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TORRES, JR., J.:

A teacher is likened to that of a candle which consumes itself in the process of giving light. The good teacher not
only gives the light of knowledge but also touches the heart - serving not only the "lowly and the least, but even
thelost.”

This case is about such ateacher who was disabled in the process of giving light.

Dissatisfied with the decision[1] of the Court of Appeals in CA-G.R. SP No. 29930 promulgated on May 17,
1994, the Government Service Insurance System (GSIS) comes to this court by way of a petition for review on
certiorari impugning the aforesaid decision the dispositive portion of which reads:

"WHEREFORE, the petition is hereby given due course and is GRANTED. The assailed decision of
respondent ECC affirming the decision of the GSIS is REVERSED. Petitioner’s permanent partial disability is
converted into permanent total disability. The ECC and GSIS are ordered to make the corresponding
adjustment of the benefits properly accruing to the petitioner and award such benefits to her.

"SO ORDERED."

The undisputed facts as found by the Court of Appeals are asfollows:

"Records show that Efrenia D. Celoso was a classroom teacher assigned by the Department of Education,
Culture and Sports (DECS) in Panit-an, Capiz. She had been in the government teaching service since 1951 up
to November, 1985 when she retired (at 55) due to poor health.

Sometime in March 1982, while she was teaching her Grade | pupils the proper way of scrubbing and
sweeping the floor, she accidentally slipped. Her back hit the edge of a desk. She later complained of weak
lower extremities and difficulty in walking.

On March 20, 1982, she underwent an x-ray examination at the St. Anthony’s Hospital In Roxas City. Results
of the examination revealed that she had pulmonary tuberculosis and a compression fracture in the spine with
sclerosis. After a second x-ray examination, she was found to be suffering from Pott’s disease[2] and was
advised to undergo an operation.

On August 22, 1985, she filed with the GSIS a claim for disability benefits under P.D. 626, as amended.[3]
The GSIS denied the claim by reason of prescription, holding that the petitioner should have filed her claim
within one year from the occurrence of the contingency in March 1982.

The petitioner appealed to the ECC. In its resolution dated January 11, 1989, the ECC reversed the decision of
the GSIS and ruled that the application for leave of absence of herein petitioner with the Department of
Education on July 19, 1982 is considered a ‘constructive filing of the compensation claim under our rules.’
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Pursuant to the ECC resolution, the GSIS awarded petitioner permanent partial disability benefits
corresponding to 45 months.

In November, 1985, the petitioner underwent a surgical operation on her spine. Her condition worsened.

On June 28, 1989, the petitioner filed with the GSIS a petition for conversion praying that her disability status
be changed from permanent partial disability to permanent total disability, with the corresponding adjustment
of her disability benefits."[4]

However, the GSIS did not give the petition due course, thus:

"A re-evauation of your claim was undertaken by our Medical Evaluation and Underwriter Group. However,
based on the extent of your disability and per decision of the Employees Compensation Commission, the
Permanent Partial Disability granted you for forty-five months from July 5, 1982 to April 30, 1986 constitutes
the maximum benefits due you based on ECC Rating Schedule for non-scheduled diseases.”

Efrenia Celoso then filed a petition with the Court of Appeals which decided the casein her favor.
Hence, this petition.
Petitioner GSI S ascribes to the respondent court the following assignment of errors:

1. That the respondent Honorable Court of Appeals gravely erred in giving due course to the petition of
respondent Efrenia and reversing the decision of herein petitioner GSIS.

2. That the Honorable Court of Appeals erred in granting the request for conversion of petitioner’s disability
from permanent partial disability to permanent total disability.

3. That the decision of the respondent Court of Appealsis contrary to law and applicable jurisprudence.

Being interrelated, the assignment of errors will be discussed jointly.

The question to be resolved in this case is whether or not private respondent Efrenia Celoso’s request for the
conversion of her permanent partial disability to permanent total disability should be granted.

Werule for private respondent.

Petitioner GSIS contends: that the period of 120 days is not the determining factor for an injury or an illness to be
pronounced as permanent total disability; that an injury or an illness that goes beyond the said period of 120 days
may still be considered permanent partial disability pursuant to Sec. 2, Rule X of the Rules on Employees
Compensation, as amended; that the ailment of herein respondent was found to be PTB, Minimal and later on she
was found to be suffering from Pott’s Disease (Tuberculosis Spondylitis); that these ailments were the basis for
ECC in awarding her the 45 months permanent partial disability benefits; that she cannot further be entitled to her
claim for conversion to permanent total disability; that for any progression of aretired employee’s condition after
the date of her retirement is no longer within the compensatory coverage of P.D. 626, since severance of an
employee-employer relationship result to the release of the State Insurance Fund from any liability in the event of
sickness and resulting disability or death after such retirement or separation from the service; and that having been
granted the maximum benefits commensurate to the degree of her disability at retirement date, she is no longer
entitled to additional compensation benefits.

We are not persuaded by petitioner’s contentions.

Petitioner’s contention that "an injury or an illness that goes beyond the period of 120 days may <till be
considered permanent partial disability" does not find support in the provision (Sec. 2, Rule X of the Rules on
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Employees Compensation) it cites, and which we quote:

"The income benefit shall be paid beginning with the first day of disability. If caused by an injury, it shall not
be paid longer than 120 consecutive days except where such injury still require medical attendance beyond 120
days, in which case benefit for temporary total disability shall be paid.”

