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      Abstract 

Performance in English Language has been a source of concern for a long time in 

Zambian secondary schools. The Examinations Council of Zambia reports from 2014 

to 2021 have indicated that many learners perform poorly in English. For this reason, 

the study endeavoured to investigate the reason behind pupils’ poor performance in 

English. The research was directed by four objectives:(1) To analyse the quality of 

Grade 12 English examination questions; (2) To analyse the performance of Grade 12 

pupils in English; (3) To examine teachers’ and pupils’ views of factors that contribute 

to Grade 12 pupils’ poor performance in English examinations; and (4) to suggest 

strategies that can be used to improve Grade 12 pupils’ performance in English. Rooted 

in an interpretivist framework and using a qualitative research, interviews, focus groups 

and document analysis were conducted to collect data. Data was collected from 

8 Heads of Departments (2 females and 6 males), 24 teachers (14 females and 10 

males), 13 administrators, 5 national examiners, 80 current pupils, 16 alumni, 16 

parents, and 2 ECZ officials. The sample size was 164. Results regarding the quality of 

examination papers revealed both favourable and unfavourable viewpoints. While 

participants acknowledged that examinations were set by trained professionals, were 

syllabus-aligned, and tested critical thinking, concerns were raised over ambiguous 

wording, and limited awareness among stakeholders regarding examination standards. 

Performance analysis of 164,503 candidates over six years indicated that, 56,816 (G7-

G9) pupils performed poorly, 58, 273 fell in G4-G6 category which  was the average 

performance category and only 49, 414 fell in the high performance category (G1-G3) 

highlighting a discrepancy in achievement levels in the Copperbelt Province. Equally 

the eight schools that were sampled showed performance below average for the six year 

period reviewed. 

Insights from teachers and examiners revealed that pupils faced difficulties in 

grammar structures, composition writing, reading comprehension and summary writing 

because of a lack of practice, restricted vocabulary, and minimal exposure to reading 

materials. Contributing factors were divided into four categories: (1) teacher-related 

factors, encompassing absenteeism, low motivation, insufficient lesson preparation, 

incomplete syllabus coverage and inconsistent feedback; (2) School-related factors 

included over-enrolment, resource scarcity, inadequate monitoring, limited 

professional development opportunities; (3) Learner-related factors such as 

absenteeism, inability to read and write, informal language use, poor  conduct, lack of 
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parental involvement, lack of role models in community, long distance to school and 

(4) Policy-related factors, highlighted were the elimination of English as a mandatory 

passing subject at Grade 9 level, abolition of cut-off points at Grade 9 

and flaws in the Re-Entry Policy (REP). To improve the English language proficiency 

and performance, the research suggested boosting teacher motivation, expanding 

infrastructure, employing additional teachers, enhancing monitoring, creating 

functional libraries in schools, and providing access to free online additional resources 

for literacy enhancement. Furthermore, it supports changes in policy, such as making 

English a mandatory passing subject again at every examination level and re-assessing 

the REP. The research is based on self-efficacy theory, expectancy theory and critical 

discourse analysis theory providing a comprehensive insight into the difficulties faced 

by Grade 12 pupils in English. The results offer essential perspectives for educators, 

policy makers, and stakeholders aiming to enhance English language teaching with the 

view to improving English examination performance in Zambia.  

  

Key words:  Grade 12, examinations, poor performance, proficiency, quality, critical 

discourse, Copperbelt Province  
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         CHAPTER ONE 

          INTRODUCTION  

1.0 Overview  

This chapter presents the introductory part of this dissertation. It gives the background 

to the study by explaining the status of English in Zambian schools and pupils` 

performance trend in the English language national examinations. Further, the chapter 

gives the problem statement, objectives and research questions, the significance and 

justification of the study, the limitations, delimitation as well as the chapter summary.  

1.1 Background of the study 

1.1.1 The status and functions of English in Zambia  

In examining the current state of the English language proficiency among pupils, this 

chapter investigates several key areas. Firstly, it evaluates the historical and educational 

context of the English language instruction in Zambia, tracing how past policies and 

educational reforms have shaped the present scenario.  

The official status of English in Zambia has an historical background to the country’s 

quest for national unity highlighted by the national motto “One Zambia, one nation.” 

Zambia’s cultural and linguistic diversity prompted the newly independent nation to 

find a common language that would cut across the approximately seventy three (73) 

indigenous and regional languages spoken in Zambia. The ratification of the use of 

English as the official language came into effect after the attainment of Zambia’s 

independence in 1964. The status of the English language started to gain ground after 

independence. Simwinga (2009) explains that in June 1965, in the newly established 

Republic of Zambia, the cabinet deliberated on the issue and on the advice of the then 

Minister of Education, Mr. J. M. Mwanakatwe, decided to legislate on the Hardman 

recommendation, which became enshrined in the 1966 Education Act.  

There was also a belief that the earlier a language was started the better, so English was 

formally adopted, for the first time, as the medium of instruction from the beginning of 

Grade 1 to the end of tertiary education. Considerable resources were committed over 

the following years to establishing and running what was initially called the English 

Medium Scheme, later to be called, the New Zambia Primary Course. It was from this 

period that the status of the English language was raised and its functions changed the 

landscape of Zambia forever. Since then, the status of English in Zambia is far superior 
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to that of Zambian languages.  While English is vital for education in Zambia, it is 

important to recognise that Zambia is a multilingual country with numerous indigenous 

languages. Efforts have been made to promote the preservation and teaching of these 

languages alongside English to maintain the cultural and linguistic diversity.  

After independence Zambia did not have a language whose speakers were more than 

50%, so for reasons of national unity, Simwinga (2008:143) observed that ‘Zambia 

chose the English language to be the official language due to “the fear of ethno-

linguistic rivalry in case of any of the local languages was selected.”  As observed by 

Marten & Kula (2008) English was the only “non-tribal” language available to present 

that national unity.  Furthermore, Lungu (1988) noted that English was seen as the 

neutral language acceptable to all the divergent linguistic and ethnic groups.  

1.1.2 The Role of English in Zambia and the world 

There are various reasons for favouring English as the language to be learned, ranging 

from the need for business and trade, academic pursuit, cultural and technological 

contact, to political convenience. English plays a major role in business and education. 

In establishing its status, one has only to look at the role English plays in the Zambian 

society. At the national level, English is:  

The language used by the administration at all levels, central, 

provincial and district. In parliament, in the courts of law, at 

meetings of city and municipal councils, in the more advanced 

industrial and commercial institutions, banks, post offices and 

others. English is the effective instrument for the transaction of 

business (Mwanakatwe, 1974:213). 

Other scholars have ascertained the importance of English.  “As a second language, 

English is spoken by people in the countries as the official language” (Crystal, 1997:4),  

“ … or the language of the administration” (Graddol, 1997:11). The knowledge of 

English language is important for educational, economic and national development of 

a country (Awoniyi, 1978; Hall, 2017; Hyon et al., 2018). The importance of the 

English language in Zambia cuts across different spheres of life.  To pursue higher 

education abroad or take part in international academic collaborations and exchanges 

Zambian students must be proficient in English. English is the primary language of 

instruction at many of the best universities and many research centres in the 

world. English is a language that many nations use to draw in foreign 
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faculty and students, encourage cross-national research partnerships, and raise the 

standard of higher education. Furthermore, it fosters cross-cultural 

communication. It gives students in Zambia the opportunity to participate in cultural 

exchange programmes with nations across Africa and the rest of the world. It also 

allows them to gain knowledge about various cultures, viewpoints, and concepts. 

Literature, art, and culture are widely available worldwide in the English language. 

Countries can engage in international cultural exchanges and market their own 

traditions and culture to a global audience by utilising English in the classroom. Thus, 

proficiency in English is necessary for scholastic success or academic advancement. 

Lack of proficiency in English has an impact on scholarship opportunities. 

Scholarships, whether from government or private organisations, often have academic 

eligibility requirements, which may include specific grades in English. Failing English 

can disqualify students from scholarship opportunities (Ma & Lin, 2023).  

English proficiency is linked to personal and professional development. It provides 

access to a vast array of resources, including professional development courses, online 

learning platforms, and global networking opportunities. This continuous learning and 

development contribute to career advancement and personal enrichment (Education 

First, 2020). 

The Education Act of 2011 gives legal guidance on language of instruction in Zambia. 

It prescribes the use of the English language as the official Language of Instruction 

from Early Childhood Education (ECE) to Tertiary. English is the medium of 

instruction in education in all schools from ECE through to tertiary education.  (2023 

Zambia Education Curriculum Framework). The English Language is compulsory in 

the primary and secondary school curriculum and the rest of the subjects make use of 

the English Language as the medium of instruction except the seven selected zonal 

languages.  The English language plays an important role and facilitates overall learning 

in schools. Mastery of English is indispensable for learners to excel academically, as 

all key subjects in secondary and tertiary education are taught and examined in English 

(Mwanza, 2016). Because of using English in various key sectors of the country, the 

language has gained a higher status than ethnic languages.  

Mwanza (2016:39) states that, “Zambians are eager to learn the English language due 

to its economic value and prospects that come with the acquisition of English language 

proficiency.” Mwanza’s observation is supported by other scholars. Kula (2008:6), for 
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instance also confirmed the important position of the English Language by stating that, 

“The predominant use of English in the media, government and education means 

knowledge of English is extremely important for finding employment, at least in the 

‘formal’ sector, and English thus has a relatively high social status in Zambia.”  

English is frequently regarded as an essential skill in the global job market. Candidates 

with strong English communication skills are given preference by employers because it 

is necessary for corresponding with partners, clients, and co-workers around the world. 

Moonga (2020) postulates that English proficiency is a prerequisite for employment in 

both the public and private sectors, where effective communication skills are highly 

valued.  According to a Cambridge English survey (2016), 85% of employers use 

English as their primary language of communication and 95% of employers think that 

English is important for their business. Proficiency in English broadens economic 

prospects. In Zambia, many job opportunities, particularly in sectors like tourism, 

hospitality, and international trade, require strong English skills. English is closely 

linked with enhanced economic potential as it serves as the primary language for 

business and commerce globally. Being fluent in English can significantly improve a 

person's employability and provide access to international job markets. Multinational 

corporations, which operate across various countries, often adopt English as their 

working language to ensure effective communication and operational efficiency across 

their global offices. Employees who are proficient in English have an advantage in 

securing jobs within these companies, leading to better career opportunities and 

professional development (Cambridge English, 2016). In Zambia, many multinational 

companies also use English as their main business language.  

On a macroeconomic level, countries with higher levels of English proficiency tend to 

have stronger economic growth. The English Proficiency Index (EPI) by Education 

First (2020) reveals a correlation between a country's English skills and its economic 

performance, suggesting that English proficiency can be a key driver of economic 

competitiveness and innovation.  

Zambia recognises English as its official language, utilising it across government, 

administrative, and legal sectors. This establishes English as essential for 

communication in official and formal settings. Beyond its official status in government 

institutions, English plays a pivotal role in international business, information and 

communication technologies (ICTs), science, and serves as the language of instruction 
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in Zambian schools and universities. Most textbooks, instructional materials, and 

examinations are provided in English, ensuring learners’ access to extensive 

educational resources and opportunities.  

Other motivations for choosing English as the only official language have been its 

connotation to modernisation, prestige and international connections (Mwelwa & 

Spencer 2013).  English enables people access to global knowledge because it is the 

dominant language of global communication, science, technology, and business. Much 

of the world's scientific, technological, and academic knowledge is documented in 

English. By teaching in English, countries aim to give their students access to a wealth 

of information and resources. Proficiency in English enables Zambian learners to access 

information and knowledge from around the world, which is vital for their education 

and future career prospects. 

The English language is the means by which pupils process and acquire knowledge and 

skills in school and then demonstrate their learning in every subject on the curriculum. 

Without English, learners would struggle across the curriculum. The English language 

is an enabler, since it is the language of instruction in Zambia. As Chishiba and 

Manchishi (2016) highlight, English serves as the primary medium of instruction in the 

Zambian education system, playing a crucial role in knowledge acquisition and 

academic success Similarly, Mkandawire (2017) highlights that English proficiency 

enhances pupils' reading, writing, and comprehension skills, which are crucial for 

academic success.  

Beyond the classroom, English is also the primary language of the internet, scientific 

research, and technological advancements (Zambia, 2024). Consequently, proficiency 

in English enables pupils to access a vast array of information and resources online. It 

empowers them to engage with global media, stay informed about current events, and 

critically evaluate information from various sources. Furthermore, DevTech Systems 

Inc. (2022) notes that English proficiency plays an important role in learners’ ability to 

interact with digital resources, increasing their learning opportunities and future career 

prospects. 

At the personal and interpersonal level, English is used primarily for communication 

between Zambians. Moody (1984) stated that Zambia has a multiplicity of indigenous 

languages and Zambians who communicate with each other outside their first language 

groups often choose to do so through English. It improves communication. Proficiency 
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in English can lead to improved communication skills, which are valuable in various 

aspects of life, including social interactions and career advancement. 

Evidently, English in Zambia is used for official, social and interpersonal 

communication in addition to its use for wider communication. It thus enjoys a 

privileged position which is extended to all sectors of the social life and economy of 

the Zambian people. The importance of English in education advancement and global 

employability cannot be overstated. It is a vital tool for accessing knowledge, pursuing 

higher education, and thriving in the international job market. As the world becomes 

increasingly interconnected, proficiency in English will continue to be a significant 

asset, enhancing educational opportunities and employability on a global scale. 

1.1.3 The Zambian English Curriculum  

The Zambian curriculum has set goals that learners need to attain. According to the 

Zambian Curriculum learners who have reached Grade ten (10) are expected to 

communicate effectively and appropriately in English in various social contexts; to 

recognize and apply the difference between spoken and written English and to read and 

understand various types of texts, including fiction, non-fiction, and poetry. This 

includes the analysis of literary elements and techniques. The curriculum also focuses 

on developing writing skills, including essay writing, creative writing, and formal 

letters. Emphasis on grammar, punctuation, and vocabulary is also important. Teachers 

are expected to help learners develop effective oral communication skills, including 

public speaking, presentations, and discussions. In-depth study of English grammar 

rules and usage, including syntax and semantics is emphasised in the curriculum. 

As learners advance to Grade eleven (11) they are expected to undertake Advanced 

Reading and Analysis building upon the skills from Grade 10.  In Grade 11 learners 

delve into more complex texts and analyse them critically. This may include plays, 

novels, and essays. Further development of essay writing skills, argumentative writing, 

and literary analysis essays is spelt out in the curriculum. Emphasis is on clear and 

concise writing. At this level of education, learners are exposed to refining oral 

communication skill, which can be attained through formal debates, group discussions, 

and persuasive speeches. The curriculum also emphasises continued study of advanced 

grammar rules and syntactical structures. 
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At Grade 12 level, learners are expected to display advanced writing skills, including 

research papers, literary critiques, and extended essays. They should show advanced 

public speaking skills, including the ability to present and defend complex ideas. It is 

at this stage teachers are expected to prepare learners for national examinations. 

According to the curriculum objectives, teachers should prepare and give 

comprehensive assessments to assess all language skills just as the final national 

examinations do. 

1.1.4 The Importance of Examinations in Education  

Examinations serve as an important measure of academic achievement and a 

determinant of pupils' future educational and career opportunities (Linn, 2000). They 

assess learners' comprehension, retention, and application of knowledge while 

providing feedback for teachers and policymakers to improve educational systems 

(Harlen, 2007). In Zambia, the Grade 12 English Language examination is a high-stakes 

assessment that determines pupils' eligibility for tertiary education and professional 

training (Kalinde & Verster, 2016). Poor performance in this examination not only 

limits pupils' academic progression but also affects their ability to participate 

effectively in national and global economic activities (Mbozi, 2019). 

1.1.5 Structure of Grade 12 Examinations 

The English language examination consists of two written papers. Paper 1, coded as 

1121/1, assesses learners' composition writing skills and is divided into two sections. 

Section A presents six questions, from which candidates must choose and answer one. 

These questions vary in their requirements and cover different types of composition 

outlined in the English Senior Secondary Syllabus, including narrative, descriptive, 

discursive, and expository writing. Section B contains a single compulsory guided 

composition question. Candidates are required to write two compositions in total. The 

paper carries 40 marks and has a duration of 1 hour and 45 minutes. 

Paper 2, coded as 1121/2, consists of three compulsory questions. Question 1 is divided 

into two sections, focusing on language structure. Section 1 assesses grammar, 

including vocabulary, lexis, cloze tests, and spelling. Section 2 evaluates sentence 

transformations, covering various sentence structures and tenses. Question 2 tests 

reading comprehension skills, while Question 3 assesses summary writing abilities. The 

paper is allocated 60 marks and has a duration of two hours. 
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1.1.6 Performance in the Zambian Education System  

Examinations play an important role in education. They provide an opportunity for 

stakeholders to know what learners have learnt and how well they have learnt. 

Examination performance is a means through which schools give an account of 

learners’ achievement and underachievement.  The Zambian government through the 

Ministry of Education places a high value on examinations. On the one hand, this seems 

to reflect the influence of an examination-oriented education system in Zambia. On the 

other hand, this could also be due to the fact that examination performance would 

determine if learners could pursue their higher education with success. The 

Examinations Council of Zambia (ECZ) reports from 2014 to 2021 have indicated that 

many learners perform poorly in English. Writing continues to present a major 

educational challenge for English language learners. Adas and Bakir (2013) state that 

writing is an intricate and complex task.  Learners’ underachievement in English raises 

a concern over their translation of knowledge of language skills in a practical situation. 

The ECZ reports highlight that grade 12 examination candidates present a range of 

problems in their performance in English language. The ECZ report of 2020 cited poor 

knowledge of grammar, spellings, limited vocabulary and poor sentence construction 

among others as some of the factors responsible for the pupils’ poor performance in 

English language.  As a result, it is then significant to explore the statistics of results in 

English language in the national examinations.    

Sakala (2020) argued that grade 12 results in second language teaching were not 

impressive because the language is an imposition on the Zambian education system, 

and it was not very common in most rural school and communities. She argues that 

second language teaching like English has remained a challenge for most learners and 

teachers in schools as teachers are not mandated to use their local language to present 

the content knowledge to learners with little knowledge in English. Due to this, results 

in English have continued to be poor at grade 12. However, the Ministry of Education’s 

point of view is that learner performance is improving from time to time because the 

ministry has put in mechanisms to achieve its mandate, (MOE, 2019).  

Ogawa (2010) argues that the mastery of curriculum can be determined partly through 

the national examination. As such a high score in the national examination is an 

indicator of high quality education. Considering the contribution English may have on 

the overall performance in the examinations, there is need to explore the measures 

geared to improve on performance of English language.  The learner performance in 
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English language, nonetheless, is not very impressive where quality pass is concerned. 

This concern has come because English is held in high esteem in the country and a 

learner who fails English cannot enter a college or university despite passing very well 

in other subjects. 

According to the statistics obtained from the Examinations Council of Zambia (ECZ) 

reports, the following poor performance rates were recorded:  
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Table 1: National Grade 12 English Language Results from 2018 to 2023 

 

Source: ECZ
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Table 1 shows annual data on male and female candidates who entered and sat for the English examinations from 2018 to 2023, including the number 

of absentees. The columns labelled g1 to g9 represent different grade categories or performance bands in the examinations.  Key observations from 

the table include: The number of candidates (both entered and sat) generally increased over the years, with a significant rise in 2023. Male candidates 

consistently outnumbered females each year except for 2023, and their performance distribution showed slight variations across the grade categories. 

The number of absentees varied each year, with a relatively higher number in 2023.  Generally, there were more absentees among males across the 

years. The distribution of candidates across g1 to g9 fluctuated suggesting variations in performance trends by year and gender. 

Table 2: National Grade 12 result statistics in percentage 

 

Source: ECZ 

Table 2 shows the national Grade 12 examination statistics in percentage for the years 2018 to 2023.  The percentage of top-performing pupils (G1) 

fluctuated but remained relatively low, with a noticeable increase in 2023.A significant number of pupils consistently fell in the G6 category, peaking 

in 2023 at 20.67%. The G9 was highest in 2020 (16.87%) but decreased in subsequent years, showing some improvement. 
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Table 3: National Grade 12 result statistics in actual numbers 

 

Source: ECZ 

Table 3 table shows the actual number of candidates achieving each grade (G1 to G9) in the National Grade 12 examinations from 2018 to 2023. The 

number of candidates sitting for the examinations had generally increased, reaching the highest in 2023 (163,200). The highest concentration of 

candidates consistently fell in G6, with the highest in 2023 (33,740). The number of pupils who failed English completely (G9) fluctuated, with 2020 

having the highest failure count (24,722) and a decrease in 2021 and 2022 before rising again in 2023 (17,061). 
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The data is presented in table form for easy comprehension. The data presented in Table 

1 shows the total number of candidates who sat for the English examination and the 

grades they obtained are shown in percentage. Table 2 shows the actual number of 

candidates who sat for the examinations and the grades they obtained are converted 

from numbers to percentages. Table 3 shows the performance trends across the years 

2018 to 2023. The percentages were converted to the actual numbers. Table 3 shows 

that a total number of 119 187 candidates sat for the English language examinations 

and 11,497 (9.65%) failed English language in the year 2018. In 2019, a total number 

of 134, 578 candidates sat for English language at Grade 12 level and 14,440 (10.73%) 

candidates failed the English language. In 2020, 146 558 Grade 12 candidates sat for 

English language and out of the total number, 24,722 (16.87%) failed the English 

language. In 2021, the total number of Grade 12 candidates who sate for English 

examination was 121, 443 and a total number of 12, 256 (10.09%) candidates failed. In 

2022, 124, 795 Grade 12 candidates sat for Grade 12 examination and 13,668 (10.95%) 

candidates failed English language. Meanwhile, in 2023, a total candidature of 163, 200 

sat for English language examinations. Out of this number, 17,061 (10.45%) failed the 

examinations completely.  

Table 4: National Grade 12 cumulative result statistics for G7, G8 and G9 

YEAR 

NO. 

SAT 

G7 G8 G9 

ACTUAL 

NUMBER OF 

STUDENTS WHO 

PERFORMED 

POORLY IN 

ENGLISH 

CUMULATIVE 

TOTAL POOR 

PERFORMANCE 

IN PERCENTAGE 

(%) 

2018  119,187  17.14 15.21 9.65 50, 057 42.00 

2019 134 578  16.27 15.89 10.73 57, 721 42.89 

2020 146,558  11.27 13.20 16.87 60, 587 41.34 

2021 121,443  15.53 14.46 10.09 48, 676 40.08 

2022 124,795  15.06 12.31 10.95 47, 834 38.32 

2023 163,200 15.05 13.85 10.45 64, 226 39.35 

  

Table 4 shows the cumulative performance of Grade 12 pupils in the lowest three grade 

bands (G7–G9), which indicate poor performance in English.  
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From 2018 to 2023, over 38% of pupils each year who sat for Grade 12 English 

national examinations fell into these lower bands, with the highest cumulative poor 

performance percentage in 2019 (42.89%). Generally, in English there was poor 

performance for a compulsory subject and a compulsory entry subject into tertiary 

education. This is a big problem because it means that regardless of how these pupils 

performed in other subjects, they could not proceed to tertiary education for further 

training without re-writing English. Despite English being one of the official 

languages in Zambia and a language of instruction used from upper primary to tertiary 

level as stipulated in ‘The Language of Instruction Policy of 2013’ many Grade 12 

pupils still fail English. From 2018 to 2023- between 38.32 % and 42.89% Grade 12 

pupils country-wide obtained grades ranging from Grade 7 to Grade 9 which would 

not enable them to proceed to tertiary education.  As the main language of government, 

commerce and education in Zambia and the world-over, English is a key subject for 

academic progression.  Pupils need to obtain a credit pass which is the minimum 

requirement for admission into higher institutions of learning in Zambia. By 

implication, the number of pupils that are eligible for admission into the undergraduate 

courses in the universities and other higher institutions of learning in Zambia has been 

on a consistent decline for the past few six years and will continue to be so if the 

situation is not addressed. 

From the statistics presented in table 1, it can be seen that the percentages seem less 

yet the number of candidates who failed English language is alarming. Teachers are 

in schools and teaching and learning takes place and yet the failing numbers are too 

high. These high numbers of pupils failing English made it necessary to investigate 

pupils’ underachievement in English. Therefore, this study could bring about the 

understanding as to why such Grade 12 poor performance rates are being recorded in 

the English language. Therefore, this study was undertaken to critically analyse the 

performance of Grade 12 pupils in English in Zambian secondary schools, focusing 

on the Copperbelt Province, to address the challenge of poor performance in the Grade 

12 English National Examinations. 

English, as a key and pivotal subject, significantly influences pupils' academic 

trajectories within the Zambian educational context. The ongoing concern among 

educators, policymakers, and researchers regarding pupils' persistent poor 
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performance in the English examinations highlights its critical importance. As the 

official language and language of instruction in Zambian schools, English is vital for 

pupils' academic and professional future. Nevertheless, the persistent 

underachievement in English examinations suggests a deeper systemic problem that 

requires a thorough academic examination.  

1.2  Statement of the Problem 

English proficiency is essential for university admission and career opportunities. At 

Grade 12 level, learners are expected to display advanced writing skills and should be 

proficient. This level of mastery is measured during national examinations. 

Examinations are the key measure of quality education in Zambia. Grade 12 English 

results have been consistently low in the Copperbelt Province. Studies by (Mulenga & 

Mwanza, 2019; Banda & Phiri, 2019; Simumba, 2019) highlight continued poor results 

in English.  National poor performance rates (2018–2023) ranged between 38.32% and 

42.89%. This trend has far-reaching implications. The persistent decline suggests that 

existing interventions have been inadequate in addressing the root causes of this issue. 

There is need for a deeper investigation into causes and improvement strategies.  

Despite this revelation, no study has comprehensively analysed statistical performance 

data, the quality of examination papers, and contributing factors within a single study 

in the Copperbelt Province.   

1. 3. Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of the study is to critically analyse the causes of Grade 12 pupils’ poor 

performance in English language in national examinations and how it can be improved.   

1.4 Research objectives 

In an attempt to achieve the above objective, the following research objectives were 

formulated.  The objectives of the study were to: 

i. Analyse the quality of Grade 12 examination questions;  

ii. Analyse the nature of performance of Grade 12 pupils in English subject in the  

Copperbelt Province;   

iii. Examine teacher and learner views of factors contributing to poor English 

performance among Grade 12 pupils in selected secondary schools in the 

Copperbelt Province; 

iv. Suggest strategies to improve pupil performance in Grade 12 examinations in 

secondary schools in the Copperbelt Province of Zambia.   
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1.4.1 Research questions 

To achieve the objectives above, the study will attempt to answer the following specific 

questions: 

i. How is the quality of Grade 12 examination questions? 

ii. How is the performance of Grade 12 pupils in English in the Copperbelt 

Province? 

iii. What factors contribute to Grade 12 pupils in selected secondary schools in the 

Copperbelt Province performing poorly in English final examinations? 

iv. What strategies can be used to improve pupils' performance in Grade 12 

examinations in secondary schools in the Copperbelt Province?     

1.5 Significance of the study 

A thorough analysis will help uncover the major factors contributing to poor 

performance in English national examinations in the Copperbelt Province of Zambia 

thus contributing to literature on research-based evidence on the factors. Understanding 

the root causes of poor performance may allow for targeted interventions that can 

improve pupils ' proficiency in English, thereby increasing their chances of academic 

and professional success. This kind of knowledge will not only add to the existing 

research based literature on the subject matter but may also provide a useful database 

that could be used as a tangible reference by relevant education authorities and other 

stakeholders interested in devising intervention measures aimed at improving pupil 

performance.  Results from the study may be used for more meaningful in-house 

capacity building for secondary school teachers of English and may also help in finding 

solutions to problems related to English language teaching and learning in various 

schools in Zambia. The study might advance knowledge and provide basis for further 

research on similar topical issues. Pupils, teachers, administrators, parents, curriculum 

planners and other research enthusiasts could benefit from this study.   

1.6 Delimitation of study 

According to Calabrese (2009) delimitations are things a researcher puts in place  to 

narrow the study to  in order to focus on specific aspects in terms of the research 

methodology, participant characteristic, context or research site or phenomenon that 

was studied during the research.  The study was delimited to 8 selected secondary 

schools in the Copperbelt Province, 24 teachers of English who were teaching Grade 
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12 classes, 80 current Grade 12 pupils, 16 former Grade 12 from selected schools, 8 

deputy head teachers and 8 Heads of Languages Department of selected schools, 16 

parents who had children in selected schools, the Senior Education Standards Officer 

(SESO) for Languages within the Copperbelt Province of Zambia, 5 selected national 

examiners and 2 officials from the Examinations Council of Zambia.  The schools were 

selected from the urban and rural areas for differential effect. 

1.7 Limitation of the study 

Limitations are possible short comings or influences that can affect the study and are 

not under the control of the researcher. According to Simon & Goes (2013) they limit 

the extent to which a study can go and may affect the end results of the study. 

Limitations are described as constraints or restrictions to one’s study on the research 

methodology and design and cannot be controlled by the researcher (Miles, 2017). 

These restrictions are outside the researcher’s control and are essential to the study that 

could affect the generalisability of the results (Terrell, 2016). Further, limitations are 

possible weaknesses in a study that are out of the researcher’s control (Leedy & 

Ormrod, 2014; Lewis, 2015) and are important to the possible effects on the outcome 

of the study. 

The study had a methodological limitation due to its descriptive case study design, 

which restricted the generalizability of findings beyond the Copperbelt Province. 

Different contexts and cases in other provinces may not align with those observed in 

this study. Additionally, the study addressed a somewhat sensitive issue regarding pupil 

performance, making it challenging to access key stakeholders. Many were not readily 

available, and bureaucratic hurdles complicated data collection from government 

offices, factors beyond the researcher’s control. Grade 12 English performance 

statistics were considered confidential, making it difficult to obtain data from the 

provincial office let alone district offices despite official authorisation.  The gatekeepers 

were reluctant to share this information, fearing potential misuse. Some schools 

expressed concerns that the data might be accessed by unauthorised parties and used 

improperly. Even after presenting an introductory letter from the University of Zambia 

and a permission letter from the District Education Board Secretary (DEBS) office, 

most schools were hesitant to release information. Furthermore, many schools lacked 

complete records of pupil performance. Without concrete data on learner performance, 

it would have been difficult to assess the true extent of academic challenges or the 

effectiveness of interventions. Performance data helps identify patterns and whether 
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challenges are widespread or not. The researcher would have loved to interview both 

the item writers and national draft setters, but this was not possible. To address the 

challenges of gatekeeping and incomplete data, I collaborated with the Examinations 

Council of Zambia to obtain statistics and grade distributions for 2018–2023. However, 

all but one school declined to provide internal assessment items used to evaluate 

learners which made it difficult to track where learner performance challenges began.  

Another challenge was participants' reluctance to be recorded.  A total of 120 

respondents (73.17%) refused to be recorded due to past experiences, requiring me to 

document discussions manually. Only 44 respondents (26.83%) consented to being 

recorded. 

 1.8 Description of the Research Site 

 

Source:https://www.google.com/search?sca_esv=7b7b3c18afc3e931&rlz=1C1CHBF

_enNO1001NO1001&sxsrf=AHTn8zodLbBnbmM7JY1qF 

 Figure 5: Location of the Copperbelt Province 

Figure 5 shows the research site of the study.  The research site for the study was the 

Copperbelt Province, named for its rich copper production. The province has a total of 

304 secondary schools, comprising 248 public, 37 private, 16 grant-aided, and 3 

community secondary schools. For primary education, there are 1,240 schools in total, 

including 516 government-run, 5 grant-aided, 325 private, and 394 community primary 

schools. There are more primary schools than secondary schools in the province. The 

majority of both primary and secondary schools in the province are government-run. 

This study was conducted in Zambia’s Copperbelt Province, one of the largest 
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provinces with a high number of candidates sitting for the English language national 

examinations. Poor performance in English within the province significantly impacts 

the national progression rate to tertiary education. Additionally, no previous study has 

comprehensively analysed statistical performance data, examination question quality, 

and contributing factors within a single study in the Copperbelt Province, highlighting 

the need for this research. 

 

1.9 Key operational terms 

Attitude:  In this study attitude will mean the teachers’/ pupils’ judgment 

or feelings towards English, which is reflected through their 

behaviour in teaching/learning of English as a Second Language.  

Commitment:  In this study will mean pupils’ consistent effort in learning 

English as a Second Language reflected through their 

cooperation in and outside class. 

Critical Discourse In this study, critical discourse refers to the systematic analysis 

of language use in social, political, and educational contexts to 

uncover underlying power relations, ideologies, and biases. It 

involves examining how language shapes and reflects societal 

structures, influencing perceptions, interactions, and decision-

making. 

Facilities:   In the study will be taken as the buildings, equipment and 

 services provided for teaching and learning purposes.  

Language proficiency: ability to use the English language accurately in writing and 

speaking so as to effectively communicate with others. 

Performance:  In the study refers to the outcome of learners’ ability in the 

national examinations measured in terms of their grades.     

Poor performance       In this study poor performance is obtaining G7, G8 and G9 in 

the English language examination. 

School Principal  In the study School Principal refers to the teacher in charge of a 

secondary school. 

Quality In the context of this study, quality of examination papers means 

syllabus coverage, clarity of questions, assessment of different 

cognitive levels and competences and assessment of language   

skills. 
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Teacher Absenteeism Not being in school for the prescribed time or being in school 

but not attending to learners during timetabled periods. 

 

1.10 Summary 

Chapter one outlines the proposal of the research which includes the background to 

the problem, statement of the problem, Theoretical framework and objectives which 

carry the main and specific objectives, research questions and significance of the 

study.  This chapter provides the general overview of the whole research which is 

based on ‘A Critical Discourse Analysis of Grade 12 Pupils’ Poor Performance in 

the English Language Examinations in the Copperbelt Province of Zambia’. The 

next chapter will present the review of related literature.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

2.0 Overview 

This chapter reviews relevant literature from various studies conducted in Zambia and 

beyond, addressing the research problem. The review is structured around the four 

objectives of the study and concludes with a summary and identification of research 

gaps. 

2.1 Quality of Grade 12 English Examination Questions 

The quality of national examination questions, particularly in subjects such as English, 

plays a critical role in determining not only the academic achievements of pupils but 

also the effectiveness of a country’s education system. In Zambia, the Grade 12 English 

examination is a crucial determinant of a pupil’s ability to transition into tertiary 

education. This section of the literature review seeks to critically analyse studies 

conducted over the past seven years that evaluate the quality of Grade 12 English 

examination papers in Zambia and other countries. 

Rind and Mari (2019) employed a mixed-methods approach, combining both 

quantitative and qualitative methods. The theoretical framework guiding their research 

was Bloom’s Taxonomy, which categorises cognitive learning objectives into different 

levels. The researchers analysed examination papers from the past ten years to assess 

the types of cognitive demands placed on pupils and the frequency and variety of topics 

covered. Additionally, qualitative data were collected through interviews with teachers 

and learners from selected schools. The purpose of interviews was to evaluate the 

impact that examination patterns had on classroom practices. Their findings showed 

that examination papers primarily emphasised lower-order cognitive skills which in 

turn promoted limited teaching tendencies among teachers who more often than naught 

only taught topics that were frequently examined in national examinations and did not 

teach comprehensive aspects of language learning. Consequently, pupils were forced 

to memorise rather internalise concepts leading to limited ability to interact with content 

at a much more challenging level. This approach does not foster the development of 

critical thinking or analytical skills. These findings confirm previous studies that have 

revealed negative impact of high-stakes examinations on the depth and quality of pupil 

learning (Au, 2011; Jones, 2013). 
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Rind and Mari’s (2019) study used Bloom’s Taxonomy as a framework to methodically 

assess the cognitive demands of examination questions and that choice set this study 

apart. The Taxonomy framework brought out deep insights about how examination 

design correlates with and proportionately influences teaching and learning practices in 

classrooms. Furthermore, the mixed-methods approach assisted the researchers to 

triangulate their findings increasing their credibility and enhanced the understanding of 

the problem under review.  However, the study only used information from a single 

examination board resulting in its limitation to generalise its findings to other districts 

and conditions. Even though the research explains the impact of examination patterns, 

it does not really give an in-depth understanding of other factors that have a bearing on 

teaching and learning in a real classroom situation. Nonetheless, the study by Rind and 

Mari (2019) does indicate the need for educational reforms to improve the quality of 

teaching and learning in Pakistan’s secondary education system. 

