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ABSTRACT
Aims: This study investigated how school culture affects the link between school climate and learner achievement, focusing on a comparative analysis of grant-aided and government secondary schools in Zambia’s Central Province. The research was driven by ongoing performance gaps between the two school types, despite following the same curriculum, prompting an examination of institutional factors—particularly leadership and resource availability. Study Design: The research used a qualitative multiple-case study approach based on an interpretivist paradigm to explore stakeholders’ experiences and views on school culture, climate, and learner achievement. Place and Duration of Study: The study was carried out in 12 secondary schools (six grant-aided and six government) in Kabwe District, Central Province, Zambia, between July and December 2024. Methodology: Data were gathered through semi-structured interviews with head teachers and Parent–Teacher Association (PTA) members, as well as focus group discussions with learners. Purposive sampling resulted in 156 participants, including 12 head teachers, 24 PTA members, and 120 learners, with the sample size determined by data saturation. The data were analysed using thematic analysis with open, axial, and selective coding. Trustworthiness was ensured through triangulation and member checking. Results: Findings show that grant-aided schools have cohesive cultures, transformational leadership practices, higher teacher commitment, and better resource availability, all of which foster strong learner identities and improved academic results. Conversely, government schools tend to have fragmented school identities caused by bureaucratic constraints, indiscipline, low teacher morale, and insufficient resources, which collectively hinder learner achievement. Conclusion: The study concludes that strengthening school leadership, fostering inclusive and collaborative school cultures, and implementing climate reforms—especially those that enhance psychosocial support and stakeholder engagement—are essential for improving learner achievement, particularly in government schools. The study also recommends further longitudinal research to monitor how school culture evolves and influences learner outcomes.
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1.0 INTRODUCTION
Education is widely acknowledged as a transformative force that can empower individuals and foster sustainable personal, national, and global development (UNESCO, 2015). Formal education systems are tasked with preparing learners to meet the dynamic demands of the 21st century, including critical thinking, innovation, collaboration, and adaptability (Schleicher, 2018). Despite standardised curricula and assessments, disparities in academic performance persist among learners across school settings (OECD, 2016). These performance gaps have prompted educators and researchers to investigate internal school factors that may influence learner outcomes beyond socioeconomic status or geographical location (Leithwood et al., 2004; Muijs et al., 2011).
These disparities between grant-aided and governmental secondary schools are particularly pronounced in Zambia. Although both types of schools operate under the same national curriculum and assessment system, grant-aided schools consistently outperform government schools on public examinations. As Table 1 illustrates, performance differentials exist across various subjects, prompting critical inquiry into institutional factors, specifically school culture and climate, which may contribute to this phenomenon.
	School of Type
	Mean Score %

	
	Art & Design
	Musical Arts
	Design & Technology
	Fashion & Fabrics
	Food & Nutrition
	Home Management
	Physical Education

	Grant-Aided
	53.94
	60.48
	63.25
	62.20
	61.30
	66.76
	65.22

	Government
	46.53
	56.71
	61.33
	61.97
	52.91
	58.87
	49.71


 
Table 1. Percentage mean score in selected subjects by the Running Agency 
Source: ECZ Annual Report (2021) 

