels of 1990/91 (Figure 1.3). The country
therefore at first glance appears (o have at least
coped with growth of enrollment. which has
swelled at more than 2 percent annually for el-
ementary, and more than 3 percent for high
school since 1981, together growing faster than
population.

As sheer size and the concern for univer-
sal provision have come to dominate all other
priorities, however, quality has been sacrificed.
Overwhelmed by the prospect of an annual tide
of enrollment, successive administrators and
policy-makers have responded to the pressing
demand of universal education by cutting cor-

ners, ultimately eroding quality.

TABLE 1.2
Educational Attainment of Drop-out Children and Their Parents*
(1997, in percent)

Grade level completed Children Fathers Mothers

No schooling 38 44
GS1-2 9.0 97 73
GS 35 17.0 15.2 16.4
GS 6-7 33.0 217 21.9
HS1-3 38.0 1.4 134
HS Graduate 15.2 15.4
College 1-3 6.7 6.1
College Graduate 10.6 8.7
Postgraduate 27 26
Multiple responses 1.0 3.0 3.8
No response 1.0

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0

*Based on responses of 84,864 PEPT examinees nationwide
Source: DECS-PEPT Report 1997 (Tables 2.8 and 2.9)
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This began as early as the end of the Sec-
ond World War, when it was decided to dis-
pense with the seventh year in grade school
(Box 1). School hours have also been allowed

to shorten below international standards.

Rather than combating mediocrity. the school
system’s own measures accommodate medioc-
rity. The “innovation” of “automatic promotion
was adopted, pushing pupils on to the next level
regardless of performance, ina mockery of stan-

FIGURE 1.1
Annual Elementary and High School Enrollment
1930/31 to 1998/99, in thousands
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Source of basic data: Philippine Statistical Yearbook, various issues

TABLE 1.3
Annual Growth Rates of Elementary and High School Enroliment™
(1944/45-1998/99, in percent)

Period Elementary High school

1944745 -1854/55
1954/55-1964/65
1964/65-1974/75
1974/75-1984/85
1984/85-1994/95
1994/95-1998/99
1944/45-1999/98

345 12.33
4.82 6.05
2.90 7.29
165 453
2.16 362
342 165
3.20 6.39

*exponential growth rates of levels at the beginning and end periods
Source of basic data: Philippine Statistical Yearbook, various issues
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Quality time?

publiciy:provided baslc edication in the Philippines catches attentlon for lts remarkably briet dura
tor+— a mere ten years, as agalhst the usual 12 yeays i most deved oped:and dev&e‘!bping c‘ounmes.
noted s that thls sequence is shurter by about tWo Years tha i prlmary and sesondary education in
most advanced ecoromies. Thgwpvesence of & seventh grade glves graduates of pHvate elementary
sehools a slight odge; but even this Is notably less than the irtemational norm, At the other extréme,
the.chtilege-track In'Germanyis a full three years longer. : ‘

BOX TABLE1
Years of pre-university education in selected coun’mes

| interestingly snough, the elimination of Grade 7 In the public schoslsystem was supposed tobe no

rore: thasy a provisional easure Immediately after the Second WorldWar, a coricession to fimited funds

at the:time. However, even as prlvate schools ummately restowd Grada i the public schop! system

made: permanent whatwas sup posed 1o be transitional.

The alfeady brief perfodiof teacherstudent contact owing o fewer yéa':rs‘ls aggravated by the shorter

: s::hooi calenday ahd fewer contact hours per day Public grade schools In heavly pupulated areas may

and 2&0—5.00 p.m. The situation Is made worse by days lost to: holldays, ﬂonds, ang:bad weather. For

some: Inexplicakle reason, the start of the school caigndar {June-March) has been timed to coinclde
precisely with the storm season:Finally, Iriimany areas there Is the problem of teacher absenteelsm.

Why not. slmply reinsttt\.n;e Grade 7. publicsehools to remedy the situation? Or add a fifth year to

00, 85 a current bilt; proposes’ Thmgs are no Eonger a8 simp)e. Probtems of quallty havein the

between Grade 5 and Grade 6.0
' mply to use the fungs 1o Improve the
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FIGURE 1.2
Number of Basic Education Institutions
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dards that makes failure an impossibility by
detmition. Hence, for example. the authorities
blithely regard 36 percent as a passing mark in
the National Elementary Achievement Test
(NEAT). rather than the conventional 50 per-
cent (not to mention the ingrained pusang-awa.
75 percent). More recently, calls in the same
vein have been made in the form of suggestions
to reduce school days to thrice in the week o
accommodate large enrollment in limited in
frastructure. The cost of these “quick and dirty”
solutions is predictable — the erosion of qual-

ity and standards.

The quality deficit

The incontrovertible evidence of the un-
satisfactory quality of basic education is found
whenever standard tests are applied to measure
pupils” achievements.

The Third [nternational Mathematics and
Science Test (IMST3) was administered in 1995
to 13-year old children in different countries.
Table 1.4 compares the average scores in math
and science obtained by the countries that
joined. It is obvious that performances differ
widely, with a range of 622 to 351 for grades in
math and 576 to 322 for science. It was the ti-

FIGURE 1.3
Participation Rates in All Elementary
and Secondary Schools

®1990/91 m 1997/98J

High School
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Source: Maglen and Manasan [1999]

ger economies of Asia — Singapore. South
Korea, Japan, and Hongkong — that topped the
test. Also in the top ten were three small West
ern European countries (Flemish Belgium, the
Netherlands, and Austria) and three Eastern
European countries (Czech Republic. Bulgaria
and the Slovak Republic). The major mdustrial
countries, such the Us, UK, France, and Ger-
many were near the median grade. Thailand
was also on the median rung and ranked just
above the US.

The Philippines ranked 39th — fourth
from the bottom and above Kuwait. Colombo,
and South Africa. Filipino students in both
lower and higher secondary school obtained
only 31 percent of the correct answers in the
math portion. [See Box 2 for responses to
sample questions.] The Philippine math aver-
age is only 78 percent of the world average and
42 percent of the score obtained by Singaporean
pupils. In science, the scores of Filipino chil-
dren in lower and upper secondary school were
below the international median by 77 percent
and 80 percent.

Nor is the quality problem evident only in
international tests. Even the country’s own tests
reveal the problem. The National Elementary
Achievement Test (NEAT) and the National Sec-
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Bﬂx 2
Would you do any better?

: The ~fonowing are'some mathematics questions culled from the Third International Mathematics
~and Science Test (IMST3), together with an analysis of how Filipino pu;iils scored. The test was given to
13year olds from 43 voluntarily participating countries, The questions give a flavor of the applied
nature of the tests (e. g, estrmatzon), which place many of the questions beyond those accustomed to
sheer learning by rote.

‘Question 1.: Proportionality

The Cruz family uses about 6000 liters of water per week. Approximately how many liters of water do
they use per year? s

a.-30,000 b.'240,000 ¢. 300,000 0.2,400,000 - e. 3,000,000

The item aims to assess whether or not the s,tudént» could approximate 50 x 6000 (-é 300,000). Only 281
percent of the students correctly answered this question. The most frequent. wrong answer was 2,400,000,
which was’ chosen by 23 percent, followed by 3,000,000. Relatively lower percentages chose A or B. Itis

4 possuble the students Just guessed
“Question 2: Gecm&try ability. - L
i the Flgure below, tnangles ABC and DEF are ‘engruent wnth BC EF. What zs the measure of angle

‘tof the Grade Six. and also of the First
orrectiy answered 5. The most fre-
: ca‘nn):was the wrong answer
ﬁeéﬁo‘h‘k wés interpreted as.
25 nérbent‘ who possibly just
cep’uen is reiated to the wrong
Vndmerawr as the number of equal

| into 10, not 6, equal parts. .
lds understood the quest;on and the
998] -
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ondary Achtevement Test (NSAT) have been ad-

ministered nationwiae since 1994 and are

meant io measure the objective competencics

Seine curticul ade schools and

schools Performance in the NEAT and NSAT has

been generally poor, with pupils giving corr

answers (o 1 55 Ih‘rll! 50 !)CI'CCHL ol the gues-

Lions, sclence ’dl'l(.i E"xgilﬁﬁ nave peen PLIHILU*

iarly problematic. While there nas been an up-

ward trend in the mean score, song-ume
searchers believe this trend reflects of laxer stan-
dards in tae examinations rather than an im-
provement in performance [See Box 3

The quality deficit is evident i the glaring
differences in performance between public and
private schools. Performance after all has not
been uniformly poor. A certain hierarchy is

private schools run by religious

evident. wh

generally perform better than private non-reli-
gious schools, while the latter perform better
than public schools. A few private sectarian
schools are of a quality comparable to the best
in the world. Some of their teachers have in
fact been recruited by Canadian and Us schools.
The only exception to the rule about public
schools are the special science high schools.
which national and city governments have es-
tablished in an attempt to improve mathemat-
ics and science education. Enrvollment is lim-
ited and highly selective, and budgets are more
generously endowed than the typical schools
run by DECS. It should be no wonder pupils of
these schools performed way above average. But
the problem of basic education is not really
about developing an elite that can be show-
cased: it is about improving the lives of the
many who, for better or worse, are relegated 1o
the public school system.