Smith and Nkosi (2020) carried out a study whose aim was to assess the quality of 

Grade 12 English examination papers in Africa with a special focus on how well these 

examination papers aligned with curriculum outcomes and how they promoted critical 

thinking skills. They used a constructivist paradigm underscoring the communally 

created nature of knowledge and learning. The study used a mixed-methods design. 

Examination papers were quantitatively analysed and interviews were conducted with 

ten curriculum developers and subject experts to obtain qualitative data. The 

examination papers analysed covered the period from 2016 -2020 and these were 

purposively sampled. Content analysis of the examination papers was conducted to 

examine question types and cognitive demand. Quantitative data were analysed using 

statistical procedures to classify questions by cognitive difficulty, while qualitative data 

from the interviews were analysed thematically. The selection of the mixed-methods 

approach provided a holistic understanding of the question papers and qualitative 

interviews with curriculum developers and subject experts provided other valuable 

insights which could not be obtained from content analysis of the examination papers. 

However, this study did not provide pupil performance data for the period reviewed to 

see how they performed on various questions and how they showed critical thinking 

through their answers to the various cognitive demands as outlined in the examinations. 
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Kamau conducted a research in 2019 and focused on assessing the validity and 

reliability of Grade 12 English language examination papers for students in Kenya. He 

utilised the positivist research paradigm. The study adopted a quasi-experimental 

design, where the performance of students in various components of the English 

examination (comprehension, essay writing, and language structure) was compared 

over five years (2015–2019). To be as representative as possible, two hundred 

examination papers were sampled from different regions of Kenya using stratified 

random sampling. Reliability of the examination papers was determined through the 

use of Test-retest and internal consistency methods. Teacher evaluations and 

standardised test scores were compared with examination results to assess validity. 

Further correlation analyses were carried out to determine the relationship between 

pupils’ examination scores and other performance indicators.  

Kamau used Cronbach’s alpha to measure reliability. This study did not only analyse 

the content of the examination papers but placed strong emphasis on validity and 

reliability which gave it unique strength. Moreover, by integrating several performance 

indicators, the study presented a wide range assessment of examination value. 

However, the quasi-experimental design did not provide explanations for external 

factors such as the quality of teaching and or availability of resources that could have 

affected pupil performance.  

Another research was conducted by Johnson (2023) in the United Kingdom (UK) to 

assess the quality of examination papers in the UK. He wanted to find out if 

examinations in the UK did evaluate critical thinking and creativity. The study 

employed a critical theory paradigm to show how the power dynamics take centre stage 

in the examination process.Using an ethnographic  design, Johnson conducted in-depth 

interviews with thirty (30) secondary school teachers and examination moderators, 

along with document analysis of the 2020 - 2023 examination papers. Participants were 

selected using a non-random snowball sampling method. Thematic analysis was 

employed to explore participants’ views on whether the examinations promoted critical 

thinking and creativity, while grounded theory was used to analyse the data and identify 

themes related to power structures, assessment practices, and their influence on 

learning. The use of the ethnographic approach brought out rich insights from the 

teachers’ and moderators’ experiences providing a comprehensive understanding of 

examination practices. However, the study results could not be generalised due to the 
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use of non-random sampling since there is a likelihood that participants could have had 

comparable perspectives. 

Kingori, Wambua, and Kimani (2021) conducted a study which they titled 

"Curriculum-examination alignment in Kenyan secondary schools: An evaluation of 

Grade 12 national examinations. They used a mixed-methods design to evaluate the 

alignment between the Kenyan national examinations and the national curriculum. 

They did content analysis of the examination papers to examine how consistent they 

were with the national curriculum and also administered surveys to teachers to get their 

perceptions on the alignment.  Survey data were analysed using descriptive statistics 

while content analysis was used to analyse examination papers.  However, the study 

surveyed a small sample of teachers which was not very representative of broader 

national trends. The study did not also provide pupil performance data to help the 

researchers’ measure if there was at all any misalignment on pupil expected outcomes 

and the actual examination outcomes.  

Ahmed Gumaa Siddiek conducted research in Sudan. The research was conducted to 

examine the characteristics of the Sudan School Certificate English Examinations 

(SSC) in terms of content validity and completeness. To collect data, a questionnaire 

was administered through which the researcher examined attitudes of teachers of 

English towards the completeness and content validity of the (SSC) English 

examinations. The researcher also conducted a document analysis of (SSC) English 

language examinations and examined the elements of the examination items taken by 

students during the period 2003-2008. Furthermore, he analysed the (NORMS) of the 

2003 Technical Guide of Secondary Examinations, which stipulated that the test 

developer must take into account the general rules of good examinations when writing 

the test. The research was quantitative in nature. Seventy-seven (77) markers of SSC 

participated in the study. The data was collected using a questionnaire and processed 

analytically by machine. The results showed that the Sudan School Certificate English 

Examination (SSCEE) in its current form was not a standardised academic achievement 

test as it did not reflect students' actual performance in English, as standardised tests 

are intended to attempt to provide authenticated information about it to deliver 

achievements of the individual learner in their course or unit. These tests also lacked 

content validity. A test is valid in terms of content if its content represents a 

representative sample of the linguistic skills, structures, etc. that it is intended to 

address.  The results also showed that the examinations were not comprehensive as they 
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did not cover the topics, elements and language skills contained in the textbooks. The 

items in the SSCEE were not representative of what could be found in the textbooks 

and had no content validity as they did not test all of the language skills presented in 

the curriculum, forcing teachers to focus only on teaching examination techniques 

rather than focusing on imparting language skills. The study ultimately concluded that 

the SSCEE were achievement tests and not school-based standardised achievement 

tests.   

The weaknesses of this research are that the research design is not clearly stated. The 

research focused on assessing teachers' attitudes towards the completeness and content 

validity of the (SSC) English examinations, but they were not included as respondents 

in the research. The researcher simply provided the examination markers with a 

questionnaire. The sample size (77) is rather too small for a quantitative study.  

Another research was conducted by Mohammed Shure Wado and Abdurehman Osman 

Seid in Southern Ethiopia. The main objective of this research was to examine the 

challenges of preparing authentic English language tests in six secondary schools in 

Ethiopia. This study aimed at examining the challenges of preparing authentic English 

language tests at the high school level and was exploratory in nature. To achieve the 

research objective, the researchers used qualitative data collection methods. The target 

group of this study was secondary school English teachers who taught grades 9 to 12 in 

the selected schools. Twenty-four (24) teachers of English were selected using simple 

random sampling. Six high schools were deliberately selected as the researchers’ areas 

of study. The research was qualitative in nature. First, interviews were conducted. To 

follow up on data collected through interviews, researchers used focused group 

discussions (FGD). The purpose of FGD was to gain a better and deeper understanding 

of the information collected through interviews. The results of the study showed that 

teachers had problems preparing authentic language tests due to six main challenges: 

large class size, low student motivation, teacher language skills, testing environment, 

and lack of authentic materials. The weakness of this research was that testing 

specialists and department heads were not included in the document analysis to assess 

the quality of the items presented in the tests. The students who are the main actors in 

written examinations were not taken into account. Their views and experiences would 

have enriched the research results.   
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Mwansa (2021) conducted an intensive study which sought to analyse the quality of 

examination papers set at Grade 12 level in Zambia. The study employed an 

interpretivist paradigm. The main aim of the study was to assess whether Grade 12 

examination questions set really aligned with the curriculum objectives and tested high 

order thinking skills.  A case study approach was used and it focused on an in-depth 

analysis of 2018 – 2020 examination papers. A purposive sampling technique was used 

to select the examination papers. The researcher utilised content analysis to evaluate 

the cognitive demands of the questions relying on Bloom’s taxonomy as a framework. 

Data analysis employed descriptive statistics to quantify the proportion of questions 

assessing various cognitive levels, followed by thematic analysis of qualitative 

feedback from teachers of English. The study did provide a detailed analysis of the 

spreading of cognitive demands across the years, emphasising inconsistencies between 

intended learning outcomes and the skills actually evaluated. However, the study does 

not provide data on pupil performance on the three years studied to help readers 

understand how pupils performed according to taxonomy levels tested. Pupil 

performance data would have been helpful to understand which taxonomy levels posed 

the most difficult for pupils in the years that study assessed. 

Nyirenda and Mulenga (2020) did a study aimed at assessing the quality of examination 

papers in Zambia. The study employed an interpretivist research paradigm and used a 

descriptive research design.  Eight (8) education specialists among them curriculum 

developers, examination officers and English subject experts were purposively sampled 

for inclusion in this study. Grade 12 English examination papers for the period of five 

years from 2015 – 2019 were also purposively sampled for this study.  Data were 

collected through document analysis of Grade 12 English examination papers from 

2015 – 2019 as well as expert interviews were conducted to examine the quality of 

Grade 12 English examination papers. The evaluation was focused on validity, 

reliability, fairness and alignment of questions with the national curriculum.  

The findings revealed that the examinations papers were to a larger extent generally 

aligned with the English curriculum even though they did not adequately cover 

speaking and listening which are vital linguistic skills. On the issue of reliability, it was 

established that marking guides were in some areas found to be inconsistent providing 

room for potential variations in scoring. Questions were found to be mostly fair though 

occasionally examples used were culturally and contextually biased which might have 

been disadvantageous to rural learners due to limited exposure. The study further 
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revealed that the examination questions poorly represented higher-order cognitive skills 

for instance, analysis and evaluation. Additionally, the questions did not sufficiently 

focus on real-life communication skills. Through document analysis and interviews 

with experts, the study provided a detailed evaluation of examination quality. It also 

shed light on practical areas that could be improved upon in examination preparation 

and design. The study availed important insights into education policy and practice in 

Zambia. Much as this study contributed valuable insights, its sole focus on English 

could have potentially led to missing wider systemic problems that needed to be 

addressed to improve learner performance in examinations. The study did not include 

teachers’ or learners’ perspectives on the quality of examinations. The papers sampled 

covered only five years and these might not fully reflect recent changes or 

developments that might have been incorporated in examination quality.   

Nyirenda and Mulenga (2020) highlight criticisms regarding English examination 

papers in Zambia, particularly for their insufficient focus on higher-order thinking skills 

like analysis, synthesis, and evaluation, which are vital for both academic achievement 

and critical thinking. Concerns have also been raised about the fairness of certain 

questions and whether they align with real-world language usage. Furthermore, the 

connection between what is taught and what is tested impacts pupil performance. 

Nkhoma & Chikalanga (2022) observe that when examinations emphasise rote 

memorisation over practical application, pupil results may not truly represent their 

language proficiency.  

Mweemba and Phiri (2022) conducted a research whose aim was to investigate how 

Zambian Grade 12 examination papers aligned with international standards. They 

adopted a positivist paradigm to ensure objectivity in the analysis of examination 

papers. Zambian English examination papers were compared with those of South Africa 

and Botswana for the period 2016 – 2021 using a comparative design. The researchers 

used random sampling to select ten examination papers from each country for the period 

under review. To assess the level of difficulty of the questions, content analysis was 

used focusing on essay writing, comprehension abilities and language accuracy. 

Statistical procedures were further used to assess the data so as to gauge its degree of 

difficulty and conformity to Bloom’s taxonomy. The study brought out rich cross-

country comparisons and showed how examination practices in Zambia compare with 

international standards. However, the researchers’ selection of the positivist approach 

restricted their examination of qualitative insights from pupils and teachers.  Insights 



27 
 

 

from pupils would have added a richness to the findings. The random selection of 

papers could not also account for the yearly variations in the examinations.  Purposive 

selection of papers would have been more helpful. 

Maambo and Chilala (2020) conducted a study which they titled “An Analysis of the 

Difficulty Level of Grade 12 English Language Examinations in Zambia. This was a 

five year longitudinal research. Document analysis of examination papers for the period 

under review was done in order to examine changes in difficulty levels. They calculated 

difficulty indexes for each year and used trend analysis to identify patterns over the 

five-year period. The researchers conducted qualitative interviews with teachers to 

gather their perspectives on the examinations. Their findings revealed inconsistencies 

in examination difficulty levels from year to year. These significant variations raised 

concerns about the reliability of examinations as an accurate measure of pupils' 

linguistic proficiency in English. The fluctuating cognitive demands undermined the 

reliability and fairness of Grade 12 examination papers, which are critical for 

consistently and accurately assessing pupil performance across different contexts and 

pupil populations. While the study provided valuable insights into examination 

difficulty levels, the lack of pupil performance data limited the understanding of how 

these variations impacted learner outcomes. 

The overall educational outcomes in secondary schools can be determined by the 

quality of Grade 12 examination papers.  According to Mellon & Ferretti (2019) high 

quality examination papers should reflect and align with the national curriculum 

objectives and should assess various cognitive capabilities and should also be a 

trustworthy measure of pupils’ linguistic proficiency in English. In Zambia, the setting 

of examination standards and administering of General Certificate of Education (GCE) 

is the responsibility of the Examinations Council of Zambia (ECZ). ECZ works in 

conjunction with all stakeholders to ensure that these standards are implemented and 

adhered to. Conducting examinations of acceptable standard is therefore the 

responsibility of all stakeholders at all levels.  According to Kabunga et al., (2021) 

studies done all seem to point to the fact that the quality of examination papers in 

English impacts on how effectively pupils show their knowledge, dexterities and 

comprehension of the subject.   
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It is important to ensure that examination papers align with the national curriculum if 

the intended learning outcomes are to be accurately assessed. According to Mbale and 

Mulenga (2019) a major problem in Zambia is the unpredictability between the material 

taught in classrooms and what is actually assessed in Grade 12 final examinations. This 

unpredictability can cause anxiety and tension among both pupils and teachers as they 

may judge examinations as a formality that do not actually intend to assess pupils’ 

ability since what is taught and learned does not correspond to what is assessed as 

outlined in the national curriculum. Kingori et al. (2021)’s research findings confirmed 

the contradictions that exist between curriculum expectations and what is actually 

assessed. When what is taught and what is examined does not match, examination 

content validity becomes questionable. 

Kapambwe (2017) states that research shows that examination papers play a decisive 

role in assessing pupil performance. Studies that have been conducted have brought out 

concerns about the quality of Grade 12 examination papers in Zambia. Mwanza’s 

(2015) study for example, revealed that examination questions are often unclear which 

leads to confusion among pupils. There is need to address these concerns so that pupils 

are assessed fairly and their performance gives a true reflection about their level of 

proficiency.  

Studies by Mwansa (2021), Mweemba and Phiri (2022), Smith and Nkosi (2020), and 

Kamau (2019) all emphasise the need for examination questions to align with cognitive 

skills such as critical thinking and creativity. Notably, these researchers employed 

different methodological approaches, including content analysis, statistical methods, 

and mixed methods, to assess reliability and validity. 

2.3 Performance of Grade 12 Pupils in English Subject  

Examination results give an indication of how the education system is performing in 

the country. English being a determining factor for educational progression attracts a 

great deal of attention from many stakeholders. The performance of Grade 12 pupils in 

English national examination in the Copperbelt Province has been a matter of concern 

as examination reports show a downward trend in the pass rate. According to the 

Ministry of General Education (MoGE) (2021) this poor performance is not only a 

regional issue but mirrors broader national trends. English being the medium of 

instruction from Grade ECE upwards is a critical subject which raises great concern 
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when pupils perform persistently poorly. The persistent poor performance in English is 

suggestive of deeper educational issues that need to be addressed sooner than later. 

Masuku (2023) carried out a research aimed at finding ways of improving the 

educational performance of Grade 12 progressed learners in English first additional 

language. The study was carried out in South Africa in Gert Sibande District. 

Transformative research paradigm was employed for this study. Eight (8) Grade 12 

learners and four (4) educators from two (2) schools were sample through purposive 

and convenience sampling techniques. This was a Participatory Action Research. To 

collect data, focus group discussions and semi-structured interviews were used. The 

research findings revealed that students ha challenges stemming from their not having 

foundational understanding in grammar and literature coupled with inadequate support 

from teachers. To bridge this gap, there was need to improve preparation in earlier 

grades. The strength of this study lay on its focused intervention strategy specifically 

personalised to meet the needs of progressed learners.  However, the study sample was 

small making it disadvantageous to apply its findings to other similar contexts.  

Andes (2019) did a study in the Philippines in the Division of Sorsogon during the 

2017-2018 academic year. The study sought to describe the English language 

proficiency among high school learners.  Descriptive survey research design was used. 

Two hundred and eighty six (286) students were sampled from five (5) various 

educational pathways in Sorsogon. Surveys were admired to students. Data were 

collected from the administered surveys and student grade records.  Chi-squares tests 

were used to measure the correlation between proficiency, teaching methods and school 

environment. The study findings revealed that students’ performance was influenced 

by learner attitudes, resource availability like facilities and teaching materials, teaching 

methods and school environment. Further the study revealed that insufficient exposure 

to English inside and outside classroom, teacher-centred methods and limited access to 

additional valuable learning resources significantly and negatively influenced learner 

proficiency. The large sample ensured broad representation which could facilitate the 

generalisability of findings within the Sorsogon situation. The data were collected from 

different sources which strengthened data reliability. The research design was 

appropriate and suitable for capturing valuable and detailed insights about the target 

population especially that the participants were drawn from different tracks. However, 

the survey design limited the possibility of explaining the reasons for the trends that 

had been observed. Survey responses are prone to self-report bias which could also 
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affect the accuracy of the results. Grade records are not sufficient to explain or describe 

other factors that affect learner proficiency.  

Nakale and Iita (2020) conducted a study in Omusati Education Region in Namibia in 

their quest to highlight factors that influence Grade 12 learners’ performance in English 

as a second language. A mixed methods research paradigm was used. One hundred and 

fifty one (151) learners, three (3) teachers and two (2) principals were purposively and 

randomly sampled for inclusion in the study. Surveys and interviews were used to 

collect quantitative and qualitative data respectively.  The study findings revealed that 

there was low English proficiency among learners. The cause of the low proficiency 

was attributed to non-availability of resources, ineffective instructional methods and 

learners’ low socio-economic status. Additionally, the study revealed that parental 

involvement and teacher motivation played pivotal roles in learner performance. The 

interviews brought out valuable insights which might not be articulated in the surveys 

thus complementing the quantitative data from surveys. The study however had a 

limited geographical scope. 

Nghipandulwa and Ndjamba (2022) conducted a research in Namibia. The focus of the 

study was to analyse poor performance of learners in Grade 12 in English as a Second 

Language in examinations. The research employed social constructivism paradigm.  

Thirty six (36) alumni students took part in the study and were selected through 

voluntary sampling. Data were collected through content analysis of Oshigambo High 

School Alumni WhatsApp dialogue. The findings revealed poor performance among 

alumni of Oshigambo High School, largely attributed to teachers' limited proficiency 

in English, which led to frequent code-switching and disadvantaged learners. 

Additionally, insufficient school resources negatively impacted instruction, ultimately 

contributing to poor examination performance. The study took an innovative approach 

by utilizing WhatsApp-based data collection. However, limited participant diversity 

may have introduced bias. Including current Grade 12 students could have enriched the 

data by validating alumni perspectives. Moreover, a sample of 36 participants was not 

fully representative of all alumni from the school.  

Castillo and Martinez (2021) carried out a study which sought to find out if there was 

any correlation between English language proficiency and academic performance 

among senior high school students.  The study was conducted in the Philippines. The 

study employed a quantitative research paradigm. The study used a descriptive-
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correlational research design.  Two hundred (200) senior high school students were 

sampled through stratified random sampling. Questionnaire based-surveys were 

administered.  The findings revealed that higher English language proficiency 

correlated positively with better academic performance across all subjects. The study 

had a clear focus on measurable outcomes. However, the study findings could have 

been further enhanced if there had been qualitative data to highlight learner attitudes or 

challenges that impacted performance.  

Dela Cruz, Santos, and Reyes (2018) researched on academic performance of Grade 12 

students in the Philippines specifically in San Pablo City Senior High School. The 

research used a quantitative research paradigm. Six hundred and forty (640) participants 

were selected for the study through stratified random sampling. The researchers used a 

questionnaire-based survey to collect data.  The findings of this study revealed that 

prominent among the factors that influenced learner performance were parents’ level 

of education and income, teacher involvement and learners’ participation in co-

curricular activities. The research further revealed that larger family size impacted 

performance negatively. The strength of this study lay in its large sample size which 

enabled the researchers to do factor analysis comprehensively. However, the study 

solely relied on self-reported data which might have potential for bias.  

Banda (2018) carried out a study, titled "An Analysis of Grade 12 English Language 

Performance in Selected Secondary Schools in Copperbelt Province."  A descriptive 

survey research design was used. Three hundred (300) Grade 12 pupils and ten (10) 

teachers of English were selected through stratified random sampling. Data were 

collected through document analysis, questionnaires and interviews. The research 

findings revealed poor pupil performance in English, attributed to ineffective teaching 

methods, inadequate resources, and a lack of motivation among pupils. The research 

brought out valuable insights into factors that negatively impact pupil performance in 

English. However, the findings are not transferable to other contexts due to the small 

sample size. 

Simumba (2019) conducted a study titled "An Analysis of Grade 12 English Language 

Performance in Selected Secondary Schools in Copperbelt Province."  He employed a 

comparative research design. The sample included two hundred (200) Grade 12 pupils 

from urban and rural schools who were purposively selected. Data were collected 

through document analysis and interviews. The findings revealed notable differences 
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in English language performance between pupils in urban and rural settings indicative 

of the existing incongruences in achievement.  The notable setback of this study was its 

small representation of the rural schools. As such the results could not be generalised 

to other similar contexts.  

Kabwe (2019) conducted a research using a survey research design aimed at examining 

teacher factors that influence pupil performance in English within secondary schools in 

Ndola. This research was grounded in a quantitative paradigm. The study sought to 

address various research questions among them identification of definite teacher factors 

that affect pupil performance, the extent to which teacher qualifications affect learner 

outcomes, and the correlation between teacher experience and pupil performance. 

Through stratified random sampling, a sample of one hundred (100) teachers of English 

and five hundred (500) Grade 12 pupils was selected.  Data were collected through 

questionnaires and interviews with teachers and document analysis. For document 

analysis, both descriptive and inferential statistics, including regression analysis, were 

used. The findings indicated that teacher qualification had a significant impact on pupil 

performance in English, while a positive correlation was observed between teacher 

experience and pupil performance.  Furthermore, teacher motivation and a positive 

attitude toward teaching English were identified as key factors influencing pupil 

performance. The study concluded that teacher-related factors—specifically 

qualifications, experience, motivation, and attitude—play a crucial role in shaping 

pupils' educational outcomes in English. However, the study's findings are not 

generalizable, as it focused exclusively on Ndola and did not examine pupil-related 

factors that influence performance. 

Banda and Phiri (2019) conducted a research to explore pupil performance in English. 

The study employed a positivism research paradigm. Quantitative approach was 

employed using descriptive statistics. Two hundred (200) pupils across several schools 

in the Copperbelt Province were randomly sampled. The findings revealed a decline in 

English performance attributed to large class sizes and inadequate teacher support. 

There was also a strong correlation between classroom overcrowding and examination 

outcomes. Clear statistical analysis and insights into correlations gave this study its 

strength. Nonetheless, the study lacked qualitative depth as it did not explore teachers’ 

and pupils’ lived experiences about pupil performance. Semi-structured interviews and 

pupil focus group discussions could have further enriched the study’s analysis.   
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Simukonda and Chanda (2019) conducted a study on pupil performance in English, 

adopting an interpretivist research paradigm. The study employed a qualitative 

approach, using interviews and classroom observations for data collection. Teachers of 

English and English heads of departments were purposively sampled.  The findings 

revealed that inconsistent curriculum implementation and resource shortages negatively 

impacted pupil performance in English. Additionally, the study found that teachers felt 

unprepared to support pupils struggling with comprehension. The qualitative approach 

provided in-depth insights into teaching practices and classroom challenges affecting 

learner outcomes. However, the study's limitation was its exclusion of pupil 

perspectives, which could have offered a more comprehensive understanding of the 

subtleties that influence performance." 

Banda (2018) and Chansa (2020) found that Grade 12 pupils in the Copperbelt Province 

struggle with English language proficiency. Similarly, Simumba (2019) asserts that 

pupil performance in English remains consistently low, characterised by poor grammar 

and limited vocabulary skills. 

2.4 School Certificate Examination Performance  

The School Certificate English Language Paper 1 and 2 Examinations aim to assess 

candidates' proficiency and competency in English, as outlined in the Grade 10–12 

Curriculum (CDC, 2013). Additionally, the two papers evaluate candidates' linguistic 

ability to communicate effectively in various contexts (ECZ, 2023). According to ECZ 

(2022), the examination is guided by specific assessment objectives (AOs), which form 

the basis for evaluating candidates' performance. These objectives include: 

2.5 AO1 Knowledge of Vocabulary  

Spelling words correctly e.g.,’ tease’ and not ‘taese,’ writing and not writting 

Defining a word in the context in which it has been used.  

Using lexical items correctly and appropriately in a given context e.g. homophones 

(pose/pause), homonyms (present/present), antonyms (long/short), synonyms (allow, 

let, permit), homographs (live/live), etc. 

2.6 AO2 Application of Language Structures 

Applying the lexical items and grammatical concepts correctly in different sentences 

e.g., Parts of Speech, Comparison, Condition, Unreal Past, etc. 

Using all the common English Language structures correctly. 
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2.7 AO3 Comprehension of Passages/Texts 

Reading various types of texts with understanding.  

Reading, understanding and interpreting various print resources e.g. charts, graphs, etc 

Explaining unfamiliar words/phrases according to the context in which they are used. 

Interpreting the writer’s ideas and perspectives. 

2.8 AO4 Synthesis and Evaluation of Information (Summary)  

Identifying and selecting relevant information from given text.  

Analysing a given situation and producing a continuous piece of writing.  

Tabulating information from passages into tables, charts and diagrams  

Extracting specific information from various print resources.  

Writing note and prose summaries 

2.9 AO5 Analysis and Synthesis of Information (Composition) 

Writing legibly and effectively to communicate messages.  

Producing kinds of writings required in tertiary education and the world of work such 

as reports, letter, and speeches.  

Producing different types and styles of writing such as narrative, persuasive and 

descriptive compositions.  

Writing appropriate style suitable for a particular audience or purpose such as 

advertisements, notices and curriculum vitae. 

Writing ideas, thoughts, opinions and feelings.  

The English Language Paper 1 (1121/1) of the School Certificate Examination consists 

of two sections: Section A, which includes six questions, and Section B, which has one 

compulsory question. Candidates are required to answer one question from the six 

options provided. A review of examination papers from 2018 to 2023 indicated that the 

questions in Section A aligned with the syllabus, covering the four types of 

composition: narrative, descriptive, discursive, and expository. The Chief Examiner’s 

reports consistently highlighted recurring challenges in Paper 1. Candidates struggled 

with various writing concepts, including abbreviations, subject-verb agreement, 

conjunctions, figures, homophones, informal language, paragraphing, punctuation, run-

on sentences, spelling, and word order (Chief Examiner’s Report, 2021, 2022, & 2023). 

Similarly, in Paper 2 (1121/2), candidates faced difficulties with structural concepts 

such as impossible conditions, comparison, and coordination (particularly using 'apart 

from'). Many also struggled with fully comprehending the summary question and 

adhering to the word limit. Paper 2 comprises three questions, with Question 1 being 
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the most poorly answered, especially in areas related to vocabulary and sentence 

rewrites. Additionally, candidates encountered significant challenges with 

transformations in Section 2.  

To evaluate candidates' performance, a qualitative analysis was conducted using a 

review of sample scripts and the Chief Examiner's reports. Candidates were categorized 

into three performance levels: high, average, and low. This approach offers a 

comprehensive, multi-faceted perspective on candidates' strengths and weaknesses, 

enabling educators to develop targeted interventions to address specific needs and 

enhance overall performance. Below are the characteristics of candidates in each 

category:  

2.10 High Performing Candidates  

These candidates exhibited: 

A strong understanding of questions and effective presentation of answers.  

Excellent spelling and writing skills, with strong language mastery 

Well-structured compositions with proper paragraphing 

A strong command of vocabulary and adherence to the stipulated summary word limit 

Effective use of varied and correct sentence structures 

Adequate and relevant content 

Strong comprehension of concepts and structures 

Accurate punctuation and grammar application 

Adherence to summary rules, producing clear and cohesive summaries 

2.11 Average Performing Candidates 

Average-performing candidates exhibited the following characteristics: 

A fair understanding of questions but struggled with word order in sentences. 

Frequent use of short or contracted forms in compositions, rewrites, and summaries, 

despite a fairly good grasp of vocabulary and spelling. 

A moderate number of spelling and grammatical errors. 

Limited use of varied sentence structures and language in compositions and rewrites. 

Difficulty interpreting rubrics, often leading to incorrect tense usage or tense shifts. 

Average punctuation skills, with occasional errors in using advanced punctuation 

marks. 

Satisfactory subject treatment but issues with essay organization. 

A fair understanding of concepts. 
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2.12 Low Performing Candidates  

Low-performing candidates exhibited the following characteristics: 

Inability to extract specific information as required by the question. 

Frequent errors, resulting in broken and unclear English with erratic essay 

development. 

Misinterpretation of topics, often leading to the inclusion of unrelated details. 

A high percentage of misunderstood or inadequately addressed subject matter. 

Difficulty comprehending passages and answering related questions correctly. 

Disregard for word limits in summaries, often leading to direct reproduction of 

passage content. 

Little to no understanding of instructions and rubrics. 

Failure to accurately copy words provided in the question paper. 

Poorly structured and presented answers. 

Based on these observations, the ECZ recommended that teachers conduct remedial 

lessons after administering composition exercises to help learners recognise and 

address challenges in composition writing. Additionally, structural topics in the 

syllabus particularly problematic areas such as conditionals, adverbial phrases, and 

coordination should be thoroughly taught and reinforced (cf. ECZ, 2022). 

2.13 Factors Contributing to Poor Performance in the English Subject 

Examinations  

This section of the related literature review examines studies that explore teacher and 

learner perspectives on factors contributing to Grade 12 pupils' poor performance in 

English in Zambia and other countries. Key aspects, including research paradigm, 

design, sampling techniques, sample size, methodology, data analysis, as well as the 

strengths and limitations of each study, are discussed to identify gaps and highlight 

areas for future research to enhance knowledge. 

Maganga (2016) looked at factors affecting students’ academic performance, a case 

study of public secondary schools in Ilala district, Dar-es-salaam, Tanzania. The study 

employed qualitative research design. Interview, focused group discussion and 

documentary were employed in data collection. The findings revealed that many 

learners struggled to master English as the Language of Instruction (LOI) and had a 

limited understanding of subject-specific vocabulary. Their weak proficiency in 

English hindered their ability to construct clear and logical sentences. Overall, poor 
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proficiency in English hindered learners' ability to comprehend concepts across various 

subjects, such as Geography, Physics, and Chemistry. Additionally, the findings 

revealed that, except for arts textbooks, science textbooks were insufficient in Ilala 

secondary schools. The lack of English language proficiency contributed to widespread 

academic failure, as English served as the medium through which learners accessed 

other subjects. 

Learners who master various reading strategies in English comprehension tend to 

become proficient readers. Mubashir et al. (2015) conducted a study in Pakistan to 

investigate factors contributing to poor English reading comprehension at the secondary 

school level. The study involved teacher interviews in five secondary schools and focus 

group discussions with learners. It emphasised the significance of reading as a 

fundamental skill, describing it as a stepping stone in the pursuit of knowledge.  

Findings revealed that learners had a weak command of vocabulary, relied heavily on 

rote memorisation, and lacked interest in developing creative reading skills, focusing 

instead on merely passing examinations. The study concluded that learner achievement 

should not be measured solely by examination performance but also by the skills 

acquired through language learning. These insights from Pakistan provide a valuable 

perspective for this study, reinforcing the importance of considering both learner 

achievement and language proficiency when evaluating educational outcomes. 

Anwar (2017) conducted a study in nine selected districts in Bangladesh, encompassing 

urban, suburban, and rural areas. The study aimed to identify the factors contributing 

to poor English performance among ESL/EFL learners. The study utilised both 

qualitative and quantitative approaches of research on teachers and learners in the 

selected schools. The study found that students' English skills and performance were 

generally unsatisfactory, with a significant number receiving poor marks in English 

examinations each year. Even those who achieved good grades often struggled to use 

the language effectively in real-life situations. The study concluded that multiple factors 

contributed to ESL/EFL learners' poor performance, including psychological factors, 

teacher-related challenges, instructional methods, the teaching and learning 

environment, as well as issues with the syllabus and curriculum." 

Rind, Irfan Ahmed, and Mari Mumtaz Ali conducted this study in two phases. The first 

phase aimed to evaluate ten years of English examination papers, focusing on how 

English was taught and assessed in grades 10 and 12 under BISE Sukkur, Pakistan. 
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Using Bloom's taxonomy as a theoretical framework, the researchers analysed each 

question to assess (1) the cognitive complexity required for students to respond, (2) the 

variety of topics and the frequency of repeated items across different years, and (3) the 

chapters from which these items were selected. The findings revealed that syllabus 

coverage in the examinations was inadequate. The findings of this study suggest that 

BISE Sukkur examinations prioritize lower-order learning, primarily assessing 

students' memory and comprehension skills. Even application-level questions focused 

more on procedural knowledge than on actual application skills. The study further 

revealed a lack of logical or innovative questions in the examinations during the period 

under review. Additionally, it identified patterns in the emphasis on high- and low-

order learning, the most frequently examined topics, and the chapters from prescribed 

textbooks that were either consistently assessed or largely ignored. These examination 

trends were analysed to determine their impact on teaching and learning practices in 

schools affiliated with BISE Sukkur. To validate these findings, the second phase of 

the study involved surveys of teachers and students from selected schools. 

The study findings contradicted the standards set by the National Curriculum (2009) 

for English, which outlined that students in Grades 6–12 should develop analytical, 

synthesis, and evaluative skills across various competencies. However, the 

examinations primarily assessed memory and comprehension, leading to significant 

washback effects on both students and teachers. Teachers adopted instructional 

strategies that emphasized memorization and rote learning rather than critical thinking 

and language application. The study also revealed a strong correlation between 

examination patterns, teaching practices, and students’ learning approaches. Teachers 

routinely reviewed past examination papers, compiled “guess papers” with predicted 

questions, and provided students with pre-written notes for revision. Additionally, 

examination questions were frequently recycled over the ten-year period analysed, with 

some appearing verbatim year after year. The researchers suggested that this practice 

indicated a lack of creativity and innovation in question design, as examiners appeared 

to rely on simply copying and pasting questions rather than developing new, thought-

provoking assessments. Finally, the study found that certain chapters from the 

prescribed textbooks were entirely omitted from examination papers over the ten-year 

period reviewed, while others were disproportionately emphasised, with multiple 

questions frequently drawn from them. As a result, teachers largely neglected the 

chapters that had been consistently excluded from past exams, deeming them 
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unimportant from an examination standpoint. This led to the adoption of exam-oriented 

teaching practices, where instruction was heavily driven by anticipated examination 

content rather than comprehensive subject coverage. 

The researchers concluded that the high-stakes nature of these examinations, shaped by 

the patterns established by examination boards and information systems specialists, had 

a significant impact on teaching and learning in affiliated schools. The emphasis on 

predictable examination trends influenced curriculum delivery, ultimately reinforcing 

a narrow focus on examinable content at the expense of broader subject mastery. 

