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Statement about Filipino Language Requirement in Higher Education

We support the Supreme Court’s decision, insofar as it:

o Gives higher education institutions (HEIs) the choice to teach Filipino, English, and
other local and foreign languages at their discretion. It upholds academic freedom
and equality among languages.

o Does not prevent HEIs from teaching Philippine literature.

o It keeps the number of required subjects to a manageable level, giving students
more room to take subjects aligned to their interests, needs, and career goals.

We support CHED’s respect of the rule of law.

We appreciate CHED Chairman Popoy De Vera’s courage to act in a fair and balanced
manner, taking into account multiple perspectives on the issue.

We support academic freedom of higher education institutions, a constitutional right.

We support greater flexibility of language policy in higher education, giving HEIs and
students more choice over what languages are taught/learned and how they are integrated
in degree programs.

We believe the imposition of one language, native or foreign, is not harmonious with ideals
of 21% century democracy, justice, equal opportunity, and sustainable national
development in a multilingual, multicultural society.

On the other hand, we are against any policy that would prevent universities from teaching
or using Filipino, English, or other languages that are significant to the Filipino people.

If ever language/literature subjects are made mandatory again, we support an inclusive
implementation in which all native Philippine languages and literatures are eligible.

In other words, if a language requirement is reinstated, it should be a general “Philippine
language” requirement, not restricted to the national language. Thus, students would have
the option to fulfil it by taking some units of the national language (i.e. Filipino) AND/OR
some units of another Philippine language (e.g. Cebuano, llokano, Hiligaynon, Maranao,
etc.), depending on the student’s interests and the university’s offerings.

Similarly, Philippine literature subjects should reflect the literatures of all regions, and can
be taught in Filipino, English, or any other language as originally indicated in CHED Memo
59, s. 1996.

To minimize curricular and financial burden on students, it would be prudent to limit the
possible language and literature requirements to a combined total of 6 units.

We assert that there are a variety of views on this issue, and no group should pose as
representing all Filipino people. People have the right to agree with the Supreme Court
decision without being attacked as unpatriotic. Likewise, they have the right to question
policies that favor Filipino language without being branded as traitors to the country. Love
for national language and love for country, culture, and community are not the same. In
fact, the Supreme Court’s decision is arguably in the best interest of the Filipino nation, for
reasons expounded below.
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The Supreme Court’s ruling lifting the Temporary Restraining Order of CHED’s Memorandum
Order 20, series 2013, has caused significant controversy. It has been interpreted as the removal
of Filipino language from higher education, leading to many vitriolic responses of nationalists of
which the media has given widen coverage. As an informal network of academics and laypeople
with a common interest in protecting, promoting, and studying all Philippine languages, we make
the following observations and statements:

While teaching Filipino at the college level is considered vital for some, especially those who
currently teach the language and those with strong nationalistic sentiments, let us keep in
mind that there is a wide diversity of opinion on this issue, and media coverage should reflect
this diversity in a balanced way. For some, the Supreme Court’s decision was a painful blow.
For others, it was a welcome relief. It is important to understand the factors behind these
various opinions and share them with the public.

The claim that the Supreme Court and CHED are removing Filipino is misleading and
hyperbolic. The Supreme Court merely ruled that CHED’s new general education curriculum
(CMO 20 s. 2013) is constitutional. The new curriculum includes 36 units of general subjects.
To require a specific language subject in this curriculum, whether Filipino or English, would
contravene the purpose of general education. Hence, such subjects were transferred (not
removed) to Senior High School. This move also served the purpose of decluttering bachelor
programs, which suffered under the old bloated general education curriculum of 63 units,
leaving little room for students to explore and specialize. However, even with the transfer of
English and Filipino subjects to Senior High School, CMO 20 makes it clear that any of the new
Gen Ed subjects may be taught using Filipino or English, so there is nothing preventing a
university or instructors from using the national language. They could teach all of the subjects
using Filipino if they wanted to. Moreover, in addition to the Gen Ed subjects, universities
could add more Filipino subjects at their discretion, whether elective or mandatory. Thus,
equating the Supreme Court’s ruling to the abolition of Filipino is simply a scare tactic.

Filipino is already taught as a separate language subject for 12 years (Grades 1 to 12). If we
have any confidence in our own education system, then 12 years should be enough to learn
the language and be able to use it in college. For example, British students are not required to
take English language subjects in university, because they are already expected to know the
language. Rather, they use English to learn other subjects, whether literature, science, history,
or math. The sign of a developed language is being able to use it in advanced, technical
domains. Hence, supporters of the national language should be prioritizing the use of Filipino
as a medium of instruction rather than as a language subject. CMO 20 s. 2013 already gives
them the power to use Filipino as a medium of instruction for any and all subjects.

Supporters of requiring Filipino in college have ignored the fact that Filipino is not the only
language in the country. The Philippines is multilingual—with more than 100 native languages
(KWF, 2014; Ethnologue, 2018). Our Philippine languages are informally (yet incorrectly)
called dialects. They are just as important as the national language to our history, heritage,
culture and communities. If ever there would be a language requirement in college, we
support a fairer policy that would allow the teaching of any Philippine language (e.g. Tagalog,
Cebuano, llokano, Waray, Bikol, Hiligaynon, Pangasinan, Maguindanaon, and other indigenous
languages) towards the fulfillment of such a requirement. This would promote equality, allow
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greater understanding of our peoples’ origins, and empower our communities to create
music, literature, film, and educational materials in their respective languages.

