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Beyond the Plantilla Item: A Phenomenological Study on the Leadership Experiences of Teachers-In-Charge (TICs) in the Philippine Public Schools
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This phenomenological study explored the lived experiences of five Teachers-In-Charge (TICs) /School In-Charge (SIC) in the Division of Davao City, who serve as school leaders despite the absence of formal plantilla recognition. While entrusted with the full spectrum of principal's duties—fiscal, supervisory, and instructional—TICs operate within a structural paradox marked by high accountability but limited authority. Using the (Colaizzi, 1978)https://dummy-citation.com/citation?d=%3D method of analysis, the study identified three major challenges: systemic overload, compensation and recognition gaps, and role ambiguity. Despite these constraints, TICs demonstrated resilience through coping strategies such as prioritization and delegation, cognitive reframing, and reliance on support systems, and work-life balance. Their insights further revealed leadership growth and identity formation, strengthened community engagement, and resilience amid inequities.
The findings affirm that TICs embody a “Resilient Negotiation of Precarious Leadership,” where effectiveness is anchored not in bureaucratic titles but in service, integrity, and community trust. To strengthen this role, policy support from the Department of Education is essential. Formal plantilla recognition, equitable compensation, and targeted leadership training would validate TICs’ contributions, enhance morale, and ensure sustainable school governance in contexts where permanent principals are absent.
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Introduction
The Problem and Its Scope  
Globally, educational systems have increasingly recognized the importance of distributed leadership in sustaining school improvement. This approach emphasizes that leadership practice is distributed among multiple actors, often requiring teachers to assume administrative responsibilities without formal principal designation (Spillane, 2006). For instance, Nordic countries like Finland demonstrate strong collaborative leadership traditions (Moos et al., 2018), and Singapore embeds distributed leadership in policy reforms to sustain innovation. International literature confirms that effective governance increasingly relies on informal leaders stepping into administrative roles (Harris et al., 2022). Within this global context, the Teacher-in-Charge in the Philippine public school system exemplifies this trend.
In the Philippines, the Department of Education institutionalized the TIC designation as a policy response to ensure administrative and instructional continuity, particularly in smaller or newly established secondary schools and those lacking principals (Anabo, 2024). Research also highlights the significant challenges TICs face in leading without formal titles and often under severe resource constraints (Ortiz, 2025). Collectively, these studies emphasize that while TICs sustain school operations, their designation without formal plantilla recognition creates persistent structural and professional conflicts.
The literature regarding the role of TICs within the Philippine educational landscape highlights a complex intersection of administrative accountability and structural precarity. Scholars have increasingly examined how these informal leaders sustain school operations in the absence of a permanent principal position. Previous phenomenological studies reveal that TICs are often “torn between two functions,” and while they effectively navigate fiscal restrictions and instructional duties, the absence of formal designation frequently leads to personal frustration (Arnido & Vibal, 2017). Despite these stressors, research indicates that TICs consistently achieve high performance ratings in their Key Result Areas (Pascual & Malvar, 2024).
To survive these pressures, TICs employ diverse psychological and professional coping mechanisms. Teacher resilience is built through a complex interaction between personal, professional, and contextual factors, including self-care, psychosocial support, and an institutional environment that facilitates emotional well-being. Schools are increasingly expected to respond to complex contextual and organizational demands, heightening the importance of context-sensitive approaches to leadership (Eriçok et al., 2025).
