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The Arroyo years: towards a lost decade for education?

Pronouncements made by Pres. Gloria Arroyo in 2007 indicated that she is now in “legacy mode,” vowing to dedicate her last three years in power to securing her place in history. Indeed, as one of the longest-serving presidents of the Republic, her administration will surely stamp its imprint on society for years to come.

After six years in office, what is the Arroyo administration’s track record in education? How well has it delivered on its constitutionally-mandated duty to provide free quality basic education to Filipinos? What will be Arroyo’s legacy in education?

Declining public spending on education

One of the defining characteristics of the Arroyo administration’s performance in the education sector has been the reduction of real public spending on education. Malacanang’s economic managers have strictly enforced the regime of “limited or zero growth” in government spending on education recommended by the World Bank and ADB in the wake of the 1997 Asian financial crisis as a means of taming the budget deficit and ensuring continued debt payments. According to the Congressional Budget and Planning Office, “the average annual growth rate of the DepEd’s budget in real terms from 2001-2006 has been negative 3.5%.” Furthermore, it points out that “in terms of share of the national budget, [the 2007] DepEd budget represents one of the lowest at 11.96% since 1995.” As we shall see, the Arroyo administration’s underspending has had a dire impact on the delivery of basic education. 

Failure to expand access to basic education

How successful has the Arroyo government been in ensuring universal coverage of elementary education and expanding access to secondary education?

Sadly, the Arroyo years are characterized by declining enrolments, reduced completion rates, and dramatic increases in the number of dropouts and out-of-school children. In other words, more children are not going to school, dropping out of school, or not completing their schooling.

Since 2003, there has been a marked decline in basic education enrolment. A review of enrolment data over two decades shows that this is a new and unprecedented development. From 1995 to 2002, basic education enrolment grew at a rate of 1.98 percent. This meant that growth in enrolment lagged slightly behind the population growth rate of 2.3 percent. But from 2003 to 2006, basic education enrolment slowed to an average of 0.97 percent, opening up the gap between the school-age population and enrolment.
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Corollary to the lower enrolments is the dramatic rise in the number of dropouts and out-of-school children. In 2001, there were approximately 1.87 million out-of-school children between the ages of 6 and 15. In 2005, this grew to 3.1 million. In other words, within a span of four years, the ranks of out-of-school youth increased by 1.23 million or 65.8 percent. In 2003, 66 out of every 100 Grade 1 students would go on to complete Grade 6. In 2006, this fell to 56 out of 100. In 2001, 70 out of every 100 first year high school students would go on to complete the fourth year. In 2006, this dropped to 54 out of every 100. These figures point to a fundamental failure of the Arroyo government to ensure that school-age children, specifically those of the poor who make up the overwhelming majority of dropouts and out-of-school children, are accommodated and retained in the public school system
The Philippine government participated in the World Education for All Forum in Dakar in the year 2000, committing to the achievement of EFA goals, including the universal provision of quality basic education by 2015. To achieve these goals, the government has drafted a Philippine Education for All (EFA) Plan 2015 which, in turn, is incorporated in the Medium Term Philippine Development Plan 2004-2010. 

The following table, consisting of universally-recognized performance indicators that measure the educational system’s capacity to put children through school, shows the extent of the Arroyo government’s failure to deliver on its EFA commitments..

	
	2000-2001
	2001-2002
	2002-2003
	2003-2004
	2004-2005
	2005-2006

	Participation Rate

     Elementary (6-11 yrs old)

     Secondary (12-15 yrs old)
	
	90.10

57.55
	90.42

59.19
	88.74

60.15
	87.08

59.97
	
84.41

58.20

	Gross Enrolment Rate

     Elementary (6-11 yrs old)

     Secondary (12-15 yrs old)
	113.57


	109.85

81.39
	108.45

83.79
	106.13

84.82
	104.21

83.94
	101.09

80.80

	Cohort Survival Rate

     Elementary

     Secondary
	63.45

71.68
	69.05

71.49
	69.97

66.00
	60.67

68.46
	60.89

69.89
	58.36

59.10

	Completion Rate

     Elementary

     Secondary
	70.62
	69.97
	66.95

59.90
	59.32

63.14
	59.07

64.77
	56.76

54.14

	Dropout Rate

     Elementary

     Secondary
	7.67

8.50
	6.51

8.53
	7.30

13.03
	9.93

11.96
	9.82

11.30
	10.57

15.81

	Source: Department of Education, Fact Sheet: Basic Education Statistics, Feb. 20, 2007


Low achievement levels

The Arroyo administration has failed to significantly improve the quality of education in the country’s public schools. 

