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ABSTRACT 

	Effective management of teaching and learning is essential for improving educational quality and student achievement, especially in rural secondary schools facing challenges related to limited resources, technological gaps, and increasing instructional demands. This study explores the management of teaching and learning in secondary schools within the Matanao, Bansalan, and Magsaysay (MABAMA) Cluster, focusing on the lived experiences and leadership philosophies of school heads. Utilizing a qualitative research design, we gathered data from 10 secondary school heads through semi-structured interviews, document analysis, and direct observations. This approach provided a holistic understanding of the administrative and pedagogical landscape in these rural institutions.
Our findings reveal that effective management in the MABAMA Cluster stems from a synergy of strong instructional leadership, data-driven decision-making, continuous professional development, and active community engagement. We observed that school heads who prioritize pedagogical oversight and clinical coaching foster environments where instructional quality is a collective responsibility. Furthermore, the institutionalization of data analysis allows leaders to move beyond intuition, using performance metrics to guide remediation and resource allocation.
However, we also identified significant systemic hurdles, including limited technological resources, heavy workloads, and large class sizes, which act as persistent barriers to optimal learning and contribute to educator burnout. Based on these insights, we recommend a comprehensive strategy to enhance educational quality. This includes specialized leadership training, emotional and professional support for teachers, and the full institutionalization of learner performance data in school planning. Additionally, fostering collaborative partnerships with local stakeholders is essential to bridge resource gaps. Ultimately, these measures are vital for improving instructional quality, enhancing learner achievement, and elevating overall school performance across the MABAMA Cluster.
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Effective management of teaching and learning plays a central role in shaping the quality of secondary education, directly correlating with improved student achievement and academic success. In the contemporary educational landscape, the management of a school is no longer viewed as a static administrative function but as a dynamic, multi-faceted process that directly influences the pedagogical core of the institution (Dacholfany et al., 2024). As schools globally navigate evolving academic standards and increasingly diverse student needs, the responsibilities of education leaders and teachers have become increasingly complex, demanding a high degree of professional agility and interconnectedness. This evolution requires a paradigm shift from traditional "gatekeeping" roles—focused on discipline and attendance—to "enabling" roles, where the primary objective of management is to facilitate optimal learning conditions through strategic support and resource alignment  (Oka et al., 2022).
This complexity is significantly heightened by rapid technological advancement, which has redefined the physical and conceptual boundaries of the classroom (Olowo & Akinguloye, 2025). Modern educational shifts require leaders to move beyond traditional administrative oversight and adopt transformational and digital leadership styles to maintain instructional quality in an era of constant change. Transformational leadership, in particular, allows school heads to inspire a shared vision among staff, fostering an environment where innovation is encouraged rather than stifled by bureaucratic red tape (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2005). Ensuring that classrooms function as dynamic environments for meaningful learning requires thoughtful planning, evidence-based strategies, and strong instructional leadership that prioritizes pedagogical support over mere bureaucratic compliance. This transition is essential for developing "schools of the future" that can equip students with the critical thinking and problem-solving skills necessary for a globalized economy.
Furthermore, the integration of 21st-century skills—such as collaboration, digital literacy, and emotional intelligence—necessitates that management practices evolve from rigid, top-down structures toward more fluid, collaborative models. These modern models empower educators to innovate within their local contexts, allowing for a "bottom-up" approach to school improvement where teachers are recognized as curriculum experts rather than just implementers (Harris & Jones, 2023). However, despite the recognized importance of instructional leadership and classroom management, a significant gap exists in the literature regarding the practical integration of digital innovations in underserved or rural secondary schools. This is particularly evident in regions such as the Matanao, Bansalan, and Magsaysay (MABAMA) cluster in the Philippines, where the intersection of high academic expectations and limited physical resources creates a unique set of management pressures (Ayaz & Abbas, 2025; Belina et al., 2026; Supriatna et al., 2026; Nwankwo & Sunday-Cookey, 2025; Kotirde & Yunos, 2014).
