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ABSTRACT 

 

School principals in geographically isolated and disadvantaged areas 

operate under volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous conditions 

that intensify the demands of educational leadership and management. 

This study explored how principals in geographically isolated schools 

in Romblon, Philippines experienced and integrated authentic leader-

ship and educational management within a VUCA environment. 

Method: Using transcendental phenomenology, the study engaged nine 

elementary and secondary school principals selected through purpos-

ive sampling. Data were generated through semi-structured interviews 

and supplementary document review. Analysis followed epoché, phe-

nomenological reduction, horizontalization, clustering of meaning 

units, and synthesis of textural and structural descriptions. Results: 

Findings showed that authentic leadership was enacted through vision 

anchored on learner needs, collaborative influence, Filipino cultural 

values, presence, trust, and service. Educational management was per-

formed through structured monitoring, role clarification, strategic re-

source prioritization, policy alignment, delegation, and operational dis-

cipline. VUCA conditions were experienced through weather disrup-

tions, transportation barriers, unclear policies, resource scarcity, staff-

ing limitations, and changing learning modalities. Elementary school 

contexts required more direct, hands-on, and overlapping leadership 

roles, whereas secondary contexts involved broader curriculum, gov-

ernance, and coordination demands. Conclusion: The transcending es-

sence of the phenomenon was values-driven resilience through inte-

grated authentic leadership and educational management. To lead and 
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manage a geographically isolated school authentically meant serving 

with heart, deciding with integrity, organizing with discipline, adapting 

with resilience, and sustaining education through collective school-

community strength. 

Keywords: Authentic leadership, Educational management, Filipino  

values, Geographically isolated schools, School principals, 

Transcendental phenomenology, VUCA 

Introduction 
Educational leadership in the twenty-first 

century is increasingly shaped by volatility, un-
certainty, complexity, and ambiguity (VUCA). 
These conditions require school principals to 
respond to changing policies, shifting educa-
tional demands, and unpredictable organiza-
tional challenges while sustaining school effec-
tiveness. Leadership and management are con-
ceptually distinct but practically intertwined: 
leadership provides vision, influence, values, 
and direction, while management organizes 
structures, resources, processes, and policy im-
plementation (Abdelkader et al., 2023; Pont, 
2020). 

The demands placed on principals become 
more pronounced in geographically isolated 
and disadvantaged areas (GIDA). In island 
provinces such as Romblon, geographic isola-
tion may intensify difficulties related to infra-
structure, transportation, communication, pro-
fessional support, and resource access. Princi-
pals in these schools are expected to maintain 
instructional continuity and administrative ac-
countability while addressing school-commu-
nity needs under constrained conditions 
(Moral et al., 2020; Myende et al., 2020). 

Authentic leadership provides a relevant 
lens for examining principals' work in such 
contexts. It emphasizes self-awareness, inter-
nalized moral perspective, relational transpar-
ency, and balanced processing (Avolio & Gard-
ner, 2005; Walumbwa et al., 2008). In educa-
tional settings, authentic leadership has been 
associated with trust, professional commit-
ment, collaborative culture, and school effec-
tiveness (Hsu, 2024; Saarinen et al., 2022). 
However, many studies have examined leader-
ship through competencies or outcomes rather 
than the lived meanings that principals attach 
to leadership and management in isolated con-
texts. 

This study addressed that gap by exploring 
the lived experiences of elementary and sec-
ondary school principals assigned to geograph-
ically isolated schools in the Province of Rom-
blon. Specifically, it examined how they en-
acted authentic educational leadership, per-
formed educational management, navigated 
VUCA conditions, differentiated leadership 
across elementary and secondary contexts, in-
tegrated leadership with management, and 
constructed shared meanings from these expe-
riences. 

 
Materials and Methods  
Research Methodology 

Research Design The study used a qualita-
tive transcendental phenomenological design. 
This approach was appropriate because the in-
quiry sought to describe the essence of princi-
pals' lived experiences rather than measure 
leadership effectiveness statistically. Transcen-
dental phenomenology requires the researcher 
to engage in epoché, identify significant state-
ments, develop meaning units, and synthesize 
textural and structural descriptions into the es-
sence of the phenomenon (Dangal & Joshi, 
2020; Moustakas, 1994; Stolz, 2022). 

Participants and Locale The participants 
were nine school principals assigned to geo-
graphically isolated public elementary and sec-
ondary schools in the Province of Romblon, 
Philippines. They were selected through pur-
posive sampling because they had direct expe-
rience leading and managing schools under ge-
ographically isolated conditions. Including 
both elementary and secondary principals al-
lowed the study to capture contextual variation 
in school size, organizational structure, person-
nel composition, curriculum demands, and ad-
ministrative responsibilities. 