Institutional support and compensation also play critical roles in shaping TIC effectiveness. Identifying significant themes defining the TIC experience suggests that systematic professional preparation and enhanced leadership training are essential for easing the transition from classroom teacher to school head (Arnido & Vibal, 2025; Arrieta et al., 2022). Moreover, while financial rewards contribute to motivation and job satisfaction, compensation is most effective when combined with recognition and robust support systems (Devates et al., 2024). The effectiveness of TICs is often hindered by a lack of specialized leadership training and institutional support, leading to critiques of current informal, ad hoc approaches and calls for intentional professional development programs.
Despite existing studies on TIC realities in other regions of the Philippines, there remains a noticeable gap in research focusing on the Division of Davao City. Rapid urban and rural development in this area has intensified challenges in staffing secondary schools with tenured principals, yet no empirical studies have specifically examined how TICs navigate these pressures. Unlike other divisions, the growth and high-performance expectations of Davao City place TICs under exceptional strain, making their lived experiences uniquely significant. This absence of localized research underscores the need to investigate TICs in Davao City to capture their adaptive strategies, coping mechanisms, and the dilemmas of holding full principal responsibilities without formal plantilla recognition.
Significance of the Study
The findings of this phenomenological inquiry offer critical insights into the paradoxical nature of precarious leadership within the Philippine public school system. By exploring the " Experiences of Teachers-In-Charge (TICs) in the Philippine Public Schools," this research serves as an empirical foundation for addressing the structural and professional gaps that hinder sustainable school governance. The significance of this study is relevant to the following stakeholders:
Teachers-In-Charge: This study provides a platform for TICs to see their lived experiences validated, transforming their "Precarious Principalship" from a solitary struggle into a recognized professional phenomenon. By identifying successful coping mechanisms—such as cognitive reframing and strategic delegation—the research offers a blueprint for role-making that enables TICs to forge a legitimate leadership identity despite the absence of a formal title (Libin, 2017; Turner, 2006). Furthermore, by illuminating the systemic challenges, this study empowers TICs to advocate for necessary policy reforms, fostering an environment where their dedication is not merely acknowledged but formally supported and equitably compensated. 
Department of Education and Policymakers: These findings are vital for informing policy reforms regarding plantilla recognition and equitable compensation, ensuring that administrative accountability is matched with institutional support(Cahilog et al., 2023; Innovative Strategies for Accelerated Human Resources Development in South Asia:, 2017)https://dummy-citation.com/citation?d=%%3D%3D.
School Administrators and Division Offices For division-level leaders, this study underscores the necessity of intentional succession planning (Arrieta & Ancho, 2020; Arrieta et al., 2022; Tanghe & Schelfhout, 2023). The results suggest that current "trial by fire" designations can be mitigated by contextualized leadership development programs that address the specific fiscal and supervisory challenges faced by acting school heads. Such programs could equip TICs with enhanced leadership competencies, enabling a smoother transition into their expanded roles and fostering greater effectiveness in managing multi-grade school settings, as highlighted by existing literature (Rupole & Ching, 2025)https://dummy-citation.com/citation?d=%%3D. 
Teachers and School Staff: By reframing delegation as a form of professional training, the study encourages a culture of shared leadership(Elrod et al., 2023)https://dummy-citation.com/citation?d=%3D%3D. This perspective helps staff members understand the systemic pressures on TICs, fostering a more collaborative and empathetic organizational environment (Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002).
Future Researchers: This study contributes to the global discourse on distributed and nontraditional leadership, particularly in decentralized and resource-constrained educational settings (Harris et al., 2022; Ortiz, 2025). It offers a qualitative framework for investigating how informal leaders navigate role ambiguity and systemic overload, paving the way for further longitudinal studies on leadership identity formation.