Although grant-aided and government secondary schools follow the same national curriculum and assessment framework, ongoing disparities in academic performance favouring grant-aided schools raise important questions about the institutional and internal factors that influence learner achievement. While existing research in Zambia has recognised issues such as inadequate resources, gaps in policy implementation, and teacher shortages, limited empirical attention has been paid to the qualitative aspects of school life, particularly the interaction among school culture, climate, and academic success. Most studies have relied heavily on quantitative methods or policy reviews, with little investigation of the lived experiences and perceptions of learners, educators, or school leaders across different types of schools. There is also a scarcity of comparative studies examining how institutional ethos varies between grant-aided and government schools and how these differences affect learner outcomes. This study addresses this gap by employing a qualitative multiple-case study approach to explore the perspectives and experiences of key stakeholders in secondary schools in Zambia’s Central Province. By grounding the analysis within a conceptual framework that views school culture as a mediator between school climate and learner achievement, and drawing on Social Identity Theory, this research offers nuanced insights into how institutional environments influence educational engagement and success. The article’s title, "Voices from the Classroom: A Qualitative Exploration of School Culture, Climate, and Learner Achievement in Zambian Secondary Schools,” was chosen to highlight the perspectives of learners, the community, and school administrators.
1.2 CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
This conceptual framework is grounded in the hypothesis that the school climate and culture significantly influence learner achievement. Furthermore, this study postulates that school culture mediates the relationship between the school climate and academic outcomes. The framework posits the following three key relationships.
a) School climate has a direct positive influence on learner achievement.
b) School culture directly influences learner achievement.
c) School culture acts as a mediator between school climate and learner achievement.
These relationships are visualised in the model shown in Figure 1, which illustrates how a favourable school climate fosters a conducive learning environment that, when reinforced by a cohesive culture, enhances academic outcomes.
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 Figure 1: Conceptual Model of School Culture, Climate, and Learner Achievement
        Illustration of the interaction between the school climate, culture and learner 
Source: (Adopted from Li, Zhu & Li, 2022)  
This framework indicates that enhancing learner achievement depends on a better environment (climate). A strong internal belief system and shared practices (culture) are also essential to make the environment effective. 
1.3 MAIN RESEARCH OBJECTIVE
To conduct a qualitative exploration, emphasising the emic perspectives of learners, educators, and administrators, on how school culture and climate dynamically shape learner achievement in Zambian secondary school contexts.
1.4 SPECIFIC RESEARCH OBJECTIVES
· To elucidate participant-constructed understandings of how school climate directly influences learner achievement, drawing on interpretive data from multiple stakeholders.
· To outline the mechanisms by which school culture, as a socio-symbolic construct, influences and drives academic outcomes in secondary educational settings.
· To examine the mediational role of school culture in the relationship between school climate and learner achievement, using a comparative approach across grant-aided and government institutions in Zambia.                     
1.5  THEORETICAL UNDERPINNINGS AND SELECTED LITERATURE REVIEW
The study is anchored in Social Identity Theory (SIT), developed by Tajfel and Turner (1979). SIT posits that individuals derive their sense of self and esteem from the social groups to which they belong. Within the educational context, the school operates as a vital social group in which learners, teachers, and administrators develop shared identities, values, and behavioural norms.
Rathbone et al. (2023) further argued that the stronger individuals within a group are, the more likely they are to internalise its norms and goals. In the school setting, strong identification with the school community fosters a sense of belonging, motivation, and prosocial behaviour, all of which are essential for academic success. Therefore, a robust school culture grounded in academic excellence, mutual respect, and collective responsibility significantly contributes to learners’ academic identity and performance.
SIT supports this study’s focus on school culture and mediates the impact of the institutional environment on learner outcomes. In a favourable school climate, learners and educators are more likely to develop cohesive group identities aligned with institutional values, leading to higher levels of engagement and achievement (Reynolds et al., 2017).
2.0 LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 THE CONCEPTS OF SCHOOL CULTURE, SCHOOL CLIMATE AND LEARNER ACHIEVEMENT
School culture includes the shared beliefs, values, norms, and traditions that define a school's identity and influence its members’ behaviour (Deal & Peterson, 2016). This is reflected in various aspects, such as leadership styles, rituals, teaching methods, and informal codes of conduct. A positive school culture encourages collaboration, academic rigour, inclusivity, and a focus on learners, while a negative culture may foster disengagement and underperformance (Schein, 2010).
In contrast, Collie, Shapka, and Perry (2012) defined school climate as the outcome of the quality of relationships among individuals within the school, the nature of teaching and learning activities, the level of collaboration between teachers and administrative staff, and the availability of support systems. They argued that school climate influences all members of the school community (p. 1189), and Thapa et al. (2013) emphasised that a favourable school climate, inclusivity, emotional safety, and strong communication enhance motivation and academic success.
Learner achievement is conceptualised using standardised test scores and behavioural indicators such as engagement, discipline, and social-emotional development (Guskey, 2013). It is shaped by multiple factors, including personal effort, teacher effectiveness, institutional support, and a broader school environment (OECD, 2018). 
