



The Lived Experiences of Early Childhood Teachers in Teaching Children with Limited Resources in Tagum City: The art of possible

Abstract
As early childhood educators, we often teach with limited learning materials. Limited access to quality early education and health services leads to high stunting rates among Filipino children. This qualitative study adopted a phenomenological design to examine how early childhood teachers in low-resource settings provided meaningful learning experiences despite limited materials and support. Six early childhood educators from public schools in Tagum City were purposively selected based on their experience teaching in under-resourced environments. Data were collected using in-depth interviews, and the collected data were analyzed thematically. Four key themes emerged: First, teachers navigated persistent resource constraints, including shortages of materials and emotional challenges. Second, they engaged in reflective practice to assess and improve their teaching strategies. Third, they demonstrated creativity and adaptability by developing context-specific approaches using available resources. Finally, they implemented and continuously refined these innovations in their classrooms. The findings revealed a dynamic cycle of experience, reflection, adaptation, and action, highlighting the resilience and ingenuity of educators working under challenging conditions. This study contributes to a deeper understanding of teacher agency in low-resource contexts and offers insights for educational policy and support mechanisms.
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Introduction
As early childhood educators, we often teach with limited learning materials, limited access to quality early education and health services leads to high stunting rates among Filipino children. Resource shortages, like poor infrastructure and low funding, hinder education quality and affect children's growth and future success. (Ulep et al., 2024) In many parts of the world, teachers are doing their best to educate children despite having insufficient resources, often due to inadequate funding or mismanagement. This lack of materials not only leads to teacher burnout and reduced student outcomes but also impacts parents’ confidence in the education system (Maffea, 2020). Similarly, Menon and Brackin (2021) emphasize that early childhood educators working in under-resourced environments often face poor working conditions, low compensation, and minimal institutional support—factors that contribute to teacher attrition and emotional exhaustion. Their study on private early childhood schools in India reinforces the notion that resource challenges are a shared struggle across developing contexts, requiring both structural and policy-level interventions.
Globally, limited educational resources affect early childhood education. In Kenya, minimal government support leads to inadequate funding and inconsistent programs, leaving parents to manage most responsibilities, highlighting that our local challenges reflect a wider international issue (Nganga, 2009). Similarly, the UNESCO and UNICEF (2024) Global Report emphasizes the persistent underinvestment in early childhood care and education worldwide and calls for increased funding, better governance, and equitable access to quality learning environments. In Bungoma County, Kenya, obstacles such as inadequate funding, limited teacher training, and scarce instructional resources hinder effective early childhood education (Wangila, 2018). Moreover, she expresses concern that without adequate classroom resources, these reforms may fail to achieve their intended impact. Her observations point to a broader disconnect between policy initiatives and the realities faced by teachers, emphasizing that effective education requires both quality content and the means to deliver it (Bedri, 2020).
In the Philippines, public schools face overcrowded classrooms, lack of materials, and poor infrastructure, hindering quality education (Bai, 2023). Many schools encounter serious problems like insufficient books and learning tools, as well as inadequate facilities such as science labs and computer rooms, which make it difficult for teachers to provide effective instruction (Barcelo, 2019). In a remote school in Samar, teachers face harsh conditions, such as trekking through muddy trails and teaching without basic resources, often spending their own money to support students (Orale & Quejada, 2018). Insufficient material resources are a key factor contributing to ineffective teaching (Kasturirangan, 2020).
