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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 shape their schooling experiences, identity formation, and future aspirations. Anchored in a phenomenological lens and informed by an ecological perspective on child development, the study sought to illuminate how individual experiences are embedded within family, school, and socioeconomic contexts.
Study Design: The study adopted a qualitative research design using transcendental phenomenology to capture the shared essence of student farmers’ experiences.
Place and Duration of Study: The research was conducted at rural farming communities in Northern Samar, Philippines, during the School Year 2025–2026.
Methodology: Twelve high school students from Grades 7 to 10 who were actively involved in rice and coconut farming, together with their parents, were purposively selected based on documented patterns of farm-related absences. Data were collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews, parent-consented documentation, and field observations. Transcripts were systematically analyzed through phenomenological procedures of identifying significant statements, formulating meanings, clustering themes, and describing the shared essence of the phenomenon.
Results: Four major themes emerged: (1) daily experiences marked by the continuous negotiation between schooling and farming responsibilities; (2) challenges in balancing roles, manifested in absenteeism, physical fatigue, and emotional strain; (3) meaning-making of a dual identity as both learners and family contributors; and (4) influence on educational goals and future aspirations, where farming-related hardships simultaneously constrained learning opportunities and cultivated resilience, perseverance, and hopes for socioeconomic mobility. Despite academic disruptions, students consistently articulated schooling as a critical pathway toward improving their life circumstances.
Conclusion: Farming functioned as both a constraint and a motivating force in the educational lives of student farmers. By foregrounding their lived realities, this study contributes to the limited qualitative literature on rural student labor in Southeast Asian contexts and challenges deficit-oriented narratives of working learners. The findings underscore the need for context-sensitive educational policies and school-based interventions—such as flexible attendance mechanisms, targeted academic support, and strengthened school–community partnerships—to better support rural students who balance schooling with livelihood demands.
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1. INTRODUCTION



