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In December of 2007, 

DLSU Chancellor and 

SDRC Research Fellow 

Carmelita I. Quebengco 

retired from service 

after 30 years as a 

member of the school 

f a c u l t y  a n d  

administration. As director of the 

longest running research project at 

SDRC, Dr. Quebengco spent more than 

25 years overseeing the development 

of the Pundasyon Hanunuo Mangyan 

School. She is now preparing to 

relinquish this duty to a younger 

member of the faculty, and is certain 

that whoever takes on the task will gain 

much from the experience.  While 

some who have known her as a 

dedicated administrator, putting in 12 

hours of work each day, may think that 

leaving the University is something she 

has done with a heavy heart, she has 

been quick to clarify that the biggest 

role in her life has always been as 

mother and as sister.  She is someone 

who is very much in touch with her 

family.  

Dr. Quebengco, or “Lita” as she has 

been known to the academic 

community, is currently enjoying an 

active retirement that allows her more 

opportunities to help groups and 

organizations outside the confines of 

DLSU. She is now EVP-COO of De La 

Salle Philippines, within which she is 

able to help small low tuition La Salle 

schools institutionally develop, as well 

as young school administrators grow 

professionally. Meanwhile, she sits on 

the boards of eight La Salle schools, and 

also occupies four board seats of 

schools within the DLS System and 

seats on the boards of two national 

professional educational associations. 

But apart from her work in education, 

she acknowledges that her mission in 

life is to help the marginalized; of 

particular concern to her are children 

and abandoned women. Unlike those 

for whom involvement in solving the 

country's problems is primarily at a 

scholarly level, she has always been one 

who seeks to actually do something 

about hindrances that lead to 

underdevelopment—to take concrete 

action toward addressing difficult 

situations. 

She further explains that an 

undertaking such as the PHMS could not 

have been a project of such long 

standing had there not been key 

individuals who, like her, were action-

oriented and were devoted to staying 

with the project. Hands-on involvement 

is something the Mangyan easily 

recognize and are highly appreciative 

of. It is the manner in which these 

efforts were reciprocated that has made 

Dr. Quebengco's work as PHMS project 



director a significant part of 

her career. Moreover, through 

her involvement in the school, 

she has found the two factors 

that give meaning to her life: 

relationships, and service. 

Dr. Quebencgo relates that she was 

fortunate to have maintained good 

relations with Mangyan leaders as well 

as with the governor of Mindoro 

province in working toward building 

and improving the Mangyan school. 

She points out that one of the factors 

that contributed most to the smooth 

interaction with the local governors 

was the La Salle connection—of the 

four she has dealt with, two were 

graduates of DLSU, and one had a child 

who was a DLSU graduate. She further 

notes that good relations between 

DLSU and the PHMS principal and 

teachers have been maintained, in 

spite of the low salary the latter 

receive, because of the strong sense of 

personal investment that has been 

exhibited by all involved in the project. 

Although she is no longer able to make 

the quarterly visits to the school that 

she faithfully made during its early 

years (a visit that still requires a five to 

seven hour hike in the mountains of 

Oriental Mindoro), she remains a 

familiar face to both teachers and 

students alike—the children for whom 

she has always had a soft spot.

Dr. Quebengco acknowledges that the 

two greatest accomplishments in her 

life are having raised a son on her own, 

and having helped the Hanunuo 

Mangyan— a people whom she says are 

her greatest blessing, second only to 

her family. Citing that most meetings 

among those involved in the school 

project are held on Saturdays, she 

admits that the work has been 

demanding, but being of service to the 

indigenous tribe has not been difficult 

because of the many rewards that are 

gained from it. Her greatest joy, she 

says, is the memory she has of 

schoolchildren who entertained her 

during visits to the site. In her 

experience, no matter how meager the 

“baon” each child brought from 

home—a banana, boiled kamote, an 

egg—the bounty was always eagerly 

shared with her as they gathered 

around, in gratitude for the schooling 

that they received. Their innocence and 

generosity is like nothing she has 

known in Manila, or at the university.

