Exploring the Influence of School Culture and Climate on Learner Achievement: A Qualitative Study of Secondary Schools in Kabwe District, Zambia

ABSTRACT
Aims: This study examined how school culture influences the relationship 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 motivated by ongoing performance disparities between the two types of schools, despite their adherence to the same curriculum, prompting an investigation into institutional factors, particularly leadership and resource availability. Study Design: The research used a qualitative multiple-case study approach grounded in an interpretivist paradigm to explore stakeholders’ experiences and perspectives on school culture, climate, and learner achievement. Location and Duration of Study: The study was conducted in 12 secondary schools (six grant-aided and six government) in Kabwe District, Central Province, Zambia, from July to December 2024. Methodology: Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with head teachers and Parent–Teacher Association (PTA) members, as well as focus group discussions with learners. Purposive sampling identified 156 participants, including 12 head teachers, 24 PTA members, and 120 learners, with the sample size determined by data saturation. Data analysis involved thematic coding using the open, axial, and selective coding stages. Trustworthiness was established through triangulation and member checking. Results: The findings indicate that grant-aided schools possess cohesive cultures, transformational leadership practices, higher teacher commitment, and better resource availability, all of which promote strong learner identities and improved academic outcomes. In contrast, government schools tend to have fragmented identities, stemming from bureaucratic constraints, indiscipline, low teacher morale, and inadequate resources, collectively impeding learner achievement. Conclusion: The study concludes that strengthening school leadership, fostering inclusive and collaborative school cultures, and implementing climate reforms, particularly those that enhance psychosocial support and stakeholder involvement, are vital for improving learner achievement, especially in government schools. The study also advocates for further longitudinal research to track how school culture develops and influences learner outcomes.
This study explores how school culture influences the relationship between school climate and learners. 
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INTRODUCTION
Education is widely recognised as a powerful social institution that influences individual lives and national development. Beyond merely transmitting knowledge, schools foster values, identities, and a sense of belonging that shape how young people view themselves and their roles in society. In the twenty-first century, education is expected not only to prepare learners for examinations but also to develop critical thinking, collaboration, creativity, and resilience in rapidly evolving social and technological contexts (UNESCO, 2015; OECD, 2020). Despite shared curricula and standardised assessment systems, notable disparities in learner performance persist across schools within the same education system (OECD, 2020). These disparities have sparked increasing scholarly interest in internal school factors, particularly leadership, culture, and climate, as crucial influences on learner achievement (Leithwood, Harris & Hopkins, 2020)
In Zambia, these performance gaps are particularly evident between grant-aided and government secondary schools. Although both types of schools follow the same national curriculum, examination framework, and regulatory policies, grant-aided schools consistently outperform government schools in public examinations. National assessment data reveal significant differences across various subjects, raising important questions about what transpires inside schools beyond formal policy and curriculum. While earlier research has often linked performance disparities to material resources or teacher shortages, there is a growing understanding that less visible institutional dynamics, such as leadership practices, shared values, relationships, and learner identity, are crucial in shaping educational outcomes. This study, therefore, shifts focus from what schools lack to how schools live, function, and relate internally.
	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) 

Globally, recent scholarship has shifted the focus of educational leadership from individual effectiveness to a broader view of leadership as a cultural, relational, and ethical practice embedded within school communities. Bibliometric and science-mapping studies show that transformational and social justice leadership have become central to modern educational research, emphasising collaboration, shared responsibility, inclusion, and equity (Karakose, Tülübaş, Papadakis, & Yirci, 2023; Karakose, Tülübaş, & Papadakis, 2023). These perspectives imply that leadership influences not only administrative efficiency but also the moral climate of schools and learners’ sense of belonging. However, much of this evidence comes from high-income contexts, leaving a gap in understanding how these leadership dynamics develop in resource-constrained settings such as Zambia.
This study fills this gap by exploring how school culture and climate interact to affect learner achievement in grant-aided and government secondary schools in Kabwe District, Central Province. Using a qualitative multiple-case study approach based on Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; 1986), the research focuses on the lived experiences of learners, head teachers, and Parent-Teacher Association (PTA) members. Rather than viewing performance solely as a numerical result, the study examines how institutional environments shape learners’ identities, motivation, and engagement. The article’s title reflects this focus on listening to the voices of those who are part of schools every day.
