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Abbreviations

COVID-19 coronavirus disease
DepEd Department of Education
HMO health maintenance organization
ICT information and communication technology
LAC learning action cells
MIT Massachusetts Institute of Technology
PISA Programme for International Student Assessment
RCT randomized control trial
SAS Sa Aklat Sisikat Foundation, Inc
TaRL Teaching at the Right Level
TFP Teach for the Philippines

6.1 Who Are We?

Over the past 2 decades, Teach for the Philippines (TFP) has developed a
multicomponent intervention strategy designed to improve public school teacher
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quality and effectiveness. TFP is a nongovernment organization established in 2012,
following its work with the Sa Aklat Sisikat Foundation (SAS), which was formed
in 1999. SAS started with a single-component grade 4 reading program that focused
primarily on teacher training in functional literacy. The foundation later expanded
its offering to include management training for school principals as part of efforts to
foster enabling environments for teachers to implement progressive methodologies.

The SAS Foundation demonstrated a “statistically significant, positive impact” on
students’ functional literacy immediately, according to a 2009 randomized control
trial (RCT) on the SAS reading program in Tarlac province conducted by the Abdul
Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology
(Linden et al. 2013). The survey affirmed that the reading program had lasting effects
in many cases from 30 days to 1 year after the intervention. However, despite strong
evidence supporting its effectiveness, SASwas not replicated nationally, as the public
school systemdoes not necessarily always adopt evidence-based strategies to increase
learning outcomes. Moreover, because of the high turnover of education secretaries
in the Philippines, the system’s capacity to deliver a consistent reform agenda for
generations of students is hindered. In the absence of a sustained national agenda,
the system devolves its accountability to the simplest and easiest metric: access to
education. In the process, it disregards the more urgent need to focus on student
learning outcomes.

Achieving the long-term goals of improving the quality and relevance of an
education agenda requires coherent policies sustained over considerable time. Given
these circumstances, there was a need, in our view, to re-examine the program design
of SAS. While the work of SAS had initially focused on increasing government
teachers’ capabilities, we understood the need to evolve from a single-component
intervention to a multicomponent model that would deliver systemic change.
“Multicomponent” is defined as including interventions that address both access
to education as well as improved delivery in education services. It was with this
purpose in mind that TFP was established.1

1To generate broader systemic changes, TFP works closely with policy makers, specifically the
Department of Education (DepEd), under which the Philippine public school system falls. The
DepEd secretary has broad authority to shape the public school system’s reform agenda, which
extends to the language of instruction, minimum required competencies, and curriculum design.
Ideally, the education secretary serves concurrently with the administration in office for a 6-year
term. Historically, however, the average term of a secretary of education in the Philippines is
9 months. In TFP’s 21 years of involvement in public education, it has worked with 10 education
secretaries (Delgado 2018). The notable exceptions to this are Armin Luistro (2010–2016), who
served under President BenignoAquino III, and the current Leonor Briones under President Rodrigo
Roa Duterte (2016 to the present).



6 Approaches to Improving Teacher Quality … 77

6.1.1 Core Programs

Teach for the Philippines offers a 2-year leadership development program aimed at
developing young Filipinos passionate about nation building through education into
teachers who can significantly improve student learning outcomes, as well as leaders
who can spark positive changes in public school communities across the Philippines.
The unique TFP model constitutes three core programs: Teacher Fellows, Teacher
Leaders, and Ambassadors. Teacher Fellows and Teacher Leaders work inside
the classroom, while the Ambassadors work with policy makers. This reinforces
TFP’s whole-system approach to quality learning that stresses the importance of
engagement within and outside a classroom’s four walls.

Both the Teacher Fellow and Teacher Leader programs introduce progressive
pedagogy and inquiry-based teacher training methods to increase the quality of
teaching. We select, train, and mentor both new teachers (Fellows) and tenured
government teachers (Leaders) with years of experience. We work with both cohorts
concurrently during the 2-year structured program. Each teacher receives 400–600 h
of training and personalized coaching tailored to their own and their community’s
particular circumstances. While Teacher Fellows may not have the experience of
Teacher Leaders, they bring new energy and fresh perspective to the school system.