On the aggregate, the test scores of public
elementary schools are 27 percent lower on
average than those of their private counterparts
(Figure 1.4). Public high school test scores, on
the other hand, are 20 percent lower than those
of private high schools. In making these com-
parisons, however, it should be observed that
private school scores are not particularly high
either, suggesting that the problem of quality
is pervasive. But performing poorly relative to

TABLE 1.2
Average Grade in the Third internationa’
Mathematics and Science Tes®

Country

Singapore )

S. Xorea

Japan

Heng Kong
Belgium (Flemishi
Czech Republic
Netherlands
Slovakia
Bulgaria
Switzerland
Austria

Israel

Slovenia
Hungary

Russian Federation
Belgium (French}
France

Austrahia

Irefand

Canada

Thailand
Sweden
Germany

United Kingdom
{Engl}
New Zealand

United States
Denmark
Norway
Scotland
Latvia
Iceland
Romania
Spain
Greece
Cyprus
Lithuania
Portugal
Iran
Philippines
Kuwait
Colombia
S. Africa

597
588

576

511
509
498
497
491

490
488

415
393
392
317

515

512
515
532

503
521
459

469
497
473
442
440
454
453
389
430
399
322

Current spenar;
(PPPi per pun

2417
3,510
6375
5158

4834

753
1,823
1,280

961
2,281
384
138

572
867
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Mean scores below 50 percent mean were not unusual, they were typical.

Yet, why has there been no public outcry over the low scores?
Simply because it was the percentage of pupils “passed” that was reported, not the percent
scores. Also, what appeared in the individual feedback on how a pupil performed in the NEAT was not

the percent score but the number of items correctly answered plus 60 points. - N

In‘short,; to make the passing score of 75 in the NEAT, a pupil has to correctly answer only 15
©of the 40 items in each of the 40-item tests, or 60 items out of 160. This means the criterion passing

"'score-is not 50 percent but 37.5 percent!

The cut-off score used in the National Secondary Achievement Test for high school students is
analogous to the cut-off score used for the NEAT. The cut off score in the 250-item NSAT is 93.75,
which-is only 37.5 percent..This is transmuted to 75, the passing mark.

With regionat and national mean percent scores of at least 45 percent, naturally the percent-

ages of those who pass are in'the 90s. The message conveyed and received is that we are doing well
educationally to have such high percentages passing the test.

Whom are we kidding? »

an aiready poor standard makes the pertor-
mance of public schools appear that much more
dismal.

Among private schools, of course, there are
also distinctions. Particularly significant is the
distinction between sectarian and nonsectarian
private schools. A study restricted 1o Metro Ma-
nila schools [Cunanan and Po 1999] found av-
erage scores in the 1996 NEAT of 100 out of 160
itemns for private-sectarian schools, 96 for private
nonsectarian, and 73 for public schools. NSAT
scores were 159, 140, and 110 out of 250 items
in the same order. In the same study. some 83
percent of public elementary schools had aver-
age scores indicating that their pupils gave wrong
answers 1o 50 percent or more of the questions
Only 6.8 percent of private-sectarian schools and
9.9 percent of private nonsectarian schools had
scores that low. In the NSAT, 91.7 percent of the
public schools had scores of 125 (50 percent of
250 items) or less, as compared 26.2 percent for
private-sectarian and 29.0 percent for private-
nonsectarian schools. If 50 percent s used as the

conventional passing score, only 16.7 percent of

public elementary pupils passed the NEAT and
only 8.3 percent percent passed in the NSAT in
Metro Manila.

The quality gap between public and pri-
vate education also stares one in the face if one
compares cohort-survival rates, that is, the pro-

portion of pupils entering clemeniary o sec-
ondary school who complete the final grade o
vear in the prescribed period. Among private
clementary schools in 1997-98, [ully 87 per-
cent of those who had enrolled in Grade 1 com-
pleted elementary school without being delayed
nor dropping out. By contrast, only 67 percent
of enrollees in public school managed o com-
plete the grades on time. About 80 percent of
[irst-year enrollees in private high schools gradu-
ate in the required time; in public high schools
by contrast, only 67 percent manage to do so
Even as the quality differences between
public and private education are marked, 1t is
important o understand that there is also a
close complementarity between the two. Public
schools represent the quality benchmark or
“default”-level refative against which private
schools represent a premium. The market share
and commercial viability of private schools
therefore depend not on the absolute quality
they provide, but on the size of the gap between
them and the public schools. The higher lees
charged by private schools are justitied by the
market only by the quality gap. Clearly. if pub-
lic schools were in every respect as good as pri-
vate schools, most of the latter would probably
fold up. Meanwhile, the share of private schools
would increase if the quality of public educa-

tion were to deteriorate; some evidence of this
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FIGURE 1.4
Private and Public Differences
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1998/99 cohort survival rates
1997/98 NEAT and NSAT mean score
Source: Maglen and Manasan {1999]

is lound m the growing share of enrollment in
private elementary schools "Conversely, if qual-
ity in public schools is low, then private schools
themselves do not have o exert higher efforts
to retain or expand their market share, since
their mediocrity i absolute terms can be dis-
guised by the greater relative mediocrity of the
public sector. The dangerous consequence of
poor public education is a svmbiotc downward
spiral for both private and public education
which leads to the mediocre performance of the

country as a whole

Geography questions

Aside [rom the low overall level of the NEAT
and NSAT scores themselves, a degree of geo-
graphical unevenness is also evident. Offthand,
one would expect that or several reasons, more
affluent and economically developed regions
would tend to perform better in achievement
tests. The interpretation of these geographical
differences in performance, however, has be-
come more difficult owing to changes in the
test, its mode of implementation, and adaptive
behavior on the part of schools, which have all
probably affected the test’s reliability as an in-
dicator of geographical differences.

In 1997 only eight of sixteen regions ob-
tained scores higher than 30 percent. namely
Fastern Visavas. Cagayan Vallev. Western
Mindanao. Bicol. Metro Manila, Cordillera
ARMM. and Southern Tagalog. In the 1998 ¢di-
tion of the test. there was a surprising turn-
around: ten ol fifteen regrons suddeniv had
scores of 30 percent or better, Another notable
reature of recent NEAT results has been the high
scores of some regions which their low devel-
opment status suggests would understandabhy
have performed much worse. Inthe 1998 NEAT.
howewver, Eastern Visavas, Western Mindanao.
and Bicol trounced Metro Manila and such re-
wions as Southern Tagalog and Central Luzon

owould be heartening and certainly rempt-
mg o see 0 this a hopelud sign that even lag
ging reglons might performwell mat least some
aspects of human development. Statistical re-
alitics and what is known about the tests how-
ever, would urge a measure ol caution m this
interpretation

First, large swings in performance of re-
gions are 10 be noted. The improvements i
performance are surprising, considering that as
recently as 1993, Eastern Visavas was i+th
Western Mindanao was LOth, while Bicol was
last in the NEAT rankings. The upward change
in the scores appears to indicate the elfects of
an intervention. It is also possible that sample
students 1n the region may have been given a
review. I a worthwhile intervention or treat-
ment s what explains the increase in the
sample’s performance after 1994. then the in-
tervention bears close studying so that it might
be replicated in other regions and schools

Second, since 1996, the NEAT and NSAT
exams have no longer been administered
universally but only to a pre-selected sample of
schools representing about 40 percent of the total
cohort. Apart from the possibility that some of
the selected schools can and have conducted
reviews (at times perversely crowding out new
material), there is a question whether the sample
is indeed representative or is a case of school
divisions putting their best foot forward.

Third, it is difficult to isolate true gains in
achievement when the tests are not standard-
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ized across the years. Well-respected education-
ists such as Ibe [1999] point out that “fluctua-
tions in the mean scores indicate the possible
influence of differences in the difficulty of tests
in consecutive years. From all indications, the
Science test in 1997 was easier than tests in the
other years.” Indeed, the apparent improvement
in overall scores in the NSAT is belied by wors-
ening performance in tests that are standard-
1zed, such as that administered by the DOST’s
Science Education Institute to potential recipi-
ents of science scholarships.

Finally, of course, one cannot totally dis-
count the distasteful possibility of occasional
leakages and cheating.

All these sources of shortcomings amount
10 a stricture against reading too much into the
NEAT and NSAT performance of particular schools,
divisions, and regions. They will remain as long
as the conduct of the achievement tests is not
improved (including among others, as Secretary
Gonzalez suggests, returning to testing that is
universal and intertemporally comparable). What
is surprising, however, is that notwithstanding
all these accommodations, the national mean
scores are still surprisingly low, an average of only
50 percent for the NEAT and one even below 50
for the NSAT. This suggests the problem of qual-

ity is so systemic and deep-seated that it cannot
be remedied even by test accommodations or the
best remedial efforts of teachers.

Quality comes from many factors: curricu-
lum, the qualification and number of teachers,
available learning materials, the presence and
quality of learning facilities such as libraries,
laboratories, recreational facilities, and class-
room space and quafity. Quafity of instruction
and learning ability or “teachability” interact
to determine what a pupil learns.

