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Absolute poverty is a condition of life so limited by ma/nutrition, illiteracy, 
disease, squalid surroundings, high infant mortality, and low life 
expectancy as to be beneath any reasonable definition of human decency. -
Robert McNamara, President, World Bank (1978) 

The Translators Association of the Philippines (TAP) is an NGO that is committed 
to serving the indigenous communities of the Philippines by providing them with 
opportunities and options to improve the quality of their lives through education. To 
accomplish this, TAP members live among the people, learn their language and study their 
culture so that we can better serve them. In areas where people do not have a writing system, 
we help them devise an alphabet, and encourage and facilitate the development and 
production of instructional and reading materials that are relevant, culturally appropriate and 
in their language. Together with community leaders, we facilitate the teaching of reading and 
writing and/or integrate the teaching of literacy with other meaningful and worthwhile 
activities that the people themselves identify. In short, TAP is committed to development. 

Section I of Article XIV of the 1987 Constitution provides that "The State shall 
protect and promote the right of all citizens to quality education at all levels and shall take 
appropriate steps to make such education accessible to all." Aside from the other provision 
relating to education, it is worth noting that Section 2( 4) puts particular emphasis on adult 
literacy by mandating the state to "encourage non-formal, formal and indigenous learning 
systems, as well as self learning, independent and out-of-school study programs particularly 
those that respond to community needs." Literacy programs that are responsive to people's 
needs lead to learning that is sustainable. 

Furthermore, Sections 22 and 23 of Article I of the Constitution state that ''The 
State recognizes and promotes the rights of the indigenous cultural communities within the 
framework of national unity and development... It shall encourage non-governmental, 
community-based, or sectoral organizations and promote the welfare of the nation." TAP's 
mission is a response to this Constitutional mandate. 

THE WESTERN SUBANON EXPERIENCE 

The Western Subanon people, with a population of about 80,000, are scattered in 
the 12 municipalities of Zamboanga del Sur and del Norte, and in the northwestern portion of 
Zamboanga City. The Subanons are basically farmers. Traditionally hunters and gatherers, 
they engage in swidden agriculture, while those living along the seacoast engage in simple 
methods of fishing. Subanons tend to live in clusters. They take pride in their language by 
maintaining its use among themselves, both inside and outside of the Subanon population 
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centers. In fact I have observed that lowlanders who live in major cluster areas have learned 
the language as a medium of communication. 

In 1979, in coordination with the School's District Supervisor who was himself a 
Subanon chieftain, I conducted a literacy survey in Lintangan. Among 15 year olds and 
above, the result showed a 3 96/o literacy rate. This was rather alarming since Lintangan has 
had a primacy school for more than l 0 years and complete elementary and high schools were 
located in Malayal, only three kilometers away. 

During the late 1970s and early 1980s, community service under the Youth Civic 
Action Program (YCAP) was included in the high school curriculum .• Under this program, 
high school students were required to render community service for a number of hours per 
year. The result of the survey was explained to selected third and fourth year students of 
Malayal Barangay High School and to their teachers. Those who volunteered to teach were 
trained using a Western Subanon literacy primer developed by Mrs. Lee Hall of the Summer 
Institute of Linguistics and some Western Subanon public school teachers. Seven of the 
trainees ended up teaching immediate family members. Most of the classes were held in the 
evenings in the privacy of the learners' homes. Hermilina Perez and I supervised the classes 
and provided follow-up training to the teachers. The fourth year class adviser helped in 
monitoring the classes. Graduation was held after four months of teaching. Plans for 
replication did not materialize after the YCAP program was abolished from the high school 
curriculum. However, news about the initial literacy activities spread in areas where some of 
the high school students came from. 

In 1989, the Western Subanon language project team trained literacy teachers in 
Siocon and Baliguian municipalities. While my husband and I were teaching in Siocon, a 
barangay chair who was also a Subanon ·chieftain from the interior of Tungawan 
municipality invited us to teach in his barangay. Before reaching his barangay, however, we 
were intercepted by the Subanon chieftain in a barangay in R T. Lim municipality. We knew 
this man personally from when he was a student in Malayal High School. He persuaded us to 
stay and arranged for our housing. Then he mobilized the Subanon community to build a 
schoolhouse, one side of which served as our living area. He was in charge of the recruitment 
of students and later the recruitment of teachers. 

