Exploring the Experiences of Multigrade Teachers in the Context of Island Schools

[bookmark: _GoBack]






*Corresponding author:





[bookmark: PointTmp]Abstract— Multigrade teaching in geographically isolated island schools remains a pragmatic solution to low enrolment and limited resources in the Philippines. In Sto. Niño District, Schools Division of Samar, teachers navigate complex instructional and contextual realities that demand resilience and innovation. This study aimed to explore the lived experiences of multigrade teachers in Sto. Niño District during School Year 2025–2026, focusing on their instructional practices, challenges, coping mechanisms, and implications for multigrade education. Using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), qualitative data were gathered through Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) with 14 multigrade teachers from four island schools. Thematic analysis was employed to surface emergent themes from teacher narratives. Findings revealed that multigrade teaching is both challenging and fulfilling. Teachers reported heavy workloads, resource scarcity, inadequate infrastructure, and professional isolation as major constraints. Despite these, they employed adaptive strategies such as differentiated instruction, peer tutoring, contextualized learning, and time management routines. Coping mechanisms included resource improvisation, collaboration with school heads and communities, and experiential innovations like using local materials and real-life island contexts. Peer-assisted learning emerged as a central strategy that enhanced classroom engagement and reduced instructional strain. Multigrade teaching in Sto. Niño District is sustained by teachers’ resilience, creativity, and community support, yet systemic gaps in resources and professional development persist. The study underscores the need for localized policy interventions, targeted training, and improved infrastructure to strengthen multigrade education in island schools.
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Introduction
Multigrade teaching, where one teacher concurrently instructs learners from two or more grade levels in the same classroom, remains a widespread instructional arrangement across the globe. It is practiced in diverse contexts such as rural schools in Latin America, sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia, and parts of Europe, often as a pragmatic response to resource limitations and demographic constraints. International studies highlight both challenges and opportunities: while teachers face heavy workloads and limited training, multigrade classrooms also foster peer tutoring, differentiated pacing, and community-based learning when properly supported (Little, 2006; Berry & Little, 2017; Fargas-Malet & Bagley, 2022; Şahin et al., 2022). 
Evidence from countries like Nepal, Colombia, and Finland shows that multigrade teaching can promote equity and access in sparsely populated areas while encouraging innovative pedagogical practices (Kobayashi, 2022; Bennell, 2022). Thus, globally, multigrade education is recognized as both a necessity and an opportunity for inclusive schooling.   
In the Philippines, multigrade schooling is particularly prevalent in remote island and mountainous communities where small learner populations and dispersed settlements make single-grade classes impractical (Naparan et al., 2021; Tayoni & Abocejo, 2023). The Department of Education institutionalized this approach through the Multigrade Program in Philippine Education (MPPE) in 1993, later reinforced by Department Order 81, s.  2009. This program has contributed to democratizing access to education in approximately 19% of public elementary schools located in isolated and underserved communities (SEAMEO-INNOTECH, 2020). Multigrade teaching has helped address shortages of teachers and schools while ensuring that children can complete their elementary education within their own villages (Demirel & Kurt, 2021; Shareefa, 2021). 
Despite these policy efforts, the realities of multigrade classrooms in the Philippines remain complex and uneven.   Despite these pedagogical opportunities, empirical studies from the Philippines highlight persistent challenges facing multigrade teachers. These include heavy and complex workloads, limited access to multigrade-specific training and teaching resources, difficulties in classroom and time management, language barriers, and heightened risks of stress and burnout (Bisaya & Ngilangil, 2025; Naparan et al., 2021). Research in island and remote divisions such as Siargao and Eastern Samar documents that teachers often develop adaptive strategies like differentiated instruction, peer learning, and modular approaches. However, these strategies remain constrained by systemic gaps in policy implementation and local support (Literal & Sabud, 2025; Bisaya & Ngilangil, 2025). Teacher experiences are therefore shaped by the interaction of contextual, institutional, and personal factors that warrant localized investigation.   
In Eastern Visayas, regional and division offices have recognized the need for targeted support for multigrade contexts through memos and capacity-building initiatives such as regional trainings for multigrade school heads and teachers (DepEd Region VIII, 2024). Yet, implementation and reach differ across districts and island schools, with Sto. Niño District in Samar facing logistical, transport, and infrastructural challenges (DepEd Schools Division of Samar, 2025). Official division documents confirm the continued presence of small and clustered schools in Sto.  Niño, sustaining multigrade classes despite resource constraints. These locally situated realities underline the importance of studying the lived experiences of multigrade teachers specifically within Sto. Niño District rather than relying solely on national or cross-regional generalizations. Such a focus ensures that policy actions are meaningfully connected to classroom realities.   
A significant gap exists in the literature regarding the specific intersection of maritime isolation and the daily professional lives of multigrade educators. While general challenges are well-documented, there is a lack of localized evidence explaining how the unique logistical constraints of island life influence instructional delivery. Current research often groups all rural teachers together, failing to distinguish the specific socio-cultural and environmental pressures faced by those in archipelagic contexts. This study addresses this by exploring the experiences of multigrade teachers in the context of island schools to highlight how they navigate the scarcity of physical resources and professional isolation. Addressing this gap will provide the necessary insights to develop more targeted administrative interventions and policy support for island multigrade schools.   
Literature Review