Understanding these interrelated constructs is fundamental to this study, which investigates how school culture and climate influence learner achievement in both grant-aided and governmental secondary schools in Zambia.
Globally, research underscores the significance of school culture and climate in shaping academic outcomes. Studies from high-performing systems, such as Finland, the UK, and the US, have consistently linked inclusive environments, emotional safety, collaborative leadership, and strong student-teacher relationships with improved motivation, engagement, and learner performance (Sahlberg, 2011; Thapa et al., 2013; Voight & Nation, 2016). Positive school climates are associated with reduced absenteeism, increased trust, and academic success (Collie et al., 2012).
Amgar (2020) highlighted how weak leadership, inadequate resources, and poor collaboration among school staff negatively impact school culture and climate, ultimately undermining learner achievement. In his study of public schools in Morocco, Amgar found that the absence of strong, supportive leadership and structural barriers, including insufficient infrastructure, limited decision-making authority, and strained relationships between principals and teachers, contributed to a fragmented school environment. This fragmentation weakened the students’ sense of belonging and identification with their schools, resulting in low morale and diminished academic outcomes. The findings reinforce the critical role of a cohesive school culture and a favourable school climate in promoting learner engagement and success, suggesting that leadership behaviours and institutional support structures are key determinants of academic performance.
Similar findings have emerged in Africa. In South Africa, Ghana, and Kenya, school leadership, discipline, and a shared vision positively influence achievement (Bush et al., 2009; Adofo, 2020; Waweru & Orodho, 2014). Studies from Nigeria and Ethiopia highlight the detrimental effects of adverse climatic conditions and the importance of safe and supportive environments (Olibie, 2014; Abebe & Woldehanna, 2013). These studies advocate for value-based education and participatory leadership.
Although comparative studies in Zambia remain limited, the existing literature identifies grant-aided schools as exhibiting stronger cultures of discipline, moral instruction, and teacher commitment that contribute to superior academic outcomes (Malambo, 2013; Phiri, 2015; ECZ, 2021). Conversely, government schools face challenges such as poor infrastructure, low morale, and ineffective leadership, which undermine the school climate and learner performance (Mwansa, 2018; Ministry of Education, 2020). Initiatives such as the STEP-Up Zambia have highlighted the need for educational reforms to integrate psychosocial and cultural dimensions into school improvement strategies.
2.2 INSTITUTIONAL AND INTERNAL CHALLENGES IN SECONDARY EDUCATION
Despite numerous policy reforms and development efforts, institutional and internal challenges continue to undermine the effectiveness of secondary education in Zambia. Chronic underinvestment in education severely restricts access to learning materials, facilities, and personnel, particularly in rural and underserved areas (MoE, 2022; Chileshe & Banda, 2021; Mwansa, 2024). This underfunding, which is widely documented across sub-Saharan Africa, contributes to deteriorating physical environments that are ill-equipped to support effective teaching and learning. Overcrowded classrooms, limited access to clean water and sanitation, and dilapidated buildings are prevalent not only in Zambia but also in neighbouring countries such as Ethiopia and Malawi (Amsalu & Belay, 2024; World Bank, 2021). The impact on learner outcomes is significant, as poor infrastructure is associated with reduced attendance and academic performance (Mwansa, 2024).
Equally pressing challenges include teacher shortages and classroom overcrowding. Rural schools often struggle to attract and retain qualified educators, resulting in underqualified teachers covering multiple subjects or teaching large classes (Banda, 2018; UNESCO, 2021; Mwansa, 2024). The increase in enrolment following the implementation of free education policies has further exacerbated these conditions, with classroom sizes frequently exceeding the recommended learner-to-teacher ratio (Mwansa, 2020; ZANEC, 2020). This strain on human resources negatively affects instructional quality and learner achievement, a trend observed in Zambia and across East Africa (Mulkeen et al., 2007; Waweru & Orodho, 2014). Implementation gaps in educational policies further complicate this situation. Despite well-intentioned policies such as the re-entry programme for pregnant girls and curriculum reforms, implementation remains weak. Inadequate monitoring, cultural resistance, and limited awareness contribute to inconsistent implementation and reduce the intended benefits (Mulenga, 2022; Chishimba, 2020; Mwansa, 2024).
The limited integration of digital technology in Zambian secondary schools is another institutional barrier. Many schools, particularly rural ones, lack the infrastructure, internet connectivity, and teacher training necessary for effective use of ICT (UNDP, 2019; Phiri, 2021; Mwansa, 2024). This technological divide reflects a global pattern in which learners in resource-poor settings are increasingly excluded from digital learning opportunities. As education systems worldwide shift towards technology-enhanced learning, the failure to bridge this digital gap threatens to deepen educational inequality (World Bank, 2021; OECD, 2020).
At the internal school level, governance and leadership challenges significantly affected performance. Ineffective leadership practices, characterised by poor planning, weak communication, and mismanagement, often result in underutilised resources and missed opportunities for school improvement (Chanda & Tembo, 2018; Kapambwe, 2015; Mwansa, 2024). These leadership deficiencies are not unique to Zambia. Similar issues have been documented in Ghana and Tanzania, where the success of educational institutions is closely tied to strategic, accountable leadership (Bush et al., 2009; Ghanney et al., 2017). Furthermore, teacher absenteeism- driven by low remuneration, poor working conditions, and excessive workloads- disrupts the continuity of instruction and contributes to declining learner performance (Mwale & Phiri, 2019; Mwansa, 2024). Low morale among educators also reduces motivation and engagement, further undermining the quality of teaching and learning (UNESCO, 2021; Hanushek & Woessman, 2010).