While digital tools like Artificial Intelligence (AI) and mobile learning offer innovative pathways for growth and personalized instruction, many educational institutions in rural clusters continue to face severe infrastructure challenges. These challenges are compounded by digital literacy gaps among both staff and students, and a persistent "digital divide" that hinders effective management and equitable access to information (Putra & Yanto, 2025). In many ways, technology has become a double-edged sword; while it offers the potential for radical improvement, it also risks widening the gap between urban centers and rural clusters. School heads in these regions often struggle to balance the national mandate for modernization with the harsh reality of limited connectivity, unreliable power supplies, and a lack of modern computing equipment. This necessitates a more nuanced and "glocal" approach to resource allocation and teacher training—one that acknowledges global digital trends while remaining grounded in local constraints.
In the specific context of the Philippine public school system, these geographical and socio-economic barriers often exacerbate existing educational inequalities. The role of the school head in the MABAMA cluster, therefore, extends far beyond that of a typical administrator; they must act simultaneously as resource managers, instructional coaches, and community diplomats. The school head’s ability to navigate these roles is more critical than ever, as they are tasked with ensuring that rural students receive a quality of education that is comparable to their urban counterparts despite the systemic disadvantages they may face. This requires a specialized form of resilience and a commitment to "leadership at the margins," where success is measured by the ability to innovate within scarcity and leverage existing community strengths.
Furthermore, while current meta-analyses confirm the strong link between school management and student achievement there is a distinct lack of longitudinal research on how teachers' management self-efficacy evolves in response to rapidly shifting 21st-century classroom dynamics. As the "classroom" moves from a physical space to a hybrid or purely digital one, the traditional methods of maintaining discipline and engagement are being challenged. In many public secondary schools, heavy teacher workloads and excessively large class sizes further complicate the delivery of individualized instruction, often leading to educator burnout and a decline in the quality of student-teacher interactions. Management must therefore focus not only on student outcomes but also on the psychological and professional well-being of the faculty, recognizing that teacher health is a prerequisite for learner success.
To bridge these systemic and research gaps, contemporary leadership must fully embrace a culture of data-driven decision-making. This involves the systematic utilization of learner performance data and meticulous item analysis to identify competency gaps early in the academic year. By moving away from "intuitive management" and toward "evidence-based management," school heads can ensure that remediation programs are targeted, resources are used efficiently, and instructional coaching is focused on the areas where teachers need the most support. Data should not be used as a tool for surveillance or punishment, but as a "diagnostic mirror" that reflects the actual learning needs of the student body, allowing for precise pedagogical interventions.
This study seeks to address these critical gaps by examining the intricate intersection of leadership, technology, and pedagogical strategy in contemporary secondary education. By exploring the lived experiences of school heads specifically within the MABAMA cluster, the research aims to uncover the "hidden" strategies that successful leaders use to mitigate systemic barriers. Through a focus on instructional coaching and collaborative community engagement, the study investigates how social capital can be leveraged to foster an environment of sustained academic excellence and school improvement. Whether it is through the mobilization of local stakeholders for school repairs or the implementation of peer-to-peer mentoring for teachers, the goal is to identify scalable models of success that can be applied to other rural clusters.
Ultimately, this inquiry serves to redefine the parameters of effective educational management in the modern era. It posits that true management efficacy is found at the crossroads of visionary leadership and practical, data-informed action. By giving voice to the school heads who navigate these challenges daily, this research contributes to a more inclusive and comprehensive understanding of what it means to lead a school in the 21st century—ensuring that the promise of quality education remains accessible to all learners, regardless of their zip code. The findings of this study will provide a roadmap for policymakers and practitioners alike, highlighting the essential interventions needed to support school heads as they lead their institutions toward a future of excellence and equity.