Research Questions
1. What are the lived experiences encountered by Teachers-in-Charge in the absence of formal plantilla recognition?
1. How do Teachers-In-Charge navigate and cope with the pressures of their 
roles?
1. What leadership insights and transformations emerge from the TICs' lived experiences in precarious leadership positions?
Theoretical Lens
The study is primarily anchored in Role Theory, which serves as the foundational lens for understanding the "role strain" experienced by Teachers-in-Charge. This theory posits that roles function as social frameworks independent of the individuals occupying them, allowing the study to analyze the mismatch between the socially constructed expectations of a principal and the formal institutional recognition of a teacher (Turner, 2006)https://dummy-citation.com/citation?d=%2FZXJyb3I9Y29va2llc19ub3Rfc3VwcG9ydGVkJmNvZGU9ZmE1ZmUwNmEtZjVjNS00MmZhLTlmM2YtOWMwOGI0Mzc0NWFmIiwiaXNibiI6W10sImlzc24iOlsiMTM4OS02OTAzIiwiMjU0Mi04MzlYIl0sIm9wZW5hbGV4IjoiVzQyNTI4NTI2MjkifSwiaXNzdWVkRGF0ZSI6IjIwMDYtMTEtMTgiLCJzdWJ0eXBlIjp7fSwidGl0bGUiOiJSb2xlIFRoZW9yeSIsInR5cGUiOjQsInVybCI6Imh0dHBzOi8vZG9pLm9yZy8xMC4xMDA3LzAtMzg3LTM2Mjc0LTZfMTIifX1d.
In addition to Role Theory, this document uses two other major theoretical frameworks to analyze the TIC experience:
Stress and Coping Theory: Drawing on the work of Lazarus and Folkman, this lens explains how TICs manage systemic challenges through both problem-focused strategies (e.g., prioritization and delegation) and emotion-focused strategies (e.g., cognitive reframing and maintaining work-life balance) (Libin, 2017).
Transformational Leadership Theory: This framework explains how TICs inspire colleagues and build trust despite their lack of formal authority (Bass, 1990; Burns, 1978)https://dummy-citation.com/citation?d=%3D. This study examines the "Emergence" phase of their journey, where TICs transform institutional challenges into opportunities for professional growth and community influence.
The study also situates these theories within the broader global context of Distributed Leadership, which emphasizes that leadership practice is often stretched across multiple actors in an organization rather than residing in a single formal position (Spillane, 2006)https://dummy-citation.com/citation?d=W3sib3JpZ2luIjowLCJ3b3JrIjp7ImNvbnRyaWJ1dG9ycyI6W3sibmFtZSI6eyJmYW1pbHkiOiJTcGlsbGFuZSIsImdpdmVuIjoiSi4gUC4ifSwicm9sZSI6MH1dLCJpc3N1ZWREYXRlIjoiMjAwNiIsInN1YnR5cGUiOnt9LCJ0aXRsZSI6IkRpc3RyaWJ1dGVkIGxlYWRlcnNoaXAiLCJ0eXBlIjoxfX1d
Assumptions of the Study
This study assumes that Teachers-In-Charge (TICs) designated in the Division of Davao City are performing the full responsibilities of school principals, including fiscal management, instructional supervision, and administrative leadership, despite not holding a principal plantilla item. It presumes that participants will provide honest and accurate accounts of their lived experiences, role conflicts, and coping strategies in their answers. The study also assumes that existing DepEd policies (DepEd Orders 42, s. 2007; 11, s. 2014; 7, s. 2024) are consistently implemented across schools, and that the challenges and adaptive practices of TICs in Davao City reflect broader realities in similar divisions. Finally, it assumes that TICs function as de facto principals.
Methodology
To establish the credibility of the study, the researcher provides a detailed account of the methodological process, offering a clear and vivid explanation of the procedures undertaken. This section specifically delineates the research design, the selection of participants through sampling techniques, the methods of data collection, the framework for data analysis, and the ethical considerations maintained throughout the inquiry.
Research Design
This qualitative inquiry utilized a descriptive phenomenological design to elicit in-depth information regarding the lived experiences of the participants. Phenomenology is a specialized technique in qualitative research that focuses on the shared lived experience within a specific group, aiming to outline the fundamental nature of the phenomenon (Creswell, 2013). By adopting this design, the study sought to move beyond surface-level descriptions to uncover the "universal essence" of leadership as experienced by those in acting administrative roles.