Learner indiscipline poses additional internal challenges, with issues such as truancy, violence, and substance abuse becoming increasingly common in Zambian secondary schools. The lack of effective behavioural management systems and limited counselling services compounds these problems, leading to unsafe school environments that hinder academic progress (Simuyaba et al., 2020; Phiri, 2021; Mwansa, 2024). International studies echo these findings, highlighting the detrimental effects of discipline on learner engagement and well-being (WHO, 2020; Collie et al., 2012). The widespread lack of learning materials exacerbates the challenges, particularly in STEM subjects. The shortage of textbooks, science equipment, and instructional aids undermines curriculum delivery and limits learners’ ability to grasp key concepts (Mukuka & Musonda, 2021; Ng’ambi, 2020; Mwansa, 2024). Such resource constraints are symptomatic of broader inequalities in educational provision across low-income countries (OECD, 2018; Ghanney et al., 2017).
Finally, limited parental and community involvement impede school development and learner support. Socioeconomic challenges and low literacy levels often restrict parental engagement in education, especially in rural areas (Simukonda, 2022; Mumba, 2017; Mwansa, 2024). The absence of strong community-school partnerships weakens accountability and reduces the social support necessary for effective schooling. This trend mirrors the experiences in Nepal and Kenya, where parental disempowerment hampers collective efforts to enhance educational outcomes (UNICEF, 2018). Addressing these institutional and internal challenges is critical to achieving equity and excellence in Zambia’s secondary education sector.
3.0 METHODOLOGY
3.1 Research Design 
This study employed a qualitative research design, specifically a multiple-case study approach, to examine the impact of school culture and climate on learner achievement (Creswell, 2013). This design provided a deep understanding of the lived experiences of teachers, learners, and school administrators across grant-aided and governmental secondary schools in Zambia's Central Province. Case studies offer a comprehensive view of each school’s institutional dynamics (Yin, 2014).
3.2 Research Approach 
The study was grounded in the interpretivist paradigm, which emphasises understanding social phenomena from the perspective of those experiencing them (Schwandt, 2000). This approach was suitable for capturing the nuanced meanings and interpretations that participants attached to school culture, climate, and learner achievement. Through interviews and focus group discussions, this study examined the values, beliefs, relationships, and perceptions that define institutional life (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
The target population comprised head teachers, teachers, learners, and Parent Teachers Association (PTA) members from selected grant-aided and government secondary schools in the Kabwe and Kapiri Mposhi districts of Zambia’s Central Province. These participants were selected due to their direct involvement in the educational process and their ability to provide valuable insights into the institutional conditions that affect learner achievement (Punch, 2014).
3.3 SAMPLE SIZE AND SAMPLING PROCEDURE 
Purposive sampling was employed to select information-rich schools and participants directly relevant to the study objectives (Patton, 2015). Twelve schools (six grant-aided and six government-aided) were purposively selected based on their proximity to one another and accessibility.
A total of 156 participants were engaged in the study: 12 head teachers (one per school), 24 PTA members, and 120 learners (Focus Group Discussions with 8-18 learners per school). The sample size was determined by data saturation, in which data collection continued until no new themes or insights emerged (Guest, Bunce, & Johnson, 2006).
4.0 DATA COLLECTION INSTRUMENTS 
Data were collected using semi-structured interview guides and focus group discussion protocols (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). Head teachers and PTA members were interviewed individually, while learners participated in the focus group discussions. The instruments were pilot-tested in one school to refine question clarity and ensure contextual appropriateness (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2018).
5.0 ETHICAL COMPLIANCE
Before data collection, ethical clearance was obtained from the Mulungushi University Ethical Committee and relevant educational authorities. Written informed consent was obtained from all participants, including their parents (BERA, 2018). Participants were assured of anonymity, confidentiality, and their right to withdraw from the study at any time, without consequences.
6.0 DATA ANALYSIS
Member checking was conducted with selected participants to enhance trustworthiness and validate interpretations. Furthermore, triangulation across multiple respondent groups (learners, teachers, and administrators) supports the credibility of the findings. A comparative analysis of school types facilitated the identification of convergent and divergent institutional cultures and climate patterns.
The analysis process was largely concurrent with data collection, allowing for iterative refinement of emerging themes (Miles, Huberman & Saldaña, 2014; Creswell & Poth, 2018). Managing the volume of qualitative data, particularly during transcription, is a significant challenge. However, consistent engagement made the process increasingly manageable, consistent with Lopez's (2021) observations on the time-intensive nature of transcription.
In addition to thematic analysis, this study employed the constant comparative method (Maykut & Morehouse, 1994; Strauss & Corbin, 1998; Neuman, 2003), involving three key phases.
· Open coding, in which recurrent ideas were identified and categorised;
· Axial coding, where relationships among categories and subcategories were explored; and
· Selective coding, through which thematic integration, resulted in the creation of coherent narratives.
Throughout the process, the research questions served as a framework for organising the analysis and ensuring alignment with the study's objectives. The findings were presented through emergent themes, supported by illustrative verbatim quotes.
The qualitative analysis in this study offers a flexible, interpretive, and contextually embedded approach. This has enabled the generation of nuanced insights into how institutional factors influence learner achievement in Zambian secondary schools.
7.0 FINDINGS
7.1 Theoretical Framing of Emerging Themes
The voices of head teachers, learners, and PTA members collectively illustrate the intricate interplay between institutional culture, leadership, resource availability, and stakeholder involvement in shaping learner achievement. Using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic approach, the narratives illuminated how structural and relational dynamics both foster and constrain school performance in Zambia’s grant-aided and government-run secondary schools.

