Lived Experiences: From the Viewpoint (perspectives)
                      of a student exposed to early labor
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Abstract: The study explored the lived experiences of secondary students engaged in early labor at Angga-an Integrated School during the 2025–2026 school year, focusing on the impact of work on their academic and personal lives. Despite existing protective measures, child labor persists, prompting an inquiry into the circumstances leading students to work, their coping strategies, and recommendations for support. Employing a qualitative phenomenological design, purposive sampling selected 11 participants. Data were gathered via validated semi-structured interviews, audio recordings, and field notes, then analyzed through thematic analysis to identify common themes. Early labor was primarily driven by household poverty and financial responsibilities, including educational expenses, transportation challenges, and desires for financial independence. To manage these challenges, students used time management strategies and adaptive academic methods and sought support from parents, teachers, and peers. Participants recommended enhanced family support, flexible school policies, reduced educational costs, and expanded government assistance programs. The study underscores early labor as a complex issue rooted in socio-economic inequality, adversely influencing student well-being and academic engagement. It calls for collaborative interventions among schools, families, communities, and government entities to protect vulnerable learners, sustain their educational participation, and expand opportunities. Future research is encouraged to investigate the long-term academic and psychosocial effects of student labor.
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Introduction
Child labor and early exposure to work remain significant global and national concerns, particularly in developing countries where poverty and limited economic opportunities persist. In the Philippines, the Philippine Statistics Authority (PSA, 2022) reported that approximately 1.48 million children aged 5–17 are engaged in child labor, many of whom struggle to balance work and schooling. Despite the implementation of Republic Act No. 9231, which seeks to eliminate the worst forms of child labor, economic necessity continues to compel children to contribute to household income. Students involved in early labor often face academic challenges such as absenteeism, reduced academic performance, and psychological stress. Studies indicate that while working students may develop resilience and responsibility, these gains often come at the expense of their educational attainment (Edmonds & Pavcnik, 2019). Furthermore, the COVID-19 pandemic intensified socio-economic inequalities, resulting in increased vulnerability among children and pushing more of them into labor (International Labour Organization [ILO], 2021). Current educational systems face challenges in addressing the needs of these learners while ensuring inclusive and equitable access to quality education. Recent scholarly discussions emphasize the importance of understanding not only the prevalence of child labor but also the lived experiences of affected students. Qualitative inquiries are increasingly recognized as essential in capturing the voices of marginalized learners. In this context, the present study aims to explore the personal experiences of working students. By focusing on their perspectives, the study seeks to provide a deeper and more humanized understanding of early labor. Ultimately, this research contributes to the broader discourse on inclusive education and social justice.
Despite existing policies and interventions, significant gaps remain in addressing the educational challenges faced by students engaged in early labor. Most studies focus on quantitative indicators such as enrollment rates, dropout rates, and income levels, often neglecting the subjective experiences of working students. There is limited qualitative research that explores how these students perceive their struggles, coping strategies, and aspirations. In the Philippine context, many studies tend to generalize findings without examining localized experiences within specific schools or communities. According to the ILO (2021), child labor persists due to socio-economic inequalities; however, there is insufficient exploration of how these inequalities affect students’ daily academic lives. Educational policies such as DepEd Order No. 21, s. 2019 emphasized inclusive education, yet challenges in implementation remain, particularly in supporting working students. However, these studies often lack depth in understanding how students navigate these challenges. Furthermore, the lived experiences of students are rarely prioritized, resulting in a gap in capturing their lived realities. Existing interventions frequently overlook the emotional and psychological dimensions of early labor. With the increasing number of working students in the post-pandemic context, it is necessary to revisit and reassess these issues. Without addressing these gaps, educational policies may remain ineffective or misaligned with the actual needs of students. Therefore, this study seeks to bridge these gaps by providing an in-depth qualitative exploration of early labor from the perspectives of students themselves.
The present study examines the relationship between early labor exposure and students’ academic experiences. The independent variable is early labor involvement, which includes the type of work, working hours, and reasons for engaging in labor. The dependent variables include academic performance, study habits, emotional well-being, and coping mechanisms. These variables are interconnected, as early labor may significantly influence students’ ability to concentrate, manage time, and maintain academic engagement. Additionally, the study considers mediating factors such as family support, teacher intervention, and personal resilience, which may either mitigate or intensify the effects of early labor. The inclusion of these variables allows for a comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon. Socio-economic background is also considered a contextual factor that shapes both the independent and dependent variables. By examining these relationships, the study aims to identify patterns and insights that can inform educational interventions. This multidimensional approach ensures that the analysis goes beyond surface-level observations. Ultimately, the identification of these variables provides a structured framework for understanding the impact of early labor on students.
The research will be conducted at Angga-an Integrated School, a public secondary school that serves students from predominantly low-income families. This setting is appropriate for the study, as many students are exposed to early labor due to economic necessity. The school reflects the realities of rural educational environments in the Philippines, where limited resources and opportunities contribute to the prevalence of child labor. Teachers in the institution have observed that several students struggle to balance academic responsibilities with work obligations. This makes the setting highly relevant for investigating the research problem. The school’s commitment to inclusive education provides a supportive context for examining existing interventions. The participants will include students who are currently engaged in labor while attending school. Their experiences will offer valuable insights into the challenges and coping strategies associated with early labor. The localized context enhances the relevance and applicability of the findings. By focusing on this setting, the study ensures that its conclusions are grounded in real-life experiences and can inform practical recommendations.