Sample and Sampling
The participants of this study were Five (5) Teachers-In-Charge (TICs) officially designated to lead public secondary schools within the Division of Davao City. The study employed purposive sampling, specifically utilizing a criterion-based selection strategy. Participants were selected based on their specific roles as Teachers - In -Charge with all the principalship duties for at least one academic year. This ensured that the individuals selected were "information-rich cases" capable of providing a comprehensive account of the phenomenon. The final sample size was determined by the principle of data saturation, reaching a point where no new thematic insights emerged from the narratives.
Data Gathering Technique
Data were collected through a semi-structured interview guide developed based on the study’s objectives. The instrument was distributed to the participants through Messenger, utilizing an asynchronous digital interviewing format. This method provided participants with the flexibility to respond at their own pace and convenience, ensuring accessibility despite the geographical and scheduling limitations inherent in their dual professional roles. The resulting written responses were collected, compiled, and anonymized to facilitate a rigorous analysis.
Data Analysis
To analyze the lived experiences of the TICs, this study utilized Colaizzi’s (1978) seven-step descriptive phenomenological method. This systematic approach is designed to extract, organize, and describe the core essence of a shared human experience through a rigorous thematic framework (K.R & Sasikumar, 2021). The analysis proceeded through the following stages:
1. Familiarization: Immersive reading and re-reading of the participants' written responses to acquire a deep sense of the context.
2. Extracting Significant Statements: Identification of specific phrases and sentences that directly pertained to the phenomenon of precarious leadership.
3. Formulating Meanings: Formulating meanings from significant statements to capture the underlying essence while maintaining the original context.
4. Clustering Themes: Grouping meanings into clusters of themes and broader categories to reveal the thematic pillars of the study.
5. Developing an Exhaustive Description: Integrating all identified themes into a comprehensive narrative of the TIC experience.
6. Producing the Fundamental Structure: Distilling the exhaustive description into a concise statement of the phenomenon’s essence.
7. Seeking Verification (Member Checking): Returning the synthesized results to the five participants for validation to ensure the findings were grounded in their authentic voices.
Ethical Considerations
To ensure the ethical integrity of the study, the researcher informed all participants of the research purpose, procedures, potential risks, and their right to withdraw at any time. Informed consent was secured prior to data collection. To uphold anonymity and confidentiality, participants were assigned codes (TIC1 through TIC5), and all identifying details were omitted. Furthermore, the researcher maintained a rigorous audit trail throughout the process to document methodological decisions, ensuring transparency, accountability, and the integrity of the findings.
Ethical Considerations
To ensure the ethical integrity of the study, the researcher informed all participants regarding the research purpose, the specific procedures involved, potential risks, and their fundamental rights, including the freedom to withdraw from the inquiry at any time without consequence. Participants were assured that their involvement was entirely voluntary, and informed consent was secured prior to the start of data collection.
To uphold the principles of anonymity and confidentiality, only TIC1, TIC2, TIC3, TIC4, and TIC 5 were assigned to all study participants, and any details that could potentially trace their backgrounds were omitted. The assignment of these distinct identities serves as a manifestation of the commitment to protecting participants' privacy while preserving the authenticity of their professional narratives. Furthermore, the researcher maintained a rigorous audit trail throughout the research process to document methodological decisions and data handling, thereby ensuring transparency, accountability, and the integrity of the research findings.
Results and Discussion
From the narratives of Teachers-In-Charge (TICs) in Davao City, three major themes emerged that capture systemic overload, compensation and recognition gap, and role ambiguity and authority are strongly supported by both the participants’ narratives and existing scholarship.
Systemic overload has been consistently documented in Philippine studies(Ancho & Bongco, 2019)https://dummy-citation.com/citation?d=%%3D.
The compensation and recognition gap reflects structural inequities embedded in DepEd policies. While DepEd Orders (No. 11, s. 2014; No. 5, s. 2024(Abdullah & Hassan, 2024)https://dummy-citation.com/citation?d=%%%3D) are relevant to teacher roles and workload, their specific impact on TIC designation, plantilla recognition, and compensation is not explicitly detailed in the provided search results related to these orders. This disparity echoes Arnido and Vibal’s (2025) findings of a “Support-Effectiveness Gap,” where motivation and effectiveness are undermined by inequitable compensation and lack of formal acknowledgment.
Role ambiguity and authority challenges further complicate TIC leadership. Savaş, Arslan, and Kılınç (2025) highlight that teacher leadership, while often celebrated as a positive force in schools, can also produce unintended consequences. They reveal that such practices may lead to stress, burnout, isolation, and role ambiguity at the individual level