The Ambassador Program invites Teacher Fellows who have completed the
program to work directly with policy makers. This program was developed to give
our teachers a pathway to channel their efforts toward system-wide changes. We
train our Ambassadors in policy and program management at the Asian Institute of
Management, then place these Ambassadors in existing vacancies throughout the
local and national government. Through the Ambassador Program, young teachers
are encouraged to share their recent experiences on the ground, which in turn help to
inform education policy. By doing so, we also hope to narrow the gap that frequently
exists between policy development and its successful implementation due to the
failure to identify obstacles on the ground.

6.1.2 Living in Poverty Is Living with Chronic Stress

Initially, our teacher training curriculum focused mainly on the cognitive domain
of learning. However, we soon recognized that the affective domain was equally
significant. In 2013, we explored the primary impact of poverty and chronic
socioemotional stress on learning outcomes, as well as its secondary effect on
teachers. A growing body of research supports this intersectional view of student
development and school health (Stafford-Brizard 2016). Struggling schools often
expose the underlying effects of the conditions of recurring generational poverty.
Often, this chronic stress or trauma does not allow children (or their parents) a
sense of well-being and emotional regulation. Trauma adds to the regular stressors
in education that can affect competent learning, i.e., how teachers teach and how
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students learn.Understanding these circumstances,we instituted traumamanagement
and psychosocial first aid as part of our teacher training curricula. Though more
research is required, our internal evaluations indicate that our focus on trauma and
the affective domain of learning has enhanced our students’ cognitive learning.2

6.2 What Perspectives Do We Offer?

Teach for the Philippines embraces the idea that all our children can and should
expect excellent education. We engage in global conversations around enhancing the
quality of the education workforce and ensuring its effectiveness. Beyond focusing
on learning outcomes, we also anchor our definition of “effectiveness” on the notions
of equity and cultural contextualization.

6.2.1 Practitioner Perspective

The global education discourse stands to benefit from hearing directly from
teachers, principals, and nongovernment organizations in order to develop a complete
understanding of theory, policy, data, and their effects on the education of our future
generations. Through global engagement, we often discover that other countries may
be encountering challenges similar to those we face in the Philippines. This provides
a platform on which to discuss and share solutions that are proving effective.

6.2.2 Indigenizing Education

As enriching as the global discourse may be, it must nevertheless be balanced
by the contexts we face within the Philippines. It is vital to remain mindful
of developing culturally responsive approaches and identifying hyperlocal
solutions—to indigenize.3 We recognize the imperative to identify and utilize our
histories and cultures to create and drive an excellent and relevant education for
future generations. Just as a one-size-fits-all solution does not work within an
effective classroom, it should not apply when developing an education workforce
that consistently improves learning outcomes. TFP engages in patient and repetitive

2In 2017, TFP ran an early-stage RCT to assess whether our trauma-informed teacher development
curricula improved student outcomes. The RCT confirmed that the TFP curricula produce teachers
who demonstrate statistically significant increases in numeracy and literacy outcomes in students
(Linden et al. 2017). Given the scope of our teachers’ involvement in community building, our next
research focus is on the impact on learning of psychosocial and participatory community projects.
3“Indigenization” is a popular, postcolonial term in social work. It stems from the idea that the
developing world suffered both political and academic colonialism.
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cycles of action, reflection, and dialogue to find a solution that considers several
factors, including the Filipinos’ sociocultural biases and the precolonization and
postcolonization history of education in the Philippines.

Through complementary skills training, TFP-trained teachers implement required
community engagement projects within their 2-year affiliation with TFP. These
socially oriented projects give teachers the flexibility and opportunity to integrate
current social and cultural challengeswithin their communities tomagnify the impact
of their efforts.

6.3 Which Strategies Are Working?

The purpose of education is to prepare human beings who can successfully adapt to
a future that is increasingly in flux. This holds especially true in times of massive
and unexpected disruption, where the response to adversity is of key significance to
future outcomes. Research suggests that teachers have the highest impact on student
performance (Opper 2019); therefore, it would make sense to invest in our teachers.

