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Abstract

Educational leadership in multicultural settings demands strategies that foster inclusivity, equity, and responsiveness
to cultural diversity. This qualitative phenomenological study examines leadership practices in multicultural schools
in Lambayong, Philippines, focusing on how school leaders navigate cultural complexities while promoting equitable
learning opportunities. Grounded in Culturally Responsive Leadership Theory, the Social Change Model of
Leadership Development, and Transformational Leadership Theory, this study explores leadership approaches that
support culturally inclusive policies, bilingual education strategies, and student-centered learning. Employing Braun
and Clarke’s Reflexive Thematic Analysis, this study analyzes the lived experiences of five school leaders, each
possessing a minimum of three years of leadership experience in multicultural rural schools. The thematic analysis
reveals six interconnected themes: (1) Cultural Conflict Management and Inclusivity, (2) Multicultural Education and
Language Sensitivity, (3) Integration of Cultural Heritage in Academic Learning, (4) Policy Adjustments for Religious
and Cultural Inclusion, (5) Teacher Training and Leadership Development, and (6) Student-Centered Learning and
Engagement Strategies. Findings highlight both challenges and opportunities in fostering equitable education in
multicultural schools. While institutional barriers—such as limited support for bilingual education and rigid policy
structures—persist, the study underscores how culturally responsive and transformational leadership drives
meaningful reforms. Recommendations advocate for enhanced conflict resolution mechanisms, institutionalized
bilingual education, cultural heritage integration in curricula, comprehensive teacher development programs, and
inclusive policy frameworks to advance educational equity. This study offers practical insights into leadership
complexities within multicultural schools, contributing to discussions on inclusive and culturally affirming learning
environments.

Keywords: Multicultural education, educational leadership, inclusive policies, bilingual education, cultural identity.

Introduction

The growing diversity within educational institutions worldwide presents both opportunities and challenges for school leadership. As
globalization reshapes societies, schools increasingly accommodate students from various ethnic, religious, linguistic, and socio-
cultural backgrounds, necessitating leadership approaches that foster inclusivity (Khalifa, Gooden, & Davis, 2016). Research
underscores the pivotal role of multicultural leadership in promoting equity and collaboration, as school leaders manage cross-cultural
interactions, mitigate biases, and implement culturally responsive strategies (Wilson, 2015; Lu, Garcia, & Patel, 2022). In developed
countries, frameworks such as the Social Change Model of Leadership have enhanced educators’ multicultural competence, facilitating
more effective cross-cultural engagement (Astin & Astin, 2000).

Despite global advancements in multicultural education policies, challenges remain. In nations with historically diverse populations,
tensions in governance, language access, and socio-economic disparities often hinder educational equity (Nwankwo, Adeyemi, &
Zhang, 2024). European studies indicate that leaders who integrate cultural adaptability into their strategies successfully create inclusive
learning environments (Le, 2015). Meanwhile, developing countries struggle with limited access to multicultural training and
professional development, affecting leadership efficacy in diverse school settings (Akasha & Bekele, 2024).

In the Philippines, multicultural education encounters similar obstacles, particularly in rural communities. While national policies such
as Mother Tongue-Based Multilingual Education (MTB-MLE) and the Inclusive Education Policy support linguistic and cultural
diversity, rural schools face persistent barriers—including governance constraints, inadequate funding, and marginalization of minority
communities (Department of Education, 2013, 2020; Paras, 2020). Research highlights that, despite efforts toward inclusive education,
systemic challenges inhibit the effective implementation of culturally responsive leadership models (Ayalon, 2004). Consequently,
rural school leaders must strategically balance academic excellence and identity preservation while overcoming socio-political
limitations (Ogbonnaya & Broadbent, 2020).

Lambayong, a municipality in Sultan Kudarat, exemplifies these challenges. Home to Christian-Muslim coexistence, its schools grapple
with political instability, peace and order concerns, socio-economic struggles, and language barriers—all of which impact educational
governance and policymaking. While multicultural leadership is crucial for fostering social cohesion and inclusive learning, school
administrators often lack professional development opportunities to manage diversity effectively.

This study examines the leadership experiences of school administrators in Lambayong, exploring how they manage multicultural
challenges and implement strategies for inclusive education. By analyzing their leadership practices, this research contributes to the
discourse on educational leadership improvements and provides policy recommendations that promote equitable learning opportunities
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for students of diverse backgrounds.

Research Questions

This study was guided by the general research question: How do school leaders in Lambayong, Sultan Kudarat manage multicultural
dynamics to foster inclusive educational environments? To explore this overarching inquiry in greater depth, the study addressed the
following specific research questions:

1. What cultural challenges and opportunities do school leaders in Lambayong encounter while implementing culturally
responsive leadership practices, considering the cultural, historical, and socio-political factors?

