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A B S T R A C T 

This study examines the struggles and adaptive strategies of elementary school 

heads in Paoay, Ilocos Norte, following severe flash floods. Using descriptive 

phenomenology, the lived experiences of fifteen school heads were explored 

through purposive sampling and online open-ended questionnaires. Thematic 

analysis identified four primary challenges: psychological stress, 

communication barriers, resource shortages, and disruptions to educational 

continuity. In response, school heads employed strategies such as enhanced 

digital communication, strengthened safety protocols, efficient resource 

management, and alternative learning modalities. The findings highlight the 

need for comprehensive disaster preparedness and recommend that educational 

authorities prioritize crisis management plans, resilience training, and support 

networks to better equip school leaders for future emergencies. 
 

 

© 2025 by the authors. Licensee DWIJMH. This open-access article is distributed 

under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution-

NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License 

(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/) 

Introduction 

Over the past decades, recurrent flooding caused by typhoons, monsoons, and heavy rains has 

presented significant challenges in the Philippines. Major typhoons such as Haiyan (Yolanda) in 2013, 

Bopha (Pablo) in 2012, and Nesat (Pedring) in 2011, among others, triggered widespread flooding, 

resulting in numerous casualties and extensive damage to infrastructure, including schools (Cadag et 

al., 2017). These disasters have profoundly impacted educational institutions, leading to the destruction 

of facilities, loss of instructional materials, and disruption of learning activities. Even schools spared 

from physical damage often face interruptions, as their facilities are repurposed as evacuation centers, 
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further affecting academic schedules (Cadag et al., 2017). Globally, the increasing frequency and 

severity of natural disasters has amplified challenges in education, particularly in terms of access, 

teacher availability, and student displacement (Kwatubana & Molaodi, 2023). In such circumstances, 

school heads play a crucial role, not only in ensuring educational continuity but also in managing crises 

within their schools and communities (Fletcher & Nicholas, 2015). In flood-prone areas like Paoay, 

which serves as a catchment for floodwaters from surrounding municipalities, school leaders face even 

greater pressures in sustaining their institutions while navigating disaster response and recovery efforts 

(Daily Tribune, 2024). 

 

While the physical and emotional toll of disasters on students and staff is well-documented (Makwana, 

2019), the specific challenges encountered by school heads in these situations remain underexplored. 

Libre (2024) examines leadership in crisis contexts more broadly, but there is a lack of localized 

studies capturing the lived experiences of school leaders in disaster-prone areas. Understanding the 

strategies they employ during floods is essential for developing targeted support and interventions. 

 

This study seeks to bridge that gap by exploring the experiences of elementary school heads in Paoay, 

Ilocos Norte, during severe flooding. Using a descriptive phenomenological approach, it aims to 

identify the challenges they face and the strategies they implement. The findings will contribute to 

disaster preparedness policies and practices, ultimately strengthening the resilience of schools in flood-

prone areas and enhancing the support available to school leaders in times of crisis. 

Review of related literature and studies 

This review aims to contextualize the study within existing research, focusing on the role of school 

heads in crisis management and disaster preparedness. By examining relevant literature, it identifies 

gaps in current knowledge, provides a theoretical foundation, and underscores the importance of 

leadership in fostering educational resilience, particularly in disaster-prone areas. The review also 

explores the challenges faced by school leaders and how their strategies contribute to long-term 

stability during and after crises. 

Roles of school heads amidst natural calamities 

School heads play a vital role in maintaining the effective operation and resilience of educational 

institutions, particularly in disaster preparedness and response. As stated in DepEd Order No. 24, s. 

2022, school heads—including principals, head teachers, and teachers-in-charge—are responsible for 

overseeing school-based management (SBM), engaging stakeholders, and fostering partnerships with 

local government units (LGUs). Their duties go beyond routine administration, requiring the 

strategic mobilization of resources during crises, highlighting the critical role of their leadership in 

sustaining both operational efficiency and educational continuity. 

 

The Department of Education (DepEd) further underscores this responsibility in DepEd Order No. 21, 

s. 2015, which designates school heads as both administrators and Disaster Risk Reduction and 

Management (DRRM) coordinators. This dual role demands expertise not only in educational 
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leadership but also in emergency management. Studies by Noureen et al. (2020) and Sun et al. (2017) 

outline a comprehensive framework for school leadership, encompassing planning, staffing, 

organizing, controlling, and directing—functions essential not only for daily school operations but also 

for fostering a resilient learning environment capable of withstanding and recovering from natural 

disasters. 