Global and National Contexts of Multigrade Education
Multigrade education is widely recognized as a pragmatic approach for sparsely populated areas worldwide, providing inclusive access to quality education when well-supported (Davis & Dryden-Peterson, 2020). In low-income or crisis settings, it operates as a deliberate pedagogical choice rather than just a temporary fix, highlighting the need for systemic support and curricular flexibility (Hardwick-Franco, 2018; Berry & Little, 2007; Kobayashi, 2022). Within the Philippine context, multigrade teaching serves as a vital strategy for meeting constitutional mandates for universal basic education, particularly in Geographically Isolated and Disadvantaged Areas (GIDAs). However, the archipelagic geography significantly compounds educational inequity (Flores, 2018). Island schools frequently suffer from limited infrastructure, unreliable transportation, and severe resource shortages compared to mainland schools. These resource constraints and geographic isolation significantly affect instructional quality and student outcomes, as documented by Garcia (2020). Despite national plans, implementation gaps persist, leaving teachers in far-flung schools to struggle with classroom management, learner diversity, and resource shortages (SEAMEO-INNOTECH, 2020; Rondero & Casupanan, 2024). 
Pedagogical Challenges, Adaptations, and Resilience
A recurring issue in these environments is the deployment of educators without specific multigrade training, resulting in gaps in instructional planning and differentiated teaching skills (Bandalaria, 2015). This lack of preparation and logistical barriers to professional development often foster feelings of isolation and professional inadequacy (Soriano, 2016; Cuison, 2019). 
Multigrade teachers frequently perform multiple roles, from counselors to curriculum developers, which intensifies workloads and contributes to emotional exhaustion and high burnout risks (Carreon, 2023; Oracion, 2017; Rodelas, 2021). To manage diverse ages and abilities, educators rely heavily on contextualized lesson planning, differentiated instruction, and thematic teaching (Abulencia, 2018; Torres, 2016). Teachers frequently adapt by integrating subjects, utilizing peer tutoring, and designing culturally relevant, improvised materials (Bacatan, 2015; Corpuz, 2016; Macaisa, 2022). Despite the heavy burdens of their roles, many teachers exhibit deep resilience and find fulfillment in innovating for their students, driven by a strong sense of vocation, community appreciation, and intrinsic motivation (Daga, 2021; Dela Cruz, 2021).
Furthermore, while monograde students sometimes outperform multigrade peers due to resource disparities (Cabual, 2018), highly effective adaptive instructional strategies in multigrade settings can still yield comparable learner engagement and learning outcomes (Smith, 2021). 
The Role of Support Systems and Research Gaps
Because systemic support is often lacking, the success of island multigrade schools heavily relies on local ecosystems and community involvement. Parents and local leaders often volunteer time, raise funds, and provide resources to compensate for government gaps, fostering a sense of shared responsibility (Sevilla, 2023; Dela Cruz, 2021; Dizon, 2020). 
Additionally, proactive leadership is vital; supportive school heads who act as both resource mobilizers and instructional leaders play a pivotal role in cultivating collaborative cultures, reducing teacher burnout, and enhancing student outcomes in isolated areas (Luna, 2015; Dizon, 2020). There is a critical need for psychosocial support systems, such as wellness programs and peer mentoring networks, to sustain teacher morale and effectiveness (David, 2020). 
Consequently, scholars strongly advocate for comprehensive systemic reforms, including targeted resource allocation, institutional recognition of multigrade realities, and multigrade-focused content in both pre-service and in-service training (Ayuste & Arinto, 2017; Flores, 2018; Dumaran, 2017; Garcia, 2020). 
However, current literature still lacks long-term analyses of teacher well-being, leadership development, and scalable curriculum models specifically designed for island schools. The present study seeks to fill this gap by focusing on the localized experiences of multigrade teachers in the Sto. Niño District for the school year 2025–2026 to help inform policy, professional development, and community engagement strategies. 