Data Gathering Individual semi-struc-
tured interviews were conducted with the prin-
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cipals. Interviews focused on authentic leader-
ship, educational management, VUCA-related 
challenges, contextual differences between ele-
mentary and secondary schools, and leader-
ship-management integration. With informed 
consent, interviews were audio-recorded and 
transcribed verbatim. Relevant school docu-
ments such as plans and reports were also re-
viewed as supplementary contextual materials. 

Data Analysis and Rigor The analysis fol-
lowed transcendental phenomenological pro-
cedures. The researcher first bracketed per-
sonal assumptions through epoché. Interview 
transcripts were then read repeatedly to iden-
tify significant statements through horizontali-
zation. These statements were clustered into 
meaning units, which informed textural de-
scriptions of what principals experienced and 
structural descriptions of how these experi-
ences were shaped by GIDA and VUCA condi-
tions. Trustworthiness was strengthened 
through careful transcript review, participant 
coding, documentation of analytic decisions, 

and attention to recurring meanings across 
participants (Moustakas, 1994; Nowell et al., 
2021). 

Ethical Considerations Institutional per-
mission and informed consent were secured 
before data collection. Participation was volun-
tary, and participants could refuse to answer 
questions or withdraw at any time. Participant 
codes P1 to P9 were used to preserve anonym-
ity. Because geographically isolated communi-
ties may make participants easier to identify, 
details that could reveal the identity of schools 
or principals were minimized. 

 
Result and Discussion  

The findings were organized according to 
the research questions and synthesized 
through emergent themes. They show that 
leadership in geographically isolated schools is 
not only a formal administrative responsibility 
but also a relational, moral, adaptive, and com-
munity-rooted practice.

 
Table 1. Emergent themes on authentic educational leadership 

Emergent Theme Core Meaning 
Supporting 

Participants 
Vision anchored on learner 
needs and school improve-
ment 

Principals guided school direction 
through SIP development, performance 
review, contextualized programs, reme-
diation, innovation, and learner-cen-
tered interventions. 

P1, P2, P4, P5, P6, 
P7, P8, P9 

Influence through collabora-
tion and shared ownership 

Principals influenced teachers and staff 
through consultation, open communica-
tion, shared planning, empowerment, 
and recognition of teachers’ efforts. 

P1, P2, P4, P5, P6, 
P7, P8, P9 

Leadership grounded in Fili-
pino values 

Malasakit, bayanihan, and 
pakikipagkapwa-tao shaped decision-
making, stakeholder relationships, and 
school-community trust. 

P1-P9 

Authentic leadership as pres-
ence, trust, and service 

Principals experienced leadership as 
being sincere, fair, caring, visible, ap-
proachable, and service-oriented. 

P2, P4, P5, P6, P7, 
P9 

 
Authentic educational leadership was expe-

rienced as relational, values-driven, and re-
sponsive to the realities of geographically iso-
lated schools. Principals did not describe lead-
ership merely as positional authority. Instead, 
they described it as the ability to provide school 

direction, influence teachers through collabo-
ration, and sustain trust through Filipino cul-
tural values. One participant explained, "I 
spearheaded a data-driven diagnostic through 
SWOT analysis and community profiling. This 
allowed me to set a strategic direction 
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grounded in actual needs" [P4]. Another partic-
ipant emphasized shared work: "I am their co-
worker, not a boss" [P9]. These narratives af-
firm that authenticity was enacted through vi-
sion, humility, transparency, and shared re-
sponsibility. They also extend authentic  

leadership theory by showing how authenticity 
is culturally expressed through malasakit, ba-
yanihan, and pakikipagkapwa-tao in Philippine 
GIDA schools (Avolio & Gardner, 2025; Dangal 
& Joshi, 2020; Nowell et al., 2021; Pont, 2020).

 
Table 2. Emergent themes on educational management practices 

Emergent Theme Core Meaning 
Supporting 

Participants 
Structured daily 
monitoring and role 
clarification 

Principals used checklists, classroom monitor-
ing, consultations, task delegation, role clarifi-
cation, and daily operational routines. 

P1, P2, P4, P5, P6, P7, 
P8, P9 

Strategic resource 
prioritization 

Limited funds and materials were allocated ac-
cording to urgency, equity, learner impact, SIP 
priorities, and DepEd requirements. 

P2, P4, P5, P6, P7, P9 

Policy alignment 
and compliance 

Principals aligned activities with the SIP, AIP, 
APP, DepEd programs, reporting require-
ments, and policy issuances. 