Robinson (2008) conducted a study titled “Teacher Absenteeism: Its Relationship to 

Student Performance on State Assessments in English/Language Arts in Grades Three, 

Five, and Seven.” The study hypothesized a significant negative relationship between 

the extent, reasons for, and patterns of teacher absenteeism and student performance on 

state English/Language Arts assessments. The research was carried out in a medium-

sized urban school district in upstate New York, analysing the performance of 7,030 

students on state English/Language Arts assessments in relation to the absences of 672 

teachers assigned to teach them. Data from the 2006–2007 academic year were used, 

and Pearson correlation analysis was applied to examine the relationship. Statistical 

significance was determined at the p = 0.05 level. The results of the study quite 

unequivocally showed that teacher absences were unrelated to pupil performance on 

the State English/language arts tests and certainly were not a negative relationship. That 

is, pupils did not perform lower when teacher absenteeism was higher. There were some 

weak relationships at grades five and seven that were significant, but these relationships 

showed a positive relationship between teacher absenteeism and pupil performance. 

That is, the scores were higher when teachers were absent more. These results were 

counterintuitive and generated a number of questions. There is a critical and dramatic 

overriding question that is generated by the results of this study. To what extent is the 

presence of the teacher responsible for pupil performance? The strength of the study 

was its large sample size.  However, the study relied solely on statistical data and did 

not collect data from other sources such as learners themselves, teachers, and 

administrators. These stakeholders could have provided valuable information to answer 

the question “To what extent is the presence of the teacher responsible for pupil 

performance?” 
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Moyo and Nyathi (2020) carried out a research which they titled “Teacher and learner 

perceptions of English language challenges in Zimbabwean secondary schools,” aimed 

at capturing both objective and subjective explanations of English language challenges. 

A pragmatic research paradigm was used and a convergent parallel mixed-methods 

design was employed. The researchers collected collect both quantitative and 

qualitative data concurrently. A total of one hundred and twenty (120) teachers of 

English and three hundred (300) pupils were selected through multistage random 

sampling. To collect data from both teachers and pupils, surveys and interviews were 

used. ANOVA was used to analyse quantitative data while thematic analysis was used 

for qualitative data. The study revealed interesting findings in that both the teachers and 

the learners mentioned the same challenges which were shortages of learning and 

teaching materials, inadequate teaching training and big classroom sizes. Additionally, 

the researchers observed that pupils recurrently ascribed their challenges to personal 

factors among indiscipline and limited study time while teachers attributed their 

challenges more to systemic problems.  The sample size and the mixed-methods design 

gave the study enhanced the understanding of the research problem. However, there is 

a likelihood of inconsistencies between the two datasets as the collection of data was 

done concurrently.    

Akpofure (2022) conducted a research titled “Factors affecting English performance in 

Nigerian secondary schools: A teacher-learner perspective” whose aim was to study on 

observable and measurable factors impacting performance. The study adopted a 

positivist research paradigm.  A longitudinal survey design was employed. The study 

took three years with the view to track changes in English performance. Five hundred 

(500) learners and one hundred (100) teachers were selected through cluster sampling 

from different regions of Nigeria. Questionnaires were administered and test scores 

analysis was done to assess performance and participants’ perceptions. Descriptive 

statistics and regression analysis were used to decide whether there was any the 

relationship between various factors and English performance. The findings revealed 

that both teachers and learners acknowledged that poor performance was a result of 

over-reliance on memorisation in preparation for examinations at the expense of quality 

teaching which would provide pupils with opportunities to engage meaningfully with 

language. Furthermore, socio-economic inequalities and varying teaching quality 

across regions further intensified the problem. The study was longitudinal and stretched 

over a period of three years which was ample time to track in-depth insights into 
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changes over time. Nonetheless, the study relied heavily on quantitative data giving a 

possibility of overlooking more valuable qualitative elements.  

Wanyama (2019) conducted a study titled “Teachers’ Absenteeism and Performance of 

English Language in Rural Secondary Schools: A Case Study of Namayingo District.” 

The study aimed to investigate the impact of teacher absenteeism on English language 

performance in rural secondary schools in Namayingo District. The research focused 

on three main objectives: (1) Examining whether a lack of instructional materials 

affects English performance in rural secondary schools. (2) Investigating how low 

teacher and pupil motivation influences English performance. (3) Assessing whether a 

shortage of competent teachers affects English performance in Namayingo District. A 

descriptive survey design was employed, incorporating both qualitative and 

quantitative data collection approaches. The study sampled 67 respondents, comprising 

teachers and pupils from Namayingo secondary schools, selected through purposive 

and simple random sampling techniques. Data were collected using questionnaires and 

interview guides. 

The collected data were analysed using SPSS, which was also employed to determine 

reliability. The study's findings revealed that 89.6% of rural secondary schools lacked 

instructional materials, negatively impacting learners' performance in English. 

Additionally, all 67 respondents (100%) refuted the claim that audio-visual aids were 

used in rural secondary schools during lessons. The study further established that low 

teacher and learner motivation contributed to poor English performance. Specifically, 

87.5% of respondents indicated that while teachers were paid on time, their salaries 

were insufficient, affecting their motivation. Moreover, more than half of the 

respondents disagreed with the notion that pupils had a strong English background, 

highlighting a fundamental challenge in language acquisition. A significant finding was 

that a lack of competent teachers negatively impacted learners’ performance in English. 

However, 89.6% of respondents acknowledged that teachers actively encouraged 

learner participation in class activities. The study concluded that multiple factors, 

beyond teacher absenteeism, influence pupil performance in English. However, its 

scope was limited to a single district, which may affect the generalisability of the 

findings. Additionally, a key weakness identified was a misalignment between the 

study title and its objectives, potentially affecting the coherence of the research focus.  
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Ayivi (2021) conducted a study titled “Impact of School Monitoring on the Academic 

Performance of Pupils in Public Junior High Schools in the Akuapem North 

Municipality of Ghana.” The study aimed to examine the effect of school monitoring 

on pupils’ academic performance in the municipality. Specifically, it investigated the 

measures employed by school administrators to enhance effective monitoring and 

improve academic outcomes in public junior high schools. A descriptive cross-sectional 

survey design was used, with data collected through questionnaires from 311 teachers 

and head teachers across the nine circuits of the Akuapem North Municipality. The 

findings revealed that schools that placed a strong emphasis on monitoring measures 

achieved better academic performance. The study’s strengths included a reasonable 

sample size and clear evidence demonstrating the positive impact of effective 

monitoring on academic achievement. However, a notable limitation was that the study 

focused on only one municipality, potentially affecting the generalisability of the 

findings to other regions. 

Munji (2018) conducted a study titled “The Influence of Teacher Monitoring on the 

KCPE Performance of Public and Private Primary Schools in Wareng’ Sub-County, 

Uasin Gishu County, Kenya.” The study aimed to examine how teacher monitoring 

impacts KCPE performance in both public and private primary schools within the sub-

county. The research was guided by three objectives: (i) To examine the relationship 

between teacher monitoring and KCPE performance in public and private schools;  

(ii)To establish the extent of teacher monitoring in Wareng’ Sub-County; and (iii) To 

explore teachers’ perceptions of teacher monitoring. A descriptive survey design was 

employed, and data were collected from 3 Quality Assurance and Standards Officers 

(QASOs), 34 head teachers, 54 teachers, and 102 school prefects from both public and 

private primary schools. The study utilised a Likert-scale questionnaire with both 

closed-ended and open-ended questions. Data analysis was conducted using SPSS, with 

quantitative data presented as frequencies and percentages. The findings revealed 

divergent perspectives on teacher monitoring. Public school teachers largely viewed it 

as invasive and punitive rather than professionally supportive, with many advocating 

for its abolition. In contrast, private school teachers considered monitoring a crucial 

tool for fostering innovation and improving school management. Additionally, the 

study found that many public school head teachers rarely supervised teachers' work, 

leading to incomplete syllabus coverage as prescribed by the Ministry of Education. 
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The study concluded that effective teacher monitoring had a strong positive relationship 

with KCPE performance. Schools with better monitoring systems exhibited improved 

teaching effectiveness and higher academic achievement. Despite the divergent 

perspectives on teacher monitoring, the study established that it played a significant 

role in improving KCPE performance. A key strength of the study was its provision of 

valuable insights into the impact of teacher monitoring on academic performance in 

both public and private schools. However, a limitation was its focus on a single sub-

county, which may restrict the generalisability of the findings to other regions. 

Ogwok  (2023) conducted a study whose aim was to determine the relationship between 

course content coverage and academic performance in Primary Leaving Examinations 

(PLE) in Lira City. The study employed a Positivist research paradigm and used a case 

study survey research design. Data were collected using structured questionnaires and 

interview guides, and correlation analysis was conducted to examine relationships 

between variables. The study involved 54 respondents, including the District Education 

Officer, Divisional Inspectors of Schools, head teachers, and teachers from selected 

primary schools in Lira City. The findings revealed a strong positive correlation 

(Pearson coefficient of 0.871) between course content coverage and academic 

performance, suggesting that comprehensive syllabus coverage significantly enhances 

student outcomes. A key strength of the study was its integration of both qualitative and 

quantitative data, allowing for a well-rounded analysis. Additionally, the sample size 

was appropriate for the study context. However, the study’s limitation was its focus on 

a single city, which may affect the generalisability of the findings. Another potential 

weakness was the reliance on self-reported data, which could introduce biases. 

Kimamo and Gathara  (2024) conducted a study whose aim was to identify gaps 

between government policies on English syllabus coverage and actual school practices 

in Nairobi County. The study employed the Interpretivist research paradigm and 

Descriptive research design. Purposive sampling was used.  62 respondents (8 Heads 

of Departments and 54 teachers of English) were purposively selected for the study. 

Data were collected through questionnaires and observation checklists and were 

analysed using descriptive statistics. The research findings revealed that Government 

policies on syllabus coverage were not fully implemented. The study recommended 

regular professional development for teachers and the introduction of oral and listening 

examinations by the Kenya National Examination Council. The research provided 

actionable recommendations and addressed policy-practice gaps. However, it was 
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limited to Nairobi County, affecting generalizability and reliance on self-reported data 

may have introduced bias. 

Mwansa (2021) conducted a research entitled “Socio-Economic Challenges and Their 

Influence on Academic Performance of Secondary School Learners in Zambia” aimed 

at finding out if socio-economic challenges can impact performance. The research 

employed critical realism paradigm. The cross-sectional survey research design was 

used. Five hundred (500) Grade 12 pupils were selected for the study through cluster 

sampling. Socio-economic questionnaires were administered. Additionally, structured 

interviews were conducted. To determine the correlations between socio-economic 

factors and performance, regression analysis was used.  The findings revealed that 

poverty, non-parental support and nutritional scarcities considerably hindered pupil 

performance. The study had a large and diverse sample size. However, the study did 

not carry out follow-up interviews to explore learners’ lived experiences to see how 

they impacted performance. Teachers especially Guidance and Counselling teachers 

and parents were not involved in this study. How did he identify these 500 students for 

the study without the help of the Guidance and Counselling teachers? 

Chikoti (2022) researched on “Socio-economic impacts on education in the Copperbelt 

Province.” The study employed the interpretivist paradigm to explore how socio-

economic conditions influences educational outcomes. This study employed a case 

study design with a qualitative methodology, utilising interviews and focus group 

discussions to gain in-depth insights. Participants included 30 secondary school 

teachers, as well as parents and community leaders. The findings revealed that socio-

economic factors such as poverty, unemployment, and limited or inconsistent parental 

support significantly affected pupil access to education and contributed to high dropout 

rates. The study provided valuable insights into the educational challenges faced by 

communities, highlighting the broader socio-economic barriers to sustained school 

attendance. However, the study had a narrow geographical outlook and focused on the 

Copperbelt Province and did not explore any quantitative data about the research 

problem. The findings of the study could not be applied to any other context outside the 

Copperbelt though the conditions might be similar. The study also did not include 

guidance and counselling teachers, who typically support vulnerable pupils and could 

have provided additional valuable insights on the issue.  
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Lufungulo (2021) conducted a research on "Class size and learning outcomes in 

Zambian secondary schools." The research employed a positivist research paradigm. It 

was a correlational design to find out if there was indeed a relationship between class 

size and academic performance. The participants were selected through stratified 

sampling which fostered the representation across different schools and different class 

sizes. The findings of this research showed that smaller classes had better pupil 

performance than the larger classes. Larger classes tended to perform poorly due to 

limited or non-personalised attention to individual learners, and pupils tended to be less 

engaged in the learning process. The study provided empirical evidence on the negative 

impact of class size on pupil performance because of its large sample. The findings can 

be used to form basis for policy discussions on class size limits for effective teaching 

and learning. However, the study only focused on class size and overlooked other 

factors that negatively impact pupil academic outcomes.  

Teachers and learners try to explain the causes of poor performance in English from 

different perspectives. Both perspectives are important in comprehending what really 

contributes to poor performance. According to the attribution theory, both teachers and 

pupils attribute causes of success or failure to internal or external factors which in turn 

impacts future behaviour and performance (Weiner, 2010).  

Mwila and Chibamba (2021) conducted a study to explore pupils’ perceptions of the 

factors contributing to poor performance in English in the Copperbelt Province of 

Zambia. The study adopted an interpretivist research paradigm and employed a 

qualitative approach. Purposive sampling was used to select participants, and data were 

collected through semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions. The findings 

revealed that factors such as lack of motivation, insufficient feedback, ineffective 

teaching methods, a shortage of learning resources, challenging home environments, 

and difficult examinations contributed to poor English performance. The study 

provided valuable context-specific insights into the challenges affecting educational 

outcomes. However, the data collection methods may have been influenced by biases, 

as stronger voices within the groups could have dominated discussions and interviews.  

Banda and Phiri (2022) conducted a research titled “Factors affecting English language 

proficiency in secondary schools: Teachers' perspectives in Zambia.” in a quest to 

provide solutions to the problem of pupils’ poor performance in English. The study 

adopted a constructivist research paradigm as a way to understand teachers’ experiences 
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and their operational contexts. A case study design was employed, as the study focused 

on a limited number of schools within Lusaka, Zambia. Fifty (50) experienced teachers 

of English were purposively sampled based on their extensive teaching experience. 

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions. 

Thematic analysis was used to identify and classify repeated themes in the teachers’ 

responses during interviews. Findings revealed that overcrowded classrooms, 

inadequate teaching resources and socio-economic backgrounds of pupils contributed 

to poor performance in English. The research methodology provided an enabling 

environment for teachers to share real lived experiences from their perspective. 

Nonetheless, these findings are specific to Lusaka and cannot be used to explain the 

causes of poor performance in other parts of the country. 

Mwansa and Chileshe (2021) conducted a study titled "Teacher Perceptions of the 

Impact of Curriculum Reforms on English Language Performance in Secondary 

Schools in Zambia." The research aimed to explore how curriculum reforms influenced 

pupil performance in English. Adopting an interpretivist paradigm, the study provided 

a platform for teachers to express their views on the effects of curriculum changes on 

English language learning and achievement. A cross-sectional survey design was 

adopted for the study. A sample of one hundred (100) teachers of English was selected 

across the Copperbelt Province through stratified random sampling to make the sample 

as representative as possible. Both teachers from urban and rural schools were included 

in the sample. A questionnaire comprising both open-ended and closed-ended questions 

was administered to the participants. Using descriptive statistics and content analysis, 

data generated from open-ended responses were analysed.  Findings revealed that 

teachers were overwhelmed by how rapidly curriculum reforms occurred especially that 

each reform came with new teaching methods and instructional materials. The pace of 

reforms did not correlate with the training and support that teachers needed and this 

mismatch had a negative bearing on pupil performance. The sample size and varied 

teacher voice enhanced the reliability of the research findings. However, the study 

relied solely on teachers’ self-reported data which had a potential for biasness as 

teachers could blame their resistance to change on frequent curriculum reforms.  

Some points need to be highlighted.  Simui et al. (2020) observe that teachers often 

ascribe pupils’ poor performance to external factors, for instance a lack of teaching 

materials, heavy teaching loads, and non-parental involvement. These findings are in 

line with the Examinations Council of Zambia’s (ECZ) review, which recognises 
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inadequate teaching utilities, shortage or lack of practice materials, and high teacher 

workloads as contributing factors (ECZ, 2022). 

Musonda (2020) carried out a research entitled “Contesting English Hegemony in 

Zambian Education System: Causes and Effects.” The study was premised on two 

research objectives namely to establish reasons why English was removed as a 

mandatory passing subject at Grade 9 level and to investigate the attitudes of teachers 

of English and pupils towards government’s removal of English as a mandatory passing 

subject at Grade 9.  This study adopted the qualitative research design. The study 

sample was drawn from Ministry of Education offices; national, provincial and district 

where four officers were interviewed. Three public schools were sampled; urban, peri 

urban and rural. From each of the three sampled schools, one school manager and three 

teachers of English were interviewed. Two focus group discussions were conducted in 

each school with the Grade 9 and 12 pupils respectively. The focus groups comprised 

eight (8) pupils in each group. More interviews were done with four (4) former pupils 

who sat for their Grade 9 examinations before English was removed as a mandatory 

passing subject. Four (4) parents for both categories of pupils were also interviewed. A 

total of seventy two (72) participants were purposively sampled. Semi-structured 

interview guides and focus group discussion guides were used for data collection. Face 

to face interviews were done with the standards officers, school managers, teachers of 

English, parents to both current and former pupils, as well as former pupils who wrote 

their Grade 9 examinations before the policy of waiving English as a mandatory passing 

subject. The focus group discussions were used to collect data from the current pupils. 

The data were collected from pupils who were in Grade 9 at the time the study was 

being conducted. The aim was to get learners’ views towards learning the English 

subject at Grade 9.   

The study revealed that the removal of English as a compulsory passing subject was 

attributed to low literacy levels among learners, limited proficiency in English, and the 

desire to increase access to senior secondary education. The findings showed that this 

policy shift led to mixed reactions among teachers as some developed positive attitudes 

toward teaching English, while others responded negatively following the removal of 

English as a mandatory passing subject (REMPS). Similarly, pupils also displayed 

varied attitudes. The study further found that pupils' classroom performance in English 

was generally poor, largely due to their negative attitudes toward learning the subject. 

These attitudes were, in part, influenced by the policy change, which appeared to 
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diminish the perceived importance of English, thereby negatively affecting learners’ 

motivation and academic performance.  The study demonstrated strong contextual 

relevance by addressing the critical issue of language dominance within the Zambian 

education system. It provided meaningful insights into the socio-cultural consequences 

of English linguistic hegemony and its impact on the marginalisation of indigenous 

Zambian languages. By framing the discussion within the broader discourse of 

linguistic colonisation, the study contributes to ongoing debates on language policy and 

advocates for more inclusive and equitable linguistic practices in education. Data were 

collected from multiple sources, each contributing a unique perspective and enriching 

the study’s nuanced comprehension of language dominance. The findings have the 

potential to inform policy reforms aimed at incorporating local languages into the 

formal education system as a means of fostering national identity, cultural preservation, 

and linguistic inclusivity. Nonetheless, the study would have been strengthened by the 

inclusion of longitudinal data to assess the long-term implications of English hegemony 

on learners’ academic outcomes and cultural perceptions. Furthermore, there is a 

possibility of bias in responses, particularly from participants with strong views on 

language in education. While the study thoroughly explored the causes and effects of 

the English language supremacy, it provided limited analysis of the practical challenges 

associated with the implementation of existing multilingual education policies in 

Zambia.  

The issue of pupil poor performance in English needs to be understood from pupils’ as 

well as teachers’ viewpoints.  Nasilele (2023) conducted a research titled “Learner 

perspectives on English language performance in Zambian secondary schools” which 

sought to capture pupils’ perspectives. This study adopted a phenomenological 

paradigm and a qualitative narrative design was employed. Thirty (30) pupils were 

selected through convenience sampling from two secondary schools in Ndola, Zambia. 

The researcher conducted in-depth interviews with participants to hear their 

perspectives and in addition obtained further information from pupils’ diaries. 

Narrative analysis was used to analyse data focusing on pupil descriptions of challenges 

and success in English. Findings revealed pupils perceived poor performance to be a 

result of limited exposure to English outside of school due to the fact that learners used 

their mother-tongue at home and English was rarely spoken. This limited exposure 

enhanced their inability to comprehend important language concepts. Learners also 

highlighted a lack of individualised support from teachers which further worsened their 
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linguistic struggles. The deep and personalised insights into learner experiences set this 

study apart. However, the sample was too small to be representative of pupils’ 

experiences, and it also lacks data about other classroom dynamics. 

Simutowe and Mwale (2020) conducted a research titled “Exploring the impact of 

socio-economic status on English language learning: Learner perspectives from 

Zambian secondary schools.” They employed a critical realist paradigm to unravel the 

impact of socio-economic conditions on learner performance. A mixed-methods design 

was used. Two hundred (200) pupils were randomly sampled for the quantitative stage 

and a further twenty (20) pupils were purposively sampled for the qualitative phase.  

Surveys were conducted to collect quantitative data and focus group discussions were 

also conducted for the qualitative data collection. Regression analysis was used to 

analyse quantitative data and qualitative data were thematically analysed. The findings 

confirmed that there was indeed a correlation between socio-economic status and 

performance. The research revealed that learners from lower socio-economic homes 

performed poorly in English due to their inability to easily access educational learning 

materials and unconducive learning conditions coupled with the absence of parental 

involvement in their school affairs. All these challenges inhibited learners’ motivation 

and caused them to regress in their linguistic abilities. The choice of the mixed-methods 

enhanced the triangulation of the findings and provided a comprehensive understanding 

of the research problem. However, the study’s narrow focus on the specific socio-

economic conditions of the sampled schools limits the generalisability of its findings to 

broader contexts. 

Phiri, Kalasa and Chanda (2023) carried out a study on "Factors Contributing to Poor 

Academic Performance in English Composition Writing among Grade 12 Learners in 

Kabwe District, Zambia." The study sought to establish the main problems that 

negatively contribute to learners' poor composition writing skills.  Vygotsky's social-

cultural theory was employed as the study’s theoretical framework. The study 

employed a mixed methods design. Questionnaires were administered to teachers, 

learners, education standards officers, and head teachers from various secondary 

schools in Kabwe District.  Interviews were also conducted.  The findings revealed that 

pupils performed poorly in composition writing because teachers were not effectively 

and adequately equipped with composition writing skills to enable them teach 

composition effectively. Due to this lack in skills, teachers tended to use poor teaching 

methods and often times the materials used for teaching were not suitable. It was also 
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revealed that learners had inadequate proficiency in grammar and their spellings were 

below the expected standard. Additionally, it was found that learners had limited 

opportunities to engage in practical writing exercises during class. These factors 

collectively contributed to the development of negative learner attitudes, which in turn 

adversely impacted their academic performance. The study offered context practical 

insights that can be used to improve composition teaching. However, the study focused 

solely on writing and ignored other equally vital language skills which work in 

complementarity to enhance learners’ linguistic proficiency. 

Chungu (2022) conducted a study on “Performance Challenges in Kitwe Secondary 

Schools.” A qualitative research paradigm was used. The study employed a case study 

design. Purposive sampling was used to select sample schools from Kitwe District, in 

the Copperbelt Province of Zambia. A total of fifty four (54) participants was selected 

through purposive sampling. The sample comprised teachers, learners and school 

administrators.  Questionnaires were administered to collect quantitative data, while 

interviews and focus group discussions were conducted to gather qualitative data. 

Qualitative data were thematically analysed. Descriptive statistics including 

frequencies and percentages were used to analyse quantitative data, and these were 

presented in the table format. The study findings revealed that an unconducive 

academic environment had a bearing on performance. Schools had shortage of study 

space, and parents were not fully involved in school operations. Teachers had few 

opportunities for continuing professional development (CPD) leading them to using 

obsolete teaching strategies. Learners too lacked self-discipline and motivation to 

engage in serious study which resulted in poor academic performance. Academic 

environment, teacher-related factors and pupil-related factors all contributed to overall 

poor educational outcomes. The study adopted a comprehensive approach to examining 

various factors that contribute to poor performance, offering a well-rounded 

understanding of the issue under investigation. However, its focus on urban schools 

limited the applicability of the findings to rural school contexts. 

Chansa (2020) conducted a research titled “Factors Contributing to Poor Performance 

Among Grade 12 Pupils in the Copperbelt Province.” He used a mixed-methods 

approach. Through cluster sampling, five hundred (500) Grade 12 pupils and twenty 

(20) teachers of English were selected for the study. Questionnaires, focus groups and 

interviews were used to collect quantitative and qualitative data respectively. The 

findings revealed that inadequate teacher training, limited educational resources, and 
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minimal pupil engagement contributed to learners' lack of proficiency in English, which 

in turn resulted in performance below the expected standard. The use of focus group 

discussions and interviews facilitated the provision of a comprehensive understanding 

of variables that influence pupils’ proficiency in English. However, the study's main 

limitation was its labour-intensive and cost-inefficient data collection process. 

Banda and Phiri (2022) carried out a research whose aim was to examine factors that 

influence English language proficiency in Zambian secondary schools from the 

teachers’ view-points. Constructivist paradigm was employed for this research and a 

case study design was used. Fifty (50) teachers of English were purposively sampled 

and a number of schools in Lusaka were purposively included in the sample. All the 

fifty teachers had experience in teaching English. Qualitative data on classroom 

challenges were collected from teachers through semi-structured interviews and focus 

group discussions. Thematic analysis was employed to identify recurring themes in the 

teachers’ responses. The findings revealed that overcrowded classrooms, inadequate 

teaching materials, low pupil motivation, and adverse socio-economic conditions 

significantly contributed to poor pupil performance in English. According to the 

teachers interviewed, these factors negatively affected learners’ examination outcomes 

and hindered their attainment of English language proficiency. The interviews and 

focus group discussions highlighted the challenges that teachers experienced in the 

classroom contexts. The findings are specific to schools in Lusaka and could not 

therefore account for low English proficiency in other districts of Zambia. 

A study by Mwanza (2016) observed that attitudes held by teachers regarding a given 

method of teaching language had a bearing on their classroom application which later 

provided learner achievement. The study indicated that while some teachers 

demonstrated understanding of the eclectic approach and held positive attitudes, others 

did not which led to poor application and sometimes non application of the approach. 

It was also established that among the teachers who were observed, four used the 

eclectic approach and one did not implying that while the policy was accepted by some, 

others contested it. The study argued that to some teachers, grammar meant language 

rules and some stated that they taught Standard English while holding negative attitudes 

towards Zambian languages and other varieties of English. From this, it could be seen 

that teachers held monolingual ideologies in which they used English exclusively 

during classroom interaction. Such teaching and teacher attitude were a recipe for 

language failing by learners during the final examinations in secondary schools which 
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can be seen as a teacher factor. The study under review was conducted in Central 

Province while this study will be conducted in the Copperbelt Province amongst grade 

12 learners.  

Chazangwe (2011) conducted a study to investigate the factors for the poor 

performance of Grade 12 pupils in reading comprehension in selected high schools of 

Kalomo District. The study employed a qualitative approach, using interviews with 

teachers and focus group discussions with pupils in secondary schools. It revealed that 

multiple factors contributed to the problem, including the methods used to teach reading 

comprehension and the generally weak reading culture among pupils. The study also 

revealed that teachers faced challenges in teaching reading comprehension, primarily 

because it was time-consuming and the learners often struggled to grasp key concepts, 

making instruction more difficult. Furthermore, the study found that a poor reading 

culture among pupils was compounded by a lack of relevant and age-appropriate 

reading materials for the younger generation. These factors resulted into learners failing 

to perform well in the final examinations.  

Mulenga (2015) conducted a mixed methods analysis of the programmes at the 

University of Zambia. The study aimed at establishing whether or not English language 

teacher education curriculum at the University of Zambia had the relevant knowledge 

and skills for teaching English language in Zambian secondary schools and could 

produce a quality teacher of the English language despite curriculum designers not 

conducting a job analysis as the starting point of the curriculum designing process. The 

study findings revealed that the two schools which taught content and methodology had 

different aims about the same curriculum. While the school of Education aimed at 

producing a teacher of English, the school of Humanities and Social Sciences intended 

to produce a graduate who would use the knowledge and skills learnt to venture in any 

field related to what would have been studied since they thought producing a teacher 

was not their mandate. Mulenga’s study was conducted at the University of Zambia 

with a sample that included students.  

Nyimbili (2016) speculated that the cause of poor grade 12 results in the English 

language was a result of limited pedagogical knowledge amongst teachers in the 

secondary schools in Lundazi. He argued that teachers were not using learner-centred 

techniques hence the learners failed to grasp the linguistic concepts which would enable 

them to retain the learnt information. It was also found that learners on the other hand 
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were interested in learning English using learner centred techniques as it provided them 

with the zeal to practise the lesson concepts practically. He concluded that the poor 

performance of Grade 12 learners in English at the secondary level was closely linked 

to the pedagogical knowledge demonstrated by teachers in schools. 

A qualitative study was conducted in two schools in Chama District by Sidambi (2011) 

whose focus was on the teaching of composition writing in Zambian high schools. Data 

were collected through interviews and classroom observation. The study findings 

revealed that learners in Zambia completed Grade 12 with significantly weak 

composition writing skills. It was further established that many teachers lacked 

adequate knowledge of key principles involved in teaching composition. Of the 12 

teachers whose lessons were observed, only two employed appropriate second language 

teaching methods, while eight used ineffective or incorrect approaches. The study 

recommended the implementation of refresher courses to improve teachers' competence 

in composition instruction. These findings suggest that teacher competence plays a 

critical role in the effective teaching of English at the secondary school level, and that 

poor learner performance can, in part, be attributed to teacher inadequacies. This section 

of literature review brings some points that need to be highlighted. It is clear from the 

literature that has been reviewed that common themes have emerged. Teacher training, 

pedagogical knowledge, attitude, limited exposure to language, resource availability, 

curriculum reforms, high teacher-pupil ratios, and socio-economic challenges all 

influence learner performance negatively. 

Mukuka (2021) conducted a study entitled “The Role of Teacher Competence in 

Student Performance in Literature in English: A Case of Copperbelt Province, Zambia” 

whose main aim was to establish if there was any correlation between a teacher’s 

competence and student performance in Literature in English. The study used 

Constructivist research paradigm. The study focused on understanding the relationship 

between teacher competence and pupil performance from the viewpoint of the teachers.  

A case study design was employed. This study employed a qualitative approach, 

collecting detailed data on teacher competence and its impact on student performance 

through in-depth interviews and document analysis. The sample comprised fifteen (15) 

teachers drawn from five (5) different secondary schools in the Copperbelt Province. 

Participants were selected based on their experience in teaching Literature in English. 
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The findings revealed that there was a strong relationship between teacher competence 

and pupil performance in Literature in English. Teachers who had more advanced 

training and knowledge in literary analysis were better at engaging learners and 

facilitating deeper comprehension of literature texts.  Many teachers lacked sufficient 

content knowledge and pedagogical skills, leading to inappropriate and ineffective 

teaching practices. Their limited subject knowledge made it difficult for them to adapt 

instructional methods to meet the diverse needs of learners, which negatively impacted 

their teaching effectiveness. The study further revealed that teachers rarely participated 

in continuing professional development workshops aimed at enhancing their 

knowledge and improving their teaching competencies. The issue of teacher 

competence was further compounded by insufficient teacher education during initial 

training. The qualitative approach of interviews and document analysis brought out 

valuable insights into context specific teaching challenges that teachers faced in 

teaching literature in English. The qualitative data also helped to understand the 

Zambian context comprehensively and brought out real challenges that teachers of 

Literature in English encountered in classrooms as they taught the subject. The sole 

focus on teachers without the inclusion of pupils’ voice weakens the study. There may 

be other factors that influenced pupil performance which the study’s focus could not 

account for. Although the study employed a qualitative approach, the experiences and 

challenges of the fifteen teachers interviewed may not fully represent those of all 

teachers of Literature in English. Additionally, the study was limited to only five 

schools within a single province, which restricts the generalisability of its findings to 

other regions and provinces of Zambia. 

Mumba and Chanda (2022) carried out a study titled "Socio-Cultural Factors 

Influencing Performance in Literature in English among Secondary School Students in 

Zambia" in Central and Lusaka Provinces of Zambia respectively. The study adopted 

an interpretivist research paradigm, aimed at exploring the personal experiences and 

perspectives of both pupils and teachers regarding the impact of socio-cultural factors 

on performance in Literature in English. A qualitative case study design was employed, 

and participants were selected using purposive sampling. The sample was drawn 

exclusively from selected schools. The sample consisted of forty (40) grade 11 and 12 

students who were studying Literature in English and ten (10) teachers of English 

language and Literature in English. Data were collected through semi-structured 

interviews and focus group discussions. The findings revealed that pupils from rural 
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areas performed poorly in Literature in English, largely because the subject was taught 

in English while their home environments predominantly used local languages. This 

language barrier significantly contributed to their poor performance. Additionally, 

many of the prescribed texts featured themes, characters, and settings rooted in Western 

contexts, which learners found difficult to relate to, making the curriculum content less 

engaging. The study also found that parents neither supported their children nor 

appreciated the value of Literature in English, which negatively affected students’ 

motivation and academic performance. Furthermore, both students and teachers lacked 

passion for the subject, perceiving it as less important than Mathematics and Science. 

The shortage of teaching and learning resources, such as books and audio-visual 

materials, also contributed to ineffective instruction and learning. The use of qualitative 

methods enabled the researchers to provide rich, in-depth insights into the real socio-

cultural difficulties that learners faced. The choice of the case study design facilitated 

context-specific analysis of socio-cultural dynamics in various school situations. 

However, the study sample was limited and the study focused on particular schools thus 

making the findings not generalisable to all secondary schools in Zambia. The 

comprehensive reliance on participants’ self-reported data may be prone to 

preconceptions or imprecisions. 

Mukuka’s (2021) and Mumba and Chanda’s (2022) studies examined learner 

performance in Literature in English. However, their findings align with studies on 

learner performance in English, highlighting the intrinsic connection between the two 

subjects. While English language’s main focus is on linguistic skills which are 

grammar, vocabulary, and comprehension, Literature in English on the other hand 

includes evaluative reading, analysis, and explanation of texts, all of which entail strong 

language proficiency. A learner's expertise in the English language might be inferred 

from their success in literature.  The study of Literature in English provides learners 

with opportunities to engage with a diverse range of expressions and syntactic 

structures, enabling them to apply language in meaningful contexts. This practical use 

of language not only enhances their language skills but also promotes critical thinking 

both of which are essential components of the English syllabus and contribute 

significantly to overall language performance. 
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2.14 Strategies to Improve Performance in English Subject Examinations in 

Secondary Schools  

English is the language of learning, so it is important to ensure that learners are 

proficient in English. This section will reveal related literature that highlight strategies 

that could be employed to enhance pupil performance in English in the Copperbelt 

Province of Zambia.  

A study conducted by Oki (2016) aimed at uncovering the pedagogical effects of 

applying the flipped classroom strategy to Content-Based Instruction for English 

language learners in the United States of America. Students’ perceptions and academic 

performance were measured by adopting a mixed methods approach where interviews 

and a questionnaire were used. This study found that the ESL students’ overall 

experience with the flipped classroom strategy was positive. As the term progressed, 

changes in the dynamics of the classroom became evident. The flipped class structure, 

which included efficient use of narrated videos and class time, contributed to the 

reading comprehension of course content. Survey results confirmed that visual aids and 

voiceover in the videos effectively promoted comprehensible input. Class time was 

efficiently used for reviews, pair discussions, and problem-solving activities requiring 

critical thinking skills. Students also perceived the instructor more as a facilitator with 

whom students felt more comfortable asking questions. The study concluded that this 

method enhanced learner participation and increased language efficiency in learners as 

well as improved academic scores. Although the study does not disclose the sample on 

which the conclusions were drawn, it is important to also see if teachers in the secondary 

schools in Zambia are using flipping as a classroom strategy to increase learner 

academic performance in the Copperbelt Province of Zambia. 