2. methodology 

This study employed a rigorous qualitative research design, specifically adopting a phenomenological approach, to explore the intricate and multifaceted ways in which secondary school heads within the Matanao, Bansalan, Magsaysay (MABAMA) cluster manage teaching and learning. Our research focused on a select group of 10 secondary school heads, identified through a purposive sampling strategy. This intentional selection was guided by specific criteria, including a minimum of three years in a leadership position and active involvement in the MABAMA cluster's instructional supervision programs, ensuring that the participants possessed the deep "lived experiences" necessary to provide granular, high-quality insights. By engaging with these specific leaders, we were able to move beyond surface-level observations to uncover the subjective realities, personal philosophies, and leadership nuances that define daily instructional management in diverse and often challenging educational settings.
To transform these raw narratives into meaningful scholarly findings, we utilized Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step thematic analysis framework as our primary data analysis procedure. This systematic process began with an intensive familiarization phase, where we repeatedly engaged with interview transcripts and field notes to immerse ourselves in the data. We then proceeded to generate initial codes, which were iteratively refined into broader candidate themes. These themes were rigorously reviewed against the entire dataset to ensure they accurately reflected the participants' collective voice before we reached the final stages of defining and naming the themes that characterize the cluster’s management landscape. This structured approach allowed us to identify shared meanings and common hurdles, such as resource limitations and pedagogical coaching needs, while maintaining the integrity of individual perspectives.
Furthermore, we placed a high premium on the trustworthiness of our findings by strictly adhering to the criteria of credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Credibility was established through the triangulation of data sources—including semi-structured interviews, document analysis, and direct observations—and was further strengthened by conducting member-checking sessions where participants validated our thematic interpretations. To ensure transferability, we provided thick, vivid descriptions of the MABAMA cluster’s unique socio-economic and educational context, allowing other researchers to assess the applicability of our results to similar rural school environments. We maintained dependability through a transparent and meticulously documented audit trail of all methodological decisions, and achieved confirmability by practicing constant reflexivity to ensure that the findings were a product of the participants’ experiences rather than researcher bias. Ultimately, this comprehensive methodological framework ensures that our study provides a rich, grounded, and scientifically sound narrative that can effectively inform future policy, professional development, and leadership practices across the region.

3. results and discussion

Within the Matanao, Bansalan, and Magsaysay (MABAMA) Cluster, school heads have reached a firm consensus that instructional leadership serves as the vital bedrock of effective school management and organizational success. This localized perspective aligns seamlessly with the global findings of Hallinger and Murphy (2020), who assert that the continuous improvement of teaching and learning is fundamentally predicated on the school head’s direct and consistent engagement in pedagogical oversight. In these secondary schools, this proactive approach manifests in the institutionalization of regular classroom observations and structured clinical coaching. These practices are no longer viewed as mere administrative formalities but are deemed indispensable tools for upholding instructional quality, providing teachers with the reflexive feedback necessary to refine their craft and adapt to the diverse needs of the modern learner.
To ensure that these leadership efforts translate into tangible academic achievement, leaders within the cluster have intentionally adopted a culture of data-driven decision-making. As emphasized by Schildkamp (2021), the meticulous analysis of diagnostic tests, quarterly assessments, and item analysis reports allows educational leaders to move beyond professional intuition. Instead, they utilize empirical evidence to pinpoint specific competency gaps and deploy sophisticated early warning systems for at-risk students. By transforming raw data into actionable instructional intelligence, school heads can direct resources where they are most needed, ensuring that pedagogical interventions are both timely and effective.
Despite this robust leadership framework, the path to academic excellence in the region is often obstructed by persistent systemic challenges that reside outside the immediate control of school heads. The scarcity of modern technological resources and the high prevalence of teacher burnout identified in the cluster echo the critical concerns raised by Darling-Hammond et al. (2020). Their research highlights that heavy administrative workloads, coupled with excessively large class sizes, significantly diminish the efficacy of even the most proactive and visionary leadership. In the MABAMA context, these barriers necessitate a resilient form of management that seeks to protect the instructional core from being overwhelmed by bureaucratic and environmental pressures.
To mitigate these systemic hurdles, school heads have prioritized strengthening school-community partnerships as a core management strategy. This approach reflects the "Social Capital" theory discussed by Epstein (2022), which posits that school success is deeply intertwined with family and community involvement. By actively involving barangay officials, parents, and private stakeholders in initiatives such as Brigada Eskwela and community-based reading programs, school heads create a holistic support ecosystem. This collaboration extends the school’s reach beyond the classroom walls, securing the physical and financial resources necessary to maintain a conducive learning environment despite budget limitations.
Ultimately, management effectiveness in the cluster is reinforced by strategic interventions designed to foster long-term sustainability. This includes promoting teacher agency through the designation of specialized coordinator roles—a practice that describe as "distributed leadership." By empowering teachers to take ownership of specific instructional domains, school heads cultivate a collaborative culture that increases organizational resilience. These efforts are further codified within the School Improvement Plan (SIP) and Annual Implementation Plan (AIP), ensuring that clear academic targets are set and that every stakeholder is aligned toward a unified vision of academic excellence and continuous institutional growth.
Table 1. Comprehensive Findings and Strategic Actions on the Management of Teaching and Learning in the MABAMA Cluster

	Theme
	Comprehensive Findings & Strategic Actions
	Supporting Literature (Current & Peer-Reviewed)