This study makes three primary contributions to the scientific community. Firstly, it provides detailed, context-specific qualitative evidence from sub-Saharan Africa, a region where educational research remains predominantly quantitative. Secondly, it advances theory by demonstrating how school culture mediates the relationship between school climate and learner achievement, building upon Social Identity Theory within actual school settings. Thirdly, it offers policymakers practical insights by showing that improving education involves not only curriculum reform but also transforming institutional cultures, leadership approaches, and stakeholder relationships within schools.
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
This study adopts an identity-mediated conceptual framework grounded in Social Identity Theory (SIT) and informed by Organisational Culture and Transformational (OCT) Leadership perspectives. The framework conceptualises learner achievement as the outcome of institutional processes that operate through climate, culture, and identity formation.
School climate represents the structural and relational conditions within which teaching and learning occur, including leadership practices, discipline systems, emotional safety, resource availability, and teacher commitment. While climate establishes the experiential environment of schooling, it does not directly determine achievement. Rather, it shapes how members interpret their institutional experience.
School culture operates as the mediating layer through which climate acquires meaning. Culture encompasses shared values, expectations, moral purpose, and collective norms that define what is considered acceptable, possible, and desirable within the institution. A cohesive culture reinforces academic expectations and collective responsibility, whereas a fragmented culture normalises scarcity and weakens aspiration.
Central to the framework is the formation of social identity. Drawing on SIT, learners derive part of their self-concept from their school membership. Where leadership is inclusive, discipline is fair, resources signal institutional worth, and stakeholder engagement is active, learners internalise a positive school-based identity. This strengthens motivation, engagement, and persistence. Conversely, institutional fragmentation produces identity erosion and diminished engagement.
Learner achievement is therefore conceptualised as multidimensional, encompassing academic performance, engagement, discipline, and resilience. It is not merely a product of instructional delivery but of institutional belonging and identity alignment.
The framework thus positions school culture as the mediating mechanism through which climate influences achievement, with identity formation serving as the psychological pathway linking institutional conditions to learner outcomes as shown in Figure 1.
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 Figure 1: Conceptual Model of School Culture, Climate, and Learner Achievement. An illustration of the interaction between the school climate, culture and learner 
Source: (Adopted from Li, Zhu & Li, 2022)  

THEORETICAL UNDERPINNINGS AND SELECTED LITERATURE REVIEW
Guided by Social Identity Theory (SIT) (Haslam, Reicher & Platow, 2020), the study assumes that learners’ academic engagement is shaped by their sense of belonging to the school community. Strong collective identities in grant-aided schools boost motivation, whereas fragmented identities in government schools contribute to disengagement (Benabou et al., 2021). The study, anchored in SIT, suggests that individuals derive their sense of self and self-esteem from the social groups to which they belong. Within the educational context, the school serves 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 more capable 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 strong school culture centred on academic excellence, mutual respect, and collective responsibility plays a significant role in shaping learners’ academic identity and performance.
SIT strengthens this study’s focus on school culture by explaining how the institutional environment shapes learner outcomes through processes of identification and belonging. When a school climate is supportive, inclusive, and value-driven, both learners and educators are more likely to see themselves as meaningful members of the school community. This sense of belonging nurtures commitment to shared goals and reinforces behaviours that promote academic success. Emerging scholarship further affirms that positive school climates cultivate students’ identities and feelings of belonging, which significantly enhance engagement, motivation, and achievement (International Journal of Educational Research, 2024). In this way, the institutional environment does not merely provide a physical space for learning; it actively shapes how learners perceive themselves within the academic community and how they perform within it.
THE CONCEPTS OF SCHOOL CULTURE, SCHOOL CLIMATE AND LEARNER ACHIEVEMENT
School culture comprises the shared beliefs, values, norms, and traditions that shape a school's identity and influence its members’ behaviour (Deal & Peterson, 2016). This is evident in various elements, such as leadership approaches, rituals, teaching practices, and informal codes of conduct. A positive school culture promotes collaboration, academic rigour, inclusivity, and a focus on learners, while a negative culture may lead to disengagement and poor performance (Schein, 2010).