Aware that one of the leading causes of 

students' absence from classes at the 

PHMS is a lack of food to eat, and in 

return for the warm reception she has 

always been given, Dr. Quebengco has 

donated rice to the school on 

occasion—a single sack can feed the 

students and teachers for an entire two 

months. Together with vegetables 

harvested from the plots at the school, 

lugaw is prepared, and both adults and 

children partake of the meal, sharing in 

food as a community.

Reflecting on the eventuality of giving 

way to a younger faculty member who 

will be overseeing the PHMS project, Dr. 

Quebengco acknowledges that such 

situations are a natural progression in 

the life of the University. Moreover, she 

points out that just as her generation 

enjoyed benefits and improvements 

that their predecessors did not, so will 

the current generation of faculty 

members experience and enjoy more 

than hers did. She views this as a 

positive development, as it always 

ensures that there will be a better 

quality of teaching and performance 

among faculty as each year passes. 

Meanwhile, she still foresees the 

possibility of involvement in the PHMS 

project, by way of convening meetings 

of the project team and similar tasks. 

For one who enjoys and anticipates 

what will continue to be a “simple life,” 

Dr. Quebengco leaves behind a life at 

the University that has, without 

question, been deeply fulfilling. She 

does not consider retirement as a loss 

of a job nor of professional colleagues, 

so she does not view it with sadness at 

all. For her, retirement is capping one's 

achievements with a much deserved 

freedom to do as one desires. The 

Social Development Research Center 

celebrates a career well spent, and 

extends its warmest wishes to           

Dr. Quebengco as she pursues a life she 

has long deserved. 
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The first project of the DLSU Research 

Center in Mindoro was the Pundasyon 

Hanunuo Mangyan School project. It was 

initiated in July of 1982 when the 

Pundasyon Hanunuo Mangyan, Inc. an 

organization representing three Hanunuo 

communities, requested through the 

Philippine Association for Intercultural 

Development the assistance of DLSU in 

establishing a culturally-appropriate 

elementary school for Hanunuo children. 

After more than a year of planning and 

preparation, the school formally opened 

in October 1983 with 106 students from 

among the communities of Amindang, 

Bailan and Umabang. The students 

ranged in age from seven to twenty and 

were all placed in first grade. 

While keeping with the basic minimum 

requirements of the then Ministry of 

Education and Culture for diploma-

awarding schools, as expressly preferred 

by the Hanunuo, the PHM school was 

unique in the following aspects: 1) the 

curriculum content focuses not only on 

Philippine culture in general but on that of 

the Mangyans and of other ethnic 

minorities;2) approximately 15 percent of 

the instructional materials and teaching 

methods were based on Hanunuo culture; 

3) agriculture was offered as a regular 

school subject; and 4) the school calendar 

conformed to the local agricultural cycle, 

so that the students' vacation periods 

were scheduled when they were most 

needed to work on the family farms.

The original four teachers at the school 

were themselves members of ethnic 

minority groups in northern Luzon. With 

regard to the students, less than 70 

percent completed the first school year 

because of the high drop-out rate due to 

prolonged illness or the necessity of 

working on the family farm. Those who 

remained and attended classes regularly 

fared best in civics and culture and in 

agriculture, the subjects in which 

instructional materials based on Hanunuo 

culture and on information from 

community resource persons were used 

the most.  

  

With regard to community participation in 

the school project, only two officers of the 

PHM association were initially members of 

the project steering committee, which had 

overall responsibility for formulating 

policies and for monitoring project 

activities. Among the undertakings 

participated in by the community toward 

attaining eventual self-sufficiency was the 

establishment of a demonstration farm 

during the second school year. This was 

decided upon as an appropriate means for 

the community to generate income to 

support the financial operations of the 

school. The first phase of activities planned 

for the farm was carried out on the 

teachers' and students' kaingin with 

gradual expansion of the site each year as 

new areas were cleared and 

made available for planting.

Meanwhile, in response to the 

serious health problems of 

the Hanunuo, which were 

apparent in the prolonged 

illnesses that were the primary reason 

given by students for dropping out, a 

relevant health education curriculum was 

developed for implementation during the 

third year of school operations. The 

curriculum was intended to address the 

problems of the inadequacy of sanitation 

and water facilities, absence of medical 

services, insufficient and nutritionally 

deficient diet, and the prevalence of 

communicable diseases that the school 

communities suffered from.