This study holds global significance as it aligns with Sustainable Development Goal 4, which advocates for inclusive and equitable quality education and promotes lifelong learning opportunities for all. By exploring teachers’ strategies in Tagum City, we highlight their often-overlooked efforts to create meaningful learning despite material and institutional challenges. This study aimed to explore the lived experiences of early childhood teachers in cultivating learning with limited resources and to identify the strategies that sustain their creativity and commitment in under-resourced settings.
We view this study through the lens of Experiential Learning Theory, believing that Kolb’s theory emphasizes that meaningful learning occurs through direct experience. According to Kolb, knowledge is created through the transformation of experience, making learning a process where concepts are applied and tested in real-world situations (Kolb, 1984). For early childhood educators working with limited resources, creating experiential learning opportunities, such as play-based activities, storytelling, or exploration of the local environment—serves as a powerful tool for fostering engagement and learning (Western Governors University, 2020). These experiences not only aid children in internalizing concepts but also support teachers in creatively navigating resource constraints.
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This study adopted a phenomenological research design to deeply explore and understand the lived experiences of early childhood educators working in under-resourced settings. This approach focused on understanding teachers’ shared experiences with challenges like limited materials and support. 
This study purposively selected six early childhood educators from public schools in the South District of Tagum City to gain in-depth insights into teaching in low-resource settings. The inclusion criteria required participants to have at least four years of experience teaching early childhood students in classrooms characterized by limited materials and support. Teachers currently assigned to public schools within both larger urban and remote rural areas were considered to ensure diverse contextual perspectives. Exclusion criteria ruled out educators with less than four years of experience or those working in private or well-resourced schools to maintain focus on under-resourced environments. Three teachers were chosen from a larger southern school serving an urban population, while three were from remote schools, capturing a range of challenges related to geographical isolation and resource scarcity.
The study used semi-structured interviews to gather in-depth insights on challenges like limited materials and overcrowding, and adaptive teaching strategies. Interviews were conducted face-to-face at participants’ homes, audio-recorded with consent, and transcribed verbatim. Ethical approval and informed consent were secured, with pseudonyms and secure data storage ensuring confidentiality. Data from the semi-structured interviews were analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase thematic analysis to identify key patterns in educators’ experiences. Manual coding and participant quotes ensured authenticity, while member checking enhanced credibility by validating findings. 
The study ensured trustworthiness by following Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) criteria. Credibility was achieved through manual coding and member checking. Transferability was supported by detailed descriptions of context and participants. Dependability was maintained via an audit trail documenting the research process. Confirmability was ensured by grounding findings in participants’ data and practicing reflexivity through journaling and memos. These measures upheld rigor and relevance in exploring early childhood education in under-resourced settings.
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This study identified four key themes from early childhood teachers working in low-resource settings. First, teachers navigated significant resource constraints, including limited materials and emotional resilience. Second, they engaged in reflective practice, assessing what strategies were effective. Third, teachers adapted and developed creative, context-specific approaches using available resources. Finally, they actively implemented and refined these innovations in their classrooms. These findings demonstrate how teachers cycle through experience, reflection, adaptation, and action to provide meaningful learning despite challenges.
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Figure 2. Subthemes and Emergent Themes on Teachers Finding Ways with Limited Resources Anchored on Experiential Learning Theory by David A. Kolb