2. How do school leaders in Lambayong balance the need for academic achievement with the promotion of cultural identity and
heritage among their students, particularly considering local educational policies and practices?

3. What professional development needs do school leaders in Lambayong, must effectively address the challenges posed by
cultural diversity within their educational environments, and how do these needs reflect the perspectives of teachers, students,
parents, and community members?

Literature Review
Multicultural Educational Settings

Education in multicultural settings presents unique challenges and opportunities, particularly in rural communities where diverse ethnic
and religious backgrounds intersect. In Lambayong, Philippines, schools manage the complexities of integrating cultural identity with
academic achievement while fostering inclusive leadership approaches. Understanding how school leaders address these challenges is
essential in shaping policies that promote equity, cultural sensitivity, and social cohesion in educational environments.

This Review of Related Literature (RRL) explores existing studies and theoretical frameworks that support culturally responsive
leadership (CRL), social justice leadership, and transformational leadership. These perspectives provide a foundation for analyzing
how school leaders ensure equitable access to education while respecting students’ traditions, language, and belief systems. By
examining prior research, this review identifies gaps in the current literature, highlighting the need for studies that focus on multicultural
education leadership in rural Philippine settings.

The discussion follows a structured approach, beginning with the theoretical foundations of CRL, social justice leadership, and
transformational leadership. It then examines empirical studies on culturally responsive practices in education, the role of leadership
in addressing inequalities, and the influence of culture and politics in decision-making. The final section synthesizes findings to
establish connections between existing literature and the research context of Lambayong, justifying the significance of this study.

Theoretical Foundations

Leadership in multicultural education requires a deep understanding of equity, inclusion, and transformation, particularly in rural
communities where schools serve diverse student populations with different cultural identities and traditions. This study is grounded
in three interconnected theoretical frameworks: Culturally Responsive Leadership (CRL), Social Justice Leadership, and
Transformational Leadership. These leadership approaches address the challenges and opportunities of managing multicultural
dynamics in educational settings like Lambayong, Philippines.

Culturally Responsive Leadership (CRL)

Culturally Responsive Leadership (CRL) is a leadership framework designed to challenge structural inequities in education while
embracing cultural diversity (Khalifa, Gooden, & Davis, 2016). CRL emphasizes the importance of relationships, community
engagement, and equity-driven school policies to ensure students see their cultural identities reflected in their education (Santamaria,
2014).

CRL is built on three key principles: a) recognizing and honoring students’ cultural backgrounds in academic settings; b) removing
institutional barriers that prevent minority students from succeeding; and ¢) engaging communities in education to promote inclusive
learning spaces (Khalifa et al., 2016).

Studies show that culturally responsive leadership increases student engagement and performance in diverse schools (Gay, 2018;
Ladson-Billings, 1995). In Lambayong, where schools serve Muslim, Ilocano, and Indigenous students, CRL helps ensure education
is not a Westernized imposition but an inclusive space that respects cultural traditions.

Social Change Model of Leadership Development

The Social Change Model of Leadership Development is a value-based approach that emphasizes leadership as an inclusive process
for effecting positive change (Nclp, 2016). It comprises individual, group, and societal/community values, focusing on citizenship,
collaboration, and self-awareness (Kezar, 2009). This model is particularly relevant for developing 21st-century leaders and
empowering students as social change agents (Nclp, 2016). Leadership development is a core function of higher education, evidenced
by institutional mission statements and the growth of leadership programs (Dugan, 2006). Research has linked these programs to
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various developmental outcomes, including civic responsibility and multicultural awareness (Dugan, 2006). However, gender
differences may affect the transferability of leadership models (Dugan, 2006). For school leaders, instructional leadership is a crucial
aspect, involving behaviors that shape school instructional climate and impact student learning outcomes (Hallinger & Murphy, 1985).

Social Justice Leadership

Social Justice Leadership prioritizes equity and fairness in education, ensuring marginalized groups have equal access to learning
opportunities (Shields, 2010). It is particularly relevant in schools affected by historical inequalities, political biases, and cultural
marginalization (Brown, 2006).

The core tenets of Social Justice Leadership include a) Identifying and dismantling systemic barriers to learning; b) Ensuring fair access
to resources and opportunities for all students; and c) empowering students from marginalized backgrounds to succeed (Shields, 2014).

Social justice-oriented school leaders actively address discrimination, gender disparities, and language barriers, ensuring that policies
do not favor dominant cultural groups at the expense of others (Jean-Marie, Normore, & Brooks, 2009). In Lambayong, Social Justice
Leadership is vital in addressing political influences on education, early marriage pressures for young girls, and resource distribution
inequities.