In contrast, Collie (2022) 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 Wang & Degol (2020) emphasised that a favourable school climate, inclusivity, emotional safety, and strong communication enhance motivation and academic success.
Learner achievement is defined through standardised test scores and behavioural indicators such as engagement, discipline, and social-emotional development (Guskey, Frey & Fisher, 2024). It is influenced by numerous factors, including personal effort, teacher effectiveness, institutional support, and the wider school environment (OECD, 2020). 
Grasping these interconnected concepts is essential for this study, which explores how school culture and climate affect learner achievement in both grant-aided and government 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 United Kingdom, and the United States, have consistently linked inclusive environments, emotional safety, collaborative leadership, and strong student-teacher relationships with improved motivation, engagement, and learner performance (UNESCO, 2021; Wang & Degol, 2020; Bear et al., 2021). Positive school climates are associated with reduced absenteeism, increased trust, and academic success (Collie, 2022).
Amgar (2020) highlighted how weak leadership, inadequate resources, and poor collaboration among school staff negatively affect school culture and climate, ultimately undermining learner achievement. In his study of public schools in Morocco, Amgar found that the lack 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 students’ sense of belonging and identification with their schools, leading to low morale and diminished academic outcomes. The findings reinforce the vital role of a cohesive school culture and a positive school climate in promoting learner engagement and success, indicating that leadership behaviours and institutional support structures are crucial 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 (Adofo, 2020; Waweru & Orodho, 2014). Studies from Nigeria and Ethiopia highlight the harmful effects of adverse climatic conditions and emphasise the importance of safe and supportive environments (Sharma, 2024; Amsalu & Belay, 2024). These studies promote value-based education and participatory leadership.
Although comparative studies in Zambia remain limited, the existing literature indicates that grant-aided schools exhibit stronger cultures of discipline, moral instruction, and teacher commitment, which contribute to better academic outcomes (Malambo, 2013; Phiri, 2015; ECZ, 2021). Conversely, government schools face challenges such as poor infrastructure, low morale, and ineffective leadership, which weaken the school climate and learner performance (Mwansa, 2018; Ministry of Education, 2020). Initiatives such as STEP-Up Zambia have emphasised the need for educational reforms that incorporate psychosocial and cultural dimensions into school improvement strategies.
INSTITUTIONAL AND INTERNAL CHALLENGES IN SECONDARY 
EDUCATION

Despite numerous policy reforms and development efforts, institutional and internal challenges continue to weaken the effectiveness of secondary education in Zambia. Chronic underinvestment in education significantly limits access to learning materials, facilities, and staff, especially in rural and underserved regions (MoE, 2022; Chileshe & Banda, 2021). This underfunding, which is widely reported across sub-Saharan Africa, results in 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 common not only in Zambia but also in neighbouring countries such as Ethiopia and Malawi (Amsalu & Belay, 2024; World Bank, 2021). The impact on student outcomes is substantial, as poor infrastructure is linked to reduced attendance and lower academic achievement (Yangambi, 2023).
Equally urgent challenges include teacher shortages and overcrowded classrooms. Rural schools often struggle to attract and retain qualified teachers, leading to underqualified staff teaching multiple subjects or managing large classes (Banda, 2018; UNESCO, 2021). The rise in enrolment following the introduction of free education policies has worsened these issues, with classroom sizes often exceeding the recommended learner-to-teacher ratio (Mwansa, 2020; ZANEC, 2020). This pressure on staff negatively impacts teaching quality and student achievement, a trend seen in Zambia and throughout East Africa (World Bank, 2023; Waweru & Orodho, 2014). Gaps in policy implementation further exacerbate the situation. Despite well-intentioned policies such as the re-entry programme for pregnant girls and curriculum reforms, real execution remains weak. Poor monitoring, cultural resistance, and limited awareness contribute to uneven implementation and reduce the intended benefits (Mulenga, 2022; Chishimba, 2020).
