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Working while studying has become a common strategy for students to cope with the increasing financial demands of higher education. Students from economically disadvantaged backgrounds, in particular, often seek employment as student assistants to sustain their college education. This study explored the lived experiences of student assistants in a Catholic educational institution in Bacolod City, focusing on how they navigate the dual responsibilities of academic life and institutional work. A qualitative phenomenological research design was employed to capture the participants’ subjective experiences. Five student assistants were purposively selected as conversation partners and provided rich, firsthand accounts of their daily realities. Data were gathered through in-depth, semi-structured interviews and analyzed using Colaizzi’s method of thematic analysis. Three major themes emerged from the findings: the struggles of student assistants, resilience through adaptation and support, and holistic growth through responsibility and purpose. The results revealed that student assistants encounter significant challenges, including heavy workloads, rigid schedules, and difficulties balancing academic and work commitments. Despite these challenges, strong psychosocial support from supervisors, peers, and family members enabled them to cope effectively and adjust to their roles. Moreover, the student assistantship experience fostered personal, professional, and spiritual growth, equipping participants with essential skills and resilience that prepare them for future workplace realities.
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Introduction:

“Working to learn” has become an increasingly common phenomenon across higher education systems worldwide. In developed contexts, substantial proportions of university students combine employment with formal studies. In the United States, for instance, approximately 74% of part-time undergraduate students and 40% of full-time undergraduates were employed while enrolled in school, based on data from the National Center for Education Statistics (Kerr & Cabral, 2023). Similarly, data from Oertele (2022) revealed that 23% of individuals aged 15–29 years in Europe were working students, with as many as 70% of those within this age bracket combining employment and education. These figures reflect a global trend in which student employment is no longer peripheral but embedded within contemporary higher education participation.

In developing countries such as the Philippines, the phenomenon of working students is shaped by distinct socioeconomic realities. A college diploma is widely regarded as a pathway to social mobility and economic security, prompting strong state intervention to widen access to tertiary education. The implementation of the Universal Access to Tertiary Education Act (Republic Act No. 10931), approved on August 3, 2017, significantly expanded opportunities for Filipino students to pursue higher education. Despite this policy support, financial constraints persist. A 2022 survey by the Commission on Higher Education (CHED) reported that approximately 216,000 senior high school and college students were engaged in employment to sustain their studies. These data suggest that free tuition alone does not eliminate the need for students to work, particularly among those from economically disadvantaged backgrounds.

Working students may be broadly defined as individuals who pursue full-time academic programs while engaging in paid employment beyond marginal or incidental work. Munich Business School (2022) characterizes working students as those enrolled in full-time university programs who are employed on a more-than-marginal basis by an organization. In many Philippine private higher education institutions, students working on campus are commonly referred to as student assistants. These students are typically assigned clerical and support tasks such as encoding, printing, filing, and other office-related duties, depending on their designated unit. Their workstations are often located in libraries, administrative offices, and dining services, where they contribute directly to the daily operations of the institution.

The dual engagement in work and study has been shown to yield both developmental benefits and substantial challenges. From a positive standpoint, employment during college can enhance students’ employability and foster a sense of belonging within the academic community. Usman et al. (2023) emphasize that experiential learning opportunities, including on-campus employment, contribute to holistic educational development and support students’ social integration. Employment can also function as a platform for skills acquisition, particularly when employability skills are intentionally integrated into higher education curricula (Rubio-Andrés et al., 2023). Furthermore, work experiences have been associated with leadership development among students, although outcomes may vary depending on the nature and demands of the job (Peck & Callahan, 2019).

Conversely, a growing body of literature highlights the adverse consequences of student employment, particularly in relation to academic performance and mental health. Balancing work and academic responsibilities often introduces heightened stress, which may manifest as anxiety, burnout, and reduced academic engagement (Summer et al., 2023). Empirical evidence indicates that employment-related pressures exacerbate stress levels among students, especially in contexts characterized by limited job security and financial necessity (Yang et al., 2022). Similarly, job-related demands have been found to detract from students’ psychological well-being and academic focus (Peng et al., 2023). Reliance on employment for financial stability—particularly within precarious labor arrangements such as the gig economy—can further intensify work-study conflict, adversely affecting academic outcomes (Glavin et al., 2024). Excessive work hours have also been linked to diminished academic motivation, with students engaged in extended part-time employment reporting lower levels of commitment to their studies (Chen et al., 2021).