Achievement rates of elementary and secondary students in the National Achievement Tests remain far below the 75% passing rate set by the Deped.

	Elementary
	2000-2001
	2001-2002
	2002-2003
	2003-2004
	2004-2005
	2005-2006

	
	
	
	Grade 4
	Grade 4
	Grade 6
	Grade 6

	Achievement Rate (Mean Percentage Score)
	51.73
	
	
	
	58.73
	54.66

	Mathematics
	49.75
	--
	44.84
	59.45
	59.10
	53.66

	Science
	49.75
	--
	43.98
	52.59
	54.12
	46.77

	English
	47.70
	--
	41.80
	49.92
	59.15
	54.05

	Hekasi
	53.93
	--
	
	
	59.55
	58.12

	Filipino
	57.49
	--
	
	
	61.75
	60.68

	Source: Department of Education, Fact Sheet: Basic Education Statistics, Feb. 20, 2007


	Secondary
	2000-2001
	2001-2002
	2002-2003
	2003-2004
	2004-2005
	2005-2006

	
	
	
	1st Year
	4th year
	4th year
	4th year

	Achievement Rate (Mean Percentage Score)
	53.39
	--
	--
	44.36
	46.80
	44.33

	Mathematics
	51.83
	--
	32.09
	46.20
	50.70
	47.82

	Science
	45.68
	--
	34.65
	36.80
	39.49
	37.98

	English
	51.00
	--
	41.48
	50.08
	51.33
	47.73

	Filipino
	66.14
	--
	
	
	42.48
	40.51

	Araling Panlipunan
	57.19
	--
	
	
	50.01
	47.62

	Source: Department of Education, Fact Sheet: Basic Education Statistics, Feb. 20, 2007


In the 2003 Trends in International Math and Science Survey, the Philippines ranked 41st (in a field of 45) in Science and 42nd in Mathematics.

Unprecedented shortages

The regime of declining real spending on education imposed by Malacanang’s economic managers together with the annual increase in enrolment (even though, as noted earlier, this has slowed significantly in the last four years) resulted in the ballooning of resource gaps to unprecedented levels.

	Shortages
	2001-2002
	2002-2003
	2003-2004
	2004-2005
	2005-2006

	Classrooms
	8,443
	12,470
	44,716
	51,947
	57,930

	Seats
	2,108,173
	1,886,499
	4.87M
	4.56M
	3.48M

	Textbook
	---
	---
	24.22M
	34.7M
	

	Teacher
	37,932
	35,818
	46,356
	38,535
	49,699

	Source: DepEd Briefing Materials, 2002-2005 Budget Hearings


These acute shortages thus define the learning environment in the country’s public schools under Pres. Arroyo’s watch. 

The large shortages in teachers and classrooms has resulted in a dramatic increase in the average class size in public schools, as reflected in the DepEd’s changing policies regarding the official “maximum” class size.  Under Sec. Roco (2001), the maximum number of students per class was set at 54. De Jesus raised this to 60, Abad raised it to 65, while Lapus lowered it back to 60. Actual class sizes, particularly in highly urbanized areas, often exceed 60 students per class. Needless to say, larger class sizes in basic education result in the further deterioration of the quality of education provided by public schools.