This study by Sabbah (2016) used a quasi-experimental pre-post-test design to 

investigate the effect of using jigsaw cooperative strategy on ELS students’ 

achievement in reading comprehension. Convenience sampling of the two classes was 

used from the female students enrolling in Level 4 reading classes in the Foundation 

Programme in the Community College of Qatar in the fourth quarter of the academic 

year 2013-2014. It is a non-probability sampling technique where two classes were 

selected because of their convenient accessibility to the researcher as the researcher was 

supposed to teach them reading. The two classes were assigned randomly to two 

groups: the experimental group (n=16 students) which was taught seven units in Real 

Reading Textbook via the jigsaw strategy and the control group (n=10 students) which 
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was taught via the traditional strategy-no grouping. Analysis of Covariance (ANCOV) 

was used to analyse students’ scores on the post-test. The results revealed significant 

differences in favour of the experimental group.  

Lipnevich and Smith (2009) conducted an experiment titled “Effects of differential 

feedback on students' examination performance”. The effects of feedback on 

performance and factors associated with it were examined in a large introductory 

psychology course. The experiment involved college students (N = 464) working on an 

essay examination under 3 conditions: no feedback, detailed feedback that was 

perceived by participants to be provided by the course instructor, and detailed feedback 

that was perceived by participants to be computer generated. Additionally, these 

conditions were crossed with factors of grade (receiving a numerical grade or not) and 

praise (receiving a statement of praise or not). The task in question was a single-

question essay examination administered at the start of the course. The findings 

revealed that detailed feedback on the essay, specific to individual's work, was found 

to be strongly related to student improvement in essay scores, with the influence of 

grades and praise being more complex. Generally, receipt of a tentative grade depressed 

performance, although this effect was ameliorated if accompanied by a statement of 

praise. Overall, detailed, descriptive feedback was found to be most effective when 

given alone, unaccompanied by grades or praise. It was also found that the perceived 

source of the feedback (the computer or the instructor) had little impact on the results. 

These findings were consistent with the research literature showing that descriptive 

feedback, which conveyed information on how one performed the task and detailed 

ways to overcome difficulties, was far more effective than evaluative feedback, which 

simply informed students about how well they did. The sample size was big enough. 

The experiment revealed valuable insights about the effects of feedback and which 

feedback was most effective. Nonetheless, the experiment was not extended to other 

courses to see if the results would be the same.  

Oladejo and Adeyemi (2019) conducted a research in Nigeria focusing on improvising 

secondary school students’ performance in English. The study was titled “Factors 

Affecting the Performance of Students in English Language.” A positivist research 

paradigm was used. A survey research design was used. Questionnaires were used to 

gather data from teachers and students. The researchers used quantitative methods.  

Data collection focused on identifying factors that influenced learner English language 

performance in examinations. Some of the targeted factors were teaching strategies, 



58 
 

 

resources and student attitudes. Three hundred (300) students and fifty (50) teachers 

from ten (10) schools participated in the study. The participants were selected for the 

study using stratified random sampling.  Findings revealed that teacher qualifications, 

availability and use of teaching aids strongly influenced performance. It was further 

revealed that engaging learners through interactive and multi-media methods improved 

their comprehension. The sample was large and diverse ensuring diverse representation 

from the ten schools which improved the reliability of the findings. The positivist 

paradigm ensured focus on measurable and observable factors. However, the study did 

not examine external factors such as students’ home environment and socio-economic 

status and their effect on student performance.  

Foncha, Abongdia, and Kepe (2018) conducted a research aimed at enhancing 

comprehension through the reading to learn strategy. The title of the study was 

“Effectiveness of the Reading to Learn Approach in South African Schools”. The study 

employed the Interpretivist research paradigm which focused on understanding the 

experiences and perceptions of participants. A case study research design was used. 

The researchers used qualitative methods which involved classroom observations and 

interviews with teachers. The study focused on few schools already using the “Reading 

to Learn Approach”. Purposive sampling was used to select schools that were already 

using the strategy. Ten (10) schools were selected and included in the study. Data 

collection techniques included classroom observations, interviews with teachers and 

test score analysis before and after implementing the strategy. Research findings 

revealed that students’ comprehension and essay writing skills improved greatly. 

Collaborative learning like peer review increasingly improved learner engagement. The 

research provided detailed practical teaching strategies that could be used to improve 

student performance in English. The study focused only on few schools already familiar 

with the strategy, hence, the findings of this study may not be generalised to other 

school contexts since only schools that were familiar with approach were studied. The 

reliability of the findings would have been enhanced if the strategy had been 

implemented even in other schools which were not previously using the strategy. 

The Cambridge Assessment International Education (2022) conducted a study on 

examination preparation techniques in international schools. The aim of the research 

was to identify practical strategies for improving test performance. The research title 

was “Test Preparation and its Effectiveness in English Examinations.” This was an 

organisation-based research and not an individual author’s work. The researchers 



59 
 

 

employed a mixed-methods approach.  An action research design was used. Two 

hundred (200) students and fifty (50) teachers were selected for inclusion in the study. 

Random sampling was used across fifteen (15) international schools. Data collection 

techniques included teacher observation, surveys, and focus group discussions. From 

the research findings it was established that acquainting students with test formats 

considerably improved their confidence and performance in tests. Additionally, the 

study revealed that when there was too overemphasis on test preparation the learners’ 

critical thinking skills were weakened resulting from anxiety. The choice of the mixed-

methods approach enabled the researchers to comprehensively analyse the findings. 

However, relying on participant self-reported data might create potential for bias and 

inaccuracy in the findings. 

Studies have also been done in Zambia to identify strategies that could be used to 

improve learner performance in English final examinations. This section will review 

literature on studies that have been done locally in response to the fourth objective of 

this study. 

Mumba 2020) conducted a research titled “Impact of Continuous Professional 

Development (CPD) Programmes on Teacher Effectiveness in Zambian Secondary 

Schools” aimed at finding out if CPD had indeed any impact on teacher’s efficiency in 

the classroom. The study employed an interpretivist research paradigm with a case 

study design. Purposive sampling was used in the selection of forty (40) secondary 

school teachers as participants in the study. Interviews and classroom observations were 

used for data collection. Since the research used qualitative approach, the data collected 

were thematically analysed. The research findings revealed that CPD programmes had 

an impact on teachers as it contributed to improving their pedagogical content 

knowledge and enhanced their teaching methods thus leading to improved learner 

educational outcomes. Through interviews, the research revealed valuable insights 

shared from the teachers’ viewpoints. Although the study was purely qualitative, the 

findings cannot be taken to be representative of the whole country due to the small size 

of the sample.  

Banda and Phiri (2019) also conducted a study entitled “The Role of Pedagogical 

Strategies in Enhancing Student Performance in English in Zambian Schools” which 

sought to establish how pedagogical strategies contributed to enhancing pupil 

performance in English in Zambia.  The research used a pragmatism paradigm. The 
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study further employed a mixed-methods research design. Two hundred (200) pupils 

and twenty (20) teachers were sampled through stratified random sampling. Surveys 

were used to collect quantitative data while focus group discussions were used to collect 

qualitative data. Quantitative data were analysed using descriptive statistics while 

qualitative data were thematically coded. Research findings revealed that use of learner-

centred teaching approaches and frequent formative assessments improved pupil 

academic performance. The sample size was large enough to allow the study’s findings 

to be generalised to other similar contexts. However, the study lacks in-depth 

qualitative analysis since qualitative data were obtained from one source only. 

Interviews would have consolidated the perspectives gained from focus group 

discussions.   

Nawa and Mulenga (2018) conducted a study entitled “Resource Availability and Its 

Impact on Learner Performance in Secondary Schools in Zambia” whose aim was to 

find out if indeed there was correlation between availability of resources and learner 

performance. This particular research employed a positivist research paradigm and used 

a descriptive survey design. Fifteen (15) secondary schools, two hundred (200) pupils 

and fifty (50) teachers were selected through random sampling. Questionnaires were 

administered to participants and document analysis was also done. Statistical analysis 

using Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) was carried out.  Findings 

showed that schools that had sufficient textbooks, Information and Communication 

Technology (ICT) resources, and laboratory equipment had better learner performance 

in English and sciences. The findings align with the Ministry of Education (MoGE, 

2021) which acknowledged that there was need to allocate more resources to rural and 

economically disadvantaged schools of Zambia. The study had broad coverage of 

secondary schools with a big participant sample which gave it quantitative rigor. 

However, the study had limited qualitative exploration about how resources were 

actually used in schools. The inclusion of interviews and focus group discussions could 

have enriched the findings, as participants might have shared insights not easily 

captured through questionnaires. Another limitation of the study was the exclusion of 

school administrators, who could have provided valuable perspectives on the factors 

influencing the availability or lack of resources in schools.  

Simukonde and Chanda (2019) researched on “The effect of curriculum design and 

assessment practices on pupil performance in Zambia.”  The research was conducted in 

selected secondary schools across Zambia over the course of one academic year. 
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Guided by a constructivist research paradigm, the study adopted an action research 

design. Ten (10) secondary schools were selected through convenience sampling. A 

classroom intervention involving changes in assessment methods was implemented as 

part of the study. Learners were tested before the commencement of the study, and post-

tests were conducted after the classroom interventions were implemented. A 

comparative analysis of the test scores was carried out to evaluate the impact of the 

interventions. The research revealed that shifting from summative to formative 

assessment led to significant improvements in learners’ academic performance. The 

study used real-time application of strategies in a classroom setting, and intervention 

was carried out at the right time. However, the small sample size and short intervention 

period limited the study. Although the researchers observed and analysed the impact of 

curriculum design and assessment strategies over one academic year, a longer duration 

could have yielded more comprehensive insights.  

Phiri (2020) did a study entitled “The Effect of Teacher-Pupil Ratio on Learning 

Outcomes in Zambian Secondary Schools” which sought to find out if there was a 

relationship between teacher-pupil ratio and pupil performance. The study was 

conducted in Lusaka Province and employed a post-positivist paradigm and a 

longitudinal design over a period of two academic years.  Thirty (30) secondary schools 

and one hundred and fifty (150) teachers were selected through random sampling. 

Structured questionnaires were administered for data collection. The researcher also 

tracked learner performance for a period of two years. Multivariate analysis of variance 

(MANOVA) was used for data analysis. Findings revealed that the smaller the teacher-

pupil ratios the better the learner engagement and performance. The findings of this 

study align with Lufungulo (2021)’s study which also showed that high teacher-to-pupil 

ratios have a negative impact on pupil performance. One of the strengths of longitudinal 

studies is their ability to provide insights that develop over time, allowing for a clearer 

understanding of changes and trends. However, this particular study offered limited 

qualitative insight into classroom dynamics. Incorporating classroom lesson 

observations, along with focus group discussions and interviews with teachers, could 

have significantly enriched the findings.  

Banda and Phiri (2020) conducted a research which focused on strategies to enhance 

Grade 12 student performance in examinations in Zambia. The research employed a 

mixed-methods research paradigm. Fifty (50) teachers were purposively sampled and 

one hundred (100) students were selected through stratified random sampling. The total 
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sample was one hundred and fifty (150) participants. Data were collected through 

surveys and focus group discussions.  The findings revealed that insufficient teaching 

resources and overcrowded classrooms considerably hindered pupil performance. The 

study also revealed that poor teacher training negatively affected preparation of learners 

for standardised tests.  Learners encountered examination challenges, including a lack 

of examination techniques and inadequate psychological preparation. The study 

recommended enhanced teacher professional development programmes to improve 

instructional skills. It also suggested classroom expansion and increased allocation of 

resources for instructional materials. Additionally, the introduction of examination 

preparation workshops was proposed to help pupils build psychological readiness for 

examinations. The study presented comprehensive data obtained from teachers and 

learners. It revealed context-specific insights into examination challenges faced during 

examination preparation. However, the study did not include input from school 

administrators and policymakers. Their insights would have enriched the findings more. 

The study focused only on urban schools which limits its generalisability to other 

similar contexts.  

Lungu and Nyirenda (2021) conducted a research whose aim was to assess the impact 

of pedagogical practices on examination outcomes. The study employed an 

interpretivist paradigm. To identify experienced teachers for the study, snowball 

sampling technique was used while pupils were selected through stratified random 

sampling technique. The sample size was one hundred and twenty (120) participants 

comprising eighty (80) pupils and forty (40) teachers.  This was a case study research 

design. Interviews, classroom observations, and document analysis were used for data 

collection.  Findings revealed that using active learning strategies for instance group 

discussions and problem-solving exercises enhanced comprehension and retention of 

learnt material. They also further revealed that lack of regular formative assessments 

impacted pupil readiness for examinations. The study recommended training teachers 

in learner-centred teaching methods as well as consistent and systematic use of 

formative assessments to improve pupil performance in examinations. The study 

provided a detailed examination of pedagogical approaches and their impact on learner 

performance. The study utilised multiple data sources, which enhanced the credibility 

of its findings. However, it did not examine other influential factors such as socio-

economic conditions and learner-related challenges that may also affect examination 

performance. 
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Simukonde and Mwansa’s (2019) study focused on addressing barriers to academic 

achievement in rural areas. The study employed a qualitative research paradigm. Ten 

(10) teachers and ten (10) education officers were purposively sampled for the study. 

Semi-structured interviews were used for data collection and data were thematically 

analysed.  The study revealed that poor infrastructure such as inadequate classrooms 

and teaching/learning materials negatively impacted examination performance. It was 

also revealed that teachers lacked motivation attributed to poor remuneration and lack 

of opportunities for career growth.  The study recommended investing in rural school 

infrastructure and developing teacher incentive programmes to enhance teacher 

motivation. The study brought out unique challenges that rural schools faced and 

suggested practical recommendations for policy reforms. The small sample however 

limited the scope of the study findings. 

Mulenga and Banda’s (2022) research focused on integrating information and 

communication technologies (ICT) in education to enhance Grade 12 examination 

performance. A constructivist paradigm was employed in this study. The sample size 

was two hundred (200) comprising one hundred and fifty (150) pupils and fifty (50) 

teachers who were selected through stratified random sampling technique. Mixed-

methods approach was used. Surveys were administered. In addition pilot ICT tools 

were implemented.  Research findings revealed that inclusion of digital learning tools 

such as online quizzes and interactive platforms greatly improved learners’ examination 

preparedness. Pupils who were using ICT resources performed better than their peers 

in mock examinations. The study recommended expanding access to ICT resources in 

all schools as well as training teachers in integrating technology in their teaching 

practices. The study demonstrated the practical application of technology in education 

and proved its quantifiable improvement in learner performance. The practical 

improvement in learner performance was limited to schools with access to ICT 

infrastructure.  

Mwale and Chileshe’s (2020) study employed a pragmatism research paradigm. Cluster 

sampling was used to select ten (10) schools while purposive sampling technique was 

used to select fifty (50) teachers for the study. The mixed-methods approach was 

adopted for the study. The mixed-methods involved training sessions for teachers 

combined with pre- and post-training performance evaluations and interviews. The 

findings showed that teaches who underwent professional development sessions 

demonstrated improved instructional practices which conversely improved pupil 
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performance. However, lack of follow-up support restricted long-term impact.  The 

study recommended establishing continuous teacher training programmes and creating 

mentorship as well as peer learning networks for teachers. The practical focus on 

teacher development was a key intervention toward improving pupil examination 

performance. Since the study used pre- and post-training assessments, the study’s 

reliability was strengthened. Nonetheless, the study lasted for a short duration which 

made it difficult to assess long-term outcomes of professional development.  

Mumba and Nkandu (2021) carried a study to assess the role of formative assessment 

in enhancing examination preparedness among learners.  The study employed a 

constructivism paradigm. Thirty (30) teachers and one hundred and twenty (120) pupils 

were selected for the study through convenience sampling technique. Mixed-methods 

were adopted for data collection. Classroom observations were conducted and spupils’ 

performance was tracked. Findings revealed that regular feedback using formative 

assessments greatly improved pupils’ readiness for final examinations. It was also 

revealed that teachers did not use formative assessments regularly because they lacked 

sufficient training in designing effective and appropriate assessments. The study 

demonstrated a clear link between formative assessments and learner performance. This 

study also provided insights that could be used by teachers to improve their pupils’ 

academic outcomes. However, the study was limited to a small geographical area. 

In Zambia, a number of studies have cited the need for teacher training institutions to 

employ hands on instruction to train teachers. In this way, teachers will be equipped 

with the theory, but most importantly, they will have the practical skills required for 

teaching (Mwanza, 2020; Manchishi & Mwanza, 2016; Manchishi & Mwanza, 2013). 

Mwanza (2018) has also proposed that teachers should be trained according to the needs 

of the school and learners. The researchers cited above suggest that there is need to 

improve the quality of teacher training while providing refresher courses to the in-

service teachers so that they can also acquire the most important components. The 

teachers also need to acquaint themselves with the needed teaching and  learning 

methods for them to remain relevant to the teaching of English as a second language in 

the secondary school (Nyimbili, 2016) and use a variety of learner centred methods to 

make learners participate actively in class (Nyimbili, Namuyamba and Chakanika, 

2018). Above all, the text based and communicative methods emphasised in the 

teaching guides, policy documents, English language syllabus and secondary schools 

are key in helping learners perform better and improve their academic performance. 
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2.15 Conclusion 

This chapter has reviewed relevant literature aligned with the study's objectives. The 

reviewed literature has provided valuable insights into the factors contributing to Grade 

12 pupils’ poor performance in English final examinations, particularly within the 

Zambian context. 
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CHAPTER THREEE 

THEORETICAL FRAME 

3.0 Overview 

This chapter presents the theories that will guide this study. The theories are used to 

link the study with the explanation of the concepts that the study will identify on the 

factors affecting Grade 12 English language performance in secondary schools in the 

Copperbelt Province. 

3.1 Expectancy Theory  

Victor Vroom's 1964 theory of expectation holds that people are driven to behave a 

certain way by what they anticipate will happen as a result of their actions. Expectancy 

Theory can be used to examine how pupils' expectations and perceptions impact their 

motivations, efforts, and accomplishments in relation to their performance.  The three 

pillars of expectancy, instrumentality, and valence form the foundation of this theory. 

When applied to pupils’ performance in English, these factors help explain how pupils 

approach their assignments and what motivates them to put in effort and reach their 

goals.  

The expectancy theory of motivation, as formulated by Victor Vroom, describes three 

key components: expectancy (effort → performance), instrumentality (performance → 

outcome), and valence (value of the outcome), (Vroom, 1964). 

Expectancy refers to the belief that increased effort will result in better performance. 

The idea that exerting more effort will result in better performance is known as 

expectation. When learning English, learners are more likely to put in effort if they 

think that spending more time on vocabulary study or grammar practice will boost their 

grades or improve their fluency (Vroom, 1964).  Learners may become discouraged 

and perform poorly if they do not think their efforts will have an impact.    

Instrumentality is the perception that performance is positively correlated with 

favourable outcomes or rewards. In other words, good performance is rewarded. In an 

English class, learners may work harder if they believe that mastery of the subject will 

lead to tangible rewards, such as better grades, praise from the teacher or recognition 

from peers (Vroom, 1964). If a learner believes that greater effort will certainly lead to 

success, he/she will choose to make greater effort. When learners do not see a direct 
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connection between their success and the rewards they value, their motivation to 

achieve can decrease.  

Valence is the value that a learner places on the rewards expected from him/her. In 

English classes, some learners may value good grades because they see them as 

necessary for future opportunities, such as attending a prestigious university, while 

others may value the personal satisfaction of achieving language proficiency (Vroom, 

1964). The higher the valence, the stronger the motivation to perform well. Conversely, 

if the results are of little value to the learner, his or her motivation will be lower (Vroom, 

1964).  

Expectancy Theory has a big impact on how learners perform in school, especially 

when it comes to how teacher expectations affect learner performance. Teacher 

expectancy effects, according to Main (2023), are the phenomena in which a teacher's 

perceptions and expectations regarding a learner's potential and abilities can affect that 

learner's performance and learning outcomes. Main (2023) goes on to say that when 

teachers hold themselves to high standards, they are more likely to give their learners 

challenging and stimulating learning opportunities, as well as extra support and 

encouragement and growth-oriented feedback. Conversely, when teachers hold 

themselves to low standards, they run the risk of unintentionally limiting their learners' 

opportunities for development and reinforcement as well as failing to provide them with 

the tools and resources they need to succeed.  

Learner outcomes can be improved by implementing the fundamental ideas of 

Expectancy Theory. First, there is a direct relationship between learners' performance 

and effort. According to the framework of expectancy theory, in order to exert effort, 

one must have a clear expectation that greater effort will be linked to outcomes deemed 

valuable (Vroom, 2005). Teachers can enhance pupils' expectancy by setting clear, 

achievable goals and providing specific feedback on how to improve. Learners are more 

likely to make the effort to meet high expectations when teachers make those 

expectations clear. Uttamchandan (2022) asserts that the relationship between teacher 

expectancy effects and self-fulfilling prophecies, the situation in which a learner's 

performance reflects the expectations that others, in this case, teachers, have of them is 

close. If a teacher has high expectations for their learners, they will usually go above 

and beyond in order to support and encourage them to achieve those expectations.  On 

the other hand, learners may have fewer opportunities for personal growth and 
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development if their teacher has low expectations for them (Uttamchandan, 2022). 

Second, positive reinforcement in the form of opportunities for growth, 

acknowledgment, and praise can inspire learners to achieve better. Teachers can 

increasing the value of success.  By recognising and rewarding good performance in 

meaningful ways, they can increase the valence of academic success, thereby boosting 

motivation. Finally, learner motivation and effort can be influenced by the degree to 

which a need, such as the need for competence or autonomy, is satisfied. 

Teachers can establish a classroom environment that is both supportive and motivating 

for their learners by comprehending and utilising these fundamental principles. They 

are able to establish high standards, give prompt, insightful feedback, provide focused 

assistance, and provide incentives and rewards that are in line with the needs and 

objectives of the learners. Teachers can emphasise the connection between effort and 

performance, helping pupils understand that their efforts will likely lead to better 

results. This may result in higher motivation levels among learners, better performance, 

and ultimately better academic results. According to Expectancy Theory, learners will 

perform better in English if they believe that their efforts will yield better results, value 

the rewards they anticipate receiving, and expect that their efforts will be rewarded 

(Vroom, 1964). Results, performance, and motivation are all related (Main, 2023).  

3.2 Critical Discourse Analysis 

The second theory that guided this study was critical discourse analysis. Critical 

Discourse Analysis (CDA) was developed primarily by a group of scientists, with 

Norman Fairclough often considered a key player. Fairclough's work in the late 1980s 

and early 1990s played a significant role in shaping CDA, particularly through his book 

Language and Power (1989).  

CDA is a theoretical approach that examines how language, power, and ideology 

interact in texts and communicative practices. It is rooted in the idea that language is 

not just a means of communication but also a tool for social control and a medium 

through which power relations are exercised and maintained. In the context of 

education, particularly in relation to pupil performance, CDA can be used to explore 

how discourses within educational settings influence pupils' academic outcomes and 

social positioning. 

Van Dijk (2008) emphasises that the “core” of CDA remains the systematic and explicit 

analysis of the different structures and strategies of different text and conversation 
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levels. CDA assisted the researcher in understanding specific approaches that teachers 

use to teach English in secondary schools and how these may or may not contribute to 

improving learners' performance. Through the CDA lens, the researcher was helped to 

understand the reasons that led to learners failing English proficiency in the twelfth 

grade and the factors associated with it. 

There are four key concepts to consider in CDA. The first concept is discourse. In 

CDA, discourse refers to the way language is used in a particular context, including 

spoken, written and visual texts. Discourses are viewed as ways of representing aspects 

of the world, including social identities, relationships, and knowledge systems. Baker 

et al. (2008) add that CDA takes into account the intertextual and interdiscursive 

relationships between utterances, texts, genres and discourses, as well as extra-

linguistic social/sociological variables, situations and processes of text production, text 

reception and text consumption. In this study, the causes of poor performance in 

Zambian secondary schools were examined through teacher-learner interactions and 

learner-material engagement. These interactions are crucial as they allow learners to 

express their strengths and weaknesses in the second language. The teacher's ability to 

identify these challenges, provide corrective feedback, and support language 

development enabled the researcher to analyse them within the framework of this 

theory. 

The second key concept in CDA is power and ideology. CDA emphasises that 

language is inextricably linked to power and ideology. Discourses often reflect and 

reinforce the power structures in society. Baker et al. (2008) further assert that CDA 

researchers are fundamentally interested in analysing opaque and transparent structural 

relationships of dominance, discrimination, power and control as manifested in 

language. They further argue that the language alone is not powerful for CDA. It gains 

power through the uses people make of it and through the people who have access to 

language and public forums. In keeping with its Critical Theory predecessors, CDA 

emphasises the need for interdisciplinary work to achieve an adequate understanding 

of how language functions in the formation and transmission of knowledge, in the 

organisation of social institutions, or in the exercise of power in different areas/fields 

of our societies (Wodak, 2004). Therefore, the way teachers and learners use the 

language is of utmost importance in the context.  



70 
 

 

The researcher used the CDA framework during classroom observation. The linguistic 

actions and speech acts of teachers and learners were understood through the power of 

language or words used by both teachers and learners in the classroom. This provided 

clues about how classroom interaction can help teachers and learners make sense of the 

languages they use in class. In the classroom, the way teachers and learners interact can 

influence pupil performance. CDA can be used to analyse the language teachers used 

when giving instructions, giving feedback, or managing behaviour in the classroom. 

The language used in classroom interactions, assessments, and feedback can reproduce 

dominant ideologies and marginalise certain groups of learners.  

Classroom conversations often reflect the power relationships that exist between 

educators and pupils. Typically, teachers control the conversation and decide who 

speaks, when and how. According to Fairclough (1989), this authoritative control has 

the power to either increase or decrease learner engagement and participation. One can 

examine how language maintains power hierarchies through CDA. For example, 

instructional language positions the teacher as the authority, which can suppress 

learners' confidence and critical thinking skills (Rogers, 2011). On the other hand, 

through linguistic inclusivity, such as asking open-ended questions, a teacher can 

encourage participation, create a collaborative learning environment, and increase 

output (Fairclough, 2015). 

CDA analyses the ways in which the linguistic forms of the teacher and the learner are 

used in various expressions and manipulations of power and control (Chilton, 2004). 

Power is signalled not only through grammatical forms within a text, but also through 

a person's control over a social occasion, through the genre of a text, or through access 

to certain public spheres. Power is often exercised or challenged precisely within the 

genres associated with certain social occasions (Muntigl et al., 2000; Wodak, 1996, 

2007). Textual literacy is related to the learner's ability to use the second language and 

write meaningful texts that are considered accurate in their context. The power of the 

second language is also related to the learner's ability to use it socially and cognitively 

in order to learn effectively. Learners' texts form the basis for analysis to determine 

how their linguistic inventory manifests itself in both speech and writing, leading to 

better or poorer performance in the classroom and subsequently to better or poorer 

performance in final examinations. 
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Baker (2008) contrasts that a “critical” analysis would not only be interested in 

explaining what linguistic elements and processes are present in a text or set of texts, 

but would also have to explain why and under what circumstances and consequences 

producers of the text have made certain linguistic choices among several other options 

that a given language can offer. That is, a critical analysis takes into account both 

absences and presences in the data (Kress and Van Leeuwen, 2001). This justifies the 

use of CDA rather than purely descriptive, data-driven approaches, which are 

epistemologically inadequate to account for the complex linguistic commitments that 

learners and teachers undertake to make sense in the classroom. The teacher's selection 

of methods and techniques is one of the aspects analysed to determine whether they 

affect classroom interaction and how they affect learners' performance.  

Pupil participation is shaped by patterns of interaction and discourse in the classroom, 

such as the initiation-response-feedback (IRF) model (Sinclair and Coulthard, 1975). 

Teacher asks a question, pupils answer, and the teacher provides feedback in traditional 

IRF patterns. Although this structure can be useful for assessing understanding, it can 

also prevent topics from being explored in more detail. CDA emphasises the value of 

different interaction styles in the classroom. Critical thinking and improved academic 

performance are promoted in classrooms that support dialogic discourse in which pupils 

actively participate in discussions and ask questions of both teachers and peers 

(Alexander, 2008).   

The third key concept is social practice. CDA views discourse as a form of social 

practice that both shapes and is shaped by social structures. Lessons are guided by 

government guidelines, made possible by secondary school teachers. Proper 

implementation of such policies leads to improvement in learning outcomes, while poor 

implementation leads to poor performance. CDA is another avenue that highlights how 

government policies and guidelines coupled with instructions to teachers and their 

decisions can be accepted, rejected and sometimes ignored in the process of providing 

inclusive teaching and learning practices (Mwanza, 2016). The classroom discourse is 

not neutral. According to van Dijk (1993), classroom discourse often incorporates 

dominant ideologies and values into the curriculum and teaching strategies. The 

guidelines are therefore implemented both at the classroom level and at the practice 

level. The teacher's ability to make learners perform well in second language 

examinations is nothing but effective policy implementation. Poor performance is also 

related to poor policy implementation, which leads to poor outcomes. This means that 
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the language used in educational environments can influence learners' beliefs, 

behaviours and identities, which in turn affect their academic performance. In this case, 

the teacher's ability to get learners to conceptualise the learning material is related to 

the implementation of policies examined in this study in relation to CDA concepts. 

The fourth key component of CDA is text analysis. CDA involves a detailed analysis 

of texts (spoken, written or visual) to explore how they construct meaning and how 

these meanings relate to broader social and power structures. The CDA approach is 

important for reflecting the ways in which linguistic forms are used discursively by 

speakers to create new or alternative forms of social reality through coherently 

organised texts in a classroom (Wodak and Meyer, 2001). It is necessary to understand 

how an individual linguistically constructs or frames an activity, organises meaning, 

and prescribes normative behaviour for participants. It is clear that a teacher uses public 

discourse in the classroom in which learners strategically use texts (oral or written) 

essentially as representations of both individual and collective identities filtered 

through linguistic form. In the same vein, a study by Van Dijk (2004) shows that texts 

are a by-product of broader social and cultural realities and their disclosure in the 

examination therefore results in learners either passing or not achieving the best results. 

By cultural realities in this case are meant the knowledge sharing practices that the 

teacher uses to present lessons and influence learners' performance in school.  

Critical analysis of how language works in the creation of knowledge is encouraged by 

CDA (Fairclough, 2015). When critical discourse is encouraged in the classroom, 

learners learn to not only consume information, but also to question and analyse it. 

Better performance is the result of this critical thinking, which also increases cognitive 

engagement. For example, teachers who use discourse to challenge pupils' assumptions 

or prejudices promote greater understanding and higher-order thinking skills, both of 

which improve learning outcomes (Janks, 1997).   

From the previous discussion, it is clear that texts (oral or written) are representations 

of linguistic structures that are coherently constructed to reflect macro-level social 

realities (Van Dijk, 2006). CDA plays an important role in establishing and legitimising 

linguistic and institutional actions. In this study, the Critical Discourse Analytic 

Framework (CDA) for language and text analysis examined the dialectic between 

language and social reality and the crucial role the former plays in the construction of 

the latter. Through this theory, teachers and their teaching practices are linked to the 
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factors that contribute to the poor and high poor performance rates in Grade 12 English 

examinations. CDA was employed to examine the language used in examination 

question structures to identify any ideological biases. I applied CDA to analyse whether 

specific linguistic structures or discourses in the questions privileged some learners 

while disadvantaging others.   

In summary, CDA provides a powerful framework for understanding the complex 

relationships between language, power, and pupil achievement in educational settings. 

By applying CDA, the researcher will attempt to understand whether there are hidden 

biases and power dynamics that may influence pupil outcomes. This will enable the 

researcher to critically analyse the causes of poor performance of Grade 12 pupils in 

national English examinations and how these can be improved. 

3.3 Self-Efficacy Theory  

Self-efficacy theory, as developed by Albert Bandura (1977, 1986), plays a central role 

in understanding human motivation, behaviour, and academic performance. This theory 

refers to a person's belief in his or her ability to perform, behaviours necessary to 

achieve certain performance outcomes. In educational settings, self-efficacy has a 

significant impact on pupil learning, engagement, and outcomes, especially in 

demanding contexts such as English examinations.  

Bandura (1997) conceptualized self-efficacy as a core component of social cognitive 

theory and emphasized that an individual's belief in his or her ability to achieve goals 

influences his or her decisions, effort, and persistence. He proposed four major sources 

of self-efficacy: mastery experiences, vicarious experiences, verbal persuasion, and 

physiological states. These elements contribute to students' confidence in their 

academic abilities and are critical in the context of English examinations. The four 

sources of self-efficacy are explained in more detail in the following sections.  

Bandura viewed mastery experiences as the first primary source of self-efficacy. 

Learners who have been successful on previous English examinations or classroom 

activities are more likely to believe they can be successful on future examinations. 

According to Bandura, mastery experiences are the most influential source of self-

efficacy (Bandura, 1997). For English learners, consistent performance on grammar 

exercises, essay writing, and reading comprehension tasks strengthens their belief in 

their ability to effectively tackle examination content. 
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Vicarious experiences were conceptualised as a second source of self-efficacy. 

Observing classmates who perform well on English tasks can increase a pupil's self-

efficacy, especially if they perceive similarities between themselves and their peers. 

When a student witnesses classmates, especially those of similar proficiency levels, 

pass English examinations, they may believe that they too can be successful (Schunk, 

1989). 

The third source of self-efficacy according to Bandura's concept is verbal persuasion. 

Teachers and peers play a crucial role in shaping pupils' self-efficacy through verbal 

feedback and encouragement. Positive reinforcement, such as providing feedback on 

performance on practice tests or mock examinations, for example, can significantly 

increase pupils' confidence in their English skills (Pajares, 2006). However, negative 

feedback can undermine this trust and lead to lower self-efficacy and potentially poorer 

examination performance.  

The fourth source of self-efficacy is physiological and affective states. Physiological 

and affective states play a critical role in influencing academic performance by 

affecting cognitive functioning, motivation, and engagement in learning. Energy and 

attention have an impact on pupil performance. Pupils who get enough sleep, eat right, 

and are physically fit tend to be more alert and able to concentrate better. Lack of sleep, 

poor nutrition, or fatigue can lead to reduced attention span, memory problems, and 

impaired decision-making. 

Stress and anxiety have a major impact on student performance. Physiological 

responses to stress, such as increased heart rate, muscle tension and fatigue, can hinder 

cognitive processes. Chronic stress impairs the brain's ability to retain information, 

solve problems, and concentrate, which can negatively impact academic performance. 

According to Kyllonen et al. (2013), stress and anxiety can reduce working memory 

capacity, making it more difficult for pupils to recall information. Eysenck et al. (2007) 

state that anxiety can lead to distractions, reduced concentration and attention during 

exams, resulting in impaired academic performance. Stress can also impair critical 

thinking and analytical skills, which are essential for English exams (Kashdan and 

Ciarrochi, 2013). Furthermore, Bandura (1997) says that repeated experiences of 

anxiety can undermine pupils' confidence in their abilities, thereby affecting 

performance.  



75 
 

 

Chronic stress can trigger negative emotions such as frustration and anxiety, creating a 

feedback loop that worsens both physiological and emotional well-being. When a pupil 

is both physically exhausted and emotionally overwhelmed, his/her academic 

performance will be significantly affected. High levels of test anxiety can lead to poor 

academic performance because anxiety can cause pupils to forget information they have 

already learned or have difficulty understanding tests (Bandura, 1997). Examinations 

often lead to increased levels of anxiety and stress. Bandura (1997) found that pupils 

tend to interpret physiological responses such as increased heart rate or nervousness as 

signs of poor performance. High-risk English examinations can trigger such reactions, 

reducing self-efficacy and negatively affecting performance. Conversely, pupils who 

manage their emotions well tend to have higher levels of self-efficacy.  

A pupil's illness and unwellness negatively impact the student's performance. Health 

problems such as headaches, stomach aches or chronic illnesses can affect pupils' 

ability to concentrate on schoolwork. Pain and discomfort distract from the learning 

process and lead to absenteeism, which in turn affects overall performance.  

Affective states refer to emotional states such as moods, feelings and attitudes. 