Table 1. Emerging Challenges of Teachers-In-Charge (TICs)
	Theme
	Description of Challenge
	Illustrative Evidence

	Systemic Overload
	Heavy workload from, multiple reports, and multitasking.
	“Many times I experienced stress… a lot of reports to do, overlapping schedules.”

	Compensation and Recognition Gap
	Salary Grade disparity (SG 14 vs. SG 19) and lack of formal title despite full responsibilities.
	“As a Head Teacher I… SG 14, whereas a Principal I holds SG 19—a disparity that underscores structural inequities.”

	Role Ambiguity and Authority
	Unclear scope of authority and occasional questioning of legitimacy.
	“There are times my authority was questioned… I just stay calm and let them understand the responsibility given to me.”


The coping strategies of Teachers-In-Charge (TICs) in Davao City reveal three prominent themes that illustrate how they sustain leadership effectiveness despite systemic inequities.
Prioritization and delegation emerged as a central strategy. TICs emphasized the importance of identifying urgent tasks and delegating responsibilities to colleagues, which not only reduces workload but also serves as informal leadership training for teachers (TIC1; TIC3). This aligns with Kanshabe, Tibanyendera, and Tutegyereize (2025), who concluded that head teachers experienced greater effectiveness when they embraced higher levels of delegation, as responsibilities were shared, workloads reduced, and staff participation increased.
Cognitive reframing and emotional resilience were consistently reported. TICs consciously reframe their role, focusing on service and outcomes rather than positional limitations. They manage stress through patience, empathy, and reflective decision-making (TIC2; TIC5). This resonates with (Boothe, 2025) who states that School leaders must cultivate resilience, adaptability, and vision within the organization during unstable times. This strategy ensures school leaders can handle challenges effectively, enabling them to navigate difficulties and drive meaningful change by creating a sense of preparedness.
Support systems and work-life balance play a crucial role in sustaining Teachers-in-Charge effectiveness. Participants described relying on supervisors, colleagues, family, and community partnerships for guidance and emotional support. They also highlighted the importance of maintaining balance through leisure activities and attention to health and well-being (TIC3; TIC4). Similarly, Rhoades and Eisenberger (2002) demonstrated that perceived organizational support (POS)—employees’ belief that their organization values their contributions and cares about their well-being—is strongly associated with positive outcomes such as job satisfaction, affective commitment, and performance(Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002)https://dummy-citation.com/citation?d=%3D%3D. This supports the idea that when TICs feel supported, they are more likely to reframe challenges constructively and build emotional resilience.
Table 2. Emerging Coping Strategies of Teachers-in-Charge (TICs)
	Theme
	Description of Strategy
	Illustrative Evidence

	Prioritization and Delegation
	Identifying urgent tasks and delegating responsibilities to reduce workload and train colleagues.
	“Prioritize what is urgent and delegate other tasks… in this way I am also training them.” (TIC3)

	Cognitive Reframing & Emotional Resilience
	Viewing the role as leadership rather than focusing on positional limitations; practicing patience and empathy.
	“I consciously frame my role as that of a leader… focusing on outcomes rather than positional constraints.” (TIC2)

	Support Systems & Work-Life Balance
	Seeking guidance from supervisors and colleagues, relying on family/community support, and maintaining personal well-being.
	“On weekends, I spend time with my family… we go on our farm and) enjoy farming. It’s part of unwinding.” (TIC4


These results demonstrate that TICs sustain their leadership through adaptive practices rooted in prioritization, resilience, and support systems. Their strategies reflect broader literature on distributed leadership, which emphasizes collaboration, contextual adaptation, and resilience as key to sustaining school governance under resource constraints (Akomodi, 2026; Nadeem, 2024)https://dummy-citation.com/citation?d=%3D%3D.
The insights shared by Teachers-In-Charge (TICs) in Davao City reveal three emerging themes that capture how their experiences shape leadership identity, relationships, and resilience.
Leadership growth and identity formation was a recurring insight. TICs described the role as transformative, helping them develop confidence, empathy, and adaptability while preparing them for future principalship. Several participants noted that serving as a TIC encouraged them to pursue further studies and professional development, affirming their capacity to lead (TIC1).
Community engagement and partnership emerged as a vital dimension of TIC insights. Participants highlighted how their role strengthened bonds with teachers, students, parents, and stakeholders, fostering trust and collaboration. TICs recognized that community support was essential for sustaining school operations and advancing institutional development (TIC5). This finding resonates with Virador, G. P. (2023) stating that both school-family and school-community partnerships have a significant relationship with parental and community involvement, and the practices of school heads in promoting partnerships also significantly influence parental and community involvement..
Resilience amid structural inequities was a dominant theme. TICs acknowledged the tension between responsibility and recognition, noting the challenges of performing principalship duties without plantilla status. Despite these inequities, they embraced resilience and service-oriented leadership, reframing their role as one rooted in integrity and commitment to learners (TIC2). This reflects Day and Gu (2014) that resilience in teachers can be nurtured by the intellectual, social, and organizational environments in which teachers work and live, rather than being simply a personal attribute or trait determined by nature.