The limited integration of digital technology in Zambian secondary schools remains an institutional obstacle. Many schools, especially in rural areas, lack the infrastructure, internet connectivity, and teacher training needed to effectively use ICT (UNDP, 2019; Phiri, 2021). This technological gap reflects a global pattern where learners in resource-poor settings are increasingly excluded from digital learning opportunities. As education systems worldwide adopt technology-enhanced learning, neglecting to bridge this digital divide risks worsening educational inequality (World Bank, 2021; OECD, 2020).
At the internal school level, governance and leadership challenges significantly impact performance. Ineffective leadership practices, characterised by poor planning, weak communication, and mismanagement, often lead to underutilised resources and missed opportunities for school improvement (Chanda & Tembo, 2018; Kapambwe, 2015). These leadership issues are not exclusive to Zambia. Similar problems have been reported in Ghana and Tanzania, where the success of educational institutions heavily depends on strategic, accountable leadership (Ghanney et al., 2017). Moreover, teacher absenteeism, driven by low pay, poor working conditions, and heavy workloads, disrupts teaching continuity and worsens student performance (Mwale & Phiri, 2019). Low morale among teachers also decreases motivation and engagement, further reducing the quality of teaching and learning (UNESCO, 2021; World Bank, 2023).
Learner indiscipline presents additional internal challenges, with issues such as truancy, violence, and substance abuse becoming more prevalent in Zambian secondary schools. The absence of effective behavioural management systems and limited counselling services exacerbate these problems, creating unsafe school environments that obstruct academic progress (Simuyaba et al., 2020; Phiri, 2021). International research corroborates these findings, emphasising the negative impact of discipline on learner engagement and well-being (WHO, 2023; Collie, 2022). The widespread shortage of learning materials intensifies these issues, particularly in Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) subjects. The lack of textbooks, science equipment, and instructional aids hampers the delivery of the curriculum and limits learners’ understanding of core concepts (Mukuka & Musonda, 2021; Ng’ambi, 2020). Such resource shortages reflect broader inequalities in educational provision across low-income countries (OECD, 2020; Ghanney et al., 2017).
Finally, limited parental and community involvement hinders school development and learner support. Socioeconomic challenges and low literacy levels often restrict parental participation in education, especially in rural areas (Simukonda, 2022). The lack of strong community-school partnerships diminishes accountability and reduces the social support needed for effective schooling. This trend mirrors the experiences in Nepal and Kenya, where parental disempowerment hampers collective efforts to improve educational outcomes (UNESCO, 2023). Addressing these institutional and internal challenges is crucial for achieving equity and excellence in Zambia’s secondary education sector.
METHODOLOGY
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 & 2024). This approach provided a deep understanding of the lived experiences of teachers, learners, and school administrators across grant-aided and government secondary schools in Zambia’s Central Province. Case studies offer a comprehensive view of each school’s institutional dynamics (Yin, 2023).
Research Approach 
The study was based on 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 linked to school culture, climate, and learner achievement. Through interviews and focus group discussions, this study explored the values, beliefs, relationships, and perceptions that define institutional life (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
The target population included head teachers, teachers, learners, and members of the Parent Teachers Association (PTA) from selected grant-aided and government secondary schools in Kabwe District of Zambia’s Central Province. These participants were selected for their direct involvement in the educational process and their ability to provide valuable insights into the institutional conditions that affect learner achievement (Punch, 2014).
Sample Size and Sampling Procedure 
Purposive sampling was employed to select schools and participants that were rich in information and directly aligned with the study objectives (Patton, 2015). Twelve schools (six grant-aided and six government-aided) were purposively chosen based on their proximity and accessibility.
A total of 156 participants were included, selected through purposive sampling and data saturation.
· 12 head teachers (one per school)
· 24 PTA members (two per school)
· 120 learners (8– 10 student council members per school in focus groups)
The process unfolded in stages:
1. School selection: Schools were chosen based on type (grant-aided vs government), accessibility, and willingness to participate.
2. Participant selection: Head teachers and PTA members were selected for their institutional knowledge. Learners were selected to reflect diversity in gender, academic performance, and leadership roles.
