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ABSTRACT: The Philippine education system continues to face a persistent learning crisis characterized by low student
performance in foundational skills, systemic inefficiencies, and widening inequalities. This thought paper synthesizes findings from
empirical studies, policy reports, institutional analyses, and international assessments to examine the factors shaping academic
performance and educational outcomes. Using a narrative review methodology, the paper integrates evidence on literacy
development, socio-economic conditions, curriculum design, governance, and reform implementation. The analysis reveals that
literacy is a multi-dimensional construct encompassing reading, information, scientific, quantitative, and digital competencies, with
higher-order skills playing a critical role in academic success. However, these competencies are undermined by structural issues
such as curriculum overload, misaligned assessment systems, fragmented reforms, and inconsistent policy implementation. Socio-
economic disparities and early childhood disadvantages further exacerbate learning gaps.

The discussion is organized into five major results: the recognition of a national and global learning crisis; the role of socio-economic
and early childhood factors; curriculum and instructional challenges; the multi-dimensional nature of literacy; and systemic
governance and reform issues. The paper argues that addressing the crisis requires a coherent, integrated, and long-term approach
that aligns policy, practice, and resources while strengthening foundational and higher-order skills. It concludes that sustained
reform is essential not only for improving academic outcomes but also for ensuring workforce readiness and national development.
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INTRODUCTION

Education is widely regarded as a fundamental pillar of national development, shaping not only individual opportunities but also
the economic and social trajectory of a country. In the Philippines, however, the education system is confronted with a persistent
learning crisis that continues to limit student achievement and long-term national progress. Evidence from international assessments
and national studies consistently shows that Filipino learners struggle to attain basic competencies in reading, mathematics, and
science. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (2023) reports that only a small proportion of Filipino
students meet minimum proficiency levels in these domains, placing the country among the lowest-performing participants globally.
This is further reinforced by national and policy analyses that describe the situation as a systemic failure in delivering quality
education (Bautista & Aranas, 2023; Second Congressional Commission on Education, 2026).

The implications of this crisis extend beyond academic performance. Weak foundational skills directly affect workforce readiness,
productivity, and economic competitiveness. Industry stakeholders have expressed concern that deficiencies in basic education
contribute to the lack of job-ready graduates, posing risks to long-term economic growth (Hernando-Malipot, 2026). This
underscores the broader significance of education as a driver of human capital development and national advancement.

Despite numerous reforms, including the implementation of the K—12 program and recent initiatives such as the MATATAG Agenda
and the National Education and Workforce Development Plan, challenges persist. While these reforms have expanded access and
introduced structural improvements, issues related to inequality, resource limitations, and uneven quality of instruction remain
evident (Oxford Business Group, n.d.; Bacelonia, 2023; Abasola, 2026). This suggests that the problem is not simply a lack of
reform but rather the complexity of factors influencing educational outcomes and the limitations in implementation.

A critical dimension of this issue is literacy. Contemporary research highlights that literacy extends beyond basic reading and writing
to include higher-order and applied competencies such as comprehension, critical thinking, information evaluation, and digital
engagement. These skills are essential for academic success and participation in a knowledge-based society. However, studies reveal
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that while some learners demonstrate basic literacy skills, many struggle with higher-order competencies that are necessary for
deeper learning and academic achievement (Andalajao-Dalanon, 2024; Nacario & Orobia, 2025; Esponilla et al., 2025).

At the same time, socio-economic conditions, curriculum design, teacher quality, and governance structures interact in complex
ways to shape learning outcomes. Poverty, limited access to early childhood education, and inadequate resources create barriers to
learning even before students enter formal schooling (Rajuroy & Mary, 2024; Noubary, 2025). Within schools, issues such as
curriculum overload and misalignment between instruction and assessment further hinder effective learning (Labastida, 2023;
Santos et al., 2025). Additionally, fragmented reform efforts and inconsistent policy implementation limit the overall impact of
educational initiatives (Ignacio et al., 2022; The Asia Foundation, 2025).