International studies have extensively examined the impact of child labor on education and well-being. Edmonds and Pavcnik (2019) found that child labor significantly reduces school attendance and academic achievement, particularly in low-income countries. Similarly, Putnick and Bornstein (2017) highlighted that children engaged in labor often experience cognitive and emotional challenges that affect their learning outcomes. The International Labour Organization (ILO, 2021) emphasized that child labor is closely linked to poverty, lack of access to education, and social inequality. Heady (2018) further noted that while working children may develop resilience, it often comes at the expense of their academic progress. Global frameworks such as the United Nations Sustainable Development Goal 8.7 advocate for the elimination of child labor and emphasize the role of education in protecting children. These studies collectively highlight the complexity of the issue and the need for context-specific research. While international literature provides valuable insights, it often lacks localized perspectives that capture the unique experiences of students in specific communities. This underscores the importance of conducting qualitative studies that focus on lived experiences. Such approaches allow for a deeper understanding of how child labor affects students beyond measurable indicators. Therefore, this study builds upon existing international research while addressing its limitations.
In the Philippine context, several studies have explored the relationship between child labor and education. Child labor is influenced by household poverty and socio-economic factors (Albert et al., 2018). Republic Act No. 9231 and DepEd Order No. 21, s. 2019 emphasizes the protection and inclusion of working children in the education system. However, gaps in implementation remain, particularly in rural areas where resources are limited. The Department of Education has introduced programs aimed at supporting disadvantaged learners, yet these initiatives often face challenges in terms of funding and accessibility. CHED Memorandum Orders also promote inclusive education, although their focus is primarily on higher education. Local studies emphasize the importance of teacher support and school-based interventions in helping working students succeed. Despite these efforts, there is limited research that captures the personal narratives of students. This gap highlights the need for qualitative inquiries that center on student voices. By integrating both international and local literature, this study aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of early labor and its impact on education.
Statement of the Problem
The research study aimed to explore the lived experiences of students exposed to early labor and examine how it affects their academic and personal lives for the school year 2025-2026. The study seeks to answer the following questions:
1. What challenges do you face from being involved in work at an early age?
2. What circumstances led you to start working at an early age?
3. How do you manage balancing your work responsibilities with your studies and academic performance?
4. What recommendations would you offer to help students like you who are involved in early labor?
Theoretical Framework
This study is anchored in Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory, which emphasizes the influence of environmental factors on individual development. It is also guided by Resilience Theory, which explains how individuals adapt to adversity, and Human Capital Theory, which highlights the importance of education in improving life outcomes. These frameworks provide a comprehensive lens for understanding the experiences of working students. The study seeks to contribute to the development of inclusive educational practices that address the needs of marginalized learners. It also aims to inform policymakers and educators about effective strategies for supporting working students. By focusing on student perspectives, the research addresses a critical gap in the literature. The findings are expected to guide the design of targeted interventions. Ultimately, the study advocates for a more responsive and equitable education system.
Methodology
Research Design
This study employed a qualitative research design, specifically utilizing a phenomenological approach to explore the lived experiences of students exposed to early labor. Qualitative research is appropriate for studies that aim to understand human experiences, perceptions, and social realities from the participants’ perspectives (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The phenomenological method focuses on describing how individuals make sense of their lived experiences, making it suitable for capturing the voices of working students. This design aligns with the objectives of the study, which seek to identify challenges, understand circumstances leading to early labor, examine coping strategies, and generate recommendations. Unlike quantitative approaches, qualitative research allows for in-depth exploration of complex issues that cannot be measured through numerical data alone. It also provides rich, detailed narratives that reveal the emotional and psychological dimensions of early labor. According to Moustakas (1994), phenomenology enables researchers to uncover the essence of participants’ experiences through systematic reflection and analysis. The use of this design ensures that the findings are grounded in the participants’ own words and interpretations. Furthermore, qualitative inquiry is particularly relevant in educational research where context and meaning are essential (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). This approach allows the researcher to capture the nuances of students’ experiences in balancing work and education. By employing this design, the study aims to provide a deeper and more holistic understanding of early labor among students.

Locale of the Study
The study was conducted at Angga-an Integrated School, a public educational institution located in a rural area in Angga-an, Damulog, Bukidnon. The school caters from kindergarten to senior high school learners, most of whom come from low-income families engaged in agriculture, small-scale trading, or informal labor. The surrounding community is characterized by limited economic opportunities, which often compel students to contribute to household income at an early age. This socio-economic context makes the school an appropriate setting for examining the experiences of working students. Many learners in the institution are exposed to early labor, including farming, vending, and domestic work, which directly affects their academic engagement. The school has implemented inclusive education policies in line with the Department of Education’s directives; however, challenges remain in addressing the needs of working students. Teachers have observed that some students struggle with absenteeism, fatigue, and declining academic performance due to their work responsibilities. Despite these constraints, the institution remains committed to providing quality education to all learners. The selection of this locale is justified by its relevance to the research problem and the availability of participants who meet the study criteria. Additionally, the school administration has expressed support for research initiatives aimed at improving student welfare. The localized setting allows for an in-depth understanding of how early labor manifests in a specific community. It also ensures that the findings are grounded in real-life experiences and can inform context-specific interventions. 