A pupil’s “teachability” in turn comes from
inherent ability, health, discipline, and motiva-
tion. For the last three, a child’s socio-economic
status is important. Where poverty prevails.
good health cannot be presumed, so that socio-
economic background is expected to have a
strong influence on achievement. Many chil-
dren go to school hungry and malnourished,
and this is a reason they cannot keep alert and
interested in the class.

Money, money, money...

Up to now, the typical response to the prob-
lem of quality has been a desire to throw money
at the problem. The basic objection to this, of
course, has been there is not enough money to

Table 1.5
Average NEAT and NSAT Mean Percentage Scares, by region
(1998, in percent)

Region NEAT NSAT NEAT NSAT
1998 1998 Rank Rank
1998 1988
Hlocos | 47.6 49.2 13 5
Cagayan Valley Il 52.7 48.2 4 9
CAR 51.1 51.2 [ 2
Central Luzon I 50.1 50.7 10 4
Southern Tagalog IV 49.0 43.0 12 6
Bicol V 51.1 45.3 5 "
Western Visayas VI 50.4 45.0 7 12
Central Visayas VIl 50.4 48.3 8 8
Eastern Visayas VIIl 61.0 51.2 1 3
Western Mindanao IX 54.6 48.7 2 7
Northern Mindanao X 50.2 46.6 9 10
Eastern Mindanao XI 45.2 43.0 19 15
Central Mindanao XII 39.0 40.8 16 16
ARMM 46.2 43.1 14 14
Caraga 493 434 1" 13
NCR 54.4 54.2 3 1
Philippines 50.0 48.6

*simple average of mean scores in four subjects

Source: |be [1999)
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FIGURE 1.5
Total Education Budget and Spending per Pupil
(1950-1997, in constant 1985 pesos)
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go around. Figure 1.5 shows how the budget
of the Department of Education, Culture, and
Sports (DECS) has progressed over four decades.

The share of education in the national bud-
get was highest in the 1950s and 1960s, when
DECS received about 30 percent. This share de-
creased during the Marcos years (1965-1985),
reaching a trough of 5.6 percent in 1976 and av-
eraging 8.7 percent in the last decade under
Marcos, even though the 1960s and 1970s were
years when the economy experienced relatively
stable growth. The Aquino government restored
education’s importance and provided it the larg-
est share in the budget net of debt service, and
the share has remained at about 11-12 percent
since. Nonetheless, although large in relation to
total government spending, the education bud-
get is only about 3 percent of GDP, a figure much
lower than the typical figure of 5-6 percent for
East Asian economies. To this must be added the
fact that Philippine GDP per capita is already lower
than for the East Asian average. All this adds to
low spending per pupil in absolute terms.

The budget per pupil has fluctuated notice-
ably as a result of fluctuation in budgets and en-

rollment (also in Figure 1.5). After adjusting for
price changes, expenditure per pupil in 199¢
(P1,396 in 1985 prices) was only minimally
higher than the 1978 level. This budget for in-
struction is very low by either domestic or inter-
national standards. It is certainly low compared
with the tuition fee in some prestigious private
sectarian schools of more than P20,000 per year
[t is destitute compared with the amounts spent
on special public schools such as the Philippine
Science High School, where the per pupil cur-
rent operating cost alone was P36,899.

This level of budget per pupil can buy
neither good quality teachers nor adequate
textbooks and basic facilities such as library and
laboratories. Below it will be seen that even this
meager budget was poorly allocated, going
mainly to teachers and office workers
Allocations for books, libraries, and laboratories
were minimal, an input choice that is extremely
inefficient.

1t cannot be denied that performance and
quality depend on spending for education. In-
ternational differences in the amounts spent per
pupil in basic education indeed provides some
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of the explanation for differences in countries’
performance. This is seen from Figures 1.6.1
and 1.6.2, which show countries’ math and sci-
ence scores in the Third International Math and
Science Test rising with amounts spent per pu-
pil.> The Philippines’ low rank in that test can-
not be unrelated to the fact that — of the coun-
tries included — it spent the smallest amount
per pupil, the equivalent of US$138. By con-
trast, Thailand, which was near the median,
spent more than six times as much per pupil.
Yet, it is wrong to think that good basic
<ducation is simply a matter of spending more.

Beyond US$2,000 per pupil, the influence of

spending seems to taper off. Singapore, South
Korea, and Hongkong, which topped the math
test, spent amounts per pupil that were only
half or less than half those spent by Japan and
other developed countries. Thailand spent
US$852 per primary pupil but performed bet-
ter than Germany, the UK, the US, and New
Zealand, which spent between US$2,241 and
USS$3,510 per pupil. The Slovak Republic and
Bulgaria, like the three small Asian tigers, also
spent modestly but performed relatively well.
Itis particularly notable that the Czech Repub-
lic spent roughly only three times what the Phil-
ippines spent per pupil but placed second in
science and seventh in math. (In the same vein,
the Philippines did better than Kuwait, Colom-
bia, and South Africa, which spent more than
twice as much.)

These observations suggest an important
point: the problem may lie not only in what is
being spent on education, but also in how these
amounts are spent. That is, factors affecting in-
ternal efficiency, such as weaknesses in the cur-
riculum, the mix and not only the amount of
education inputs, the quality of teachers and
books, and classroom atmosphere may have a
great deal more to do with quality than sheer
size of spending.

Some recent studies also bolster this ob-
servation. A study of 589 elementary and 233
htgh schools in Metro Manila [Cunanan and
Po 1997} found that differences in NEAT scores
among private sectarian schools were signifi-
cantly influenced by the levels of educational

Score

Score

FIGURE 1.6.1
Spending per Pupil
and Predicted IMST Science Scores
(regression results)
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FIGURE 1.6.2
Spending per Pupil
and Predicted IMST Math Scores
(regression results)
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input, such as amounts spent per pupil (repre-
sented by tuition fees charged), lower ratios of
pupils to classrooms, the ratio of enrollment to
non-instructional rooms, and larger enroll-
ments. The same factors are important for pri-
vate nonsectarian schools, although values are
somewhat lower.

Curiously, however, the only input that
seems to matter (negatively) for public elemen-
tary schools is the ratio of enrollment to class-
rooms. In particular. spending per pupil fails
to affect performance. At the high school level,
spending per pupil — tuition fees for private
schools and budgets per pupil — are signifi-
cant for both public and private schools. But
the only other significant input variable is the
ratio of enrollment to classrooms, especially for
private sectarian schools.

The greater significance of spending per pu-
pil among private schools — and not among pub-
lic schools — suggests that private schools try
harder than public schools to become internally
efficient. With few exceptions, private schools
are almost totally dependent on tuition fees for
financing. Competition from other private
schools, as well as from public schools, therefore
compels them to deliver maximal quality for a
given tuition, since the parents of potential pu-
pils would themselves trade off tuition fees with
the quality of education offered by these schools,
however imperfectly the latter is indicated.

By contrast, public schools face little or no
competition, since there is always a pool of

poorer pupils who have little choice but to go
to the nearest public schools. One result is that
efficiency in the use of budgets becomes less
important, so that spending levels do not al-
ways translate into better performance.

Another piece of on-going research [Solon
and Quimbo 1999] into elementary pupils’
NEAT achievement in the 20 poorest provinces
is startling for what it suggests lies behind the
poor performance in public schools. Pupils
were asked to describe what commonly char-
acterized their schooling and were given a
choice from a long list of variables. These in-
cluded teacher behavior (always absent, always
late, uses appropriate materials, teacher pun-
ishes, etc.); learning materials are available in
their school (books only, books, magazine, and
newspapers, library, TV, and computer); and
whether classrooms were monograde or mul-
tigrade, Detailed socio-economic information
on the students was also obtained, including
parental education and the availability of learn-
ing materials at home.

Achievement in NEAT, it turned out. was
positively influenced by parents’ educaton and
the presence of learning materials at home. lt was
surprising, however, that the response of “teacher
always absent” was frequent enough to show up
asa strong negative impact on NEAT performance
This problem is more likely to be common in
rural areas, where the teachers have virtually total
power over their classes. Solon and Quimbo, the
study’s authors, observe that children who are

TABLE 1.6
Increase in Teachers in Public Elementary and High Schools
(1945/46-1996/97, in percent)

Elementary High school Total
1945/46-1965/56 15 9.3 1.6
1955/56-1965/66 6.6 5.9 6.5
1965/66-1875/78 35 12 39
1975/76-1985/86 09 6.0 17
1985/86-1996/97 1.3 49 2.1
1945/46-1996/97 49 8.3 5.4

computed compound growth between initial and terminal years
Data from: Statistical Yearbook 1971, DECS Statistical Bulletin, various years
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not given textbooks have no other means of
learning except through the teacher, and therefore
teacher’s presence is critical.

The latter is a strong argument against the
thin dispersal of resources and the absence of
supervision implicit in the government’s
programme of providing a school for each
barangay. Noted educators such as OD Corpuz,
among others, have proposed instead that well-
equipped and well-supervised central schools
be established, with pupils being transported
in (see also recommendations in Chapter 3)

Quis docebit ipsos doctores?

Teachers remain the single indispensable
input in all categories of schools. Their impor-
tance is magnified by the system’s adherence
to a traditional pedagogical technology that
emphasizes the individual teacher’s personal
transformative role and social example.