Given the multifaceted nature of the learning crisis, there is a need for a comprehensive analysis that integrates insights from various
sources to better understand its underlying causes and potential solutions. This thought paper aims to examine how different factors
interact to influence academic performance and to identify key areas for reform. By synthesizing empirical evidence, policy
perspectives, and theoretical frameworks, the paper seeks to contribute to a more nuanced understanding of the challenges facing
Philippine education and the pathways toward meaningful improvement.

METHODOLOGY

This study employs a narrative review methodology to synthesize findings from diverse sources, including peer-reviewed journal
articles, policy reports, institutional publications, and credible news articles. Narrative review is a widely used qualitative research
approach that allows for the integration and interpretation of findings across multiple studies to develop a comprehensive
understanding of complex issues (Ferrari, 2015).

The selection of sources was guided by relevance to key themes such as literacy, academic performance, educational reform, and
systemic challenges in the Philippine context. The analysis involved identifying recurring patterns, relationships, and contradictions
across studies. These were then organized into thematic categories to examine how different factors interact within the education
system.

This methodology is appropriate for the present study because it enables the integration of empirical evidence and policy insights
while maintaining a coherent and critical discussion. By synthesizing multiple perspectives, the narrative review provides a holistic
understanding of the learning crisis and supports the development of informed conclusions and recommendations.

The Learning Crisis as a National and Global Issue

The learning crisis in the Philippines is not only widely documented but also consistently validated across multiple sources, ranging
from international assessments to national policy analyses. Data from the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(2023) reveal that Filipino students perform significantly below global averages in reading, mathematics, and science. Only a small
proportion of learners achieve minimum proficiency levels, with the majority clustered at the lowest levels of performance. This
indicates that many students lack even the most basic competencies required for academic progression.

These findings are reinforced by national reports that describe the situation as a systemic failure in delivering quality education
(Bautista & Aranas, 2023; Second Congressional Commission on Education, 2026). The consistency of poor performance across
different assessment programs, including PISA and other regional and national evaluations, suggests that the issue is deeply
embedded within the education system rather than being a result of isolated factors.

Stakeholder interpretations further emphasize the severity of the crisis. Industry leaders and education advocates have characterized
the results as a clear indication of a deteriorating system, noting the lack of significant improvement over time (Hernando-Malipot,
2023). The fact that performance remained relatively stable despite disruptions such as the COVID-19 pandemic may initially appear
positive; however, the absence of meaningful progress highlights systemic stagnation.

At a regional level, the situation becomes even more concerning. Comparative analyses of education systems in Southeast Asia
show that while many countries face challenges related to equity and quality, the Philippines lags behind in key performance
indicators (Micelotta et al., 2022). This raises concerns about the country’s ability to remain competitive in a region where education
systems are increasingly aligned with global standards and labor market demands.

Overall, the convergence of international data, national reports, and stakeholder perspectives underscores that the learning crisis in
the Philippines is both severe and persistent. It reflects not only gaps in student learning but also broader structural weaknesses that
require comprehensive and sustained reform.

Socio-Economic and Early Childhood Determinants of Learning

The role of socio-economic factors in shaping educational outcomes is consistently highlighted across the reviewed literature.
Poverty remains one of the most significant barriers to learning, limiting students’ access to essential resources such as books,
technology, and stable learning environments (Rajuroy & Mary, 2024). Learners from disadvantaged backgrounds often face
additional challenges, including irregular school attendance, limited parental support, and increased exposure to stressors that
negatively affect cognitive development.
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These socio-economic disparities are further reflected in international assessment data, which show that a large proportion of
Filipino students come from disadvantaged households (OECD, 2023). This creates a cycle where inequality in living conditions
translates into inequality in learning outcomes. As a result, students from lower socio-economic backgrounds are less likely to
achieve proficiency in foundational skills, widening the achievement gap over time.

Early childhood development emerges as a critical factor in this context. Evidence indicates that deficiencies in early childhood
care, including malnutrition and limited access to early education programs, significantly impair cognitive and linguistic
development (Second Congressional Commission on Education, 2026). These early disadvantages have long-term consequences,
as children who enter school without adequate preparation struggle to keep up with academic demands.