7.1.1 Theme One: Leadership as Transformational Force
Leadership has emerged as a decisive factor, especially in grant-aided schools where head teachers assume administrative and visionary roles, consistent with Transformational Leadership Theory (Bakker, 2023). One head teacher affirmed this dual role: 

We do not just manage the school; we guide its moral and academic direction. Everyone knows what is expected. (GA-HT1)

Another headteacher added:
Our mission is clear: faith, discipline, and hard work. These values sustain us and keep us focused. (GA-HT2)

In contrast, head teachers in government schools faced bureaucratic bottlenecks and reduced autonomy: 

We lack autonomy, and sometimes decisions take too long to be implemented. This delays progress and demoralises staff. (GRZ-HT2)

We sometimes write proposals, but there is too much bureaucracy. It kills initiative. (GRZ-HT4)

7.1.2 Theme Two: Organisational Culture and Learner Discipline
Learners from grant-aided schools portrayed a structured, value-driven environment: 

We are not afraid to work hard because our teachers believe in us. (GA-L2)

Another learner from a different grant-aided school added:

There are clear rules, and everyone follows them. That makes it easy to concentrate. When class is in session, everyone must be present (GA-L1).

Conversely, students in government schools reported:
Some pupils arrive at class intoxicated or make noise throughout the day. No one seems to care. (GRZ-L2)

We do not know whether a teacher will come when the bell rings, so learners who are not concerned leave the classrooms (GRZ-L3). 

Another learner from a different government school added, 

We do not know whether a teacher will come when the bell rings. GRZ-L5

7.1.3 Theme Three: Teacher Commitment and Role Modelling

Teachers in grant-aided schools exemplified transformational behaviours:

Even when there are no exams, our teachers still come early. They help us one-on-one. (GA-L4)

They even sacrifice weekends for extra lessons. Moreover, they reward us with their resources for our performance in class. (GA-L1)

In contrast, learners in government schools expressed:

There are times we are left alone in class for the whole day. (GRZ-L1)
Sometimes, teachers arrive too tired or angry to teach effectively. (GRZ-L2)

A headteacher confirmed:

Low morale is real. Teachers often feel overworked and underappreciated. (GRZ-HT3)

7.1.4 Theme Four: Resource Availability and the Learning Environment
Despite general constraints, grant-aided schools managed their resources better:

Our library is small but always open. We can study anytime. (GA-L5)

The classrooms and surrounding areas are clean and safe despite limited resources. (GA-L4)

One head teacher at a grant-aided school added: 

As you can see, the school environment is beautiful and clean. This also helps learners meditate on nature. Learners are never permitted to throw litter and are trained to pick up anything they find in the wrong place (GA-HT3).

In contrast, government school learners reported:
We do not even have enough chairs and desks. Sometimes we stand and still get punished for failing. (GRZ-L6)

There is no chalk, no books, and sometimes no electricity. (GRZ-L3)

A PTA member added:

Many classroom windows are broken, and in some areas, the roof leaks. How can you expect children to learn in such conditions? (GRZ-PTA1)

7.1.5 Theme Five: Stakeholder Engagement and School Governance
PTA members in grant-aided schools exhibited a collaborative culture and shared leadership:

We are engaged in planning, fundraising, and even disciplinary matters. This holds us accountable.  (GA-PTA1)

When something goes wrong, we sit with the headteacher and solve it together. (GA-PTA2)

In contrast, government school PTA members felt marginalised.