Teachers have increased almost as rapidly
as enrollment. Public school teachers increased
from 46,826 in 1945/46 to some 424,000 in
1996/97 (Figure 1.7 and Table 1.6), a growth
rate of 5.4 percent annually. While the increase

in elementary school teachers has tapered off,
that of high school teachers has remained high,
pushed by the government’s commitment to
free high school education. Together with those
in private schools, teachers today number 600
thousand and constitute the largest professional
occupation in the country.

Despite the large increase in the teaching
force, however, enrollment has increased even
faster, so that the ratio of pupils to teachers
continues to rise. In public elementary schools,
the average number of pupils per teacher was
31 in 1981/82, rising to 35 by 1997/98. In pub-
lic high schools, the increase was from 29 in
1981/82 to 34 pupils per teacher in 1997/98.
These numbers are deceiving, however. since
thev represent only aggregate ratios of the popu-
lation of teachers and pupils. They do not rep-
resent actual class sizes, which are more reflec-
tive of the learning conditions pupils confront.
Classes in public schools are in fact fairly large
to very large, with average class sizes of 41 in
public elementary schools and 50 in public high
schools {Manasan and Maglen 1999:17]. Un-
fortunately, there are apparently no data from
DECS to monitor the growth of class sizes by

FIGURE 1.7
Number of Public School Teachers
(1945/46 to 1996/97)
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Source: Statistical Yearbook 1971; DECS Statistical Bulletin, various years
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type of school and by region through the years.
Part of the reason the pupil-teacher ratio
does not reflect class size is that public school
teachers are not always assigned primarily to
teaching. Many of them perform staff and of-
fice functions not directly related to pedagogy.
The recent ADB and World Bank [1999:30]
study of the education puts it succinctly:

First, it is important to let teachers
teach — 1o make teaching their pri-
mary activity and to eliminate vari-
ous distractions that remove teach-
ers from classrooms on a regular
basis. These include the current
practice of assigning teachers to
administrative and clerical func-
tions in schools and local district
offices, and involving teachers (as
well as students in fund-raising ac-
tivities for the school during school
hours.

Nonetheless, the rapid rate at which the
teaching force has grown through the years has
strained the capacity of colleges and universi-
ties to offer quality teacher-training programs,
typically a time-and resource-intensive effort.
As a result, the quality of education at the el-
ementary as well as high school and tertiary
education has been severely affected. Although
private colleges and universities have prolifer-
ated since the 1950s to produce the teachers
demanded by the public schools, teacher train-
ing has expanded rapidly only at great sacri-
fice of quality. Even today, there are only a hand-
ful of teacher-training institutions that offer
relatively high quality programs. There is lim-
ited capacity for high quality graduate educa-
tion in core courses such as language, math-
ematics, and the sciences which are important
for future professors, education specialists (for
curriculum development and research) and el-
ementary and secondary school teachers. Only
feeble attempts were made in later years to rem-
edy the problem, as a result of which the qual-
ity of teacher training programs remained poor.

The real quality of present-day teacher
training may be seen in performance in the Pro-

fessional Board Examination for Teachers
(PBET), a test which new hires have been re-
quired to pass since the 1970s (although ex-
emptions are made in areas where there is a
shortage of applicants). The percentage of tak-
ers passing the teachers’ examination was 31.0
percent in 1972, 10.5 percent in 1976, 14.6
percent in 1979 and 24.6 percent in 1980. In
the period 1987-1992 only an average of 20
percent of takers passed the teachers’ exami-
nation. The highest passing rate of 89 percent
was obtained by graduates of UP and St.
Theresa's College-Cebu. The passing rate
among 249 other colleges and universities was
less than 10 percent. Eighteen institutions had
zero passing rates. The great majority of insti-
tutions had passing rates below 50 percent
(Table 1.7). The 1998 results of the licensure
examination for teachers for elementary and
secondary schools showed mean scores of only
38 percent for elementary school teachers and
43 percent for secondary school teachers.
Would-be high school teachers’ mean scores
were lowest in English and Mathematics and
highest in Values Education and in Filipino.
The government’s approach to teacher
quality is weighed down by the same problem
as its response to basic education as a whole —
sheer size. The poor quality of basic education
is merely a downward transmission of the me-
diocrity pervading the country’s entire univer-
sity system, which is the ultimate source of el-
ementary and high school teachers. The insti-
tutions from which teachers themselves gradu-
ate lack qualified faculty and have facilities that
are inadequate and out of date [Cortes 1994]
Many of the measures relating to education
budgets in recent years have focused on raising
teachers’ pay and securing teachers’ rights (¢.g .
the Magna Carta for Teachers). This emphasis
on the teaching force is primarily a political real-
ity, arising partly from the large number of teach-
ers themselves, who have undeniably turned inte
a constituency politicians find valuable 1o culti-
vate, as well as the awkward practice of using
teachers in elections, which has unfortunatel
further politicized the profession. By contrast, the
constituency to improve school conditions anc
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provide more books to students is only weakly
represented. The result has been the lopsided
share of personal services (almost 90 percent) in
the total education budget.

The current education system appears (0
adhere to a paradigm inherited {rom the pe-
riod of foreign occupation, when educators
perceived themselves to be harbingers of the
“modern” and “enlightened” in an environmen:
that was otherwise backward and ignorant. in
this view. the education system can and ought
to promote itself as a fortress of knowledge. a
highly centralized, self-contained, and pater-
nalistic svstem with little o learn or benelit
{rom parents or the community at large. [ such
a paradigm ever worked in the past. however,
it is unlikely to work in the present

In relving on a technology that almost ex-
clusively emphasizes the teacher, the education
svstem emphasizes preciselv its weakest point
As already seen. the sheer size of the system
prevents it from producing sufficient numbers
of teachers at the required level of quality. It
also means the neglect of other education in-
puts and techniques of instruction that may
have become more cost-effective in the mean-
time, and therefore it is in many ways unfair to
impose such a burden on the teacher

More important, however, the current sys-
tem fails sufficiently to harness the support of
local governments, families, communities, and
civil society in general in the process of educa-
tion. There are times indeed, as illustrated viv-
idly by education in Muslim Mindanao, where
the system sets itself apart from and against cul-
ture, ethnicity, and community. It isalso in such
instances where the failure of the system is most
vivid. More than simply a matter of sustain-
able financing, therefore, it is a question
whether true education at present can be ac-
complished through neglect or in opposition
to the prevailing cultural context. These two
remaining questions shall be discussed in the
next two sections.

TABLE 1.7
Distribution of Schools by Passing Rate
in Teachers’ Examinations
(1990-1991)

Passing Rate’ Number of Schools’

67+ 5
60-67 9
50-59 10
30-49 34
20-28 84
10-19 158
<10 243
""""" Memorandum:
Zero passing rate 18

" Number of passing as a proportion of total examinees
 Number of institutions with passing rates within the

indicated range

TABLE 1.8.
Top Schools in Teachers’ Examinations
(1990-1991)

Schools Passing Rate

St Theresa's College, Cebu 895
UP Manila and Diliman 88.6
Miriam College 75.0
St. Scholastica's College 70.8
P.ng Lungsod ng Maynila 87.3

The chosen mix of education inputs

The instructional technology used by the
public school system is reflected in the alloca-
tion of its budget to the major education in-
puts. Spending on personnel represents largely
teachers’ salaries. Maintenance and other op-
erating expenses (MOOE) is an important item
that includes office supplies, transport, repairs,
utilities, textbooks, and library and laboratory
supply, Capital outlays are devoted largely to
the construction of buildings and basic class-
room furniture such as desks and blackboards.
Finally, there is an item for the operation of el-
ementary, secondary, and tertiary/higher edu-
cation under DECS. (The special high schools
and the chartered universities and colleges are
not under DECS direct authority and budget.)
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FIGURE 1.8
Distribution of the Education Budget by Major Categories
(1987-88, in percent)
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FIGURE 1.9
MOOE per student in basic education
(in constant pesos of 1993)
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Source: Maglen and Manasan [1999: 28, Table 2.19]

The allocation shows two very disturbing
patterns. First, personal services (salaries and
other forms of compensation) absorb the bulk
of the budget, with the share increasing through
time. The share of personal services in the bud-
get rose from 68.9 percent in 1987 to 75.5 per-
cent in 1993 to 89.1 percent in 1998. Personal
services have crowded out both capital outlays
and maintenance, operating, and other ex-

penses. In the 1995-1998 period, as the share
of personal services rose, the share of capital
outlays dropped to less than 2 percent. {ts share
in 1998 was less than 1 percent. The budget
per student for maintenance, operating, and
other expenditure has fallen markedly through-
out the current decade, from P510 in 1990 to
P1751in 1997 [Figure 1.9].