	Themes
	Sub-Themes
	Emerging Themes

	Navigating the Reality of Resource Constraints (Concrete Experience)

	 Scarcity of Materials
 Emotional Resilience
	 Survival Mode Teaching
 Hope in Constraints

	[bookmark: _heading=h.r7wwwba0c8lv]Learning from Daily Practice
(Reflective Observation)
	Child Reactions as Feedback
[bookmark: _heading=h.f0upoy9zs1ms]Peer Learning: Informal learning from colleagues and community.
	 Learning Through Doing
 Emergent Professionalism

	[bookmark: _heading=h.rwui6exy1q03]Reimagining Possibilities through Adaptive Thinking
(Abstract Conceptualization)
	[bookmark: _heading=h.dc6mclsh136a] Improvisation with Local Resources
[bookmark: _heading=h.sbrlm85qi87e] Cultural Relevance in Teaching
[bookmark: _heading=h.fcp81clckdz1] Low-Cost Innovation
	 Teacher as Creative Agent: Resource scarcity prompts imaginative pedagogy.
 Context-Informed Pedagogy: Strategies are rooted in community realities.


	Sustained, Innovative Teaching Practices
(Active Experimentation)
	Continued implementation of effective, meaningful teaching strategies
Creativity and flexibility are maintained as a professional norm
	 Ongoing use of meaningful and adaptable teaching methods
 Professional culture of creativity and flexibility


TABLE 1. Themes developed for analysis 
Theme 1 Navigating the Reality of Resource Constraints (Concrete Experience), P3–P5 these teachers strongly reflect both scarcity of materials and emotional struggle, they express frustration over the lack of materials and financial strain, yet remain committed to finding ways to teach effectively, showing emotional resilience through perseverance. P6 highlights acceptance and creativity, focusing on what’s possible despite limitations, embodying a positive and resilient mindset.
“So, for me, So wala kaayoy mga gamit or resources, kay dli pa kaya sa budget. So gina pa submit nako ang parents, mga bottle cups, buttons, popsicle sticks for counting, sorting, and pattern-making activities. So that maka develop ang mga bata og number sets, ma develop ilang fine motor like drills kanang magunitan jud nila ang mga materials.”
“Naa man gyuy times na wala jud ta ana na mga materials especially pag mga manipulatives akong gina buhat we go outside sa garden or school grounds. Magkuha mi og leaves, stones, or sticks then mag-lesson mi about shapes, colors, or nature. It’s fun and free.”
(For me, since we don’t have a lot of materials or resources due to budget limitations, I ask parents to contribute by sending recyclable items like bottle caps, buttons, and popsicle sticks. These materials are used for counting, sorting, and pattern-making activities. Through these activities, children can develop their understanding of number sets while also improving their fine motor skills through hands-on exercises. By physically handling the materials, they enhance their grip and coordination, making learning more interactive and engaging.)
(There are really times that we don’t have that kind of materials in the classroom so I always do is we go outside to the garden or school grounds. We gather leaves, stones, or sticks and use them to teach lessons about shapes, colors, or nature. It’s fun and completely free!)
“So sometimes maka frustrate jud sha no kay kabalo ka sa need saimong students pero dli nimo dayun2 mahatag sailaha because lacking ka sa materials og dli pod dali2 maka provide ang mga teachers kay wala man jud kay entirely budget ana kita mismo na teachers like what Sir said na dapat sa department jud na sha na budget pero kay lacking mana sha mapugos gyud ang mga teachers na mo kuha saiyang sariling money. However, with that scenario as teachers mangita gyud tag ways and means permi para matagaan og quality na pag tudlo atong mga bata.”
“So, akoa pud kay positive emotion lang jud kay since reality, kay naa ta sa government, so dili jud sha ma provide tanan, so mao toy ginaingon nga dawat dawat so gamiton nalang gyud nato ang creativity nato and ug being a resourceful since ECE teachers man ta.” 




(Sometimes, it can be frustrating because, as a teacher, you know what your students need, but you can’t immediately provide it due to the lack of materials. Teachers also can’t easily afford to supply everything themselves because there isn’t a specific budget allocated for it. As Sir pointed out, these expenses should be covered by the department, but since resources are insufficient, teachers often end up spending their own money to fill in the gaps. However, not all teachers always have extra money to do this, which makes it even more frustrating when you don’t have enough materials. Sometimes, I worry about whether I am giving my students the education they deserve, because a lack of resources means that I have fewer tools to effectively teach my lessons. This leads to feelings of concern and guilt, knowing that I could provide better learning experiences if only the necessary materials were available however with these challenges as teachers, we always make sure to find ways and means to give our learners the quality of education that they deserve.)
(For me, I choose to focus on positive emotions since it’s the reality—we are in the government sector, so we know that not everything can be provided. That’s why acceptance is important. Instead of dwelling on what’s lacking, I make the most of my creativity and resourcefulness as an ECE teacher, ensuring that learning remains meaningful despite the challenges.)