We are invited when problems arise. Otherwise, communication is minimal. (GRZ-PTA2)

It is like we are outsiders, not part of the school where our children belong. (GRZ-PTA4)

Headteachers themselves recognised the gap:

We must engage parents, but policies have changed. We depend only on what we get from the government.  (GRZ-HT5)

Grant-aided schools enjoy certain advantages. They could request contributions from their parents. This is why their infrastructure was better. (GRZ-HT4)

7.1.6 Theme Six: Psychosocial Support and Learner Motivation
Across both school types, learners called for mentorship and affirmation:

We want someone to believe in and guide us. We can achieve anything. (GRZ-L2)

This underscores the transformative potential of positive adult-youth relationships and highlights the need for leadership that nurtures self-efficacy, belonging, and academic hope.
8.0 INTERPRETATION ACCORDING TO SOCIAL IDENTITY THEORY
The findings demonstrate that the strength of school-based group identities influences learners’ achievements. Effective leadership, shared values, disciplined environments, teacher dedication, and active stakeholder engagement promote unified and positive identities in grant-aided schools. This boosts learners’ sense of belonging, motivation, and academic engagement, which are fundamental elements of Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Smith, 2020).
In contrast, government schools encounter issues such as weak leadership, insufficient resources, stakeholder disengagement, and inconsistent discipline, all of which contribute to a fractured group identity. These circumstances diminish students' attachment to the school, resulting in lower morale and poorer academic outcomes (Turner et al., 1987; Amgar, 2020).
The study shows that schools with strong, shared social identities provide more supportive environments for learners’ success, consistent with Social Identity Theory’s emphasis on group membership as a driver of behaviour, self-concept, and achievement (Tajfel & Turner, 1986; Haslam, 2004).

9.0 INSTITUTIONAL CHALLENGES THROUGH THE LENS OF SOCIAL IDENTITY THEORY AND ORGANISATIONAL CULTURE

9.1 Theme One: Inadequate Funding and Infrastructure.
According to Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986), learners and teachers derive a part of their self-concept from membership in particular institutions. The stark contrast between well-resourced and under-resourced schools often diminishes learners' sense of identity and belonging. One student echoed:

We share chairs, and sometimes we write while standing. (GRZ-L6)

Such expressions highlight how material deprivation contributes to unfavourable social comparisons, fostering demotivation and reducing academic engagement. Organisational culture theory (Schein, 2010) further explains how shared beliefs and values surrounding scarcity normalise low expectations and poor performance in these schools.