The second cause for concern is that the
allocation for actual school operations has been
declining. School operations have had to com-
pete with other expenditure items such as the
Government Assistance to Students and Teach-
ers in Private Education (GASTPE) and the in-
stitutions attached to DECS such as the National
Library and the National Historical Commis-
sions. Elementary education must vie with sec-
ondary education within the DECS budget, and
indirectly with the proliferating state universi-
ties and colleges. The share of the budget di-
rectly allocated for the operation of elementary
schools dropped from 76.6 percent in 1987 1o
41.7 percent in 1990. The downward trend has
been reversed, but the 1976 share was never
regained. In 1998, elementary schools received
only 66.6 percent of the DECS budget. The na-
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tionalization of secondary schools in 1989 led
to a large increase 1n their budget share. Until
1989, there were two categories of public high
schools. the DECS-operated high schools and
the local high schools that were jointly financed
by tuition and the local government. The 1989
Free High School Act centralized local high
schools, however, and transferred f{inancial re-
sponsibility for them to the national govern-
ment. As a result, the share of secondary edu-
cation almost doubled from 10.6 percentto 21.7
percent between 1989 and 1990

Of particular concern in recent years has
been the supply of textbooks. The share of the
budget devoted to textbooks has been negli-
gible: 1.6 percent in 1976, 0.7 percent in 1979,
and 0.6 in 1981. Thisrose in 1982 and remained
at this relatively high level after the World Bank
Textbook Project was implemented. The bud-
get increases, however, consisted largely of the
loan proceeds themselves.

These allocations resulted in much smaller
absolute budgets that directly went to the
schoolsand to pupils. Of the P1,342 total DECS
budget per pupil in 1995-96, only P1.119 went
directly to the elementary schools and P1,044
to the high schools, and only P10 to textbooks.
On the average, this P10 book budget buys only
half a book.*

The World Bank textbook project entailed
the establishment of the Instructional Materi-
als Council and its operating arm the Instruc-
tional Materials Corporation (IMC). They were
given total control over the development, pro-
duction, and distribution of textbooks. IMC's
monopoly over textbook activities may have
encouraged corruption and the allegations of
corruption led to the deregulation of textbook
activities in 1995. Apparently the monopoly
structure has remained. Public school textbooks
are not openly traded and sold in bookstores,
and local schools are not free to prescribe and
purchase their own textbooks.

Locally produced textbooks are generally
printed on newsprint. With enough care, a book
is expected to last four years.” Ideally, pupils
should be supplied with one book per subject
for use in the classroom and outside for home-

work and review. Table 1.9 shows that neither
primary nor secondary pupils in the country
have been provided with adequate textbooks.
The textbook situation worsened in the 1990s.
The degree of inadequacy was worst in math.
There are also virtually no textbooks in science
for the primary grades. The per pupil book ra-
tio, which averaged about 0.60 in the first halt
of the 1990s declined to 0.33 in 1999, or one
book for every three pupils. English had close
L0 a one-to-one ratio in the early years, but this
also drastically declined in the late 1990s.

Compared to elementary pupils, those in
high school were provided with even fewer
books and have always had to share their books.
In the first half of the 1990s. the ratio was lower
for science and math. As the budget was re-
duced, books supplied for all subjects decreased
so that by 1999, there was only 0.6 book per
high school pupil in all subjects, 0.11 in En-
glish, 0.11 in Filipino, 0.13 in Science, 0.15 in
Math, and 0.11 in Social Studies.

Itis inconceivable how literacy can be taught
effectively without the use of books, and yet text-
books appear to be treated as an afterthought in
basic education budgets. Virtually all the budget
increases for education have gone 1o compensa-
tion, with teachers’ salaries increasing quite sub-
stantially under the Aquino administration and
the salary standardization law under the Ramos
Administration. The adjustment in teacher sala-
ries was primarily a political decision in response
to the publicity about the poor plight of teach-
ers, not in consideration of what would be effi-
cient. There is no argument that teachers’ sala-
ries probably needed raising. What is at issue is
that this has come at the expense of other educa-
tion inputs which are probably more crucial at
this time [See Box 4].

The announced policy of having one book
per student per subject is arguably a good policy.
provided it is within the budget constraint of
DECS. An inexpensively printed book would cost
only P60. With an average life of four years, a
book would cost P15 per year, or P75 per pupil
(P15 x 6 books). Ata more modest book life of 3
years, the cost would be P120 per pupil. In 1998-
99, however, DECS spent only P20 per student.

QUALITY, ACCESS, AND RELEVANCE IN BASIC EDUCATION 21



New thinking ,on‘ I'iteracyf ’

Billions, havé been spem; worldwide for literacy (i.e., readi’ng, Writing; ing, and ccmputmg
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TABLE 1.9
Textbooks per Pupil in Elementary and Secondary Public Schools
(selected years)

1. Elementary

Year Total English Filipino Science Math Social

...... - Studies
1983 2.39 1 0.73 0.18 0.26 0.13
1988 348 086 1.07 0.04 0.61 0.88
1989 312 0983 089 0.85 0.65
1990 3.20 1.07 079 055 0.78
1991 259 074 083 0.51 0mn
1992 3.62 0.99 0.98 0.65 1.00
1994 3.72 0.88 0.97 0562 1.24
1995 2.96 0.69 0.83 043 1.01
1996 32 0.76 0.86 0.47 112
1997 3.44 0.94 0.75 0.69 1.06
1998 250 0.72 0.81 054 0.42
1999 138 0.42 0.25 033 0.38

2. Secondary

Year Total English Filipino Science Math Social

Studies

1983 326 0.61 0.77 0.45 058 083
1994 3.38 0.65 0.38 0.44 0.38 1.83
1995 252 0.43 0.28 0.31 029 115
1996 1.49 0.24 017 0.19 0.18 072
1997 1.2t 0.18 0.2t 0.19 0.20 042
1998 1.03 0.17 0.19 0.1 0.22 0.34
1999 0.60 0.11 0.1 013 0.15 0.1

Source: Instructional Materials Council, unpublished data

At P120 per pupil, it would require P1.848 bil-
lion to provide 15.4 million public school pupils
a textbook in all six subjects, or more modestly
P1.155 billion if a book is made to last 4 years.
These amounts are equivalent to only 2.0-2.5
percent of the DECS budget for 1999.
Exacerbating the problem of education
spending is the problem of corruption, which
cuts cruelly into the benefits transferred to pu-
pils and diminishes the redistributive effect of
spending on education. In the case of textbooks,
which have recently been in the public eye,
some 50-60 percent of the budget are thought

to be diverted as a result of bribes and
uncompetitive pricing (Philippine Duily In-
quirer, Chua’s special reports, March 1999).
Abetting corruption is the hierarchical struc-
ture of decision-making and lack of transpar-
ency in bidding. Private schools have been al-
lowed since 1995 to choose their own text-
books, which are freely marketed in the thriv-
ing book industry. By contrast, books supplied
to public schools are not marketed in regular
bookstores but are supplied by publishers cho-
sen by DECS officials in the regions. The great
discretion this represents is a virtual invitation
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to corruption. Ironically, despite the supposed
“care” and selectivity with which public-school
books are chosen, it is the general opinion that
these are inferior to most that are chosen by
the better-quality private schools in terms of
both academic content and presentation. Con-
sidering the well-known quality differences, a
more sensible policy in public-school text se-
lection would have been simply to adopt those
that private schools use, demanding volume-
discounts for public schools.

Content and context: relevance

Difficult as they are, the problems of the
scale and mix of inputs plaguing basic educa-
tion, are at least tractable. They are ultimately
questions of how and how much, and can be
solved by the appropriate policy decisions re-
garding the allocation of funds and control over
the means of their disbursement

Even more profound questions can be
raised, however, regarding what is or what ought
to be taught, that is, the direction and substance
of education and its relationship with the
community’s beliefs, practices, and values.

As already seen, much of present educa-
tion policy is (understandably) pre-occupied
with simply keeping pace with the size and scale
of enrollment, i.e., the need for so many school
buildings, teachers, classrooms, desks, and so
on. In this mind-set, even the quality issue be-
comes reduced to a question of quantity, ie.,
quality means building enough schoolhouses
so that there is a grade school in every barangay,
and a high school in every municipality, with
so many classrooms and so many teachers, and
so on. In other words, the problem of quality is
seen as one of spreading the butter thickly
enough on a piece of pan de sal. Wittingly or
not, it adopts the one-size-fits-all approach
(same butter, same pan de sal), reducing the
problem to one of delivering a standard prod-
uct to enough numbers of people. The ques-
tion, however, is whether the “standard prod-
uct” is desired by all.

Recent studies (Doronila [1996] and
Bernardo [1998] and Box 4) have persuasively

drawn a connection between functional literacy,
on the one hand, and the specific context of
social practice and community activity, on the
other. This means that people are motivated to
learn — and retain what they have learned —
only to the extent that what they learn is rel-
evant to what they do or want to do. Transmit-
ted knowledge will remain abstract, alien, and
passive to the extent that these fail to be rel-
evant to people’s needs and current activities
“Socio-economic background” and parents’
incomes and education are powerful explana-
tory variables of individual performance not
simply because they are associated with more
“inputs”, but also because these signity the mo-
tivation or “pull” elements for pupils to per-
form. In contrast to children of white-collar
workers, children in an upland subsistence
community will learn less, not only because
books at home are fewer, or nutrition is poorer.
but also because there is less practical motiva
tion to do so. What they learn in school s not
demonstrably applicable to the ebb and flow ol
their daily lives. Daily life in such a context
provides no reinforcement, makes no demands
for algebra or history, hence children and par-
ents fail to see that these matter. Weak motiva-
tion, rote memory, poor performance. and high
drop-out rates should be no surprise. In short,
education cannot succeed in a development
vacuum.

