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ABSTRACT

	Aims: This study aimed to explore the lived experiences of high school student farmers in Northern Samar, Philippines, focusing on how they navigate their dual roles as learners and contributors to household agricultural labor, and how these roles influence their schooling, identity, and future aspirations.
Study Design: The study adopted qualitative research design using transcendental phenomenology.
Place and Duration of Study: The research was conducted at Catigbian National High School, Northern Samar, Philippines, during the School Year 2025–2026.
Methodology: Twelve (12) high school students from Grades 7 to 10 who were actively involved in rice and coconut farming, along with their respective parents, were purposively selected. Participants were identified through class adviser records of frequent absences during planting and harvesting seasons, with parental confirmation of farm involvement. Data were gathered through in-depth, semi-structured interviews, parent-consented documentation, and field observations. Transcripts were analyzed systematically to extract significant statements, formulate meanings, cluster themes, and describe the shared essence of the phenomenon.
Results: Analysis revealed four major themes: (1) day-to-day experiences characterized by the constant negotiation between schooling and farming responsibilities; (2) difficulties in balancing roles, reflected in absenteeism, physical fatigue, and emotional strain; (3) meaning-making of dual identity, as students viewed themselves simultaneously as learners and family contributors; and (4) influence on educational goals and future, where farming-related hardships both constrained learning opportunities and fostered resilience, perseverance, and aspirations for socioeconomic upliftment. Despite academic disruptions, many students expressed sustained motivation to complete schooling as a pathway out of poverty.
Conclusion: Farming emerged as both a constraint and a motivating force in the educational lives of student farmers. The study highlights the paradoxical role of agricultural labor in shaping learners’ resilience, identity, and aspirations, underscoring the need for context-sensitive educational support for rural students balancing schooling and livelihood demands.
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1. INTRODUCTION



Agriculture remained a cornerstone of rural economies worldwide, sustaining food systems and providing livelihoods for millions of households. Despite its centrality, the sector continued to face persistent challenges, including poverty, climate change, and limited access to quality education. These pressures were most acutely experienced by rural youth, whose daily lives were often shaped by the competing demands of schooling and agricultural labor. Young people were widely recognized as indispensable to sustaining agricultural productivity, yet structural barriers frequently constrained their educational participation and long-term opportunities (Food and Agriculture Organization, 2020). This tension situated student farmers at the intersection of two critical global priorities: ensuring food security and advancing inclusive and equitable education, as emphasized in the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals on Zero Hunger (SDG 2) and Quality Education (SDG 4).
Across Asia, the dual responsibilities of children in farming households had long been documented. Students were often expected to assist in agricultural activities, particularly during planting and harvesting seasons, which directly interfered with school attendance, academic engagement, and physical well-being (Adefalu et al., 2021). At the same time, participation in farm work was shown to cultivate resilience, adaptability, and a strong sense of responsibility, contributing to personal and social development (Ali & Gani, 2022). This duality—where agricultural labor simultaneously constrained and enriched educational experience—highlighted the complexity of student farmers’ lived realities and challenged deficit-oriented interpretations of child participation in agriculture.
In the Philippine context, agriculture remained a central economic and cultural pillar, with rice and coconut farming serving as critical sources of food security and rural livelihood (Philippine Statistics Authority [PSA], 2023). However, farming households were among the most economically vulnerable, facing unstable incomes, limited access to agricultural innovations, and repeated exposure to natural calamities. These structural conditions perpetuated intergenerational poverty and often compelled children to contribute labor to household survival while pursuing formal education (Reyes et al., 2021). Several Philippine studies had linked farm-related responsibilities to irregular school attendance, academic stress, and reduced classroom engagement. For instance, Villanueva et al. (2024) reported that pupils involved in farming experienced difficulty completing school requirements and sustaining focus in class, while teachers observed declining participation and learning continuity.
Beyond academic outcomes, other Philippine studies had emphasized the cultural and identity dimensions of agricultural labor. Jimenez (2020) found that in vegetable-farming households, farm work was embedded in children’s daily routines as a cultural practice rather than merely an economic necessity, shaping their understanding of responsibility and belonging. Similarly, Sabuelba (2023) noted that while high school students from farming families often demonstrated positive attitudes toward agricultural education, they also acknowledged persistent barriers such as limited resources, social stigma associated with farming, and conflicts between school schedules and farm obligations. These findings suggested that agricultural labor played a significant role in shaping students’ identities, aspirations, and perceptions of education.
In provinces such as Northern Samar, where rice and coconut farming dominated both the economy and cultural life, these dynamics were especially pronounced. Farming was not only a means of survival but also a way of life transmitted across generations. For students enrolled in Catigbian National High School, daily routines frequently extended beyond the classroom to include physically demanding farm work shaped by seasonal cycles and family expectations. Despite the prevalence of such experiences, the voices of high school student farmers in this region had remained largely absent from educational research. Existing studies tended to emphasize observable indicators—such as attendance, academic performance, or attitudes toward agriculture—while offering limited insight into how students themselves interpreted and gave meaning to their dual roles.
This gap underscored the need for qualitative inquiry that moved beyond surface-level outcomes to illuminate the lived experiences of student farmers. Phenomenology, as articulated by Moustakas (1994), offered a methodological lens for uncovering the essence of experience by privileging participants’ perspectives and suspending researcher assumptions. By focusing on meaning-making rather than measurement, phenomenological research enabled a deeper understanding of how students negotiated competing demands, constructed identity, and sustained aspirations within contexts of structural constraint.
Guided by this perspective, the present study explored the lived experiences of high school student farmers in Catigbian National High School, Northern Samar. It examined how students navigated daily life in rice and coconut farming households, how they experienced and managed the challenges of balancing schooling and agricultural labor, how they made sense of their dual identities as learners and family contributors, and how farming shaped their educational goals and visions for the future. By foregrounding students’ voices, the study responded directly to gaps in the literature that called for context-sensitive, learner-centered accounts of rural education.
Ultimately, this research contributed to a more nuanced understanding of rural schooling by recognizing both vulnerability and agency among student farmers. The findings were intended to inform educational practice and policy by strengthening school–community linkages, supporting inclusive and responsive learning environments, and aligning educational interventions with the socio-economic realities of farming communities. In doing so, the study advanced scholarly discussions on rural education while contributing locally grounded evidence to broader efforts aimed at sustainable development and educational equity. 


