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The Silver Lining Behind 

the Educational Act of 1940 
PEDRO T. ORATA 

As chairman of the Board of 
Consultants of the Joint Congres
sional Committee on Education, I 
was in full agreement with my 
colleagues in recommending the 
abolition of the double-single ses
sion scheme in the primary grades 
and the restoration of Grade VII. 
However, after studying and ob
serving educational conditions in 
many countries since JOmmg 
UNESCO two and a half years ago, 
I have come gradually to realize 
that the Educational Act of 1940, 
which introduced these changes in 
the Philippine educational system, 
was not an unmixed curse to the 
Filipino people. The Act has been 
criticized as "a centavo-wise and 
a peso-foolish economy," which it 
was neither. In fact, it was not 
an economy measure at all, except 
indirectly, but a means of equal
izing and democratizing education 
at a time when less than half of 
the children of school age were 
privileged to go to school. 

While I am still in favor of abol
ishing the double-single session 
scheme, I maintain now that, in 
a very large measure, it was be
cause of the Educational Act of 
1940 that we have reached the sat
uration point in school enrollment 
sooner, much sooner in fact, than 
even the most hopeful optimists 
at the time among us, including 
the father of the Act, Dr. Bocobo, 
himself, could have predicted ten 
years ago. I recall now that Dr. 

Bocobo's argument was this: 
"Half a loaf is better than no 
loaf." That was for the primary 
grades. For the intermediate, he 
might as well have added: "Two
thirds of a loaf is infinitely bet
ter." 

He was speaking on behalf of 
the three million school-age chil
dren who were not having the ben
efit of education at all. It would 
have been fantastic to believe then, 
as it still seems incredible to see 
it as an accomplish fact even now, 
that such a large number of chil
dren - one and a half times as 
many as the total school enroll
ment at that time-could be ac
commodated in the schools within 
the relatively short span of ten 
years. But, the miracle has hap
pened in the Philippines, and to
day, because of the foresight of 
Dr. Bocobo and the legislators that 
supported his view, we can cite the 
fact, without blushing, that two 
out of every nine Filipinos are 
now in school, a record which is 
only a little lower than that of 
the United States whose corre
sponding ratio-one out of every 
four-is the highest in the world. 
Our record would stand out even 
more significantly if compared 
with other ratios, to wit: Canada 
and Japan, 1:5; France, 1:7; 
United Kingdom and Belgium, 
1 :8 ; Spain, 1 : 10 ; Brazil and Co
lombia, 1:12; Egypt, 1:19; Hong
kong and India · ·and Pakistan, 
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1 :22. (Ratios derived from a 
United Nations source: Economic 
and Social Council. Commission 
on the Status of Women. "Edu
cational Opportunities for Wo
men". General, E , CN.6/ 155, 6 
June 1950. Table entitled: "Total 
Populations, Illiteracy and School 
Enrollment by Sex at Various 
Educational Levels.") 

That is the first score in favor 
of Dr. Bocobo's unpopular Educa
tional Act of 1940. Because of 
our having reached the saturation 
point in enrollment in 1950 which, 
as I have indicated, is due to the 
operation of the Act, adu lt illiter
acy in the Philippines twenty or 
thirty years hence should be near 
the vanishing point, while the 
average world illiteracy would still 
be nearer 75 than 50 'lc . Per onal
ly, I hope to live long enough to 
reach 1970, for then I would feel 
relieved of the terrific feeling of 
inferiority as a result of our coun
try's being called under-developed 
and illiterate, and deserving, not 
of education, as such, but educa
tion with that most dreadful qual
ifying ad jective, fundamental, or 
ba ic, or rna s, ever invented to 
stigmatize three-quarters of the 
populations of the earth. Through 
our own experience, one and a half 
billion fellow-illiterates might get 
rid of that stigma in the manner 
that we have done it. Seen in that 
light, the Educational Act of 1940 
might yet prove to be a landmark, 
not only in our own educational 
history but in world's educational 
annals. I hope that in Unesco's 
conference in 1952 we should be 
represented by someone who can 
tell in graphic form the signifi
cance of that experience to us and 
can offer it to t)le rest of the world 
for what it may be worth in their 
struggle for equalizing and demo-

cratizing education in their own 
countries. 