Statement of the Problem
This study explored the experiences of multigrade teachers in the context of island schools in Sto Nino District, Schools Division of Samar for the school year 2025-2026. 
Specifically, it sought to answer the following questions:

1. What are the experiences of multigrade teachers in teaching multigrade classes in island schools of Sto Nino District?
2. What are the challenges encountered by multigrade teachers in teaching multigrade classes in island schools of Sto Nino District?
3. How do these teachers address these challenges in multigrade teaching?
4. What implications in multigrade teaching was generated based on the findings of the study?

Scope and Limitations
This study explored the lived experiences, specifically instructional practices, classroom management, challenges, and coping mechanisms of multigrade teachers in island schools within Sto. Niño District, Schools Division of Samar, for School Year 2025–2026. 
The study was strictly delimited to island-based multigrade educators, excluding mainland or monograde teachers, making the findings highly context-specific and not fully generalizable to other geographic or institutional settings. 
Furthermore, the research was bounded by its reliance on self-reported qualitative data, which captured subjective perceptions during a period of ongoing DepEd multigrade initiatives, and was subject to practical time and budgetary constraints.
Methodology
Design
The study utilized an interpretative phenomenological research design to explore the lived experiences of multigrade teachers in the island schools of Sto. Niño District, Schools Division of Samar. It employed Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) to highlight both the descriptive and interpretative dimensions of the teachers' narratives. This approach was chosen to document, analyze, and interpret how teachers make sense of their daily practices, challenges, and coping strategies under unique geographic and resource constraints. 
Respondents of the Study
Sampling
The study involved a total of 14 multigrade teachers from four island schools: Lobe-Lobe Elementary School (4 teachers), Malobago Elementary School (3 teachers), Pinanangnan Elementary School (3 teachers), and Balat Guti Elementary School (4 teachers). The participants were selected using total population sampling because the population of multigrade teachers in the district was small and manageable. The inclusion criterion was that the participants must be currently handling multigrade classes in the island schools of Sto. Niño District during the School Year 2025–2026. 

Research Locale
The research was conducted in the geographically isolated island schools of the Sto. Niño District, a fifth-class island municipality under the Schools Division of Samar. The schools are accessible mainly by small boats and implement multigrade classes due to low student enrollment and limited teaching personnel. 

Research Instrument
A researcher-made Focus Group Discussion (FGD) guide was used to gather detailed, reflective, and personal narratives. The semi-structured guide included both open- and close-ended questions covering topics such as professional identity, emotional resilience, classroom management challenges, and support systems. 

Validation and Reliability
The FGD protocol underwent a formal content validation process by six Subject Matter Experts (SMEs), all of whom were experienced school heads and educators. The tool yielded an Item-Level Content Validity Index (I-CVI) of 0.83 for all ten items, and a Scale Content Validity Index (S-CVI) of 0.83, indicating an acceptable level of content validity. 

Data Gathering Procedure
After securing formal approval, private, after-school FGD sessions were scheduled. Participants provided written informed consent, and all data was anonymized using pseudonyms in compliance with the Data Privacy Act of 2012. The discussions were audio-recorded following a structured protocol and concluded with the validation of key findings. 

Data Analysis
Data analysis was conducted using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) as outlined by Smith, Flowers, and Larkin (2009). The process involved reading transcripts multiple times, noting significant statements, and identifying emergent themes. 
The researcher clustered these themes to reflect the essence of the participants' experiences (e.g., classroom management challenges, reliance on community support) before conducting cross-case comparisons. 

Results and Discussion
Results
On the Experiences of Multigrade Teachers in the Island Schools
Based on the qualitative data gathered from multigrade teachers in island schools of Sto. Niño District, Table 1 presents the thematic analysis of the corpora gathered in this study focusing on the experiences of multigrade teachers in the island schools. 