The importance of early intervention is further emphasized by international perspectives, which highlight that investments in the
first years of life yield significant benefits in terms of learning outcomes and overall development (Noubary, 2025). Without such
interventions, efforts to improve education at later stages may have limited impact, as foundational gaps persist.

In addition to economic and developmental factors, family and community environments also play a crucial role. Studies suggest
that parental education, home support, and community engagement significantly influence students’ academic performance (Bagcat,
2025). This reinforces the idea that education is not confined to the classroom but is shaped by a broader ecosystem of influences.
Taken together, these findings indicate that addressing the learning crisis requires a holistic approach that extends beyond formal
education. Policies and interventions must consider the socio-economic realities of learners and prioritize early childhood
development as a foundation for long-term academic success.

Curriculum Overload and Instructional Misalignment

Curriculum design and instructional practices are central to the effectiveness of the education system, yet they also present
significant challenges. One of the most frequently cited issues is curriculum overload, where an excessive number of learning
competencies must be covered within limited instructional time. This situation forces teachers to prioritize breadth over depth, often
resulting in superficial understanding rather than meaningful learning (Labastida, 2023).

The consequences of curriculum overload are evident in classroom practices. Teachers may rush through lessons to meet required
competencies, leaving little time for critical thinking, discussion, or application. This limits students’ ability to develop higher-order
skills, which are essential for academic success and problem-solving.

In addition to content overload, there is a notable misalignment between curriculum objectives, instructional practices, and
assessment systems. While assessments are designed to measure higher-order competencies, classroom instruction often remains
focused on memorization and content delivery (Santos et al., 2025). This disconnect creates a situation where students are evaluated
based on skills they have not been adequately trained to develop.

Efforts to address these issues are evident in recent reforms. The MATATAG Agenda, for instance, aims to decongest the curriculum
and prioritize foundational skills such as literacy and numeracy (Bacelonia, 2023). By focusing on essential competencies, the
reform seeks to create more space for deeper learning and skill development.

However, the success of such initiatives depends on effective implementation and alignment across different components of the
education system. Without coherence between curriculum design, teaching practices, and assessment frameworks, reforms may fail
to achieve their intended outcomes.

This highlights the importance of a systems approach to curriculum reform. Rather than focusing on isolated changes, there is a
need to ensure that all elements of the education system work together to support meaningful learning.

Literacy as a Multi-Dimensional Determinant of Academic Performance

Literacy is widely recognized as a fundamental component of academic success, but its role is more complex than traditionally
understood. The reviewed studies consistently demonstrate that literacy is a multi-dimensional construct that includes not only basic
reading skills but also higher-order and applied competencies.

Reading comprehension, in particular, has been identified as a strong predictor of academic performance. Studies show that students
who are able to understand, analyze, and interpret texts tend to perform better across subjects (Buraga, 2025; Andalajao-Dalanon,
2024). These higher-order skills enable learners to engage with complex material, solve problems, and apply knowledge in different
contexts.

However, the relationship between literacy and academic performance is not uniform. Some findings suggest that basic reading
proficiency alone does not guarantee academic success (Bagcat, 2025). This indicates that while foundational skills are necessary,
they are not sufficient. The depth and quality of literacy skills are more important than their mere presence.

Beyond reading, other forms of literacy play a crucial role in shaping learning outcomes. Information literacy, for example, enables
students to locate, evaluate, and use information effectively, which is essential in an age of abundant digital content (Oregano,
2024). Similarly, scientific and quantitative literacy are critical for understanding and applying concepts in science and mathematics
(Estillena & Linaugo, 2025).
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Digital literacy has also become increasingly important, particularly in the context of online and technology-enhanced learning. The
ability to navigate digital platforms, evaluate online information, and use technological tools effectively is now a key determinant
of academic performance (Esponilla et al., 2025).