These findings have far-reaching implhca-
tions for education reform. They invert the pre-
sumed causation: functional literacy does not
“lead” to development. Rather, in a nontrivial
sense, development itself is a condition for
functional literacy to be relevant and regarded
as desirable. This also means that the “one-size-
fits-all” approach of the public school system
is partly to blame for students’ poor perfor-
mance. The system is too rigid, unresponsive,
and hierarchical to adapt itself to different lo-
cal circumstances. At the very least, there is a
need to distinguish the various communities
to which curriculum and language are being
addressed, e.g., traditional oral communities,
transitional subsistence communities, Muslim
Filipinos, and lowland Christians [Doronila
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BOX 5 TABLE 1: : ~
Ten Provinces with Lowest Functional Literacy and Combined Elementary and High School Enroliment
(1997, 1994, in percent)

Functional - N Combined

literacy. enroliment rate

(1984) (1987
Agusan de} Sur hik} Agusan del Sur 733
Apayao 704 South Cotabato 720
Kalinga 04 Davao Oriental 70:4
Davao del Sur £8.8 Lanac del Norte 69.6
Maguindanao 88.7 Basilan £9:4
Lango del Sur 59.3 Tawi-Tawi 67.5
‘Su[u 51.7 Bukidnon 67.3
Tawi-Tawi 52.7 Sarangani 63.8
Ifugao : 51.1 Maguindanao 51.7
Basilan 48.1 Sulu 435

g Memorandum:

Mes 83.8 Philippines 83.0

N:B. Lanao de! Sur’s basic enroliment rate is higher, 78.8.
Source: National Statistical Coordination Board

1

How can state education approach the issue of folk-Islamic education? It must begin by recognizing
the distinct culture and identity of the region rather than trying to homogenize it, just as folk:Christian
itraditioné that have developed are also studied and appreciated in, say, mainstream education. The
indo-Malay pre-Islamic and pre-colonial Christian heritage is the common cultural denominator of the
national community, The curricutar content of basic education must have this thrust in social science
and humanities components. The aim must be to allow common appreciation of the roots of the Filipino
heritage as the source of national pride, identity, and advocacy. This social science";‘thrust can be
augmented by the science and-technology component of the curriculum for modern development, but it
cannot be reptaced. )

The next important problem is the educational mechanisms and systems the state may use to
realize the folk-Isiamic thrust without negating the desired modern direction.

Muslim society possesses traditional systems or institutions that have become the channel of
fotk-Islamic learning for 20 percent of the population. Two systems of Islamic education in particular
are zealously employed by learned parents and trained gurus:

» - the pangadji which is learning to read the Qur'an correctly; properly, and reverently by a
child at home and usually heard audibly by passersby. {The time is dependent on the
learner who usually tries to finish the entire Qur'an for its special spiritual value) and

» the madrassah system which is the method for group learning of islamic tenets and
practices according to prescribed materials usually well-prepared by recognized sunni
specialists from abroad.

Besides these Islamic systems, there are regular annual festivities based on the Heijira calendar and
the numerous rituals where indigenous focal pre-islamic traditions are popularly observed with color, meaning,
and seriousness. They are integrated into the Islamic system through the use of Qur'anic passages or
surahs especially Surah | “Al Fatihah” which is the heart of tHe Qur’an. Thus, the entire Muslim community
is involved as a unit in the formal and nonformal learning process without any state certification.
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Such local systems can and should be studied and harnessed by state education if it is to become

refevant to Muslim aspirations, especially the search for identity. Before taking any concrete
however, the State must take a clear, definite and sincere stand of making Islamic education a bz
education in Muslim Mindanao with only a small measure of the secular curriculum incorporate

Once Islamic education is officially adopted, Muslims must in turn: accept the State education
package without reservation, otherwise the prospect of fajlure is predictable, The psychological and
political approach to education is as vital to success as curricular innovation. Achigving this goal is

contingent on the following:

b the realistic attainment of Muslim autonomy through the revival of indigenous institutions
as mechanisms for political, social, economic, and cultural decision-making;

» - the abandonment by Christian missions and institutions of their soteriotogical (salvation)
goals in Mindanao to remove Muslim suspicion that state education still pursues the
colonial alm of Christianization in Muslim Mindanao; and

¥ the establishment of a system of state subsidies for regular faculty developmént of Is-

famic 'schools with counterpart aid from worid Islamic sources, government or private.

Samuel K. Tan
Immediate-past Director.
National Historical Institute

{*)it should be remembered that the NEAT and NSAT are not universal but given to p‘rs-‘s‘eiectyed schools. Hence they may.notbe -

representative. Apart from real improvements in

intervention in the schools pre-chosen to take the achievement tests, includi igwing for th

unpalatable prospect of tainted examinations.

h #

i schiools, other fac must be remedial

minations; and the more

1995]. The curriculum delivered to lowland
Christian communities with urban orientation
cannot be identical in all respects with that
which will be relevant and acceptable in pre-
dominantly Muslim areas.

With respect to the curriculum proper,
there is general assent (e.g., ADB-WB [1999])
that the current standard curriculum, especially
for Grades 1-3 is overloaded, with as much as
seven subjects taken in a day. This is bound to
lead to a lack of focus and — given the mar-
ginal relevance to most communities of the top-
ics taken up — is bound to contribute to the
practice of rote memorization. It is particularly
urgent that distinct modules of instruction be
developed for the large traditional Muslim com-

munities and for communities of tribal Filipi-
nos, where the current approach can be said 1o
have failed demonstrably [See Box 5]. These
communities have been left out of the educa-
tion system precisely because they cannot be
shoe-horned into the iron boot that the system
delivers. Nor is the idea of culturally differen-
tiated curricula an entirely new idea: as early
as 1991, the Congressional committee on edu-
cation (EDCOM) had already proposed that the
entire formal basic education curriculum be
constructed on the basis of functional literacy
{Box 6], and that the content of the formal cur-
riculum should have a mix of a national “core”
curriculum and a regional and local curricu-
lum to accommodate cultural differences as
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well as specific needs, problems and aspirations
{EDCOM 1991, Annex 2, Book 1, Vol. 1]. Up to
now, however, this has recommendation has not
been acted on in earnest.

Language is a second major area where
these observations have a bearing. The ques-
tion of language continues to be plagued by
confusion and indecision. It was a major change
in the elementary school curriculum to replace
English by Filipino and later by the major lo-
cal language as medium of instruction. As a
result, three languages are taught at the elemen-
tary level in the non-Tagalog-speaking areas:
English, Filipino as national language, and the
local language. This obviously crowds out other
core courses. [t also presupposes the produc-
tion of textbooks in the local language.

English is introduced as a foreign language
in Grade 4. Secondary and higher levels still
use English as the main medium of instruction,
although teachers are encouraged to use the
major languages on a voluntary basis. The de-
teriorating quality of English instruction has
led to the popularization of “Tag-lish”, not just
in personal communication, but also in the
classroom, a trend now encouraged even in the
mass media. The NSAT performance in English
is sometimes lower than in math and science.
English is also the subject with the worst scores
in the teachers’ licensure examination.

At one level, an important reason that the
language issue has been left unsettled is sim-
ply the governments failure to allocate funds
for the production of textbooks and other learn-
ing materials in Filipino and other Philippine
languages. Books used in college and graduate
studies are largely imported, since few good
local textbooks have been produced.

But the more fundamental dilemma that
confronts educators in the language issue, how-
ever, has to do with the tension between the
need to indigenize knowledge to make it ac-
cessible and relevant and the need to raise
knowledge levels to those required by global
challenges. Study after study has confirmed that
learning among the young is facilitated by
learning in their own language — a complicated
enough matter in a country where there is not

just a single “native” language but more than
70. On the other hand, there is the felt impera-
tive on the part of educators to rise to the chal-
lenge of mastering English as the emergent
world language (e.g., as seen in its use as the
internet lingua franca and the equivalent of
Latin in scholarly work).

Caught in this dilemma, the education sys-
tem has opted to adopt a non-policy. A conces-
sion is apparently made to indigenization by
adopting the policy of teaching the lower grades
in the local languages and in Filipino; but this
is unsupported by appropriate training of teach-
ers in the local languages and by quality teach-
ing materials. The predictable result, as argued
cogently by Secretary Gonzalez, has been me-
diocrity and the phenomenon of semi-
lingualism [see Chapter 2]. The result falls short
of the needs of people who are willing and able
to absorb more of the science- and technology-
oriented global culture; at the same time, the
result flies over the heads of communities for
whom the concerns and biases of global cul-
ture are irrelevant or even threatening.

The mistaken assumption on which the de-
bate thus far has been founded is that people in
different social contexts demand or require
indigenizing and globalizing influences to the
same degree. They do not. It is obvious that the
priority given by pupils and their families to
learning English — not to mention formal school-
ing — will differ according to whether they are
in an urban and media-dense environment, or in
an isolated, traditional agricultural or fishing
community. The same imperatives simply do not
apply, and therefore it is foolhardy for the educa-
tion system to design a single solution and ex-
pect it to work effectively in all contexts.