Transformational Leadership

Transformational Leadership, introduced by Bass (1985) and later expanded by Bass and Riggio (2006), focuses on inspiring change,
fostering innovation, and motivating teams to achieve collective goals. In educational settings, transformational leaders create inclusive
school cultures, implement progressive reforms, and ensure student success across cultural backgrounds (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2006).
Key characteristics of Transformational Leadership include a) empowering educators and students to challenge traditional educational
norms; b) encouraging collaboration across diverse groups for inclusive learning experiences; c) using vision-driven leadership to
implement policies that support multicultural education (Bass & Riggio, 2006).

In rural schools like Lambayong, Transformational Leadership is evident in culturally adaptive curriculums, language-inclusive
teaching strategies, and innovative approaches to leadership training. Research shows that transformational leadership strengthens
cross-cultural interactions in schools and promotes more equitable learning environments (Hallinger, 2003).

Challenges Faced by School Leaders in Multicultural Environments

Managing cultural diversity in educational settings presents significant challenges for school leaders. One of the primary issues is
navigating cultural norms and expectations, which can vary widely among students from different backgrounds. Rogers (2023)
highlights that differing cultural values can lead to misunderstandings and conflicts among students, complicating classroom
management and discipline. In Lambayong, where Christian and Muslim communities coexist, these challenges are particularly
pronounced, as school leaders must find ways to mediate between differing cultural perspectives.

Moreover, communication barriers can hinder effective interaction between students and educators. Language differences often lead
to misunderstandings that can undermine efforts to create an inclusive environment (Sharma, 2023). Research by Garcia and Hinton
(2021) emphasizes that effective communication strategies are essential for fostering understanding and collaboration among diverse
student populations. School leaders in Lambayong, Sultan Kudarat must develop these strategies to ensure that all voices are heard and
respected.

Another significant challenge is addressing biases and stereotypes that may exist within the school community. Khalifa (2016) argues
that school leaders must actively work to dismantle systemic biases that affect student behavior and learning outcomes. This requires
ongoing training and professional development focused on cultural competence, which is essential for creating a safe and equitable
learning environment.

Opportunities for Growth

Despite these challenges, multicultural educational settings also present numerous opportunities for growth and development among
school leaders. One key opportunity lies in the potential for enhanced emotional intelligence among educators. Research by Goleman
(2017) indicates that leaders who cultivate emotional intelligence are better equipped to manage diverse teams and foster positive
relationships with students. In Lambayong, school leaders can leverage this opportunity to build stronger connections with their
students and staff.

Additionally, implementing culturally responsive teaching strategies can significantly enhance student engagement and academic
performance. According to Ford et al. (2014), culturally responsive pedagogy recognizes the importance of integrating students' cultural
backgrounds into the curriculum, thereby making learning more relevant and meaningful. This approach aligns with your research
question regarding balancing academic achievement with cultural identity, as it allows school leaders to honor students' heritage while
promoting their academic success.

Furthermore, collaborative learning environments can foster mutual respect and understanding among students from diverse
backgrounds. Research by Uddin and Bridges (2023) shows that group work and cooperative learning activities can break down barriers
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between students, promoting acceptance and tolerance. School leaders in Lambayong, Sultan Kudarat can create such environments
by encouraging teamwork across cultural lines.

Strategies for Effective Leadership in Multicultural Schools

Effective leadership in multicultural educational environments necessitates a comprehensive approach that integrates cultural
competence, equity-driven practices, and strategies aimed at fostering inclusivity and student achievement. School leaders must take
proactive steps to develop and implement policies that cater to the unique needs of diverse student populations, thereby creating a
supportive and collaborative atmosphere for everyone involved in the school community.

One essential strategy for successful leadership in multicultural schools is the adoption of culturally responsive curricula and teaching
methods (Gay, 2018; Ladson-Billings, 1994). This approach involves weaving diverse perspectives, experiences, and cultural
references into the curriculum to ensure that all students see their identities reflected in the learning materials. Additionally, offering
professional development opportunities for teachers on culturally responsive pedagogy can equip them with the skills and knowledge
needed to create inclusive and engaging learning environments that support the success of all students, regardless of their cultural
backgrounds.

Another critical strategy is fostering community engagement and collaboration (Khalifa, 2012; Santamaria & Santamaria, 2015). By
actively involving parents, community organizations, and local businesses in the educational process, school leaders can build a
supportive network that enhances student success. This may include organizing cultural events, providing language support services,
and partnering with community stakeholders to address the specific needs and concerns of diverse groups.

Equity-focused leadership practices are also vital for establishing effective multicultural schools (Theoharis, 2007). This involves
actively working to dismantle systemic barriers to success, challenging discriminatory practices, and advocating for policies that ensure
equal access to educational opportunities for all students. Leaders must confront biases—both within themselves and within the school
community—and strive to cultivate a culture of inclusivity and respect.