Participants of the Study
The participants of the study consisted of 11 secondary school students who are currently engaged in early labor while attending classes at Angga-an Integrated School. A purposive sampling technique was employed to select participants who could provide rich and relevant information based on the study’s objectives. This sampling method is appropriate for qualitative research, as it focuses on selecting individuals with direct experience of the phenomenon under investigation (Palinkas et al., 2015). The participants were chosen based on specific criteria, including being enrolled students, actively involved in work, and willing to share their experiences. The demographic profile of the participants included age (typically 16–18 years old), gender, type of work, number of working hours, and family socio-economic background. This information provided a comprehensive understanding of the participants’ context. The inclusion of diverse participants ensured a range of perspectives on early labor. Ethical considerations were strictly followed, including voluntary participation and informed consent. The selected participants were expected to provide meaningful insights into the challenges and coping mechanisms associated with early labor. This approach ensured that the data collected were both relevant and credible.

Research Instruments
The primary research instrument used in this study was a semi-structured interview guide designed to elicit in-depth responses from participants. The interview guide consisted of open-ended questions aligned with the research objectives, allowing participants to freely express their experiences, challenges, and coping strategies. Semi-structured interviews are widely used in qualitative research because they provide a balance between structure and flexibility (Kallio et al., 2016). This method enables the researcher to explore deeper into participants’ responses while maintaining consistency across interviews. The interview questions were developed based on existing literature on child labor and education, ensuring content validity. To further enhance validity, the instrument was reviewed by experts in education and research methodology. Pilot testing was conducted with a small group of students to refine the questions and ensure clarity. 
According to Creswell and Poth (2018), validation of qualitative instruments involves ensuring that questions are understandable and aligned with the research objectives. Reliability was addressed through consistent administration of the interview process and careful documentation of responses. The use of audio recording, with participants’ consent, ensured accurate data capture. Field notes were also taken to document non-verbal cues and contextual details. The interview guide included questions on challenges faced, reasons for working, coping strategies, and recommendations. This alignment ensured that the instrument directly addressed the research questions. The flexibility of the semi-structured format allowed participants to share their stories in their own words. This approach enriched the data and provided deeper insights into their lived experiences. Overall, the chosen instrument was appropriate for capturing the difficulty of early labor among students.
Data Gathering Procedure
The data-gathering process followed a systematic and ethical approach. First, the researcher secured approval from the school administration to conduct the study within the institution. Permission was also obtained from the participants and their parents or guardians through informed consent forms. The purpose of the study, procedures, and confidentiality measures were clearly explained to all participants. Once approval was granted, the researcher identified and selected participants using purposive sampling. Interviews were scheduled at convenient times to avoid disruption of academic activities. Each interview was conducted in a quiet and comfortable setting within the school premises. The researcher used the semi-structured interview guide to facilitate the discussion while allowing flexibility for follow-up questions. After each interview, the survey questioner was transcribed verbatim for analysis. The researcher ensured confidentiality by assigning pseudonyms to participants. Data were securely stored and accessed only by the researcher. Ethical principles such as voluntary participation, anonymity, and the right to withdraw were strictly observed throughout the study.

Statistical Treatment
Given the qualitative nature of the study, thematic analysis was used as the primary method for data analysis. Thematic analysis involves identifying, analyzing, and interpreting patterns or themes within qualitative data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This method is appropriate for addressing the research questions, as it allows for the systematic organization of participants’ responses. The analysis began with familiarization with the data through repeated reading of interview transcripts. Initial codes were generated to categorize significant statements and ideas. These codes were then grouped into broader themes that reflected common patterns across participants. Thematic analysis provided a structured yet flexible approach to interpreting the data. Frequency counts were also used to identify recurring themes, although the emphasis remained on depth rather than quantity. The use of coding ensured that the analysis was systematic and transparent. The themes were aligned with the research questions, including challenges, circumstances, coping strategies, and recommendations. This approach allowed for meaningful interpretation of the data. Additionally, narrative descriptions were used to present participants’ experiences in a coherent manner. Direct quotations were included to support the findings and enhance credibility. According to Nowell et al. (2017), thematic analysis ensures rigor through systematic coding and theme development. The analysis also involved cross-checking and validation to ensure consistency. This method enabled the researcher to capture the richness of participants’ experiences.

Results and Discussion 
This explains the presentation, analysis, and interpretation of data being gathered in the research study. It includes the analysis and interpretation of data on the viewpoint (perspectives) of a student exposed to early labor.

3.1 Emerging Themes: physical, emotional, and social challenges

The findings reveal that students exposed to early labor experience multiple forms of challenges, particularly physical, emotional, and social challenges. 
Based on the responses of eleven participants, physical exhaustion emerged as the most frequently reported issue, characterized by body pain, fatigue, and exposure to extreme working conditions such as heat. Many respondents described their work as physically demanding, often leading to headaches, muscle pain, and even illness. This theme is supported by the following responses from the participants:

“Participant 1 shared that working under the hot sun caused severe tiredness and body aches.”
“Participant 2 stated that the work resulted in pain in the hands and back, especially because of the heat and difficult conditions.”
“Participant 3 also reported experiencing back pain and pain throughout the whole body after working.”
“Participant 5 explained that excessive work under the heat made them feel dizzy and sometimes caused fever.”
“Likewise, participant 8 shared that the body pain was so intense that getting up the next morning became difficult.”

The fact that all participants reported similar experiences suggests that physical hardship is a shared and consistent reality among working students. Such physical burdens may reduce their energy, concentration, and readiness for school tasks. Instead of using their strength for learning and development, much of their energy is consumed by labor activities. Overall, the data indicate that physical hardship is a central part of the lived experiences of students involved in early labor.

Emotional challenges were also prominent, with participants expressing feelings of stress, pressure, and emotional strain due to the need to balance work and academic responsibilities. Several respondents indicated that their mental health is negatively affected, as they feel overwhelmed and burdened by their situation.