Asked what significant changes she 

recognizes have taken place at the PHMS 

since the start of the school's operations in 

the mid-1980s,  Dr. Quebengco says that 

the curriculum remains culture-specific—   

a love of culture continues to be instilled in 

the students through practices such as the 

wearing of the native attire on school days 

and pursuing planting and harvesting 

activities in the school calendar. However, 

the influence of the lowland lifestyle and 

attitudes is much stronger than it 

previously was. This has been manifested 

in positive ways in human development— 

these days there are fewer, if any at all, 

suicides, which previously occurred 

frequently as the result of loss of face or of 

shame. At present students exhibit much 



more confidence, which can 

be observed in the PHMS 

graduates' interactions with 

the provincial governor. 

Moreover, students now 

stand up for what they believe in, unlike 

previously when their behavior was 

largely passive.

Likewise, children attending the school 

look cleaner and are much better 

groomed than they were during the early 

years of operation. Absences are rarer, 

unlike in the past when family farm duties 

accounted for poor attendance among 

many students. Enrolment at the school 

has stabilized at between 180 to 220 

pupils per year. (However, the drop-out 

rate for schoolyear 2006-2007 increased, 

mostly among students from grades 5 

and 6, due to the usual causes of early 

marriage and laziness.) 

One significant event that has recently 

involved students at the PHMS is the 

holding of the Premio Ambahan poetry 

writing competition, sponsored by DLSU's 

Bienvenido N. Santos Creative Writing 

Center beginning in school year 2005-

2006. For two consecutive years, 

students from PHMS bested those from 

DLSU who joined the contest. In 2006, 

the winners from PHMS were Sed 

Casidsid, David Casidsid, and Angelyn 

Calinog for Best Ambahan in the original 

Mangyan language. In 2007, the winners 

were 

       

The participation of the Mangyan 

students in the competition has enabled 

them to further preserve and familiarize 

themselves with a cultural practice--that 

of the ambahan, a 17 character poetic 

expression in seven syllable lines written 

in measured rhyme. By winning, their 

confidence has been bolstered through 

the submission of entries that were better 

composed than their undergraduate 

counterparts.

Meanwhile, PHMS graduates now sit on 

the board of the school, and have more 

resources from kaingin to fund its needs. 

They have also led in the fight against 

illegal logging in the area—they have 

been so successful in doing this, in fact, 

that they have managed to banish one 

such logger from the community.

The quality of teaching has likewise 

improved since the start of the school's 

operations, because all the teachers now 

come from Bulalacao or are themselves 

graduates of the PHMS. All teachers are 

now required to have a license to teach 

before they are hired. The course “Civica” 

(Civics) is always taught by a Mangyan 

adult; moreover, supervision of the school 

is now solely in the hands of the Mangyan, 

unlike previously when the project team 

oversaw the school's activities.    

Eugene T. Ong, Rodolfo Anthony M. 

Semira Jr., and Danica V. Pabalan.
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In terms of external support, the 

community now regularly receives 

ass i s tance  f rom the  prov inc ia l  

government, which appoints teachers to 

render service to the school, makes 

donations in the form of school equipment 

or other classroom needs (such as desks 

and chairs, and most significantly a 

karaoke sound system), and subsidizes 

renovations needed in the school 

buildings.

After almost 25 years in the community, 

the PHMS has come closer toward fulfilling 

the Mangyans' dream of “making 

something beautiful” of their lives. By 

doing away with illiteracy, it has enabled 

the uplanders to better defend themselves 

against economic exploitation of natural 

resources and land grabbing, as well as to 

preserve their culture and ecosystem. 

Inspired by the examples its graduates 

have set, the younger children have 

become determined to acquire an 

education. This not only indicates the 

probability of increasing enrolment at the 

school, but also greater chances that in 

the future the Mangyans will be well 

equipped to meet the challenges posed by 

mainstream society.
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