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We need to invest more in learners, 
learners, learners! 

In September 2015, countries across the world 
committed to the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), which include SDG 4 to “ensure inclusive and 
equitable quality education and promote lifelong 
learning opportunities for all” and 16 other global 
goals (UN 2015a). The global commitment for SDG4 is 
consistent with the policy declarations in the Philippine 
Constitution that (1) primary education is mandatory 
(Article XIV, Section 2.2), (2) quality education should 
be protected and promoted (Article XIV, Section 1), and 
(3) the State must establish and maintain free public 
education at the primary and secondary levels  
(Article XIV, Section 2). 

The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), the 
predecessor of the SDGs, targeted to attain universal 
primary education (UPE). Thus, during the MDG period 
from 2000 to 2015, most developing countries focused 
on achieving UPE or at least improving participation 
in primary education (ADB 2015; UN 2015b). In the 
Philippines, the Department of Education (DepED) has 
been implementing the Balik-Aral program to encourage 
those who have dropped out to enroll and complete 
basic education. Policies to encourage access, such as 
the Kindergarten Education Act (Republic Act [RA] 10157) 
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and the Enhanced Basic Education Act (RA 10533), were 
also introduced in the early 2010s. In addition, support 
programs, such as the Pantawid Pamilyang Pilipino 
Program, have incentivized the poor to send their 
children to school. These DepED policies and programs, 
coupled with improved budgets, undoubtedly reduced 
the out-of-school children in the country (David et al. 2018) 
and increased the size of the school system. As a result, 
by 2019, the Philippines has attained nearly UPE, 
reduced dropouts, and increased completion in primary 
education (PROMAN 2021). 

The goals and targets on education under the SDGs have 
leveled up from bringing all kids to primary school to 
ensuring the quality of everyone’s learning. Changes in 
the socioeconomic landscape have also necessitated 
a focus on SDG 4 (quality learning)—an education 
system’s success lies in its ability to equip its learners 
with the skills and competencies needed to navigate a 
world filled with volatility, uncertainty, complexity,  
and ambiguity.

This Policy Note looks into how the Philippines has 
fared in education spending, considering that more 
investment is needed to ensure learning quality. It also 
examines the implications of how and where the budget 

for education is spent, especially for basic education. 
Finally, the paper presents some key policy suggestions 
moving forward.  

Spending on the education sector
The Philippine Constitution mandates the State to 
assign the highest budgetary priority to education. In 
2021, the budget for the education sector amounted 
to PHP 751.7 billion (corresponding to 16.7 percent 
of the total government budget), with the DepED 
getting PHP 605.74 billion. However, while the 2021 
DepED budget increased by 7.4 percent from 2020, this 
increment is a pittance compared to the growth in other 
departments’ budgets. For example, among the top ten 
departments that received the highest budgets for 2021, 
the Department of Public Works and Highways (DPWH)
saw a 52.9-percent increase in its allocation compared 
to 2020 levels, while that of the Department of National 
Defense increased by 16.4 percent, the Department of 
Transportation and Communications by 70.5 percent,  
and the Department of Labor and Employment by  
17 percent (Cuenca 2020). 

From 2010 to 2020, the DepED budget had more  
than tripled in (nominal) levels (Table 1) due to the  
K to 12 Basic Education Program. With the shift to  

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017* 2018 2019 2020

DepED 174,966 207,271 238,766 293,401 309,415 367,122 433,383 568,436 580,632 531,565 554,213

TESDA 2,991 2,953 2,855 3,107 5,250 5,442 6,861 6,828 7,717 12,730 13,152

CHED 2,539 1,695 2,207 3,604 8,012 3,402 9,657 19,576 50,534 52,436 47,907

SUCs 22,477 25,097 27,307 34,924 38,075 44,397 49,661 61,440 65,245 68,338 77,352

DepED = Department of Education; TESDA = Technical Education and Skills Development Authority; CHED = Commission on Higher Education;
SUCs = State universities and colleges; PHP = Philippine peso
Source: DBM (various years)

Table 1. Education sector appropriations (in million PHP), 2010–2020 
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K to 12 (Kindergarten to Grade 12), more teachers had 
to be hired, and more classrooms had to be built to 
deliver the three more grade levels (i.e., kindergarten 
and two years of senior high school).