The integration of these different forms of literacy highlights the need for a comprehensive approach to skill development. Education
systems must move beyond a narrow focus on basic reading and writing to include a broader range of competencies that reflect the
demands of modern learning environments.

Systemic Fragmentation, Governance Issues, and Reform Directions

The persistence of the learning crisis despite numerous reform efforts points to deeper systemic issues within the education system.
One of the most significant challenges is the fragmented nature of policy implementation. Studies indicate that inconsistencies, lack
of coordination, and unclear policy interpretation undermine the effectiveness of reforms (Ignacio et al., 2022).

This fragmentation is evident across different levels of the education system. While policies may be well-designed at the national
level, their implementation often varies at the local level, leading to uneven outcomes. This highlights the importance of aligning
policy, practice, and resources to ensure coherence.

Recent initiatives demonstrate an increasing recognition of the need for systemic reform. Government efforts to strengthen teacher
education, improve infrastructure, and develop long-term plans reflect a commitment to addressing structural issues (Department of
Education, 2025; Abasola, 2026). These reforms emphasize the importance of investing in human capital and creating a more
coordinated approach to education.

At the same time, research highlights the critical role of school leadership and localized implementation. Effective leadership at the
school level can bridge the gap between policy and practice, ensuring that reforms are adapted to local contexts and needs (Oracion
et al., 2020). This supports the idea that successful reform requires both top-down direction and bottom-up engagement.

The need for integration is further emphasized by analyses that call for coordinated, system-wide approaches to reform (The Asia
Foundation, 2025). Without such coordination, individual initiatives may fail to produce significant improvements.

Ultimately, addressing the learning crisis requires a comprehensive and sustained effort that considers the interconnected nature of
the education system. By aligning governance, policy, and practice, it is possible to create a more effective and equitable system
that supports meaningful learning outcomes.

CONCLUSION

The analysis presented in this paper demonstrates that the learning crisis in the Philippine education system is a complex and deeply
rooted issue shaped by multiple interacting factors. Evidence from international assessments, national reports, and empirical studies
consistently shows that Filipino learners struggle to achieve foundational competencies, particularly in reading, mathematics, and
science. These persistent gaps are not merely a reflection of student ability but are indicative of broader structural, socio-economic,
and institutional challenges within the education system.

The findings highlight that academic performance is influenced by a combination of conditions that extend beyond the classroom.
Socio-economic inequalities, limited access to early childhood education, and disparities in resources create unequal starting points
for learners. These challenges are further compounded by curriculum overload, misalignment between instruction and assessment,
and the limited development of higher-order literacy skills. While literacy remains a critical determinant of academic success, it is
evident that its impact depends on the depth and type of competencies developed, particularly in areas such as comprehension,
critical thinking, and digital engagement.

At the systemic level, the persistence of fragmented reforms and inconsistent policy implementation has constrained the
effectiveness of educational initiatives. Although significant efforts have been made through programs such as the MATATAG
Agenda, teacher education reforms, and long-term national plans, their impact depends largely on coherence, coordination, and
sustained execution. The evidence suggests that reforms must move beyond isolated interventions and adopt a more integrated
approach that aligns policy, curriculum, instruction, and assessment.

Importantly, the implications of the learning crisis extend beyond education itself. Weak foundational skills limit workforce
readiness, reduce productivity, and hinder national competitiveness. This underscores the role of education as a critical investment
in human capital and highlights the urgency of addressing systemic weaknesses.

In light of these findings, it is clear that improving educational outcomes in the Philippines requires a holistic and sustained strategy.
Strengthening early childhood development, enhancing teacher quality, decongesting the curriculum, and promoting multi-
dimensional literacy are essential components of this effort. Equally important is ensuring that reforms are effectively implemented
at all levels of the system, supported by adequate resources and strong governance structures.

Ultimately, the path forward lies in recognizing the interconnected nature of the challenges and responding with coordinated, long-
term solutions. By aligning educational policies with learners' realities and the demands of a rapidly changing global environment,
the Philippines can move toward a more equitable, effective, and future-ready education system.
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