We have identified five critical strategies to improve education workforce quality
and effectiveness, namely, (i) expanding the definition of, while broadening the entry
pathways, to the “education workforce”; (ii) increasing school-based coaching for
teachers; (iii) reinforcing the importance of education workforce well-being; (iv)
promoting participant ownership of data; and (v) involving teachers in discussions
on education policy. These strategies apply to what may be described as “normal”
situations as well as extraordinary circumstances, such as the current coronavirus
disease (COVID-19) pandemic. While there is no denying the magnitude of
disruption that COVID-19 has wrought upon society, the pandemic presents an
opportunity to reevaluate and possibly redesign our education system for what lies
ahead. In response, TFP has finetuned its strategies to address the immediate impact
of COVID-19 on learning.Wewill continue to adjust these strategies to be relevant in
a postpandemicworld (see section IV below). Our five approaches contribute directly
to the building of learning societies by making traditional education systems more
inclusive of nontraditional actors. In the context of rapid changes and advancements,
TFP’s participants are essential to keep education relevant.

6.3.1 Expand the Definition of “Education Workforce”

In 2016, the World Bank performed a simple regression analysis throughout the
Philippines and found that teachers’ subject knowledge performance was not
necessarily associated with their education levels nor their length of experience
in the classroom (World Bank 2016b). And yet, to become a government teacher
in the Philippines, one must complete 18 credits at an accredited teacher education
institute and pass a professional licensure examination for teachers. Though some
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argue that teacher licensure standards elevate a teachers’ image and enhance respect
for the teaching profession (Riney et al. 2006), around the world, the connection
between succeeding in the licensure examinations and effective teaching is unclear
(Schuls and Trivitt 2013, Allen 2010). In the Philippines, we should consider whether
the traditional pathways into the profession of education are consequential to gaining
a more skilled talent pool.

Teach for the Philippines believes that the Philippines needs to dedicate resources
to developing alternative paths for nontraditional specialists to enter the field of
education. Our Teacher Fellows program encourages young Filipino student leaders
with education degrees and those who come from disciplines outside education
to consider teaching in public schools. Through rigorous preservice training, we
ensure that our Fellows secure the requisite credits and license to teach. Once
classes begin, we assign each of them to an instructional coach for over 400 h
of continuous in-service training. The research supports our experience, showing
that trained teacher-coaches who pass on pedagogical skills are critical to improving
student learning outcomes (Mukeredzi et al. 2015). Further, there is the case of
Sierra Leone, where programs providing alternative pathways to qualification for
unlicensed teachers and training them in school have been shown to improve student
learning and aspirations (Crisp, Safford, and Wolfenden 2017). We can increase the
quality of talent that we have in our schools by expanding the pathways into the
profession of education.

6.3.2 Increase School-Based Coaching

Although school enrollment has increased significantly worldwide in recent decades,
learning levels have remained stubbornly low. In the Philippines, poor learning
outcomes persist even as teachers’ and students’ absenteeism levels remain low
(World Bank 2016a). The situation is dire: the Philippines placed 79th out of
79 countries in the 2018 Programme for International Student Assessment survey
(OECD 2019) and 58th of 58 in the most recent Trends in International Mathematics
and Science Study (Mullis et al. 2020),4 which shows that students and teachers are
going to school, but students are not learning. One way to support the development
and effectiveness of teachers is to provide them with structured coaching. Through
TFP’s coaches, TFP helps with individual competency-based student assessments
and provides peer feedback, enabling teachers to clearly identify critical areas they
need to improve on to meet students at their level.

4Even among peers in the region, the Philippines lags behind. Published in December 2020, the
2019 Southeast Asia Primary Learning Metrics (SEA-PLM) showed that only 29% of grade 5
Filipino students are at the level where they are able to “read a range of everyday texts, such as
simple narratives and personal opinions, and begin to engage with their meaning” (SEAMEO and
UNICEF 2020).
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To achieve this, TFP uses the Teaching at the Right Level (TaRL)5 methodology,
which is based on (i) dividing children based on learning needs rather than age or
grade; (ii) dedicating time to foundational skills rather than focusing mainly on the
curriculum; and (iii) frequently assessing student performance, rather than relying
only on end-of-year examinations (Banerjee et al. 2016). TFP’s coaches help our
teachers implement TaRL; however, teachers may access similar coaching strategies
in group settings through professional learning communities like learning action
cells.6 There is the perception that recruitment and training of high-quality talent
and individualized coaching for teachers are too challenging, too time-intensive, and
too expensive for underserved communities. This must change. Education leaders
need to reconsider their priorities. Based on our experience, school-based coaching
should be one such priority.