High school learners in rural agricultural communities frequently pursue schooling while contributing labor to household farming livelihoods. Globally, child labor remains prevalent and is disproportionately concentrated in agriculture, often within family-based production where work may be unpaid and hazardous (Busquet et al., 2021; Chudgar et al., 2022). Cross-national evidence shows that these patterns are strongly shaped by structural deprivation: poverty and unemployment are associated with higher child labor incidence, while social progress and educational attainment serve as protective factors. Education further moderates the effects of social progress on child labor, and social progress mediates the relationship between poverty and child labor (Chauhan & Ain, 2019). These dynamics are particularly pronounced in rural contexts where farming constitutes both livelihood and identity, and where children’s work reflects a complex interplay of economic necessity, socialization, and risk rather than a simple “good versus bad” dichotomy (Busquet et al., 2021).
Education and development research consistently links child labor during schooling years to adverse learning and psychosocial outcomes. Using representative data from Bangladesh and Pakistan, Chudgar et al. (2022) reported robust negative associations between child labor and foundational reading and numeracy skills, with hazardous labor exerting the strongest effects. Complementary evidence indicates that child laborers differ from non-working peers in subjective well-being, classroom engagement, and motivation, with positive school affect (“liking school”) associated with better well-being and engagement (Eryilmaz et al., 2020). These findings suggest that the educational trajectories of working learners are shaped not only by time and physical demands but also by how schooling is experienced as meaningful, supportive, and responsive.
From an inclusion perspective, schools often struggle to address the needs of working learners. Teachers in Indonesia described child workers as academically vulnerable due to socioeconomic disadvantage and psychosocial strain, while also highlighting limited school readiness and weak teacher participation in policy development (Djone & Suryani, 2019). The same study emphasized democratic, child-centered pedagogies and differentiated instruction as critical for supporting diverse learners engaged in work (Djone & Suryani, 2019). Such insights are highly relevant to rural Philippine schools, where student farmers require instructional responsiveness alongside school environments that acknowledge livelihood realities without normalizing harm or diminishing academic expectations.
Household decision-making and program design further shape child labor in agricultural contexts. Econometric evidence shows that parental risk preferences influence child labor decisions, with risk-averse household heads more likely to allocate children’s time to work—particularly among older children and with distinct parental effects on labor incidence and intensity (Frempong & Stadelmann, 2021). Programmatic interventions may yield unintended consequences when they increase household labor demand. In the Philippines, productive asset transfers aimed at poverty reduction increased adolescent employment and, in some cases, hazardous child labor as households relied on family labor to operationalize assets (Edmonds & Theoharides, 2020). In contrast, a reciprocal adult labor program in Mozambique reduced child labor, suggesting that easing labor market constraints may be more effective than credit-based approaches alone, though schooling outcomes remained mixed (Fumagalli & Martin, 2023). Together, these findings underscore that child labor in agriculture is embedded in livelihood strategies, labor constraints, and household risk management rather than individual choice alone.
Philippine studies further illuminate the intergenerational context shaping student farmers’ experiences. Farming is commonly organized as a family enterprise, with parents actively socializing children into agricultural work through modeling and instruction (Alcantara, 2024). At the same time, many rice farmers aspire for their children to pursue higher education and non-farming careers, citing the physical and economic hardships of farming as deterrents (Palis, 2020). This tension influences how student farmers interpret farm work, schooling, and future aspirations. Importantly, agricultural engagement is not uniformly framed as detrimental. Farmers’ children in the Philippines have demonstrated effectiveness as agricultural “infomediaries,” particularly when they are academically strong and involved in farm work (Manalo et al., 2019). Related studies indicate that parents value agricultural learning in schools (Miller et al., 2025) and that agriculture-based contexts can enhance achievement by integrating authentic content into core curricula (National Agriculture in the Classroom, 2023). These perspectives highlight the need to move beyond deficit framings and attend to the meanings learners attach to agricultural participation.
Ecological and sociocultural theories provide a coherent framework for understanding these intersecting influences. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory conceptualizes development as shaped by nested systems—home, school, community, and broader sociopolitical contexts—interacting over time (Bronfenbrenner, 1974, 1979; Guy-Evans, 2020). For student farmers, home–farm and school environments function as interdependent microsystems, while mesosystem linkages and exosystem pressures, such as labor markets and livelihood shocks, condition educational participation and well-being. Vygotskian sociocultural theory complements this perspective by emphasizing learning through guided participation, language, and culturally situated activity—processes evident in both classroom instruction and farm-based learning mediated by adults and peers (McLeod, 2022). Together, these frameworks support an understanding of student farmers’ experiences as socially produced and context-dependent.
Despite extensive evidence on the determinants and consequences of child labor, fewer studies foreground how student farmers themselves interpret and negotiate the boundary between schooling and farm work in rural Philippine contexts. Philippine evidence documents hazardous agricultural labor conditions and rights deprivations driven largely by poverty (Rollolazo & Logan, 2002), while international studies clarify macro-structural drivers (Chauhan & Ain, 2019), household behavioral mechanisms (Frempong & Stadelmann, 2021), learning and motivation outcomes (Chudgar et al., 2022; Eryilmaz et al., 2020), and institutional readiness gaps (Djone & Suryani, 2019). However, these approaches largely emphasize relationships, outcomes, or institutional perspectives. They offer limited insight into how learners construct meaning around dual obligations, identity, and aspiration in everyday rural life.
Against this backdrop, this study explored how high school student farmers at farming rural communities experience, interpret, and negotiate the convergence of formal schooling and agricultural labor within rice and coconut farming communities. By centering students’ lived experiences, the study extends existing econometric and institutional scholarship and provides contextually grounded insights to inform more inclusive, responsive, and learner-centered educational practices for working learners in rural schools.

 