Table 2 presents the total spending for the entire 
education sector, which includes the Basic Education 
Facilities Fund (BEFF), now lodged with DPWH, and budgets 
of local government units (LGUs) for education. The 
table also shows the total education spending in relation 
to gross domestic product (GDP). As with the trends 
in DepED appropriations, total education spending 
also increased consistently between 2010 and 2017 
(in nominal terms and as a percentage of GDP). While 
LGU spending had increased in most years, the DepED 
and BEFF spending from 2010 to 2019 had increased 
faster. Meanwhile, the share of LGUs in total education 
spending decreased from about 6 percent in 2010 to 
about 3 percent in 2017.

From 2010 to 2019, about 85 percent of the national 
education budget went to the DepED. A breakdown of 
the DepED budget suggests that 70.2 percent of this 
appropriation went directly to personal services,  
i.e., teacher and staff salaries (Table 3). Of the 
remaining 29.8 percent given to maintenance and other 
operating expenses (MOOE), 11.2 percent went to school 

buildings, while the balance was spread throughout 
MOOE and various other small programs initiated by 
the department. These spending patterns have hardly 
changed from more than a decade ago (e.g., Human 
Development Network 2009; Manasan 2010). With the 
thrust of the global goals now on quality education  
for all, it is unclear how continuing these levels and 
quality of spending could contribute to achieving  
the SDG 4 targets.

Beyond its policy declarations, the Philippines has 
consistently recognized the relevance of education in 
its socioeconomic development plans. For instance, 
the most recent Philippine Development Plan justifies 
education investments on account of long-term 
aspirations of Filipinos for high educational attainment 
(NEDA 2015) and the increasing demand in the labor 
market for a more educated labor force (NEDA 2017).  

Higher educational attainments are correlated with 
the chances of a Filipino to get engaged in decent and 
nonvulnerable employment. Further, education raises the 
quality of jobs, improves productivity, and thus, sustains 
and accelerates economic growth. A more educated, 
especially a more digitally skilled workforce, is also 
needed to meet the demands of the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution (World Bank 2019).

Table 2. Total basic education spending (in million PHP), 2010–2019 

PHP = Philippine peso; GDP = gross domestic product
*In 2017, appropriations increased to build additional school facilities to accommodate more years in secondary education under the K to 12 program. However, 
over PHP 100 billion was transferred from DepED to DPWH as BEFF since DPWH is responsible for constructing facilities. As a result, DepED-managed spending 
represented only about 77 percent of basic education spending in 2017, a significant reduction from about 90 percent in 2013. 
Source: World Bank (2020)

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017* 2018 2019

National government 191,118 218,817 240,238 291,030 284,606 365,202 430,048 577,924 567,092 500,272

Local government 13,526 14,435 16,232 16,654 15,976 15,984 16,468 18,889 20,868 24,018

Total government  
spending as  
percentage of GDP

(2.2) (2.3) (2.3) (2.6) (2.3) (2.7) (3.0) (3.6) (3.0) (2.8)
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2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Personal 
services 152,309.6 155,232.6 187,203.5 194,440.5 209,813.7 253,314.4 328,454.3 353,375.3 374,645.2

School 
building 
budget 

10,441.2 8,780.0 14,110.4 39,028.8 48,062.6 73,182.5 109,313.6 84,783.6 14,363.3

Other 
MOOE 29,562.2 37,808.4 31,281.1 48,304.7 63,182.7 85,408.1 106,341.1 115,154.1 112,107.5

Despite the country’s policy thrusts and national plans, 
spending for education has never reached 4 percent  
of GDP (with public expenditures ranging from a low of 
2.3% in 2005 to a high of 3.8% in 1998; spending  
was 2.8% in 2019). Such spending is relatively low, 
relative to what several neighbors, such as Singapore 
(25.8% in 2018), Brunei Darussalam (4.4% in 2016), 
Malaysia (4.2% in 2019), Viet Nam (4.2% in 2018), and 
Indonesia (3.6% in 2015) have been spending (Figure 1).