Finally, effective leadership in multicultural settings requires a commitment to continuous learning and adaptability (Khalifa et al.,
2016). School leaders should be open to feedback, eager to learn about different cultures and perspectives, and prepared to adjust their
practices as necessary to meet the evolving needs of their school community. This may involve seeking professional development
opportunities, engaging in critical self-reflection, and collaborating with colleagues and experts in multicultural education.

By implementing these strategies while prioritizing cultural competence, equity, and inclusivity, school leaders can create more
effective and responsive multicultural educational settings that support the success of all students.

Methodology
Research Design

This qualitative phenomenological study explores the lived experiences of school leaders in multicultural rural schools, employing
Braun and Clarke’s Reflexive Thematic Analysis (RTA) as the primary analytical framework. RTA was chosen for its ability to capture
nuanced insights into leadership practices within diverse educational settings while acknowledging the researcher’s active role in data
interpretation (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

The study is guided by three interconnected leadership theories: Culturally Responsive Leadership Theory, the Social Change Model
of Leadership Development, and Transformational Leadership Theory. These frameworks provide a comprehensive lens for analyzing
how school leaders address cultural diversity, promote inclusivity, and foster leadership growth in complex educational environments.

Data analysis follows Braun and Clarke’s six-phase framework, which includes familiarization with the data, generating initial codes,
searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and writing up the findings. This systematic approach ensures a
rigorous examination of leadership strategies, offering insights into effective approaches for managing diversity and enhancing school
governance.

To strengthen credibility, member checking was conducted, allowing school leaders (SLs) to review preliminary themes and validate
findings. SLs provided feedback on draft interpretations, ensuring alignment with their lived experiences. This iterative validation
process enhances the trustworthiness of the study’s conclusions.

The research design supports the study’s aim of fostering equity in multicultural educational settings, offering actionable insights for
leadership practices that balance cultural identity, language diversity, and academic achievement.

Particiapnts

This study involved 5-10 school leaders from Lambayong's public schools, selected to explore their lived experiences in multicultural
leadership. SLs had at least 3 years of leadership experience, led schools with diverse populations (Christian, Muslim, indigenous), and
were 40-60 years old to capture established cultural knowledge. Schools were limited to medium to large categories due to higher
diversity and resource complexity. Saturation—the point at which no new themes emerged—qguided final SL numbers, with 5-6 SLs
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as the baseline.

Instrument

The primary instrument for this study was a semi-structured interview, designed to collect in-depth qualitative data from school leaders
in Lambayong. This method combined predetermined questions with the flexibility to explore emergent topics, enabling SLs to share
rich narratives and insights about their experiences managing multicultural dynamics in rural schools (Braun & Clarke, 2021). The
semi-structured format ensured that the research questions were addressed while allowing for deeper probing into SLs’ responses,
fostering a nuanced understanding of their perspectives.

The interview guide consisted of four sections. The first section gathered demographic information, including age, gender, ethnicity,
religion, designation, length of service, and the name of the school. The second section explored cultural challenges and opportunities
faced by school leaders, focusing on specific issues and benefits arising from multicultural dynamics. The third section examined how
leaders balanced academic achievement with the promation of cultural identity among students, highlighting their priorities and the
influence of local educational policies. The fourth section assessed professional development needs, seeking insights into training
opportunities and how these needs reflected the perspectives of teachers, students, parents, and community members.

To ensure rigor and reliability, the interview guide underwent a validation process, including expert reviews and pilot testing.
Additionally, an informed consent form was utilized to outline SLs’ rights and confidentiality measures. A transcription guide
facilitated accurate recording of interview data for analysis using Braun and Clarke’s reflexive thematic approach. These measures
collectively ensured that the research instrument captured meaningful data while adhering to methodological standards.

Procedure

Before conducting the study, the researcher secured a letter of permission addressed to the Schools Division Superintendent of Sultan
n Kudarat, outlining the plan to conduct research within the division. Permission letters and consent forms were also obtained from the
principals of the participating schools to ensure institutional approval and ethical compliance. Once permissions were granted, the
researcher sought validation of the survey and interview questions by consulting three experts. Feedback from these validators was
incorporated into the final questionnaire, ensuring reliability and relevance. A trial interview was conducted with a non-participating
school leader to refine the instrument further, as recommended by Protacio (2021), who highlighted that trial interviews enhance
credibility and validity.

Following these preparatory steps, in-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted with selected SLs. The interviews focused on
exploring how school leaders manage multicultural dynamics to foster inclusive educational environments. Responses were recorded
and transcribed verbatim to maintain data integrity and accurately represent SLs’ voices. Supplementary tools, such as informed consent
forms and transcription guides, were utilized to ensure ethical compliance and accuracy during data collection.