“Participant 1 shared that work had a negative effect on their emotions, especially during stressful situations.”
“Participant 2 explained that the work was very tiring and stressful, but they had no choice because they needed extra money.”
“Participant 3 also stated that they became very stressed because of the exhausting nature of work.”
“Participant 5 mentioned feeling as though they were slowly becoming distant from others because of their situation.”
“Participant 9 shared that searching for money created a sense of having no choice, which sometimes caused them to lose motivation.”

The responses suggest that financial necessity contributes to emotional pressure among working students. In addition to stress, some participants expressed feelings of emotional distance and discouragement. These responses show that students involved in early labor often experience emotional strain caused by fatigue, financial obligations, and limited personal freedom. The consistency of these accounts suggests that emotional hardship is a significant part of their lived experiences. Such psychological burdens may affect students’ confidence, motivation, and ability to cope with academic demands. When emotional stress is prolonged, it may also influence their overall mental health and well-being. Overall, the findings indicate that emotional and psychological challenges are a major consequence of early labor among students.

Social challenges were likewise evident, as most participants reported reduced interaction with friends and family. They shared that work responsibilities often take priority over leisure and social bonding. In many cases, students expressed that they could no longer participate in activities typical for their age. Financial necessity was a recurring reason for enduring these hardships, as students emphasized the need to earn money for school-related expenses. 

“Participant 6 shared that they could no longer spend much time bonding with friends because they were always doing sideline work on the farm.” 
“Participant 7 explained that they were no longer able to join friends in going out because they worked to earn money.”
“Participant 10 also stated that instead of using time for leisure with friends, they chose to work so they could have money for school allowance.”
“Participant 3 shared that they could no longer keep up with family activities because they were busy working.” 
“Participant 7 further mentioned that because of work, they were no longer able to bond with their family and relatives.”
These responses show how students sacrifice age-appropriate social experiences in favor of financial responsibilities. In addition to peer relationships, some participants also reported reduced time with family members. These accounts indicate that the effects of early labor extend into the home and family environment. Limited interaction with both peers and family may lead to feelings of isolation and social withdrawal. The consistency of these responses suggests that social hardship is a common and meaningful part of the participants’ lived experiences. Missing opportunities for connection during adolescence may affect social development and emotional support systems. 
The results suggest that early labor significantly affects multiple aspects of students’ lives. Physical challenges appear to be the most immediate and visible, while emotional and social impacts develop over time. The interplay of these challenges indicates a complex experience among working students. Overall, the data highlight that early labor is not limited to economic contribution but also involves personal sacrifices. These findings align with the study’s objective of understanding the lived experiences of students engaged in early labor. The results further suggest that these challenges are interconnected rather than isolated. This implies that addressing one aspect alone may not fully resolve the difficulties faced by these students. Therefore, a holistic understanding of their situation is necessary.
A closer assessment of the responses reveals consistent patterns across all participants. Physical challenges are primarily associated with determined activities such as farming, which expose students to heat, heavy workloads, and prolonged physical exertion. Many respondents reported body pain, headaches, and extreme fatigue, indicating that their work exceeds what is typically manageable for students. Emotional challenges are closely linked to these physical demands, as exhaustion often leads to increased stress and decreased motivation. Participants expressed feelings of pressure due to financial responsibilities, suggesting that their work is not optional but necessary. This sense of obligation contributes to emotional strain and limits their ability to cope effectively. Social challenges, on the other hand, stem from time constraints and prioritization of work over personal relationships. Most respondents reported missing opportunities to bond with friends and family, leading to feelings of isolation. The data also show that students consciously choose work over leisure, reflecting a strong sense of responsibility at a young age.
Based on the results, it can be concluded that early labor significantly affects students’ physical health, emotional well-being, and social life. The data clearly indicate that students are exposed to demanding work conditions that lead to fatigue and health issues. At the same time, the emotional burden associated with financial responsibility contributes to stress and mental strain. The limited social interaction further compounds these challenges, as students miss opportunities for peer engagement and family bonding. These results support the study’s objective of exploring the lived experiences of students exposed to early labor. The findings suggest that early labor is not merely an economic activity but a multifaceted experience that impacts various aspects of a student’s life. The presence of all three types of challenges among most participants indicates that these effects are widespread and significant. It can also be inferred that students engaged in early labor may struggle to achieve a balanced lifestyle. The constant need to prioritize work over other aspects of life creates a cycle of stress and exhaustion. This situation may hinder their academic performance and personal development. Furthermore, the results imply that these students are at risk of long-term physical and psychological consequences. The results highlight the need for greater attention to the conditions of working students. 
The outcomes of this study have important practical, policy-based, and theoretical implications. Practically, schools should develop support systems for working students, such as flexible schedules and counseling services. Teachers should also be aware of the challenges faced by these students and provide appropriate academic support. From a policy perspective, there is a need to strengthen the implementation of child protection and labor laws to ensure that students are not exposed to harmful working conditions. Educational institutions, in collaboration with government agencies, should create programs that address both the financial and psychosocial needs of working students. The results also suggest the importance of community awareness regarding the impact of early labor on students. Families should be encouraged to support students in balancing work and education. Theoretically, the findings contribute to the understanding of child labor by highlighting its multidimensional impact. The study emphasizes that early labor should be examined not only from an economic perspective but also from a psychosocial standpoint. The interconnected nature of the challenges suggests the need for holistic interventions. Additionally, the findings may inform future research on working students and their coping mechanisms. Addressing these challenges requires collaboration among educators, policymakers, and communities. Overall, the implications highlight the urgency of providing support to students exposed to early labor.