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 in Table 1 show that the day-to-day experiences of student farmers are shaped by the continuous negotiation between schooling and agricultural labor, with clear implications for learning, well-being, and family relations. Disrupted learning emerges as a recurring outcome, as reflected in the statement “Minsan kapag meron may assignment sa school hindi ko nagagawa” (Sometimes when there are school assignments, I am unable to do them). This experience reflects structural tension between two competing microsystems—school and farm—where legitimate demands on time and attention constrain academic engagement (Bronfenbrenner, 2005; Darling, 2007). Within rural Filipino households, this disruption is culturally mediated by pagtutulungan, where participation in family labor is morally prioritized, rendering the postponement of school tasks a socially accepted compromise rather than individual disengagement.
Farming is simultaneously framed as an economic necessity, underscored by the quote “Nakakabili po kami nang pagkain” (We are able to buy food). Through the lens of Family Systems Theory, children’s farm labor functions as a stabilizing role that supports household equilibrium and subsistence under economic strain (Haefner, 2014; Crossno, 2011). Consistent with the Filipino value of kapwa, students’ contributions are viewed as shared responsibility rather than personal burden. This framing aligns with Philippine and international evidence showing that children’s labor in farming households is normalized as part of sustaining family livelihoods and managing economic vulnerability (Alcantara, 2024; Abdullah et al., 2024).
The physical consequences of managing dual roles are evident in expressions of fatigue, such as “Pagod ako sa bukid tapos may lesson pa” (I am tired from the farm and still have lessons). This reflects role strain arising from simultaneous and incompatible expectations as student and worker, resulting in physical exhaustion that undermines readiness for learning (Biddle, 1986; Varpio et al., 2018). In the Filipino context, however, such fatigue is normalized through the values of tiis and sakripisyo, which frame endurance and hardship as integral to developing responsibility. Similar patterns have been observed among Filipino learners engaged in farm work, where academic difficulties are acknowledged but accepted as part of rural life (Villanueva et al., 2024).
Parental recognition of these trade-offs further highlights the relational nature of students’ experiences. The parental account “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) reflects an awareness of educational costs alongside economic necessity. At the mesosystem level, this illustrates how family–school interactions are shaped by broader exosystem pressures such as poverty and livelihood instability (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Guided by utang na loob, parental decisions emphasize reciprocal obligation and shared sacrifice rather than disregard for schooling. This finding supports qualitative evidence that child labor is often legitimized within families as a pragmatic response to survival needs, even as parents retain aspirations for their children’s future mobility (Abdullah et al., 2024), and challenges deficit-oriented views of family engagement (Schock & Jeon, 2023).
Overall, the integrated results and discussion indicate that disrupted learning, economic participation, physical fatigue, and parental trade-offs are interconnected expressions of how rural families manage survival under constraint. Student farmers’ experiences are ecologically embedded and culturally mediated, underscoring the need for educational responses that are context-sensitive and responsive to the lived realities of working learners in rural settings.




Table 1. Day-to-Day Experiences

	Themes
	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 academic and farming responsibilities generated persistent difficulties for student farmers, particularly in school attendance, physical well-being, and emotional health. Absenteeism emerged as a recurring pattern, with students describing their inability to attend classes because of farm obligations (“Hindi po ako nakakapasok sa school” [I am unable to go to school]). These absences were not incidental but intensified during critical agricultural periods such as rice planting (“Madalas po akong lumiban pag tatanim po ng palay” [I often miss classes when it is time to plant rice]), resulting in cumulative academic delay. Analytically, this pattern challenges individualistic explanations of absenteeism by demonstrating how educational participation is rhythmically disrupted by agricultural cycles that structure rural life.
From an ecological perspective, these findings reflect a systematic conflict between microsystems, where school and farm impose competing and often incompatible demands on learners’ time and presence (Bronfenbrenner, 2005; Darling, 2007). This conflict is not episodic but seasonal and predictable, underscoring that absenteeism among student farmers is structurally embedded rather than behaviorally driven. The chronosystem dimension of ecological theory further explains how time-bound agricultural cycles reorganize students’ priorities, revealing a mismatch between the linear expectations of schooling and the cyclical realities of farming. Within the Filipino context, this prioritization is culturally legitimized through pagtutulungan and pakikiayon sa siklo ng kalikasan, where children’s labor during peak farming periods is morally expected and socially normalized.
Physical exhaustion compounded these attendance difficulties, as students reported an inability to study after farm work (“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 experience reflects role strain and role conflict, where the simultaneous expectations of being a student and a farm worker exceed learners’ physical and cognitive capacity (Biddle, 1986; Varpio et al., 2018). Fatigue thus operates not merely as a by-product of labor, but as a mediating mechanism that constrains learning even when students remain motivated. In Filipino culture, such exhaustion is normalized through tiis and sakripisyo, values that frame endurance as a marker of responsibility. While these values support perseverance, they also risk obscuring the cumulative educational costs of sustained physical depletion.
Emotional strain further reveals the internal consequences of prolonged academic disruption. Students expressed sadness when falling behind in class (“Nalulungkot ako kasi nahuhuli ako sa klase” [I feel sad because I am falling behind in class]), signaling a threat to their identity as capable learners. From an identity and role integration perspective, repeated academic delays undermine students’ self-concept, producing emotional distress when aspirations are constrained by structural conditions. This distress is culturally mediated by hiya, which intensifies sensitivity to perceived academic failure, and pangarap, which sustains hope for educational mobility despite present limitations. The coexistence of these values produces a paradoxical experience in which students remain aspirational yet emotionally burdened by circumstances beyond their control.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Taken together, these findings demonstrate that absenteeism, exhaustion, and emotional strain are interconnected outcomes of ecologically embedded and culturally mediated struggles rather than individual deficiencies. Ecological systems theory explains how competing microsystems and seasonal demands constrain schooling (Bronfenbrenner, 2005; Darling, 2007), while role theory clarifies how overlapping expectations generate physical and emotional overload (Biddle, 1986; Varpio et al., 2018). Filipino cultural values, in turn, provide the moral logic through which these constraints are accepted and endured. Reconciling these perspectives underscores the need to move beyond dichotomous views of schooling and labor and toward educational responses that are structurally adaptive, culturally responsive, and attentive to the lived realities of student farmers.