Colonial orientation

Historically, the educational system has been oriented towards providing for the labor force requirements of the country's export-oriented, import-dependent economy. Under the Arroyo administration, this colonial orientation has been deepened with the introduction of the Basic Education Curriculum in 2002, which placed emphasis on English, Math, and Science as the "core subjects" necessary for producing a globally-competitive work force; the issuance of Executive Order 210, which mandates English as the primary medium of instruction; and the renewed emphasis on vocational-technical education  in response to the government's aggressive implementation of the labor-export policy.

Worsening pay and working conditions of teachers 

The status of public school teachers has been seriously eroded in the six years that Pres. Arroyo has been in power. They have been impoverished by a six-year moratorium on salary increases even as the cost of living rose continuously in the same period. Currently, teachers in the National Capital Region must contend with a “living salary gap” of Php 6,433 monthly (based on the entry-level salary of Php 10,933 and a living salary of Php 17,366 as determined by the National Wages and Productivity Commission).

Public school teachers are also deprived of many benefits to which they are legally entitled, such as the step increment and the payment of their back Cost of Living Allowance. They are also victimized by unfair and unjust policies of the Government Service Insurance System.

Government’s underspending on education has resulted in teachers being burdened with heavier work loads and longer working hours. Limited funds for teacher training means that the vast majority of teachers are not provided with adequate opportunities and support for professional growth.

Lost Decade for Education
Basic education has suffered major setbacks in the nearly 7 years that the Arroyo administration has been in office. Compared to previous administrations, it has not only failed to expand access to basic education but has failed to keep more children in school. It has failed to significantly improve the quality of education. It has failed to improve the status of teachers, the single most important factor in improving education quality. 

Its decision to continue to impose a "zero growth" budget policy for education has had a devastating effect on the delivery of basic education. While there are signs that the Arroyo government has now turned away from this disastrous policy (Pres. Arroyo will reportedly announce a Php 29 billion increase in the Deped budget for 2008), much damage has already been done.

The following table, showing the Arroyo administration's quantitative targets for basic education, as spelled out in the Medium-Term Philippine Development Plan 2004-2010, together with the actual figures as of 2005, reveals the extent of the damage taken by our public schools in the Arroyo years: 

	Indicator
	Baseline 2002
	Indicative Target
	Actual

2005

	
	
	2005
	2010
	

	Net Enrolment Ratio

     Elementary (6-11 yrs old)

     Secondary (12-15 yrs old)
	90.05

58.03
	91.02

67.48
	93.01

83.73
	84.41

58.20

	Cohort Survival Ratio

     Elementary (Grade 6)

     Secondary (Year 4)
	69.84

65.83
	73

67.96
	78

71.51
	58.36

59.10

	Drop Out Rate

     Elementary

     Secondary
	7.34

13.10
	5.52

11.24
	4.32

8.14
	10.57

15.81


Almost all the performance indicators for 2005 are lower than the MTPDP's 2002 baseline figures. It's reasonable to assume that the 2010 targets are already beyond reach. At best, Pres. Arroyo's last three years will be an exercise in damage control and recovery--hopefully the basic education system can return to its year 2000 (i.e., pre-Arroyo) performance levels. 

The Arroyo years, 2001-2010, could very well turn out to be a lost decade for education.

Our call
We repudiate the Arroyo administration’s  “zero growth” education budget policy. We call on our fellow teachers, students, parents, and members of the community to demand that our government fulfill its Education For All commitment to raise public spending on education to 6% of GDP. 
Presently, the Arroyo administration is spending a mere 2.42% of GDP on education—down from 2.99% in 2003. A dramatic increase in public spending for education over the next three years is necessary to provide the material conditions for dramatically improving the situation in education. Specifically, we call for the following:
· Immediately resolve the existing shortages (operations, personnel, facilities, logistics, textbooks, supplies, etc.);
· Provide free, universal preschool education;

· Subsidize daily schooling expenditures of the present student population, especially from the urban and rural poor (food, uniforms, school supplies, transportation, miscellaneous);
· Provide what is basically necessary to accommodate the formal and regular schooling of the recent student drop-outs and out-of-school youth;
· Raise the status of teachers by providing higher salaries and benefits and ensuring professional growth. #