The results of this study are supported by existing literature on child labor and working students. According to recent studies, students engaged in labor often experience physical exhaustion due to demanding work conditions (International Labour Organization, 2021). Research has shown that working students are more likely to experience stress and mental health challenges due to the dual burden of work and education (UNICEF, 2019). The emotional strain reported by participants in this study aligns with findings that financial responsibility at a young age can lead to increased anxiety and pressure (Basu & Tzannatos, 2020). In terms of social impact, previous studies have indicated that working students often have limited time for social interaction, which can affect their social development (Edmonds, 2018). The results are also consistent with DepEd policies that emphasize the importance of protecting learners from conditions that may harm their well-being. For instance, Department of Education policies highlight the need to ensure that students can focus on their education without undue burden. Additionally, the Commission on Higher Education guidelines stress the importance of student support services for those facing academic and personal challenges. The alignment between the current findings and existing literature strengthens the validity of the study. It also highlights the ongoing relevance of addressing child labor issues in the educational context. 
3.2 Emerging Themes: economic hardship, family financial responsibility, educational expenses, financial independence, and access and transportation challenges
The findings uncovered that students began working at an early age due to a combination of economic, family, educational, and transportation-related circumstances. The most dominant factor that emerged from the responses was financial hardship within the household. Many participants explained that their families struggled to provide enough money for food, school expenses, and daily needs, which pushed them to seek work. 
Several respondents shared that their parents’ income was only enough for rice and necessities, leaving little or no money for education. Family responsibility also appeared as a major influence, as students expressed the need to help their parents and contribute to household expenses. In addition, school-related costs such as projects, allowances, transportation, and contributions were repeatedly mentioned as reasons for working. Some participants reported that they needed to earn money because there was no available budget for projects or daily school expenses. Another important finding was the desire for financial independence, as a few respondents stated that they wanted to avoid depending entirely on their parents. Transportation difficulties were also evident, particularly among students who had to walk long distances or lacked access to vehicles. These circumstances made schooling more challenging and increased the need for income. The responses show that students’ decisions to work were shaped by overlapping pressures rather than a single cause. Poverty created immediate survival needs, while school costs and transportation barriers intensified the burden. The findings suggest that early labor is often a response to structural and family-related challenges. The results indicate that students worked not out of preference but because of necessity and limited alternatives. These findings highlight the broader social and economic realities influencing students’ lives.
The data shows that economic hardship served as the foundation of most participants’ decisions to work at an early age. Many respondents directly connected their employment to the lack of money for food, school needs, and household expenses. 
“Participant 1 shared that they started working because of poverty and the need to support school expenses.” 
“Participant 2 explained that money was needed for rice and food and to help their parents pay for schooling, especially since they had many siblings.”
“Participant 11 also stated that there was no money available for school because their parents’ earnings were only enough for rice and daily meals.”
“Participant 3 said that they needed to work to help their family.”
“Participant 4 shared that they worked so they could contribute to family needs.” 
“Participant 6 explained that when there were school projects, there was often no money left because it had already been used to pay debts.”
“Participant 9 similarly shared that they were sometimes unable to buy materials for projects because available money had to be used for other urgent needs.”

These responses indicate that work became a practical response to financial hardship and limited family income. Family responsibility also emerged as a strong pattern, as students viewed themselves as contributors rather than dependents. This suggests that many students assumed adult-like responsibilities at an early age because of household pressures. Educational expenses formed another important trend in the findings. These accounts show that school-related costs became barriers that pushed students to earn their own income. Transportation challenges also appeared in the responses, especially among those living far from school or without access to vehicles. Several participants reported walking daily because they had no motorcycle or no money for transportation.
It can be concluded that students started working at an early age primarily because of necessity rather than personal choice. Financial hardship was the strongest driving force, as families lacked sufficient income to cover both household and educational needs. The results indicate that poverty does not only affect material conditions but also changes the roles of children and students within the family. Many participants became active contributors to household survival, showing how economic strain shifts responsibility to younger members. The presence of school-related expenses as a major factor also suggests that education remains financially inaccessible for some learners despite policies promoting access. Instead of focusing fully on their studies, students are compelled to divide their time and energy between school and work. The findings further imply that educational participation is closely tied to a family’s economic capacity. Transportation challenges also reveal that geographic and resource limitations can indirectly push students into labor. For some learners, the cost or difficulty of reaching school adds another layer of disadvantage. The desire for financial independence among some respondents may reflect resilience, but it also signals unmet support needs within the household. These results suggest that early labor is not simply an individual decision but a social response to inequality and limited support systems. The study therefore confirms that student labor participation is rooted in structural conditions affecting families and communities. Addressing only one factor, such as school fees, may not be enough to solve the issue. A broader response that considers poverty, access, and family welfare is necessary. Overall, the findings demonstrate that early labor among students is deeply connected to survival, responsibility, and unequal opportunities.
The study carry important practical, policy, and theoretical implications. Practically, schools should strengthen support systems for financially vulnerable students through allowances, school supply assistance, and project subsidies. Guidance offices may also develop intervention programs for students who are balancing work and education. Teachers should be aware that some learners face economic pressures outside the classroom, which may affect attendance, participation, and performance. Flexible and compassionate academic support may help these students remain engaged in school. From a policy perspective, stronger coordination between schools, local government units, and social welfare agencies is necessary to identify students at risk of early labor. Assistance programs should address not only tuition-related concerns but also transportation and daily subsistence needs. The Department of Education can further strengthen learner support programs for economically disadvantaged students, especially those in rural or low-income communities. The Commission on Higher Education may also expand scholarship and retention mechanisms for students facing financial hardship. At the community level, livelihood opportunities for parents could reduce the need for children to contribute income. Theoretically, the findings support the view that child and student labor must be understood through a socio-economic lens rather than as an isolated personal decision. They show how poverty, access barriers, and family roles interact in shaping educational experiences. Future research may explore coping strategies, resilience, and long-term academic outcomes of working students. Overall, the implications emphasize that reducing early labor requires coordinated educational, economic, and social interventions.