Data Analysis

The researcher analyzed the data using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) reflexive thematic analysis, a systematic yet flexible method for
identifying, examining, and reporting patterns and themes. This approach aligned with the study’s phenomenological focus on
exploring school leaders’ lived experiences in multicultural rural schools. The analysis follows six iterative phases:

Familiarization: The researcher immerses themselves in the data by reading and re-reading interview transcripts to identify emerging
patterns and contextual nuances.

Initial Coding: Data segments are systematically coded to label recurring ideas. Codes are generated inductively, ensuring alignment
with SLs’ narratives.

Theme Development: Codes are grouped into broader themes that capture the essence of SLs’ experiences. Themes are refined to
ensure coherence and relevance to the research questions.

Theme Review: Themes are critically evaluated to assess their contribution to understanding multicultural leadership challenges. Gaps
in analysis are addressed by revisiting the data.

Theme Definition: Each theme is clearly defined and named, supported by direct quotes from SLs to illustrate its significance.

Report Production: A structured narrative synthesizes the themes, linking findings to theoretical frameworks (e.g., CRSL, Social Justice
Leadership) and contextualizing them within Lambayong’s rural setting.

Trustworthiness is ensured through member checking and triangulation with supplementary data. Braun and Clarke’s reflexive
approach acknowledges that themes are actively constructed by the researcher, emphasizing transparency in coding and theme
development.

Ethical Considerations

This study adheres to ethical principles to ensure the rights and welfare of SLs are prioritized. Informed consent is obtained from both
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institutional authorities (e.g., Schools Division Superintendent) and SLs, ensuring clarity on the study’s purpose, risks, confidentiality
measures, and voluntary participation. SLs are explicitly informed of their right to withdraw at any stage without penalty, fostering
trust and autonomy.

Confidentiality is maintained through anonymization of data (e.g., pseudonyms for schools and SLs) and secure storage of transcripts.
The researcher assumes responsibility for data integrity, ensuring accuracy and reliability in transcription and analysis to uphold the
study’s validity. To minimize potential discomfort or distress, interviews are conducted in culturally sensitive environments, respecting
SLs’ cultural and religious backgrounds (e.g., accommodating gender norms or religious practices in Lambayong).

Results and Discussion

This section presents the findings of the study, focusing on leadership practices in multicultural schools and the lived experiences of
five school leaders in Lambayong, Sultan Kudarat, Philippines. Using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase thematic analysis, key
insights were derived from in-depth interviews, revealing how these leaders manage cultural challenges, promote inclusivity, balance
academic achievement with cultural identity, and identify professional development needs.

The findings are analyzed through the lens of three interconnected leadership theories: Culturally Responsive Leadership Theory, the
Social Change Model of Leadership Development, and Transformational Leadership Theory. These frameworks provide a
comprehensive perspective on leadership in multicultural settings, emphasizing equity-driven governance, inclusivity, and
responsiveness to the needs of diverse student populations.

Emerging Themes

The analysis of 56 significant statements, 18 initial codes, identified 6 emerging themes, aligned with the study’s research questions
and follow-up questions. These themes were derived through Braun and Clarke’s reflexive thematic analysis, clustering initial codes
into patterns that reflect systemic challenges, leadership strategies, and opportunities for fostering inclusivity and advancing equity in
multicultural schools. The six emerging themes are: Cultural Conflict Management and Inclusivity, Multicultural Education and
Language Sensitivity, Integration of Cultural Heritage in Academic Learning, Policy Adjustments for Religious and Cultural Inclusion,
Teacher Training and Leadership Development, and Student-Centered Learning and Engagement Strategies

Theme 1: Cultural Conflict Management and Inclusivity

School leaders addressed cultural differences among students—particularly between Maguindanaon, llocano, and Christian
communities—by fostering mutual respect and open communication. While diversity enriches school life, misunderstandings can lead
to conflict, requiring proactive strategies to ensure peaceful interactions and strong relationships. Leaders highlighted values-based
education, collaborative activities, and structured mediation as key approaches to preventing discrimination and building inclusivity.

This theme took shape from multiple initial codes, including handling ethnic group conflicts, reinforcing inclusive practices through
school activities, and strengthening engagement with parents and barangay officials. All five school leaders emphasized the importance
of conflict resolution strategies to maintain a supportive learning environment.

SL 1: "There are occasional tensions between Maguindanaon and llocano students, but addressing issues early prevents escalation.”
SL 2: "Promoting respect through inclusive student leadership programs and collaborative initiatives helps break cultural barriers."
SL 3: "Celebrations like Timpuyog Festival give students opportunities to embrace diversity and build lasting friendships."

SL 4: "Teachers play a crucial role in mediating misunderstandings before they turn into long-term conflicts."

SL 5: "Encouraging mixed-group activities strengthens connections between students from different cultural backgrounds."

