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Abstract
This study explored the lived experiences of the teachers who handle classes under Special Needs Education (SNEd) program in Teresa during the School Year 2024-2025. It used the qualitative research design using the Phenomenological Method of Inquiry. Fifteen (15) teachers from public elementary and secondary schools in the district served as the participants in this research. They were described based on their age, position, educational attainment, and years in service. 
Using the Phenomenological Method of Inquiry, in gathering, coding, and analyzing the data, it was found out that in terms of their experiences as SNEd teachers: 1) lack of necessary pre-service and continuous professional development training as regards SNEd which limits their capacity to effectively address diverse learning needs; 2) insufficient learning materials for their learners which constraints the delivery of inclusive and differentiated instructions; and 3) minimal active participation of parents in school activities for the improvement of their children which weakens the collaborative support system necessary of the holistic development of the learners. Their key suggestions included conduct of sustained training program for teachers, prioritization of resources for inclusive education, and strengthening school-home partnership for SNEd program.  
It was concluded that the teachers under SNEd program often feel underprepared and unsupported due to inadequate specialized training and a lack of access to learning materials or technologies that cater to students with diverse needs. Hence, it was recommended to establish a division-wide flagship program for SNEd teachers and learners. 
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Introduction 
	Special education is an essential component of modern educational systems, designed to support students with disabilities and diverse learning needs. Rooted in the principles of inclusivity and equity, special education seeks to provide tailored learning experiences, ensuring that all students have the opportunity to reach their full potential. This area of education has evolved over the past century, from segregated schooling to more inclusive and integrated approaches.
	The Declaration of the Rights of the Child adopted by the United Nations General Assembly in 1959, affirmed that mankind owes to the child the best it has to give. One of the principles concerned with the education of children with special needs runs: “The child who is physically, mentally or visually handicapped shall be given the special treatment, education that are required of his particular condition.” 	
Relatively, the legal framework in the country supporting inclusive education includes the Republic Act Nos. 3562 and 5250, which mandate the training of teachers, administrators, and supervisors in SPED by the Department of Education (DepEd) (Republic Act No.  3562, 1968; Republic Act No.  5250, 1968).  Despite these legislative measures, the actual implementation of SPED programs faces significant obstacles, including limited resources, inadequate training, and insufficient support for teachers (Lazaro, 2018)
	In the Philippines, Special Needs Education (SNEd) program has developed significantly over the past decades, but it continues to face many challenges and opportunities. Initially influenced by Western educational models, the country's special education system aims to provide inclusive and appropriate educational services to children with disabilities. Despite these intentions, the sector struggles with limited resources, lack of trained personnel, and uneven implementation across regions.
	Connectively, DepEd is true in its commitment to providing equal opportunities for inclusive, equitable, and quality education to all learners, including those with specials needs, allowing them to learn and grow for their future success. Hence, the department issued DepEd Order no. 21, series of 2020 titled Policy Guidelines on the Adoption of the K to 12 Transition Curriculum Framework for Learners with Disabilities supporting the aims of SPED to develop the essential knowledge and skills needed by the learners with special needs to be mainstreamed into the regular school system and eventually participate meaningfully in a constantly evolving society.  
	Education should enhance educators who work with students who have learning disabilities and raise awareness in the community about the need to accept students with special needs. Thus, comprehensive special needs education must be incorporated into all programs for teacher professional development.
The ultimate goal of inclusive education emerged from the recognition that all students, regardless of their abilities, should learn together in the same environment.  This shift aligns with the principles of social justice and the right to education for all (Ainscow, 2020).
Consequently, Avramidis & Norwich (2002) posited that teachers play a pivotal role in the successful implementation of inclusive education. Their attitudes, beliefs, and competencies significantly influence how inclusive practices are executed in the classroom. In addition, Bartolome (2020) supported this as he cited that teachers who receive adequate training and support are more likely to adopt positive attitudes towards inclusion and effectively accommodate students with diverse needs.
	Despite supportive policies, the implementation of inclusive education faces numerous challenges. One significant issue is the lack of adequately trained teachers. Studies have shown that teachers often feel unprepared to handle the diverse needs of students with disabilities due to insufficient training and professional development opportunities (Forlin, 2010).  Moreover, studies have shown that teachers are lack of the necessary skills and resources to address the diverse needs of these students, leading to suboptimal educational outcomes (DepEd, 2017).
Moreover, in the Philippines, this issue is particularly pronounced, with many teachers lacking formal training in special education (DepEd, 2017). Resource allocation is another critical challenge.  Inclusive education requires sufficient funding to provide necessary accommodations, such as assistive technologies, specialized teaching materials, and support staff (Florian & Black-Hawkins, 2011).
Collaboration is another key element. Inclusive education requires a team approach, involving regular teachers, special education teachers, support staff, and parents (Friend & Cook, 2013). Moreover, creating an inclusive school culture is essential.  This involves fostering positive attitudes towards diversity, promoting respect and understanding among students, and implementing policies that support inclusion (Ainscow, 2020).
	This study aimed to explore the challenges faced by teachers handling the SNEd program in the province of Rizal particularly in the sub-office of Teresa. By employing a qualitative research design, this study sought to provide an in-depth understanding of the issues from the perspective of those directly involved in the educational process. The researchers believed that understanding the experiences of teachers in SNEd program is crucial for developing strategies to enhance the implementation of inclusive education.  