2. methodology


This study employed a qualitative research design grounded in transcendental phenomenology to examine the lived experiences of high school student farmers in Catigbian National High School, Northern Samar. The inquiry was theoretically situated within Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (1979), which framed students’ experiences as shaped by interacting systems including the family, school, farm environment, and broader socio-economic and cultural contexts. This ecological perspective was complemented by Freire’s Critical Pedagogy (1970), which emphasized learners’ critical engagement with their social realities, and Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory (1986), which explained how agency, behavior, and environmental influences reciprocally shaped students’ coping strategies, resilience, and self-efficacy. Together, these frameworks provided an interpretive lens for understanding how student farmers constructed meaning around their dual roles as learners and contributors to household agricultural labor.
The study followed Moustakas’ (1994) transcendental phenomenological approach, which sought to uncover the essence of a phenomenon through systematic reflection on participants’ lived experiences. The researcher engaged in epoche or bracketing to consciously suspend prior assumptions related to rural education and farming, allowing meanings to emerge inductively from participants’ accounts. The focus of the inquiry was on how students experienced and interpreted the demands of schooling and farm work, rather than on measuring academic outcomes or economic indicators. As such, the study emphasized depth of understanding and analytic insight over empirical generalization.
Participants were selected using purposive sampling consistent with phenomenological research conventions (Moustakas, 1994). The sample comprised twelve high school students from Grades 7 to 10 who were enrolled during the School Year 2025–2026 and were actively involved in rice and coconut farming, along with their respective parents. Students were identified with the assistance of class advisers who documented frequent absences during planting and harvesting seasons, which were subsequently confirmed by parents as farm-related. Parents were included as contextual informants to illuminate household expectations, livelihood dependence on agriculture, and perceptions of students’ educational engagement. The sample size aligned with Creswell’s (2018) recommended range for phenomenological studies and was sufficient to achieve data saturation.
Data were generated primarily through in-depth, semi-structured interviews conducted separately with students and parents. Interview prompts explored daily routines, challenges in balancing school and farm work, identity formation, aspirations, and coping strategies. To enhance contextual richness, photographic documentation was used as a supplementary data source, with informed consent, capturing students engaged in farming activities. These images served as elicitation tools during interviews and supported deeper reflection. Data collection took place in natural settings, including school premises and community farms, to preserve ecological validity. All interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, and supplemented with detailed field notes.
Ethical rigor was maintained throughout the study in accordance with Department of Education research guidelines and international qualitative research standards. The research protocol received approval from the Division Research Committee, Division Research Coordinator, Schools Division Superintendent, District Supervisor, and school head. Informed consent was obtained from parents, and assent was secured from student participants. Confidentiality was ensured through the use of pseudonyms and secure data storage, and participation remained voluntary throughout the research process.
Data analysis followed Colaizzi’s (1978) phenomenological method, involving repeated immersion in the transcripts, extraction of significant statements, formulation of meanings, and clustering of themes that reflected shared patterns across participants’ accounts. An exhaustive description of the phenomenon was constructed and distilled into a fundamental structure representing the essence of being a student farmer balancing educational and agricultural responsibilities.
Trustworthiness was established following the criteria of credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferability. Credibility was enhanced through prolonged engagement in the field, triangulation of student interviews, parent accounts, and photographic documentation, and member checking, whereby participants reviewed and validated the thematic descriptions. Dependability was addressed by maintaining a clear audit trail of data collection procedures, analytic decisions, and reflexive notes. Confirmability was supported through systematic bracketing and the use of verbatim excerpts to ground interpretations in participants’ accounts. Transferability was strengthened by providing thick, contextualized descriptions of the research setting, participants, and farming practices, allowing readers to assess the applicability of findings to similar rural and agricultural contexts.