Disability should not be understood more on its medical significance but on the loss of earning capacity.[5]
Permanent total disability means disablement of an employee to earn wages in the same kind of work, or work of
a similar nature that she was trained for or accustomed to perform, or any kind of work which a person of her
mentality and attainment could do. It does not mean absol ute helplessness.[6] In the case at bar, with more reason
private respondent should be granted permanent total disability benefits. Attached with petitioner’s petition for
conversion of her permanent disability status is the affidavit dated January 9, 1989 of Elito L. Lobereza, M.D.,
Chief Hospital 11, Bailan District Hospital, Bailan, Pontevedra, Capiz, declaring:

"1. That | had examined Mrs. Efrenia D. Celoso, a retired Permanent Elementary Grades Teacher of the
District of Panit-an, Division of Capiz in her residence this January 4, 1989.

"2. That Mrs. Celoso isincapable of standing and sitting without any assistance.
"3. That her present health situation is very poor being pale and undernourished.

"4, That due to the compression fracture of her body T12 with anterior sclerosis of the involve vertebrae and
minimal compression deformity of the body L1 which was caused by a fall hitting her back on the side of the
desk inside her classroom demonstrating to her pupils the correct way of scrubbing and sweeping the floor last
1982 became worse and progressive in nature that an operation was necessary as advised by her physician.
Operation was performed at the National Orthopedic Hospital, Manila.

"5, That severe pain in the lumbar area and affected parts of her body incapacitates her to do any work nor help
herself as sheis bedridden.

"6. Weakness of both lower extremities had kept her to stay on bed for several years.

"7. That Mrs. Efrenia D. Celoso’'s serious allment will keep her totally and permanently disabled and the
remaining days of her lifeis not certain as presently diagnosed.

"8. That by virtue of this presents, | hereby affirm that Mrs. Efrenia D. Celoso, is totally and permanently
disabled."

A person’s disability might not emerge at one precise moment in time but rather over a period of time.[7] It is
possible that an injury which at first was considered to be temporary may later on become permanent or one who
suffers a partial disability becomes totally and permanently disabled from the same cause.[8] While private
respondent was awarded the benefits commensurate to the degree of her physical condition at the time of her
retirement, it is however not disputed by petitioner GSIS that private respondent later on became permanently and
totally disabled.

Where an employee is constrained to retire at an early age due to his illness and the illness persists even after
retirement, resulting in his continued unemployment, such a condition amounts to total disability, which should
entitle him to the maximum benefits allowed by law.[9]

It is interesting to note that the Solicitor General filed a manifestation for both the GSIS and the ECC, in the
proceedings before the Court of Appeals,[10] stating that Efrenia Celoso is in fact permanently and totally
disabled and that the ECC and GSIS should have been more liberal in the interpretation and enforcement of laws
intended for the benefit of government employees.
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As stated earlier in Bgjerano, we held with unfailing clarity that -

"It is adso of importance to note that petitioner was forced to retire at the age of 62 because of his physical
condition. This, again, is another indication that petitioner’s disability is permanent and total. As held by this
Court, ‘the fact of an employee’s disability is placed beyond question with the approval of the employee's

optional retirement, for such is authorized only when the employee is physically incapable to render sound and
efficient service x x x* Finally, denying petitioner’s permanent total disability benefit, who for more than

twenty (20) years had rendered his best service unblemished and only because his allments forced him to retire,
would subvert the very essence of the Workmen’s Compensation Act to implement the social justice provision
of the Constitution."[11]

In the case at bar, denying private respondent’s permanent total disability benefit, who from 1951 to 1985 had
been in the government teaching service, or for more than 34 years had rendered dedicated and unselfish service
and only because her ailments forced her to retire, would be contrary to the spirit of the Labor Code[12] in line
with the social justice principle enshrined in the Constitution.

While petitioner posits the view that it cannot allow its "fund to be imperiled by reason of pity or mercy,"[13] a
fortiori, this court is also aware that a miscarriage of mercy is as much to be guarded against as a miscarriage of
justice.

ACCORDINGLY, the instant petition is hereby DENIED for lack of merit and the assailed decision of the Court
of Appeals AFFIRMED in toto.

SO ORDERED.
Regalado (Chairman), Romero, Puno, and Mendoza, JJ., concur.

[* *] This case was assigned to the ponente on July 3, 1996 with the manifestation filed by Loreto Celoso
informing the court that the private respondent died on May 8, 1995.*

[1] Penned by Associate Justice Angelina S. Gutierrez, concurred in by Associate Justices Jaime M. Lantin and
Conchita Carpio Morales.

[2] Tubercolosis of the spine with bone destruction resulting in curvature of the spine (Source: Webster's New
Collegiate Dictionary, 1977 Ed.).

[3] Otherwise known as the Employees Compensation Law.

[4] Court of Appeals decision, pp. 1-3, Rallo, pp. 21-23.

[5] Bejerano vs. ECC, 205 SCRA 598, G.R. No. 84777, Jan. 30, 1992.
[6] Bejerano vs. ECC, ibid.

[7] Jimenez vs. ECC, G.R. No. 79193, Nov. 28, 1989, En Banc Minute Resolution, cited in Agujavs. GSIS, 200
SCRA 187.

[8] Agujavs. GSIS, 200 SCRA 187, G.R. No. 84846, August 5, 1991.
[9] Zaragosa vs. Workmen’s Compensation Commission, 203 SCRA 302, G.R. No. 32982, Nov. 5, 1991.
[10] Court of Appeals Decision, CA-G.R. SP No. 29930, p. 4, Rallo, p. 24.

[11] Bejerano vs. ECC, supra.
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[12] The Workmen’s Compensation Act was superseded by the Labor Code on May 1, 1974.
[13] Petition, p. 10.
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