The findings are consistent with recent literature showing that child and student labor is strongly associated with poverty and household financial instability. The International Labour Organization reported that children and adolescents often enter work when family income is insufficient to meet basic needs, especially in vulnerable households. Recent studies have also found that school-related expenses such as transportation, supplies, and project costs can become barriers to continued participation in education among low-income learners. UNICEF has emphasized that even when schooling is formally accessible, indirect costs may still push children toward labor. Research from developing contexts further shows that students commonly work to support parents, contribute to household expenses, or fund their own schooling. These patterns closely mirror the responses of participants in the present study. Literature also suggests that transportation difficulties and geographic distance increase the risk of absenteeism and school dropout, particularly in rural communities. In the Philippine context, Department of Education policies emphasize inclusive access and learner support for disadvantaged students, while the Commission on Higher Education promotes retention and financial assistance mechanisms for learners in need. Recent scholarship further argues that youth labor decisions should be viewed within broader systems of inequality, not as purely individual choices. This perspective supports the interpretation that students in the study worked because of structural constraints rather than preference alone. The consistency between the present findings and existing literature strengthens the credibility of the study. It also highlights that the issue remains relevant in contemporary educational settings. Overall, the literature confirms that economic hardship, educational costs, and limited access continue to shape early labor experiences among students.
3.3 Emerging Themes: Time Management Strategies, Work-Study Conflict, Adaptive Academic Coping, Fatigue-Related Academic Difficulty, Support Systems
The findings revealed that students use different strategies to balance their work responsibilities with their studies and academic performance. The most common approach was time management, where participants separated their schedules for school and work by prioritizing classes during weekdays and working during weekends. Many respondents explained that they intentionally reserved Monday to Friday for school while using Saturdays and Sundays for sideline work or farm labor. Another key finding was the presence of work–study conflict, as some students admitted that their academic performance was still affected by work demands through tardiness, absenteeism, or reduced concentration. Fatigue also emerged as a major challenge, with participants describing how exhaustion after work made it difficult to complete homework or focus on studying. To cope with these difficulties, several students relied on adaptive academic strategies such as using technology tools, asking for help from siblings, or seeking assistance from classmates. The responses further showed that support systems played a significant role in helping them continue their education. Parents, siblings, classmates, and teachers were identified as important sources of encouragement and assistance. Family members often provided motivation, reminders to stay in school, and occasional financial support. Peers and teachers also helped students complete school requirements and maintain their grades. These findings suggest that balancing work and studies is not achieved through personal effort alone. Instead, it requires a combination of self-discipline, coping strategies, and external support. Although students demonstrate resilience and determination, the burden of managing both responsibilities remains challenging. The results indicate that working students constantly negotiate between survival needs and academic goals. Overall, their experiences reflect both persistence and vulnerability in trying to succeed in school while working.
A closer analysis of the responses shows that time management was the primary strategy used by students to handle both school and work responsibilities. Many participants tried to minimize conflict by assigning weekdays for school and weekends for work. 
“Participant 1 shared that they only worked on Saturdays and Sundays so that their schooling would not be affected, and they worked during free days when there were no classes.”
“Participant 3 explained that Monday to Friday was reserved for school, while Saturday was dedicated to sideline work and Sunday for church activities.”
“Participant 10 also stated that they focused on school during weekdays and returned to the province on weekends to plant crops or gather resources.”
“Participant 8 admitted that work sometimes affected school because they returned home only on Monday, causing tardiness.”
“Participant 9 also shared that they occasionally missed classes when they stayed in the province to work and save money.” 
“Participant 2 stated that after arriving home from work, they often fell asleep immediately because of exhaustion and could no longer do homework.”
“Participant 6 shared that they used AI tools for homework because they were too tired to think clearly after work, while participant WAT asked for help from an older sibling when body pain made assignments difficult.”
These responses suggest that students actively organize their time to protect their education despite financial pressures. However, schedule planning did not completely remove difficulties. This indicates that work demands can still disrupt academic attendance and consistency. Fatigue-related academic difficulty was another strong pattern. To cope, many respondents turned to adaptive strategies. These findings show that students rely on both personal adjustments and external help to sustain their academic performance.
Based on the findings, it can be concluded that students balance work and studies through deliberate scheduling, flexible coping strategies, and support from people around them. Their ability to continue schooling while working demonstrates resilience, responsibility, and commitment to their educational goals. However, the data also show that balancing both roles is not easy or fully stable. Even with careful time management, students still experience tardiness, absenteeism, and fatigue that may affect learning outcomes. This suggests that personal discipline alone is insufficient to overcome the demands of dual responsibilities. The frequent use of technology tools and requests for assistance from siblings or classmates indicate that students adapt when their physical and mental energy is already depleted. Such strategies reflect resourcefulness, but they also reveal the extent of strain experienced by working learners. The importance of family encouragement, teacher assistance, and peer support further suggests that academic persistence depends heavily on external relationships. Students who receive guidance and motivation may be better able to manage challenges than those without support systems. The findings also imply that work responsibilities can create unequal learning conditions among students. While some learners can focus solely on academics, working students must divide their time and energy between study and income generation. This may place them at a disadvantage in terms of performance, rest, and participation. Overall, the study shows that balancing work and education is a continuous struggle shaped by resilience, adaptation, and the availability of support.