The third count in Dr. Bocobo's 
favor is not without considerable 
significance for tho e who wish to 
see the facts without preconcep
tion. The main reason why pri
vate schools have grown in num
ber and enrollment faster than 
mushrooms in July is that the 
Government has been unable, fast 
enough, to accommodate all chil-
1dren of school age. The justifica
tion, once made by an Under-Sec
retary of Education, for allowing 
private schools to open even if 
their standards were low, was that 
there were many public chools 
whose tandards were not any 
higher, and whose facilities, in 
fact, were less adequate. Now, 
with the saturation point in en
rollment reached, we can and in 
earnest must start improving the 
quality of education being offered 
in the public schools, with the re
sult that private schools must 
improve likewise, or they will have 
to close up shop. The point, there
fore, is that in consequence of the 
operation of the Educational Act 
of 1940 which hastened our reach
ing the -apex of school enrollment 
diploma mill private schools will 
vanish faster and sooner , than 
without the Act having been· en
forced. 

This is not to ay, and I have 
never sai1d anywhere and at any 
time, that the double-single ses
sion scheme should continue in
definitely, or that Grade VII 
should not be restored. On the 
contrary, as I said at the begin
ning, I am in favor, in fact, I 
urge wholeheartedly the restora
tion of the full-day session in the 
primary grades now, or as soon as 
funds may be available. I believe 
that the improvement of educa-
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tiona! quality should include the 
immediate restoration of the fu ll
day session in the primary grades, 
and we shoul1d not wait to do so 
until and unless the seventh grade 
could also be restored. I do not 
believe we-speaking of us edu
cators-can justify a larger per
centage of the national income for 
education than is now the case 
which, according to President Qui
rino, "is 38 % of the total anuual 
expenditures." (The President's 
Budget Message on Education. 
Philippine Journal of Education, 
February 1951, p. 504) 

It is commonplace that we can
not educate in a social vacuum, 
not to say, in a disorderly or dis
located society, which we would be 
compelled to do if, because of de
voting fifty per cent or more of 
the national income to education, 
the rest of the social services -
health and social welfare, industry 
and agriculture, internal security, 
not to mention the others-would 
be paralyzed if not crippled. For, 

-how can the schools develop 
character in the children and 
youth in a community which, be
cause of inadequate police force 
and poorly paid and subject to 
corruption judges, is unable to en
force and maintain law allid order? 

-how can teachers hope that 
their pupils will carry over into 
their own homes the rules of 
health that they study in their 
classes if, because of lack of ade
quate sanitary facilities and ser
vices, the community suffers in 
filth and disease? 

-how can the intermediate and 
high school teachers, however 
much they may emphasize and vi
talize vocational training, encour
age the young people to enroll in 
vocational courses and to develop 

proper attitudes and habits of 
work if, because of low standards 
in the trades and other skilled and 
semi-skilled occup~tions, wages 
are low and working conditions in 
factories and on t he farms are 
primitive and intolerabl~? 