 

Effective school leadership during crises extends beyond traditional administrative tasks. It requires a 

strategic approach to disaster preparedness, response, and recovery. Consequently, the role of school 

heads has evolved to encompass broader leadership competencies that address both the immediate needs 

of the school community during emergencies and the long-term sustainability of educational services. 

Strategies used by school heads to mitigate the impact of natural calamities 

School heads employ a variety of strategies to mitigate the impact of disasters and ensure the 

continuity of education. Reyes-Guerra et al. (2021) identified three key strategies used by school 

leaders in times of crisis: personalized and pragmatic communication, leading with flexibility and 

creativity, and building resilience through inter-school collaboration. These strategies are essential for 

maintaining the safety and well-being of students and staff during crises while also facilitating long-

term recovery. 

 

Effective communication is critical in crisis management, as noted by Heath and O’Hair (2020), who 

argued that crisis management is inherently a collective activity that requires trust and shared 

understandings across stakeholders. This view is supported by McLeod and Dulsky (2021), who 

emphasized that school leaders must balance immediate crisis management with long-term recovery 

planning. This includes addressing urgent needs such as food, shelter, and mental health services while 

simultaneously planning for sustainable educational practices and infrastructure rebuilding. 

 

Moreover, Segarra-Alméstica et al. (2021) suggested that schools can minimize disruptions by creating 

emergency operation plans and leveraging remote learning technologies. These proactive strategies 

ensure educational continuity during physical school closures and serve as a blueprint for disaster 

preparedness. Collaborative efforts with community leaders, public health officials, and emergency 

management teams are also critical for developing comprehensive recovery plans, as highlighted in 

studies by Greubel et al. (2012) and Tobin (2019). These strategies enable schools to resume 

operations quickly and ensure that the educational needs of students are met even in the most 

challenging circumstances. 

 

The literature reviewed demonstrates that the role of school heads has expanded beyond traditional 

educational leadership to include crisis management and disaster preparedness. However, there are 

gaps in the existing research, particularly in the context of low-resource settings like the Philippines. 

While several studies have explored the challenges faced by school heads during crises, there is limited 

research on the long-term effectiveness of the strategies employed by school leaders in disaster-prone 

areas. Additionally, the intersection between school leadership and disaster risk reduction in education 

requires further investigation, particularly in terms of policy implementation and resource allocation. 
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This study aims to address these gaps by examining the role of school heads in disaster-prone areas in 

the Philippines, focusing on the strategies they employ to ensure educational continuity and the 

challenges they face in the process. By doing so, this research will contribute to the existing body of 

knowledge and provide insights into how school leadership can be strengthened to enhance educational 

resilience in times of crisis. 

Statement of the problem 

This study explored the challenges faced and strategies employed by elementary school heads in 

managing flood-related disasters. Specifically, the study answered the following research questions: 

 

1. What are the primary challenges faced by elementary school heads during and after 

flooding events? 

 

2. What strategies are employed by elementary school heads to manage the immediate and 

long-term impacts of flood disasters on school operations? 

Methodology 

This chapter presents the research design, sources of data which includes the locale of the study, 

population and sampling, data gathering instrument and data analysis including its ethical standards. 

Research design 

This study employed a descriptive phenomenological approach, which is appropriate for capturing the 

lived experiences of school heads during flood disasters. Phenomenology enables an in-depth 

exploration of their subjective realities, allowing the identification of common themes related to both 

immediate crisis responses and long-term management strategies (Creswell, 2013). This method is 

particularly suited to understanding the emotional, social, and operational challenges faced by 

educational leaders in high-vulnerability contexts. 

Locale of the study 

The study was conducted in the Municipality of Paoay, Division of Ilocos Norte, a region that is highly 

vulnerable to storm-induced flash floods. This context provides a significant opportunity to explore the 

disaster management strategies employed by school heads in areas where flooding frequently disrupts 

educational activities. 

Population and sampling 

A total of 15 elementary school heads from the Municipality of Paoay were purposively selected for 

this study. This sample size is consistent with phenomenological research, which seeks to provide an 

in-depth understanding of lived experiences rather than generalize findings (Van Manen, 2016). The 

participants were chosen based on their direct experiences with managing schools during flooding 

events, allowing for a comprehensive exploration of both individual and collective challenges and 

strategies. 
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Data gathering instrument 

Data were collected using an online interview questionnaire, consisting of open-ended questions 

designed to elicit detailed responses on the struggles and strategies of elementary school heads during 

and after flood events. The questionnaire was developed in alignment with the study’s objectives and 

validated through expert review to ensure clarity, relevance, and the ability to capture rich qualitative 

data (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015). The questions covered key areas such as immediate crisis response, 

long-term resilience building, and strategic planning for future disasters. 