The outcomes of the study have important practical, policy, and theoretical implications. Practically, schools should recognize that working students require flexible and responsive support systems. Teachers may consider reasonable deadlines, academic consultations, and alternative learning assistance for students with work-related constraints. Guidance counselors can also provide wellness programs that address fatigue, stress, and time management skills. Families should continue offering emotional encouragement and practical assistance, as their support was shown to be vital in sustaining student motivation. From a policy perspective, schools and local government units may strengthen programs for economically vulnerable learners through transportation aid, school supply assistance, and financial subsidies. The Department of Education can further develop interventions that identify and support working learners at risk of absenteeism or dropout. The Commission on Higher Education may also expand retention programs and student assistance initiatives for financially disadvantaged learners. At the community level, livelihood opportunities for parents may reduce the need for students to work while studying. Theoretically, the findings support the idea that academic success is influenced not only by individual ability but also by social and economic conditions. The study highlights how resilience and coping mechanisms interact with structural constraints. Future research may explore the long-term academic outcomes and mental health effects of balancing work and education. Overall, the implications emphasize that student success should be supported through shared responsibility among schools, families, and communities.
The conclusions are consistent with recent literature showing that working students often rely on time management and support networks to remain in school. Studies have found that learners who combine employment and education commonly use schedule adjustment strategies, such as working during weekends or outside class hours, to reduce academic disruption. Recent research also indicates that fatigue is one of the most common barriers faced by working students, often affecting concentration, homework completion, and attendance. These patterns closely align with the responses in the present study. Literature further suggests that family encouragement and emotional support increase persistence among financially challenged students. Peer assistance and positive teacher relationships have likewise been associated with stronger academic engagement and retention. In the Philippine context, Department of Education policies promote inclusive learner support and interventions for students facing disadvantage, while the Commission on Higher Education highlights student welfare and retention mechanisms. Scholars also argue that the success of working students should be understood through an ecological perspective that includes family, school, and community influences. This supports the present finding that balancing work and studies depends not only on effort but also on available support systems. Recent studies additionally note that technology tools can help students manage workload when time is limited, though they should complement rather than replace learning processes. The consistency between the present findings and previous studies strengthens the credibility of the results. It also confirms that balancing work and education remains a significant issue in contemporary settings. Overall, the literature supports the conclusion that working students succeed through resilience, adaptation, and strong social support.
3.4 Emerging Themes: Family Support System, Shared Family Responsibility, Supportive Teaching Practices, Financial School Assistance, Government and Community Support Programs, and Prevention of Early Labor 
The results revealed that participants offered several recommendations to help students who are involved in early labor. Their suggestions focused on three major areas: stronger family support, better school assistance, and more active government or community intervention. Many respondents emphasized the importance of emotional support, understanding, and encouragement from parents. They explained that family support helps students remain motivated despite the challenges of balancing work and education. Another common recommendation was the need for schools to become more responsive to the realities of working students. Participants frequently mentioned that teachers should show understanding when students are unable to submit assignments on time or when work responsibilities affect attendance and performance. They also suggested reducing school-related costs such as fees, contributions, and project expenses. These responses indicate that financial burdens within school continue to be a major challenge for working students. In addition, participants strongly called for government and community programs that provide direct assistance to poor students and families. Some recommended scholarships, project subsidies, and livelihood opportunities for households experiencing poverty. Others proposed programs for students who stopped schooling because they had to work early. A few respondents also stressed the importance of preventing early labor altogether through stronger support systems. The findings suggest that students view early labor as a problem that cannot be solved by individual effort alone. Instead, they believe meaningful change requires cooperation among families, schools, communities, and policymakers. Overall, the recommendations reflect practical solutions grounded in the lived experiences of the participants.
A closer analysis of the responses shows that family support was considered the most immediate and important form of assistance for working students. Many participants believed that emotional encouragement and understanding from parents make their situation easier to manage. 
“Participant 1 shared that support from parents can make life easier for students. Similarly, participant 11 emphasized the need for support and understanding because of the many challenges in life.” 
“Participant 3 stated that teachers should understand if assignments cannot be submitted immediately.”
“Participant 5 explained that teachers who know how to understand students’ busy situations can greatly help working learners.”
“Participant 1 recommended reducing school payments so working students would not struggle as much.”
“Participant 6 suggested that the government should provide money for students’ projects, while participant 11 recommended creating better livelihood opportunities and direct school allowances for students who work early.”
These responses suggest that family relationships provide emotional stability and motivation for students facing dual responsibilities. This shows that educational costs remain a direct pressure pushing students into labor. Government intervention was another recurring theme. Another strong pattern in the data was the expectation that schools should become more flexible and compassionate. These accounts indicate that supportive teaching practices are highly valued by students balancing work and academics. Financial school assistance also emerged as an important theme. These responses demonstrate that students view poverty reduction and educational assistance as key long-term solutions. Overall, the patterns reveal that participants favor both immediate support and structural reforms to address early labor.