Theme 2: Multicultural Education and Language Sensitivity

Linguistic diversity in Lambayong, Sultan Kudarat schools introduces both challenges and opportunities, with students struggling to
learn in Filipino and English while coming from homes that primarily use Maguindanaon or llocano. Leaders recognized that language
barriers can hinder comprehension, participation, and academic success, prompting bilingual strategies and instructional adaptations to
create a more accessible learning environment.

This theme developed from observations on language barriers in instruction, the lack of bilingual materials, the challenges of
multilingual classrooms, and the need for teacher training in language-inclusive education. School leaders agreed that ensuring
language accessibility is essential for equitable learning experiences.

SL 1: "Providing translations for key lessons helps students grasp complex concepts with greater confidence."
SL 2: "Classrooms with multiple languages require more flexible teaching approaches to keep students engaged.”

SL 3: "We create our own materials like for MTB-MLE, but formal resources would improve lesson delivery."
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SL 4: "Teachers need specialized training to handle multilingual classrooms more effectively."

SL 5: "Without language accommodations, students struggle with engagement and overall academic performance."
Theme 3: Integration of Cultural Heritage in Academic Learning

Leaders believe students should maintain a strong connection to their heritage while excelling academically, ensuring that local
traditions and identities are integrated into school activities. Lessons designed around cultural themes—such as indigenous narratives,
livelihood-based applications, and historical storytelling—help students see their experiences reflected in education. Events like Buwan
ng Wika and Timpuyog Festival reinforce both cultural appreciation and academic development.

This theme was shaped by multiple codes, including making learning culturally relevant, integrating local traditions into core subjects,
and highlighting identity through school events. Leaders agree that education should not detach students from their heritage but instead
deepen their understanding of it.

SL 1: "Teaching folklore and indigenous knowledge encourages cultural pride while improving literacy and comprehension."

SL 2: "Cultural performances and spoken poetry allow students to refine public speaking and creative skills."

SL 3: "Applying agricultural themes in science and math connects classroom lessons to real-world experiences."

SL 4: "Storytelling competitions help students sharpen their research abilities while strengthening cultural identity."”

SL 5: "Including Mindanao’s history in lessons ensures students recognize the contributions of their ancestors and local communitieS."
Theme 4: Policy Adjustments for Religious and Cultural Inclusion

Leaders recognize that standard policies must be flexible enough to accommodate students' diverse religious and cultural identities,
ensuring fair access to educational opportunities while respecting traditions. Adjustments such as early dismissals for prayer, inclusive
dress codes, and culturally relevant student leadership programs allow students to express themselves while maintaining academic
focus.

This theme took form through initial codes related to adjusting schedules for religious observances, ensuring culturally diverse school
activities, and fairly distributing leadership opportunities among students from different backgrounds. Leaders aim to balance
institutional policies with cultural realities to promote inclusion.

SL 1: "Muslim students are allowed early dismissal on Fridays for prayer while ensuring they meet academic requirements."
SL 2: "Our school-wide activities are designed to reflect the diverse backgrounds of our student body."

SL 3: "Traditional clothing is encouraged during cultural events, allowing students to express their identity."

SL 4: "Community elders help shape school policies to ensure fair representation for all students."

SL 5: "Leadership positions are rotated among different cultural groups to ensure balance and fairness."

Theme 5: Teacher Training and Leadership Development

Teachers play a crucial role in building inclusivity, requiring ongoing professional development in culturally responsive teaching,
conflict resolution, and multilingual education. Leaders advocate for training programs that enhance teachers’ ability to create
supportive learning environments for students of all backgrounds.

This theme was constructed from observations on educator preparedness, workshops on Mindanao’s diverse traditions, training in
conflict resolution techniques, and initiatives to strengthen cultural awareness in classrooms. Leaders agree that investing in teacher
training improves classroom inclusivity and student engagement.

SL 1: "Teachers need to be trained in mediation skills to handle misunderstandings efficiently and fairly."

SL 2: "Professional development focused on multicultural education provides teachers with new strategies for diverse classrooms."
SL 3: "An understanding of local traditions allows teachers to design lessons that resonate with students."

SL 4: "Workshops on bilingual instruction help teachers support students struggling with language barriers."

SL 5: "Immersion programs help educators build stronger connections with students by experiencing local customs firsthand."
Theme 6: Student-Centered Learning and Engagement Strategies

Leaders implement student-driven learning approaches that strengthen cultural exchange and collaboration among students. Interactive
activities such as peer projects, storytelling workshops, and open discussions allow students to engage meaningfully with each other’s
backgrounds while developing academic and social skills.
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This theme was built upon initial codes related to role-playing exercises, collaborative projects, and structured efforts to foster cultural
appreciation in classrooms. Leaders agree that student-led initiatives create an environment where diversity is valued and celebrated.