3. Saturation test: After about 10 schools, recurring themes started to emerge. Two additional schools were added to confirm saturation, yielding 12 cases and 156 participants.
The sample size was determined by data saturation, whereby data collection continued until no new themes or insights emerged (Guest, Namey, & Mitchell, 2022). The sample size was considered appropriate for qualitative depth while enabling cross-case comparison. The relatively large number was justified by the need to capture diverse perspectives and to avoid over-reliance on a small elite group of voices.
DATA COLLECTION INSTRUMENTS 
Data were collected using semi-structured interview guides and focus group discussion protocols (Brinkmann, 2021). Head teachers and PTA members were interviewed individually, while learners participated in focus group discussions. The instruments were pilot-tested in one school, not included in the study, to refine question clarity and ensure contextual appropriateness (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2018).
Given the volume of qualitative data, several strategies were used:
· Each focus group was audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim.
· Every learner was assigned an anonymised code (e.g., GA-L1, GRZ-L6).
· Individual quotations were preserved in analysis rather than merged into general summaries.
· Memos were written after each session to capture unique perspectives.
This ensured that group-level themes did not overshadow powerful individual voices.
DATA ANALYSIS
Data were analysed using an integrated approach that combined Braun and Clarke’s (2021) thematic analysis with the constant comparative method. This hybrid analytical framework enabled systematic pattern identification while allowing iterative comparison within and across cases, thereby enhancing credibility, dependability, and analytic depth. It was systematically carried out in four iterative stages. First, during familiarisation, the researcher engaged in repeated, immersive reading of interview transcripts, field notes, and focus group discussions to develop a deep understanding of the data. This process allowed for initial reflection on emerging patterns in school culture, school climate, and learner achievement.
Second, open coding was carried out to identify initial categories emerging from participants’ narratives. At this stage, meaningful data segments were labelled, resulting in preliminary codes such as leadership practices, disciplinary systems, resource availability, teacher commitment, learner engagement, and parental involvement.
Third, axial coding was utilised to examine relationships among the initial codes. Related codes were categorised into broader themes, including leadership and governance, school climate, stakeholder engagement, and instructional support systems. This stage enabled the researcher to move from descriptive coding to interpretive analysis.
Finally, selective coding involved integrating and refining the major themes into a coherent analytical narrative aligned with the study’s research questions. This synthesis enabled a deeper understanding of how school culture and climate interact to influence learner achievement in grant-aided and government secondary schools.
Management of Large Focus Group Data
To ensure that individual perspectives were not overshadowed within large datasets, several strategies were implemented. Participants were organised into smaller focus groups of 8–10 members per school to promote active participation and reduce dominance by a few individuals.
All discussions were verbatim transcribed to preserve linguistic detail and contextual meaning. Each participant was assigned a unique identifier (e.g., GA-L1 for learners, GRZ-HT2 for head teachers, PTA–GA1 for PTA members) to maintain traceability across the dataset.
Reflexive memos documented power dynamics, dominant voices, and moments of disagreement, thereby enhancing transparency in interpretation. Additionally, member checking was conducted by sharing preliminary findings with selected participants to verify accuracy and resonance with their lived experiences.
Trustworthiness of the Study
To enhance the credibility and rigour of the qualitative findings, several strategies were employed to ensure trustworthiness. Triangulation was achieved by collecting data from three participant groups—head teachers, PTA members, and learners—allowing for cross-verification of emerging themes.
Furthermore, member checking was carried out with selected participants, who reviewed initial interpretations to verify the accuracy and authenticity of their perspectives.
Finally, peer debriefing and review were conducted, during which experienced qualitative researchers examined the coding framework, thematic interpretations, and analytical decisions. Their feedback improved the study’s dependability and confirmability.
[bookmark: _GoBack]RESULTS
Theoretical Framing of Emerging Themes
The voices of head teachers, learners, and PTA members collectively emphasise the complex interaction among institutional culture, leadership, resource availability, and stakeholder involvement in shaping learner achievement. Using Braun and Clarke’s (2021) thematic method, the narratives revealed how structural and relational dynamics both support and limit school performance in Zambia’s grant-aided and government-run secondary schools.