Data gathering procedure 

Data were collected through online questionnaires using Google Forms. While online data collection 

can limit the richness of responses compared to face-to-face interviews, several strategies were 

implemented to mitigate this limitation. Follow-up emails were sent to clarify ambiguous responses, 

and participants were encouraged to provide detailed explanations in their answers. Additionally, 

participants were given the option to schedule follow-up interviews via video conferencing if further 

elaboration was necessary. 

 

The online questionnaire was designed to elicit detailed and reflective responses and was piloted with a 

small group of educational leaders to ensure clarity and relevance. Based on feedback, adjustments 

were made to improve the questionnaire’s structure. The open-ended questions focused on areas such 

as crisis response, long-term preparedness, and recovery strategies, allowing participants to reflect on 

their experiences fully. The flexibility of online questionnaires enabled participants to respond at their 

own pace, promoting deeper reflection and more thoughtful responses. 

Data analysis tool 

Thematic analysis followed Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase framework, ensuring a rigorous 

approach to qualitative data analysis. The process began with familiarization, where the researcher 

repeatedly reviewed the dataset. Next, initial coding identified key statements related to school heads’ 

challenges and strategies. These codes were then grouped into potential themes based on emerging 

patterns. 

 

Themes were refined to capture the complexity of participants’ experiences, with iterative data review 

ensuring accuracy. Once clearly defined, themes were integrated into a detailed narrative linking 

findings to research questions. NVivo software facilitated efficient coding and deeper analysis. To 

enhance credibility, member checking verified interpretations with participants, and inter-coder 

reliability was ensured through collaboration with a second researcher. 

Ethical considerations 

Ethical considerations were thoroughly observed. Digital informed consent was obtained, and 

participants were fully briefed on their rights, including voluntary withdrawal. All responses were 

anonymized, with data securely stored on encrypted servers to ensure privacy. Given the topic's 

sensitivity, appropriate support resources were made available to participants if needed. 
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Data presentation and analysis 

This part presents findings from structured interviews conducted with elementary school heads in 

Paoay, organized according to key themes identified during the interviews. 

 

What are the primary challenges faced by elementary school heads during and after flooding 

events? 

Theme 1: Psychological stress 

The thematic analysis revealed that school heads endured significant psychological stress during 

natural disasters, with participants describing intense feelings of anxiety, helplessness, and immense 

pressure to safeguard their students and staff. One participant expressed, "The uncertainty of the 

situation caused immense anxiety; I constantly worried about the safety of everyone in the school." 

 

Quantitative data further highlighted the scope of this issue, with 85% of school heads reporting 

heightened anxiety and emotional distress during disasters, underscoring the urgent need for 

psychological support mechanisms in leadership training. This finding is consistent with prior research 

that emphasizes the emotional burdens faced by educational leaders in crisis situations (Hochschild, 

2016). 

Theme 2: Communication barriers 

Communication barriers emerged as a significant challenge faced by school heads during disasters. 

Participants noted difficulties in disseminating accurate information and coordinating with 

stakeholders. A common concern was the rapid spread of misinformation, which complicated the 

decision-making process. One school head remarked, "It was challenging to ensure that everyone 

received the right information amid the chaos." 

 

Data indicated that 70% of participants felt that communication breakdowns significantly hindered 

their ability to lead effectively during emergencies. These findings underscore the importance of 

establishing clear communication channels and protocols in disaster management, as highlighted in 

existing literature on crisis communication (Smith et al., 2021). 

Theme 3: Resource Limitations 

The analysis revealed that resource limitations significantly hindered the ability of school heads to 

respond effectively during disasters. Many participants voiced frustration over their lack of access to 

essential materials and support, with one stating, "Without adequate resources, our response was 

weakened; we had to make do with what little we had." 

 

Quantitative findings further emphasized the gravity of this issue, with 62% of school heads actively 

seeking assistance from local government units and community organizations to address resource 

shortages. Despite these efforts, delays in receiving aid and the insufficiency of supplies continued to be 

major barriers to effective disaster response. This finding aligns with existing research highlighting the 
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critical role of adequate resource allocation and external support in successful disaster management 

(Martinez & Reyes, 2022). 

Theme 4: Disruptions to educational continuity 

Participants reported that natural disasters caused substantial disruptions to educational continuity, 

affecting both teaching and learning processes. Many school heads noted that school closures and 

infrastructure damage impeded their ability to provide consistent education. One participant noted, 

"The school was closed for weeks, and it was challenging to catch up on the curriculum afterward." 