Emotional well-being plays an important role in learning success. Affective states 

include self-confidence and self-efficacy. Pupils who believe in their academic abilities 

(high self-efficacy) are more likely to take on challenging tasks, persevere when faced 

with difficulties, and perform better. On the other hand, pupils with low self-confidence 

may avoid academic challenges, leading to poorer performance. 

Affective states also include emotions because they affect learning. Positive emotions 

such as happiness and excitement can improve cognitive function and motivation. 

When pupils enjoy learning, they tend to be more engaged and perform better. In 

contrast, negative emotions such as fear, frustration, and boredom can reduce 

motivation and impair concentration, memory, and decision-making.  

3.3.1 Self-Efficacy and English Examination Performance 

Self-efficacy is particularly relevant in language learning contexts such as English 

examinations, which require a combination of skills including reading comprehension, 

essay writing, grammar use, and vocabulary knowledge. Studies have shown that 

learners with high self-efficacy are more likely to approach language tasks confidently, 

use effective learning strategies, and demonstrate resilience when faced with 

difficulties (Zimmerman, 2000).  In English examinations, high self-efficacy can lead 
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to increased motivation. Pupils who believe they can do well are more likely to be 

intrinsically motivated to prepare for English examinations. This motivation drives 

them to persistently engage with complex materials such as ... and advanced grammar 

exercises (Pajares & Johnson, 1996).  

High self-efficacy can lead to higher cognitive engagement. As noted by Pintrich & De 

Groot (990), students with high self-efficacy are more likely to use effective cognitive 

and metacognitive strategies, such as summarising texts, self-questioning and 

organising ideas for essays. These strategies contribute to improved examination 

performance. Aside from higher cognitive engagement, high self-efficacy can lead to 

greater persistence. When faced with challenging tasks, such as answering difficult 

comprehension questions or organising thoughts for essay writing, learners with higher 

self-efficacy demonstrate greater persistence and problem-solving skills, which are 

essential for success in English examinations (Bandura, 1986). 

Bandura's self-efficacy theory has implications for teaching and assessment that 

teachers must consider. For teachers, promoting pupil self-efficacy is critical to 

improving English test scores. Teaching strategies that include clear feedback, creating 

learning experiences, and fostering a growth mind-set can help strengthen pupils' belief 

in their abilities (Dweck, 2006). Additionally, incorporating regular formative 

assessments, such as practice examinations and low-stakes quizzes, allows learners to 

gain mastery experiences that directly increase their self-efficacy. Additionally, 

creating a supportive classroom environment in which learners feel comfortable 

expressing themselves in English, receiving constructive criticism, and observing the 

success of their peers can contribute to improved self-efficacy. Teachers should also 

combat test anxiety by helping learners develop stress management techniques, as this 

can mitigate negative physiological effects on self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997).   

3.3.2 Conclusion 

Bandura's self-efficacy theory provides a robust framework for understanding the 

relationship between pupils' beliefs in their abilities and their performance on English 

examinations. By increasing self-efficacy through mastery experiences, positive 

reinforcement, and stress management, teachers can help pupils improve their academic 

outcomes. The theory highlights the importance of fostering self-confidence and 

resilience in learners, particularly in subjects such as English, where self-efficacy has 

been shown to correlate with higher motivation, engagement and achievement. The 
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theory posits that considering both the physiological and emotional well-being of 

learners is critical to improving their academic performance. Additionally, fostering a 

positive emotional environment in the classroom can lead to better cognitive 

functioning and engagement in learning, which in turn leads to better academic 

performance in both formative and summative assessment.  

3.4 Chapter summary  

This chapter has presented three theories which were used to critically analyse the 

causes of Grade 12 pupils’ poor performance in English national examinations and how 

it can be improved. The next chapter presents the methodology for the study. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

4.0 Overview 

This chapter presents the strategy for dealing with the given research topic of the study. 

A number of subtopics are covered in this chapter, including the study paradigm, 

methods, design, population, sample, sampling techniques, instruments, data collection 

techniques, quality control, data analysis, ethical considerations, and a summary. It is 

important to understand a research paradigm because it influences all aspects of a study, 

including the formulation of the research question and the techniques used for data 

collection and analysis. Understanding the paradigm helps a researcher select the best 

methodology for his/her particular topic and defend his/her methodological decisions 

more convincingly. 

4.1 Research Paradigm 

Before delving into the research design and methodology, it is imperative to introduce 

the philosophical research framework that served as the cornerstone of this 

investigation. A research paradigm is a set of assumptions about how the scientific 

community works. According to Schumacher and McMillan (2010), a research 

paradigm includes the global perspective on how research information should be 

acquired. As a result, they establish a set of rigid frameworks for organising and 

exploring knowledge. These conceptual frameworks have been articulated in a variety 

of widely accepted models developed in the social sciences; these models are called 

paradigms. Their views on ontology (What is reality?), epistemology (What is 

knowledge?) and axiology (Is truth value-free or value-laden?) often distinguish them. 

The three ideas influence the researcher's decision on research formulation and study 

design.  

The nature of reality is a topic of ontological philosophy. It requires scientists to think 

about how society is structured, how the world works, and how these factors affect 

everything around us. According to Phillimore and Goodson (2004), ontology discusses 

the differences between reality and our perception of it, and how they affect people's 

actions. To confront the facts, epistemology asks what constitutes acceptable 

knowledge. It requires one to define what one knows about his or her field, what is 

considered acceptable knowledge, and what one knows to be true and accepted as fact 

based on extensive testing. This concept is most commonly applied in scientific 
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research because it looks for information and facts that can be proven beyond doubt, 

rather than situations and views that are subject to change (Norris, 2005). 

Rather than attempting to reduce or balance the influence of values and opinions, 

axiology allows the researcher to understand and acknowledge their involvement in the 

collection and processing of study data. For example, the researcher must disclose in 

his research whether he is a vegetarian and look at the variety and availability of 

vegetarian meals in hotels. Depending on the approach chosen, how this impacts the 

research and outcome analysis of the topic needs to be carefully considered and 

examined in a variety of ways (Ngulube, 2017). Examining the philosophical 

viewpoints associated with this philosophy help clarify it better. In this study, 

interpretivist was the research paradigm used 

4.1.1 Interpretivist Paradigm 

This research was guided by the interpretivist paradigm. The interpretivist paradigm is 

rooted in the works of Max Weber (1864–1920), a German sociologist and philosopher. 

Weber emphasised Verstehen (interpretive understanding) as a key method for studying 

social phenomena, arguing that human behaviour should be understood from the 

perspective of the individuals involved rather than through purely objective observation. 

Later scholars, such as Wilhelm Dilthey and Hans-Georg Gadamer, further developed 

interpretivist ideas, particularly in the fields of hermeneutics and qualitative research. 

According to Creswell and Poth (2018), the interpretive paradigm is a philosophical 

research approach that places a strong emphasis on comprehending the arbitrary 

meaning that social phenomena and human experiences can have. In contrast to the 

positivist paradigm, which sees reality as objective and quantifiable, it is predicated on 

the idea that reality is socially constructed (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). Interpretivists 

contend that context, values, and participant perspectives are crucial to comprehending 

phenomena because knowledge is co-created through interactions between the 

researcher and participants (Stake, 1995). This paradigm emphasises the richness and 

complexity of human experiences over quantitative measurements, frequently using 

qualitative methods like case studies and interviews to investigate how individuals or 

groups interpret their social environment (Merriam, 1998). It is especially appropriate 

for research that seeks to comprehend distinct, context-specific behaviours or meanings 

which makes it perfect for disciplines like anthropology, sociology, and education 
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(Guba & Lincoln, 1994). The interpretivist method looks for the layers of meaning 

hidden behind social interactions and prioritises depth over breadth. 

The use of interpretivism in this study was justified because Critical Discourse Analysis 

(CDA) aligned with interpretivist principles, which focus on understanding social 

meanings, power relations, and ideological influences embedded in language. Since the 

study examined how examination question structures and discourse may contribute to 

pupils' poor performance, an interpretivist approach allowed for an in-depth, 

contextualised exploration of how language constructs and reinforces inequalities. This 

paradigm supports qualitative methods, enabling the researcher to interpret subjective 

experiences, teacher-learner interactions, and textual analysis beyond mere statistical 

trends. The study took a qualitative approach.  

4.1.2 Ontology in the Interpretivist Paradigm  

Ontology studies the nature of existence. Interpretivists do not see reality as a single, 

objective truth, but rather as socially constructed and multifaceted.  According to the 

interpretivist viewpoint, social settings, human experiences, and beliefs all influence 

reality. The same phenomenon may therefore be interpreted differently by different 

people, and these interpretations are equally valid. Positivism assumes an external 

reality that is objective and quantifiable, in contrast to interpretivism.  According to 

interpretivism, reality is pliable and subject to the interpretations that people and/or 

groups give it. As such, interpretivist's ontological position is frequently characterised 

as relativistic (Crotty, 1998).  

In the interpretivist paradigm, ontology concerns the nature of reality, which is viewed 

as socially constructed and context-dependent. In this study, ontology was applied by 

recognising that pupil performance was shaped by subjective experiences, power 

relations, and socio-linguistic contexts rather than fixed, objective realities. This meant 

the study assumed that examination question structures, teacher expectations, and 

linguistic biases influenced pupils differently, and their struggles with English were not 

just individual failings but were linked to broader social and institutional discourses.  

4.1.2 Epistemology in the Interpretivist Paradigm  

Epistemology refers to the nature and extent of knowledge, particularly how we come 

to know what we know. The interpretivist paradigm adopts a subjectivist or 

constructivist epistemology, meaning that knowledge is not discovered but rather co-

constructed between the researcher and participants. Knowledge is context-dependent 
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and value-laden, with an emphasis on understanding the social world from the 

perspective of those being studied. Interpretivists argue that researchers cannot be 

detached or objective because they bring their own perspectives to research. Therefore, 

the research process is viewed as a dialogic process in which both the researcher and 

the participants have an influence on knowledge generation (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).   

Carson et al. (2001) claim that interpretivist researchers avoid rigid structural 

frameworks such as those used in positivist research. They adopt a more personal and 

flexible research structure, receptive to capturing the meaning of human interaction and 

making sense of what is perceived as reality (Carson et al., 2001; Black, 2006). 

Interpretivist recognises the interaction and interdependence between the researcher 

and their informants. This reflects that the interpretivist researcher enters the field with 

some prior knowledge of the research context, but assumes that this is insufficient for 

developing a fixed research design due to the complex, diverse and unpredictable nature 

of what is perceived as reality (Creswell, 1998).  In this way, the researcher remains 

open to new knowledge throughout the study and allows for its further development 

with the help of informants. The use of such an emergent and collaborative approach is 

consistent with the interpretive belief that humans have the ability to adapt and that no 

one can achieve prior knowledge of time- and context-bound social realities (Guba & 

Lincoln, 1998).  

Interpretivist researchers represent the subjectivist view in which subjective meaning 

and subjective interpretations have great importance (Pring, 2000). The object cannot 

be adequately described without the subject, nor can the subject be adequately described 

without the object. Therefore, the relationship between the knower and the subject to 

be known is not one of detachment, but rather one of participation and interaction 

(Crotty, 1998; Guba & Lincoln, 1998; Dammak, 2015). This implies that, according to 

interpretivists, the world is constructed socially, i.e. through the interaction of 

individuals. This also implies that the natural and social worlds are not separate but 

intertwined and that researchers are part of this social reality and not separate from the 

subjects studied (Dammak, 2015). 

According to Cohen et al. (2003), interpretivist researchers believe that the social world 

can only be understood from the perspective of the individuals who are part of the 

ongoing action being studied. It should be understood that interpretive research is an 

interactive process between the researcher and the people around him (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2008). In contrast to the positivist paradigm, researchers are not detached from 
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the situation being investigated, but rather see themselves as participants in the situation 

being investigated (Creswell, 1998). Because of this involvement of interpretivist 

researchers in real life situations, they are able to provide detailed descriptions of the 

situation under study (Holliday, 2007).  

Understanding people is the goal of the human sciences (Babbie and Mouton 2011). 

According to Cohen, Manion, and Morrison (2018), people derive their sense of 

meaning from their experiences, which are often difficult to notice but can be 

discovered through asking questions, talking to them, and spending time with them. 

They also claim that people try to understand the social lives they lead and that in order 

to understand how people make sense of a particular situation, a researcher must look 

at it from the perspective of everyone involved and obtain their definition of it and focus 

on the context and interactions. This paradigm was suitable for the study as it enabled 

the researcher to critically and qualitatively analyse the performance of Grade 12 pupils 

in English examinations in the Copperbelt Province. This was achieved through 

interviews with teachers, heads of departments (HODs), administrators, national 

examiners, Examination Council of Zambia (ECZ) officials, and parents, as well as 

focus group discussions with pupils.  

In the interpretivist paradigm, epistemology concerns how knowledge is acquired and 

understood. In this study, epistemology was applied by recognising that knowledge 

about poor performance was constructed through language, interactions, and lived 

experiences rather than through objective measurements alone.  This study gathered 

qualitative insights from teachers, pupils, administrators, national examiners, parents, 

and examination texts to interpret the influence of discourse, power dynamics, and 

linguistic structures on performance. Rather than relying solely on statistical data, it 

prioritised contextual understanding, multiple perspectives, and an in-depth analysis of 

how language shapes reality within the examination setting.  

4.2 Research Approach  

Methodology is very important in research. It forms the driving force of the study. To 

choose the right methodology, one must be clear about the purpose of the study. As 

Agee (2009) notes, one must ask oneself, “What do I want to know in this study?” 

Questions that need to be answered help determine the method one would use in the 

study. This research used qualitative research methods. Qualitative research is a 

naturalistic approach in which phenomena are examined in their natural environment 
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(McMillan & Schumacher, 2001, Patton, 2002). A qualitative researcher seeks an in-

depth understanding of the phenomenon and the data is analysed inductively (Cohen, 

Manion, & Morrison, 2006). Case study research often uses qualitative methods such 

as interviews, observations, and document analysis, although quantitative data may also 

be included (Merriam, 1998). This research used qualitative methods.   

4.3 Research Design 

A research design, according to Creswell (2012), is a framework, outline, or plan used 

to develop solutions to a specific research problem. A research design can also be 

defined as the overall plan that a researcher uses to logically and convincingly integrate 

various study components to ensure that the research problem is adequately addressed 

(University of California Libraries, 2015). Although the term “research design” has the 

same meaning, different scholars have given different definitions. According to Burns 

and Grove (2003), a research design is a blueprint for conducting a study with 

maximum control over variables that could affect the validity of the results. According 

to Kothari (2004), decisions about what, where, when, how much and by what means 

are made in the context of an investigation or research study in a research design. 

According to him, a research design is the setting of parameters for data collection and 

analysis with the aim of balancing procedural economy with relevance to the study 

objective. In the light of this study, a case study research design was used to answer the 

given research questions. 

This study used a descriptive case study research design as it involved an in-depth 

investigation into the poor performance of Grade 12 pupils in English final 

examinations in a real-world context. Case studies are typically used to investigate 

complex phenomena that are not easily understood using other methods because they 

allow researchers to examine how different variables interact in specific, contextual 

environments (Yin, 2018). Yin (2018) further emphasises that case studies are suitable 

for examining complex phenomena in real-world contexts, especially when the 

boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly visible. 

In research, a “case” refers to a single unit of analysis being studied. A case can be a 

person, a group, an organisation, an event, a process, or a specific instance or 

phenomenon (Yin, 2018). This unit can vary depending on the research context and 

objectives. In case study research, the focus is typically on an in-depth, detailed 

examination of the selected “case” to gain a comprehensive understanding of its 
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complexity and context (Stake, 1995). Case studies often collect qualitative data 

through interviews, observations, and document analysis.  

4.3.1 Justification for using a descriptive case study design  

A descriptive case study design was ideal for analysing Grade 12 pupils' poor English 

performance in the Copperbelt Province, as it offered a comprehensive and context-

specific understanding of contributing factors and the magnitude of the issue. Through 

the use of this design, the researcher was able to examine challenges like teacher-to-

pupil ratios, learning materials, school environments, and socio-economic factors, 

providing a holistic perspective (Yin, 2018). The design also enabled the researcher to 

capture diverse views from learners, teachers, parents, and administrators on 

instructional challenges, parental involvement, and examination standards (Merriam, 

1998). Use of multiple data sources (examination results, final examination papers 

senior secondary school syllabus, interviews, and focus groups) enhanced triangulation 

for credibility. The design supported an interpretivist approach, allowing flexible data 

collection and rich descriptions of experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Additionally, 

through the use of this design, the researcher was able to investigate administrative-

related factors, learner-related factors, and teacher-related and examination-related 

factors, leading to evidence-based recommendations (cf. Yin, 2018). This approach 

ensured depth, credibility, and contextual relevance, making it ideal for addressing 

English performance challenges in Grade 12 examinations. 

4.4 Population  

According to White (2003), a population is a collection of people, things or objects 

from which samples are taken to make measurements.  Population refers to the group 

of cases (individuals) with similar characteristics (McMillan & Schumacher, 2001). It 

can also refer to a series of similar events or cases that are of interest to the research 

problem or question. Grade 12 pupils in public secondary schools, teachers of English, 

Language Department heads, Deputy Head-teachers, a Senior Education Standards 

Officer (SESO) for Languages in the Copperbelt Province, District Education 

Standards Officers (DESOs), national examiners, and the Examinations Council of 

Zambia (ECZ) officials from the ECZ headquarters were all part of the study 

population.  

4.5 Sampling Methods  

Sampling methods are divided into probability and non-probability categories. The 

methods used by the researcher to select study participants from the sample are called 
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sampling techniques (Msabila and Nalaila, 2013). Unlike positivists who rely on 

randomisation, interpretivists use purposive sampling technique and select people and 

sites that are rich in information (McMillan & Schumacher, 2001; Creswell, 2008).  

This study employed expert, criterion, and homogeneous purposive sampling, along 

with snowball sampling, to ensure the selection of appropriate participants for 

interviews and focus group discussions. 

4.5.1 Purposive Sampling  

Cohen et al. (2014) state that purposive sampling involves researchers hand-selecting 

cases for the sample based on their assessment of the cases' typicality or possession of 

the specific characteristics sought. The selection of data, rich in cases for in-depth 

analysis and related to the main topics under study, gives purposive sampling its 

strength (Orodho and Kombo, 2002).  Selecting information-rich cases for an in-depth 

study is called qualitative sampling (Punch, 2011). This procedure is used when one 

wants to learn more about a specific case without feeling compelled to generalise to all 

similar cases. The purpose of qualitative sampling is to improve the utility of data from 

small samples (Gay, 2010).  

The teachers of English, HOD Languages, Grade 12 markers of English Language, 

Deputy Head-teachers and SESO Languages were specifically included in this study. 

The teachers of English and HOD Languages were specifically selected as they are 

responsible for teaching English in secondary schools. Criterion purposive sampling 

was used to select teachers, following Nyimbili & Nyimbili (2024), who state that this 

sampling method requires researchers to establish specific criteria for participant 

selection. Teachers were chosen using criterion/expert purposive sampling based on the 

following criteria: they were teaching Grade 12 classes, had at least three years of 

teaching experience, and were trained to teach English. The HODs are subject matter 

specialists responsible for supervising and advising teachers on the delivery of content 

in schools, so expert purposive sampling was used to select HODs. The Deputy Head-

teachers were included in the sample because as heads, they are responsible for the 

school's academic performance and are responsible for monitoring the overall academic 

performance of their schools. The SESO (Languages) was included in this study 

because he/she is responsible for the province when it comes to the teaching and 

learning of the English language. The ECZ officials were targeted because they are 

responsible for administering the examinations and conducting the annual performance 

analysis of the national examinations in Zambia. Expert purposive sampling was used 
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to select the deputy head teachers, SESO, DESOs, national markers, HODs, and ECZ 

officials. 

Schools were specifically sampled through the office of the District Education Board 

Secretary (DEBS). The researcher sought help from the DEBS’ office in finding two 

lowest performing schools in the districts that took part in the study. The schools were 

chosen using expert purposive sampling since they were identified by the standard 

officers. These were the schools that participated in the study. The selection of learners 

was homogeneous purposive sampling as only the 12th grade pupils took part in the 

focus group discussions.  

4.5.1.1 Snowball Sampling 

Snowball sampling was specifically used when identifying national markers. The 

researcher was helped to identify one Grade 12 national marker through the SESO 

Languages Provincial Office. The researcher then worked with the identified marker to 

nominate additional markers from the province who were included in the study.  

In summary, purposive selection of participants for a study, also known as purposive 

or judgmental sampling, involved selecting individuals who were most likely to provide 

rich, relevant, and diverse data to the research objectives. 

4.6 Sample Size  

According to Sidhu (2014), a sample is a small portion of the population that is selected 

for testing and research. A sample can be defined as a sub-group of people or cases 

taken from a large population studied to get information (McMillan & Schumacher, 

2001). According to Best and Kahn (2006), one can make certain conclusions about the 

characteristics of the population from which the sample was taken by looking at the 

characteristics of the sample. The Copperbelt Province comprises ten districts namely 

Chililabombwe District, Chingola District, Kalulushi District, Kitwe District, Luanshya 

District, Lufwanyama District, Masaiti District, Mpongwe District, Mufulira District 

and Ndola District.  Four districts were sampled. Two schools, urban and rural/peri 

urban, were sampled in each district. The study sample consisted of ten pupils and three 

teachers of English per school from the eight secondary schools that participated in the 

study. This included a total of 80 current Grade 12 pupils, sixteen former pupils who 

had failed English final examinations, 24 teachers of English and eight heads of 

Language Departments from eight secondary schools, 8 Deputy head-teachers from 

eight schools, 5 Grade 12 national markers (assessors) for the English language, 1 
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Senior Education Standards Officer (SESO) Languages, 4 District Education Standard 

Officers (DESOs), sixteen former pupils, sixteen parents and two ECZ headquarters 

officials were sampled. The total sample comprised 164 participants. 

A small sample is typically used in qualitative research because the focus is on gaining 

detailed insights into a specific phenomenon rather than generalising the results to a 

larger population. The aim is to explore meanings, experiences or perspectives in detail, 

which can be better achieved through intensive study with fewer participants. 

Qualitative research often involves in-depth interviews, focus groups, or case studies, 

and the wealth of data collected from each participant allows for a deeper understanding 

of the topic. Furthermore, Cohen, Morrison, and Manion (2018) explain that in a 

qualitative study, a small sample size is sufficient and there are no clear sample size 

rules. The sample size therefore depends on “fitness for purpose” and varies from one 

participant to many (Marshall and Rossman, 2016). Dworkin (2012) claims that small 

sample sizes are used in qualitative research in order to achieve data saturation, which 

is the state in which more data is no longer able to yield novel insights. This implies 

that fewer participants are needed to produce significant findings, and the quality and 

depth of data are prioritised over quantity. 

4.7 Data Collection Methods and Data Collection Instruments  

Any device used to collect data is considered a data collection instrument.  Creswell & 

Creswell (2012) define a data collection instrument as any tool or device used to gather 

information from research participants systematically. These instruments can be 

qualitative (e.g., interviews, focus groups, observations) or quantitative (e.g., surveys, 

tests, questionnaires). Instruments can be presented in written, audio or visual form. 

According to Kasonde-Ng'andu (2014), the researcher uses these tools to collect the 

required data. The purpose of interpretive research influences the data collection 

methods the researcher should use so that the researcher can build a trusting relationship 

with the subjects. To collect information from respondents for this study, the researcher 

used focus groups guide, field notes, audio recordings, interview guides, and document 

analysis checklist.  

4.7.1 Document Analysis 

The researcher examined chief examiner's reports and final examination question 

papers from 2018 to 2023. Additionally, this study analysed documents related to the 

performance of English language learners from Grades 10 to 12, including internal 
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assessment items and lesson records (lesson plans). Document analysis makes multiple 

sources of information available. Document analysis is crucial in qualitative research 

because it provides contextual and historical insights by analysing performance over 

time (Bowen, 2009). Additionally, documents are an objective and unobtrusive data 

source that provides authentic records without being influenced by the research process 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). This method is also particularly valuable in assessing 

various forms of learning, revealing complex competencies such as critical thinking 

and creativity that are difficult to measure using traditional assessments (Yin, 2014).  

To ensure an open-minded approach, the researcher first conducted interviews before 

analysing documents. This sequence allowed the researcher to explore participants' 

perspectives without preconceived notions. Regarding research questions (i) and (iii), 

the findings from document analysis subsequently helped refine and contextualise the 

interview data. Additionally, document analysis highlighted key areas to focus on 

during other interactions. This helped the researcher understand the extent of poor 

performance and the actions taken by the authorities before the final examinations. 

Triangulation was carried out based on the results of document analysis. Document 

analysis enabled data triangulation and improved the validity of research by cross-

checking information from different sources (Patton, 2002).   

4.7.2 Interviews  

In qualitative research, semi-structured or unstructured interviews are often employed 

to collect rich, narrative data. The research additionally utilised semi-structured 

interviews using an interview guide to collect data. In semi-structured interviews, 

questions may be prepared in advance so that the interviewer is prepared, but the 

participant has the freedom to express his/her views in his/her own words (Cohen, 

Manion, & Morrison, 2006; Stuckey, 2013). The interview guide provides respondents 

with the opportunity to express their experiences in a way that is unique to them (Pole 

and Morrison, 2003). According to Cope and Kalantzis (2009), meaning expressed in 

one mode cannot be fully and directly translated into another. To get their views on 

how teaching and learning took place in schools and what were the reasons for the high 

poor performance rate of learners, the Deputy Head Teachers, HODs, teachers of 

English, Grade 12 English language markers, DESOs, and the SESO Languages 

were interviewed. The DESOs were interviewed as they interact with teachers during 

the inspection. ECZ officials were also interviewed as they have a general 
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understanding of performance issues and could therefore explain why the poor 

performance rate had been consistently high for a long time. 

Best and Khan (2001) state that interviews are often considered a better data collection 

method than other methods because they promote a relationship between the researcher 

and the respondent. In addition, they prevent misunderstandings because the 

interviewer can explain the questions in more detail, allowing the interviewee to 

provide relevant answers.  According to Kvale (2007), an interview provides an 

interviewer with an opportunity to clarify and clarify questions. Interviews were used 

in this study because they allowed the interviewer to delve deeper into the respondents' 

answers and gather comprehensive information about the research topic.  Interviews 

also provide rich and contextualised data (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). The interview 

guide was used to collect data in accordance with the objectives of the study (see 

appendices VII - XV). By providing useful strategies, they assisted the researcher in 

interacting with those who had information to improve learners' performance in school.  

4.7.3 Focus Group Discussions 

Focus groups were held to obtain first-hand information from pupils about their 

experiences. According to Morgan (2007), a focus group is a collection of individuals 

chosen and brought together by researchers to provide their personal perspectives and 

insights into the research topic.  Each school hosted one focus group discussion led by 

the researcher. Researchers can gather rich, complex data through focus group 

discussions (FGDs), where participants share their views, experiences, and attitudes in 

a social setting. The interactive nature of the discussions facilitates the generation of 

in-depth insights that might not surface in one-on-one interviews (Morgan, 1996). 

Participants are encouraged to react to and expand upon each other's ideas in a group 

setting. This dynamic may give rise to fresh viewpoints, insights, and concepts that 

enhance data and let the researcher see how opinions change as a result of group 

interaction (Kitzinger, 1994).  

FGDs were used in this study because they are helpful in gaining an understanding of 

group norms and practices, especially when exploring the ways in which perspectives 

are shaped by shared experiences, culture, or background. Collective perspectives that 

might be harder to access in one-on-one interviews can be revealed through group 

discussions (Barbour, 2007).  When participants reveal multiple understandings and 

meanings, multiple explanations for their behaviour and attitudes can be more easily 
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articulated (Hitchcock & Hughes, 2013). FGDs are an effective way to get a variety of 

viewpoints in a short amount of time since they enable researchers to gather data from 

several participants in a comparatively short amount of time (Krueger and Casey, 

2000).  FGDs are ideal because of the many benefits they offer the researcher.  

According to Kalantzis and Cope (2006), education is more important than ever because 

knowledge is the result of learning. The researcher used digital devices in some research 

activities, applying the knowledge gained from the Reaching Digital Literacy Practices 

course. The use of information and communication technology (ICT) requires both an 

awareness of the possibilities of devices and knowledge of using tools. To allow the 

researcher the opportunity to listen to the discussions while transcribing the data, the 

focus group discussions were recorded.  

4.7.3.1 Selection of Participants for the Research 

To select teachers and pupils for this study, the researcher used purposive sampling. 

Case studies are often based on purposive sampling, where participants or cases are 

selected based on specific criteria relevant to the research questions or objectives 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). Purposive sampling ensures that participants are relevant and 

can provide meaningful insights. Participants were selected based on specific criteria 

aligned with the objectives of the study. 

The researcher identified and selected six teachers who met the following criteria: They 

had at least three years of teaching experience; They were currently teaching English 

that was relevant to the focus of the study; Represent a variety of teaching styles (e.g., 

traditional, inquiry-based, or collaborative) and were willing to participate voluntarily 

in the study after being informed about the research objectives and procedures. They 

were selected using criterion/expert purposive sampling. 

After identifying teachers who met these criteria, the researcher contacted them and 

asked them to voluntarily participate in the study.  Three teachers per school who agreed 

to participate were included in the study. Twenty pupils in each school participating in 

the study were selected based on the following criteria: Pupils with varying academic 

achievement levels (high, medium, low) to ensure a diversity of perspectives and 

experiences; Pupils from different gender groups to ensure diverse representation; 

Pupils who demonstrated different learning behaviours or approaches, such as active 

engagement, quiet reflection or collaborative learning. 
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The researcher worked with teachers to identify pupils who met these criteria. Once 

identified, pupils and their guardians were informed about the study and asked for their 

voluntary participation.  Ten (10) out of twenty (20) pupils per school who consented 

were included as participants in the research. The selected respondents reflected a range 

of experiences and perspectives that were critical to answering the research questions. 

This approach ensured that participants were selected based on their potential to 

contribute rich, relevant data and was consistent with ethical and qualitative research 

practices. Creswell & Poth (2018) emphasise that purposive sampling is usually 

preferred to ensure that the cases selected are information-rich and consistent with the 

objectives of the study. The pupils were selected using homogeneous purposive 

sampling. 

4.8 Data Analysis  

The three research tools (interview guide, focus group guide and a document review 

checklist provided qualitative data. The researcher first transcribed all audio recordings 

of the focus group and interview as the conversations were recorded. The pre-analysis 

phase of the listening process was enhanced by using a dual listening and transcription 

technique. Since the tools used to collect the data required thematic analysis to 

understand the meaning of qualitative data, the analysis of this data was done 

thematically. To facilitate understanding, thematic analysis involves categorising and 

grouping related themes that emerge from the data. According to Valsiner (2006), the 

researcher conducting a thematic analysis will look for recurring themes and describe 

the data found in the themes and patterns that are unique to that particular group of 

participants. In order to conduct interpretations and discussions (thematic analysis), the 

data responses must be framed or grouped into recognisable themes and categories 

(Kothari, 2004).  In the context of this research, respondents' similar responses to a 

particular< question from focus groups and interviews were recorded. The main themes 

of the focus groups and interviews with the respondents were used for the descriptions. 

Creswell (2009) states that in qualitative research, conclusions are drawn from the 

information provided by respondents.   

4.9 Trustworthiness  

In qualitative research, trustworthiness refers to the degree of confidence in the data, 

interpretation, and methods used to ensure credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability. Lincoln and Guba (1985) proposed these four key criteria for 

establishing trustworthiness in qualitative research. Credibility refers to how accurately 
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the research findings represent the participants' perspectives and experiences. To 

enhance credibility, the researcher used multiple data sources (interviews, focus groups, 

document analysis).  Triangulation refers to the use of multiple data sources, methods, 

investigators, or theories in research to enhance the credibility, validity, and reliability 

of findings (cf. Creswell & Creswell, 2018). It is commonly used in qualitative research 

to cross-check data and provide a more comprehensive understanding of a phenomenon.  

Triangulation helps to reduce bias and increase confidence in the results by cross-

verifying information from different perspectives (Denzin, 2012).  The researcher did 

member checking to confirm that participants’ views or perspectives were accurately 

represented. Creswell & Poth (2018) emphasise that member checking is cardinal in 

qualitative research to enhance credibility.  Peer debriefing which refers to discussing 

the research process with colleagues or experts to challenge assumptions and 

interpretations (Nowell et al., 2017) is another way of enhancing credibility. The 

researcher constantly did debriefing with the supervisors. Data was also compared to 

see agreements, disagreements, confirmations and contradictions between data sets.   

Transferability refers to the extent to which the findings can be applied or generalised 

to other contexts or settings. Unlike quantitative research, qualitative research does not 

aim for statistical generalisation but rather for contextual applicability. To enhance 

transferability, Geertz, 1973) suggested thick description which entails providing 

detailed accounts of the research setting, participants, and context to enable other 

researchers or practitioners to determine whether findings apply to their settings. The 

researcher provided the contextual setting of the sampled schools where the research 

was undertaken. Purposeful sampling was used to ensure that participants selected were 

those who would provide rich, in-depth information relevant to the research questions.  

Dependability refers to the consistency and stability of the research findings over time. 

It is similar to reliability in quantitative research. Since qualitative research 

acknowledges that findings may evolve, ensuring dependability requires transparency 

in the research process. The researcher kept detailed records of field notes, interview 

transcripts, coding processes. Furthermore, the researcher with the help of the 

supervisors revisited the coding process to check for consistency in data interpretation.  

Confirmability ensures that the research findings are shaped by participants’ 

experiences and not the researcher’s biases or personal inclinations. It is similar to 

objectivity in quantitative research. Confirmability in this study was achieved through 
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triangulation.  External auditing which involves an independent reviewer to assess 

whether data and interpretations are supported by the evidence collected is encouraged 

(Nowell et al., 2017). In this study external auditing was done by the supervisors.  To 

boost confirmability, reflexivity is emphasised. Reflexivity is the process of critical self-

reflection about oneself as researcher (own biases, preferences, preconceptions) and the 

research relationship (researcher’s relationship to the respondent and how the 

relationship affects participant’s answers to research questions). Reflexive Journaling – 

keeping a journal to document personal reflections on how the researcher’s assumptions 

and decisions may influence the study helps the researcher to check their biases so they 

do not interfere with the research process and findings (Finlay, 2002).  

In this study trustworthiness was achieved and ensured through data triangulation. Data 

were collected from various sources. The results of this study are credible since the 

findings represent the original data from the participants. Furthermore, the data of this 

study can be transferable by prospective users in different contexts. The findings of this 

study are dependable because the data reflects the actual views and perceptions of 

participants, their interpretation and recommendations. In terms of confirmability, the 

results of this study can be confirmed by other similar studies which means that the data 

from the study were not just out of the researcher’s resourcefulness, but derived from 

the field. Through self-reflexivity, the researcher connected the findings to existing 

literature, and context during discussions to enhance the study's trustworthiness. 

Trustworthiness in qualitative research ensures that findings are credible, transferable, 

dependable, and confirmable. 

4.10 Ethical Considerations  

Bell (1995) emphasises that researchers must adhere to established ethical guidelines 

when collecting data and protect the interests of the research subjects and the researcher 

at all times.  Mulenga (2015) examined the work of Lankshear and Knobel (2004) to 

emphasize that ethics in educational and social research involves safeguarding the well-

being and interests of participants, ensuring that their involvement in the study does not 

negatively impact them. So, ethics refers to moral guidelines that usually refer to 

adherence to a set of values or a code of conduct (Robson, 2011). Researchers still need 

to make quick decisions and be sensitive to problems that arise in the field of study. 

According to Flewitt and Ang (2020), they must use their subjectivity as well as their 

understanding of the research context and participant preferences to guide their ethical 

judgments and decisions. 
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The Humanities and Social Sciences Ethics Committee of the University of Zambia 

first approved the study. Secondly, the Assistant Dean Postgraduate of the School of 

Education provided the researcher with an introductory letter for conducting the 

study. To conduct research in the sampled schools, the researcher also obtained written 

permission from the Secretary of the District Education Board of the district concerned. 