Theme One: Leadership as Transformational Force
Leadership has become a vital element, especially in grant-funded schools, where head teachers take on both administrative and visionary roles, in line with Transformational Leadership Theory (Bakker, 2023). One head teacher confirmed this dual responsibility: 
A grant-aided head teacher stated:
We do not just manage the school; we guide its moral and academic direction. (GA-HT1)
In contrast, a government head teacher remarked:
Bureaucracy delays everything; initiatives die before they begin. (GRZ-HT2)
Theme Two: Organisational Culture and Learner Discipline
Learners from grant-aided schools portrayed a structured, value-driven environment: 
A learner in a grant-aided school said:
Rules are clear, and everyone follows them. (GA-L1)
Furthermore, a government learner’s observation was different:
Some pupils come drunk, and nothing happens. (GRZ-L2)
Theme Three: Teacher Commitment 
A grant-aided learner reported:
Our teachers come early, even when there are no exams. (GA-L4)
A government learner stated:
We are sometimes left alone in class the whole day. (GRZ-L1)
Resource Availability and the Learning Environment
Our library is small but always open. We can study anytime. (GA-L5)
The classrooms and surrounding areas are tidy and secure despite limited resources.
One head teacher at a grant-aided school added: 
As you can see, the school environment is beautiful and tidy. This also encourages learners to reflect on nature. Learners are never allowed to throw litter and are trained to pick up anything they find out of place (GA-HT3).
Government school learners reported:
We do not even have enough chairs and desks. Sometimes we stand and still get punished for failing. (GRZ-L6)
We do not have textbooks, and sometimes no electricity. (GRZ-L3)
A PTA member in a government school lamented:
Some roofs leak; how can children learn in such conditions? (GRZ-PTA1
Theme Five: Stakeholder Engagement and School Governance
PTA members in all grant-aided schools reported active involvement in governance, whereas 67% of government school PTAs reported marginalisation.
We are engaged in planning, fundraising, and even disciplinary matters. This holds us accountable.  (GA-PTA1)
When something goes wrong, we sit with the head teacher and solve it together. (GA-PTA2)
In a government school, one PTA member felt lamented,
We are invited when problems arise. Otherwise, communication is minimal. (GRZ-PTA2)
Head teachers themselves recognised the gap,
We need to engage parents, but policies have changed. We largely rely on what we receive 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)
INTERPRETATION ACCORDING TO SOCIAL IDENTITY THEORY
The findings show that the strength of school-based group identities affects learners’ achievements. Strong leadership, shared values, disciplined environments, committed teachers, and active stakeholder involvement foster unified and positive identities in grant-aided schools. This enhances learners’ sense of belonging, motivation, and academic engagement, which are key elements of Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Smith, 2020).
Conversely, government schools encounter issues such as weak leadership, limited resources, stakeholder disengagement, and inconsistent discipline, all of which contribute to a fractured group identity. These conditions diminish students’ attachment to the school, resulting in lower morale and poorer academic performance (Turner et al., 1987; Amgar, 2020).
The study shows that schools with strong, shared social identities foster more supportive environments for learners’ success, aligning with Social Identity Theory’s emphasis on group membership as a crucial factor in behaviour, self-concept, and achievement (Tajfel & Turner, 1986; Haslam, 2004).
INSTITUTIONAL CHALLENGES THROUGH THE LENS OF SOCIAL IDENTITY THEORY AND ORGANISATIONAL CULTURE
Theme One: Inadequate Funding and Infrastructure.
According to SIT (Tajfel & Turner, 1986), learners and teachers derive part of their self-concept from their 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 demonstrate how material deprivation leads to unfavourable social comparisons that demotivate and reduce academic engagement. Organisational culture theory (Schein, 2010) further explains how shared beliefs and values about scarcity normalise low expectations and poor performance in these schools.
Theme Two: Teacher Shortages and Overcrowding
A head teacher remarked:
We have only one science teacher for the entire school. GRZ- HT 3
This absence reflects an organisational culture that is reactive rather than strategic. According to organisational culture theory, such systemic issues suggest a misalignment between institutional values and operational practices, which diminishes the school’s ability to foster a coherent, learner-focused culture.