Research Questions
	This study aimed to explore the experiences of teachers handling the SNEd programs in Teresa SO in SDO Rizal during the School Year 2024-2025. Specifically, it sought answers for the following research problems. 
[bookmark: _Hlk198106136]	1. What is the profile of the teacher-participants in terms of their:
		1.1 age;
		1.2 position;
		1.3 educational attainment; and
 		1.4 years in service?
	2. How do the teacher-participants describe their experiences as teachers in SNEd program in terms of:
		2.1 training and professional development; 
		2.2 resources and support materials; and 
		2.3 parental involvement?
	3. What suggestions do the participants give to deal with the challenges they encountered as teachers in SNEd program considering the aforementioned variables?
	
Research Methodology
	This research study used the qualitative research design using the Phenomenological Method of Inquiry. The phenomenological method seeks to understand the common experiences of teachers under SNEd program. According to Shin (2011), a phenomenological method provides an opportunity for systematic reflection on the learning experiences which can provide the investigator with insight, to “understand the phenomena of education by maintaining a view of pedagogy as an expression of the whole, and a view of the experiential situation as the tops (a common theme) of real pedagogic acting.
A. Sampling
Fifteen (15) teachers from public elementary and secondary schools in Teresa SO served as the participants. They were chosen using purposive sampling technique. These participants are teachers handling students with special needs who are in the separate classes and those who are mainstreamed in the regular classes. In addition, their willingness to participate were also taken into account. An informed consent was secured first prior to their participation in the study. 
B. Data Collection
Face-to-face individual interview was used to gather the necessary data. The interviews were semi-structured. A semi-structured interview is a qualitative research method that combines a pre-determined set of open questions (questions that prompt discussion) with the opportunity for the interviewer to explore particular themes or responses further (KnowHow, 2018). A semi-structured interview is used in this qualitative study in which it gives the researchers an opportunity to clarify pertinent issues and questions that occurred during the interviewing process. This type of interview also allowed the researcher to read the non-verbal communication and reactions which is necessary for the data analysis. 

Discussion of Results and Recommendations 

Profile of the Teacher-Participants
	Table 1 present the profile of the teacher-participants in terms of their age, position, educational attainment, and years in service.
	
Table 1
Profile of the Teacher-Participants
	Profile
	Frequency
	Percentage

	Age
	
	

	21-30
	1
	6.67%

	31-40
	3
	20.00%

	41-50
	9
	60.00%

	51-above
	2
	13.33%

	Total
	15
	100%

	Position
	
	

	Teacher I
	7
	46.67%

	Teacher II
	3
	20.00%

	Teacher III
	5
	33.33%

	Special Education Teacher
	0
	0.00%

	Total
	15
	100%

	Educational Attainment
	
	