Data collection only began after approval from the responsible authorities. The 

researcher guaranteed compliance with and consideration of the following principles: 

benefits, non-infringement, informed consent, voluntary participation, anonymity and 

confidentiality. 

In accordance with ethical guidelines, all participants received detailed information 

about the study before conducting the interviews and only those who provided informed 

consent took part in the study. Those included in the sample were also notified prior to 

scheduled interviews.  Permission was sought from respondents before the researcher 

recorded the interview.  I also asked that interviewees to sign a consent form.  The 

significance of the study was explained to the participants. They were also free to 

withdraw from the study at any time during the duration of the study. Participation by 

participants was completely voluntary. To maintain the confidentiality of this research, 

the information provided was only used for academic purposes and was not be disclosed 

to any third party or organisation under any circumstances without prior permission 

from the University of Zambia. 

4.11 Chapter Summary   

This chapter is crucial because it lays the foundation for the credibility and rigor of the 

study and describes in detail how the research is structured and how the data were 

systematically collected and analysed to answer the research questions. The research 

design, methodology, data collection instruments, and data analysis processes have all 

been described in this chapter. In addition, it contains information about ethical 

concerns that were considered in the study. 
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       CHAPTER FIVE 

      PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS 

5.0 Overview 

This chapter presents the findings of the research which aimed at investigating the poor 

performance of Grade 12 pupils in the English Language final examinations in the 

Copperbelt Province of Zambia. Due to the robustness of the data and for neatness of 

presentation, the research findings are presented in two chapters. Chapter 5 presents the 

findings from the first two research questions mirroring the first two objectives.   

In this section of the chapter, the findings from the qualitative data which were collected 

during the study are presented. Qualitative methods for data collection included semi-

structured interviews, focus group discussions, and document analysis. Semi-structured 

interviews were conducted with the SESO Languages, DESOs, Deputy Head teachers, 

Heads of Languages Departments, teachers of English, Grade 12 examiners, ECZ 

officials, former pupils, and parents. Focus group discussions were conducted with the 

former Grade 12 learners. The researcher used various data collection methods to 

ensure a thorough examination of the research problem in response to the set research 

objectives. These multiple approaches facilitated the provision of valuable and deep 

insights into the lived experiences, perceptions and practices of research participants. 

Additionally, the approaches enhanced an in-depth comprehension of the problem 

being investigated in this study.  

The findings are organised according to the research questions. The emerging themes 

from the respondents were amplified by inclusion of the participants’ voices by means 

of verbatim quotes and descriptive narratives. This chapter will first present the 

demographics of the participants followed by the findings on each specific objective. 
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5.1 HODs’ Demographics 

5.1.1 Table 6 

S/N HOD 

CODE 

GENDER TEACHING 

EXPERIENCE IN YEARS 

SCHOOL 

CODE 

1 HOD 1 Female 24 years S1 

2 HOD 2 Male 25 years S2 

3 HOD 3 Male 13 years S3 

4 HOD 4 Female 14 years S4 

5 HOD 5 Male 16 years S5 

6 HOD 6 Male 24 years S6 

7 HOD 7 Male 18 years S7 

8 HOD 8 Male 16 years S8 

 

Eight (8) HODs took part in the study.  Six (6) were male accounting for 75% while 

two (2) were female accounting for 25%.  Most HODs (87.5%) have over 13 years of 

experience, showing a strong background in teaching. The distribution suggests that 

leadership roles among HODs favour male teachers, though experience levels between 

genders are comparable. The range of experience (13 to 25 years) indicates a mix of 

both relatively new and highly seasoned educators.  
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5.1.2 Teachers’ Demographics 

5.1.2.1 Table 7 

S/N TEACHER 

CODE 

GENDER TEACHING 

EXPERIENCE IN YEARS 

SCHOOL 

CODE 

1.  T1 Male 10 years S1 

2.  T2 Female 4 years S1 

3.  T3 Female 4 years S1 

4.  T4 Female 10 years S2 

5.  T5 Male 11 years S2 

6.  T6 Male 14 years S2 

7.  T7 Male 18 years S3 

8.  T8 Female 10 years S3 

9.  T9 Female 4 years S3 

10.  T10 Female 13 years S4 

11.  T11 Female 12 years S4 

12.  T12 Female 15 years S4 

13.  T13 Male 12 years S5 

14.  T14 Female 10 years S5 

15.  T15 Female 14 years S5 

16.  T16 Female 24 years S6 

17.  T17 Female 17 years S6 

18.  T18 Female 15 years S6 

19.  T19 Female 15 years S7 

20.  T20 Male 18 years S7 

21.  T21 Male 10 years S7 

22.  T22 Male 12 years S8 

23.  T23 Male 15 years S8 

24.  T24 Male 12 Years     S8 

  

The data presents information about twenty four (24) teachers based on gender, 

teaching experience, and school allocation. There were ten (10) male teachers 
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translating to 41.67% and fourteen (14) female teachers translating to 58.33%. This 

suggests that female teachers are more prevalent (58.33%) than male teachers (41.67%) 

in this dataset. 

5.1.3.1 Current Grade 12 Pupils  

Eighty (80) pupils took part in the study.  Thirty seven (37) were male translating to 

46% and 43 were female translating to 54%. The pupil demographics are represented 

graphically. 

                             

Figure 8: Current grade 12 pupils   

5.1.3.2 Grade 12 Alumni 

Sixteen grade 12 alumni took part in the study. 9 were male translating to 56% while 7 

were female translating to 44%. The demographics are presented graphically. 

Figure 9: Grade 12 Alumni  
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5.2 How is the Quality of Grade 12 Examination Questions? 

The first research question sought to find out about the quality of examination questions 

administered at grade 12.  The Grade 12 English examinations consist of two papers 

namely Paper 1 and Paper 2.   Paper 1 comprises essay questions and is made up of two 

sections. Section A consists of six questions and candidates are required to answer one 

question only. Section B consists of one compulsory question only. The compulsory 

question contains some guiding points that learners are expected to use to answer the 

question. Each question carries 20 marks totalling to 40%. Paper 2 consists of structure, 

comprehension and summary. Each component in Paper 2 carries 20 marks totalling to 

60%.  Grade 12 pupils are assessed in essay writing, structure, comprehension and 

summary skills. 

The study analysed papers for the period 2018 to 2023. However, only examination 

papers for three years (2018, 2021 & 2023) are in texted within the thesis. The other 

three years (2019, 2020 & 2022) are attached as appendices.  

The qualitative data presented in this section were gathered through semi-structured 

interviews with teachers, Heads of Language Departments, former pupils and national 

examiners.  

5.2.1 Examination Papers for 2018 

The papers for 2018 are briefly explained and presented here. Paper 1 consisted of two 

sections. Section A contained six questions, from which candidates were required to 

choose one. Each question had distinct requirements. Some questions required 

candidates to write a story on the given topic; one question assessed learners’ ability to 

write a descriptive essay on an occasion; to argue for or against polygamous or 

monogamous marriage; to discuss why some people are never satisfied with what they 

have and one question required them to write on advantages and disadvantages of being 

self-employed. Section B had one compulsory question which required candidates to 

write a speech on the dangers of drug abuse among young people that was to be 

presented at a Provincial Anti-Drugs Conference.  In Paper 2 question 1 section 1 was 

a structure question based on vocabulary testing spellings of words that are often 

confused. Question 1 Section 2 were questions on Transformations. Question 2 was 

Comprehension based on the passage entitled ‘Discipline Pre-requisite to Academic 

Excellency’ and Question 3 was summary based on the effects of alcohol and drug 

abuse.  
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Figure 10: 2018 English Paper 1 
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Figure 11: 2018 English Paper 2 
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Although the 2018 examination papers covered a wide range of topics, during syllabus  

analysis, the researcher observed that not all topics were adequately covered in the 

examinations. For example, Paper 2 Question 1 Section 1 vocabulary only assessed 

learners on spellings of words that are often confused. Additionally, listening and 

speaking was never covered in all the years analysed yet, they were in the syllabus.  
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5.2.2 Examination Papers for 2021 

The 2021 Examination Paper 1, Section A offered candidates a variety of questions 

aimed at evaluating their inventive, descriptive, expository, and argumentative writing 

skills. In Section A, candidates were presented with questions that required them to 

demonstrate their ability to create convincing narratives, such as writing stories with 

the titles A Wicked Neighbour or An Unrepentant Child, or concluding a story ending 

with  “ … that was the end of a strong friendship we had built for over ten years”. 

Descriptive writing skills were also assessed with a task to describe the most 

uncomfortable house they had been to, while expository and argumentative skills were 

assessed through asking them to explain why some parents are strict with their children, 

and discussing the effects of dependency syndrome to development. Additionally 

candidates were asked to engage in debating whether schools should engage in business 

to generate sustainable income. Section B tested the candidates on secretarial minutes 

writing skills using provided prompts. These questions tested the importance of clear 

expression, critical thinking, and originality in effective communication  
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Figure 12: 2021 English Paper 1  
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Figure 13: 2021 English Paper 2 
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The 2021 examination papers covered a wide range of topics. However, during syllabus 

analysis, the researcher observed that not all topics were adequately represented. For 

instance, in Paper 2, Question 1, Section 1, the vocabulary component once again 

focused on spelling of commonly confused words, rather than incorporating questions 

on other aspects of grammar.  
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5.2.3 Examination Papers for 2023 

The 2023 English Examination Paper 1 presented a diverse range of questions designed 

to assess candidates' creativity, analytical skills, and ability to express ideas effectively. 

Section A presented questions on narrative writing with topics such as “My brother is 

an alarmist…” and other topics like “The First Cut is the Deepest and Make a Mountain 

out of a Mole Hill” that encouraged imaginative storytelling.  The questions also 

assessed candidates’ ability to engage in descriptive writing on reflective personal 

experiences of any event that reminded them of motherly love. Further the paper sought 

to assess candidates’ ability to engage in insightful discussion of topical issues such as 

the causes and prevention of sexual harassment, the impact of social media on societal 

security, and the complex relationship between love and jealousy. In Section B, the 

focus shifted to practical communication, where candidates were required to write an 

informal letter advising a friend in their final year of secondary school on strategies to 

employ for post-school success. Collectively, these questions not only evaluated 

linguistic competence but also challenged students to engage with meaningful and 

relevant themes. Paper 2 Question 1 Section 1 tested candidates on vocabulary. Section 

2 had questions on Transformations which tested candidates’ ability to apply grammar 

rules. Question 2 assessed Comprehension skills using a passage entitled “Tigers.”. 

Question 3 assessed Summary writing skills.  
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Figure 14:  2023 English Paper 1 
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Figure 15: 2023 English Paper 2 

 

 

 

 



130 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



131 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



132 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



133 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



134 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



135 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



136 
 

 

 

The 2023 examination papers included a diverse range of questions in both Paper 1 and 

Paper 2." In Paper 1, Section A, Question 4(a) and (b) used proverbs as titles; however, 

the lack of clear instructions left room for misinterpretation. Furthermore, the format of 

Paper 2, Question 1, Section 1 (Vocabulary and transformation) differed from previous 

years and demonstrated increased difficulty. (See Appendices 11 & 12) 
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5.2.4 Teachers’ Perspectives on the Quality of Grade 12 Examination Questions 

To establish the quality of the examination questions, data was also collected through 

interviews with teachers. Thus, there was triangulation of data through the collection of 

documentary data and interview data. During interviews, teachers were asked to share 

their perspectives on the quality of grade 12 examination questions. A number of views 

were given ranging from positive to negative including the fact that some teachers 

claimed that they were not aware of the quality of the questions despite teaching English 

at secondary school. Data is presented under key themes as follows: 

5.2.5 Positive Perceptions about the Quality of Examination Questions 

Teachers expressed both positive and negative perceptions regarding the quality of 

Grade 12 English examination questions. They highlighted certain aspects about the 

questions that qualified them as positive as well as those that qualified as negative. 

Their viewpoints were classified into themes. The following insights reflect these 

differing perspectives:  

5.2.5.1 Examination Questions are Uniformly Equitable  

Respondents reported that examination questions were of good quality because they 

were uniform and fair to everyone. According to the respondents, examination 

questions are of good quality if all learners are subjected to the same questions under 

the same examination regulations regardless of the socio economic background of the 

learner. Here is what some respondents said: 

You find that examination candidates are subjected to the same questions which 

simply means all are assessed on the same content areas. I strongly feel that 

there is justice and fairness regarding conditions under which examinations are 

administered here in Zambia. (T15S5).   

5.2.5.2 Examination questions are of good quality because they are set by trained 

teachers. 

Some respondents explained that grade 12 examination questions were of good quality 

because they were set by teachers who were trained by examination council of Zambia. 

According to these respondents, examination questions are of high quality because the 

people who are asked to set have undergone training by the examining body. Below are 

some of the responses: 
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The examination quality as far as I am concerned is alright especially that the 

people who set these examinations are trained by ECZ, so they know the 

standards that should be observed in setting these papers. (T17S6). 

The papers are up to standard, but the quality of learners is not standard. A 

child who passes a Zambian English examination on his/her own should meet 

the standard anywhere in the world. (HOD6S6). 

5.2.5.3 Questions in the Examination papers are consistent with the syllabus 

content  

Some respondents explained that grade 12 examination questions were of good quality 

because the questions tested the content that is covered at senior secondary level as 

outlined in the syllabus. There were no questions that were set outside what learners 

cover in the three years of senior secondary. Here is what they said:  

I can say that the quality of examination papers is good because they are 

aligned with the current Zambian English syllabus.  (HOD3S3).     

The papers are designed to test a broad range of skills as outlined in the syllabus 

(T13S5).   

5.2.5.4 Exanimation Questions also Test Critical Thinking  

The respondents further clarified that the quality of examination questions was good as 

they also take into account and test critical thinking and problem solving skills through 

Paper 1 which involves essay writing and Paper 2 through comprehension questions.  

The following are some of the responses:  

Definitely there are some sections in the examinations that assess critical 

thinking and problem solving skills. In paper 1 we have composition questions. 

To answer these questions, candidates need to analyse the scenario and link 

textual content in order to answer them appropriately. (NE1).  

5.2.6 Negative Perceptions about the Quality of Examination Questions 

5.2.6.1 Same Questions Being Repeated in Different Examination Years  

It had been observed by the participants that sometimes questions were repeated 

wholesomely without changing anything in the way the questions were formulated. 

Respondents explained that if pupils saw questions that they had encountered before, 

they may remember the questions and possibly the answers that were given.  They 

added that this tendency had the possibility of affecting learner performance including 
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advantaging some while disadvantaging others. The following are some of the 

responses which they gave: 

Much as the examination papers are said to be quality to a large extent, there 

have been incidences where questions have been repeated especially in paper 

2. A child who is smart and has taken time to review examination papers for at 

least three or four years can easily get a merit. (HOD1S1). 

This tendency of repeating questions encourages teachers to teach 

examinations instead of content because teachers can somehow predict what 

topics are likely to be examined.  (HOD6S6). 

I cannot just remember the exact year when section 1, question 1 was repeated 

exactly as it was presented in another year. We were actually very surprised as 

teachers that the exact same items were put in the paper. (T1S1).  

5.2.6.2 Some Questions are Ambiguous and Lack Clarity 

Some respondents explained that the questions sometimes were ambiguous and not 

very clear which made it difficult for learners to understand the questions leading to 

misinterpretation of the questions. Respondents further explained that ambiguous 

questions led to some pupils giving wrong answers. Below are the selected verbatim:   

There are times that the examination questions are not quite clear. They tend to 

be ambiguous and sometimes complex too. These questions unfortunately tend 

to disadvantage learners with limited language proficiency like our learners in 

this locality where English is never spoken at home. (HOD2S2). 

Some questions are straightforward, but others are tricky especially in Paper 1 

section A, proverb titles are subject to misinterpretation. (HOD4S4). 

5.2.6.3 Lack of knowledge of the quality of the examination papers by some 

participants 

Some respondents explained that they lacked knowledge about the quality of 

examination papers and questions. They further said that they only knew that 

examination papers were set and administered annually by the Examinations Council 

of Zambia (ECZ) in conjunction with the Ministry of Education.   However, they stated 

that they had never paid attention to analysing the quality of the papers. Here is what 

some respondents said: 
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I really do not know what the quality of examination papers is, so I cannot say 

anything. (T18S6). 

To be quite honest, I have never bothered to analyse the examination papers to 

be in position to make a concrete comment. (T3S1). 

I have never bothered to check the quality of these papers. I will take keen 

interest in future. (T12S4). 

I do use past papers for revision with the learners, but I have never cared to 

check their quality except that I find them helpful to use after a topic is taught. 

(T7S3). 

I do not know what to say about the quality of examination papers. (T5S2). 

5. 3 How is the performance of Grade 12 pupils in English in the Copperbelt 

Province? 

The second objective sought to analyse the performance of grade 12 learners in the 

Copperbelt Province. In order to answer the research question, data was collected 

through documents (Grade 12 examination results statistics for the Copperbelt 

Province) and interviews with teachers, pupils, and selected Grade 12 examiners. This 

section presents the data in two subsections: the first provides statistical data, while the 

second presents narrative data collected through interviews.  

5.3.1 Grade 12 Pupils’ Examination Performance from 2018 to 2023 in the 

Copperbelt Province 

Below are statistics showing Grade 12 pupils’ performance in the English language for 

the period 2018 to 2023.  The section also presents data showing statistics of pupils 

who performed poorly in the English language for the six year period. As explained in 

chapter one, poor performance in this study refers to performance grades of 7, 8 and 9.  
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Table 16: Grade 12 Provincial result statistics  

Copperbelt             

Year Gender Entered Sat Absent g1 g2 g3 g4 g5 g6 g7 g8 g9 
 

2018 FEMALES 13583 13367 216 718 888 2222 1034 1036 2154 2065 1895 1355  

2018 MALES 13131 12904 227 415 673 2093 964 1025 2208 2081 1929 1516  

2019 FEMALES 14091 13802 289 877 861 2325 1454 1259 2573 1911 1550 992  

2019 MALES 13530 13189 341 624 745 1974 1263 1044 2484 1936 1696 1423  

2020 FEMALES 15750 15429 321 795 1154 3050 1189 1231 2899 1533 1646 1932  

2020 MALES 14507 14174 333 396 963 2567 978 1060 2556 1499 1707 2448  

2021 FEMALES 13546 13314 232 727 1027 2357 1049 1113 2510 1884 1649 998  

2021 MALES 12007 11757 250 428 685 1993 866 1033 2114 1708 1617 1313  

2022 FEMALES 13091 12872 219 709 1193 3171 843 1312 2349 1581 1081 633  

2022 MALES 11788 11582 206 335 807 2572 790 1166 2232 1694 1196 790  

2023 FEMALES 17482 17176 306 1162 1300 3134 1719 1448 3772 2220 1617 804  

2023 MALES 15244 14937 307 926 1069 2479 1354 1134 3058 2066 1727 1124  

      164503 3247 8112 11365 29937 13503 13861 30909 22178 19310 15328  
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Table 16 shows the Grade 12 examination statistics for the Copperbelt Province from 

2018 to 2023, categorized by gender. It includes the total number of pupils who entered 

the examination, those who sat, and those who were absent each year. The results are 

further broken down into performance grades (G1 to G9), showing the number of pupils 

achieving each grade. Over the years, the number of pupils entering and sitting for 

examinations fluctuated, with a general trend of more female candidates than males. 

The distribution of grades suggests variations in performance across different years and 

between genders. 

 

Table 17: Summary of Provincial Results 

YEAR 

NO. 

SAT 
G1 G2 G3 G4 G5 G6 G7 G8 G9 

TOTAL 

FAIL 

2018 26271 1133 1561 4315 1998 2061 4362 4146 3824 2871 2871 

2019 26991 1501 1606 4299 2717 2303 5057 3847 3246 2415 2415 

2020 29603 1191 2117 5617 2167 2291 5455 3032 3353 4380 4380 

2021 25071 1155 1712 4350 1915 2146 4624 3592 3266 2311 2311 

2022 24454 1044 2000 5743 1633 2478 4581 3275 2277 1423 1423 

2023 32113 2088 2369 5613 3073 2582 6830 4286 3344 1928 1928 

Source: ECZ 
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Table 17 shows the summary of the provincial Grade 12 examination results from 2018 

to 2023, showing the number of candidates who sat for the examinations and their 

distribution across different grades (G1 to G9). The highest-performing pupils fell 

under G1, while G9 represents the lowest scores. The "TOTAL FAIL" column 

indicates the number of pupils who failed English completely.  Over the years, the 

number of candidates fluctuated, with the highest number recorded in 2023. The trend 

in grades suggests variations in performance, with some years showing higher numbers 

of failures compared to others. 

Table 18: Grade 12 Provincial Cumulative Result Statistics for Grades 7, 8 and 9  

YEAR 

NO. 

SAT 

G7 G8 G9 

ACTUAL 

NUMBER OF 

PUPILS 

WHO 

PERFORME

D POORLY 

CUMULATIVE 

PERCENTAGE OF 

POOR 

PERFORMANCE 

2018 26, 271 

 

4,146 3, 824  2, 871  

 

10, 841 

  

41.27 

2019 26, 991 3, 847  3, 246 2, 415 9, 508 35.23 

2020 29, 603 3, 032 3, 353 4, 380 10, 765 36.37 

2021 25, 071 3, 592 3, 353 4, 380 9, 975 36.58 

2022 24, 454 3, 275 2, 277  1, 423 6, 975 28.52 

2023 32,113 4, 286 3, 344  1, 928  9, 558 29.76 

 164,503 22,178 19, 310 15,328 56,816 34.54 

Source: ECZ 

Table 18 shows the Grade 12 provincial cumulative statistics for poor performance (G7, 

G8, and G9) from 2018 to 2023. It shows the number of candidates who sat for the 

examinations, the actual number of pupils who performed poorly, and the cumulative 

percentage of poor performance each year. The percentage of poor performance 

fluctuated, peaking at 41.27% in 2018 and declining to 28.52% in 2022. This trend 
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suggests some improvement in performance over the years, though fluctuations 

remained. 

For the period 2018 – 2023, 164, 503 pupils sat for the English language national 

examinations. From the statistics presented, a total of 15, 328 (Unsatisfactory) pupils 

failed English completely translating to 9.32%. For the same period under review. 

56, 816 pupils translating to 34. 54% accumulatively performed poorly in English.  

However, 19,477 translating to 11. 84% out of 164,503 pupils obtained Division 1 and 

2 (Distinctions).  Nevertheless, the number of pupils who performed poorly was higher 

than the number of those who performed well. Therefore, the province’s performance 

in English was below satisfactory due to the discrepancy in the number of pupils who 

performed poorly in relation to those who obtained distinctions.  

5.3.2 Examination results for 2018 to 2023 Per School  

This section presents an analysis of Grade 12 English examination results in the 

Copperbelt Province for the period 2018–2023. The analysis examines performance 

trends, pass rates, and patterns of achievement to identify significant variations over the 

years. The results presented are for the eight schools that were sampled. By exploring 

statistical data alongside qualitative insights from key stakeholders, this section aims to 

highlight factors influencing learner outcomes. The findings provide a foundation for 

understanding performance fluctuations and inform discussions on strategies for 

improving English proficiency and examination success. 

Poor Performance is considered from Grade 7 (G7) to Grade 9 (G9). Percentages are 

calculated relative to the total number of pupils who sat for examinations each year. 

Cumulative Poor Performance Percentage is the sum of all pupils in G7-G9 divided 

by the total number of pupils who sat.  For each school, a summary of poor performance 

is presented in a table format.  

5.3.2.1 Examination Results for School 1 

The school is a government co-education day institution that serves both boys and 

girls and is located in the peri-urban part of the town.  Located in the peri-urban 

setting, the school caters for pupils from different socio-economic backgrounds. 

Some pupils walk to school while others access the school by public transport.  It is 

a grade 2 school. 

:  
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Table 19: School 1 Grade Distribution 

Year Gender Entered Sat g1 g2 g3 g4 g5 g6 g7 g8 g9 Abs 

2018 MALES 318 314 6 17 34 21 24 52 54 44 61 0 

2018 FEMALES 319 317 9 15 50 22 27 51 65 36 41 0 

2018 TOTAL 637 631 15 32 84 43 51 103 119 80 102 0 

2019 MALES 303 296 2 8 27 19 17 47 42 58 76 0 

2019 FEMALES 319 310 1 6 36 28 24 55 52 62 46 0 

2019 TOTAL 622 606 3 14 63 47 41 102 94 120 122 1 

2020 MALES 213 209 2 14 27 11 12 28 20 32 63 0 

2020 FEMALES 251 246 3 8 46 30 16 46 21 30 46 0 

2020 TOTAL 464 455 5 22 73 41 28 74 41 62 109 0 

2021 MALES 170 169 3 6 25 10 13 38 37 23 14 0 

2021 FEMALES 156 153 2 6 29 15 19 42 20 15 5 0 

2021 TOTAL 326 322 5 12 54 25 32 80 57 38 19 0 

2022 MALES 158 156 3 4 28 6 17 36 35 14 13 0 

2022 FEMALES 180 179 1 9 43 9 16 38 30 22 11 0 

2022 TOTAL 338 335 4 13 71 15 33 74 65 36 24 0 

2023 MALES 199 197 7 10 24 17 17 41 43 24 14 0 

2023 FEMALES 190 190 2 13 31 19 13 46 27 22 17 0 

2023 TOTAL 389 387 9 23 55 36 30 87 70 46 31 0 

 

Table 20: School 1 Cumulative Poor Performance 

Year No. Sat G7 G7 % G8 G8 % G9 G9 % Cumulative % 

2018 631 119 18.86 80 12.68 102 16.16 47.45 

2019 606 94 15.51 120 19.80 122 20.13 55.45 

2020 455 41 9.01 62 13.63 109 23.96 46.59 

2021 322 57 17.70 38 11.80 19 5.90 35.40 

2022 335 65 19.40 36 10.75 24 7.16 59.40 

2023 387 70 18.09 46 11.89 31 8.01 38.24 
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The percentage of pupils obtaining poor grades (G7–G9) is notably high in all years. 

G9 (fail) was highest in 2020 (23.96%) and 2019 (20.13%), showing a decline in later 

years. G7 and G8 percentages remained consistently high for six years.  Over the six 

years 446 pupils obtained G7, 382 obtained G8 and 407 pupils obtained G9 totalling to 

1235 pupils who performed poorly. 2, 736 pupils sat for English examinations and 1, 

235 pupils performed poorly translating 45.14% of pupils who performed poorly for 

the period under review.  

5.3.2.2 Examinations Results for School 2 

The school is a grade1co-educationday institution that serves both boys and girls. 

Located in the urban area and one of the most densely populated areas of the city, the 

school caters for pupils from different socio-economic backgrounds. The school is 

accessible either by walking or by public transport. 
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Table 21: School 2 Grade Distribution 

Year Gender Entered Sat g1 g2 g3 g4 g5 g6 g7 g8 g9 Abs 

2018 MALES 338 334 5 13 59 21 19 59 61 60 36 0 

2018 FEMALES 235 230 2 13 40 15 21 41 36 36 25 0 

2018 TOTAL 573 564 7 26 99 36 40 100 97 96 61 0 

2019 MALES 367 357 5 6 52 36 35 89 47 58 29 1 

2019 FEMALES 345 341 3 4 45 39 28 85 65 52 20 0 

2019 TOTAL 712 698 8 10 97 75 63 174 112 110 49 1 

2020 MALES 206 201 11 20 53 11 18 30 12 26 20 0 

2020 FEMALES 195 192 14 31 53 7 11 41 14 9 12 0 

2020 TOTAL 401 393 25 51 106 18 29 71 26 35 32 0 

2021 MALES 227 222 1 6 23 14 23 46 50 39 20 0 

2021 FEMALES 225 223 1 4 24 18 28 51 36 44 17 0 

2021 TOTAL 452 445 2 10 47 32 51 97 86 83 37 0 

2022 MALES 209 207 1 3 32 9 27 48 36 38 13 0 

2022 FEMALES 206 203 0 9 45 14 16 47 40 25 7 0 

2022 TOTAL 415 410 1 12 77 23 43 95 76 63 20 0 

2023 MALES 259 256 5 9 32 25 22 48 35 43 37 0 

2023 FEMALES 240 237 1 14 46 34 19 74 31 12 6 0 

2023 TOTAL 499 493 6 23 78 59 41 122 66 55 43 0 
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Table 22: School 2 Cumulative Poor Performance 

Year No. 

Sat 

G7 G7 % G8 G8 % G9 G9 % Cumulative 

% 

2018 564 97 17.20 96 17.02 61 10.82 45.04 

2019 698 112 16.05 110 15.76 49 7.02 41.60 

2020 393 26 6.62 35 8.91 32 8.14 37.34 

2021 445 86 19.33 83 18.65 37 8.31 39.24 

2022 410 76 18.54 63 15.37 20 4.88 39.16 

2023 493 66 13.39 55 11.16 43 8.72 38.20 

 

There is a considerable percentage of pupils in G7-G9 across all the years, which 

suggests a struggle in achieving higher grades. The highest failure rate G9 (10.82%) 

was in 2018 where 61 pupils out of 564 pupils that sat for examinations failed 

completely.  It is also worth noting that in 2023, the proportion of male pupils obtaining 

a Grade 9 increased to 14.5%, indicating a decline in performance. Out of the 3,003 

pupils who sat for the English national examinations, 463 obtained a Grade 7, 442 

obtained a Grade 8, and 242 obtained a Grade 9. In total, 1,147 pupils (38.2%) 

performed poorly during the period under review. 

5.3.2.3 Examinations Results for Schoo1 3 

This is a grade 2 rural school located in the outskirts of town.  It is far from town. It 

is a co-educational government day institution that caters for both boys and girls 

from different socio-economic backgrounds.   Being far from the town centre, most 

of the learners have to walk long distances to come to school.   
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Table 23: School 3 Grade Distribution 

Year  Gender Entered Sat g1 g2 g3 g4 g5 g6 g7 g8 g9 

2018  MALES 78 76 1 1 8 6 14 12 17 10 7 

2018  FEMALES 109 107 3 1 8 9 11 18 23 25 9 

2018  TOTAL 187 183 4 2 16 15 25 30 40 35 16 

2019  MALES 132 127 0 0 2 6 4 18 21 34 42 

2019  FEMALES 116 108 1 0 6 4 1 24 23 24 25 

2019  TOTAL 248 235 1 0 8 10 5 42 44 58 67 

2020  MALES 118 113 3 4 13 8 3 10 11 17 44 

2020  FEMALES 129 124 0 2 17 5 9 25 13 19 34 

2020  TOTAL 247 237 3 6 30 13 12 35 24 36 78 

2021  FEMALES 109 104 0 2 7 3 10 18 11 18 35 

2021  MALES 129 127 2 1 12 7 10 24 22 23 26 

2021  TOTAL 238 231 2 3 19 10 20 42 33 41 61 

2022  MALES 94 90 0 1 7 3 9 18 17 17 18 

2022  FEMALES 114 110 0 2 12 5 7 29 17 13 25 

2022  TOTAL 208 200 0 3 19 8 16 47 34 30 43 

2023  MALES 152 148 0 1 9 4 8 36 19 37 34 

2023  FEMALES 226 222 2 2 10 11 14 46 46 49 42 

2023  TOTAL 378 370 2 3 19 15 22 82 65 86 76 
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Table 24: School 3: Cumulative Poor Performance 

Year No. 

Sat 

G7 G7 % G8 G8 % G9 G9 % Cumulative 

% 

2018 183 40 21.86 35 19.13 16 8.74 49.73 

2019 235 44 18.72 58 24.68 67 28.51 71.91 

2020 237 24 10.13 36 15.19 78 32.91 58.23 

2021 231 33 14.29 41 17.75 61 26.41 58.44 

2022 200 34 17.00 30 15.00 43 21.50 53.50 

2023 370 65 17.57 86 23.24 76 20.54 61.35 

 

There is a considerable percentage of pupils in G7- G9 across all the years. The highest 

G9 grades were recorded in 2020. 1, 456 pupils sat for the English language national 

examinations and 240 obtained G7, 286 obtained G8 and 341 obtained G9 totalling 867 

pupils (59.55%) who performed poorly during the period under review. 

5.3.2.4 Examinations Results for School 4 

This is an urban grade 1 school located very close to the town centre. It is a co-

educational government day school serving both boys and girls from near and far.  

Some pupils access the school easily because of its central location while others walk 

some distance to school or travel by public travel.  
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Table 25: School 4 Grade Distribution 

Year Gender Entered Sat g1 g2 g3 g4 g5 g6 g7 g8 g9 Abs 

2018 MALES 189 185 4 2 21 22 16 36 34 30 20 0 

2018 FEMALES 191 182 4 11 32 13 18 44 28 17 15 0 

2018 TOTAL 380 367 8 13 53 35 34 80 62 47 35 1 

2019 MALES 236 234 2 11 16 14 12 36 49 47 47 0 

2019 FEMALES 246 243 3 10 35 30 19 51 38 36 21 0 

2019 TOTAL 482 477 5 21 51 44 31 87 87 83 68 0 

2020 MALES 251 247 1 4 23 18 14 52 26 36 73 0 

2020 FEMALES 235 233 1 3 25 19 27 63 27 23 45 0 

2020 TOTAL 486 480 2 7 48 37 41 115 53 59 118 0 

2021 MALES 170 167 1 4 23 13 17 40 39 22 8 0 

2021 FEMALES 157 155 0 1 29 10 28 37 23 22 5 0 

2021 TOTAL 327 322 1 5 52 23 45 77 62 44 13 0 

2022 MALES 173 172 0 3 34 13 28 40 27 18 9 0 

2022 FEMALES 168 165 3 6 49 14 21 38 22 7 4 0 

2022 TOTAL 341 337 3 9 83 27 49 78 49 25 13 0 

2023 MALES 233 227 8 12 48 29 22 50 29 15 14 0 

2023 FEMALES 227 219 8 9 54 29 29 55 26 7 2 0 

2023 TOTAL 460 446 16 21 102 58 51 105 55 22 16 1 

 

 

Table 26: School 4 Cumulative Poor Performance 

Year No. 

Sat 

G7 G7 % G8 G8 % G9 G9 % Cumulative 

% 

2018 367 62 16.89  47 12.81 35 9.54 39.24  

2019 477 87 18.24  83 17.40 68 14.26 49.90  

2020 480 53 11.04  59 12.29 118 24.58 47.92  

2021 322 62 19.25 44 13. 66 13 4.04 36.96  

2022 337 49 14.54  25 7.42 13 3.86 25.82  

2023 446 55 12.33  22 4.93 16 3.59 20.85 

  



152 
 

 

The data from 2018 to 2023 indicates a notable decline in the cumulative percentage of 

pupils achieving grades G7, G8, and G9. In 2018, the cumulative percentage was 

39.24%, which increased to 49.90% in 2019. However, from 2020 onwards, there has 

been a consistent decrease, reaching a low of 20.85% in 2023.  2, 428 pupils sat for the 

English language national examinations and 368 obtained G7, 280 obtained G8, and 

263 obtained G9 totalling 911 pupils (37.52%) who performed poorly during the period 

under review. Generally, the cumulative poor performance for the six year period was 

relatively high.  