Theme 2 Learning from Daily Practice (Reflective Observation), P2 to P5 teachers find deep motivation in children’s joyful reactions—smiles and excitement affirm that their teaching makes a difference, serving as meaningful feedback that inspires continuous improvement. At the same time, they emphasize the importance of collaboration with colleagues, school heads, and parents. This supportive network not only strengthens their teaching practices but also fosters a shared sense of purpose, showing how informal learning from the community enhances both personal and professional growth.
“What keeps me motivated is my passion in teaching, ganahan gyud kay ko ug mga bata nga gagmay, mawala akong problema, pag makakita ko, ma motivate naka everyday kay malipay sila, ma amaze sila, labi na kanang ma amaze sila sa imong gi prepare na powerpoints, kanag “wow”, ma motivate gyud nga “hala oy, gwapohon pa nako akong kuan lesson the next day” kay sila ang mga bata ang naga motivate saako.”
“Internally, what keeps me motivated is my belief nga every child deserves to learn, bisan pa kung unsa ang situation. I always tell myself nga bisan wala mi enough resources, basta love and care lang sa mga bata, makahatag gihapon ta og impact. Labaw na og makita nako sila na happy permi whenever I conduct my lesson and that’s the sign jud na ganahan sila saimo mutudlo or dili and I also believe nga learning should be fun, so the kids can enjoy while they grow.”
(My passion for teaching and love for young children keep me motivated. Their innocence and joy, especially their excitement over simple things like a PowerPoint, inspire me to improve my lessons and give my best every day. )
(Internally, I’m motivated by the belief that every child deserves to learn, regardless of resources. With love, care, and a focus on making learning fun, whenever I see my learners having fun or smiling that is also an indication that they love your teaching, and I strive to create meaningful experiences that support their growth and development.)
“akoa pud, when it comes to support, most important is parent gyud kay since magpatawag kag homeroom PTA meeting, dapat naa gyud sila then kung ma agreehan pud ninyo sa inyong PTA donation in line pud saatong topic nga resources, isa sila sa maka provide, kung magpapalit kag mat or mga magamit sa skwelahan na magamit nimo ug magamit pud sa mga bata, isa sila sa makahatag ug resources saimoha. Then, sa school heads ang motivation ug moral support, encouragement nga love for learning and learning.”
“Externally, the support from my fellow teachers, school heads, and even the parents help. Magkasinabot ra mi, and we all work together for the kids. Plus, when the kids smile and show progress, that’s the best motivation. It makes me feel that what I do is making a difference.”
(For me, parental support is vital—PTA meetings and approved donations help provide needed classroom materials. Support from school heads also matters, as their encouragement creates a positive learning environment for both teachers and students.)
(Externally, Support from fellow teachers, school heads, and parents is vital—we work together to give children the best education. Most of all, seeing the kids smile and grow motivates me, reminding me that my work truly makes a difference.)




Theme 3 Reimagining Possibilities through Adaptive Thinking (Abstract Conceptualization), P4 and P5 teachers use local and recycled materials and involve parents and learners to overcome shortages, showing resourcefulness and adaptive teaching. P4 and P2 adapt lessons by integrating local culture and modifying activities to fit their community’s context, making learning engaging, meaningful, and relevant to students’ heritage and everyday experiences. P3, P4, P5, and P6 use low-cost, creative methods like songs, games, and recycled materials to make learning interactive and engaging despite limited resources.
“There are times when certain materials are lacking, and the way I manage this is by being proactive. Before I start my class, I usually check the materials I will need. If possible, I let the learners create their own materials to help, which is my way of addressing the concern about limited resources. I also ask my learners or their parents to assist in providing materials so we can still achieve our goals. At the beginning of the school year, we usually request items that can be found in their surroundings or even recycled materials like plastic cups, bottles, scratch paper, or natural items like leaves. As a teacher, being resourceful is my solution to the possible challenges we face.”
“Since my teaching approach is locally contextualized, I integrate the Mansaka culture into my teaching by using traditional dance, language, and stories to make lessons culturally relevant. Through differentiated instruction, I help students connect with their heritage while making learning engaging and meaningful.”
“Usually, I modify the lesson objectives to align with the available materials in the classroom and the local context of our area. For example, if the lesson requires reading activities, I shift to storytelling instead. I become the storyteller, which also helps develop the learners' listening and sequencing skills. I choose stories that relate to their everyday experiences, making the learning more meaningful and relevant to them.”
“Para ma engaged ang mga bata bisan kulang og materials, I focus on making the activities super interactive. Like, instead of just talking, I use a lot of body movement, songs, and games para dili sila mabored. I also encourage group work, so they can learn from each other. If wala mi materials, I make use of what we have—recycled stuff, nature, or even just simple drawings. Ang importante, I make sure every activity is fun and hands-on. I also give them a chance to share their ideas or stories, so they feel involved and valued. That way, they stay excited to learn, kahit walay full-on resources.”
“I make learning fun through music or sometimes videos sa internet, so gamiton gyud ang internet kay mao man jud na ang ginagamit na karon no, ma engage sila ug kanang mag story telling me and then games, mga group activities, games, indoor or outdoor. These doesn’t require much materials so everybody can join and then mga kanta sa mga letters, numbers, and then mag group activity me, para mag collaborate ang mga bata, labi na nang music kanang kanta kanta ka.”
(To keep children engaged with limited materials, I use interactive methods like songs, games, and group work. I rely on recycled or natural resources and ensure activities are fun and hands-on. I also encourage students to share ideas, making them feel involved and excited to learn.)
(I make learning fun using music, videos, and digital resources to engage students. I also use games, group activities, and songs related to letters and numbers to support learning. These interactive methods keep children motivated and excited, even with limited materials.)