In the Philippine context, working while pursuing tertiary education is not a new phenomenon. Students commonly cite financial necessity as the primary motivation for employment, including supporting underprivileged families, sustaining educational expenses, and compensating for limited or absent family financial support due to unemployment, illness, or death. Others report working to assert personal agency and demonstrate that poverty need not preclude academic success (Balacuit & Lopio, 2022). Despite the prevalence of student employment, limited empirical attention has been given to the lived experiences of student assistants working within higher education institutions, particularly in faith-based settings.

Against this backdrop, the present study explored the lived experiences of student assistants in a Catholic higher education institution in Bacolod City during the Academic Year 2023–2024. Specifically, it sought to examine how student assistants experience the dual roles of work and study and how these experiences shape their views toward employment and education. By foregrounding the voices of student assistants, this study aims to contribute nuanced, context-specific insights into the complexities of student employment within Philippine higher education.

Review of Related Literature

Scholarly literature on transitions consistently emphasizes that transitions are not discrete or momentary events but rather ongoing processes characterized by movement across phases. Ślebarska and Flakus (2020) argue that transitions involve a sequence of endings and beginnings, where the conclusion of one phase creates the conditions necessary for entry into the next. This process-oriented view highlights the cumulative nature of transitions, suggesting that individuals continuously adapt as they move through changing roles, environments, and expectations. Bangcola (2023) further supports this perspective by noting that each completed phase of a transition plays a critical role in shaping how individuals navigate subsequent phases, underscoring the interconnectedness of transition experiences.

While transitions are often associated with heightened stress, research suggests that individuals can mitigate these stressors through reflective and adaptive practices. Ślebarska and Flakus (2020) introduce the concept of “taking stock,” a reflective process through which individuals evaluate their current circumstances, recognize available resources, and develop awareness of their strengths and limitations. This process enables individuals to respond more effectively to the demands of transition by fostering intentional decision-making and adaptive coping.

The literature identifies four interrelated domains that comprise the “taking stock” process and collectively shape an individual’s capacity to manage transitions. The first domain, Situation, refers to the specific context and conditions surrounding the transition. Factors such as role demands, institutional environment, and timing can significantly influence how individuals interpret and respond to change. Understanding the situational context is therefore crucial in explaining variations in transition outcomes among individuals undergoing similar experiences.

The second domain, Support, encompasses the emotional, social, and practical resources available to individuals during transitions. Coston (2023) emphasizes that access to supportive networks—such as family, peers, mentors, and institutional structures—can buffer the negative effects of transition-related stress. In higher education settings, support systems play a vital role in sustaining students’ motivation, well-being, and persistence, particularly among those balancing multiple responsibilities.

The third domain, Self, involves personal attributes, prior experiences, and identity-related factors that influence how individuals perceive and navigate transitions. Research highlights self-efficacy as a critical element within this domain. Coston (2023) notes that first-generation transfer students with a strong sense of self-efficacy demonstrate greater resilience and adaptability when confronting academic and social challenges in higher education. This suggests that individuals’ beliefs about their own capabilities significantly affect their ability to manage transitional demands.
The fourth domain, Strategies, pertains to the coping mechanisms and practical approaches individuals employ to handle transition-related challenges. Effective strategies enable individuals to regulate stress and balance competing responsibilities. Roybal et al. (2021) found that structured time management strategies are particularly beneficial for working students, allowing them to manage academic and occupational demands more efficiently. The use of deliberate strategies not only reduces stress but also contributes to improved academic performance and overall adjustment.

Collectively, these studies demonstrate that transitions—such as those experienced by working students—are complex, multifaceted processes shaped by situational factors, available support, personal attributes, and coping strategies. Understanding these domains provides a comprehensive framework for examining how student assistants navigate the dual demands of work and study within higher education contexts.

Methodology

This study employed a qualitative research approach to explore the lived experiences of student assistants working on campus while pursuing higher education. Specifically, a phenomenological research design was utilized to capture and interpret how student assistants make sense of their dual roles as workers and students. Qualitative research is a methodological approach that seeks to understand human behavior, experiences, and social phenomena through rich, narrative data, emphasizing participants’ subjective meanings and interpretations of their lived realities (Aspers & Corte, 2019). This approach enables researchers to gain in-depth insights into participants’ thoughts, motivations, and emotions, thereby offering a holistic understanding of the phenomenon under investigation.