P2, P6, P7, P8, P9 

Management 
through delegation 
and prioritization 

Principals addressed multitasking, limited 
manpower, compliance pressure, stakeholder 
concerns, and simultaneous responsibilities 
through delegation and prioritization. 

P1, P2, P4, P5, P6, P7, P9 

 
Educational management served as a stabi-

lizing mechanism. Principals performed man-
agement by clarifying roles, organizing sched-
ules, monitoring instruction, allocating limited 
resources, and ensuring compliance with De-
pEd mandates. One participant stated, "I man-
age daily operations through clear delegation 
of tasks, structured coordination with teachers 
and staff, and consistent monitoring of school 

activities" (P7). Resource allocation was also 
treated as an ethical decision because limited 
funds and materials had to be directed toward 
programs with the greatest learner impact. 
This supports the view that educational man-
agement involves planning, organizing, coordi-
nating, supervising, allocating resources, and 
maintaining operational continuity (Abdelka-
der et al., 2023; Pont, 2020).

 
Table 3. Principals’ navigation of VUCA conditions 

VUCA Dimension Manifestation in the Data Principals’ Responses 
Volatility Sudden weather changes, typhoons, 

flooding, pandemic disruptions, unsta-
ble learning delivery modes, and urgent 
repairs 

Rapid response, flexible plan-
ning, consultation, and coordi-
nation with LGU and stake-
holders 

Uncertainty Unclear policies, delayed materials, un-
predictable transportation, unstable in-
ternet access, and uncertain transitions 
in learning delivery 

Consultation with supervi-
sors, policy review, reliance 
on DepEd issuances, data 
gathering, and collaborative 
decision-making 

Complexity Simultaneous instructional, adminis-
trative, compliance, resource, and 
stakeholder concerns 

Prioritization, delegation, 
structured communication, 
and shared responsibility 
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VUCA Dimension Manifestation in the Data Principals’ Responses 
Ambiguity Changing guidelines, multiple interpre-

tations of policies, and conflicting ex-
pectations 

Evidence-based decisions, 
professional judgment, 
learner-centered action, and 
transparency 

 
VUCA conditions were not occasional dis-

ruptions but part of principals’ daily leadership 
reality. Volatility was experienced through 
weather disturbances, flooding, difficult  
terrain, pandemic transitions, and unstable 
learning modalities. P4 explained, "In a GIDA 
setting, VUCA is a daily reality." Principals 
transformed uncertainty into action through 
policy literacy, stakeholder consultation,  

professional judgment, and collaborative deci-
sion-making. These findings confirm that lead-
ership in VUCA environments requires adapta-
bility, resilience, collaboration, and strategic 
thinking (Hongchai & Weber, 2023; Mutil et al., 
2024). In Romblon, however, VUCA was inten-
sified by geographic isolation, limited commu-
nication access, and delayed support systems. 

 
Table 4. Differences between elementary and secondary school contexts 

Area of Comparison Elementary or Small School 
Contexts 

Secondary or Larger School 
Contexts 

Organizational structure Flatter structure, fewer per-
sonnel, direct supervision, 
and role overlap 

Layered structure, larger teacher 
and support staff groups, and for-
mal school organizations 

Leadership approach Highly personal, direct, 
hands-on, and relational 

Program-based, consultative, and 
organization-based 

Management demands Multitasking, coordinatorship 
overload, limited manpower, 
and reliance on community or 
mother-school support 

Broader curriculum man-
agement, governance manage-
ment, budget management, and 
formal coordination 

Resource context Limited materials, personnel, 
connectivity, and basic facili-
ties 

Wider access to personnel and 
downloaded budget in some 
cases, but still affected by isola-
tion and enrollment concerns 

Main implication Leadership and management 
are highly embodied in the 
school head’s daily presence 

Leadership and management are 
distributed through curriculum, 
governance, and organizational 
systems 

 
Differences between elementary and sec-

ondary contexts were mainly structural and 
operational. In elementary or small school con-
texts, principals often performed overlapping 
roles because of limited personnel and flatter 
structures. One participant described the diffi-
culty of shifting from teacher to school head 
while handling multigrade responsibilities 

[P2]. Secondary school contexts were broader 
and more formalized, involving curriculum 
management, governance management, larger 
staff groups, and more organizational systems. 
Thus, principals shared a common moral com-
mitment to learners and communities, but their 
leadership-management practice differed in 
scope, structure, and complexity. 