What should be possible instead is to offer
various models of basic education that are sen-
sitive to local culture and local needs. Larger
or smaller communities should then be allowed
a certain measure of choice over the methods
and content of education, including choice over
language of instruction. Apart from Filipino,
which is predominantly Tagalog-based, cer-
tainly Cebuano and other major Philippine lan-
guages could also sustain teaching in geogra-
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by functional literacy areas and contextual level

Sample Grade 1 curriculum content

BOX 6
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phy, history, and civics, not to mention litera-
ture; and they would present no greater diffi-
culties than Filipino in the teaching of science
and mathematics. Barring any cultural biases
and legal obstacles, therefore, it should be no
great experiment but rather an almost certain
improvement to reduce the language load in
the elementary grades to only one major Phil-
ippine language (the closest to the pupil’s local
language) and the world language, English.

It is obvious, however, that the education
system as presently constituted is not geared
to these changes. The most important upshot
of these observations, therefore, has to do with
the entire structure and goals of DECS itself as
an organization. The nability of the country’s
education system 1o adjust to local needs and
circumstances and its failure to impart greater
relevance is at least partly traceable to an al-
most century-old but still tenacious legacy of a
department established by foreign occupiers
primarily asa too] for assimilation and cultural
homogenization. The education bureau or de-
partment has always been built as a bulwark or
bastion of knowledge, an image that justifies
its hierarchical and inflexible organization and
rationalized its exemption from devolution.
Even today the perceived relationship between
the education system and local culture and
practices operate on dichotomies (modern, sci-
entific, and global — versus traditional, super-
stitious or religious, and indigenous) that leave
lictle doubt about the only direction knowledge
can flow — downwards from the bastion to the
huddled and benighted masses. Little room is
left under these circumstances for the possibil-
ity that universal principles can actually be
evinced {rom community practices and from
efforts of civil society and local governments.
What is ironic, of course, is that the image of a
knowledge-bastion cannot even be maintained,
given the inferior and deteriorating standards
and abilities of teachers and officials alike.

An alternative paradigm would perceive
the value from a pedagogical viewpoint of de-
livering education in coordination with devel-
opment efforts that motivate the community
— both pupils and their parents — to become

functionally literate. By contrast, the prevail-
ing knowledge-bastion paradigm regards edu-
cation-delivery as a stand-alone affair. It ignores
the observation that basic education is most
effectively delivered not in isolation but in con-
junction with development efforts, e.g.. liveli-
hood, health, ete. For the same reason. there is
no imperative to cooperate with other depart-
ments, agencies, non-government and people’s

organizations in the delivery of education

A way forward

The important policy changes that have
been adopted in the post-Marcos vears have
focused primarily on two things: expanding the
scope of basic education provision and enhanc-
ing the rights and pay of teachers. Under the
first one finds constitutional provisions on uni-
versal basic education, nationalization of
barangay high schools in 1988; the nation-wide
application of GASTPE; lowering the school en-
try age. The second encompasses Magna Carta
for Teachers and grant of large salary increases
to public school teachers. Ironically, however,
although these changes entail larger budgetary
requirements for ever new rights and entitle-
ments, they are not geared towards achieving
quality, so that the entitlements promised are
themselves devalued in the process.

Its sheer scale means that the basic educa-
tion system can no longer rely on resources ex-
clusively provided, utilized, and supervised by
central government. Education is already the
largest component of the national budget. To
seek quality improvements simply by spend-
ing proportionately more on the same priori-
ties will quickly push the enure economy
against budgetary ceilings. Furthermore, it has
already been seen that the highly centralized
and insulated structure of the education sys-
tem has proven unresponsive to local needs and
prone to corruption.

Improving the quality at all levels in the
coming years requires nothing less than a com-
plete overhaul of the government view of and
intervention in education financing and in-
structional technology.
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Achieving internal budget efficiency. Priority
must be given to achieving internal efficiency.
This means identifying and adopting the most
effective instructional technology and
allocating available government resources
specifically to implement it. This means first
of all that the proportions on which the
education budget is spent must be reexamined
The current situation cannot be efficient, where
almost 90 percent of the education budget is
spenton salaries and benefits alone and only 1-
2 percent on textbooks and virtually nothing on
libraries and laboratories

Future moves to improve teachers’ salaries
relative to the rest of the government
hureaucracy will be counterproductive in two
ways — first, it will crowd out learning
materials and capital outlays; second, the large
increments in public school salaries will hurt
many private schools (who generally serve
quality better than public schools), since they
will have to raise teachers’ salaries to compete
against the public schools in the market for
teachers. It is not obvious, however, that raising
the salaries of the permanently employed but
inadequately-trained teachers will improve the
quality of instruction in public schools,
especially if other education inputs are crowded
out. In addition such measures also increase
the private school requirements for GASTPE and
turther crowd out the other inputs for the public
schools, since some 60 percent of GASTPE goes
to teacher salaries

The authorities must instead seriously con-
sider ways ot increasing the share of the bud-
get devoted to the maintenance and improve-
ment of school facilities such as science and
computer laboratories (not to mention plumb-
ing), and the provision of books and school
supplies to children. This is nota proposal to
cut existing salaries, of course, but to devote
future increments in resources to operating
expenses and capital outlays. Incremental re-
sources may come either from the national gov-
ernment or, as suggested below, from local gov-
ernments and parents’ contributions.

Among the most significant but neglected
alternatives to teacher-classroom techniques is

agreater resort to information technology (1T),
which, properly applied. could be a more ef-
fective response to the annual tide of enroll-
ment than simply increasing teachers and build-
ings proportionately. The insignificant use of
IT until now is almost anomalous, considering
the numerous TV and radio stations and other
IT infrastructure already in place, and can be
partly explained by the insularity of the educa-
tion system already noted, which now runs the
risk of parochiality. Singapore and Hong Kong
are models of the extensive use of IT but are by
no means the only ones. Many successful ex-
periences with the IT for basic education and
teacher training have been documented, to-
gether with the strong impact of textbooks and
library on achievement {Verspoor and
Lockheed 1991])

Delivery systems based on appropriate and
available IT need to be seriously studied, to take
advantage of the large scale economies and
nation-wide outreach which IT affords and tra-
ditional methods do not. Nor do new methods
need to replace teachers completely; they may
instead supplement classroom teaching and
enhance teacher training itself. They may also
be adapted to the different types of communi-
cations infrastructure extant in various locali-
ties (e.g., radio or TV broadcasts, audio and vid-
eotapes, or materials over the Internet). While
there have been experiments and pilot projects
on 1T education in the Philippines (e.g., Philip-
pine Women’s University, Meralco Foundation,
UP Open University, and others), these tend to
be diffused; no single national program exists
that is geared to a nationwide objective. This
type ot IT-supported education must be devel-
oped that is geared solely to quality improve-
ment (Box 7)

The lowering of the entry-age from seven
to six at the elementary level and the proposal
to increase high school duration from four to
five years, if implemented under the existing
conditions of the public school system, will be
counterproductive. Again these measures will
definitely increase enrollment, which must be
provided with the minimum inputs of teachers
and classrooms, but they will also likely dilute
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BOX 7
Information technology

Considering the mammoth size of the educational system, the applications of modern information
technoiogy {IT) may offer the only feasible medium for delivering high-quality instruction to the miltions
of pupils in so many.schopls and places. It may also prove to be the only medium for upgrading the
teachers. Simple audio-visual (AV) learning packages for television delivery can reach all the schools
with as little as two years’ preparations. The methodology for developing IT courses is well known, An
IT fearning package generally include both materials for IT delivery and written text and exercises
supplied to the learner. The best minds in the country can be mobilized tc write and tape the packages.
The packaging of the learning materials will be organized and edited by pedagogy experts and IT techni-
cal specialists. The packages have to be piloted and revised until perfected. Once it is satisfactorily
finished it can be delivered to any number of places.

The start of an iT-based technology for basic education must begin with the production of modules
for core courses such as English, mathematics, and science for each year in the elementary, high
school, and college levels. The program may then proceed to other courses like economics, history,
geography.

Packages from the US and UK may be reviewed for direct adoption or adaptation, especially if
translation into the local language is required. The initiation of IT programs will also force the production
of good written learning materials since IT packages necessarily consist of both audio-visual instruction
and written material supplements.

Teacher training IT packages. also need to be produced. The many training programs that are
offered each year by ESEP and some private schools like the Ateneo de Manila have very limited
outreach. The teacher-training packages will have to supplement the learning packages for students to
enable the teachers to monitor and assist the students. Needless to say, higher education can benefit
from IT. The first two years of first degree programs are devoted to geéneral education which contains
mostly ¢ore courses such as English, mathematics, science, social science, and history. Developing IT
packages for these courses would be efficient considering the large college enroliment. »

quality and worsen internal inefficiency. The
additional budget could be used more effi-
ciently by improving the quality of instruction
within the existing 6-4 sequence instead of
lengthening the duration along the existing in-
structional technology.