Grounded in the philosophical foundations of phenomenology as articulated by Edmund Husserl, this study focused on individuals’ lived experiences and the meanings they ascribe to those experiences. Phenomenology aims to uncover the essence of a phenomenon as it appears to consciousness, emphasizing how individuals perceive, interpret, and give meaning to their experiences within specific contexts (Vos, 2020). This design was deemed appropriate for examining the realities of student assistants whose academic lives are shaped by simultaneous work responsibilities.
The study was conducted in a private Catholic higher education institution in Bacolod City during the Academic Year 2023–2024. The participants, referred to as conversation partners, consisted of five (5) student assistants assigned to different departments and offices within the institution. Purposive sampling was employed to select participants who could provide rich and relevant information aligned with the research objectives. Purposive sampling is a non-probability sampling technique in which participants are deliberately chosen based on characteristics relevant to the phenomenon being studied, thereby enhancing the depth and relevance of the data collected (Limna & Kraiwanit, 2024). The inclusion criteria required that participants be between nineteen (19) and twenty-three (23) years old, have served as student assistants for at least two (2) to three (3) years, come from families whose income falls below the poverty threshold, and be officially enrolled during the Academic Year 2023–2024.

Data were gathered through the use of a semi-structured interview guide, which allowed for flexibility in exploring participants’ experiences while ensuring alignment with the study’s objectives. Semi-structured interviews are particularly effective in educational research as they facilitate in-depth exploration of nuanced experiences, especially among students undergoing significant transitions in higher education contexts (Coston, 2023). The interview guide consisted of ten open-ended questions designed to elicit detailed accounts of participants’ daily routines, work responsibilities, academic experiences, and reflections on working within a Catholic educational environment. Sample questions included inquiries about a typical day or week as a student assistant and how participants experience and embody the mission and values of the Catholic school in their daily tasks.

Data collection was conducted through face-to-face interviews between the researcher and each conversation partner. Prior to the interviews, participants were informed of the purpose of the study, the voluntary nature of their participation, and the confidentiality of the data. With participants’ consent, interviews were audio-recorded to ensure accuracy and completeness of the data. Relevant contextual details such as time, date, and location of each interview were documented. Data collection followed established ethical standards for research involving human participants, consistent with the definition of data collection as the systematic gathering and measuring of information to answer research questions and evaluate outcomes (Jovancic, 2022).

Ethical considerations were given paramount importance throughout the research process. Ethical research practices ensure the protection of participants’ rights, dignity, and welfare, including the provision of informed consent and the safeguarding of confidentiality (Lang et al., 2022). Prior to participation, all conversation partners were thoroughly informed about the nature and purpose of the study, the procedures involved, potential risks and benefits, and their rights as participants, including the right to withdraw at any point without negative consequences. Participants were assured that all identifying information would be kept confidential and that data would be used solely for academic purposes.

Given the potential vulnerability of participants as working students from economically disadvantaged backgrounds, additional safeguards were implemented. Participation was entirely voluntary, and participants were free to discontinue the interview if they felt uncomfortable. To mitigate potential emotional risks, the researcher ensured that a counselor or psychologist was available during the interview process for debriefing if needed. The anticipated benefits of the study include informing parents, teachers, student assistants, and guidance counselors in the development of guidance programs tailored to working scholars. Participants were selected fairly based on the established inclusion criteria and were compensated for their voluntary participation. Transparency was maintained by ensuring that no conflicts of interest or monetary claims were associated with the study, and a copy of the research paper will be made available upon publication. The researcher personally financed all aspects of the study, including data gathering, analysis, and manuscript preparation, thereby ensuring adequacy of facilities and independence of the research process.

To ensure the rigor and trustworthiness of the findings, the study adhered to the framework proposed by Lincoln and Guba (1985), which encompasses credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Credibility was established by ensuring that the findings accurately reflected participants’ perspectives and lived realities. Strategies such as member checking and prolonged engagement were employed to enhance the authenticity and reliability of the data. Transferability was addressed by providing rich, detailed descriptions of the research context, participants, and procedures, enabling readers to assess the applicability of the findings to other contexts (Stalmeijer et al., 2024). Dependability was ensured by maintaining clear documentation of the research process, including process logs and peer debriefing, allowing the research procedures to be logical, traceable, and transparent (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Confirmability was achieved by ensuring that findings were grounded in participants’ narratives rather than researcher bias, thereby enhancing the objectivity and trustworthiness of the interpretations (Lien et al., 2020).

Data analysis followed Colaizzi’s seven-step phenomenological method. The researcher began by immersing herself in the data through repeated readings of all interview transcripts to gain a comprehensive understanding of participants’ accounts. Significant statements directly related to the phenomenon were identified and extracted, with corresponding page and line numbers documented. Meanings were then formulated from these significant statements and clustered into themes that reflected common patterns across participants’ experiences. These themes were integrated into an exhaustive description of the phenomenon, which was subsequently distilled into a fundamental structure capturing the essential aspects of the lived experience of student assistants. Finally, this fundamental structure was returned to the conversation partners for validation to ensure that it accurately represented their experiences.