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 indicate that student farmers actively construct meaning around their dual identity as learners and contributors to household labor, framing farm work as a moral and relational obligation rather than an optional activity. Students’ narratives foreground familial responsibility, as captured in “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). Interpreted through Family Systems Theory, children’s participation in farm work functions as a stabilizing role within the family unit, particularly in contexts of limited labor resources, where each member’s contribution is necessary for collective survival (Haefner, 2014; Crossno, 2011). This obligation is culturally reinforced by pananagutan sa pamilya and kapwa, positioning the self as relationally embedded rather than individually autonomous. Analytically, this challenges deficit-oriented interpretations of child labor by revealing how students’ decisions are grounded in ethical frameworks of reciprocity and shared responsibility rather than in diminished educational commitment.
This moral logic is further evident in students’ prioritization of farming over school, expressed in “Minsan inuuna ko muna ang bukid bago ang school” (Sometimes I prioritize the farm before school). From the perspective of Ecological Systems Theory, this reflects a hierarchy within the microsystem, where the family–farm context temporarily outweighs school demands when livelihood needs are immediate (Bronfenbrenner, 2005; Darling, 2007). Such prioritization illustrates how competing microsystems impose situational choices on learners, producing structural rather than attitudinal disengagement from schooling. Culturally mediated by pagtutulungan, this reordering of responsibilities is socially legitimized, underscoring that educational participation among student farmers is context-dependent and shaped by necessity rather than preference.
Despite these constraints, students demonstrate agency through coping via peer support, as seen in “Kapag nahuhuli ako sa lesson, nagtatanong ako sa classmates” (When I fall behind in lessons, I ask my classmates). Interpreted through Sociocultural Theory, this practice highlights learning as a socially mediated process, where knowledge is co-constructed through interaction with more capable peers (Lantolf, 2000; Scott & Palincsar, 2013). The practice reflects bayanihan sa paaralan, an extension of communal cooperation into the school setting, allowing students to mitigate learning gaps created by farm responsibilities. This finding reframes resilience as relational adaptation rather than individual self-reliance, emphasizing the centrality of social networks in sustaining academic engagement.
The theme of dual identity as student and farmer, articulated in “Parang dalawa akong tao—estudyante at magsasaka” (It feels like I am two people—a student and a farmer), synthesizes these experiences into a broader process of identity negotiation. Through Identity and Role Integration Theory, this duality is understood not as simple role conflict but as an integrative process in which overlapping roles are held together within a coherent sense of self (Rachmad, 2022). The Filipino concept of kapwa-tao provides the cultural foundation for this integration, enabling students to define personal worth through contribution to both school and family. While this layered identity can foster responsibility and maturity, it also requires continuous negotiation when institutional expectations of schooling fail to align with learners’ lived realities.
Taken together, these findings demonstrate that student farmers’ dual identities are shaped by the intersection of family systems, ecological constraints, sociocultural learning processes, and culturally embedded values. Familial duty and the prioritization of farming reflect adaptive responses to structural necessity (Haefner, 2014; Bronfenbrenner, 2005), while peer support and identity integration illustrate culturally informed agency (Lantolf, 2000; Rachmad, 2022). By foregrounding how students understand themselves as both learners and farmers, the analysis advances a nuanced understanding of learner identity in rural contexts—one that recognizes multiplicity, negotiation, and relational resilience as central features of student farmers’ lived experiences.