	Bachelor’s Degree
	4
	26.67%

	With Units in Master’s Degree
	9
	60.00%

	Master’s Degree Graduate
	2
	13.33%

	With Units in Doctorate Degree
	0
	0%

	Doctorate Degree Graduate
	0
	0%

	Total
	15
	100%

	Years in Service
	
	

	0-5
	7
	46.67%

	6-10
	3
	20.00%

	11-15
	3
	20.00%

	16-20
	2
	18.20%

	21-25
	0
	0%

	26-above
	0
	0%

	Total
	15
	100%


	
It can be glanced from the table in the next page that majority of the teacher-participants belong to age range of 41-50 with 9 (60.00%) which indicate that teachers handling students under SNEd are in their comfortable maturity level fostering established mental and emotional capability which is important in dealing with students with diverse learning needs.
In addition, it can be gleaned that almost half of them hold a Teacher I position with 7 (46.67%) which suggests that the teachers are still gaining foundational skills and knowledge in special education, which is a highly specialized field.
	Likewise, it can be seen that most of them engage themselves in continuous professional development as 9 (60.00%) of them have units in Master’s Degree. This suggests that the teachers are actively investing in their education, which indicates a strong commitment to improving their skills and knowledge towards enhanced teaching skills.
[bookmark: _Hlk209691135]Furthermore, it is illustrated that 7 (46.67%) have 0-5 teaching experience which deduces that most teachers are early in their careers, which means they are still developing practical classroom skills and adapting to the demands of special education.

Experiences of the Participants as Teachers in SNEd Program
Training and Professional Development  
	Teachers play crucial roles in the delivery of education to ensure that every learner receive equal learning opportunity despite their diverse needs. This more than true for those who are handling learners under SNEd program to contribute to the success and well-being of learners with special educational needs. 
	For this aspect, the themes that reflect the responses of the participants include pre-service training and continuous and practical training. 

Pre-service Training
	As reflected in the answers of the participants, in connection with their profile which showed that almost half of them are new in the service with 0-5 years teaching experience, they do not have sufficient experiential learning in teacher education program as regards special education.
	“We had one subject on special education during college, but it was all theory—no exposure to real classroom settings with students who have special needs.”- Teacher 2
	“Special education was just a minor topic in one course. It was not treated as an important part of our training.”- Teacher 11
[bookmark: _Hlk209691485][bookmark: _Hlk209691953]These imply that there is a gap between teacher training curricula and the realities of inclusive education. Policymakers and curriculum developers must prioritize reforms that mandate robust, practical, and inclusive-focused training within all pre-service teacher education programs.
This conforms to the study of Bartolome (2020) which indicate that many teacher education programs are not adequately equipping future teachers for inclusive education. He emphasized the importance of integrating knowledge on various matters about special education in any teacher pre-service programs.

Continuous and Practical Training
 	Teachers who handle learners under SNED program are enjoined to engage themselves to continuous and practical trainings in order for them to be responsive to the diverse needs of the learners. It is reflected on their responses that the participants do not receive constant and structured practical training on special education.
	“We only get invited to one seminar a year, and it’s usually very general. They don’t teach us how to handle specific behaviors of learners with special needs.”- Teacher 5
	  “Some training is helpful, but we’re not consulted about what kind of topics we actually need. It feels disconnected from what we experience in the classroom.”- Teacher 3
[bookmark: _Hlk209691592][bookmark: _Hlk209691985]	These imply that trainings provided to the teachers are not aligned with the actual classroom challenges and receive insufficient follow-up support to sustain growth and transfer knowledge into practice. Therefore, to bridge the gap, systemic reforms are needed to embed professional development as a sustained, school-supported, and teacher-centered process, not an isolated event.
	This is parallel with the study of Lazaro (2018) which claimed that raining must be contextualized, skills-based, and reinforced through follow-up mechanisms like peer collaboration and coaching.

Resources and Support Materials
	Resources and support materials are crucial tools in special needs education that enable teachers to provide efficient instruction and meet the various learning demands of their students.  These resources facilitate engagement in the learning process, communication, comprehension, and accessibility.
	In this regard, the dominant answers of the teacher-participants indicated two themes- insufficiency of instructional materials and limited access to assistive technology.