Results

Analysis of the interview data revealed three major themes that emerged consistently from the participants’ narratives: The Struggles of Student Assistants, Resilience Through Adaptation and Support, and Holistic Growth Through Responsibility and Purpose. These themes reflect the shared yet distinct lived experiences of student assistants as they navigated the dual demands of work and academic life. The findings are presented through a synthesis of participants’ accounts, illustrating both commonalities and individual variations in experience.

The first theme, The Struggles of Student Assistants, captures the multifaceted challenges encountered by participants as they assumed responsibilities beyond those of regular students. All participants reported significant role strain arising from the need to balance academic requirements with institutional duties. Student assistants were tasked with clerical, administrative, and service-oriented functions across various offices, often requiring strict adherence to schedules that conflicted with class hours and study time. These overlapping responsibilities frequently resulted in physical exhaustion and mental fatigue. Participants described days marked by rushing between classrooms and offices, limited rest, and persistent pressure to meet both academic and work expectations.

Financial hardship emerged as a central driver of student employment and a persistent source of stress. Participants came from economically disadvantaged households characterized by unstable income, unemployment, illness, or the loss of a parent. For some, such as those who had delayed or altered their academic trajectories due to financial constraints, employment as a student assistant represented the only viable means of continuing their education. The need to contribute to family finances or reduce tuition costs intensified the weight of their responsibilities, reinforcing a sense of obligation that extended beyond personal aspirations. Despite these hardships, participants consistently framed their struggles as necessary sacrifices rather than insurmountable barriers.

The second theme, Resilience Through Adaptation and Support, highlights how participants responded to these challenges through personal adjustment and reliance on psychosocial support systems. Transitioning from being a regular student to a working student assistant required substantial adaptation. Participants described initial difficulties adjusting to structured work routines, managing time constraints, and fulfilling expectations in professional settings. Introverted participants, in particular, reported discomfort with roles that demanded frequent interaction with students, faculty, and staff. However, over time, they consciously adapted by stepping outside their comfort zones, developing communication skills, and learning to navigate institutional environments more confidently.

Psychosocial support played a crucial role in sustaining participants through periods of stress. Support from family members—such as parents, grandparents, siblings, and extended relatives—provided emotional grounding and motivation. Equally important was the support received within the institution. Participants frequently cited office heads, supervisors, and fellow student assistants as sources of encouragement and validation. Trust and recognition from supervisors fostered confidence and reinforced participants’ belief in their own capabilities. Peer relationships among student assistants also served as a vital coping mechanism, offering shared understanding, emotional reassurance, and a sense of belonging.

Coping strategies varied among participants but were consistently marked by positivity and perseverance. Participants described reframing challenges as opportunities for growth, maintaining optimism despite fatigue, and drawing strength from their long-term goals. Some managed stress by maximizing idle moments for studying, while others relied on emotional expression, prayer, or reflection. Although moments of discouragement were common—sometimes accompanied by tears or thoughts of giving up—participants demonstrated resilience by continuing to fulfill their responsibilities and remain committed to their studies.

The third theme, Holistic Growth Through Responsibility and Purpose, reflects the transformative outcomes of participants’ experiences as student assistants. Beyond academic survival, participants reported significant personal, social, and professional growth. Increased responsibility fostered maturity, self-discipline, and a stronger sense of purpose. Many participants described becoming more confident, independent, and socially engaged. Introverted individuals reported notable changes in their ability to communicate, collaborate, and lead, with some eventually assuming leadership roles within student organizations.
Time management emerged as a critical skill developed through necessity. Participants learned to prioritize tasks, manage competing deadlines, and use limited time efficiently. These skills were not only essential for balancing work and study but were also perceived as valuable preparation for future professional demands. Exposure to real-world work environments provided participants with practical insights into organizational dynamics, professional etiquette, and service-oriented responsibilities, enhancing their readiness for post-graduation employment.

For some participants, growth extended beyond academic and professional domains into spiritual development, particularly within the context of a Catholic educational institution. Participants described finding meaning in service, responsibility, and perseverance, aligning their work with institutional values. Serving others—especially students and children who sought assistance—was frequently cited as a source of fulfillment and motivation. This sense of purpose reinforced participants’ commitment to their roles and contributed to a deeper appreciation of their educational journey.