3. results and discussion

Day-to-Day Experiences of Student Farmers

The findings indicated that the day-to-day lives of student farmers were shaped by the continuous negotiation between academic responsibilities and agricultural labor. Participants consistently described routines in which farm work frequently displaced school-related tasks, resulting in disrupted learning activities such as incomplete assignments and limited study time (“Minsan kapag meron may assignment sa school hindi ko nagagawa” [Sometimes when there are school assignments, I am unable to do them]). At the same time, farming was understood as an economic necessity, as students’ labor directly contributed to household food security (“Nakakabili po kami nang pagkain” [We are able to buy food]). These accounts demonstrate that farming was experienced simultaneously as a constraint on schooling and as a vital means of family survival.
From an interpretive standpoint, these routines reflected competing value systems—education as an investment in future mobility and farming as an immediate survival imperative. Such duality has been documented in agrarian contexts where children’s labor functions as a household coping strategy under conditions of poverty (Gonzales, 2020; Damasco & Hilario, 2021). Physical fatigue from farm work further constrained academic engagement, as students reported exhaustion that carried over into classroom learning (“Pagod ako sa bukid tapos may lesson pa” [I am tired from the farm and still have lessons]). This pattern supports ecological explanations of overlapping microsystems, where the family farm directly interferes with school participation (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), and aligns with regional findings linking agricultural labor to reduced academic engagement (Nguyen & Pham, 2020; Pambid et al., 2022).
Parental accounts reinforced these patterns, acknowledging children’s fatigue while emphasizing the necessity of farm participation (“Napapansin ko na pagod na siya at di nakakapag-aral pero kailangan din namin siya sa bukid” [I notice that my child is tired and cannot study, but we also need them on the farm]). This paradox reflects structural conditions in which educational aspirations coexist with immediate economic demands, situating students’ daily experiences within broader socio-economic constraints (Freire, 1970).


Table 1. Day-to-Day Experiences

	Theme
	Representative Quotes (Original and English Translation)

	Disrupted learning due to farming responsibilities
	“Minsan kapag meron may assignment sa school hindi ko nagagawa” (Sometimes when there are school assignments, I am unable to do them).

	Farming as economic necessity
	“Nakakabili po kami nang pagkain” (We are able to buy food).

	Physical fatigue from dual roles
	“Pagod ako sa bukid tapos may lesson pa” (I am tired from the farm and still have lessons).

	Parental recognition of daily trade-offs
	“Napapansin ko na pagod na siya at di nakakapag-aral pero kailangan din namin siya sa bukid” (I notice that my child is tired and cannot study, but we also need them on the farm).