Meager education spending has dire consequences 
on the quality of education. Results of the National 
Achievement Test (NAT), administered to all Grade 6  
and Grade 10 students, indicate the looming learning 
crisis in the Philippines (Figures 2 and 3). 

On average, proficiency levels have been nearly 
proficient at best as of 2017 (and these results  
had hardly changed even before the K to 12 program 

Figure 1. Education spending as a share (in %) of GDP and log of real GDP per capita (constant LCU, recent years)
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GDP = gross domestic product; LCU = local currency unit; BRN = Brunei Darussalam; MYS = Malaysia; SGP = Singapore; PHL = Philippines; MMR = Myanmar; 
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Notes: (i) ASEAN member-states are identified; (ii) Data on education spending for the Philippines sourced from Table 2 of this report while data for SG sourced from data.gov.sg 
Sources: World Bank (various years); Reyes et al. (2019); Data.gov.sg (2019)

Table 3. Breakdown of DepED budget (in million PHP), 2010–2019

DepED = Department of Education; PHP = Philippine peso; MOOE = maintenance and other operating expenses
Source: DBM (various years)
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Figure 2. Mean percentage score in National Achievement Test (Grade 6), 2017–2018

Note: Criteria of proficiency levels: highly proficient (90–100), proficient (75–89), nearly proficient (50–74), low proficient (25–49), not proficient (0–24)
Source: Reyes et al. (2019)

Figure 3. Mean percentage score in National Achievement Test (Grade 10), 2017–2018

Note: Criteria of proficiency levels: highly proficient (90–100), proficient (75–89), nearly proficient (50–74), low proficient (25–49), not proficient (0–24)
Source: Reyes et al. (2019)
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was initiated). Among the subject areas, students in 
both levels are least proficient in Math and Science, with 
low proficiency scores on average (4 in 10 students who 
answered the assessment questions).

The country has also performed poorly in large-scale 
international assessments, e.g., the 2018 Program  
for International Student Assessment (PISA)  
and the 2019 Trends in International Mathematics and 
Science Study (TIMSS). For example, in the TIMSS, 
the Philippines ranked last among 58 countries in 
mathematics and science for Grade 4 students in 2019. 

Meanwhile, the country’s participation in the PISA for 
the first time in 2018 yielded a dismal performance, 
ranking last in reading and second to last in Science  
and Mathematics among 79 participating countries  
and economies. 

The PISA assessment shows that a country’s spending 
on education per student is positively correlated with 

learning outcomes, proxied by average reading scores 
(Figure 4). This is expected since financial resources are 
required to have good teachers, a conducive learning 
environment, a reliable learning assessment system,  
and innovative technologies for learning. However,  
Figure 4 suggests that the Philippines’ spending per 
student is among the lowest globally. While annual 
spending per student in the Philippines had tripled in 
nominal terms from less than PHP 8,000 per student in 
school year (SY) 2009–2010 to more than PHP 22,000 in 
SYs 2016–2017 and 2017–2018, it subsequently declined 
to less than PHP 21,000 per student only in  
SY 2020–2021 (Figure 5).