Overall, the findings illustrate that while the experience of being a student assistant is marked by significant struggle, it also cultivates resilience and holistic growth. Participants’ narratives reveal a complex interplay between hardship and empowerment, demonstrating how responsibility, support, and purpose shape the lived experiences of student assistants in higher education.

Discussion and Analysis

The findings of this study illuminate the complex realities of student assistants who simultaneously carry academic responsibilities and institutional work obligations, revealing that their experiences are best understood as a transition process rather than a single event. Schlossberg’s transition theory provides a useful lens for interpreting these experiences because it emphasizes how individuals’ perceptions of their transitions, their available supports, their sense of self, and their coping strategies shape how successfully they adapt to change (Mills et al., 2020). In this study, the participants’ accounts consistently reflected the demands of transition as an ongoing experience—marked by strain, adaptation, and growth—rather than a temporary disruption that ends once routines are established.

The first theme, The Struggles of Student Assistants, foregrounds how the dual role of being both student and worker introduces persistent pressures that shape everyday functioning. Participants described responsibilities that extended beyond simple assistance, including maintaining clean and orderly workspaces, carrying out clerical tasks, managing bookings, preparing office areas, and supporting routine operations. These duties were not trivial: they demanded attentiveness, consistency, and accountability, and they required student assistants to meet workplace expectations while also protecting academic performance. In transition terms, these experiences reflect how situational demands can define the intensity of adjustment and determine whether a transition becomes manageable or overwhelming (Mills et al., 2020). The participants’ workload also demonstrated how workplace conditions and task structures can influence stress and work experience, with the maintenance of an orderly environment contributing to the sense of structure and functional stability needed to perform effectively. This aligns with the argument that situational factors shape adaptation and morale, since a structured environment can influence well-being and work effectiveness (Coston, 2023; Diale, 2022). Moreover, the organizational functions performed by student assistants—such as handling paperwork and coordinating office processes—reflect the importance of clerical support to institutional efficiency, and research likewise associates organizational practices with improved productivity and engagement in workplace settings (Muhonen & Berthelsen, 2020).

However, the most pronounced difficulty under this theme centered on balancing duties and priorities. Participants reported consistently tight schedules, physical fatigue, and emotional strain due to abrupt transitions between office work and academic commitments, compounded by distance between office locations and classrooms, limited turnover time, and overlapping schedules such as online classes beginning immediately after duty hours. Such conditions created repeated patterns of tardiness, reduced preparation time for quizzes, limited rest, and the need to complete academic tasks after shifts despite exhaustion. Schlossberg’s model helps explain these difficulties by emphasizing that transitions become more challenging when role demands exceed the resources and strategies available to the individual, and when support systems are insufficient to buffer the strain (Mills et al., 2020). Consistent with this, working student assistants have been found to experience compounded burdens related to multitasking, workplace pressures, and transportation constraints that further complicate the balancing of responsibilities (Baja, 2024). Time management, in particular, emerged as a recurring struggle that shaped daily stress, consistent with evidence that working student assistants experience persistent difficulty managing multiple roles and commitments (Pilapil & Cutamora, 2025). Yet, the literature also suggests that institutional conditions can improve this experience: workplace teamwork, training, placement, and communication strengthen students’ commitment to higher education institutions, implying that structures and interpersonal supports can reduce strain and foster engagement even under demanding conditions (Alvi & Sharma, 2021).

Financial hardship—captured in the cluster on financial challenges—was not only a background condition but a decisive factor that shaped participants’ entry into assistantship and sustained their commitment despite strain. Participants described joining the program primarily because parents could not reliably finance tuition and expenses, and assistantship became a practical pathway to remain enrolled. Within Schlossberg’s framework, such circumstances highlight how transitions are shaped by the availability of material resources and support systems that enable individuals to endure change. Yet, financial necessity also intensified academic pressure, particularly because sustaining assistantship and scholarship benefits often requires maintaining academic standing. This aligns with findings showing that student assistants often depend on scholarship mechanisms and therefore experience added pressure to maintain performance while fulfilling work obligations (Cabili et al., 2020). Consistent with Philippine-based evidence, students commonly work to support underprivileged families, sustain school expenses, and compensate for absent financial support related to unemployment, illness, or death—patterns that mirror the circumstances described by the participants in this study (Balacuit & Lopio, 2022). At the same time, some participants framed assistantship as an opportunity for self-development and future employability, echoing evidence that student assistants often undertake diverse tasks not only for financial support but also to develop skills and gain real-world exposure (Tumin et al., 2020).