Insufficient Instructional Materials
	The participants answered that there is a lack of appropriate learning resources tailored to the specific needs of students with disabilities. These include visual aids, manipulatives, modified textbooks, and digital tools they may use to facilitate learning.
“The school only provides standard textbooks. I have to modify the content myself just so my student with a learning disability can understand it.”- Teacher 7
“We are encouraged to utilize digital materials to have an engaging discussion. The problem is there is no available resources to be used by the students.”- Teacher 1
[bookmark: _Hlk209691670][bookmark: _Hlk209692009]These imply that without appropriate, inclusive instructional materials, teacher face challenges in meeting the diverse needs of the learners. Consequently, to effectively implement inclusive education, the schools must prioritize the procurement, development, and distribution of appropriate learning materials for students with special needs, along with training on their effective utilization.
This is related to the study of Serrano (2018) which revealed that teachers reported lacking appropriate instructional resources for students with special needs. They noted that they often had to use their personal fund to improvise materials like visual aids, modified texts, and other instructional resources for learners with educational limitations. 

Limited Assistive Technology
	The teacher-participants, on their responses, expressed the need for specialized assistive technology and learning tools which is a serious mismatch between inclusive education policies and the actual resources. 
	“We do not have any devices like tablets which we may use for learners with visual, speech, and hearing impairment.”- Teacher 7
	“We need updated assistive technology for our learners.”- Teacher 1
[bookmark: _Hlk209691700][bookmark: _Hlk209692097]	This implies that even the assistive technology is available, it is limited making it ineffective. In addition, training alone is insufficient if not paired with the appropriate tools that teachers are expected to use. Hence, the schools shall be provided with sufficient assistive tool for efficient transfer of learning. 
	This is parallel to the study of Dell et al. (2017) which explained that the success of inclusive education heavily relies on the availability of assistive technology such as communication boards, screen readers, and adaptive devices. They added that students with disabilities cannot access the curriculum on equal footing.

Parental Involvement 
	Parental involvement is a crucial aspect in education to support the development of learners, especially those with special needs. Teachers play important roles in providing necessary skills and knowledge, but when the parents are actively engaged in their child’s learning journey, it creates a collaborative environment that supports the academic, emotional, social development of the learners. based on the answers if the teacher-respondents, the dominant themes are minimal engagement and lack of awareness.

Minimal Parental Engagement
	The teachers shared that while some parents are actively involved in the academic journey of their children, others have been showing limited participation, particularly in school-based activities and home-based supports.
	“There are parents who show supports, but many do not attend activities in school like meetings or follow through home activities.”- Teacher 6
	“It is a sad reality that some parents do not show any academic support to their children with special needs.”- Teacher 3
[bookmark: _Hlk209691753][bookmark: _Hlk209692223]	This implies that there is a critical need for parent education to provide opportunities for parents to learn about their child’s condition and how to support their development both at home and in school. In this regard, the schools need to have parent orientation and continuous communication strategies.
	This is connected to the study of Hornby (2020) which emphasized that while parental engagement is widely acknowledged as vital, it is often limited in the case of special needs education due to factors like parental denial, stress, and lack of knowledge. He highlights that such minimal involvement hampers collaborative planning and long-term outcomes.
Lack of Awareness
	Another gap which may hinder collaboration and delay crucial interventions when it comes to special needs education program is the limited knowledge of the parents about their children’s special needs. 
	“The parents do not have enough knowledge about the disability of their children. They know they need special help, but do not look what it entails.”- Teacher 10
“Some parents are in denial about their child's condition, so they don’t cooperate with interventions we suggest.”- Teacher 9
[bookmark: _Hlk209691770]	These answers imply that the teachers are often left alone to manage the interventions among the students with special needs considering that the parents do not have clear understanding of their children’s conditions. Thus, it is important for the schools to provide parent training workshop on understanding disabilities and effective home-support strategies.
	This conforms the study of Douglas et al. (2015) which found that parents who receive targeted information about specific disabilities are more likely to engage proactively with schools and support their children’s learning needs.