	Instructional Leadership
	School heads within the Matanao, Bansalan, and Magsaysay (MABAMA) Cluster have firmly established instructional leadership as the non-negotiable bedrock of school management. Moving beyond the limitations of traditional administrative oversight, these leaders prioritize the quality of teaching through a hands-on, proactive approach. This manifests in the institutionalization of systematic classroom observations and structured clinical coaching, where feedback is immediate, actionable, and focused on pedagogical growth rather than punitive evaluation. By maintaining a consistent presence in the learning environment, school heads ensure that the curriculum is delivered effectively and that teaching methodologies remain aligned with modern standards, effectively shifting the school’s focus from bureaucratic compliance to the core business of academic achievement.
	Hallinger & Murphy (2020)emphasize that school heads who move beyond administrative duties to actively supervise instruction and promote a positive school learning climate significantly boost student outcomes and teacher efficacy.

	Data-Driven Management
	To ensure that leadership efforts translate into measurable success, the cluster has adopted a rigorous culture of data-driven decision-making. Management decisions are no longer based on professional intuition but are grounded in empirical evidence derived from quarterly examinations, diagnostic tests, and meticulous item analysis. By identifying specific "least learned competencies," leaders can design targeted remediation programs and deploy sophisticated early warning systems for at-risk students. This scientific approach allows for the precise allocation of scarce academic resources, ensuring that pedagogical interventions are both timely and effective in bridging learning gaps before they become insurmountable.
	Schildkamp (2021) argues that the "data-informed" approach is vital for school improvement, as it transforms raw student results into a strategic roadmap for pedagogical intervention and long-term organizational growth.

	Operational Challenges
	Despite the presence of strong, visionary leadership, the path to academic excellence in the MABAMA Cluster is frequently obstructed by persistent systemic challenges. These include a critical deficiency in modern technological tools and digital infrastructure, which hinders the integration of 21st-century learning practices. Furthermore, high levels of teacher burnout—driven by heavy administrative workloads and excessively large class sizes—create a high-pressure environment that can stifle innovation. In these rural settings, such factors represent a major hurdle for educational equity, as the lack of individualized student support directly threatens the overall sustainability of high-performance standards in the province.
	Darling-Hammond et al. (2020)highlight that systemic inequities and resource scarcity are the primary detractors from the efficacy of high-quality teaching, regardless of how skilled the individual leaders may be.

	Community Engagement
	In a strategic move to compensate for severe resource gaps, school heads actively mobilize local stakeholders through a "village" approach to student success. This involves the active participation of parents, local government units (LGUs), and private businesses in initiatives such as Brigada Eskwela and community-based reading programs. By fostering a sense of shared ownership and social capital, schools are able to leverage external support to improve their physical and academic environments. This collaborative ecosystem extends the school’s reach beyond the traditional gate, securing the necessary support systems to maintain a conducive learning environment despite significant budget limitations.
	Epstein (2022)provides the definitive framework for school-family-community partnerships, noting that academic success is more sustainable when the community is an active participant in the educational process.

	Enhancement Strategies
	To future-proof the educational landscape, leaders in the cluster are adopting distributed leadership models that empower the entire teaching force. This includes the implementation of peer mentoring programs and the designation of specialized teacher-coordinators to handle specific instructional domains. Furthermore, by setting rigorous, measurable targets within the School Improvement Plan (SIP) and Annual Implementation Plan (AIP), school heads ensure that every stakeholder is aligned with a unified vision of excellence. This strategy increases organizational resilience, allowing schools to thrive and maintain their instructional core even when faced with complex external pressures or changing mandates.
	Harris & Jones (2023) underscore that distributed leadership increases teacher agency and organizational resilience, allowing schools to thrive despite complex external pressures and changing mandates.