The second theme, Resilience Through Adaptability and Support, demonstrates how participants actively responded to the pressures of transition through adjustment and relational support. Participants’ early experiences as student assistants were often characterized by overwhelm, uncertainty, and doubt, particularly because many had no prior experience managing work and study simultaneously. This initial phase aligns with transition literature describing how early transition periods are often marked by stress, anxiety, and a destabilizing shift in identity and routine. Research similarly notes that balancing academic demands with applied workplace responsibilities can heighten stress and contribute to burnout when students feel unprepared for expectations, underscoring the importance of support systems that scaffold adjustment and reduce overload (Scheef, 2019). Students juggling multiple roles often experience heightened anxiety during early transition phases, even as they may later develop resilience and management skills through adaptation (Heuse et al., 2020). In the present study, participants’ accounts reflect this movement from disorientation toward adjustment, with several describing that routines eventually became manageable as they learned the work and gradually gained autonomy.

Psychosocial support emerged as a decisive protective factor throughout this adaptation process. Participants highlighted the importance of supportive office heads who were understanding of academic obligations, allowed flexibility during lull periods, and provided guidance when office concerns arose. Family support—particularly from caregivers such as grandparents or extended family—served as another stabilizing foundation that sustained motivation, emotional regulation, and persistence. Such findings are consistent with evidence that support groups and supportive relationships enhance resilience by providing opportunities to share coping strategies and reduce isolation (Montaño & Francisco, 2024). Similarly, family support can foster emotional stability and strengthen resilience among students navigating complex role demands. In higher education contexts, social and institutional support also improves student assistants’ experiences by strengthening role management and supporting academic performance, contributing to broader enrichment within school and social settings (Andrade & Fernandes, 2023). These patterns align directly with Schlossberg’s emphasis on support as a key resource in transition management, shaping whether individuals experience transitions as destabilizing or developmentally meaningful.

Participants’ narratives also demonstrated that resilience was not passive; it was enacted through coping and positivity amid stress, often through practical strategies and personal meaning-making. Students described studying during light office tasks, reviewing while commuting, asking guidance from supervisors when problems emerged, and using hobbies such as dancing to regulate stress and improve sleep. Others described deliberate positive thinking and self-talk to manage pressure during quizzes and deadlines. These practices reflect Schlossberg’s emphasis on strategies—the coping methods and behavioral adjustments individuals use to manage transitional demands—and they parallel findings that structured coping approaches support students’ adjustment across identity and role transitions (Coston, 2023). Wider evidence likewise indicates that students benefit from planning and prioritizing, taking breaks, practicing mindfulness, setting realistic goals, maintaining healthy routines, using institutional resources, and engaging in hobbies—strategies that support sustained motivation and resilience under stress (Islam & Rabbi, 2024). At the same time, stress management strategies may differ depending on stress resistance, with some students adopting more adaptive coping mechanisms than others (Affum et al., 2023). Taken together, these findings highlight the importance of strengthening healthy coping strategies so that student assistants can meet role demands without sacrificing well-being.

The third theme, Holistic Growth Through Responsibilities and Purpose, reveals that the assistantship experience did not only produce hardship; it also catalyzed personal transformation across social, academic, professional, and spiritual domains. Schlossberg’s transition theory suggests that transitions can become developmental when individuals are able to draw from personal strengths and contextual resources to adapt, integrate new roles, and construct meaning from their experiences (Coston, 2023). In this study, participants’ narratives reflected precisely this pattern: as they navigated competing demands, they developed interpersonal competencies, time management skills, work readiness, and a strengthened sense of purpose.

A prominent dimension of holistic growth was personal and social development, particularly among participants who initially described themselves as shy, reserved, or socially withdrawn. Through constant workplace interaction with students, faculty, staff, and fellow assistants, participants gradually learned to communicate more confidently and engage more openly in their social environment. Schlossberg’s framework supports this shift by emphasizing adaptation as the integration of new experiences into one’s life rather than remaining preoccupied with disruption, suggesting that engagement and participation signal movement toward adjustment (Gray et al., 2022; Coston, 2023). This aligns with evidence that challenging transitions can foster resilience when individuals reinterpret difficulties as opportunities for growth (Patka et al., 2021). Additionally, assistantship appears to strengthen belongingness and the development of values such as collaboration and accountability, consistent with literature noting that supportive networks and social integration contribute to emotional resilience and more stable adjustment during transitions (Diale, 2022; Roybal et al., 2021).