 
Table 5. Integration of educational leadership and educational management 

Emergent Theme Core Meaning Supporting Participants 
Vision translated into systems Principals aligned school vi-

sion with SIP, school plans, 
P1, P3, P4, P5, P6, P7, P9 
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Emergent Theme Core Meaning Supporting Participants 
SLAC, technical assistance, 
schedules, reports, and imple-
mentation structures. 

Leadership inspired; manage-
ment operationalized 

Leadership provided direc-
tion, motivation, values, and 
purpose; management pro-
vided structure, resources, 
and implementation. 

P2, P4, P5, P6, P7, P9 

Balance through prioritiza-
tion and delegation 

Principals balanced people-
centered leadership with ad-
ministrative duties through 
time blocking, task delegation, 
shared leadership, and priori-
tization. 

P2, P4, P6, P7, P9 

Interdependence of leader-
ship and management 

Participants rejected a strict 
separation of the two roles 
and described both as neces-
sary for school success. 

P2, P3, P4, P6, P7, P9 

 
Principals integrated leadership and man-

agement by translating vision into structured 
action. Leadership provided inspiration, val-
ues, and relational influence, while manage-
ment provided schedules, resources, processes, 
and accountability. P6 summarized this inte-
gration by stating, "Leadership provides the in-
spiration; structured management provides 

the infrastructure." P7 added, "Vision without 
structure leads to confusion; structure without 
vision leads to stagnation." In geographically 
isolated schools, leadership-management inte-
gration was not merely a professional expecta-
tion; it was a survival strategy for sustaining 
learning amid scarcity and disruption.

 
Table 6. Shared meanings and transcending essences 

Transcending Essence Meaning Constructed from 
Participants’ Experiences 

Supporting 
Participants 

Authentic leadership as lead-
ing with heart and integrity 

Leadership meant sincerity, fairness, 
care, credibility, ethical judgment, ser-
vice, and meaningful impact. 

P1, P4, P5, P6, P7, P9 

Management as sustaining 
learning despite limits 

Effective management meant ensur-
ing that plans and programs were im-
plemented despite limited resources. 

P4, P5, P6, P7, P9 

Resilience and adaptability as 
survival leadership 

Geographic isolation required flexibil-
ity, resourcefulness, patience, cour-
age, and the ability to continue despite 
disruption. 

P1, P3, P4, P5, P6, P7, 
P9 

Community as the lifeline of 
school leadership 

Partnerships with teachers, parents, 
BLGU, LGU, mother school, indigenous 
leaders, and stakeholders sustained 
school programs. 

P2, P4, P5, P7, P9 

Integration as the essence of 
school headship 

Principals lived leadership and man-
agement simultaneously as vision, 
structure, care, accountability, and 
continuity. 

P1-P9 
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The synthesis of textural and structural de-
scriptions revealed the transcending essence of 
the phenomenon: values-driven resilience 
through integrated authentic leadership and 
educational management. Principals did not ex-
perience leadership and management as sepa-
rate identities. They lived both roles simultane-
ously by providing vision, caring for people,  
organizing systems, mobilizing community 
support, managing scarce resources, respond-
ing to uncertainty, and sustaining learning de-
spite isolation and disruption. In their experi-
ence, geographic isolation did not mean social 
isolation; schools survived through relation-
ships, collective effort, and community-rooted 
moral practice. 

 
Conclusions 

The study concludes that authentic leader-
ship among principals in geographically iso-
lated schools is relational, values-driven, ser-
vice-oriented, and culturally embedded. It is 
enacted through vision anchored on learner 
needs, collaborative influence, ethical judg-
ment, transparency, and Filipino values such as 
malasakit, bayanihan, and pakikipagkapwa-
tao. 

Educational management is equally essen-
tial because it gives structure to leadership vi-
sion. Principals sustain school operations 
through role clarification, scheduling, resource 
prioritization, policy alignment, delegation, 
documentation, and monitoring. In GIDA con-
texts, management is not merely administra-
tive compliance; it is the practical means by 
which learning continues despite scarcity. 

Elementary and secondary school contexts 
shape leadership and management differently. 
Elementary principals often work within flatter 
structures and overlapping roles, while sec-
ondary principals manage broader governance, 
curriculum, and organizational systems. Across 
both contexts, however, leadership and man-
agement are interdependent. 

The central essence of the phenomenon is 
that to lead and manage a geographically iso-
lated school authentically is to serve with heart, 
decide with integrity, organize with discipline, 
adapt with resilience, and sustain education 
through the collective strength of the school 
and community. Leadership development  

programs for GIDA principals should therefore 
emphasize not only competencies but also eth-
ical judgment, adaptive management, commu-
nity partnership, and culturally grounded au-
thentic leadership. 
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