SL 1: "Role-playing activities allow students to see things from different perspectives, building empathy."

SL 2: "Collaborative projects bring students together and help break stereotypes.”

SL 3: "Encouraging open discussions creates a space where students feel comfortable expressing their heritage."
SL 4: "Peer-led storytelling allows students to share their traditions while improving communication skills."

SL 5: "Joint school projects featuring different cultures promote teamwork and mutual understanding.”

The findings of this study provide insights into how school leaders in Lambayong, Sultan Kudarat, manage multicultural complexities
while fostering inclusivity, equity, and culturally responsive governance. Through Braun and Clarke’s Reflexive Thematic Analysis,
six interconnected themes emerged, reflecting the systemic challenges, leadership strategies, and opportunities for advancing equity in
multicultural schools.

These findings are structured within three key areas:

Key Areas Emerging Themes
Addressing Cultural Challenges and  Cultural Conflict Management and Inclusivity, Multicultural Education and
Opportunities Language Sensitivity, Policy Adjustments for Religious and Cultural Inclusion
Balancing Academic Achievement Integration of Cultural Heritage in Academic Learning, Student-Centered
with Cultural Identity Learning and Engagement Strategies
Professional Development Needs Teacher Training and Leadership Development

The discussion integrates Culturally Responsive Leadership Theory (CRL), the Social Change Model of Leadership Development, and
Transformational Leadership Theory, illustrating how leadership strategies align with and expand upon prior research.

Addressing Cultural Challenges and Opportunities
Cultural Conflict Management and Inclusivity

The findings underscore the persistent ethnic and religious tensions in Lambayong’s schools, particularly among Maguindanaon,
llocano, and Christian communities. While diversity enriches the school environment, misunderstandings can escalate into conflict,
requiring proactive mediation strategies.

School leaders implemented values-based education, structured mediation, and inclusive events like Timpuyog Festival to foster unity,
reinforcing Santamaria & Santamaria’s (2015) claim that celebrating shared traditions strengthens relationships. Leaders also
emphasized engagement with barangay officials and religious elders, a community-based approach not extensively explored in previous
literature. This supports Transformational Leadership Theory (Bass & Riggio, 2006), where leaders drive change by embedding cultural
responsiveness into student interactions. These findings suggest that community partnerships could be leveraged in other rural and
multicultural contexts facing similar challenges.

Multicultural Education and Language Sensitivity

Linguistic diversity remains a critical challenge in Lambayong schools, where students struggle with Filipino and English while
speaking Maguindanaon or llocano at home. Consistent with Ford et al. (2014), leaders recognized that language barriers impact
comprehension, participation, and academic success, prompting bilingual strategies and instructional adaptations to improve
accessibility.

Unlike prior studies that focus on urban multilingual classrooms, this research offers a rural Philippine perspective, where educators
compensate for the lack of institutional support by creating their own language-inclusive teaching strategies. Findings align with
Komives & Wagner’s (2012) Social Change Model, which critiques systemic policies that disadvantage linguistically diverse students.
Leaders advocate for reform, reflecting Transformational Leadership (Bass & Riggio, 2006), where education leaders secure resources
and policy shifts to promote bilingual education. Given the global rise in multilingual education, these strategies could inform
interventions in other rural communities facing language accessibility issues.

Policy Adjustments for Religious and Cultural Inclusion

Inclusion policies in schools often fail to accommodate diverse religious and cultural identities (Jean-Marie, Normore, & Brooks,
2009). Findings in Lambayong reveal institutional challenges similar to Khalifa et al. (2016), reinforcing CRL’s stance that policies
must reflect students’ lived experiences.

Unlike previous studies that critique policy rigidity, this research provides real-world examples of localized adjustments, including
early dismissals for Friday prayer, flexible uniform policies, and consultation with religious elders. Transformational Leadership
Theory (Bass & Riggio, 2006) remains relevant, as school leaders push for long-term reforms rather than temporary accommodations.
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These strategies offer applicable insights for schools requiring policy adaptations to reflect diverse student demographics.

Balancing Academic Achievement with Cultural Identity
Integration of Cultural Heritage in Academic Learning

Culturally embedded curricula enhance student engagement and academic performance (Gay, 2018; Ladson-Billings, 1995). Findings
in Lambayong align with CRL’s principle of culturally relevant instruction (Khalifa et al., 2016), demonstrating how leaders integrate
traditional storytelling, indigenous narratives, and localized teaching methods.

Unlike previous studies that focus on formal policy-based approaches, this research explores grassroots instructional innovations, where
rural educators adapt lesson content without institutional support. Transformational Leadership (Bass & Riggio, 2006) is evident, as
leaders encourage teachers to embed local traditions into standardized curricula despite constraints. These findings apply to other rural
multicultural settings, where educators must balance cultural identity with academic achievement.