If I remember right, the re
storation of Grade VII will re
quire P20,000,000, and of the full
day session in the primary grades, 
another NO,OOO,OOO. With both 
the Grade VII and the full-day 
session in the primary grades re
stored, the appropriation for edu
cation would have to be increased 
so that the total would be more 
than 50 o/o of the national budget 
for 1952. The highest percentage 
of income devoted to education, 
outside the Philippines, that I 
know is that of the United States 
-which is less than 25 o/o . In Eu
rope, it is rare to find as high a 
percentage, in fact, the average is 
close to 20 5-'c . In South America, 
the corresponding figure is from 
7 % to 15 7<- , the average being 
about 10 % . In Thailand, it was 
13 '/'o two years ago, and in Burma, 
about 7 % . I do not know any 
country outside the Philippines 
where the teachers are receiving 
as high as three times their pre
war salaries. This is not to say 
that teachers salaries are too 
high now, in fact, they are still 
too low compared with responsi
bilities. All I am saying is that 
in proportion to income, we are 
way ahead the majority of coul}
tries in the world, and that the 
fair way to increase teachers' 
salaries and educational facilities 
further is to raise the earning and 
taxing capacity of our people and 
not to cut down still deeper into 
the bone, as it were, of the na
tional budget. 
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Speaking of the restoration of 
Grade VII, while it may help im
prove educational quality in the 
high school and college, I am not 
so certain that it is an indispen
sable condition. The pattern in 
the majority of civilized countries 
the world over is a six-year ele
mentary course. Even the United 
States is now tending towards a 
shortend elementary course, most 
especially in recent years when 
the boys must render one or more 
years of military service. (Fred 
M. Hechinger. The Speed-Up in 
Education. New York Herald 
Tribune, May 2 and 3, 1951) There 
is nothing sacred about the sev
enth grade or a seven-year ele
mentary education. What is most 
important is that during the six
year course-assuming that it be 
really six years, and not four half
years plus two full years as is now 
the practice-the quality and aim 
of education that is provided is 
useful and of high standard. And 
we all know that there is a great 
deal that can and should be done 
to improve the elementary course 
-and the high school and college 
courses also-before the restora
tion of Grade VII or even the full
day session in the primary grades. 
As I talked to teachers and read 
their lesson plans in my visit to 
the Philippines last December and 
January, I had a feeling that 
there was still much that was be
i.ng taught, not because it was im
portant to the boys and girls that 
were made to learn it, but that 
tradition required that it be taught 
to them or that it was requiren 
for college entrance, not consider
ing the fact that only three per 
cent of the chil,dren in the first 
grade ever hope to reach the col
lege or university level. 

Fortunately, the situation is 
changing fast and for the better, 
and our leadership in education
speaking mainly of the public 
schools - is firm in the direction 
towards improving the content of 
education and liberalizing college 
entrance requirements so as to 
admit units on work experience to 
the extent of 40 7c of the total sec
ondary course. It is high time 
that we stop agonizing and com
plaining, not to say offering false 
alibi, as many of our leaders have 
been doing since liberation, that 
before we can improve education
al substance we must first do away 
with the form that was imposed 
upon it by the Educational Act of 
1940. To continue arguing in this 
manner is the surest way to de
spair and the height of defeatism. 
It would be better to look at the 
Educational Act of 1940 as a 
blessing in eli guise, and to be 
thankful that, as a result of it, we 
can feel justly proud that a recent 
visitor to the Philippines, Dr. 
Malcolm Adisisheah, Head of 
Unesco's Technical Assistance Ser
vice, said last April: "Your edu
cational system is far, far ahead 
of the Far East, so far ahead in 
fact that you do not need much 
technical assistance." 

It is heartening to note 'that 
the Philippine Normal College is 
leading the way, a it is expected 
to do, towards an integrated and, 
it is hoped, highly vitalized curric
ulum in the elementary grades in 
the Training Department. I say 
vitalized because any curriculum, 
be it ever so traditional and book
ish, can be highly integrated- as 
is France's curriculum in the ele
mentary grades, and in all levels 
except in the technical and voca
tional schools. Only as the con
tent of education is appropriate 
and pertinent to the needs and 
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problems of the Philippines and 
gradEd according to the maturity 
and interests of Filipino children 
may it be called useful and impor
tant, and for that the restoration 
of Grade VII is not really indispen
sable. (Calleja, Estela A. How 
the Integrated Activity Program 
in the P.N.C. Training Department 
Was Launched. Philippine Jour
nal of Education, February 1951, 
p . 461-62, 470) 

Dr. Harry Emerson Fosdick, 
eminent former pastor of River
s ide Church, in New York, once 
~aid that in order to Jive in our 
y·orld today with all its hazards 
and uncertainties, one must be 
able at times to "convert a minus 
into a plus"-to use adversity to 
strengthen one's moral muscles 
and sinews. The Educational Act 
of 1940, long condemned as an 
educational minus, must now be 
regarded as an educational plus, 
if we are to be honest in acknowl
edging its many blessings which 
I have indicated. It was because 
of this measure that we have 
equalized educational opportunity 
in the Philippines at a time when 
three quarters of the nations of 
the world are still struggling with 
the problem, when in fact, these 
countries would be satisfied with 
fundamental education or even 
with three week's literacy teach
ing under the Laubach "each-one
teach-one" method. 