Suggestions of the Teacher-Participants
	In relation to the aforementioned challenges shared by the teacher-participants, the following suggestions were common among their answers during the conducted interview.

Training and Professional Development 
	The teachers handling students who belong to Special Needs Education (SNEd) program in their schools recognize the importance of trainings and continuous professional development to effectively implement the program and achieve its goals.
	"We need continuous professional development, not just a one-time seminar. Regular workshops would help us keep up with the latest teaching strategies for children with special needs."- Teacher 11
	"Training should start in college. Special needs education should be a core subject for all education majors, not just an elective."- Teacher 15
[bookmark: _Hlk209691810]	The suggestions provided by the teacher-participants underscore the critical need for a systematic, continuous, and special training for teachers in SNEd program. 
	This implies that the current professional development framework utilized by the department is insufficient for them to meet the diverse needs of the students they are handling. Therefore, policy makers and curriculum developers shall provide trainings that ensure teachers gain updated knowledge and teaching strategies, apply this theoretical knowledge to real-life scenarios, and increase efficiency in dealing with various types of special needs.
	The study of Sharma et al., (2015) found that teachers who received regular and targeted professional development were more confident and effective in implementing inclusive practices. Teachers reported greater self-efficacy, improved attitudes toward students with disabilities, and more consistent use of inclusive teaching strategies.
Resource and Support Materials
[bookmark: _Hlk209691824]	The teachers concurred with the idea that resource and support materials, such as visual aids, tactile tools, audio devices, and assistive technology, play a critical role in helping learners with special needs access the curriculum in ways that suit their unique abilities.
	“A dedicated resource room with special equipment and materials would help us support students more effectively, especially those needing one-on-one attention.”- Teacher 2
	“There should be funding specifically for special education materials. These are essential for the students to access learning equally.”- Teacher 8
	Their emphasis on access to specialized teaching aids, assistive technologies, and adapted learning materials highlights the importance of resource equity in achieving inclusive education. Without sufficient and appropriate materials, teachers are unable to effectively accommodate diverse learning needs, which can lead to student disengagement and poor academic outcomes. Therefore, education policymakers and school administrators must prioritize the procurement, distribution, and teacher training on the use of inclusive resources.
	The study of Alquraini (2015) supports the view that physical and instructional resources are necessary components of inclusive education and that their absence undermines teacher confidence and student engagement.

Parental Involvement
[bookmark: _Hlk209691867]	The teachers believe that parental involvement is a cornerstone of successful special needs education. When parents actively engage in their child's learning and development, it creates a stronger support system that leads to better academic and emotional outcomes for the learner.
	“Most parents are unaware of their child’s condition and the kind of support we provide in school. We suggest holding orientation sessions and workshops to help them understand their role in the child’s learning.”- Teacher 10
	“There should be regular updates through text, phone calls, or home visits to inform parents about their child’s progress. This encourages them to be more engaged.”- Teacher 13
	Teachers recognize that when parents are informed, engaged, and supported, students with special needs experience greater academic and behavioral progress. The implication is that schools must establish systematic strategies to strengthen home-school partnerships through clear communication and parent education. Hence, improving parental involvement is essential to create a collaborative environment where learners with special needs receive consistent support both at home and in school.
	UNESCO (2017) recommends that schools adopt inclusive communication policies and build relationships with families to improve student learning outcomes.

Conclusions and Recommendations
[bookmark: _Hlk209691900]	The teachers handling learners experienced challenges as they deal with the students with special needs such as lack of pre-service and continuous and practical training, insufficient instructional materials and limited access to assistive technology, and minimal parental engagement and lack of awareness among parents. Overall, these conditions contribute to a sense of unpreparedness and inadequate institutional support among SNEd teachers, which may hinder the effective implementation of inclusive education practices within the district.
	They recommended to have trainings that may ensure teachers gain updated knowledge and teaching strategies needed for SNEd program, prioritize the procurement, distribution, and teacher training on the use of inclusive resources, and improve parental involvement that is essential to creating a collaborative environment. Further, the division may develop and institutionalize a comprehensive program that integrates teacher training, resource allocation, and learner support systems to strengthen SNEd implementation across schools.
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