The Philippine Constitution states, “Academic freedom shall be enjoyed in all institutions of
higher learning” (Article XIV, Section 5), which is also enshrined in the Higher Education Act of
1994 (R.A. 7722). Colleges should therefore have the choice about what languages to
mandate or offer. It should be noted that none of the world’s top 10 universities, never mind
the countries they are located in, require a specific language subject for all their students. If
students are required to take up a language, students have a choice about what language they
will learn. To mandate a specific language, regardless of its political status, is contradictory to
academic freedom and personal freedom.

We support greater flexibility with regard to the languages taught and used in higher
education so that colleges can meet the needs of their students and communities. Languages
are tools for communication, employment, and many other aspects of our lives. The decision
to use what language and how should be based on context, such as the local economy,
availability of instructional materials, the capacities of instructors, the skills that students
seek, and the vision, mission, and research priorities of the institution.

Continuity of employment is a major concern. However, the claim that thousands of
instructors would lose their jobs is also inaccurate. First of all, DepEd is very open to hiring
Filipino instructors for their growing Senior High School program. Second, higher education
institutions are allowed to continue offering Filipino subjects. Third, the existing Filipino
instructors can apply internal pressure for the continuation of the Filipino subjects they
handle. Fourth, they can teach any of the 36 general education units, whether some of these
units are allocated for Filipino, other subjects, or electives. The total number of gen ed units
shall not change, therefore there is no need to fire anyone. Fifth, the majority of Filipino
language instructors nationwide are not ethnically Tagalog—therefore, they know how to
speak other mother tongues too. Thus, if any language can be taught in higher education,
these instructors will actually have more options to teach. Sixth, English is no longer a
required subject too, and yet this did not result in the loss of thousands of jobs as
pessimistically predicted. The media should not so readily quote statistics that do not stand
up to scrutiny.

People continue to lambast CHED and the Supreme Court for not respecting “ang ating
sariling wika at kultura”. In fact, we have many “sariling wika at kultura”. Let us be honest.
Our other languages have never had the privilege to be required courses in college, even in
their native regions. And experts in these languages have not had the privilege of employment
like the thousands of Filipino/Tagalog instructors. Is this fair? Is it “colonial mentality” to ask
for more representation and equality among our native languages? Request for inclusion is
not colonial nor regionalistic, it is judicious and equitable.

If any Philippine language could be used/taught in the new General Education curriculum,
then not only instructors who are proficient in English or Filipino/Tagalog will be able to teach
said subjects, but also those who are proficient in other Philippine languages as well. This will
create more dynamic, diverse, and inclusive language departments. Writers, poets, linguists,
researchers and teachers of various languages could be tapped to share their expertise.

The Indigenous Peoples’ Rights Act of 1997 (R.A. 8371) gives indigenous peoples (IP) and
indigenous cultural communities (IPPs) the right to “education in their own language, in a
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manner appropriate to their cultural methods of teaching and learning” (Chp. VI, Sec. 30). The
Act further states, “the State shall endeavor to have the dignity and diversity of the cultures,
traditions, histories and aspirations of the ICCs/IPs appropriately reflected in all forms of
education” (Chp. VI, Sec. 31). If only one language is to be mandated in the Gen Ed curriculum,
and all students are mandated to take it, then this policy could violate indigenous students’
rights. By contrast, if CHED will permit any local language to be used in the mandated
subjects, including IP languages, then CHED will ensure that General Education is more
appropriate to IP communities and will safeguard their right to education in their own
language.

For too long, Filipinos have been unnecessarily restricted in their language options in higher
education. Non-Tagalog people have had to learn the national language (based primarily on
Tagalog), but Tagalog people have not had the chance to learn other Philippine tongues.
Having a flexible language policy in higher education will open up opportunities for Filipinos to
learn each other’s languages, provide more communication options, prepare them for inter-
island travel and work, build mutual respect and appreciation, and strive for “unity in
diversity” (Constitution, Article XIV, Section 14). Flexible language policies will also open the
door to learn foreign languages for economic and social opportunities.

The Philippine Constitution declares that Filipino “shall be further enriched on the basis of
existing Philippine and other languages” (Article XIV, Section 6). If national language advocates
insist that Filipino is not the same as Tagalog, then they should be willing and even demanding
that other Philippine languages be taught alongside Filipino in higher education. This would
provide a solid mechanism for cross-pollination of grammatical and lexical elements between
Philippine languages, thereby facilitating the enrichment of the national language as
envisioned by the Constitution.

The Living Tongues Institute of Endangered Languages classifies the Philippines as one of the
Top 10 “language hotspots” of the world, which means that it has a rich yet fragile linguistic
heritage. The KWF meanwhile has reported that more than 40 Philippine languages are dying
(2018). These are minority languages spoken in just a few places. While it is understandable
that many people care about the national language, it is not threatened to the same degree
that our truly endangered languages are. Therefore, it is important to give them a chance to
be taught and learned as well. Hence, if a language requirement is retained in the higher
education curriculum, we again support the eligibility of all Philippine languages, whether
national, regional, or local, to be taken up in fulfillment of such a requirement.

Nationalism is not the same as patriotism. Homogeneity is not the same as equality. Imposing or
prioritizing one language is not the best way to combat colonialism. In fact, it is the opposite. Let
us promote Philippine languages (or as some would mistakenly say, “dialects”) in an inclusive way,
and allow any of them to be taught in higher education. Our former colonizers failed to do this—
but we can do better. Let us also give universities and students the chance to learn foreign
languages according to their genuine interests, needs, and aspirations. Inclusive, flexible, and
pluralistic language policies contribute to sustainable development and peace (UNESCO, 2012).

! Why Language Matters for the Millennium Development Goals. (2012). UNESCO Bangkok