Difficulties in Balancing Academic and Farming Responsibilities

Balancing schooling and farming duties generated substantial difficulties for student farmers, particularly in relation to attendance, physical well-being, and emotional health. Absenteeism emerged as a persistent issue, with students reporting frequent inability to attend classes due to farm work (“Hindi po ako nakakapasok sa school” [I am unable to go to school]). These absences intensified during planting and harvesting seasons (“Madalas po akong lumiban pag tatanim po ng palay” [I often miss classes when it is time to plant rice]), resulting in academic delays and heightened stress.
These findings indicate that educational disruption was structurally embedded within seasonal agricultural cycles. The interaction between school and farm responsibilities reflected mesosystemic conflict, where economic pressures in the local environment intruded into students’ educational participation (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Similar patterns have been documented across agrarian communities in Southeast Asia, where seasonal labor demands disproportionately affect rural learners’ school attendance and achievement (Nguyen & Pham, 2020; Pambid et al., 2022).
Physical exhaustion further compounded these challenges. Students described being unable to review lessons after farm work due to fatigue (“Pagod na ako sa bukid, hindi ko na ma-review ang lesson” [I am already tired from the farm, and I can no longer review my lessons]). This condition aligns with findings that prolonged manual labor diminishes concentration and learning capacity among rural learners (Gonzales, 2020; Ballesteros & dela Cruz, 2021). Emotional consequences were also evident, as students expressed sadness and frustration when falling behind academically (“Nalulungkot ako kasi nahuhuli ako sa klase” [I feel sad because I am falling behind in class]). Such emotional strain reflects how structural inequalities undermine learners’ motivation and well-being (Freire, 1970; Soriano, 2022).

Table 2. Difficulties in Balancing Responsibilities
	Theme
	Representative Quotes (Original and English Translation)

	Absenteeism due to farm work
	“Hindi po ako nakakapasok sa school” (I am unable to go to school).

	Seasonal pressure of rice farming
	“Madalas po akong lumiban pag tatanim po ng palay” (I often miss classes when it is time to plant rice).

	Inability to study due to exhaustion
	“Pagod na ako sa bukid, hindi ko na ma-review ang lesson” (I am already tired from the farm, and I can no longer review my lessons).

	Emotional strain from academic delay
	“Nalulungkot ako kasi nahuhuli ako sa klase” (I feel sad because I am falling behind in class).



Making Sense of Dual Identity as Student and Farmer

The findings revealed that student farmers actively constructed meaning around their dual identity as learners and contributors to household labor. A strong sense of familial duty shaped students’ self-concept, with farm work perceived as a moral obligation rather than a discretionary task (“Kailangan ko tumulong kasi wala kaming ibang katuwang sa farm” [I need to help because we have no one else to assist on the farm]). This sense of responsibility often required prioritizing farming over schooling when conflicts arose (“Minsan inuuna ko muna ang bukid bago ang school” [Sometimes I prioritize the farm before school]).
Interpretively, these narratives illustrate how identity formation was deeply embedded in familial and socio-economic contexts. The family microsystem played a central role in shaping values of responsibility and sacrifice (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), while poverty constrained students’ educational choices (Freire, 1970). Despite these constraints, students demonstrated agency through adaptive strategies, such as seeking peer support to catch up academically (“Kapag nahuhuli ako sa lesson, nagtatanong ako sa classmates” [When I fall behind in lessons, I ask my classmates]). These strategies reflect active meaning-making processes emphasized in transcendental phenomenology, where individuals respond to hardship with resilience (Moustakas, 1994).
Students also articulated identity tension, describing themselves as simultaneously learners and farmers (“Parang dalawa akong tao—estudyante at magsasaka” [It feels like I am two people—a student and a farmer]). This hybrid identity mirrors findings that rural youth often integrate educational aspirations with labor responsibilities, resulting in both resilience and psychological strain (Gonzales, 2020; Pambid et al., 2022).

Table 3. Making Sense of Dual Identity
	Theme
	Representative Quotes (Original and English Translation)

	Sense of familial duty
	“Kailangan ko tumulong kasi wala kaming ibang katuwang sa farm” (I need to help because we have no one else to assist on the farm).

	Prioritization of farming over school
	“Minsan inuuna ko muna ang bukid bago ang school” (Sometimes I prioritize the farm before school).

	Coping through peer support
	“Kapag nahuhuli ako sa lesson, nagtatanong ako sa classmates” (When I fall behind in lessons, I ask my classmates).

	Dual identity as student and farmer
	“Parang dalawa akong tao—estudyante at magsasaka” (It feels like I am two people—a student and a farmer).