Accountability, responsiveness, and community
involvement. Budgets and technology aside, the
major change required is to break down the
insularity and hierarchy of the central educa-
tion system and to make it more accountable
to parents, communities, and local govern-
ments, in that order. This is an essential step if
other reforms are to succeed. For example, part

of the problem of education budgets might be-
come more tractable if communities and local
governments saw fit to share in some of the
costs. This will likely occur, however, only if
local communities perceive that they partici-
pate in some of the decisions regarding the use
of such resources. As another example, the
scope for corruption in the department could
be reduced if administrative discretion were
replaced by a transparent process of awards and
procurement, which means giving the clientele
responsibility for review. The operating prin-
ciple should be to place accountability closest
to the direct beneficiaries of officials’ actions.
The basis for local participation is already
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provided by the Local Government Code,
which makes local governments responsible for
school building and repairs under the Special
Education Fund, which is administered by the
local school board. This of course lessens the
national government education burden and
strengthens local governments’ interest in the
education of their constituency. From an effi-
ciency viewpoint, moreover, it has been sug-
gested (Chapter 3) that local government units
are able to construct school buildings at lower
cost than the national government. Unfortu-
nately, however, the law has not been effectively
enforced since DECS has reported serious class-
room shortages. Moreover, local government
contributions to education have gone largely to
personal services, particularly those for super-
visors (Chapter 3). This merely reinforces the
tendency of the central offices to spend on per-
sonal services instead of learning materials and
classrooms.

Part of the reason this occurs is the com-
position of the local school boards. The Local
Government Code (Sec. 99) fixes the compo-
sition of these boards among the local chief
executive (e.g., governor, mayor, or barangay
chair) and the education department executive
— as co-chairs — and the chair of the educa-
tion committee of the sanggunian, the local gov-
ernment treasurer, the chair of the sangguniang
kabataan, the president of the federation of par-
ents associations, and the representative of the
teachers’ organizations as members. Unfortu-
nately, such a composition is too heavily
skewed in favor of elected politicians, ex-offi-
cio bureaucrats, and vested interests to become
a real watchdog for reform and a true motive
force for academic change. What is needed is a
return to the original concept of a civil society-
dominated provincial board of education as
recommended by the EDCOM in 1991, which
draws its members from the provincial coun-
cil, the parent-teacher associations, socio-civic
organizations, and professional and alumni as-
sociations. A better representation among the
principal clientele of schools, namely, pupils
through parents and the wider community, is
likely to result in less waste and corruption and

a better allocation of resources among the
community’s true priorities. These reconsti-
tuted local school boards would be mainly re-
sponsible for maintenance of assets and equip-
ment, as well as the acquisition of new school
sites and buildings, procurement of books, sup-
plies, and equipment.

Community involvement should be re-
flected and indeed is more effective at the level
of individual public schools. Principals, of
course, should be accountable for performance
at the school level. But parents, teachers, ad-
ministrators, and alumni, with the support of
local governments, can undertake common
projects that can lead the way to improved per-
formance in school. These can take more di-
rect and traditional forms such as raising out-
side funds to improve school facilities and sup-
plies, or the organization of a corps of educa-
tion volunteers recruited from the local com-
munity or academe to assist in promoting qual-
ity basic education and ensure its relevance to
the overall development of the community Nor
should such projects always deal exclusively
with the formal aspects of learning. It is impor-
tant for DECS not to conceive its mission nar-
rowly as pertaining only to children in the for-
mal school environment, but also to compre-
hend the entire socio-economic context that is
an important influence on pupils’ performance.
Documented experience with early childhood
education projects in Valencia (Negros Orien-
tal), Dauis (Bohol), and Lopez-Jaena (Misamis
Occidental) [Doronila 1999] suggests, for ex-
ample, that communities participate more
readily in literacy and numeracy programs and
find more value in formal education when they
see its relevance in their daily lives.

Itis not the point of this recommendation,
of course, to change the mandate of DECS from
one of providing formal education to one of
community organizing. The local government
and other social agents and organizations are
probably better at doing that. What it does
stress, however, is that the formal education
system should recognize how an atmosphere
of vigorous local development can stimulate the
desire to learn. Hence it must be prepared to
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cooperate with other agencies and organizations
to bring this about.

Costs can be shared, of course, not only
between national and local governments, but
also between schools and parents. Basic educa-
tion, like all other education, after all produces
benefits to the recipients. What typically pre-
vents the mobilization of parents’ efforts and
their contributions is first, the traditional phi-
losophy of treating basic education as an en-
titlement to be provided {ree. Deeper than this,
however, is the perception that formal educa-
tion fails to deliver a product that is relevant to
their daily lives. It is fairly certain that, as and
when they can. parents who perceive a value in
education will be willing to shoulder more of
the costs of that education, either individually
or as a community.

Nonetheless, some parents do pay substan-
tial out-of-pocket costs for public elementary
schooling in the form of uniforms, transporta-
tion, and learning materials (Chapter 3). As
much as P3,325 is spent on school fees, learn-
ing materials, transport, uniforms, and other
items. Together with cost of board and lodging
the cost reaches P6.903. Transport takes up an
average of P1,209. while P105 or.1.6 percent is
spent on textbooks

In the matter of textbooks, however, some
parents would even now probably be willing to
spend somewhat more if the choice to buy
books were readily available to them. But itis
not. Textbooks in public elementary schoolsare
exclusively supplied by the schools and directly
by the teacher. The said books are not marketed
in bookstores. (The liberalization of textbook
production and distribution is limited to pri-
vate schools.) This limitation is a recipe for cor-
ruption and could allow some personnel to have
a monopoly in the development, production,
and distribution of public school textbooks
Since DECS books are not marketed, there is no
competition in production and pricing Allow-
ing parents to buy their children’s texthooks
would not only relax the department’s budget
constraint but would also foster competition in
the textbook industry. The DECS role would then
be restricted to helping develop good textbooks

and approving those of good quality and adapted
to local conditions. Ata later stage, local school
boards may then choose from a list of approved
textbooks those that suit them in terms of price
and content.

Greater interaction between local
authorities and DECS should also constitute the
approach to more technical academic reforms,
such as those in the curriculum and in the
policy on language of instruction. The current
curriculum, especially for the earliest grades,
is in need of review from two aspects, as already
suggested above. The four Asian economies —
Singapore, Korea, Japan, and Hong Kong —
that topped the international mathematics and
science test given to 13 year-olds deserve
emulation. Japan’s curriculum in particular has
been cited for its focus on core courses and the
careful structuring of its textbooks.

As for the language of instruction, the start
of the new century should signal the end to the
indecision regarding this problem. There is a
need to take advantage of the ease of using lo-
cal languages as a means of introducing stu-
dents to new concepts; reduce the confusion
among pupils as between competing demands
of their local language, Filipino, and English;
and refocus energies on learning English as the
global lingua franca. The concrete proposal
made here is to develop options to use any one
of the major Philippine languages (not only Fili-
pino), or English, (or both), as languages of
instruction for all of elementary education.
Needless to say, these options should be fully
supported by the required textbooks and read-
ing materials. In the end, pupils need to learn
content, which all studies suggest is best done
in their local languages, and they need to be
linked to the outside world through English
The choice of language must then be made with
the active participation of local governments
and the communities they represent

Beyond determining the content of the core
subjects and language of instruction, however,
a great deal of work must be done in conjunc-
tion with local authorities and communities to
design curricula that are regionally and cultur-
ally specific, moving away from the iron-boot,
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one-size-fits-all approach. This is especially
important for regions and groups of the coun-
try, such as Muslim areas of Mindanao, that have
been marginalized by the formal education sys-
tem. The education plans and curricula of a
province, city, or municipality may include ad-
ditional curriculum content and require addi-
tional competencies and skills of pupils within
its jurisdiction.

In the end. therefore, the most radical and
effective reform that can be proposed 1o break
[hC impasse Of bQSlC CdUCH[lOn 15 1O empower
communities and their representatives so that
they can claim for themselves the amount and
the type of education that they want, instead of
these being prescribed from above

NOTES

1 The growth in the public share of sccondary
enrollment, however, cannot be interpreted
as an indicator of quality improvement but
an outcome of the relatively recent provision
for free high school education

2 The figure of $139 per capita expenditure
quoted in the international comparisons is
not far from the budget figure here when
adjusted for the purchasing power parity of
about 2.5, i.e. ($139 x P26/51 exchange rate/
2.5PPP = at P26/$1 exchange rate is P1 444

3 Performance in the IMST3 is measured by
averaged grade. Cost per pupil at the primary
level is estimated as the product of per capita
income in US$ GDP in purchasing power
parity and the ratio of current expenditure
per pupil in primary education to GDP per
capita. The regression of log of performance
to log of per capita cost gives a significant
coefficient of 0.022 with 2 ot 0.16 tor Math-
ematics and regression coefficient of 0.059
and 2 of 0.19 for Science.

4 P10 constant x GDP deflator of 2. 56/average
price of P50 = 1/2 book at the price of text-
books of about P50 in 1996.

Teachers are responsible for the care of the
scarce textbooks and there are anecdotal wis-

vl

dom that some teachers store the books in-
tended for their classes to minimize wear and
loss.
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