Theme 4 Sustained, Innovative Teaching Practices (Active Experimentation), P1, P2, P5, and P6 teachers consistently use collaborative learning, play-based, and storytelling approaches that promote active participation and meaningful learning despite limited materials. P1 to P6 consistently demonstrated creativity and flexibility by adapting materials, using technology, and designing interactive lessons to ensure meaningful learning despite resource limitations.
“For me, the strategy that I find very effective is collaborative learning, wherein students work hand-in-hand, working together, helping each other. In that way, dli kaayo ma hatag ang resources so kung kailangan gyud ang mga resources kung mag employs ko og collaborative learning, so gamay nlng jud sha ang need kay ang need rajud kay ang physical involvement sa mga bata and of course ang mga bata maka share sila sailang knowledge, maka support sailahang environment, so I find it very effective.”
“So as an educator, labi na sa kinder, sa atoa man jud mag start ang learning sa bata except lang naa sila sa balay kay naa man ilang parent pero dre sa school sa kinder man jud mag start og build ilang foundation so sa akoa lang pod mag focus sa learning na ABC’s, numbers but mag kuha pod nila na ma nurture ilang society, social, emotional, physical ug ang ilang cognitive growth so saatoa na sha mag start  tapos ang even though lahi2 silag backgroung ang teacher maka cope up man maka adjust daun ang teachers, mao na ang power sa teachers kay maka adjust jud sha and then as an innovator, kita man jud ang source jud sa murag ma kuan even though limited atoang resources mangita gyud tag way para maka provide og learning sa mga bata.”
(For me, I find collaborative learning highly effective because it encourages teamwork and active participation, reducing the need for materials. It allows students to share knowledge, support each other, and create a meaningful learning environment)
(This is what I always use, I use play-based and storytelling approaches that require few materials but promote hands-on learning and imagination. My child-centered methods encourage active participation and peer interaction, ensuring meaningful learning even with limited resources.)
“Before I start my class naga plan nako unsa akong kailangan tomorrow or naa bana sa bata mao lage na akong gina himo first day of the school  naga padala gyud kog art kit naga hatag gyud ko og materials na kailangan nila iprepare or even sa enrollment palang para ilaha nang icomply sa parents nya ano if wala gyud ang resources pero ano jud sha kanang impossible to achieve I will use kaning the internet mag search ko daan kay naa man guy mga materials na dli pwede sa hands on no example ang topic is animals the use internet, technology so mao na sha akong other ways kay kasagaran mao rajud na, as a 21st century teacher the use of internet , if hands on usahay akoy mo himo nlng kog ako2 if dli jud nako ma achieve usahay pod mapugos kog drawing og ivisualize nako sailaha I’ll use myself kanang mas sound out ko, mag mimic ko, ako mag storytelling and ako mag act it dependes on the topic so in ato akong adaptation mag check ko daan and utilize myself and technologies that’s all. “
“If naa naka sa circumstances ma ano gyud ka, ma test gyud imong pasensya as an educator, ma test gyud ang imohang creativity as innovator, ma test gyud imohang pagka resilient as a teacher ug imong pagka innovative. Mo reflect gyud to na mga values saako as teacher, if naa naka ana nga mga cases wala mangyud kay mahimo no but use your creativity and your resources, it will reflect on how I will react and kanang syempre our role there is to teach them as always, imoha gyud ibutang saimong mind nga whatever ways, if naa man galing kanang, if you don't expect those kind of things na mahitabo ibutang lang saimong hunahuna na at the end of the day you should reach your goal/objectives set for that day, so ana lang. mao rato akong way, lumaban lang, dili lang gyud ka masagulan ug negative thoughts, though ma frustrate ka at first pero at the end dapat ma reach gyud imong goal in most possible way, mao rato akoa as an educator and innovator.” 
(Before each class, I check materials before class and ask parents to provide supplies when needed. If resources are lacking, I adapt by using technology, creating visuals, and incorporating storytelling and interactive activities to ensure meaningful learning despite limitations.)
(When faced with challenging situations, your patience, creativity, and resilience as an educator are truly tested. You have to stay focused on your goal, use your resources wisely, and avoid negative thoughts. Even when things don’t go as planned, your role is to teach and ensure the day’s objectives are met in the best way possible.)