I repeat, to avoid misunder
standing: First, that I am for the 
immediate abolition of the double
single session scheme in the prim
ary grades, as top priority con
sideration in improving education
al quality, not only in the prim
ary grades but on the higher lev
el as well; second, that Grade VII 
may be restored provided that in 
so ioing other essential social ser
vices would not suffer in conse-

quence; third, it is time that the 
schools contribute directly towards 
the economic productivity of the 
people through increased and vi
talized work-experience curricula 
from the first grade up to the 
graduate school of the university, 
to enable the Government to carry 
the increasing cost of education; 
and lastly, that we should not 
make the restoration of Grade 
VII or even the full-day session 
in the primary grades the condi
tion for revising the school cur
riculum for every grade . 

As a people of the Christian 
faith, we are for giving credit to 
whom the credit is due. It is time 
that we must admit the signifi-
ant contribution of the Educa

tional Act of 1940 towards demo
cratizing and equalizing educa
tional opportunity in the Philip
pines within an unbelievably short 
period of ten years, in spite of the 
fact that for one-third of that 
period we were the unwilling vic
tims of a bloody war which crip
pled our major industries and re
sulted in our school children los
ing thirteen million pupil educa
tional years . While it is undoubt
edly true that within that period 
we lost on €1ducatio~ quality, 
still we may, if we be honest and 
practical, consider the correspond
ing gain in educational equality 
worth more than the price that we 
paid for it. And, we must not 
forget that in twenty or thirty 
years, as a result of our having 
attained educational equality in 
1950, when three-fourths of man
kind will still be in the fringe of 
illiteracy, we should be approach
ing the literacy figure of North 
America and Western Europe, 
which is not a mean prospect at 
all. 
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The next step, indeed t he chal
lenge, for us the younger group of 
educators, is to maintain the 
equality of educational opportuni
ty that we have so far achieved 

and to r edouble our efforts and 
finances to improve its quality on 
all levels and fronts . I believe we 
can do it, and I have faith that 
we will do it! 

--oOo--

A NEED FOR ... 
(Continued / Tom page 13) 

would have to undergo in being 
away from home, let alone the pro
spect of falling into deep financial 
difficulties, she goes forth to pur
sue further studies, with the 
thought that with the added train
ing and preparation she could be 
of much better use to the pro
fession. Poor soul! What would 
she find but the same old super
visor who may perhaps have heard 
of this so-called community school 
but would never be sold to the 
idea. And if she asks questions 
or makes suggestions, would she 
be heard? Not with this kind of 
"traditional" supervisors and ad
ministrators who think that they 
would not be occupying their pre
sent "exalted" positions if they 
did not know everything there is 
to know about education. And so 
they continue giving orders in the 
same old "capataz" style. And the 

teachers? Well, theirs is not to 
reason why. Under such circum
stances, what can the poor teacher 
do? 

Fortunately, progressive minds 
have taken over the leadership of 
our educational set-up. They have 
realized that the community school 
in a school-centered community is 
by far the only means by which 
to improve conditions in rural 
areas . They are aware of the 
fact that the teacher, who is to 
effect the change, must be set free. 
For, unless supervision and admin
istration be made more liberal and 
democratic, not only in theory but 
in actual implementation, and un
less the teacher herself breaks 
away from the fetters that shackle 
her, this enthusiastic movement 
wouLd become but another fad and 
fancy soon to be forgotten in "to-
morrow's hinterlands." •· 

--oOo--

WHAT IS ... 
(Continued j1·om page 11) 

they need. To this end democra
cy holds that-

1. The only way we can have 
more is to produce more and, 

2. As we produce more, we must 
make it possible for more and 
more people to enjoy what is pro
duced. 

Thus have I attempted to sum
marize briefly the principles, be
liefs and practices which, when 
taken as a whole, constitute the 
best answer I can give to the first 
question I raisetd a few moments 
ago: "What is the democratic way 
of life?" ·, ..... 