Table 3. Making Sense of Dual Identity as Student and Farmer
	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

The findings in Table 4 illustrate how student farmers’ educational goals and future orientations are deeply shaped by lived experiences of hardship, family expectations, and structurally constrained schooling. Across accounts, education is consistently framed as a primary pathway out of poverty, as reflected in the aspiration “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 narrative positions schooling as a strategic investment rather than an abstract ideal, aligning with family-centered interpretations of education as a means to escape the physically demanding and economically precarious conditions of farming. Within Filipino culture, this orientation is sustained by pangarap and pag-asa, which transform present suffering into future-oriented motivation and give moral meaning to persistence in schooling.
Parental aspirations further reinforce this future-oriented framing. The statement “Sana kahit mahirap kami makatapos ang aking anak sa pag-aaral” (I hope that even though we are poor, my child will finish schooling) highlights how education is constructed as a collective family project. From a Family Systems Theory perspective, parents’ hopes function as powerful intergenerational drivers that shape children’s educational goals, even when material conditions are unfavorable (Haefner, 2014; Crossno, 2011). Culturally, this reflects pagpapahalaga sa edukasyon and parental sacrifice, where schooling becomes a shared endeavor aimed at long-term family upliftment. Rather than discouraging children from farm work, parental aspirations coexist with it, producing a complex moral landscape in which children are expected both to contribute to present survival and to invest in future mobility.
At the same time, students expressed acute fear of academic failure, particularly in relation to absenteeism and learning delays. The concern “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) reveals the emotional cost of disrupted schooling. Ecologically, this fear reflects microsystem strain, where competing demands from farm and school undermine students’ capacity to meet academic expectations (Bronfenbrenner, 2005; Darling, 2007). Culturally, the anxiety is intensified by hiya, as failing in school is perceived not only as personal inadequacy but also as a potential failure to honor family sacrifices. Thus, emotional distress emerges as an integral component of educational disadvantage, linking structural constraints with affective experience.
Despite these risks, hardship itself is frequently reinterpreted as a source of motivation rather than resignation. Students articulated how farming difficulties strengthened their resolve to study, as expressed in “Kahit mahirap ang bukid, mas lalo kong gustong mag-aral” (Even if farming is difficult, it makes me want to study more). This meaning-making process reflects culturally grounded resilience, rooted in pagtitiyaga and pagbangon sa hirap, where adversity is transformed into impetus for self-improvement. Rather than disengaging from schooling, students use the visibility of hardship as a comparative reference that clarifies why education matters, reinforcing aspiration even in the face of structural barriers.
Taken together, these findings reveal that student farmers’ educational goals are shaped by a dynamic interplay of constraint and agency. Ecological and family systems perspectives explain how poverty, labor demands, and parental expectations structure students’ opportunities and anxieties, while Filipino cultural values provide the interpretive lens through which hardship is endured and future goals are sustained. Education is simultaneously a hope, a pressure, and a promise—valued as a route out of poverty, threatened by absenteeism and fatigue, yet continually re-affirmed through culturally embedded resilience. This integrated understanding challenges deficit narratives that portray working learners as disengaged and instead highlights how aspiration, fear, and perseverance coexist within student farmers’ lived educational trajectories.



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 examined the lived experiences of high school student farmers in Northern Samar through a phenomenological lens, revealing the complex and often paradoxical ways in which agricultural labor shapes schooling, identity, and future aspirations. The findings demonstrate that student farmers’ educational experiences cannot be adequately understood through deficit-oriented or binary frameworks that position child labor and schooling as inherently incompatible. Instead, the study shows that farming operates simultaneously as a structural constraint on educational participation and as a formative context for resilience, responsibility, and aspiration.
Theoretically, the study contributes to the literature by extending ecological and phenomenological perspectives on child labor and education. Rather than treating absenteeism, fatigue, and academic delay as individual-level failures, the findings situate these outcomes within intersecting microsystems—family, school, and livelihood—that impose competing temporal, physical, and moral demands on learners. This mesosystemic tension highlights the need to reconceptualize educational engagement in rural contexts as contingent, negotiated, and structurally shaped, challenging schooling models that assume stable attendance, uninterrupted learning time, and singular learner identities.
The study further advances understanding of learner identity by foregrounding the dual and hybrid self-concept of student farmers as both learners and family contributors. This dual identity reflects not role confusion but adaptive meaning-making within conditions of rural precarity. By documenting how students actively reinterpret hardship as motivation and education as a pathway to dignity and mobility, the findings challenge prevailing assumptions that poverty uniformly suppresses aspiration. Instead, aspiration emerged as relationally sustained—anchored in family expectations, collective survival, and lived exposure to hardship—yet persistently vulnerable to structural disruption.
From a scientific standpoint, these insights underscore the importance of moving beyond linear causal models of child labor and schooling toward integrative frameworks that account for agency, embodiment, emotion, and structural constraint. The findings suggest that resilience among student farmers is not an inherent trait but a situated process, continuously negotiated amid fatigue, uncertainty, and moral obligation. Recognizing this complexity refines theoretical debates on child labor by emphasizing co-constitution rather than opposition between work and education.
In practical and policy terms, the study underscores the inadequacy of uniform attendance policies and moralized discourses on child labor in addressing the realities of rural learners. Educational responses must move toward context-sensitive approaches that mitigate structural barriers while sustaining students’ aspirations. These include flexible academic support mechanisms during peak agricultural seasons, targeted remediation for learning loss, and psychosocial interventions that acknowledge emotional strain without pathologizing students’ experiences. More broadly, the findings call for closer integration between education policy and rural development initiatives, recognizing that educational participation is inseparable from livelihood conditions.