4. Conclusion
Based on the comprehensive findings of this study, it is recommended that the management of teaching and learning within the MABAMA Cluster be fundamentally strengthened through a multi-dimensional approach focusing on enhanced leadership, robust teacher support systems, and strategic community engagement. The complexity of modern secondary education demands that school heads evolve beyond administrative roles; therefore, it is strongly advised that school leaders actively develop their instructional leadership skills. This can be achieved through targeted professional development programs and the institutionalization of peer collaboration networks, where heads can share best practices for clinical supervision and pedagogical oversight. By fostering a "leadership of learning," school heads can better mentor their staff and create an environment where instructional quality is the primary metric of success.
Simultaneously, the study highlights a critical need for the continuous empowerment of the teaching force. Teachers should be provided with ongoing, specialized training that focuses on learner-centered methodologies and data-driven instructional strategies. In the context of 21st-century classrooms, moving away from traditional rote-learning toward active, participatory models is essential. This professional growth should be supported by a culture of data-driven decision-making, where the systematic use of learner performance data—such as item analysis and diagnostic results serves as the primary guide for academic planning and the design of specific remedial interventions. When data informs instruction, educators can precisely target competency gaps, ensuring that no student is left behind due to generalized teaching approaches.
Addressing the identified barriers of resource gaps and heavy teacher workloads requires a shift from reliance on centralized funding to the cultivation of local resilience. It is recommended that schools bridge these gaps by intensifying community partnerships and securing local support. By engaging stakeholders—including parents, local government units, and private sector partners—schools can mobilize the necessary resources for infrastructure improvements and digital tools. Furthermore, such partnerships can help alleviate teacher burdens through volunteer support programs or the provision of additional learning materials, allowing educators to focus more intently on their core instructional duties.
To ensure the sustainability of these improvements, a cluster-wide culture of academic excellence must be promoted. This involves not only setting high expectations for students and staff but also creating a collaborative ecosystem across the Matanao, Bansalan, and Magsaysay regions. The establishment of cluster-based knowledge-sharing platforms—where successful management models and innovative teaching strategies are documented and disseminated will foster a sense of collective responsibility for educational quality. Such a unified approach will allow smaller or more remote schools to benefit from the expertise found in larger centers. Ultimately, by integrating strong instructional leadership with data-informed practices and deep community integration, the MABAMA secondary schools can establish a resilient management framework that ensures effective teaching and learning for all students, regardless of the socio-economic challenges they may face.

LIMITATION OF THE STUDY
While this research provides deep qualitative insights into the management of teaching and learning, we acknowledge several inherent limitations that warrant consideration when interpreting the results. Primarily, the study’s geographic and contextual scope was intentionally confined to the Matanao, Bansalan, and Magsaysay (MABAMA) Cluster; while this allowed for a highly nuanced analysis, the findings are specific to this region's unique socio-economic landscape and may not be directly generalizable to urban settings or different administrative structures. Furthermore, in alignment with our phenomenological approach, we focused on a purposive sample of 10 secondary school heads; although this was sufficient to reach data saturation and capture rich "lived experiences," it does not aim for statistical representativeness across all secondary schools. We also recognize the potential for self-reporting bias within the semi-structured interviews, as participants might have presented their leadership practices in a socially desirable manner despite our use of triangulation and member checking. Additionally, this study is subject to temporal constraints, capturing a specific "snapshot" of practices that may evolve as new Department of Education mandates are introduced or as the local technological landscape shifts. Finally, as the primary instruments for data collection and analysis, our own researcher reflexivity must be noted; while we maintained rigorous efforts to ensure confirmability, our personal perspectives and academic backgrounds may have subtly influenced the interpretation of the emerging themes.

ETHICAL APPROVAL
In accordance with institutional and international research standards, we ensured that this study adhered to strict ethical protocols to protect the rights, privacy, and well-being of all participants. Prior to the commencement of data collection, formal ethical clearance was obtained from the relevant review board, and permission to conduct the study was granted by the Department of Education (DepEd) officials within the Matanao, Bansalan, and Magsaysay (MABAMA) Cluster.
Informed Consent: Every participant—specifically the 10 secondary school heads—was provided with a clear and comprehensive disclosure statement. We explained the study's purpose, the nature of their involvement, and their right to withdraw at any stage without penalty. Written informed consent was obtained from all participants before any interviews or observations took place.
Confidentiality and Anonymity: To safeguard the identities of the participants and their respective institutions, we utilized pseudonyms and coding systems. All raw data, including audio recordings and transcripts, were stored in encrypted files accessible only to the research team. Any identifying geographical or personal markers were neutralized in the final manuscript to ensure that findings could not be traced back to specific individuals.
Non-Maleficence and Beneficence: We ensured that the research process posed no physical, psychological, or professional risk to the participants. The interviews were scheduled at the convenience of the school heads to avoid disrupting their administrative duties. Furthermore, we committed to sharing the summarized findings with the MABAMA cluster to ensure the research serves as a tool for professional growth and institutional improvement.
Data Integrity: We maintained an objective and transparent approach to data management, ensuring that the "lived experiences" of the participants were represented accurately and without fabrication or undue influence.
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