Policy insights
Although the country has often expressed its strong 
commitment to attain the SDGs, the pursuit of SDG 4 
requires infusing a much bigger budget for education, 
particularly to DepED. The Philippines has recently 
invested heavily in infrastructure with its Build, 
Build, Build program; it ought to have an investment 

Figure 4. Cumulative spending per student and learning outcomes in PISA

PISA = Programme for International Student Assessment; PHL = Philippines; IDN = Indonesia; THA = Thailand; MYS = Malaysia;  
BRN = Brunei Darussalam; SGP = Singapore
Note: ASEAN member-states are identified. 
Source: Schleicher (2019)
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Figure 5.  Spending per student in basic education: SY 2009-2010 to SY 2020-2021, Philippines
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program for learners, learners, learners in the wake of 
the emerging learning crisis in the country. Convening a 
Joint Congressional Education Commission can provide a 
specific action plan to address the looming education crisis.
 
A policy simulation on the 2018 PISA data in Figure 4 
with a nonparametric kernel regression (but with  
Qatar dropped from the analysis) was undertaken  
to determine the required spending levels to achieve  
the desired performance in reading comprehension 
(Figure 6). Simulation results suggest that the country 
needs to increase its education spending by as much 
as four times to reach the average global reading 
proficiency of 487 points. Meanwhile, doubling the 
current spending could increase the reading proficiency 
level by around 10 percent only. 

With the Mandanas ruling of 2018, a policy and fiscal 
window has opened, increasing the resources available 
to LGUs. However, unless the government provides 
equalization grants to compensate for disparities in 
the net fiscal capacity of LGUs, this may also increase 
inequalities in development outcomes across locales 
(Manasan 2020). 

While increased spending for education is desirable, it 
also matters where budgets are spent (World Bank 2018). 
The literature suggests that reading is best learned 
with one’s mother tongue. However, the DepED’s Mother 
Tongue-Based Multilingual Education (MTB-MLE) program 
needs to be rethought, given some implementation 
deficits (Monje et al. 2021). Teacher quality is the single 
most important in-school factor that influences learning. 
As such, investments in the professional development of 
teachers should also be made, especially using results of 
assessments, such as the NAT, PISA, and TIMMS. Further, 
the country should also seriously consider leveraging 
innovative technology solutions, such as high-touch 
high-tech (HTHT) education (Anderson 2018) to improve 
learning. Improving the MTB-MLE program and teacher 
quality and adopting tech solutions like HTHT are likely  
to impact learners’ reading skills significantly.

Since constraints on the political economy and the fiscal 
space resulting from the pandemic do not make it viable 
to increase the education budget in the short term, 
DepED could scale up some good practices (e.g., peer 
mentoring and early reading remediation). In addition, 
DepED should conduct reading programs early to foster 
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an appreciation for reading and a peer environment 
that encourages reading. In addition, it is essential to 
improve school libraries and make reading fun. There is 
also a need to reexamine current classroom practices, 
such as seating girls in front (and boys in the back).

Finally, programs must be implemented to assist  
specific geographic areas and vulnerable children  
being left behind in learning, especially in reading.

Regular measurements on education quality also 
matter (World Bank 2018). The NAT results have a 
wealth of information that can be further utilized for 
action. While mean percentage scores can be a good 
headline summary, much more should be examined from 

NAT scores to identify the determinants of learning. 

Anonymized microdata of NAT should be made readily 

accessible to researchers. Ideally, the DepED should 

merge these data with other data it regularly collects, 

such as students’ height and weight (from the DepED 

school feeding program) and other relevant data in the 

Learners Information System. Having all children (from a 

particular grade level) take the NAT cannot be justified 

if the test results are not used analytically to improve 

the quality of learning in the country. The DepED has 

to build its capacity to use results from data analytics 

on its various data sources as inputs to policy so that 

eventually, no Filipino child will be left behind  

in learning.

Figure 6. Predicted mean reading scores based on cumulative spending per student (USD PPP)  
                 scenarios, Philippines  

USD = United States dollar; PPP = purchasing power parity; PISA = Programme for International Student Assessment
Source: Authors’ computation
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