Theme Three: Policy Implementation Gaps.
Participants observed that policies, such as re-entry programmes for girls, were applied inconsistently. From an SIT perspective, re-entering learners often felt “othered,” thereby weakening their group identity and leading to social exclusion. One female learner shared the following.
When I returned to school after giving birth, some teachers treated me differently.GRZ-L4.
Such responses demonstrate that inadequate policy implementation obstructs identity restoration and reintegration, both of which are vital for learners’ resilience and success.
Theme Four: Limited Digital Integration.
A learner’s admission:
I only see computers in books. I am not familiar with how to use one because there are not enough for us. (GRZ- L6)
This feeling underscores the systemic inequality that separates learners from the “digital citizen” identity granted to their urban or better-resourced peers. From a cultural perspective, this digital exclusion mirrors organisational norms that prioritise stability over innovation, hindering academic fairness.
Internal School-Level Challenges through the Lens of Transformational Leadership and Organisational Culture
Theme Five: Shortage of Teaching and Learning Materials.
Schools have experienced a persistent lack of resources, as evidenced by the following comments: 
With regular changes to the curriculum framework, we lack textbooks for both teachers and learners; teachers rely on outdated books to identify similar content and write it on the board daily. It is tiring, and sometimes we miss important 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 both logistical and cultural. Organisational culture theory helps us understand how normalised scarcity reduces aspirations, creativity, and collaboration in schools.
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 shows a disconnect between community and school identities. SIT highlights a lack of shared recognition between parents and schools, reducing collective responsibility for learner success.
The identified institutional challenges, including inadequate infrastructure, teacher shortages, weak policy enforcement, and limited parental involvement, hinder the development of positive school-based identities among learners and stakeholders. According to the SIT (Tajfel & Turner, 1986), learners form their sense of self based on their group memberships. When schools lack essential resources or mechanisms for social inclusion, learners may see themselves as members of a low-status group, which reduces their motivation and academic engagement (Alivernini, Manganelli, Lucidi, & Cavicchiolo, 2023). 
Organisational culture theory (Schein, 2010) complements this by emphasising how persistent shortages and policy failures embed a culture of low expectations, reducing the institution’s capacity to promote collaboration, strategic growth, and innovation. Moreover, when re-entry policies are poorly enforced or digital resources are scarce, learners face social exclusion and identity fragmentation, which impede their reintegration and academic progress (Haslam, 2004). Parental disengagement also indicates a breakdown in the shared identity between home and school, weakening collective support for education (Sharma, 2024).

This analysis shows that addressing institutional challenges requires structural reforms and the reshaping of organisational culture and group identity to improve learner achievement and a sense of belonging.
DISCUSSIONS 
The findings of this study indicate that learner achievement is influenced as much by relationships, identities, and shared values as by material resources or formal policies. Across grant-aided and government secondary schools, participants consistently described school culture and climate as central to their educational experiences and to their understanding of their academic potential. Grounded in SIT and organisational culture theory, the study demonstrates that schools are not merely places of instruction but communities that foster learners’ sense of belonging, worth, and possibility.
In grant-aided schools, leadership emerged as a transformative rather than bureaucratic force. Head teachers were not only administrators but also moral and cultural leaders who fostered shared values, collective responsibility, and a clear sense of purpose. This aligns with contemporary scholarship that conceptualises leadership as a relational and cultural practice rather than solely individual authority (Karakose et al., 2023). Participants described environments where discipline, respect, and collaboration were practised daily rather than enforced through punishment. Teachers were seen as dedicated, present, and invested in learners’ success, reinforcing positive academic identities. In these settings, learners internalised the belief that they belonged to high-performing communities, which increased motivation, engagement, and persistence.