Table 3. Emerging Insights of Teachers-In-Charge (TICs)
	Theme
	Description of Insight
	Illustrative Evidence

	Leadership Growth and Identity Formation
	TICs view their role as transformative, shaping confidence, empathy, and adaptability while preparing them for future principalship.
	“It encouraged me to go on with my career and… continue my studies in order to become a School Principal.” (TIC1)

	Community Engagement and Partnership
	TICs recognize the importance of building strong relationships with parents, stakeholders, and the wider community to sustain school operations.
	“Being a Teacher-In-Charge has strengthened my bonds with teachers, students, and the community in profound ways.”. (TIC5)

	Resilience Amid Structural Inequities
	TICs highlight the tension between responsibility and recognition, yet embrace resilience and service-oriented leadership to sustain effectiveness.
	“While I carried out duties equivalent to those of a principal, the absence of formal recognition created tensions… Nevertheless, these challenges compelled me to embrace resilience.” (TIC2)


These insights demonstrate that TICs’ effectiveness is not rooted in bureaucratic titles but in service, integrity, and community trust. Their reflections reveal that the TIC role acts as both a challenge and an opportunity—reshaping professional identity, strengthening community partnerships, and fostering resilience despite systemic inequities(Bagay, 2025; Pendijito et al., 2025)https://dummy-citation.com/citation?d=%3D.
The thematic analysis of Teachers-In-Charge (TICs) in Davao City reveals a paradoxical leadership role defined by full accountability but limited authority. Three central themes emerged from their lived experiences: systemic overload, compensation and recognition gap, and role ambiguity with authority challenges. These themes highlight the structural inequities embedded in the TIC designation, where individuals are entrusted with principal duties yet remain undercompensated and underrecognized.
Despite these constraints, TICs demonstrate remarkable resilience. Their coping strategies—prioritization, delegation, cognitive reframing, and reliance on support systems—enable them to sustain effectiveness in the face of overwhelming demands. Crucially, their insights show that the role fosters professional growth, strengthens community partnerships, and cultivates service-oriented leadership rooted in integrity and empathy.
Conclusion : The study concludes that TICs embody a “Resilient Negotiation of Precarious Leadership.” Their effectiveness is not anchored in bureaucratic titles but in their commitment to learners, teachers, and communities. However, the persistent gaps in recognition and compensation call for urgent policy reforms. Formal plantilla recognition, equitable compensation, and targeted leadership training are essential to validate TICs’ contributions and ensure sustainable school governance in contexts where permanent principals are absent.
Recommendations
Based on the findings of this study, several recommendations are proposed to strengthen the role and effectiveness of Teachers-In-Charge (TICs) in the Philippine public school system:
1. Policy Reform and Plantilla Recognition 
The Department of Education should consider formal plantilla recognition for TICs who assume full principal duties. This would bridge the responsibility–authority gap, provide equitable compensation, and validate their contributions to school governance.
1. Enhance Implementation of Existing Leadership Development Programs 
Since DepEd already has initiatives for leadership training, these programs should be further contextualized to the unique realities of TICs. Modules can be tailored to address role ambiguity, fiscal management, and supervisory challenges specific to acting school heads.
1. Strengthen Monitoring and Support Mechanisms 
While mentoring and support systems are in place, their implementation should be reinforced through regular monitoring and feedback loops. Division offices can ensure TICs receive consistent guidance, timely assistance, and opportunities to share best practices across schools.
1. Workload Management and Resource Allocation 
 Additional administrative support should be provided to TICs to reduce role strain. Allocating resources such as clerical staff or assistant coordinators can ease their workload.
1. Recognition and Incentives 
Beyond formal titles, DepEd and local school divisions should implement recognition programs and incentives for TICs. Acknowledging their resilience and service-oriented leadership will boost morale and encourage sustained commitment.
1. Further Research 
Future studies may explore comparative experiences of TICs across different regions, or examine long-term impacts of coping mechanisms on leadership identity formation. This will broaden understanding and inform more responsive policies
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