Based on the findings, it can be concluded that students believe support for working learners must come from multiple sources rather than from personal effort alone. Family support is viewed as essential because it provides emotional strength, encouragement, and a sense of shared responsibility. When students feel understood at home, they may become more motivated to continue schooling despite hardship. The strong call for teacher understanding also suggests that academic institutions play a critical role in either easing or intensifying the burden of working students. Flexible and compassionate responses from teachers may help students remain engaged in school even when they face work-related limitations. The recommendation to reduce school fees and project costs indicates that educational expenses remain a significant barrier for financially struggling learners. This means that access to education is not determined only by enrollment opportunities but also by the ability to sustain daily school demands. The emphasis on government aid and livelihood programs further shows that students understand early labor because of poverty and limited opportunities. Their suggestions reflect awareness that long-term solutions require economic support for families, not just short-term academic adjustments. The call to prevent early labor altogether suggests that participants do not see student work as ideal or desirable. Instead, they recognize it as a response to difficult circumstances. These findings imply that reducing early labor requires coordinated social protection, educational support, and family empowerment. Overall, the results show that students seek systems of care, fairness, and opportunity to help them remain in school.
The findings of the study have important practical, policy, and theoretical implications. Practically, families should continue providing emotional encouragement and open communication to students balancing work and education. Even when financial resources are limited, parental understanding and motivation can strengthen student persistence. Schools should also create learner-friendly policies such as flexible deadlines, compassionate attendance considerations, and academic assistance for working students. Teachers may benefit from training on how to respond effectively to learners experiencing economic hardship. Financial support within schools, such as subsidies for projects, school supplies, and contributions, may reduce the need for students to work. From a policy perspective, local government units and social welfare agencies should strengthen programs for low-income households with school-aged children. The Department of Education can expand targeted support for vulnerable learners through inclusive and retention-focused interventions. The Commission on Higher Education may also strengthen scholarship and student welfare mechanisms for financially challenged learners. Community-based livelihood programs for parents may reduce household dependence on student income. Theoretically, the findings reinforce the view that early labor is a multidimensional issue shaped by family, school, and structural conditions. They show that effective interventions must address both immediate educational needs and broader socio-economic inequalities. Future research may examine which support programs are most effective in helping working students complete their education. Overall, the implications highlight the need for shared responsibility among families, schools, communities, and government institutions.
The findings are consistent with recent literature emphasizing that child and student labor is best addressed through multi-level support systems. Studies have shown that family encouragement and parental involvement are associated with stronger academic persistence among economically disadvantaged learners. This supports the present finding that emotional support from parents is highly valued by working students. Research also indicates that teacher empathy, flexible classroom practices, and inclusive school environments improve retention for learners facing financial or personal barriers. These patterns closely align with participants’ recommendations for understanding teachers and reduced academic pressure. Recent studies further show that indirect educational costs, such as transportation, projects, and school materials, can contribute to dropout risk and student labor participation. This supports the participants’ call for lower fees and project assistance. In the Philippine context, Department of Education policies promote inclusive access, learner welfare, and interventions for at-risk students, while the Commission on Higher Education supports financial assistance and student development programs. International evidence also suggests that poverty reduction, cash assistance, and family livelihood programs help reduce child labor and improve school participation. This aligns with respondents’ recommendations for government aid and livelihood opportunities. Scholars further argue that preventing early labor requires coordinated action across households, schools, and public institutions. The consistency between the present findings and previous literature strengthens the credibility of the study. It also highlights that students’ recommendations are realistic and grounded in broader evidence. Overall, the literature confirms that supportive relationships, reduced educational barriers, and anti-poverty programs are central to addressing early labor among students.
Conclusions
Based on the findings of the study, it can be concluded that students involved in early labor experience multiple and interconnected challenges that affect their physical well-being, emotional health, social relationships, and academic life. Many student-workers face fatigue, lack of sleep, stress, and limited time for rest, which can reduce their concentration and energy in school. Emotionally, they may feel pressure, anxiety, and frustration due to the demands of combining work and studies. Socially, their opportunities to interact with peers and participate in school activities are often limited because of work responsibilities.
The study also revealed that early labor is mainly driven by difficult family and economic circumstances. Poverty, financial instability, parental unemployment, large family size, and the need to contribute to household income are among the common reasons why students begin working at a young age. For many participants, working is not a choice but a necessity to support their education and family needs.
Despite these hardships, student-workers demonstrate resilience, responsibility, and determination in managing both work and education. They use time management strategies, prioritize school tasks, and make personal sacrifices to continue studying. However, balancing these roles remains challenging and often affects their academic performance, attendance, and participation in school activities.
Lastly, the study highlights the need for stronger support systems from families, schools, communities, and government institutions. Student-workers require understanding, guidance, financial assistance, and access to programs that can help reduce the burden of early labor while allowing them to continue their education and pursue a better future.
Recommendations
Considering the conclusions drawn from the study, the following recommendations are proposed:
For Schools
Schools should create supportive programs for student-workers, such as flexible deadlines, counseling services, academic assistance, and scholarship opportunities. Teachers should also show understanding toward the unique struggles of working students while maintaining academic standards.
For Parents and Families
Families should encourage open communication and provide emotional support to children involved in work. Parents should seek ways to reduce the burden on students and prioritize their education as a long-term solution to poverty.
For Government Agencies
Relevant agencies such as Department of Education, Department of Social Welfare and Development, and Department of Labor and Employment should strengthen financial aid, livelihood programs, and child protection initiatives for vulnerable families. Programs that prevent exploitative child labor while supporting education should be expanded.
For Communities
Community leaders and organizations should develop outreach programs, mentoring activities, and support youth initiatives that help student workers stay motivated and connected to education.
For Future Researchers
Future studies may explore the long-term effects of early labor on career opportunities, mental health, and life outcomes. Researchers may also compare the experiences of student-workers in rural and urban areas or use larger samples for broader findings.
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