[bookmark: _Hlk198031404]Ethical Approval and Consent:

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.

Disclaimer (Artificial intelligence)

Author(s) hereby declare that NO generative AI technologies such as Large Language Models (ChatGPT, COPILOT, etc.) and text-to-image generators have been used during the writing or editing of this manuscript.


References


1. Abdul-Mumuni, A., Vijay, B. K., & Camara, O. K. (2019). Remittances and child labour in Ghana: Does the gender of the household head matter? Development Southern Africa, 36(1), 1–16. https://doi.org/10.1080/0376835x.2018.1452717
2. Abdullah, A., Cudjoe, E., Bastian, C., & Jordan, L. P. (2024). Passing the torch or breaking a cycle of intergenerational transmission of child labour: Reflections from the lived experiences of children. Children and Youth Services Review, 157, Article 107430. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2024.107430
3. Ahad, M. A., Parry, Y. K., Willis, E., Ullah, S., & Ankers, M. (2023). Maltreatment of child labourers in Bangladesh: Prevalence and characteristics of perpetrators. Heliyon, 9(9), Article e19031. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2023.e19031
4. Alcantara, S. T. S. (2024). The Filipino family in agriculture: Case studies of vegetable farming families in Nagcarlan, Laguna, Philippines. Asia-Pacific Journal of Human Development and Family Studies, 3(1), 109–123. https://www.ukdr.uplb.edu.ph/journal-articles/6294
5. Biddle, B. J. (1986). Recent developments in role theory. Annual Review of Sociology, 12(1), 67–92. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.so.12.080186.000435
6. Bronfenbrenner, U. (1974). Developmental research, public policy, and the ecology of childhood. Child Development, 45(1), 1–5. https://doi.org/10.2307/1127743
7. Bronfenbrenner, U. (1979). The ecology of human development: Experiments by nature and design. Harvard University Press. https://doi.org/10.4159/9780674028845
8. Bronfenbrenner, U. (2005). Ecological systems theory (1992). In U. Bronfenbrenner (Ed.), Making human beings human: Bioecological perspectives on human development (pp. 106–173). Sage.
9. Busquet, M., Bosma, N., & Hummels, H. (2021). A multidimensional perspective on child labor in the value chain: The case of the cocoa value chain in West Africa. World Development, 146, Article 105601. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2021.105601
10. Chauhan, M. A. H., & Ain, N. U. (2019). Socio-economic factors in child labor: Moderating role of education. Journal of Management and Research, 4(2), 1–29. https://doi.org/10.29145/mr/42/040205
11. Cheung, S. K., & Kwan, J. L. Y. (2021). Parents’ perceived goals for early mathematics learning and their relations with children’s motivation to learn mathematics. Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 56, 90–102. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2021.03.003
12. Chudgar, A., Grover, V., Hatakeyama, S., & Bizhanova, A. (2022). Child labor as a barrier to foundational skills: Evidence from Bangladesh and Pakistan. Prospects, 52, 137–156. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11125-022-09614-9
13. Crossno, M. A. (2011). Bowen family systems theory. In Marriage and family therapy: A practice-oriented approach (pp. 39–64). Pearson.
14. Darling, N. (2007). Ecological systems theory: The person in the center of the circles. Research in Human Development, 4(3–4), 203–217. https://doi.org/10.1080/15427600701663023
15. Djone, R. R., & Suryani, A. (2019). Child workers and inclusive education in Indonesia. The International Education Journal: Comparative Perspectives, 18(1), 48–65. https://openjournals.library.sydney.edu.au/index.php/IEJ/article/view/13356