9.2 Theme Two: Teacher Shortages and Overcrowding
A head teacher remarked:
We have only one science teacher for the entire school. GRZ- HT 3
This lack reflects an organisational culture that is reactive, rather than strategic. Under organisational culture theory, such systemic issues indicate a misalignment between institutional values and operational practices, reducing the school’s capacity to build a coherent learner-focused culture.
9.3 Theme Three: Policy Implementation Gaps.
Participants observed that policies, such as reentry programmes for girls, were enforced inconsistently. From an SIT perspective, re-entering learners often felt “othered,” which undermined their group identity and led to social exclusion. One female learner shared the following.
When I returned to school after giving birth, some teachers treated me differently.
Such responses demonstrate that weak policy implementation impedes identity restoration and reintegration, both of which are key to learners’ resilience and achievement.
9.4 Theme Four: Limited Digital Integration.
A learner’s admission:
I only see computers in books. I am not familiar with how to use one. (GRZ- L6)
This sentiment highlights the systemic inequality that alienates learners from the “digital citizen” identity embraced by their urban or better-resourced peers. From a cultural perspective, this digital exclusion reflects an organisational norm that prioritises stability over innovation, hindering academic equity.
Internal School-Level Challenges through the Lens of Transformational Leadership and Organisational Culture
9.5 Theme Five: Shortage of Teaching and Learning Materials.
Schools have experienced a chronic lack of resources, as reflected in the following comments: 
With the regular changes to the curriculum framework, we lack textbooks for both teachers and learners; teachers use old books to find something similar and write on the board daily. It is tiring, and sometimes we miss information. (GRZ- HT5).
Moreover, a learner added: 
The school has no textbooks, and it does not allow us to bring our phones, so we can use Google to look up information. (GRZ-L6),
Signals are not only logistical problems but also cultural ones. Organisational culture theory helps us see how normalised scarcity erodes aspirations, creativity, and collaboration within schools.
9.6 Theme Six: Low Parental and Community Involvement
Parental disengagement, as captured in:
My parents never ask about school. They say as long as I go, that is enough. GRZ-L5
This indicates a breakdown in alignment between community and school identities. Social Identity Theory highlights a lack of shared identification between parents and schools, thereby diminishing collective responsibility for learner success.
The identified institutional challenges, such as poor infrastructure, teacher shortages, weak policy enforcement, and limited parental involvement, undermine the formation of positive school-based identities among learners and stakeholders. According to the Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986), learners derive a sense of self from their group affiliations. When schools lack essential resources or mechanisms for social inclusion, learners may perceive themselves as members of a low-status group, thereby diminishing their motivation and academic engagement (Ellemers, Spears, & Doosje, 2002).
Organisational culture theory (Schein, 2010) complements this by highlighting how persistent shortages and policy failures embed a culture of low expectations, diminishing the institution’s ability to foster collaboration, strategic growth, and innovation. Moreover, when re-entry policies are poorly enforced or digital resources are absent, learners experience social exclusion and identity fragmentation, limiting their reintegration and academic progress (Haslam, 2004). Parental disengagement further reflects a breakdown in the shared identity between home and school, weakening collective support for education (Sharma, 2024).
This analysis reveals that addressing institutional challenges requires structural improvements and reshaping organisational culture and group identity to enhance learner achievement and belonging.
10.0 DISCUSSIONS OF THE FINDINGS
The findings from this study illuminate how school culture and climate, shaped by institutional practices and group dynamics, significantly influence learner achievement in Zambian secondary schools. Grounded in SIT (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and organisational culture theory (Schein, 2010), this study revealed that forming positive school-based identities is essential for academic engagement and performance. In grant-aided schools, where leadership is perceived as transformational and values, such as discipline and collaboration, are deeply embedded, learners and staff develop strong collective identities. This sense of belonging fosters motivation, commitment, and pro-social behaviour, confirming the assertions of Rathbone et al. (2023) that strong group identification promotes the internalisation of group norms and educational goals.
Conversely, government schools often display fragmented institutional cultures due to limited resources, bureaucratic constraints, and disengaged leadership. These conditions weaken students’ connection to their school communities, resulting in low morale and disengagement. Such experiences align with Amgar’s (2020) findings, which suggest that identification with low-status or dysfunctional groups can negatively impact self-esteem and performance. The qualitative data also illustrate how organisational culture, as theorised by Schein (2010), shapes the daily realities of schooling. In grant-aided institutions, a culture of accountability, resource management, and stakeholder participation promotes a stable learning environment. Conversely, government schools tend to develop cultures of scarcity, where resource limitations and institutional inertia have become normalised. This results in low expectations and minimal innovation, supporting global research that connects institutional ethics to academic outcomes (Deal & Peterson, 2016; Bush et al., 2009).
The data support the study’s conceptual framework, which posits that school culture mediates the relationship between climate and achievement. Learners thrived in environments with emotional safety, clear expectations, and adult support. These elements, associated with positive school climates (Collie et al., 2012; Thapa et al., 2013), were more consistently observed in grant-aided schools. The limited psychosocial support in government schools, combined with inconsistently enforced policies—especially for vulnerable learners like adolescent mothers—undermined the process of rebuilding academic identity and self-efficacy. This finding reinforces Haslam’s (2004) and Javed et al.’s (2019) claims that inclusion and recognition are key social processes for institutional engagement and success.
Moreover, the study found that learner achievement is affected not only by material resources but also by symbolic and relational factors such as teacher commitment, role modelling, and parental involvement. The disengagement of parents in government schools reflects a breakdown in alignment between community and school identity, which, according to Social Identity Theory, weakens the collective efficacy needed to support learners (Amgar, 2020). By contrast, PTA involvement in grant-aided schools contributed to governance, discipline, and academic planning, strengthening school cohesion and accountability. These findings are echoed in international studies from Kenya, South Africa, and Nigeria, which highlight the role of inclusive leadership and value-driven culture in promoting learner achievement (Adofo, 2020; Waweru & Orodho, 2014; Olibie, 2014).
This study contributes to the literature by offering qualitative and context-specific insights into how internal institutional dynamics affect learner achievement. While many Zambian studies have focused on policy analysis and quantitative trends, this study foregrounds the voices of learners, teachers, and parents who are directly engaged in the schooling process. This echoes global findings that emphasise the importance of emotional safety, participatory leadership, and shared values in high-performing education systems (Sahlberg, 2011; Schleicher, 2018; Voight & Nation, 2016). It also reinforces the local literature, which identifies grant-aided schools as outperforming government schools due to stronger cultures of discipline, commitment, and moral instruction (Malambo, 2013; Phiri, 2015).
12.0 CONCLUSION
In conclusion, this study demonstrates that school culture and climate are pivotal in shaping learner achievement. Grant-aided schools outperform government schools due to resource advantages, stronger cultural coherence, a clear leadership vision, and stakeholder alignment. To improve educational outcomes nationally, deliberate efforts must be made to strengthen institutional identities, promote inclusive leadership, and foster safe, inclusive environments conducive to academic purposes. These changes, grounded in SIT theory and supported by empirical evidence, offer a pathway toward equitable and transformative education in Zambia.

