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Abstract
The COVID-19 pandemic significantly disrupted educational systems worldwide, particularly affecting teachers assigned to geographically isolated and distressed areas. This study explored the lived experiences of elementary school teachers in remote communities of Catbalogan City during the pandemic. Employing a qualitative phenomenological research design, the study examined teachers’ challenges, adaptive strategies, and approaches to sustaining relationships with learners amid distance learning and health risks. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with purposively selected participants and analyzed using thematic analysis. Findings revealed five major themes: (1) emotional strain and uncertainty, (2) pedagogical adaptation to alternative learning modalities, (3) heightened health consciousness, (4) psychological and emotional challenges, and (5) strengthened teacher–student relationships. Despite significant constraints, teachers demonstrated resilience, commitment, and adaptability in ensuring educational continuity. The study underscores the critical role of educators during crises and highlights the need for enhanced institutional support, mental health services, and equitable access to learning resources in remote communities.
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1. Introduction
The COVID-19 pandemic caused unprecedented disruptions in education systems globally, compelling schools to suspend face-to-face instruction and rapidly transition to alternative learning modalities. In the Philippines, the Department of Education implemented modular distance learning, online instruction, radio-based instruction, and television-based learning to ensure continuity of education while minimizing public health risks.
For teachers assigned in geographically isolated and distressed areas, these transitions intensified existing inequalities in access to resources and support. Limited internet connectivity, scarcity of instructional materials, and increased health risks posed significant challenges to the delivery of quality education. Consequently, teachers assumed expanded roles—not only as educators but also as facilitators, community frontliners, and providers of psychosocial support.
Existing literature has documented the challenges teachers faced during the pandemic, particularly in adapting instructional practices, maintaining student engagement, and safeguarding their well-being. However, there remains a paucity of research focusing specifically on the lived experiences of elementary teachers in distressed and remote contexts. Addressing this gap, the present study explores how these educators navigated the complexities of teaching during a global health crisis.

2. Objectives of the Study
This study aimed to:
1. Explore the lived experiences of elementary school teachers during the COVID-19 pandemic; 
2. Identify the adjustments made by teachers in response to health risks and educational changes; and 
3. Examine how teachers sustained relationships and rapport with students in a distance learning environment. 

3. Methodology
3.1 Research Design
This study employed a qualitative phenomenological design to capture and interpret the essence of teachers’ lived experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic. Phenomenology enables an in-depth understanding of how individuals make meaning of significant life events.
3.2 Participants
Participants were elementary school teachers assigned in geographically isolated and distressed areas of Catbalogan City. A purposive sampling technique was used to select individuals with direct teaching experience during the pandemic.
3.3 Data Collection
Data were gathered through semi-structured interviews, allowing participants to articulate their experiences, challenges, and coping strategies. Key guiding questions included:
· “Can you describe your experience as an elementary teacher during the COVID-19 pandemic?” 
· “How did you adjust to the risks and changes brought by the pandemic?” 
· “How did you maintain communication and rapport with your students?” 
Ethical protocols, including informed consent, confidentiality, and voluntary participation, were strictly observed.
3.4 Data Analysis
Data were analyzed using thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke’s framework. Responses were transcribed, coded, and organized into themes and subthemes to identify recurring patterns and meanings.

4. Results and Discussion
4.1 Emotional Strain and Uncertainty
Participants reported experiencing heightened levels of stress, hesitation, and uncertainty during the sudden transition to distance learning. The absence of face-to-face interaction and the perceived limitations of modular instruction contributed to feelings of inadequacy and concern for student learning outcomes. These findings align with previous studies highlighting the emotional toll of the pandemic on educators.
4.2 Pedagogical Adaptation to Alternative Modalities
Teachers demonstrated adaptability by employing various instructional approaches, including modular distance learning, radio-based instruction (RBI), television-based instruction (TBI), and limited online platforms. Despite infrastructural challenges, participants utilized creative strategies such as localized learning materials and community-based monitoring to sustain instruction. This reflects the evolving role of teachers as innovative problem-solvers in crisis contexts.
4.3 Health Awareness and Safety Practices
Heightened awareness of health protocols emerged as a critical aspect of teachers’ experiences. Participants consistently practiced preventive measures such as mask-wearing, sanitation, and physical distancing, particularly during module distribution and home visitations. The integration of health consciousness into teaching practices underscores the dual responsibility of educators as both instructors and public health advocates.
4.4 Psychological and Emotional Challenges
The pandemic significantly affected teachers’ mental health, with participants reporting anxiety, fear of infection, emotional exhaustion, and work-related stress. Balancing professional responsibilities with personal safety concerns intensified psychological strain. These findings highlight the urgent need for institutional mental health support systems for educators, especially in high-risk and resource-limited environments.
4.5 Strengthening Teacher–Student Relationships
Despite physical barriers, teachers actively maintained connections with students through home visits, regular communication with parents, and consistent monitoring. Practices such as “kumustahan” fostered emotional support and sustained learner engagement. Teachers’ roles extended beyond academic instruction to include mentorship and caregiving, reinforcing the relational dimension of teaching in times of crisis.
5. Conclusion
The COVID-19 pandemic posed significant challenges for elementary school teachers in distressed areas, including emotional strain, limited resources, and health risks. Nevertheless, teachers exhibited remarkable resilience, adaptability, and dedication in sustaining educational delivery.
Their ability to innovate pedagogical strategies, adhere to health protocols, and maintain meaningful relationships with students underscores their indispensable role in ensuring educational continuity during crises. The findings emphasize the need for comprehensive institutional support, including mental health services, technological infrastructure, and targeted professional development for teachers in remote communities.

Recommendations
Based on the findings, the study recommends:
1. Strengthening mental health programs for teachers through accessible psychosocial support services; 
2. Improving digital infrastructure and resource allocation in geographically isolated areas; 
3. Providing continuous professional development on flexible and crisis-responsive teaching strategies; 
4. Enhancing school–community partnerships to support student learning during emergencies; and 
5. Conducting further research on learners’ experiences and long-term educational impacts of pandemic-related disruptions. 
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