Another key area of growth involved learned time management, which participants described as a skill developed through necessity. Over time, students learned to prioritize tasks, structure schedules, anticipate disruptions, and operate efficiently despite limited time. Schlossberg’s “4S” components—situation, self, support, and strategies—clarify how time management emerges as an adaptive response to competing demands, particularly when students must actively manage deadlines across academic and work domains. Research similarly indicates that students balancing academic responsibilities and assistantship roles often develop stronger time management skills and improved organization as a direct consequence of managing competing priorities. Effective time management also supports stress reduction and academic performance, reflecting its dual function as both a coping strategy and a competence that supports adaptation (Khiat, 2019). This progression also reflects the transition movement from struggle toward integration, where improved management skills become central to persistence and achievement (Gray et al., 2022; Ballo et al., 2024). In this sense, assistantship becomes a practical training ground for developing discipline and accountability in complex environments, particularly when students engage actively with their responsibilities (Kinston et al., 2023).

Participants also framed assistantship as preparation for future goals and career readiness, describing that their responsibilities resembled real workplace demands and exposed them to professional realities beyond classroom learning. This aligns with evidence that experiential roles enhance workplace effectiveness by strengthening professionalism, time management, and resilience, supporting smoother transitions into employment contexts (Putra et al., 2023). Studies further show that working students develop teamwork, communication, and strong work ethics that improve employability after graduation (Embornas & Ponce, 2024). Student assistantships likewise provide early exposure to employer expectations and practical work environments, contributing to work readiness and confidence (Samson et al., 2024). These findings are consistent with evidence that assistantship programs cultivate responsibility and time management, which are critical for long-term professional success (Pilapil & Cutamora, 2025).
Finally, the assistantship experience in a Catholic institution contributed to spiritual formation, which participants described as a source of motivation, resilience, and meaning. Students reported that faith and institutional values shaped how they approached work, handled self-doubt, and sustained hope amid hardship, indicating that spiritual engagement functioned as both an internal resource and an interpretive framework for their experiences. Research supports the view that when students’ work aligns with their values—including faith-based principles—they may experience stronger commitment and job satisfaction, which can positively influence broader academic functioning (Woo et al., 2022). In faith-centered higher education contexts, spiritual formation has also been shown to foster lifelong learning dispositions and maturity, strengthening moral grounding and ethical behavior (Rabon, 2024). Similarly, spiritual formation can enhance moral self-determination and the development of individual spiritual values, contributing to broader personal growth (Lappo, 2022). Beyond values and ethics, spiritual formation has been linked to resilience and improved management of responsibilities, contributing to healthier social interactions and personal development (Wang et al., 2023). It may also support coping with mental health challenges by fostering community connection, emotional support, and a strengthened sense of meaning (Priyatna, 2022; Shin, 2023). Taken together, these findings suggest that for student assistants in faith-based institutions, spiritual formation may function as a protective factor that deepens purpose and supports psychological stability amid competing demands.

The discussion reinforces that student assistantship is best understood as a sustained transition shaped by situational pressures, resource constraints, social support, and coping strategies, culminating not only in strain but also in meaningful growth. Consistent with Schlossberg’s transition theory, participants’ experiences demonstrate that the outcomes of transition are not determined solely by the presence of challenges, but by how individuals interpret their circumstances, mobilize support, draw from self-resources, and enact strategies that enable adaptation and integration (Mills et al., 2020).

Conclusion:

This phenomenological study examined the lived experiences of student assistants in a Catholic school in Bacolod City and generated three key themes that collectively portray their realities as working students: the struggles associated with balancing dual roles, resilience shaped by adaptation and support, and holistic growth developed through responsibility and purpose. Taken together, these themes provide a comprehensive understanding of how student assistants navigate work demands alongside academic expectations while sustaining motivation and personal development.

The findings show that student assistants perform multifaceted roles that extend beyond routine clerical tasks. Their responsibilities include managing bookings, organizing documents, assisting faculty and office staff, and responding to student concerns—functions that contribute directly to the efficiency and continuity of daily school operations. Through these responsibilities, student assistants develop discipline, adaptability, and work habits that strengthen their preparation for future professional settings, while also easing the workload of administrative personnel and supporting the institution’s service delivery.

At the same time, the study confirms that student assistants encounter substantial challenges rooted in workload intensity, rigid schedules, and the persistent difficulty of balancing office duties with academic requirements. These conditions often lead to stress, fatigue, and limited recovery time, compounded further by financial constraints that shape their everyday decisions. Despite these pressures, the student assistantship experience also serves as a formative environment where participants cultivate practical skills and personal strengths. Students reported growth in time management, resilience, professionalism, teamwork, and interpersonal competence, reflecting a shift from initial struggle toward improved coping and greater confidence in fulfilling responsibilities.