11.0 RECOMMENDATIONS
Based on these findings, the following recommendations are proposed:
1. The Ministry of Education, in collaboration with school boards, should prioritise the development of transformational leadership capacities, particularly in government schools, to build inclusive vision-driven institutional cultures.
2. Educational authorities and school administrators should invest in psychosocial support services, including counselling, mentoring, and well-being initiatives, to enhance learners' emotional safety and academic motivation.
3. The Ministry of Education and District Education offices must ensure the consistent and equitable implementation of re-entry and inclusive education policies to prevent social exclusion and promote identity reintegration for vulnerable learners.
4. School leadership and Parent-Teacher Associations (PTAs) should collaborate to strengthen community school partnerships by encouraging parental involvement in governance, monitoring, and learner support structures.
In terms of future research, the following areas warrant further exploration:
1. Conduct longitudinal studies to track the evolution of school culture and its long-term effects on learner achievement.
2. Comparative studies to evaluate the impact of digital integration and teacher professional development on institutional culture.
3. Explore learner identity and coping strategies in low-resource schools through qualitative inquiry.
4. Investigate how digital integration can be harnessed to build an adaptive, inclusive, and excellence-driven institutional culture.
5. To examine how teachers’ professional development influences school identity, leadership capacity, and sustained school improvement.

CONFLICT OF INTEREST
The author declares no conflict of interest related to this study.

COMPETING INTERESTS DISCLAIMER:
Authors have declared that they have no known competing financial interests OR non-financial interests OR personal relationships that could have appeared to influence the work reported in this paper.

REFERENCES
Amgar, A. (2020). The leadership behaviours of principals and teachers across public schools in Morocco (Thesis).  https://www.researchgate.net/publication/341411912. DOI:10.13140/RG.2.2.26979.02083
[bookmark: old_references]Abebe, G., & Woldehanna, T. (2013). Educational inequality and learning achievement in Ethiopia. Ethiopian Journal of Economics, 22(1), 1–30.

Adofo, S. (2020). School leadership and learner performance in Ghanaian basic schools. International Journal of Education and Research, 8(5), 45–61.

Amsalu, M., & Belay, K. (2024). School infrastructure and academic performance in Ethiopian secondary schools. Ministry of Education.

Schleicher, A. (2018). Valuing our teachers and raising their status. Paris: OECD publishing.

Leithwood, K., Seashore, K., Anderson, S., & Wahlstrom, K. (2004). Review of research: How leadership influences student learning.

Muijs, D. (2011). Leadership and organisational performance: from research to prescription?. International Journal of Educational Management, 25(1), 45-60.

Schein, E. H. (2010). Organizational culture and leadership (Vol. 2). John Wiley & Sons.

Deal, T. E., & Peterson, K. D. (2016). Shaping school culture. John Wiley & Sons.

Collie, R. J., Shapka, J. D., & Perry, N. E. (2012). School climate and social–emotional learning: Predicting teacher stress, job satisfaction, and teaching efficacy. Journal of educational psychology, 104(4), 1189.

Simuyaba, E. (2020). School based restorative practices as alternative to punitive practices in influencing positive behaviour in deviant pupils in Zambia.

Ghanney, R. A., Antwi, T., & Ali, H. (2017). School culture and teacher job performance: a comparative analysis of the perception of teaching staff in private and public basic schools in ga south municipality.

Cohen, L., Manion, L., & Morrison, K. (2018). Research methods in education (eighth edition). Abingdon, Oxon.

Tajfel, H., & Turner, J. C. (1979). An integrative theory of intergroup conflict. In W. G. Austin, & S. Worchel (Eds.), The social psychology of intergroup relations (pp. 33-37). Monterey, CA: Brooks/Cole.

Schein, E. H. (2010). Organizational Culture and Leadership (4th ed.). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.







