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PART I: PARTICIPANT’S INFORMATION 
 
Title (Mr, Ms, Mrs, Dr, Prof)   Mr 
Full name   Philip John Purnell 
Current Position   Manager, Educational Research & Innovation 
Current Organization   SEAMEO INNOTECH 
Address   UP-Diliman Technohub Complex, Commonwealth Avenue, 

Diliman, Quezon City 
Country   Philippines 
Duration of your experience with 
SEAMEO (Approximately)   

From (month/year) to (month/year)   
1 August 2001 to present 

SEAMEO Regional Centre (s) that 
you have/had affiliated with 

SEAMEO INNOTECH 

Type of activities   Research and Capability building 
 

PART II: ESSAY “My Memory of SEAMEO”  
 
 
I have been an employee of SEAMEO INNOTECH for 13 years. During that time, I have generated a 
treasure chest of memories from the pioneering work we have undertaken and the sense of satisfaction 
derived from touching countless lives. One memory that burns vividly in my heart involves Filipino out of 
school youth (OSY) in conflict-affected Mindanao.  
 
I have worked with OSY for decades, helping to develop alternative learning programs that give them a 
chance to complete their basic education as building blocks to an improved quality of life. From 2004-2012 
SEAMEO INNOTECH partnered with several NGOs to implement the USAID EQuALLS Project. I was 
engaged as Senior Advisor helping the project reach over 100,000 OSY through non-formal education 
equivalency and livelihood skills training programs. These young Filipinos were struggling through the 
critical years of adolescence, living in communities scarred by poverty, decades of conflict and social 
dislocation. One of the project areas was the island of Basilan where the terrorist organization the Abu 
Sayyaf had established its headquarters. In the absence of other economic opportunities, OSY were being 
enticed to join the Abu Sayyaf as child combatants, where they could earn a $10 day participating in 
terrorist activities such as kidnap-for ransom and armed robbery. To address this situation, EQuALLS 
organized learning programs for OSY in partnership with local NGOs and local government units (LGUs) 
to provide alternative sources of livelihood and opportunities to learn foundational skills. 
 
In 2006 and 2007 I visited Basilan to monitor project implementation. During our first visit we had a 
military escort with about 20 soldiers carried in a fleet of armoured vehicles. The second visit was more 



low-key accompanied by only a handful of bodyguards. On both occasions I was able to visit remote rural 
communities in the heartland of Abu Sayyaf controlled territory. This brought me into a new world where 
communities cowered in fear in the face of kidnappings, armed robbery, torture and murder. Amidst the 
pain and suffering, our learning programs provided a beacon of light. I recall visiting several community 
learning centers (CLCs) and talking to OSY about their hopes, dreams and life experiences. Most had lost 
relatives, friends or neighbours due to the conflict. Many of the boys were former Abu Sayyaf child-
combatants. They described the poverty that had driven them to join the Abu Sayyaf and the sense of hope 
that they now felt from the knowledge and skills they were learning, which would open new employment 
and livelihood opportunities that they’d only dreamed of in the past. I recall looking around a small 
bamboo CLC and being filled with immense admiration for the facilitators who put their lives on the line, 
passionately working with limited learning resources and only token remuneration. These were true heroes.   
 
On my second visit, I joined an employment partnership forum for graduates, wherein local industry 
partners, LGUs and vocational training institutions came to together to join OSY learners to explore post-
training employment and scholarship opportunities. The tears of joy and beaming smiles of the recent OSY 
graduates were testament to the power of community-private-public partnerships to transform lives. Some 
OSY approached me and asked if I’d like to buy a t-shirt they had made as part of their training. I chose a 
grey t-shirt with the words “Assalamu Alaykum (Peace Be Upon You) Basilan, Philippines” printed on the 
front. It is a shirt that fills my heart with hope and joy each time I pull it over my head and remember the 
hands and hearts of its creators and how SEAMEO was able to make a difference in their lives. 
 

 
PART III: ADDITIONAL PHOTOS (OPTIONAL)    
 
Attached Photo #1 

 
Travelling to the island of Basilan with armed military escort. 

 
 



 
Attached Photo #2 

 
Me with an OSY learner studying foundation basic education skills inside a Community Learning Center in Basilan. 

 