5.3.2.5 Examinations Results for School 5 

The school is a rural school.  It is a grade 1 co-educational government day school 

serving both boys and girls. Most pupils come from different parts and have to walk to 

the school. It is situated in a densely populated area. 
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Table 27: School 5 Grade Distribution 

Yea

r Gender 

Entere

d Sat g1 g2 g3 g4 g5 g6 g7 

g

8 g9 

Ab

s 

2018 MALES 153 

15

3 1 2 18 9 11 27 32 

2

0 33 0 

2018 

FEMALE

S 165 

16

4 1 5 20 10 12 25 23 

4

1 27 0 

2018 TOTAL 318 

31

7 2 7 38 19 23 52 55 

6

1 60 0 

2019 MALES 77 76 0 5 11 5 11 17 14 

1

2 1 0 

2019 

FEMALE

S 93 92 5 10 22 10 12 19 8 3 3 0 

2019 TOTAL 170 

16

8 5 15 33 15 23 36 22 

1

5 4 0 

2020 MALES 121 

12

0 0 5 16 4 6 23 20 

2

0 26 0 

2020 

FEMALE

S 122 

12

1 4 6 20 4 16 28 7 

2

0 16 0 

2020 TOTAL 243 

24

1 4 11 36 8 22 51 27 

4

0 42 0 

2021 MALES 118 

11

0 1 4 20 8 9 20 16 

2

1 11 0 

2021 

FEMALE

S 108 

10

3 1 7 15 10 11 26 17 

1

4 2 0 

2021 TOTAL 226 

21

3 2 11 35 18 20 46 33 

3

5 13 1 

2022 MALES 69 68 0 1 12 3 6 15 13 9 9 0 

2022 

FEMALE

S 77 73 0 4 12 6 9 16 11 

1

0 5 0 

2022 TOTAL 146 

14

1 0 5 24 9 15 31 24 

1

9 14 0 

2023 MALES 81 80 1 3 18 8 6 18 16 

1

0 0 0 

2023 

FEMALE

S 80 79 0 6 14 9 9 19 14 8 0 0 

2023 TOTAL 161 

15

9 1 9 32 17 15 37 30 

1

8 0 0 
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Table 28: School 5 Cumulative Poor Performance 

Year No. 

Sat 

G7 G7 % G8 G8 % G9 G9 % Cumulative 

% 

2018 317 55 17.35  61 19.24 60 18.93 55.53  

2019 168 22 13.10  15 8.93 4 2.38 24.40  

2020 241 27 11.20 40 16.60 42 17.43 45.23  

2021 213 33 15.49  35 16.43 13 6.10 38.03  

2022 141 24 17.02  19 13.48 14 9.93 40.43  

2023 159 30 18.87  18 11.32 00 00 30.19  

 

Over the six-year period from 2018 to 2023, there has been a notable high cumulative 

poor performance percentage of pupils achieving Grades 7, 8, and 9 except for 2019 

and 2023. A total of 1,239 pupils sat for the English Language national examinations. 

Of these, 191 obtained a Grade 7, 188 obtained a Grade 8, and 133 obtained a Grade 9 

amounting to 512 pupils, which translates to 41.32% who performed poorly during the 

period under review. 

5.3.2.6 Examinations Results for School 6  

This is a grade 1 co-education government day school serving both boys and girls. It is 

located about six kilometres from the town centre. Most of the pupils come from around 

the area near the school though some have to walk some distance to school.  The school 

is situated in a densely populated area. 
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Table 29: School 6 Grade Distribution 

Year Gender Entered Sat g1 g2 g3 g4 g5 g6 g7 g8 g9 Abs 

2018 MALES 108 106 0 0 1 1 4 19 26 28 27 0 

2018 FEMALES 97 96 0 0 3 3 3 13 24 29 21 0 

2018 TOTAL 205 202 0 0 4 4 7 32 50 57 48 0 

2019 MALES 141 136 2 3 11 8 12 29 31 23 17 0 

2019 FEMALES 151 150 0 0 13 10 14 30 41 31 11 0 

2019 TOTAL 292 286 2 3 24 18 26 59 72 54 28 0 

2020 MALES 77 73 0 1 4 7 0 15 10 17 19 0 

2020 FEMALES 96 93 0 2 7 9 4 14 13 16 28 0 

2020 TOTAL 173 166 0 3 11 16 4 29 23 33 47 0 

2021 MALES 44 43 0 0 0 0 3 8 10 13 9 0 

2021 FEMALES 54 53 0 0 2 2 3 16 16 8 6 0 

2021 TOTAL 98 96 0 0 2 2 6 24 26 21 15 0 

2022 MALES 15 15 0 1 1 1 2 8 1 1 0 0 

2022 FEMALES 16 16 0 0 2 1 4 7 1 1 0 0 

2022 TOTAL 31 31 0 1 3 2 6 15 2 2 0 0 

2023 MALES 52 52 0 1 8 6 6 16 9 5 1 0 

2023 FEMALES 59 57 0 1 8 6 4 18 12 7 1 0 

2023 TOTAL 111 109 0 2 16 12 10 34 21 12 2 0 

  

 Table 30: School 6 Cumulative Poor Performance 

Year No. 

Sat 

G7 G7 % G8 G8 % G9 G9 % Cumulative 

% 

2018 202 50 24.75  57 28.22  48 23.76  76.73  

2019 286 72 25.17  54 18.88 28 9.79 53.85 

2020 166 23 13.98 33 19.88 47 28.31 62.05 

2021 96 26 27.08 21 21.88 15 15.63 64.58 

2022 31 2 6.45 2 6.45 0 00 12.90 

2023 109 21 19.27 12 11.01 2 1.83 32.11 
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The performance of pupils during the period under review shows a high cumulative 

percentage of poor performance except for 2022 when the school did not record any 

pupil who failed English completely.  A total of 890 pupils sat for the English Language 

national examinations. Of these, 194 obtained a Grade 7, 179 obtained a Grade 8, and 

140 obtained a Grade 9 totalling 513 pupils who obtained poor grades. 513 translates 

to 57.64% of pupils who performed poorly during the period under review.  

5.3.2.7 Examination Results for School 7 

This is a peri-urban school serving both boys and girls from different places. It is a 

grade 1 co-education government day school.  A good number of pupils come from the 

community surrounding the school, so they do not need to walk long distances to school 

while others walk some distance or access the school by public transport. 

Table 31: School 7 Grade Distribution 

Year Gender Entered Sat g1 g2 g3 g4 g5 g6 g7 g8 g9 Abs 

2018 MALES 281 274 7 16 41 21 18 39 43 49 40 0 

2018 FEMALES 243 240 8 13 36 16 16 43 36 37 35 0 

2018 TOTAL 524 514 15 29 77 37 34 82 79 86 75 1 

2019 MALES 163 160 9 17 37 19 13 29 17 12 7 0 

2019 FEMALES 156 155 10 18 38 12 14 28 20 8 7 0 

2019 TOTAL 319 315 19 35 75 31 27 57 37 20 14 0 

2020 MALES 178 176 2 15 40 14 11 32 16 26 20 0 

2020 FEMALES 178 178 9 25 27 13 20 38 14 16 16 0 

2020 TOTAL 356 354 11 40 67 27 31 70 30 42 36 0 

2021 MALES 176 175 13 12 35 16 19 30 22 13 15 0 

2021 FEMALES 162 160 3 10 29 12 11 38 20 31 6 0 

2021 TOTAL 338 335 16 22 64 28 30 68 42 44 21 0 

2022 MALES 154 154 6 16 51 14 15 26 19 5 2 0 

2022 FEMALES 164 160 7 22 49 8 18 43 6 6 1 0 

2022 TOTAL 318 314 13 38 100 22 33 69 25 11 3 0 

2023 MALES 142 141 12 22 37 8 14 31 8 7 2 0 

2023 FEMALES 166 165 10 28 43 22 15 27 10 6 4 0 

2023 TOTAL 308 306 22 50 80 30 29 58 18 13 6 0 
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Table 32: School 7 Cumulative Poor Performance  

Year No. 

Sat 

G7 G7 % G8 G8 % G9 G9 % Cumulative 

% 

2018 514 79 15.37 86 16.73 75 14.59 46.70 

2019 315 37 11.75 20 6.35 14 4.44 35.50 

2020 354 30 8.47 42 11.86 36 10.17 33.20 

2021 335 42 12.54 44 13.13 21 6.27 32.90 

2022 314 25 7.96 11 3.50 03 0.96 28.80 

2023 306 18 5.88 13 4.25 06 1.96 26.10 

 

Overall the cumulative poor performance percentage was relatively high for the entire 

period under review. 2, 138 pupils sat for the English language national examinations 

and 231 pupils obtained G7, 216 obtained G8 and 155 obtained G9 totalling 602 

(28.16%) of pupils who performed poorly during the period under review.  

5.3.2.7 Examinations Results for School 8 

This is a peri-urban school.   It is a grade 1 co-education government day school. A 

good number of pupils walk to school as they come from the community that surrounds 

the school. It is also easy to access the school by public transport.  
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Table 33: School 8 Grade Distribution 

Year Gender Entered Sat g1 g2 g3 g4 g5 g6 g7 g8 g9 Abs 

2018 MALES 250 246 2 11 28 9 20 40 45 47 44 0 

2018 FEMALES 259 255 1 11 32 18 25 35 45 46 42 0 

2018 TOTAL 509 501 3 22 60 27 45 75 90 93 86 0 

2019 MALES 187 185 11 14 26 26 17 33 27 21 10 0 

2019 FEMALES 132 131 6 8 28 18 14 32 17 5 3 0 

2019 TOTAL 319 316 17 22 54 44 31 65 44 26 13 0 

2020 MALES 255 254 7 9 39 11 23 43 39 39 44 0 

2020 FEMALES 234 231 3 16 44 17 21 50 31 27 22 0 

2020 TOTAL 489 485 10 25 83 28 44 93 70 66 66 0 

2021 MALES 163 157 2 2 12 15 19 34 33 22 18 0 

2021 FEMALES 190 188 1 2 22 21 16 44 36 33 13 0 

2021 TOTAL 353 345 3 4 34 36 35 78 69 55 31 0 

2022 MALES 180 179 6 20 34 18 16 45 23 12 5 0 

2022 FEMALES 165 164 3 8 61 14 17 30 17 11 2 0 

2022 TOTAL 345 343 9 28 95 32 33 75 40 23 7 0 

2023 MALES 295 291 2 14 40 24 28 66 44 43 30 0 

2023 FEMALES 269 268 1 7 34 21 21 57 46 57 24 0 

2023 TOTAL 564 559 3 21 74 45 49 123 90 100 54 0 

 

Table 34: School 8 Cumulative Poor Performance 

Year No. 

Sat 

G7 G7 % G8 G8 % G9 G9 % Cumulative 

% 

2018 501 90 17.96  93 18.56  86 17.17  53.69  

2019 316 44 13.92  26 8.23  13 4.11  26.27  

2020 485 70 14.43  66 13.61  66 13.61  41.65  

2021 345 69 20.00  55 15.94  31 8.99  44.93  

2022 343 40 11.66  23 6.71  7 2.04  20.41  

2023 559 90 16.10  100 17.89  54 9.66  43.65  
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Overall, the cumulative percentage of poor performance remained high throughout the 

period under review. Of the 2,548 pupils who sat for the English Language national 

examinations, 403 obtained a Grade 7, 363 obtained a Grade 8, and 257 obtained a 

Grade 9 totalling 1,023 pupils (40.15%) who performed poorly. 

5.3. Teachers’ and Examiners’ Perspectives on Grade 12 Pupils’ Performance in 

English 

As explained earlier, another set of data was collected through interviews. Teachers and 

examiners were asked to give their perspectives on learners’ performance. The findings 

showed that most teachers and examiners viewed learner performance as being poor 

while some found the performance to be good. Those who stated that performance was 

poor referred to different sections of the examination paper which they found difficult. 

Below I present data which highlight examination performance as being poor:  

5.3.1 Learners’ Performance in Structure 

The respondents interviewed highlighted that learners performed poorly in structure. 

They further explained that the performance was particularly poor in questions related 

to Transformations. According to the respondents the poor performance was a result of 

learners failing to apply the structures that they had learnt in different contexts. Below 

are some excerpts from the respondents.  

The performance among our learners is poor. They have challenges in structure 

on the question that deals with transformations.  They even fail to copy words 

that are written in the questions. (HOD6S6). 

Our learners face challenges in grammar and writing due to weak foundations 

in earlier grades which adversely affects their performance on the question on 

transformations. (HOD3S3). 

Generally, the performance is very poor and the question on transformation 

gets the worst answers one can ever imagine. (T16S6). 

In structure transformations are normally poorly answered in tests. I personally 

teach and give notes, but it looks like they do not read the notes. (T18S6). 

Transformations are also poorly done due to both learners and teachers. It is 

quite clear that many teachers tend to teach re-writes without teaching the 
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actual content topics from which questions should be formulated. The learners 

need to learn the content before they are given work on transformations.  (A1). 

Whenever we wrote a test, I would get a zero in transformations. (FS1S1). 

In structure I always struggled with transformations. (FS5S3). 

I never liked the question on transformations because I always got most of the 

questions wrong. (FS6S3).  

Transformations are the most challenging in Paper 2. Candidates get two and 

few go beyond five. During final examination marking, if a candidate makes two 

mistakes in one transformation, that candidate gets a zero. The mistakes that 

are observed very frequently are subject-verb agreement, tense issues and 

punctuation. (NE4). 

5.3.2 Pupils’ Performance in Composition  

The respondents reported that most pupils found it very difficult to write proper 

compositions. They explained that learners often times tended not to follow the rules 

for formal writing leading to poor scores in composition writing. They further 

highlighted some common problems that led to poor performance in composition 

writing. The most common problems were spelling errors, punctuation, paragraphing 

and informal language and illegible handwriting. Here are selected verbatim: 

Composition is a nightmare. It is difficult sometimes to follow the line of thought 

because pupils’ writing is really bad. Spellings, punctuations, paragraphing, 

and handwriting are real issues that we grapple with. (HOD6S6). 

Our pupils demonstrate a lot of errors in terms of the layout, sentence 

construction, spellings, punctuations, informal language, the list is endless. 

They cannot write a comprehensive readable composition. The situation is so 

bad in our school that despite trying out different interventions to help them, 

there is not much to celebrate. (HOD3S3). 

Performance in composition is bad. Spellings, punctuation errors, tense issues 

and overall sentence constructions make learners’ work hard to read let alone 

decipher what they are trying to communicate. (T15S5). 

The most common errors candidates commit are run on sentences, one sentence 

for a paragraph, colloquial expressions such as I’m good, Hey, what’s up with 

you, stop beating around the bush and many other expressions; contractions 
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such as can’t instead of cannot or don’t instead of do not; cutting of words at 

wrong syllables; lack of variety in sentence structures, and tense issues where 

irregular verbs are written with -ed. For instance, we come across sentences 

like “I singed a song….” (NE1). 

Grade 12 pupils present an array of issues in examinations. These issues 

include punctuations, spellings, sentence construction where candidates omit a 

subject or sometimes a verb, grammar, etc. (NE3). 

In composition I had challenges with writing my points clearly, spellings, 

sentence construction, punctuation, and tenses. I am also in the habit of writing 

using short forms or abbreviations, and this cost me a lot in English. (FP5S3). 

5.3.3 Learners’ Performance in Reading Comprehension 

The respondents interviewed highlighted that many Grade 12 learners struggled with 

comprehension. They explained that the learners struggled with comprehension due to 

limited vocabulary, inadequate reading skills, and poor understanding of question 

requirements.  Teachers further said that learners often failed to grasp the main ideas of 

passages which caused them to misinterpret important details leading them to struggle 

or fail to provide accurate responses. They also reported that the problem was 

compounded by a lack of consistent reading habits, insufficient exposure to varied texts, 

and limited access to supplementary reading materials.  The respondents explained that 

learners approached comprehension tasks with minimal confidence, which greatly 

affected their performance. Below are the selected verbatim:  

Grade 12 learners do not do well in comprehension due to poor reading culture. 

Comprehension questions are based on understanding the passage, yet many 

are not able to understand the passage. Their vocabulary is below the expected 

standard. Bloom’s taxonomy in this case shows that comprehension and 

analytical skills are not applied. (A1).  

Our learners do not make an effort to read comprehension passages with 

understanding, so they miss out details that are required for answering 

examination questions correctly. (T20S7). 

Paper 2 is too demanding for many learners, especially the comprehension 

section, which sometimes includes passages with complex vocabulary. (T19S7).  
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Comprehension in the tests was always also hard. The passage would be long 

and by the time I finish reading it, time had gone. There were also a lot of 

difficult words. (FP9S5). 

I always had difficulties understanding comprehension passages therefore, I 

always performed poorly in comprehension. (FP5S3). 

Any word that is difficult to understand discourages me to continue reading. 

(FP3S2). 

The passages in Paper 2 were really difficult to understand and worse still I 

didn’t know the meaning of certain words which made it very difficult to answer 

questions according examiners’ expectations and requirements.  (FS16S8). 

Many words used in comprehension passages were beyond my understanding, 

so I always performed poorly. (FS15S8). 

I always had difficulties understanding comprehension passages, therefore, I 

always performed poorly in comprehension. (FP5S3). 

5.3.4 Learners’ Performance in Summary Writing 

The respondents reported that learners faced challenges in answering the summary 

question. They explained that learners performed poorly in summary because they 

lacked mastery in identifying main points and rephrasing them concisely. They further 

explained that learners faced challenges in distinguishing between relevant and 

irrelevant information, which often led them to including excessive details or omitting 

key points entirely. The respondents particularly teachers and learners cited inadequate 

practice and insufficient feedback on written work as a factor that contributed to 

learners not being adequately prepared for examination demands. Furthermore, 

respondents highlighted that some learners’ inability to apply grammatical rules 

appropriately resulted in ill-formed sentences which further made their summaries 

difficult to understand.  Here is what some respondents said: 

A candidate should know that summary is written in prose form, but the truth is 

that many candidates write summary in point form. They write unnecessary 

things and by the time they begin to write points, they have exceeded the word 

limit, so we just draw a line and mark what is above the word limit, and marks 

are lost just like that. (NE3). 
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I always had challenges writing summary because I could not easily find the 

main points from a given passage. We never learnt summary. (FP8S4). 

Summary was hard for me because it was never taught, but we were only given 

long passages to read then summarise during mock examinations. (FP13S7). 

5.4. Summary of findings to Objective two  

This chapter analysed the quality of Grade 12 English examination questions and 

learners’ performance over a six-year period. It examined the alignment of 

examinations with the national curriculum objectives, the balance between lower-order 

and higher-order thinking skills, and the clarity of questions. The validity and reliability 

of the examinations were also assessed to determine how effectively they measured 

what pupils had learnt.  Furthermore, an analysis of past papers examined trends in 

question difficulty across grammar, comprehension, and essay writing. Additionally, 

national examination documents from ECZ were reviewed to highlight patterns in poor 

performance through statistical data. Insights from teachers, learners, and examiners 

further revealed key factors influencing examination quality and learner outcomes.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS  

6.0 Overview 

The previous chapter presented findings for the first and second research questions of 

the study. The first research question focused on the quality of examination papers 

while the second research question was on the performance of grade 12 learners in the 

English language examinations. This chapter presents findings on the third and fourth 

research questions of the study. The third research question which will be presented 

first is on the factors which contribute to grade 12 learners’ poor performance while the 

fourth research question was targeted at strategies which could be employed to improve 

learner performance in grade 12 examinations.  

6.1 What are the factors that contribute To Poor Grade 12 Pupils’ Performance 

in English? 

The third research question looked at the factors which contributed to learners’ poor 

performance in English. To answer this research question, interviews were conducted 

with teachers, alumni, parents and school administrators. The triangulation of data 

sources was meant to strengthen the data and to avoid the bias that would potentially 

be found in one source. The data were presented under four main categories namely, 

teacher-related factors, learner-related factors, school-related factors, and policy-

related factors. Each category of factors includes themes that are directly informed by 

the specific issues contributing to poor performance in the Grade 12 English Language 

examinations. 

6.1.1 Teacher Related Factors 

Teacher factors are causes which a teacher does or does not do which influences 

learners’ outcomes academically. They can also be elements which affect the teacher 

to perform his or her teaching correctly or adequately. Teachers’ role is critical in 

determining learners' academic performance. The following are the teacher related 

factors according to the findings: 

6.1.1.1 Absenteeism by teachers and reporting late for work/lessons 

The respondents reported that learners teachers were often absent from work. They 

explained that sometimes teachers were actually in school but did not go to class. They 

further explained that teachers who missed periods never bothered to make up for the 

time lost. The respondents also reported that some teachers had a tendency of being 
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absent from work when they got paid and would boast that they would still get paid if 

even they did not teach while others had a habit of reporting late for lessons.  Below 

are some of the responses:  

One of the problems that administrators struggle with in government secondary 

schools is teacher absenteeism. There are teachers who are frequently absent 

from work or get permission under false pretext. Others take leave every time 

they get their salary. (A2). 

Absenteeism is one of the contributing factors due to time loss. Some teachers 

absent themselves frequently. Some teachers are in school but do not attend to 

learners during their teaching time. Loss of teaching and learning time does 

contribute to learners performing poorly in tests and in the final examinations. 

(T5S2).  

Teachers steal time from pupils through absenteeism and late coming and in the 

end the pupils suffer by failing.  (T1S1). 

Some teachers like to miss lessons. They report for work, but they do not come 

to teach us. (L2S8).  

Teachers should improve on their attendance and stop reporting late for 

lessons. (L6S2).  

There are some teachers who are frequently absent from work. (L1S8).  

6.1.1.2 Low motivation among teachers 

The respondents reported that teachers were demotivated. They explained low 

motivation among teachers was a pervasive challenge that affected teaching 

effectiveness and student learning outcomes. They further highlighted that low 

motivation was caused by a number of factors among them poor remuneration and 

working conditions. They also said that teachers’ low motivation was demonstrated 

through a lack of enthusiasm and negative attitudes towards work. Below are some 

selected responses:   

Teacher’s morale is key to pupil success. Low motivation among us teachers is 

caused by a number of factors. … Many of us often feel undervalued despite the 

heavy workloads and long hours we put into preparing lessons and marking 

especially since the introduction of free education.  (T6S2). 
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My efforts are not recognised. On Teachers’ Day, you find that the people who 

are awarded are those we least expect. One wonders what criterion is used to 

select teachers to be awarded.  (T8S3). 

I personally feel demotivated. I go out of my way to help out in many ways, but 

there is no appreciation or recognition from the administration. This lack of 

recognition affects my morale, and in turn, the quality of teaching.  (T12S4). 

It is difficult to stay focused, energised and eager in the classroom when 

financial struggles weigh heavily on us. (T19S7). 

Teachers are forced to do other things during working hours to make ends meet. 

It is not intentional but circumstances force us to do that. (T17S6). 

Our conditions of service are not attractive at all. When you’re working under 

stressful conditions and feel undervalued, it is hard to invest extra effort. 

(T24S8).  

6.1.1.3 Lack of or Inadequate Preparation for Lessons 

The respondents reported that inadequate or lack of lesson preparation was one of the 

major contributing factors to Grade 12 pupils performing poorly in English national 

examinations. They also said many young teachers did not want to prepare for their 

lessons including some teachers who had been in the service for too long since they felt 

that they knew what to teach. Below are some participants’ narratives: 

Teachers are too busy with other things other than lesson preparation. A 

teacher is teaching a topic that is self-lending, but this teacher has no teaching 

aids, or planned visual aids to reinforce learning. If teaching aids are there, 

they may not align with the lesson. What does that say about a teacher? (A1). 

We have serious challenges with teachers failing to plan and adequately 

prepare for their lessons. The excuse is always high teaching loads. Our young 

teachers are notorious in this area. (A10). 

Many of our young teachers do not want to prepare for their lessons and also 

some teachers who have been in the service for too long since they feel they 

know what to teach. (HOD5S5).   
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Schools over-enrol pupils, so we are overloaded with multiple classes. It 

becomes almost impossible to dedicate enough time to prepare well-structured 

lessons.  (T6S2). 

We have 87 or more pupils in one class and marking assignments takes ages. 

Between marking and other administrative duties, it is challenging or rather 

difficult to find time for detailed lesson planning. (T18S6). 

6.1.1.4 Incomplete Syllabus Coverage 

The respondents highlighted the fact that teachers did not usually complete the syllabus 

and did not adhere to teaching content prescribed in the syllabus within the time 

stipulated in the syllabus. They explained that some teachers tended to skip certain 

topics they found difficult because they are not able to handle such topics. They further 

explained that many teachers did not complete the syllabus and deliberately left out 

certain topics that they knew learners struggled to understand so that they would be 

covered during extra tuitions as a way of coercing learners to enrol for extra tuitions. 

Here is what they said: 

Most of our learners are of low quality in terms of foundational knowledge, so 

they need more time to understand topics and that delays the completion of the 

syllabus. (T16S6). 

Some teachers skip certain topics they term difficult because they are not able 

to handle such topics due to insufficient content knowledge. (T22S8).   

Many teachers do not complete the syllabus deliberately. They leave out certain 

topics that they know we learners struggle to understand and say that these 

topics will be covered during extra tuitions. (L7S7).  

Teachers teach passionately during extra tuitions. They even advertise saying, 

“If you want to learn, come for extra tuitions.” (L10S2). 

The government should ban extra tuitions so that teachers cover the entire 

syllabus in class for fairness for every pupil. (L1S6). 

Some teachers even boast that even if they do not teach, they will still get their 

salary and that is the beauty of working in government. (L6S8). 
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The extra tuition syndrome encourages teachers not to complete the syllabus so 

they can earn extra money. Those learners who cannot afford to go for extra 

tuitions are disadvantaged. (P5S3).  

Teachers do complete the syllabus purposely so they can earn extra money from 

private tuitions (P3S2). 

6.1.1.5 Lack of Feedback or Inconsistent Feedback  

The respondents reported that teachers rarely gave feedback to learners. They explained 

that lack of feedback caused learners to feel discouraged and think that their work was 

worthless. They further highlighted that teachers’ failure to recognise learners’ effort 

through feedback had a negative effect on learner performance. Below are excerpts 

from the respondents. 

Since the dawn of free education, it has become difficult to provide feedback 

which is timely and consistent. (T16S6).  

Learners struggle immensely in trying to understand where they are not doing 

things rightly and how to correct their mistakes due to lack of feedback. 

(T14S5). 

This failure on our part has a bearing on our learners in that it becomes 

challenging to learners to close gaps in their skills and understanding.  (T12S4). 

One of the big problems that we face as learners is teachers not marking our 

books on time and sometimes not marking at all. (L6S6).  

There are teachers who do not return books especially composition books, so 

we do not know how we are performing and progressing. (L9S5). 

When I was in school, we rarely received feedback from teachers especially in 

English. Mistakes that I made were not corrected in time, so it is possible that I 

reproduced them in my final examinations resulting into my poor results in 

English. (FP1S1). 

6. 2  School Related Factors  

School related factors in teaching and learning are those factors which are caused by 

the school or are the responsibility of the school in the teaching and learning process. 

The five key school related factors identified in this study are over-enrolment, high 

teacher-to-pupil ratio, lack of or inadequate teaching materials, lack of monitoring and 
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supervision as well as lack of continuous professional development opportunities. 

Below are the school related factors which were common among respondents. 

6.2.1 Over-enrolment and its effects in schools 

The respondents cited and highlighted over-enrolment as a critical problem affecting 

the performance of Grade 12 pupils in English. They explained that over-enrolment led 

to overcrowded classrooms, which created physical and auditory challenges for 

teaching and learning. They further explained over-enrolment had led to high teacher-

to-pupil ratios. They also reported that there were not enough desks. Here is what they 

said:  

Even when we ask questions to clarify our doubt, the teacher moves on quickly 

because there’s no time for everyone, so we end up not asking. (L3S6). 

There are too many pupils in class, and there is a lot of noise in our class, so 

the teacher spends more time controlling noise especially after break and the 

periods that come just before break or lunch.  (L4S2). 

Our classrooms were not designed for such high numbers. The infrastructure is 

deteriorating fast under the increased pressure. (T17S6). 

There’s simply not enough time to assess each pupil’s work thoroughly due high 

numbers, and we end up focusing on group instruction otherwise we can’t 

manage to cover even half the syllabus. (T5S2). 

Some pupils don’t even ask questions because they feel lost in the crowd and 

don’t want to be laughed at when they make a mistake. (T16S6). 

Big classes pose numerous challenges. One of them is that it’s impossible to 

adapt lessons to individual needs, as a result weaker pupils continue to lag 

behind. (T10S4). 

6.2.2 Limited Classrooms 

The other factor which is related to the previous one is limited classrooms. The 

respondents explained that pupils found it difficult to focus and concentrate due to lack 

of space.  They further explained that limited classrooms limited social interaction and 

caused higher stress levels due the discomfort of a compact place. Here are some of the 

responses: 

Limited classrooms leads to overcrowding in classes. (HOD1S1). 
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The limited number of classrooms is a drawback as the learning process 

becomes stressful for both teachers and learners. (A9). 

6.2.3 Lack of and Inadequate Teaching Materials 

The respondents reported the absence or insufficiency of teaching materials which 

made it difficult to meet the varied educational needs of learners.  Below is what some 

respondents said:  

We often share one textbook among five or more classmates, which makes it 

hard to study at home or prepare for exams since we don’t take textbooks home. 

(L7S3). 

Books are not adequate, so it is difficult to study and prepare well for tests and 

worse still for our final examinations. (L2S8). 

Our teachers rely heavily on chalkboards for everything, but we can’t always 

see clearly or take notes fast enough. (L9S4). 

Teaching comprehension and vocabulary is challenging when pupils share 

textbooks. They need to see the text to familiarise themselves with the spellings 

and associate pronunciations with actual words. (T8S3). 

There is no library in the school. We are forced to use Grade 10 books due to 

lack of books. (HOD5).  

We have nineteen Grade 12 textbooks against ninety (90) plus learners. We 

compromise the standards on comprehension. Planning and teaching is really 

made difficult. Learners cannot study at home due to lack of materials. 

(HOD6S6). 

The government should prioritise and increase funding for education so that all 

schools have the necessary teaching and learning materials. Pupils’ 

underperformance cannot be blamed entirely on teachers. (P2S1).  

6.2.4 Absence of Libraries in Schools  

The respondents explained that most schools had no libraries and the few that had had 

few outdated books. They explained that the absence of libraries in schools 

disadvantaged pupils in that they had no access to additional reading materials since 

they could do research. They further explained that the absence of libraries put all 

responsibility on teachers to look for material to create notes for learners and that 
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limited learners’ opportunity to learn independently and develop critical thinking skills 

more. Here is what some of them said: 

We don’t have a library as well, so it is difficult to access additional study 

materials to help us improve academically. (L6S1). 

A library would help us to study hard because that conducive atmosphere just 

puts one in the mood and helps one to concentrate. (L1S2). 

The absence of libraries in schools disadvantages pupils in that they have no 

access to additional reading materials since they cannot do research. (T8S3). 

The absence of libraries puts all responsibility on teachers to look for material 

to use to create notes for learners. It limits pupils’ opportunity to learn 

independently. (T17S6). 

There is no common place where the school can store past papers for ease 

access to pupils. This hinders their chance to practise answering questions in a 

standard way. (T3S1). 

We have a library with a few outdated books. We also have no access to 

additional reference materials for lesson preparation. (T5S2). 

As teachers we lack exposure to a wide variety of materials to keep abreast with 

information on new methods in language instruction. (T4S2). 

The presence of a library helps learners to cultivate a reading culture.  Once 

children see others reading, they will be challenged and begin to read too. (P1). 

Libraries would be the only places that would provide a conducive environment 

for serious study.  (P4S2). 

6.2.5 Lack of Technology 

The respondents reported that teachers relied on traditional methods of teaching using 

the chalkboard instead of using smartboards or projectors to project already prepared 

material thus saving on time. They explained that integrating technology in teaching 

would have helped to teach learners to study independently and begin to prepare them 

for higher education. They further explained that technology would have enhance 

learners’ retention of learnt material and would also strengthen collaborative learning 

in class. Below are some selected verbatim: 
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Since we do not have enough books for every pupil, technology would have 

helped us to access reading materials online. (L9S7). 

Things have changed and we need to move with time. Technology makes 

learning enjoyable. (L6S6). 

Using technology in learning for example a video would help us to remember 

what we learn because we would use our senses. (L2S2). 

We would save on time if we used computers and projectors to conduct lessons. 

I would not spend time writing notes on the board ….  (T11S4). 

I believe technology can make things easier. For example teaching 

pronunciation using an audio app, … short videos would really help and be fun.  

(T1S1). 

Technology would enrich our teaching resources as teachers would access 

online materials in the absence of books. (HOD3S3). 

With technology we could make our English lessons more interactive through 

the use of simulations to enhance learner engagement. (HOD6S6). 

6.2.6 Lack of or Inconsistent Monitoring  

The respondents reported that there was lack of or inconsistent monitoring in 

government secondary schools in the Copperbelt Province at all levels of administration 

starting with heads of departments, deputy head teachers, head teachers and district 

education officials. They further explained that administrators failed to ensure teacher 

accountability and maintain high educational standards due to inconsistent monitoring. 

Below are some of the responses:  

Teachers come late for lessons and no one seems to challenge them. We are 

punished for late coming but not teachers. (L1S5). 

When we have a double period, the teacher sometimes comes to teach in the last 

period. The first is just wasted. No one cares about how our time is wasted by 

the teachers. (L1S2). 

… no one is regularly checking to know how well or badly we are performing. 

(L7S8). 

Inspectors from the Ministry of Education or important visitors rarely come to 

the schools. When they come, they have an audience with the teachers and not 

the pupils. (L4S2). 
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Standard officers from the Ministry of Education do not regularly visit us or 

inspect to find out what we are struggling with in order to provide guidance on 

pedagogical issues. It is difficult to stay updated with current teaching 

strategies when we are not monitored to ascertain knowledge gaps. (T23S8). 

Lack of or inconsistent monitoring leads to delayed confirmation of teachers 

leading to frustration and low morale among teachers. (T1S1). 

Sometimes monitoring has been done, but we have had challenges with follow-

ups on recommendations leading to unresolved problems. (A6).  

Some teachers report drunk for duty or abscond from work for long periods of 

time and are not charged; hence the increased number of teachers who do not 

care. (P15S8). 

Sometimes it is the administrators themselves who do not set an example for 

their teachers, so they fail to monitor their teachers. (P5S3). 

6.2.7 Limited Opportunities for Professional Development 

The respondents reported that teachers had limited opportunities for professional 

development to improve on their already acquired skills, update their knowledge in 

their subject areas in order to address their learners’ needs and improve their own 

teaching effectiveness.  They explained that administrators said that they were unable 

to provide training opportunities for teachers because of budget constraints. They 

further explained that teachers were unable to maintain high teaching standards and 

adapt to the 21st century educational changes and needs due to limited continuing 

professional development opportunities. Here are some of the responses: 

In our school it is rare that we have any meaningful workshops or get experts 

to train us so we can update our knowledge and ways of teaching English. 

(T20S7).  

We get blamed when pupils do not perform to public expectations, yet we are 

not given what we need to teach to meet the expected standards. (T6S2). 

We lack exposure to modern pedagogical techniques, so we often face 

challenges and struggle to adapt our teaching to meet needs of 21st century 

learners.  (T13S5). 

We miss opportunities for professional development programmes due to lack of 

or limited financial resources in the schools. (T23S8). 
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6.3 Learner Related Factors  

The section below presents learner related factors influencing the academic 

performance of Grade 12 learners in English Language in selected secondary schools 

in the Copperbelt Province. Learner factors refer to learner characteristics or things 

which a learner has control over and are responsible for. In this study, the following 

learner factors were identified in the study. 

6.3.1 Absenteeism by Learners 

Respondents reported that absenteeism was a prevalent problem among pupils. They 

explained that it was negative as it disrupted the learning process and hindered overall 

academic progress. Here are some excerpts from respondents. 

One of the factors that has contributed to our poor performance or low grades 

in English is absenteeism. We do not attend all the lessons sometimes due to 

peer pressure, parents being sick or parents failing to provide bus fare. (L3S5). 

Missing a lot of lessons regularly makes it hard to understand the topics that 

are covered in our absence.  (L2S7).  

Since we do not attend school regularly, we fail to catch up with the rest of the 

class. Teachers are not ready to reteach which is understandable. (L4S6). 

There has never been a day when all  the pupils report for class. They take turns 

to be absent and they do not care to check the work that they missed. (T8S3).   

Some pupils miss school because they have to help fend for the family, for 

instance … cultivating the fields in readiness for planting maize, selling 

charcoal, etc. The community mentality is bad. (T7S3). 

