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	Dear author(s),

The manuscript presents a qualitative exploration of school culture and climate in Zambian secondary schools, addressing a critical gap regarding the performance disparities between grant-aided and government institutions. I felt that the choice of a multiple-case study design was appropriate for capturing the "voices from the classroom," and the focus on Social Identity Theory provides a solid theoretical lens for interpreting the results. However, there are several substantive issues regarding the depth of the literature, the clarity of the methodological rigor, that require attention. Therefore, I believe a decision of major revisions is necessary to ensure the manuscript makes a significant contribution to the field.

I felt that the literature review and introduction, while establishing the basic concepts, rely heavily on older sources and general definitions. To better situate this study within the current academic discourse, particularly regarding the role of leadership in shaping school culture, the manuscript would benefit from engaging with more recent bibliometric and structural analyses of educational leadership. It is also suggested that the authors consider the following studies to enhance the intro and LR sections of the present study: Karakose, T., Tülübaş, T., Papadakis, S., & Yirci, R. (2023). Evaluating the intellectual structure of the knowledge base on transformational school leadership: A bibliometric and science mapping analysis. Education Sciences, 13(7), 708; and Karakose, T., Tülübaş, T., & Papadakis, S. (2023). The scientific evolution of social justice leadership in education: structural and longitudinal analysis of the existing knowledge base, 2003–2022. In Frontiers in education (Vol. 8, p. 1139648). Frontiers Media SA. Integrating these works will help frame your findings on "Leadership as a Transformational Force" within the broader scientific evolution of the field.

Regarding the methodology, I observed that the sample size of 156 participants, including 120 learners in focus groups, is unusually large for a qualitative study claiming data saturation. I felt that the manuscript needs to be more transparent about how this specific number was reached and how the large volume of qualitative data from the focus groups was managed to ensure that individual voices were not lost. Simply stating that saturation determined the sample size contradicts the specific, round numbers provided. A more detailed explanation of the coding process—specifically how the "constant comparative method" was applied to such a large dataset—would strengthen the trustworthiness of the results. Furthermore, while ethical compliance is mentioned, please ensure that the nuances of obtaining informed consent from minors (the learners) are explicitly detailed in accordance with international ethical standards.

Theme Four mentions a lack of digital integration; this section could be strengthened by discussing the implications of this digital divide more critically. To support this discussion, you might consider: Papadakis, S., Striuk, A. M., Kravtsov, H. M., Shyshkina, M. P., Marienko, M. V., & Danylchuk, H. B. (2024). Embracing digital innovation and cloud technologies for transformative learning experiences. In Proceedings of the 11th Workshop on Cloud Technologies in Education (CTE 2023). This would provide a more robust context for the "digital citizen" identity argument you raise.

Finally, regarding the writing style, while the manuscript is generally clear, I noticed some sections that felt slightly formulaic. I recommend a thorough proofreading to ensure the tone remains academic yet authentic, avoiding any phrasing that might appear AI-generated. The "Voices from the Classroom" title promises a deep, human perspective, so ensuring the narrative flow reflects the richness of the participants' lived experiences is crucial. Addressing these issues—updating the literature with the suggested studies, clarifying the sampling logic, and deepening the discussion of the findings—will significantly improve the manuscript.
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