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A history written across islands

The story of Catholic education in the Philippines is a story written across islands, generations and
communities. It began in the parish, where the school was often an extension of the Church’s pastoral
presence. In many towns, the parish priest, religious sister or missionary was teacher, administrator and
community worker at the same time. From these parochial schools grew colleges and universities that
eventually became among the country’s most influential educational institutions. The religious
congregations brought different charisms to this mission: the Dominicans and Jesuits built traditions of
higher learning; the Augustinians, Franciscans and Recollects carried education into communities shaped
by their missions; the Christian Brothers of La Salle, Benedictines, Salesians, RVM Sisters, ICM Sisters,
Sisters of St. Paul, Religious of the Good Shepherd, Carmelites and many others established schools that
educated generations of Filipinos. Their contribution is visible across the breadth of Philippine intellectual,
professional, cultural, civic and public life. Generations of graduates of Catholic schools have gone on to
become presidents and national leaders, legislators and jurists, diplomats and public servants, scientists
and physicians, educators and researchers, writers and artists, entrepreneurs and business leaders,
journalists and advocates for social change. They have helped shape the nation’s institutions, advance
knowledge and innovation, enrich Philippine culture and literature, strengthen communities, defend
human dignity, and serve the country in moments of both challenge and possibility.

The legacy of Catholic education, however, extends far beyond the distinction of prominent names. It is
also carried by the countless graduates who have devoted their learning to their families, professions,
communities and the wider society. In classrooms, laboratories, libraries, chapels and places of service,
Catholic schools have sought to form people whose education finds expression in competence, character,
compassion and commitment to the nation.

Cebu and the long memory of Catholic education

Cebu occupies a special place in this story. The island’s Catholic educational tradition reaches back to 1595,
when the Jesuits established the Colegio de San lldefonso which later became as the Colegio-Seminario
de San Carlos. The school eventually separated from the seminary, reopened after the Second World War,
and became the University of San Carlos (USC) in 1948. Today, USC traces its roots to that 1595 institution
and is administered by the Society of the Divine Word. Cebu’s contribution extends well beyond one
university. Its Catholic educational landscape includes University of San Jose—Recoletos, Sacred Heart
School - Ateneo de Cebu, St. Theresa’s College, Colegio de la Inmaculada Concepcion, Don Bosco Technical
College, Mary Help of Christians School, Sacred Heart School-Hijas de Jesus, Colegio del
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Santo Nifio and many others. These institutions reflect the variety of Catholic education itself: university
education, basic education, technical formation, girls’ education, parish-based schooling and schools
shaped by particular religious charisms. CEAP’s 2026 National Convention brings the country’s Catholic
educators to Cebu precisely within this rich history. The convention is held at the Waterfront Cebu City
Hotel from September 22-25 under the theme “Newness in Catholic Education: Charting a Constellation
of Hope.” Coming to Cebu is therefore a return to one of the country’s oldest living centers of Catholic
education.

The schools that rarely make the headlines

The history of Catholic education, however, cannot be told through famous universities alone. Across the
Philippines are parish schools and small mission schools in places far from the major urban centers - in
mountain communities, islands, fishing villages, agricultural towns and geographically isolated areas.
Some are attached to parishes; some are sustained by religious congregations; others depend on the
commitment of dioceses and lay educators. Their classrooms may have fewer computers, their buildings
may need repair, and their enrollment may be counted in hundreds or even dozens. Yet for families in
these communities, the school can represent the difference between a child leaving home to seek
education elsewhere and a child being given the chance to learn within the community. CEAP’s own history
records that small Catholic schools, particularly in depressed regions, have repeatedly faced serious
financial pressures. In response, CEAP developed Kapatirang Kamagong and IMPACT or Institutional
Mission Partnerships for Advancement, Capacity-Building and Transformation), both solidarity-based
programs specifically designed to support small mission schools. These schools deserve a larger place in
the Catholic educational narrative. A university may influence a profession; a mission school can hold
together a community. A celebrated institution may shape national discourse; a small parish school may
change the future of a child whose family has little else to depend on. The worth of Catholic education
cannot therefore be measured only by enrollment, rankings, buildings or financial capacity. Some of its
most important work happens in places few people outside the community ever see.