As we immersed ourselves in the community and integrated with the people, they 
began to articulate their hurts and vision. They had been under oppression by a logging 
company for the past 25 years. They were prevented from developing their ancestral land on 
pain of imprisonment, and violation thereof resulted in the imprisonment of a number of 
Subanons and the death of one of them. The people had collectively made a few attempts to 
seek the help of concerned government agencies through resolutions and petition letters, but 
to no avail. Although they were discouraged, our presence as interested outsiders provided 
them with renewed strength - especially wh~n they realized that we frequently went to 
Manila and had access to central offices. Some of those who attended the literacy classes 
were men who wanted to know how to write their names so they could sign the petition letter 
for their ancestral land. We were caught in their struggle and at times were confronted with 
questions such as, "What relationship is there between literacy and land security?" The 
Subanon leaders and my husband were under death threats. Different groups attempted to 
dissuade us, but a number of cause-oriented individuals joined the struggle. We coordinated 
with the military, other NGOs, and the media and facilitated the conduct of a series of multi
sectoral dialogues. After two years of struggle, the Subanons were finally awarded the land 
they were fighting for. 
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Dr. Jane Vella in her book, Leaming to Listen, Learning to Teach.· The Power of 
Dialogue in Educating Adults, mentions 12 principles for effective adult learning. Safety is 
one of them. There is safety when the learners know that the learning environment is not 
judgmental and when affirmation talres place. She said, "Teachers do not empower adult 
learners; they encourage the use of the power the learners were born with." Our presence in 
the area was more of an affirmation of what we were hearing them say, and as we affirmed, 
we invited them "to use the power they were born with as subjects of their own lives." 

Aside from their ancestral land, the Subanons were also granted a government 
funded reforestation project When Subanons in other areas heard of what had happened in 
that area, they too began to be interested in literacy. 

Vernacular materials were developed and produced through writers' workshops and 
transcription of oral literature. A total of 18 titles were produced either by silkscreen or 
printing press. A total of 40 teachers were trained between 1985 and 1990, and 8oout 700 
Western Subanon adults have learned to read through these efforts. 

While working in San Femandino, RT. Lim, we were confronted by people with 
health problems. Many were suffering from malaria, diarrhea and other common diseases. 
Local stores, mostly owned by non-Subanons, sold medicine at exorbitant prices. There were 
barangay health centers but they were not readily accessible to many of the Subanons and 
these centers lacked government personnel and/or medicine. Since we were not medical 
people, we networked with the Flying Medical Samaritans, an organhation that offered free 
monthly medical services. The Rotary Club, Zamboanga Chapter, provided for the fuel 
expenses of the plane that transported the doctor and the medicine. The average number of 
patients per visit was between 300 and 350 persons. These services were available for only 
two years. 

The community made subsequent requests for medical assistance, but nothing more 
was done due to financial constraints. That is when we began to conceptnalize a program 
that integrates health education and promotion with literacy. 

HEALm EDUCATION AND PROMOTION: LITERACY FLUENCY CLASSES 

Initially we discussed with the barangay (community) chair and some of the council 
members, the idea of preparing a health education and promotion plan. Subsequently, we 
were invited to present the idea to the Barangay Development Council (BDC), which passed 
a resolution requesting the assistance of the Translators Association of the Philippines. That 
made our presence official. We were advised to work closely with the barangay health 
committee and the local midwife. 

In cooperation with the midwife, a survey was conducted which revealed the 10 
leading causes of sicknesses or deaths in the barangay. The result of the survey was 
presented to the BOC for analysis and subsequent action. The council passed a resolution 
adopting a health education and promotion program and each BDC member identified at 
least three people to represent his purok (average of 30-50 households) in . the three 
subsequent health seminars. These representatives were trained to become trainers in their 
respective puroks. Reading materials in the mother tongue (Sinubanon) and the trade 
language (Cebuano) were provided and used in the literacy fluency classes. 