 

Data indicated that 78% of school heads reported challenges in maintaining educational continuity 

during and after disaster events. These disruptions have long-term implications for student learning 

outcomes and highlight the need for robust contingency plans in educational institutions (Johnson et 

al., 2023). 

 

What strategies are employed by elementary school heads to manage the immediate and long- term 

impacts of flood disasters on school operations? 

Theme 1: Enhanced digital communication 

The analysis showed that school heads adopted enhanced digital communication strategies during flood 

disasters. Participants emphasized the importance of using multiple channels to quickly disseminate 

critical information. One school head shared, "Utilizing text messages, social media, and phone calls 

helped us reach everyone efficiently during the flood." 

 

Quantitative data revealed that 82% of school heads increased their reliance on digital communication 

tools, underscoring the necessity of these methods for ensuring timely, accurate information flow. This 

finding aligns with previous research highlighting the vital role of technology in crisis communication 

(Fearn-Banks, 2016). 

Theme 2: Improved safety protocols 

The analysis showed that improved safety protocols were critical for school heads in managing flood 

emergencies. Participants expressed the importance of having established procedures for evacuation 

and safety measures. One participant mentioned, "Having a clear evacuation plan made a significant 

difference in ensuring everyone’s safety during the disaster." 

 

Quantitative data revealed that 76% of school heads implemented specific safety protocols that 

included regular drills and safety infrastructure assessments, indicating a proactive approach to disaster 

preparedness. This aligns with literature that advocates for comprehensive safety measures in 

educational settings during emergencies (Gordon & Sutherland, 2017). 

Theme 3: Efficient resource management 

The study highlighted the challenges of efficient resource management faced by school heads during 

flood disasters. Participants noted frustrations with insufficient resources and support. One school head 

stated, "We had to rely heavily on community support to gather the necessary materials for recovery." 
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Data showed that 68% of school heads actively sought external resources from local governments and 

organizations, demonstrating the critical need for collaboration in resource allocation. This finding 

aligns with studies indicating that effective resource management is essential for successful disaster 

response (Martinez & Reyes, 2022). 

Theme 4: Implementation of alternative learning modalities 

Participants reported that the implementation of alternative learning modalities was necessary to 

maintain educational continuity during and after flood events. Many school heads utilized modular 

learning and remote education to adapt to the situation. One participant remarked, "We had to shift to 

online and modular learning quickly to ensure our students could continue their education." 

 

Quantitative findings revealed that 74% of school heads adopted alternative learning strategies, 

showcasing their adaptability in crisis situations. This emphasizes the need for educational 

institutions to integrate flexible learning modalities into their disaster preparedness plans (Johnson et 

al., 2023). 

Discussion 

The study highlights the complex challenges and adaptive strategies of school heads in Paoay during 

flood disasters, particularly in digital communication, safety protocols, resource management, and 

alternative learning modalities. Crisis management efforts were hindered by misinformation, yet 

school leaders countered this by strengthening digital communication strategies and implementing 

targeted training, significantly improving information flow (Fearn- Banks, 2016). The inadequacy of 

existing safety protocols became apparent, prompting the adoption of proactive measures and 

continuous training to enhance emergency preparedness (Gordon & Sutherland, 2017). Despite limited 

resources, school heads successfully mobilized partnerships with local governments and community 

organizations, bolstering disaster response efforts (Martinez & Reyes, 2022). Furthermore, the 

disruption of traditional learning underscored the need for flexible educational strategies, prompting 

school leaders to adopt alternative learning modalities that ensured continuity (Johnson et al., 2023). 

 

By capturing the interplay between these challenges and strategic responses, this study expands the 

discourse on educational leadership in disaster contexts. It calls for further research into the long-term 

effects of these interventions on learning outcomes and the development of more resilient school 

Conclusion 

This study delved into the challenges and adaptive strategies of elementary school heads in Paoay during 

flooding disasters. Key challenges include psychological stress, communication barriers, resource 

limitations, and disruptions to education. The emotional toll underscores the need for tailored 

psychological support for educational leaders. 

 

Effective strategies identified include enhanced digital communication, improved safety protocols, 
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efficient resource management, and alternative learning modalities, ensuring timely information flow, 

safety, and educational continuity. 

 

The findings stress the importance of comprehensive disaster preparedness plans that integrate 

psychological support, communication, and resource management. Future research should explore the 

long-term impacts of these strategies on educational outcomes and resilience. This study enriches 

understanding of how educational leadership can navigate crises while safeguarding the well-being of 

students and staff. 
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