Influence of Farming Experiences on Educational Goals and Future Aspirations

Farming experiences strongly shaped student farmers’ educational goals and visions for the future. Participants consistently viewed education as a pathway out of poverty and physical hardship (“Gusto ko magkaroon ng magandang trabaho, hindi ganito kahirap at makaahon sa hirap” [I want to have a good job, not as difficult as this, and rise out of poverty]). This aspiration was reinforced by parental hopes for children’s educational attainment (“Sana kahit mahirap kami makatapos ang aking anak sa pag-aaral” [I hope that even though we are poor, my child will finish schooling]), highlighting the family’s role in sustaining motivation (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).
At the same time, students expressed uncertainty regarding academic success due to frequent absences and learning disruptions (“Kapag madalas akong lumiban, nahuhuli ako sa lesson at baka di ako makapasa” [When I am frequently absent, I fall behind in lessons and might not pass]). Such uncertainty during adolescence has been linked to challenges in identity consolidation and long-term goal formation (Erikson, 1968) and aligns with evidence linking absenteeism to dropout risk in rural contexts (Nguyen & Pham, 2020; Soriano, 2022).
Paradoxically, hardship in farm life also functioned as a source of motivation. Students reported that the physical demands of farming strengthened their resolve to pursue education (“Kahit mahirap ang bukid, mas lalo kong gustong mag-aral” [Even if farming is difficult, it makes me want to study more]). This finding aligns with phenomenological interpretations that individuals transform adversity into motivation through meaning-making (Moustakas, 1994) and supports Philippine studies documenting resilience and persistence among rural learners facing economic hardship (Ballesteros & dela Cruz, 2021; Pambid et al., 2022).
Overall, farming life exerted a dual influence on students’ futures—constraining educational progress through absenteeism and fatigue while simultaneously reinforcing education as a pathway to dignity, mobility, and liberation from hardship. This complexity underscores the need for educational responses that acknowledge both the constraints and resilience inherent in the lived experiences of student farmers.


Table 4.	Influence on Educational Goals and Future

	Theme
	Representative Quotes (Original and English Translation)

	Education as pathway out of poverty
	“Gusto ko magkaroon ng magandang trabaho, hindi ganito kahirap at makaahon sa hirap” (I want to have a good job, not as difficult as this, and rise out of poverty).

	Parental aspirations for children’s education
	“Sana kahit mahirap kami makatapos ang aking anak sa pag-aaral” (I hope that even though we are poor, my child will finish schooling).

	Fear of academic failure
	“Kapag madalas akong lumiban, nahuhuli ako sa lesson at baka di ako makapasa” (When I am frequently absent, I fall behind in lessons and might not pass).

	Hardship as motivation
	“Kahit mahirap ang bukid, mas lalo kong gustong mag-aral” (Even if farming is difficult, it makes me want to study more).





4. Conclusion


This study concluded that the lived experiences of high school student farmers in Catigbian National High School were shaped by a persistent tension between educational participation and agricultural labor. Student farmers navigated daily routines characterized by disrupted learning, physical fatigue, and emotional strain as they balanced school responsibilities with farming obligations essential to household survival. Absenteeism, particularly during planting and harvesting seasons, emerged as a recurring challenge that constrained academic engagement and heightened the risk of falling behind in schoolwork.
At the same time, the findings demonstrated that farming was not solely experienced as a barrier to education. Students and their families perceived agricultural labor as an economic necessity and a moral responsibility rooted in familial and cultural expectations. These conditions fostered a strong sense of duty among student farmers, leading them to construct a dual identity as both learners and contributors to their families’ livelihoods. Despite structural constraints, student farmers exhibited agency and resilience by developing coping strategies, such as seeking peer support and adjusting study practices, to sustain their academic participation.
The study further concluded that farming experiences exerted a dual influence on students’ educational goals and future aspirations. While frequent absences and learning disruptions generated uncertainty and fear of academic failure, the hardships associated with farm life simultaneously strengthened students’ motivation to pursue education as a pathway out of poverty. Education was consistently viewed as a means of social mobility and intergenerational upliftment, reinforced by strong parental aspirations for children’s schooling.












The authors utilized an AI-assisted tool (ChatGPT) for the following purposes:

1. Paraphrasing selected paragraphs to enhance clarity and readability.
2. Reviewing the manuscript for language accuracy and grammatical consistency.
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