16. Edmonds, E., & Theoharides, C. (2020). The short-term impact of a productive asset transfer in families with child labor: Experimental evidence from the Philippines. Journal of Development Economics, 146, Article 102486. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jdeveco.2020.102486
17. Eryilmaz, A., Kumek, R., & Bek, H. (2020). Comparing child laborers and not-working children: Subjective well-being, engagement and motivation to study. European Journal of Educational Sciences, 7(2), 166–185. https://doi.org/10.19044/ejes.v7no2a10
18. Frempong, R. B., & Stadelmann, D. (2021). Risk preference and child labor: Econometric evidence. Review of Development Economics, 25(2), 878–894. https://doi.org/10.1111/rode.12746
19. Fumagalli, L., & Martin, T. (2023). Child labor among farm households in Mozambique and the role of reciprocal adult labor. World Development, 161, Article 106095. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2022.106095
20. Guy-Evans, O. (2020). Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory. Simply Psychology. https://www.simplypsychology.org/Bronfenbrenner.html
21. Haefner, J. (2014). An application of Bowen family systems theory. Issues in Mental Health Nursing, 35(11), 835–841. https://doi.org/10.3109/01612840.2014.921257
22. Lantolf, J. P. (2000). Introducing sociocultural theory. In J. P. Lantolf (Ed.), Sociocultural theory and second language learning (pp. 1–26). Oxford University Press.
23. Manalo, J. A., Pasiona, S. P., Bautista, A. M. F., Villaflor, J. D., Corpuz, D. C. P., & Biag-Manalo, H. H. M. (2019). Exploring youth engagement in agricultural development: The case of farmers’ children in the Philippines as rice crop manager infomediaries. The Journal of Agricultural Education and Extension, 25(4), 361–377. https://doi.org/10.1080/1389224X.2019.1629969
24. McLeod, S. A. (2022). Lev Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory. Simply Psychology. https://www.simplypsychology.org/vygotsky.html
25. Miller, A., Warnick, B. K., Spielmaker, D. M., Pate, M. L., Judd-Murray, R., & Longhurst, M. L. (2025). Parents’ value of their children learning about agriculture in school. Journal of Agricultural Education, 66(1), Article 1. https://doi.org/10.5032/jae.v66i1.2773
26. National Agriculture in the Classroom. (2023). About. https://agclassroom.org/get/about/
27. Palis, F. G. (2020). Aging Filipino rice farmers and their aspirations for their children. Philippine Journal of Science, 149(2), 351–361. https://philjournalsci.dost.gov.ph/aging-filipino-rice-farmers-and-their-aspirations-on-their-children/
28. Rachmad, Y. E. (2022). Life integration theory. [Unpublished manuscript / conceptual work].
29. Rollolazo, M., & Logan, L. (2002). An in-depth study on the situation of child labour in agriculture (Preliminary findings). Philippine Institute for Development Studies. https://serp-p.pids.gov.ph/publication/public/view?slug=an-in-depth-study-on-the-situation-of-child-labour-in-agriculture-preliminary-findings
30. Schock, N., & Jeon, L. (2023). Like your students, like their families? Teacher perceptions and children’s socio-emotional-behavioral functioning. Journal of Applied Developmental Psychology, 84, Article 101479. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appdev.2022.101479
31. Scott, S., & Palincsar, A. (2013). Sociocultural theory. In The Oxford handbook of learning sciences (pp. 1–23). Oxford University Press.
32. Varpio, L., Ray, R., Dong, T., Hutchinson, J., & Durning, S. J. (2018). Expanding the conversation on burnout through conceptions of role strain and role conflict. Journal of Graduate Medical Education, 10(6), 620–623. https://doi.org/10.4300/JGME-D-18-00385.1
33. Villanueva, F. C., Albina, A. C., & Gordoncillo, J. J. T. (2024). My work affects my studies! Lived experiences of elementary pupils engaged in farm work and the teachers who handle them. Futurity Education, 4(3), 129–144. https://doi.org/10.57125/FED.2024.09.25.08