6.3.3 Acknowledge the Importance of Teacher Well-Being

The well-being of individuals tasked with improving student learning outcomes
is critical, and yet it is often overlooked. A teacher’s stress levels influence those
of their students and co-teachers and are thereby relevant to any conversation
on a teacher’s impact on learning (Cox, Solomon, and Parris 2018). At TFP,
we focus on the educators’ well-being, which forms an essential element in our
trauma-based practice. We recognize that teachers cannot deliver learning from
an empty emotional well. Likewise, administrators cannot support teachers from
an empty well. Moreover, parents or guardians cannot nourish (their children or
the school) from empty wells. TFP has a full-time specialist assigned to provide
psychosocial support, resilience, and prosocial relationship training to our teachers.
We have made additional investments by partnering with a professional network of
counselors, psychotherapists, and psychiatrists. A focus on workforce well-being is
critical in constructing the necessary socioemotional building blocks for our children.

6.3.4 Challenge the Framework of Evaluations and Promote
Participant Ownership of Data

With the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, we have the opportunity now, as never
before, to rethink our framework for program evaluations. Evaluative work can and
should answer critical questions about how historical and policy decisions have

5TaRL is an evidence-based educational approach that helps children develop basic reading and
math skills.
6DepEd defines a learning action cell as a group of teachers engaged in collaborative learning
sessions to solve challenges encountered in school, facilitated by the school head or moderator
(Department of Education 2016).
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affected populations, the effect of program strategy on underlying system drivers,
and how entangled hyperlocal cultural contexts are in the structural conditions of
our work (Center for Evaluation Innovation et al. 2017). Let us build a data-driven
post-COVID-19 future on equitable evaluation. Aligning evaluation practices with
an equity approach is critical if we hope to build back better our education systems.
Evaluation teams must move beyond cultural diversity to diversity in disciplines,
beliefs, and lived experiences. They must seek the cultural appropriateness and
validity of their evaluation methods. The evaluation design must be capable of
revealing system-level drivers of inequity in the present and historical context.

The degree to which communities have the power to shape and own how
evaluations are conducted is crucial (Center for Evaluation Innovation et al. 2017).
TFP is committed tomulticultural validity andparticipant ownership.7 Weplace equal
value on stories (qualitative research) as we do on quantitative analysis. Qualitative
research should be legitimized because its historical and cultural value adds critical
context to the evaluation.

6.3.5 Involve Teachers in Discussions on Education Policy

The findings from our Ambassadors Program suggest that innovative disruptions to
the current talent pipelines into government agencies are worth exploring. Policy
makers benefit from incorporating insights from teachers and other school staff
who have fresh experience on the ground. The TFP Ambassadors Program provides
opportunities for formerTeacher Fellows towork in government agencies as technical
assistants. This, in turn, allows TFP Ambassadors to bridge the gap between policy
design and the existing challenges to implementation on-the-ground. Nihil de nobis,
sine nobis. Nothing about us, without us.

Our TFP Ambassadors like Angela Rosal have assisted in drafting significant
bills with the potential to impact the education of 110 million Filipinos. Drawing
on her experience as a Teacher Fellow, Rosal, while working in the office of former
Senator Bam Aquino, drafted the Masustansyang Pagkain Para sa Batang Pilipino
Act,which requests and appropriates funds for a national feeding program targeted at
malnourished children in all public daycares, kindergartens, and elementary schools.
On 20 March 2018, the Act was passed into law (Republic Act No. 11037).

OurAmbassadors have also assisted in realigning national budget items in support
of under-resourced rural communities. Over 6 years, five successive Ambassadors
worked in Del Carmen, Siargao, a fifth-class municipality in Eastern Mindanao. In
2018, their combined efforts resulted in the fishing community being awarded 137

7Multicultural validity is the cultural accuracy of one’s understanding and judgments, and their
consequences across communities. Orienting TFP’s evaluations to program stakeholders’ needs
rather than that of funding agencies requires that we include stakeholders in building a consensus
on the results and consequent plans to improve.
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million pesos (₱)8 ($2.8M) from the national budget—the highest funded project for
a local government unit in the Philippines. Themunicipalmayor of Del Carmen at the
time, Alfredo Coro, said, “Our focus on education reforms has been acknowledged
in the provincial, regional, and national levels since 2014, when we started seeing
the outcomes of our initiatives and sustained the results over time.”9

Since its inception, close to 70% of our Teacher Fellows have applied to the
Ambassadors Program, of which 33% have pursued full-time employment in public
service.10 Their work has been regional and national, including the Cagayan de
Oro City Education Road Map 2030 in Mindanao; the nationwide management and
development of DepEd self-learning modules; professional development and career
progression planning for teachers in the DepEd Central Office; and preparations for
the national Programme for International Student Assessment Results (PISA) 2021
Field Trials. Offering teachers a seat at the decision-making table contributes relevant
insights to the discussion and assists in the appropriate distribution of resources.