The instructional method was participatory and interactive, and the materials used 
were locally available. Return demonstrations were expected of all participants whenever 
applicable. Whenever decisions had to be made, such as coming up with a project (toilet, 
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rubbish or compost pit, herbal or vegetable garden), a consensus was sought. A monitoring 
team was chosen by the participants and participating barangay officials, and a date was set 
for the final inspection of projects. Whenever there was a need for a barangay ordinance, the 
same was proposed by the group and a subsequent ordinance was passed by the BDC. The 
translated modules served as fluency reading materials for the new readers. 

BOTIKA BINBI: READING SUSTAINABILITY 

The Botika Binbi ("botika" means "pharmacy" and "binhi" means "seed") concept 
was introduced to the literacy facilitators from five municipalities during the literacy and 
health training held in Zamboanga City in 1998. Botika Binbi is a community-based, 
community-managed health-financing program that insures the availability of affordable 
essential and herbal medicines in the community. This program was promoted through 
department order No. 275-G, series of 1994, issued by then Secretary of Health Dr. Juan 
Flavier. 

Literacy facilitators in Naga, Zamboanga del Sur promoted the Botika Binhi 
concept in their respective barangays and after one year, TAP began to receive requests for 
training which we passed on to the Botika Binhi trainers. Barangay assemblies were held and 
as people decided to organiz.e a Botika Binhi, they identified key people who would be 
responsible in implementing, managing, and monitoring the program. Each of the six 
barangays came up with a management team composed of seven key persons to participate in 
the training. They were the Chair, Vi~hair, Secretary, Treasurer, Auditor, and two Botika 
Binhi Aides. The literacy facilitator was a member of this team. Although the Botika Binhi is 
not exclusive for literacy students, barangays that did not have literacy classes did their own 
survey and requested literacy facilitators. The different Botika Binhi chapters organized 
themselves and formed a municipal association, the officers of which formed the monitoring 
team. 

At least five of the seven key persons attended the Botika Binhi training. Training 
included the following: the history ofBotika Binhi, rationale for having a community-based, 
community-managed health program, saving for the future health needs of the family, 
membership requirement, record keeping and simple accounting procedures, drug 
classification and drug use. A one-time membership fee and minimal, agreed upon monthly 
dues were required. A community health survey and initial capital were prerequisites for the 
release of initial medicine to the Botika Binhi chapter. 

Requests for medicine on the barangay level had to be done in writing and a 
signature in the record book was required after every purchase. This strengthened the new 
readers' computational and writing skills. 

INTEGRATED FARMING: CONTINUING EDUCATION 

Botika Binhi officers and members in four barangays in Naga municipality showed 
interest in finding ways to improve their farming skills. For the previous past twQ to three 
y~ they bad been hearing about the modern ways of farming hilly land commonly called 
SALT (Sustainable Agricultu.Jal Land Technology) and the Integrated Farming approach 
being practiced in Bansalan, Davao del Sur. Ten of them visited Bansa1an and had hands-on 
traiBing in SALT, forage preparation, goat raising, grafting, and FAITH (Food Always In 
The Home) gardening. They came home with a new vision and renewed strength for a bright 
future. They will serve as the catalysts for their oWn. people. 
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Although it is too early to talk about success, comparing all the literacy projects in 
the peninsula, the literacy project in Naga has a greater chance for success because of the 
following reasons: 

1. The participants have a high motivation to improve their living condition. 

2. There is an existing and/or emerging infrastructure for: 

a Research 
b. Decision-making, management and monitoring, and evaluation 
c. Recruitment and training (except for the training on drug use which is being 

done by a licensed pharmacist). 
3. The people recognize the Botika Binhi'project as an answer to their health needs. They 

benefit from it and therefore support it. 

4. The people initiated the project, and therefore feel ownership of it. 

5. The people consider integrated agri-livestock farming as a means for improving their 
means of livelihood. However, they need assistance in putting up the initial capital to 
purchase a pair of breeders/goats. 

Literacy programs that are responsive to people's needs lead to learning that is 
sustainable. This is sustainable development. 
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