In contrast, government schools often exhibited fragmented institutional cultures shaped by bureaucratic constraints, limited resources, and inconsistent leadership. Many learners experienced their schools as environments of scarcity rather than opportunities, standing in overcrowded classrooms, studying without textbooks, and feeling penalised for circumstances beyond their control. These daily realities weakened learners’ identification with their schools and reinforced a sense of marginalisation. Consistent with Social Identity Theory, when learners perceive their school as low-status or dysfunctional, their academic self-concept and motivation are undermined (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Amgar, 2020). The study thus demonstrates that material deprivation has psychological and identity-related consequences that directly affect learning.
The findings also confirm the mediating role of school culture in the relationship between climate and achievement. Positive school climates, characterised by emotional safety, clear expectations, and supportive relationships, were most effective when embedded within strong, cohesive cultures. In grant-aided schools, orderly environments, active PTA engagement, and shared accountability created conditions where learners felt known, valued, and supported. In government schools, even when some teachers demonstrated care and commitment, weak stakeholder collaboration and inconsistent discipline limited the broader impact of individual efforts. This indicates that improving learner outcomes requires systemic cultural change rather than isolated interventions.
A particularly significant finding concerns digital exclusion. Many students in government schools reported never having used a computer independently, highlighting a structural disadvantage that extends beyond education into future employment and participation in a digital society. As global education increasingly utilises cloud technologies and digital innovations (Papadakis et al., 2024), these learners could be marginalised from modern knowledge economies. This digital divide is not solely technological but also cultural, influencing how learners perceive themselves—as capable digital citizens or as permanently disadvantaged students. Closing this gap requires improved infrastructure, teacher training, and a shift towards innovation-driven school cultures.
Parental and community involvement also played a crucial role in shaping school culture. In grant-aided schools, PTAs were actively involved in governance, fundraising, and discipline, fostering a collective sense of responsibility for learner success. In many government schools, parents felt marginalised or were only called upon during crises, thereby weakening the shared ownership of education. From a Social Identity perspective, this disconnect between home and school reduced collective efficacy and limited learners’ support systems. Strengthening school–community partnerships is therefore vital for sustainable improvement.
Overall, the study questions simple explanations of achievement gaps that attribute them solely to resources or policy. While material conditions are important, they interact with leadership practices, cultural norms, and identity development in significant ways. Grant-aided schools generally foster cultures of accountability, care, and shared purpose, whereas many government schools operate within cultures of scarcity, compliance, and restriction. These cultural patterns influence learners’ daily experiences and ultimately their academic paths.
In contribution to the literature, this study highlights the voices of those most affected by educational inequities, learners, teachers, and parents, rather than relying solely on test scores or policy documents. It reinforces global research that links inclusive leadership, emotional safety, and shared values to improved learning, while offering uniquely Zambian insights into how these dynamics develop in low-resource settings. Most importantly, it suggests that transforming education in Zambia requires more than additional funding or curriculum reform; it necessitates reimagining schools as communities in which every learner feels visible, valued, and capable of success.
RECOMMENDATIONS
Based on these findings, the following recommendations are proposed:
· The Ministry of Education, in collaboration with school boards, should prioritise the development of transformational leadership skills, especially in government schools, to foster inclusive, vision-driven institutional cultures.
· 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.
· 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 the reintegration of identities for vulnerable learners.
· 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.
FUTURE RESEARCH
The following areas warrant further exploration:
· Conduct longitudinal studies to track the evolution of school culture and its long-term effects on learner achievement.
· Comparative studies to evaluate the impact of digital integration and teacher professional development on institutional culture.
· Explore learner identity and coping strategies in low-resource schools through qualitative inquiry.
· Investigate how digital integration can be harnessed to build an adaptive, inclusive, and excellence-driven institutional culture.
· To examine how teachers’ professional development influences school identity, leadership capacity, and sustained school improvement.
CONCLUSION
In conclusion, this study indicates that school culture and climate are vital in shaping learner achievement. Grant-aided schools perform better than government schools due to resource advantages, greater cultural coherence, a clear leadership vision, and stakeholder alignment. To improve educational outcomes across the country, deliberate efforts should be made to strengthen institutional identities, promote inclusive leadership, and create safe, welcoming environments conducive to learning. These changes, grounded in SIT theory and supported by empirical evidence, offer a pathway towards fair and transformative education in Zambia.
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