Table 1
Compressed thematic analysis on the experiences of
multigrade teachers in the island schools

	Superordinate Themes
	Emergent Themes

	Teaching as a challenging yet fulfilling professional journey
	Challenging yet fulfilling teaching experience; Teacher identity; Passion and commitment; Teacher-student relationships; Community bonds

	Contextual constraints in island teaching
	Physical and environmental challenges; Teacher sacrifice; Resource limitations; Digital divide

	Professional growth, adaptation, and innovation
	Workload and resilience development; Teacher preparedness; Contextualized learning; Experiential teaching

	Instructional Challenges in Multigrade Teaching
	Complexity of multigrade instruction; Lesson planning burden

	Instructional Adaptation Strategies
	Time management strategies; Rotational teaching; Peer-assisted learning; Classroom management

	Professional Challenges and Well-being
	Isolation and burnout; Emotional toll



Multigrade teachers in Sto. Niño District experience a highly challenging yet fulfilling career. They navigate severe island constraints, such as hazardous travel and lacking infrastructure, by improvising resources and adapting their teaching methods. To manage the complexity of teaching multiple grade levels simultaneously, they rely on strategies like rotational teaching and peer-assisted learning. While this demanding environment fosters remarkable resilience, creativity, and professional growth, it also takes a heavy emotional toll, leaving teachers vulnerable to stress, isolation, and burnout.
Multigrade teaching in island schools presents a dual reality: it is highly demanding yet intrinsically fulfilling. Despite facing intense workload pressures, educators build strong community bonds and professional resilience, viewing their work as a dedicated vocation (Dela Cruz, 2021; Rodelas, 2021; Davis & Dryden-Peterson, 2020; Sevilla, 2023; Dizon, 2020). However, their daily teaching is heavily constrained by physical isolation, unreliable infrastructure, resource scarcity, and the complex pedagogical demands of managing multiple grade levels simultaneously (Flores, 2018; Garcia, 2020; Bandalaria, 2015).

On the Challenges Encountered by the Multigrade Teachers in the Island Schools 
Based on the qualitative data gathered from multigrade teachers in island schools of Sto. Niño District, Table 2 presents the thematic analysis of the challenges encountered. 

Table 2
Compressed thematic analysis on the challenge
encountered by the multigrade teachers

	Superordinate Themes
	Emergent Themes

	Teacher workload and well-being
	Heavy workload; Teacher stress; Time management challenges; Multi-role strain; Administrative workload

	Resource and access limitations
	Resource scarcity; Logistical challenges; Technology/Infrastructure constraints; Inadequate facilities; Time-consuming preparation; Supply delays

	Instructional challenges in multigrade teaching
	Instructional material preparation; Assessment challenges; Split-attention challenge; Classroom management; Learner diversity

	Contextual constraints in island teaching
	Transportation hardship; Geographical and digital isolation

	Professional growth constraints
	Training access constraints; Limited training



Multigrade teachers in Sto. Niño District face severe challenges navigating isolated island schools. They endure heavy workloads and burnout while struggling to manage differentiated instruction and the "split-attention effect" across multiple grade levels. These instructional hurdles are heavily compounded by systemic resource shortages, forcing teachers to improvise materials often at their own expense, alongside hazardous commutes, poor infrastructure, and digital disconnection. Furthermore, a lack of specialized training in multigrade pedagogy leaves them reliant on stressful trial-and-error methods, severely hindering both their professional growth and overall well-being.
Teachers endure immense pressure from managing multifaceted duties, such as differentiated lesson planning, administrative tasks, and diverse classroom management. This heavy workload frequently leads to fatigue, emotional exhaustion, and burnout (Davis & Dryden-Peterson, 2020; Hardwick-Franco, 2018; Cuison, 2019; Carreon, 2023; Oracion, 2017; Rodelas, 2021). These challenges are severely compounded by geographic isolation, poor facilities, and systemic shortages of instructional and digital resources, which further restrict their access to supplies and professional development (Flores, 2018; Garcia, 2020; Bandalaria, 2015).

On the Coping Mechanisms of the Multigrade Teachers in the Island Schools 

Based on the qualitative data gathered from multigrade teachers in island schools of Sto. Niño District, Table 3 presents the thematic analysis of the coping mechanisms they use. 

Table 3
Compressed thematic analysis on the coping
mechanisms used to combat challenges

	Superordinate Themes
	Emergent Themes

	Instructional adaptation strategies
	Peer tutoring; Improvised materials; Lesson adaptation; Differentiated instruction; Independent learning stations; Classroom management/routines; Flexible scheduling; Contextualized/experiential learning

	Professional Growth and Adaptation
	Training participation; Teacher mentoring; Skill-building

	Community involvement & institutional support
	Community support; Teacher collaboration; Administrative support