Discussions 
In Theme 1, the experiences of early childhood educators in resource-constrained settings reveal how limitations can cultivate both resilience and innovation. In the concrete experience phase, teachers grappled with material scarcity, often describing their work as “survival mode teaching.” Despite these hardships, they demonstrated emotional resilience and purpose, reflecting pedagogical resilience (Gu & Day, 2013; Beltman et al., 2011) and the role of self-regulation and hope in sustaining motivation (Pearson & Moomaw, 2005).
In theme 2, during reflective observation, teachers used children’s reactions as feedback and engaged in informal peer learning, promoting growth through everyday practice. This fosters emergent professionalism through reflection and collaboration (Loughran, 2006; Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012; Vescio et al., 2008). Abelilla (2024) similarly highlights how student responses and collegial dialogue enhance teaching effectiveness and professional development, underscoring the importance of ongoing reflection by educators on their instructional methods to more effectively meet the needs of their students. Martin and Atteh (2022) add that in early childhood education settings, teachers' assessment practices—such as observing student engagement and adapting instruction—serve as a powerful tool for refining their pedagogy. Their study in Ghana revealed that intentional, reflective assessment not only supports child learning but also deepens teacher insight and practice, reinforcing what was seen in this study.
In theme 3, the abstract conceptualization phase, teachers reimagined their practice by creatively using local resources, integrating cultural relevance, and developing low-cost innovations. These actions reflect their role as creative agents, turning constraints into opportunities for context-informed pedagogy (Campbell and Marshall, 1998). Such adaptive thinking, rooted in community realities, enhances both instructional effectiveness and teacher identity. Teachers' teaching methods are strongly influenced by what they believe about how students learn and what makes effective instruction. (Taimalu and Luik, 2019). 
Finally, in theme 4 the active experimentation phase, educators sustained and refined effective strategies, embedding creativity and flexibility into their teaching norms. Sustained innovation was evident as educators continuously adapted flexible and meaningful teaching strategies, supported by professional learning communities and development programs that promote creativity and collaboration Cann, (2021).  Bearman, Chandir, Mahoney & Partridge (2024) highlights those sustaining educational innovations that rely on staff commitment, collaboration, and support through time, leadership, and resources. It stresses that strong institutional backing and a collaborative culture are key to maintaining long-term teaching improvements.
Future research could explore early childhood teachers' experiences in other regions to compare strategies across contexts. Longitudinal studies may reveal how creative practices evolve and impact learning over time. Including children’s perspectives could deepen understanding of these approaches. Further investigation into transforming informal community support into structured training, as well as the role of low-cost technologies, may also enhance sustainability in low-resource settings.
The study faced challenges related to participant availability, as interviews coincided with the end of the school year and summer break. This required home visits and careful coordination. The lack of formal records led to reliance on verbal accounts, limiting data triangulation. Emotional depth in participants' stories demanded sensitive interviewing, while analyzing diverse narratives required ongoing reflexivity to 


Conclusion

This short research article explored the lived experiences of early childhood teachers in low-resource settings and identified how they sustain learning despite limited materials and support. Findings revealed a dynamic cycle of experience, reflection, adaptation, and action, showing how teachers navigate constraints with creativity and resilience. Through reflective practice, collaboration, and context-specific strategies, they developed meaningful innovations rooted in their communities. The study highlights the significant role of teacher agency in overcoming educational barriers and emphasizes the need for supportive policies and training that recognize and build upon teachers' lived realities.
Ethical approval and consent 
Interviews were conducted face-to-face at participants’ homes, audio-recorded with consent, and transcribed verbatim. Ethical approval and informed consent were secured, with pseudonyms and secure data storage ensuring confidentiality
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