6.4 A Note on Coronavirus Disease Response

In the wake of the disruption to education due to COVID-19, most parts of the world
have shifted to online learning, while some countries have adopted a hybrid of online
and in-person instruction. However, a presidential order (Department of Education
2020) prohibits face-to-face instruction throughout the Philippines until a COVID-19
vaccine is available, and a certain level of herd immunity has been achieved. This has
prompted DepEd to establish a two-option strategy to encourage learning continuity.
Students who have access to the internet and information and communication
technology (ICT) devices will receive instruction on digital platforms. Meanwhile,
registered students who indicated that they do not have access to the internet or
ICT devices will receive printed modules and distanced instruction through radio
and television. There is an alarming disparity in the Philippines between those with
access to the internet and those who do not. Only 55% of Filipinos have access to
the internet, while only 26% of public schools have internet access (Jones 2019).
At TFP, we are retraining our teachers for distance instruction. We also understand
that it is essential to offer support for learning continuity at this time, and we have
deployedour teachers to the communities to serve. Their proximity to the students and
parents who may need support is critical. In May 2020, we successfully conducted

8$1 = ₱48.09 as of 6 January 2021. These are in support of two local government programs:
a multispecies hatchery project of the Bureau of Fisheries and Aquatic Resources (a ₱40 million
project or $830,000); and the SiargaoClimate Field School for Farmers and Fisherfolks (₱97million
project or $2M).
9Personal communication.
10As of September 2020, Teacher Fellows continue full-time across the following offices: DepEd
Central Office, DepEd, Biñan City; Commission on Higher Education; local governments of
Cagayan de Oro, Lucena, Marikina, and Navotas; League of Cities of the Philippines; National
Youth Commission; and Office of the Vice President.
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our first All-Virtual and Summer Institute Teacher Training for first- and second-year
teachers.

The responses of TFP to the limitations created by COVID-19 encompass the
following:

(i) Acute Response

• Improving and ensuring connectivity across teams, which includes
maximizing online productivity through tools such as Zoom Pro accounts

• Providing aid for graduating Teachers and Alumni Ambassadors stranded
in their placement sites

• Implementing COVID-19 mitigating measures, including testing, purchase
of personal protective equipment for all employees, private health
maintenance organization coverage for deployed field personnel

(ii) Strategic Response

• Identifying problems correctly through rapid assessment community
surveys

• Pivoting modes of delivery through the migration of all teacher training
modules and delivery to virtual or remote delivery, focusing on synchronous
and asynchronous modes, online and offline channels

• Commitment to measurement and replicating only what works
• Exploring access challenges

6.5 Conclusions

It is a sad reality that despite teachers’ best efforts, students worldwide do not have
equal access to quality education. Today, we face aggravating circumstances—an
unprecedented health crisis that has taken a toll on past efforts and threatens to
generate insurmountable inequities. The students who were already disadvantaged
before COVID-19 are now even more crucially and cruelly impacted. Without
immediate and long-lasting action, the most underserved children will continually
fall further behind, compounded by other preexisting challenges such as poverty,
gender, disability, geography, and ethnicity.

The COVID-19 crisis, nevertheless, comes with opportunities. It opens the door
for us to challenge and reframe education systems to become more inclusive
and equitable; it also underlines the increasing need to redefine future learning
societies beyond the classroomstructure and incorporate hybridmethods of education
engagement. Equity in education in the Philippines is possible by broadening the
pathways into the teaching profession, increasing school-based coaching, prioritizing
thewell-beingof our educationworkforce, promotingparticipant data ownership, and
ultimately, by allowing teachers to participate in policy decision-making processes.
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Education reform is the result of the work of all stakeholders, and TFP is committed
to being part of this shared effort.
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