To overcome island teaching challenges, multigrade educators employ adaptive strategies like peer tutoring, differentiated instruction, and flexible scheduling. They counter resource scarcity by improvising DIY materials and localizing lessons, while managing classrooms through structured routines and independent learning centers. Additionally, these teachers rely heavily on collaborative support from the community and school administration, actively pursuing professional growth through training and mentoring to foster essential creativity and flexibility.
To navigate these hurdles, teachers rely on continuous capacity building, seeking training and mentoring to improve their multigrade pedagogy (Bandalaria, 2015; Soriano, 2016). Instructionally, they exercise high flexibility and innovation by improvising with local resources, adapting monograde textbooks, and utilizing strategies like peer tutoring and learning stations (Abulencia, 2018; Torres, 2016; Bacatan, 2015; Corpuz, 2016). This culturally responsive approach maximizes limited resources and maintains student engagement (Macaisa, 2022; Ibarra, 2021).

On the Implications to Teaching in the Multigrade Education in the Island Schools
Based on the qualitative data gathered from multigrade teachers in island schools of Sto. Niño District, Table 4 presents the thematic analysis focusing on the implications to teaching multigrade in the island schools. 

Table 4
Compressed thematic analysis on the implications to 
teaching multigrade education

	Superordinate Themes
	Emergent Themes

	Professional development and teacher welfare
	Specialized teacher training; Workload review; Tailored PD; Hardship allowances

	Logistical and policy support
	Transportation support; Supply delivery; Policy refinement; Flexible guidelines

	Instructional practice, materials, and innovation
	Differentiated instruction; Clustered modules; Localized lesson exemplars; Learner independence; Low-tech kits

	Institutional and resource support
	ICT integration; Administrative support; Specialized materials; Peer mentorship/Cluster support



Improving multigrade education in island schools requires comprehensive systemic, institutional, and instructional reforms. Essential interventions include providing specialized training in multigrade pedagogy and enhancing teacher welfare through hardship allowances and better workload management. Furthermore, robust logistical support, such as transport subsidies and localized, low-tech instructional kits, is crucial to alleviate resource scarcity. Finally, institutionalizing community support networks and revising educational policies to allow for flexible assessment and scheduling are necessary to address the unique, practical realities of island teaching.
The findings underscore that multigrade teaching requires deliberate systemic interventions, including tailored professional development, logistical support, and structured teaching models (Flores, 2018; Dumaran, 2017). Pedagogically, it necessitates a shift toward flexible, student-centered instruction and localized materials rather than simply scaling up monograde methods (Abulencia, 2018; Torres, 2016). Ultimately, sustaining instructional quality and teacher morale relies on a holistic support system that includes strong community engagement, peer networks, and equitable incentive structures (Sevilla, 2023; Dela Cruz, 2021; Dizon, 2020).

Conclusion
Multigrade teaching in island schools is a dynamic experience that is both highly demanding and deeply rewarding. While teachers derive a strong sense of professional identity and fulfillment from their work, they face severe structural and pedagogical challenges, including geographic isolation, scarce resources, and complex workloads. Although teachers demonstrate remarkable resilience through innovative pedagogies, adaptive strategies, and community collaboration, their efforts alone are unsustainable. Successful multigrade education ultimately requires an integrated ecosystem of robust institutional support, adaptive teaching practices, and strong community networks to prevent teacher burnout and improve learner outcomes.  
Recommendation
Based on the findings of the study, several recommendations are forwarded to address the challenges of multigrade teaching in island schools. 
First, there is a critical need to strengthen institutional and systemic support by implementing policies and frameworks that provide multigrade teachers with adequate learning materials, transportation logistics, timely supply delivery, and infrastructural improvements, particularly in geographically isolated areas. 
Second, educational authorities should enhance professional development by designing and offering continuous, context-specific training programs focused on multigrade pedagogy, differentiated instruction, classroom management, and adaptive lesson planning to better equip teachers to manage multiple grade levels effectively. 
Third, to promote instructional innovation and resourcefulness, it is recommended to encourage the development of localized, low-cost, and flexible teaching materials alongside creative classroom strategies like peer tutoring, learning stations, and thematic instruction to maximize learning in resource-limited settings. 
Fourth, fostering community and peer engagement is vital; this can be achieved by establishing cluster support systems, mentorship networks, and parent or community involvement initiatives to reduce teacher isolation, enhance collaboration, and provide additional resources for sustaining classrooms. 
Finally, it is essential to implement teacher welfare and incentive programs that recognize the personal and professional challenges of multigrade teaching by providing hardship allowances, wellness programs, and psychosocial support systems to maintain teacher motivation, reduce burnout, and ensure long-term retention.  
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