CEAP: gathering many schools into one community

This diversity explains why CEAP matters. Founded on February 2, 1941, under the leadership of Manila
Archbishop Michael J. O’Doherty, CEAP was created because Catholic schools needed a common
organization capable of strengthening quality, collaboration and the mission of Catholic education. Its
history follows the major chapters of the country itself. It helped Catholic schools rebuild after the Second
World War, supported the development of accreditation through PAASCU, engaged national educational
policy, participated in discussions surrounding K-12, promoted peace education, responded to social and
political questions, supported schools affected by conflict and disasters, and developed
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programs for teachers and school leaders. In recent years, its work has extended to Catholic school
standards, learning poverty, child protection, environmental concerns, educational reform, mission-school
solidarity and the responsible use of artificial intelligence. Today CEAP represents more than 1,500 Catholic
educational institutions across all 17 regions of the Philippines. Its significance lies in bringing different
schools into communion without erasing their differences. A university in Manila, a diocesan school in
Mindanao, a parish school in the Visayas and a small mission school in a remote island may have very
different circumstances. CEAP gives them a space to recognize that their struggles are connected and that
their mission is shared.

Catholic schools beyond their gates

Catholic schools now face a country and a world very different from the one their founders knew.
Enrollment pressures, rising costs, teacher migration, learning poverty, technological disruption, artificial
intelligence, misinformation, violence, safeguarding concerns, environmental disasters and social
polarization have changed the work of school leadership. A school must keep its finances healthy while
keeping education accessible. It must use technology without allowing technology to define education. It
must prepare students for employment while forming them for citizenship. It must teach scientific
knowledge while helping young people confront questions of truth, meaning, responsibility and human
dignity. This is where Catholic education has a particular contribution to make. The school cannot turn
away from poverty because poverty enters the classroom. It cannot ignore environmental destruction
because typhoons and floods enter the lives of its students. It cannot avoid questions of corruption and
public responsibility because graduates will eventually become voters, professionals, public servants,
business leaders and parents. Catholic Social Teaching gives Catholic schools a language for confronting
these realities: human dignity, solidarity, the common good, care for creation, participation and special
concern for those who are vulnerable. CEAP’s engagement in educational reform and its recent work
connecting Catholic education with questions such as artificial intelligence show that the tradition is
capable of responding to a changing world. The challenge is to make reform serve the human person.

Catholic identity is lived in Catholic schools

The deepest question is therefore one of identity. Catholic identity cannot rest on the name of the school,
the presence of a chapel, a religion curriculum or a mission statement. It lives in the culture of the
institution. It can be seen in how a teacher treats a child who is struggling, how a principal influences
excellence, how an institution treats its employees, how the school protects children, how it welcomes
families who cannot easily afford tuition, how students are taught to speak about people who are different
from them, and how graduates are prepared to use their education for the common good. Identity is
culture. It is built through thousands of ordinary decisions until those decisions become the character of
a community. This is why the Church continues to need Catholic schools. They provide a
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space where faith and reason can meet, where intellectual formation can accompany moral formation,
and where young people can discover that education carries responsibilities toward God, neighbor, society
and creation. The Catholic school is therefore part of the Church’s mission in the world. Its task is larger
than producing successful graduates. It is to form people capable of recognizing the dignity of others and
using what they have learned in service of the common good.

Many lights, one constellation

The future of Catholic education will be written by all these schools together: the great universities with
centuries of history, the congregational schools shaped by distinctive charisms, the diocesan institutions,
the parish schools and the small mission schools scattered across the country’s islands and remote
communities. The image of a constellation captures something essential. A constellation is made of
individual lights, each with its own place and character. A distant school in Mindanao, a parish school in
the mountains of Luzon, a small mission school in the Visayas, a Catholic university in Cebu and a historic
institution in Manila may seem worlds apart. Yet when seen together, they reveal a larger pattern. Catholic
education in the Philippines is that constellation: old and new, large and small, urban and remote, religious
and lay-led, academic and missionary. Its hope lies in the light each school carries and, in their willingness,
to shine together.