Student-Centered Learning and Engagement Strategies

Student-led initiatives play a critical role in fostering inclusivity and engagement (Santamaria, 2014; Khalifa et al., 2016). Findings in
Lambayong support Uddin & Bridges (2023), highlighting that peer-led projects, storytelling workshops, and open discussions
strengthen cultural connections among students.

Unlike prior studies focusing primarily on teacher-driven interventions, this research highlights student leadership as an integral force
in shaping school culture. Findings reinforce Komives & Wagner’s (2012) Social Change Model, which emphasizes embedding student
engagement within school governance, and Transformational Leadership (Bass & Riggio, 2006), which encourages self-directed
learning approaches. These strategies can be adapted in diverse educational contexts, where student agency is crucial for fostering
inclusivity.

Professional Development Needs
Teacher Training and Leadership Development

Effective multicultural education requires strong teacher preparation (Gay, 2018; Shields, 2014). Findings from Lambayong reflect
Jean-Marie et al.’s (2009) observation that rural schools struggle with cultural competency training and bilingual instruction. Leaders
advocate for professional development in culturally responsive teaching, conflict resolution, and multilingual education, reinforcing
CRL’s principle of structured educator training (Ford et al., 2014).

Unlike previous research that focuses on formalized national programs, this study highlights grassroots initiatives, where leaders
implement mentorship programs and immersive experiences in Mindanao’s cultural traditions. The Social Change Model (Komives &
Wagner, 2012) reinforces that teacher training must be institutionally supported, rather than an individual endeavor. These findings
offer transferable insights for educators in underfunded and multicultural rural settings, where formal professional development remains
limited.

Implications and Contributions

This study advances the discourse on multicultural leadership by offering contextual insights from a rural Philippine setting, an area
often overlooked in global research. While existing literature primarily focuses on urban and Western contexts, these findings highlight
distinct challenges and leadership strategies within rural multicultural schools.

By analyzing school leadership in Lambayong, this study contributes to educational leadership improvements and policy
recommendations, promoting equitable learning opportunities for students from diverse backgrounds.

Conclusions

The findings of this study highlight the critical role of leadership in multicultural schools, emphasizing the need for proactive, equity-
driven strategies that integrate culturally responsive governance, inclusive pedagogy, and teacher development. School leaders in
Lambayong, Sultan Kudarat, manage complex cultural landscapes, balancing academic achievement with identity preservation while
addressing institutional barriers such as rigid policies, limited bilingual education support, and gaps in teacher training. This research
extends the existing literature on Culturally Responsive Leadership Theory, the Social Change Model of Leadership Development, and
Transformational Leadership Theory, reinforcing that leadership in diverse educational settings must go beyond passive inclusion.
Instead, leaders must actively dismantle inequities, shaping sustained reforms that address systemic challenges and promote equitable
learning opportunities.

Building on prior research, this study provides contextual insights into multicultural leadership within rural Philippine schools, an area
often underrepresented in global discussions on educational equity. By bridging theoretical insights with practical strategies, this study
contributes to educational leadership scholarship, offering evidence-based approaches to strengthen equity and inclusivity in diverse
school settings. Implementing culturally grounded leadership models will be essential in creating lasting educational systems that

Rizzie D. Rodriguez 1152/1154



Psych Educ, 2025, 41(10): 1144-1154, Document 1D:2025PEMJ4031, doi:10.70838/pem;j.411005, ISSN 2822-4353

benefit both students and educators, ensuring policies remain responsive to the evolving needs of multicultural communities.

School leaders may establish structured peer-resolution programs and strengthen partnerships with local communities to mediate
cultural tensions and promote intercultural dialogue.

Institutionalizing bilingual education might require additional funding for language-accessible instructional materials and expanded
teacher training programs to address linguistic diversity.

Integrating cultural heritage into lesson plans may help students engage more meaningfully in academics, ensuring their cultural identity
remains central to their educational experience.

Schools might modify institutional policies to accommodate religious and cultural practices, implementing flexible scheduling and
inclusive guidelines for student participation.

Educators may pursue cultural competency training to develop strategies for fostering inclusivity and engaging students from diverse
backgrounds.

Encouraging student-led engagement activities might empower learners to collaborate across cultural lines, enhancing peer-driven
learning experiences.

Policymakers may refine MTB-MLE policy guidelines to align with multilingual classroom realities, ensuring effective language
support for students.

Expanding professional development initiatives might equip teachers with conflict resolution, bilingual education, and culturally
responsive instructional strategies tailored to diverse school settings.

Strengthening collaboration between schools and local communities may bridge cultural gaps, ensuring educational policies reflect
both academic and societal priorities, fostering sustainable inclusivity in multicultural education settings.
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