Financial necessity emerged as a central motivation for participation in the student assistantship program, as many students rely on this opportunity to sustain their education. However, participants’ motivations were not purely economic. They also valued the assistantship as an avenue for work exposure, skill development, and career preparation. Importantly, their narratives underscored the role of psychosocial support in sustaining persistence. Support from supervisors, peers, and family members helped mitigate stress and encouraged continued engagement, while coping strategies such as hobbies, self-reflection, and faith-oriented practices strengthened their capacity to manage demands. For many, working within a Catholic school context reinforced spiritual growth and provided a values-based foundation that shaped how they understood hardship, responsibility, and purpose.

This study concludes that although student assistants face considerable challenges, their experiences cultivate resilience, discipline, and holistic growth. Their role positions them not only as beneficiaries of learning-through-work but also as significant contributors to institutional effectiveness, bridging administrative needs and student support in practical and meaningful ways. Given that the study focused on a single Catholic school in Bacolod City, future research may expand to multiple institutions or diverse school contexts to strengthen transferability. Longitudinal inquiry is also recommended to examine the longer-term effects of assistantship on career readiness, well-being, and professional development. Strengthening support systems and ensuring balanced academic-work arrangements may further enable student assistants to succeed both as students and as emerging professionals.

Recommendations

Based on the findings of this study, a structured and responsive Guidance Program for Student Assistants is strongly recommended to address the academic, psychosocial, and developmental challenges faced by working students. While student assistantship provides financial support and experiential learning, the results clearly demonstrate the need for intentional guidance interventions that will help student assistants balance their dual roles, sustain well-being, and maximize personal and professional growth.

First, it is recommended that the institution institutionalize a comprehensive guidance intervention program specifically designed for student assistants. Working while studying places students at risk of time management difficulties, heightened stress, emotional fatigue, and potential burnout. A structured program will provide a safe venue for self-expression, reflection, and support, enabling student assistants to reframe challenges positively and develop healthier coping mechanisms. Anchoring the program within the school’s guidance services ensures continuity, professional oversight, and alignment with the institution’s mission as a Catholic school.

Second, the program should prioritize the development of self-awareness and adjustment skills among student assistants. Early in the academic year, the administration of a College Adjustment Scale (CAS) is recommended to assess students’ readiness, stressors, and adaptation concerns. This assessment will allow guidance counselors to identify students who may need immediate intervention and tailor support accordingly. Complementary seminar-workshops on self-awareness and role adjustment can help student assistants better understand their strengths, limitations, and expectations as both students and employees.

Third, the study strongly recommends systematic training in time management and role balancing. Given that difficulty in prioritizing academic and work responsibilities emerged as a major concern, seminar-workshops focusing on practical time management strategies should be conducted. These sessions may include goal setting, scheduling techniques, workload prioritization, and stress regulation strategies. Strengthening these skills will enable student assistants to manage academic tasks without compromising work performance or personal well-being.

Fourth, it is recommended that the guidance program include regular individual and group counseling services. Counseling sessions can address academic stress, workplace concerns, interpersonal challenges, and emotional fatigue. Group counseling, in particular, may foster peer support and normalize shared experiences among student assistants. The presence of trained guidance counselors and psychometricians ensures ethical, confidential, and developmentally appropriate interventions.

Fifth, to strengthen resilience and psychosocial well-being, the study recommends integrating values-based and resilience-focused activities. The administration of a Work Values Inventory (WVI) can help student assistants reflect on their motivations, values, and work attitudes. Talks on resilience, happiness, and coping with workplace challenges—preferably facilitated by alumni who were former student assistants—may provide relatable role models and reinforce hope, perseverance, and purpose. These initiatives are particularly aligned with the Catholic school context, where faith, service, and character formation are integral to student development.

Sixth, collaboration between the Guidance Office and the offices where student assistants are assigned is recommended. Regular performance evaluations conducted by office supervisors can serve as feedback mechanisms to assess adjustment, work performance, and behavioral growth. These evaluations, conducted per semester, may be triangulated with academic performance and guidance assessments to monitor progress and identify students who may require additional support.

Finally, it is recommended that the program adopt a continuous evaluation and improvement mechanism. After every activity, feedback should be gathered from student assistants to assess relevance, effectiveness, and responsiveness to their needs. The results of these evaluations should guide program refinement to ensure sustainability and adaptability across academic years.

These recommendations aim to transform student assistantship from a purely financial or operational arrangement into a holistic developmental experience. By strengthening guidance services, fostering resilience, and supporting balanced academic-work engagement, the institution can ensure that student assistants not only survive but thrive—academically, emotionally, spiritually, and professionally.
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