Some pupils miss school because they are teen mothers. When their babies are 

not well, they do not come to school because they need to attend to their babies. 

(T19S7). 

6.3.2 Learner Inability to Read and Write  

Respondents explained that at Grade 12 level, learners interacted more with written 

texts and were expected to read, understand various types of writing and also write 

clear, logical arguments in essays, letters, and speeches as outlined in one of the 

syllabus objectives, but that was not the case. They further explained that pupils’ failure 

to read and write effectively weakened their ability to succeed in school as they were 

unable to comprehend instructions, follow lesson proceedings and ask questions when 
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in doubt. They also highlighted that such learners failed to do their homework or 

complete tests in allocated time which ultimately led to poor performance. Presented 

below are some of the responses: 

I find English to be hard to understand because it is not my first language.  We 

mostly speak our local language with our families at home. (L6S1). 

The challenge with English is that words are written differently from the way 

they  are pronounced. I find it difficult to write things correctly. (L8S2).  

… many of us Grade 12 pupils in this school cannot read or write  properly in 

English, so it is difficult to understand questions during tests or examinations. 

(L10S8). 

We did not know how to read and write and that was the main reason we failed 

to write correct answers.  (FP16). 

I never participated fully in class activities because I could not read and write. 

(FP14). 

I don’t remember completing a test because I could not read and write. 

(FS12). 

The majority of candidates who fail English cannot read and write. They do not 

understand the questions due to their inability to read, so it is obvious that they 

cannot answer the questions. (NE2).  

We were able to read and write already in early grades, but today it is the very 

opposite. Many of our children who are in Grade 12 cannot read or write 

properly. (P1S1).   

This system of  training teachers through Distance Education is contributing to 

the poor quality of teachers. … it means a teacher is trained for eighteen (18) 

weeks or twenty seven (27) weeks. The training is too short for such a noble 

profession.  (P4S2).     

6.3.3 Limited Vocabulary among Learners 

Respondents explained that Grade 12 pupils faced a number of challenges arising from 

lack of language vocabulary which was central to good performance in English final 

examinations. They highlighted difficulties such as limited vocabulary which they 

attributed to a poor reading culture, poor grammar skills and lack of reading 

comprehension.  Presented below are respondents’ verbatim: 
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Guessing meanings of words we don’t know often leads to wrong answers and 

low marks. (L2S8) 

It is not possible to develop our vocabulary since we only learn a few words 

during lessons as the teachers are in the habit of using Bemba when teaching 

English. (L6S5). 

One of our major problems is limited word choice. Because of that our 

compositions are dry and boring. (L1S7). 

The home/community environment limits our learners’ exposure to a wider 

range of vocabulary in the sense that parents interact with their children using 

local languages. (T2S1). 

Their vocabulary is below the expected standard for Grade 12 pupils. They also 

do not make much effort to improve themselves. (T16S6). 

Due to limited word choices, many of our Grade 12 learners tend to think in 

their local language and then translate directly from their local languages into 

English and in most cases direct translation results into incorrect sentences. 

(T8S3).   

Many of our Grade 12 pupils display numerous errors in their grammar. 

Sentences are incorrect due to wrong tenses. (T12S4). 

In paper 2 the passages are complex and often times we don’t really understand 

the passages and worse still we don’t know the meaning of certain words which 

makes it very difficult to answer questions appropriately. (L8S2). 

6.3.4 Poor Conduct by Some Learners 

Respondents explained that learners engaged in disruptive behaviour which influenced 

performance. They further explained that learners manifested indiscipline through 

disrespect for school authority, inappropriate behaviour in and outside classrooms, and 

a lack of commitment to orders and school rules that they had promised to obey. They 

said indiscipline distracted learners from concentrating on focused learning, and it also 

disturbed teacher-pupil relationship resulting in teachers being unwilling to help 

struggling learners even though they might have been innocent. They attributed 

indiscipline to lack of proper guidance at home, peer pressure, social media and 

inconsistent enforcement of rules due to too much emphasis on human rights. They 
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explained that it negatively impacted the classroom atmosphere, teacher-pupil 

relationships, and overall academic achievement. Below are selected narratives: 

Some of our classmates smoke during break time, and when they return to class, 

they cause confusion, insult those who try to ask or answer questions during 

lessons. (L8S2). 

Some pupils insult or argue with teachers when their work is marked wrong, 

and the teacher feels humiliated and this prevents them from helping us improve 

in English. (L7S8). 

Teachers did not discipline pupils who were unruly for fear of being reported to 

the police. (FP4). 

Pupils who try to speak English all the time are bullied and called names. This 

inhibits their participation in class. (T14S5). 

6.3.5 The Use of the Informal Variety of English  

Respondents explained that the use of text message language had become prevalent 

among learners, especially with the extensive use of mobile phones.  They said learners 

found this form of written communication fast and convenient. They explained that 

learners’ written work was mostly characterised by abbreviations, acronyms, and 

informal language.  Here is what some of them said: 

It is so confusing such that sometimes I don't know which words are acceptable 

in English composition or … and which ones are not … they sound ok when one 

reads them. (L2S6). 

It’s just the way we write now, and we see the same kind of writing on internet 

blogs. (L6S1). 

Social media and texting make us feel and think like this is the modern way to 

write, so it doesn’t feel wrong at all. (L10S7). 

We are told not to use shortcuts, but there’s not much emphasis in terms of 

practice or correction during lessons. (L4S8). 

Most pupils now write the way they write text messages. … This causes them to 

lose marks in final examinations. (NE1). 
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Pupils have a challenge and struggle to distinguish between informal text 

language and the formal tone demanded in examinations.  As a result, pupils 

blend the two inappropriately leading to loss of marks.  (NE5). 

6.3.6 Long Distance to School 

Respondents said long distance to school was one of the school environment factors 

that affected pupil performance during the year and finally having a negative impact on 

pupil performance in examinations. They explained that long distance to school had 

numerous challenges that influenced learners' educational engagement, commitment 

and readiness. They highlighted that learners who travelled long distances to school 

tended to perform poorly in school. Below are some of the respondents’ narratives: 

We walk for more than two (2) hours coming to school and two (2) going back 

home. We get tired by the time we are reaching school, so it is hard to 

concentrate in class.  (L2S3). 

It is hard to focus on learning when we arrive at school exhausted from walking. 

(L7S2). 

When we are tired from walking a long distance, we fail to concentrate in class, 

and we leave home without eating anything. (L3S4). 

There are times that we arrive late, and do not attend English lessons especially 

on days when English is in the first period. (L5S6).  

Many pupils who live far from school come late quite frequently due to the 

distance. They miss some lessons and that affects their performance which is 

unfortunate. (T2S1). 

Many of our pupils who walk long distances to school perform poorly due to 

fatigue and frequent late coming. (A6). 

We record high absenteeism rates among pupils who walk long distances to 

school especially in term one (1) and term two (2). (A10).  

Long distances to school do affect learners’ performance in that these learners 

are not only frequently late for lessons but also fatigued leading to poor 

concentration in class. (NE4). 
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6.3.7 Lack of Parental Support 

Respondents reported that the socio-economic challenges of poverty, sickness, and low 

educational attainment among parents contributed significantly to low parental 

involvement and that negatively affected Grade 12 pupils’ performance in English. 

They also said that pupils whose parents were not in involved school activities tended 

to have low educational goals. They further explained that parents who had low or no 

education at all did not see the value of school and rarely encouraged their children to take 

school seriously. Some of the respondents stated the following: 

My parents are rarely home to help me with my studies when I need help, for 

example answering questions that I am given for homework. (L9S2). 

Since we don’t have textbooks that we can carry home to study, our parents 

don’t buy the textbooks we need. (L8S3). 

Our parents do not understand the importance of education and don’t attend 

open days or any school meeting. (L5S5). 

Some of our parents refuse to take part in fund raising activities that schools 

organise claiming that the money will just be shared by the teachers. (L5S7). 

We have instances when pupils misbehave and their parents are invited to come 

to school.  They do not come because they expect teachers to handle everything. 

(T5S2). 

Parents who are uneducated rarely monitor or support their children’s 

studies. (T7S3). 

Parent-teacher meetings are always poorly attended. (A6). 

Many parents do not attend meetings or collect report forms for their children, 

so they do not know how their children are progressing in school. (A8). 

We send our children to school because we believe the teachers are doing 

their job, so we stay out of it since we are not trained teachers. (P1S1). 

6.3.8 Lack of Role Models in the Community 

Respondents explained that the absence of positive role models in communities 

undermined pupils’ motivation and aspirations, particularly in excelling in English. 

They highlighted that lack of role models within communities exacerbated low 
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aspirations among pupils and diminished the perceived value of excelling in English. 

Below is what some of them stated:  

In our area, there are no people who inspire us to succeed in education.  

(L1S5). 

Our pupils especially the girls often see other girls of their age married, so they 

regard education as a waste of time. (T21S7). 

Communities that do not have professionals who succeeded in school often fail 

to encourage their children to aim higher. (HOD6). 

Many of our learners in this school are coming from communities where they 

do not have much exposure to individuals who experienced the same or even 

worse hardships yet succeeded in their education. (HOD3). 

6. 4 Policy Related Factors 

The other category of factors contributing to poor performance of learners is related to 

education policies. Under this theme, three factors were identified from the findings. 

These are: 

6.4.1 Removal of English as a Compulsory Passing Subject at Grade 9  

Respondents explained that the removal of English as a compulsory passing subject had 

broader implications on educational outcomes. They highlighted that the policy had 

negatively hindered English language performance at the Grade 12 level. Below are 

some of the responses: 

Teachers have a tough time to convince us to work hard in English because we 

were allowed to proceed to Grade 10. Many students think English doesn’t 

matter anymore. (L7S2). 

Since the removal of English as compulsory passing subject our pupils have 

stopped taking assessments in English seriously. As teachers we feel less 

supported in enforcing high educational standards in English. (T18S6). 

If a pupil fails Grade 9, evidently, there is a gap in the acquisition and mastery 

of basic grammar, vocabulary, and comprehension skills in written and oral 

work. (HOD4S4).  
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Going to another grade without passing is not good. We are not ready because 

we were promoted without understanding the previous material, and now we 

have problems to understand Grade 12 work in English. (L9S5).  

Those pupils who failed English at Grade 9 and moved to Grade 10 had serious 

challenges in Grade 12. (FP11S6).   

I struggled to understand the lessons and did not normally participate in class. 

It affected the whole class when teachers had to repeat what was already 

covered.  (FP4S2). 

6.4.2 Abolition of cut off points for Grade 9 examinations   

Respondents explained that pupils who progressed to Grade 12 without meeting the 

required cut-off points lacked the necessary language skills needed to perform well at 

higher grade level.  Some of the respondents explained as follows: 

There is no serious competition among pupils since the cut off points for Grade 

9 examinations were removed. (L9S2). 

Without cut-off points, we inherit challenges at the higher secondary level and 

get blamed when pupils fail their final examinations. (T7S3). 

Pupils who pass and those who fail are put together creating a mix of abilities. 

The mix of abilities makes it problematic to plan lessons that meet the needs of 

all learners.  The advanced pupils lose interest when they have to wait for slow 

learners. (T5S2). 

It is very difficult to cater for mixed competencies adequately in terms of time 

and attention. (T13S5). 

.... By removing of cut-off points the Ministry of Education has implicitly sent a 

message that accountability in learning is not important. (HOD6S6). 

The removal of cut-off points has contributed to diminished accountability of 

both pupils and teachers for meeting academic benchmarks. The teachers have 

shifted their focus from academic preparedness to merely progressing pupils. 

That zeal to push learners is no longer there. (HOD2S2). 

Allowing children to proceed to Grade 10 when their performance does meet 

the required standard is promoting mediocrity. Our children are so complacent 
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simply because they do not experience the consequences for failure. We are 

promoting academic mediocrity and laziness among our children. (P3S2). 

6.4.3 The Pitfalls of the Re-Entry Policy  

Some respondents said that the Re-Entry Policy (REP) was well intended but had turned 

out to encourage sexual irresponsibility among the youth.  They explained that pupil 

pregnancy was an issue that impacted both the education and well-being of young 

learners.  They further explained that teenage pregnancy negatively impacted the 

academic performance of Grade 12 pupils, particularly in English due to school 

attendance problems - absenteeism, emotional and psychological struggles attributed to 

unplanned pregnancy and exacerbated by a hostile environment both at school and at 

home, lack of time for school work, lack of concentration on studies, and lack of a 

supportive environment at school. Below are some of the responses: 

Pregnancy and school don’t go together.  I fell pregnant in Grade 12. It was 

hard to concentrate in class ….  I avoided asking questions in the English class 

because I didn’t want to draw attention to myself and be ridiculed by my 

classmates especially the boys. (FP2). 

Pregnant pupils miss classes repeatedly due to health issues or social stigma in 

school. (T18S6).  

In some schools grandmothers sometimes come to school to bring the baby for 

feeding … The lesson continues while the teen mother is outside feeding the 

baby, so catching up is difficult. (T7S3). 

Teenage mothers often come to class exhausted, making it challenging for them 

to pay attention during lessons or examinations. Sometimes they leave midway. 

(T8S3). 

Pregnant pupils are shunned. They often face stigma and ridicule from peers 

and even some teachers, which affects their self-image and participation in 

class discussions, especially in oral English activities. (HOD4S4). 

The Re-Entry Policy is good in a way as it gives a second chance to vulnerable 

girls to complete school, but the children have abused it and become 

irresponsible. (P2S1).  
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6.5 What strategies can be used to improve pupils' performance in Grade 12 

examinations in secondary schools in the Copperbelt Province?   

The fourth objective aimed at establishing the strategies which can be used to improve 

the poor learner performance in English language in the Copperbelt Province. This is 

in view of the challenges and several factors currently affecting learner performance. 

In order to collect the data for this research question, interviews were conducted with 

teachers, heads of department, current pupils, former grade 12 pupils and parents. A 

number of strategies were suggested. In the sections which will follow, I will be 

presenting the strategies as identified from the data. 

6.5.1 Improve school based and district based monitoring and supervision  

Respondents explained that absenteeism undermined schools’ effort to excel. Once it 

was addressed, it would also enhance pupil motivation and achievement levels. They 

also explained that to enhance accountability among teachers and accountability for the 

resources especially time, supervising officers needed to be intensify monitoring to 

ensure that teaching and learning were being done and teachers were paid for the work 

they had done.  Here are the respondents’ views:  

Schools should introduce a tracking system to indicate when teachers report for 

work and when they leave.  (L8S2). 

The administration must intensify supervision of teachers. (L7S1). 

The inspectors from the Ministry of Education should visit schools more 

frequently. (L10S8). 

Teacher attendance should be a mandatory requirement for the renewal of the 

teaching licence. (T3S1). 

The administration in collaboration with HODs should intensify tracking 

attendance through the use of departmental registers. (T6S2). 

The Administration in collaboration with HODs can use feedback from class 

prefects, School Council minutes and lesson observations to track and identify 

patterns of absenteeism. (HOD3S3). 

We could try to conduct unannounced or informal visits to the classrooms to 

track absenteeism on a daily basis. (A7). 
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The HODs must schedule a termly plan for weekly departmental review 

meetings to discuss lesson delivery and student performance to provide 

interventions in good time.  (HOD1S1). 

6.5.2 Motivate teachers through incentivisation  

Respondents shared that acknowledging or appreciating teachers in meaningful ways 

like giving incentives in any form could motivate teachers and encourage them to work 

harder in teaching and preparing for teaching and consistent attendance in school.  They 

explained that keeping teachers motivated may lead to increased learner outcomes.  

Respondents’ narratives below highlight this strategy: 

The school in collaboration with the Parent Teacher Association (PTA) should 

give an award for outstanding teacher performance.  (T3S1). 

Schools in consultation with pupils should give a trophy to the most hard 

working teacher. (T7S3). 

Teachers who work hard must be rewarded by the school on International 

Teachers’ Day and on Labour Day.  (T17S6). 

The schools should give incentives to teacher who produce good examination 

results. (NE3). 

The Ministry of Education should provide teachers with opportunities of 

professional development. (T18S6). 

The government should promote and enhance career progression for deserving 

teachers. (A1). 

Rural hardship allowances for teachers who serve in disadvantaged places such 

as remote rural areas should be increased and be reviewed periodically. (A6). 

The government should pay teachers decent salaries. (P3S2). 

6.5.3 Heads of department should ensure each teacher has a lesson plan before 

going to teach 

Respondents explained that administrators should regularly check teachers’ lesson 

preparation books or lesson plans and randomly collect samples of learners’ work as a 

useful way of gathering informative pupil performance data. The supervisors could use 

this data when monitoring the progress of individual pupils across a range of learning 

areas, as well as tracking their achievement throughout the year. They further said that 



185 
 

 

the data could be used to identify what learners were learning and if it was aligned with 

the syllabus. Below are selected verbatim: 

The HODs and administrators should check teachers’ lesson plans daily. 

(HOD1S1). 

Teachers’ files should be checked frequently by the HODs and the 

administrators to see if they correspond to work in learners’ books. (HOD4S4). 

We should make it a point to conduct regular checks on teachers' lesson plans 

and offer guidance where necessary.  (HOD5S5). 

We should insist on lesson plans being marked by the HOD before a teacher 

teaches a particular lesson.  (HOD6S6). 

Administrators should strengthen teacher supervision and ensure that no 

teacher goes to teach without an approved lesson plan. (P5S3). 

Departments should schedule time for weekly lesson planning meetings for 

teachers to share ideas.  (HOD3S3). 

New teachers should be paired with experienced teachers for mentorship in 

order to enhance lesson preparation and reduce on partial syllabus coverage. 

(HOD1S1). 

6.5.4 Reduced workload for teachers 

The respondents highlighted that there was need for improved monitoring mechanisms 

to ensure that learners got feedback that addressed their needs. They explained that 

administrators needed to reduce teachers’ workload to give teachers time to attend to 

marking. Below are some of the responses: 

Schools should reduce class size so that we are able to mark and return books 

to pupils in good time.  (T5S2). 

Our workloads should be reduced to give us more time to mark books and 

provide timely and appropriate interventions according to learners’ needs. 

(T18S6). 

We need to monitor teachers to ensure that they provide feedback to learners. 

(A10). 
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6.5.5 Infrastructure Expansion 

Respondents explained that there was an urgent need for infrastructure expansion and 

provision of resources like desks. They highlighted that the government needed to 

recruit more qualified teachers to address workloads and high teacher-to-pupil ratios. 

Some respondents particularly teachers and administrators advocated for more resource 

allocation and construction of additional classrooms and schools to accommodate the 

growing numbers of pupils. They further explained that former pupils and communities 

needed to work with the government to complement its efforts.  Here are some 

narratives: 

The government can work with the PTA to build more classrooms in order to 

reduce the number of pupils per class.  (L2S8). 

The alumni can contribute an amount each or do fundraising venture to raise 

funds for classroom construction as a way of saying thank you to our teachers. 

(FP5S3). 

We can conduct a “Buy a brick” campaign to help construct more classrooms 

in our former school. (FP3S2). 

We will lobby MOGE for increased funding to enable us construct classrooms. 

(A6). 

The government should consider expansion of secondary school infrastructure 

as a priority. (A5). 

We urgently need funding to build additional classrooms to reduce class sizes. 

(A11).  

6.5.6 Employment of more teachers 

Respondents explained that coordinated effort was a must to address the issue of high 

teacher -to-pupil ratio in schools resulting from over-enrolment. They suggested that 

the government should employ more teachers to improve teacher-pupil ration. The 

following are some of the responses: 

The government should recruit more teachers of English to reduce the workload 

of serving teachers. (T16S6). 

The government should employ more teachers so that we can all receive help 

from teachers when we need it. (L9S5). 
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The government should employ more qualified teachers of English to help 

schools meet the demands and needs of overpopulated classes and improve the 

quality of instruction. (T20S7). 

The government should recruit more teachers of English to decongest classes. 

(HOD8S8). 

6.5.7 Multi-sectoral approach to provision of adequate teaching and learning 

materials  

Respondents reported that school administrators needed to be proactive in sourcing for 

teaching and learning materials. They explained that teachers could set up partnerships 

with other schools to exchange or borrow extra resources and use technology and 

offline apps to teach. Here is what some respondents said:  

Hold internal material production competitions to encourage learners to create 

their own supplementary study materials. (HOD3S3). 

Initiate corporate social responsibility (CSR) partnerships with businesses for 

resource donations. (A3).  

We could work with our former schools to create an alumni fund specifically 

for purchasing teaching and learning materials. (FP1S1). 

Schools could ask former pupils to organise career talks or motivational events 

where alumni bring resource donations. (FP2S1). 

Former pupils who work outside Zambia can assist in creating partnerships 

with international organisations or donors to donate teaching materials. 

(FP4S2). 

Administrators should request for donations or support from publishing 

companies to acquire surplus stock at reduced prices. (T2S1). 

We can create photocopies of structured summary notes for learners to use in 

place of textbooks. (T10S4). 

We can hold workshops or forums where teachers can learn how to create 

innovative, low-cost teaching aids. (T8S3). 
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6.5.8 Use of free online English language resources 

The other strategy is that teachers should make use of the internet to access free online 

teaching resources. Some of the respondents stated the following:  

Teachers could create WhatsApp groups where they could share PDF versions 

of English textbooks or notes that we can access on our phones. (L9S8). 

Implement policies requiring every new batch of textbooks to include digital 

copies for broader accessibility. (A6). 

We should make use of multimedia teaching techniques using free or low-cost 

online videos and recordings. (T20S7). 

6.5.9 Provision of Learning Opportunities for Teachers 

Respondents explained that schools should invest in teaching training to upscale their 

skills, knowledge and competencies. They emphasised the need for teachers to keep up-

to-date with the latest developments through in-house workshop. Below are some 

narratives: 

We would be helped very much if schools plan and organise training workshops 

for our teachers so that they keep improving their teaching methods. (L8S1). 

Regular workshops would help our teachers acquire new skills on pupil 

engagement because some teachers waste our time due to the way they present 

content. (L9S2). 

We should revive the Provincial Language Teachers Association of Zambia 

(LATAZ) where national markers can be invited to train teachers on standard 

marking and weighting. (T2S1). 

School CPD should be re-enforced and school CPD schedules should be strictly 

adhered to. (HOD2S2).  

Departments must be encouraged to identify areas of need and be allowed to 

invite resource persons to conduct in-house training at least once or twice a 

year. (HOD6S6). 

6.5.10 Reduce travel time from home to school by constructing more schools  

Respondents explained that that collaborative efforts were crucial to addressing the 

challenges that long distance to school posed. They said that communal transportation, 

construction of boarding facilities, construction of nearby schools, deployment of 
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teachers to rural areas, and community-driven support systems if implemented would 

create a more equitable and favourable learning environment for all pupils. Here is what 

they said: 

The government should build more secondary schools closer to where we live. 

(L10S3). 

Schools could set up boarding facilities for day scholars who live far away. 

(L7S1). 

There should be more community-based secondary schools to reduce travel 

time. (FP2S1). 

Schools should lobby for funding to set up weekly boarding facilities for pupils 

who live far away. (HOD4S4). 

The government with the help of national planners should ensure distance is 

considered when planning future school zones. (HOD5S6). 

We could lobby the Ministry of Education to construct more schools and recruit 

more teachers to staff schools in remote areas. (A9). 

6.5.11 Teachers to collaborate with parents to tackle learner absenteeism 

Respondents explained that tackling absenteeism required the school and community 

to work together. They highlighted the importance of parent engagement in monitoring 

attendance.  They also said that schools authorities needed to reinforce school rules, 

engage pupils productively through various activities and solicit for financial assistance 

for vulnerable children so that they are able to attend school every day. Here are some 

narratives. 

Class teachers need to take keen interest in learners who frequently miss lessons 

and engage their parents earlier. (L2S5). 

Teachers could give talks regularly on effects of absenteeism on academic 

performance. (L4S7). 

Coordinate occasional visits to families of chronically absent learners to 

address underlying issues.  (T18S6). 

Parents should work with school to help monitor children’s attendance. (P1S1). 

Schools should communicate a child’s absence immediately. (P4S2). 
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6.5.12 Establishing Functional Libraries to Provide Literacy Materials 

Respondents explained that schools needed to have functional libraries to supplement 

resource shortages. They also explained that properly equipped libraries with diverse 

books, study materials, reference materials and multiple educational resources would 

facilitate reading. They highlighted that in the absence of physical libraries, E- libraries 

could be an alternative, and schools could research the possibility of investing in E-

libraries which were technological solutions that could offer remote learning to pupils.  

Additionally, they said that schools needed to have reading clubs at grade levels.  They 

also explained that literature in English should be a compulsory subject to foster a 

reading culture among learners. Here are some verbatim:  

The Ministry of Education should ensure that every school has a functional and 

well stocked library. The timetable should have a library period for each class 

once a week. (L9S3). 

We need functional libraries and well equipped computer labs in schools if 

schools are to support literacy effectively and efficiently. (A6). 

Schools need functional libraries to encourage learners to read widely. (T6S2). 

The Ministry of General Education (MOGE) should establish libraries in 

primary schools to promote literacy. (L6S6). 

Schools need well stocked functional libraries to foster a reading culture among 

our learners.  (NE4). 

The government should invest in mobile libraries for rural communities to foster 

a reading culture among young people. (P14S7). 

Schools through the Ministry of Education could partner with NGOs to fund 

mobile libraries for schools and especially for rural schools. (A6). 

We need to lobby for infrastructure expansion especially libraries and provide 

computer labs to support literacy.”(A9). 

6.5.13 Use of Various Techniques to Teach Reading and Writing 

Respondents explained that schools needed to find creative ways of teaching reading 

and writing in order to respond to pupils’ needs.  They further explained that parents 

needed to be encouraged to take an active role in monitoring homework. Below are 

some of the responses:  
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Teachers need to prepare differentiated lessons for varied skill levels and also 

creating tiered assignment to correspond to pupil needs. (T6S2). 

We need to integrate literacy games and You-tube videos through the use of 

interactive tools.  (T18S6). 

The teachers should incorporate activities that focus more on reading and 

writing skills in their lessons. (HOD1S1). 

6.5.14 Improve learner conduct through a strict school code of ethics  

Respondents explained that schools should reinforce school rules. They also said that 

class teachers should be more active in discipline management through formulation of 

class norms. Presented below are some responses: 

We need to revise and disseminate a clear code of conduct for learners, with 

clearly outlined consequences for breaches. (A9). 

Each class will have a copy pasted on the notice board. (A8). 

Schools should conduct serious orientation sessions for new pupils and parents 

on rules and expectations. Let them sign and retain a copy.  (A12). 

Schools should reinforce school rules. (L9S3). 

We should consistently enforce school rules and regulations to ensure discipline 

among learners. (T15S5). 

Class teachers should work with pupils to formulate class objectives and norms 

with consequences for violated norms to guide behaviour. (T12S4). 

6.5.15 Establish mentorship programmes to improve learner motivation 

Respondents explained that schools needed to deliberately plan and implement 

programmes to educate pupils on values that promote success. Here are narratives: 

Schools should invite former successful pupils to give motivational talks or to 

share personal experiences of how discipline improved their performance and 

career outcomes. (FP5S3). 

Schools can also work at establishing alumni mentorship programmes to 

provide guidance to learners on how to manage academic and personal 

challenges. (FP2S2). 
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Pupils can also be given talks on time management and the importance of 

ethical behaviour. (FP3S2). 

6.5.16 Encourage learners to practise formal English in and outside the 

classroom 

Respondents explained that teachers should emphasise and insist on pupils using proper 

English in both spoken and written activities. They further said that even during 

classroom discussions teachers needed to model Standard English. They highlighted 

that teachers should give pupils weekly writing assignments to help them build the habit 

of using formal English and improve on their sentence construction and spellings as 

well. Below are selected verbatim: 

Teachers should give us more opportunities to practise formal writing, like 

essays and letters, and penalise shorthand writing heavily. (L9S2).  

Teachers should make us redo the same work several times. (L6S5). 

Teachers should give us mock examinations frequently and mark our work 

strictly so that we learn to follow examination standards. (L8S6). 

We must emphasise and insist on pupils using proper English in both spoken 

and written activities. Even during classroom discussions we need to model 

Standard English. (T3S1). 

We need to give pupils weekly writing assignments to help them build the habit 

of using formal English and improve on their spellings as well. (T5S2). 

We must encourage our pupils to review and edit each other’s work so that they 

have an opportunity to identify and correct text message language before 

submitting it for marking. (T10S4). 

We need to include and communicate strict penalties for the use of text message 

language in national examinations to discourage pupils from using it. (NE1). 

6.5.17 Abolish Re-Entry Policy 

Respondents expressed strong sentiments that the Re-Entry Policy (REP) should be 

abolished since it had contributed to moral decay among the youth.  Below are some of 

the responses: 

The Re-Entry Policy (REP) should be done away with because it has contributed 

to the issue of pupil pregnancy. (FP5S3). 
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Schools should engage parents to give talks on moral issues.  (FP4S2). 

Schools should partner with health organisations to conduct workshop on 

reproductive health. (HOD1S1). 

Guidance and counselling teachers should spearhead better collaboration with 

parents to address pregnancy issues. (HOD5S5). 

The government should stiffen punishment for adult men who impregnate school 

going girls. (L5S7). 

6.5.18 Making English a compulsory passing subject at every examination level 

Respondents explained that the Ministry of General Education should re-introduce 

English as a mandatory passing subject at Grade to promote accountability among 

learners. Here are some of the responses: 

English should be made a mandatory passing subject at Grade 9, so we do not 

become relaxed then have issues in Grade 12. (L1S2). 

English must be made a mandatory passing subject at Grade 9 to help learners 

become serious and cut off point should be raised to improve standards. 

(FP5S3). 

The Ministry of Education should re-introduce the cut-off point at Grade 9 level 

and allow pupils who are ready for high content to proceed to Grade 10. This 

measure will also address the language proficiency issue. (HOD4S4). 

English should be made a compulsory passing subject at Grade 9 to encourage 

learners to work hard in preparation for Grade 12 examinations. (A7). 

The Ministry of Education should set and adhere to minimum performance 

standards for progression within the system. (A6). 

Cut-off points and passing English as a mandatory subject should be re-

introduced to raise the standard of education and help our children become 

more accountable.  (P3S2). 

6.6 Conclusion 

Learner performance is influenced by a myriad of factors. The study also noted that 

factors range from examination paper quality, school factors such as lack of 

teaching/learning materials, over-enrolment, lack of supervision; teacher factors such 
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as lack of lesson  preparation, low teacher motivation; learner factors such as poor 

reading culture among learners, low learner proficiency levels in English, indiscipline 

among learners; parental factors such as non-parental involvement in school activities 

and monitoring pupil attendance, and policy related factors  such abolition of cut off 

points, removal of English as a mandatory passing subject at Grade 9 were found to be 

some of the major factors affecting performance. The strategies proposed offer 

solutions of addressing the identified factors.  
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       CHAPTER SEVEN 

      DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 

7.0 Overview 

This chapter presents the discussion of the findings on “A Critical Discourse Analysis 

of Grade 12 Pupils’ Poor Performance in English Language Examinations in the 

Copperbelt Province of Zambia.”  The chapter discussed the findings in relation to the 

objectives of the study which were: to analyse the quality of Grade 12 examination 

questions; analyse the performance of Grade 12 pupils in the English language; 

examine teacher and learner views about factors contributing to poor English 

performance; and suggest strategies to improve pupil performance in Grade 12 

examinations in secondary schools in the Copperbelt Province of Zambia.   

7.1 ANALYSE THE QUALITY OF GRADE 12 FINAL EXAMINATION 

QUESTIONS 

Objective 1 focused on analysing the quality of the Grade 12 English language 

examination questions. From the analysis of the examination questions for the period 

2018 - 2023, the findings showed that the aforementioned examination questions 

revealed both positive and negative aspects on their quality. Below is a discussion on 

both the positive and negative aspects.  

7.1.1 Mismatch between Syllabus content and Examination content 

The first research objective sought to analyse the quality of Grade 12 English final 

examination questions. To address this objective, document analysis was conducted 

alongside interviews with teachers. Findings presented in the preceding chapters 

revealed that Grade 12 English examination questions did not adequately reflect the 

syllabus content from 2018 to 2023. Topics such as listening and speaking were not 

assessed.  One of the key competences for a learner at the senior secondary school level 

is that he/she should be capable of communicating effectively in both speech and 

writing (The Education Act, 2011) If speech is not assessed at the end of senior 

secondary education, how will we know for certain if this competency has indeed been 

achieved? In some years, some common topics on structure tested one or a few aspects 

such as spellings and left out other components of grammar. This findings hinges on 

content validity which addresses the degree to which the indicator reflects the basic 

content of the phenomenon or domain of interest (Deploy and Gitline, 2016). Therefore, 

the content of the examination questions should cover all the domains in the syllabus.   
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The research findings align with Nyirenda and Mulenga (2020), whose study also 

revealed that examination questions did not adequately cover speaking and listening, 

despite these being essential linguistic skills. Listening and speaking appear in the 

Senior Secondary School English Language Syllabus and are taught in classrooms, yet 

they remain unassessed in national examinations. These skills are fundamental to 

language learning, contributing significantly to learners’ English proficiency, 

vocabulary development, and grammatical competence.  

Listening and speaking are receptive and productive skills, respectively, and serve as 

foundational elements for reading and writing. Thus, excluding them from assessment 

weakens learners’ overall language competency. This aligns with Crystal (2003), who 

emphasised that a well-designed English language examination must assess a learner’s 

grammar, sentence construction, and overall language structure to ensure mastery of 

linguistic rules. Given this, it is critical that examination questions comprehensively 

evaluate all the components outlined in the syllabus. 

The findings agree with all the three theories used in this study. Critical Discourse 

Analysis (CDA) by Fairclough (1995) emphasises that language, power, and ideology 

shape discourse. The exclusion of listening and speaking from examinations reinforces 

an assessment-driven culture where only reading and writing are prioritised. This 

reflects institutional power dynamics that dictate what is deemed important in English 

language education. Therefore, CDA agrees with the findings because of the power the 

examination body (ECZ) has on the selection of components in the syllabus that should 

be examined and those that should not. When assessment policies ignore oral skills, 

teachers may undervalue them in instruction, and learners may not take them seriously, 

even though they are critical for real-world communication. 

Self-Efficacy Theory (Bandura, 1997) also states that learners’ confidence in their 

abilities influences their motivation and performance. When listening and speaking 

skills are not assessed, learners may perceive them as unimportant, leading to low self-

efficacy in oral communication. The absence of assessment deprives pupils of feedback, 

reducing their confidence in their ability to use English effectively in real-life situations. 

Similarly, teachers may feel inefficacious in teaching these skills since their efforts are 

not measured or valued in final examinations. 

Expectancy Theory by Vroom (1964) further explains that learners are motivated by 

expected outcomes. If an effort in a particular area does not contribute to examination 
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success, learners will deprioritise it. Since listening and speaking are not examined, 

learners have low expectancy that practising these skills will yield academic rewards, 

leading them to focus more on reading and writing. Teachers, too, may deprioritise oral 

skills instruction in favour of examinable content, reinforcing an examination-oriented 

approach to language learning. 

There is an agreement in all the three theories used which aligns with the findings of 

this study. CDA suggests that all language skills should be valued equally, yet the 

current assessment system contradicts this principle. If discourse truly shapes language 

education, one would expect listening and speaking to be assessed alongside reading 

and writing. The exclusion of oral skills from examinations undermines the holistic 

development of communication abilities. 

Self-Efficacy Theory does acknowledge that pupils can build confidence in oral skills 

through informal learning, such as classroom discussions or debates. While assessment 

plays a significant role, some pupils may still develop strong self-efficacy in listening 

and speaking through non-examinable activities. This indicates that self-efficacy is 

influenced by factors beyond formal assessment. 

Expectancy Theory suggests that learners focus on what is assessed, but some pupils 

may still value listening and speaking for future careers or everyday communication.  

This highlights a limitation of the theory: although assessment-driven motivation is 

dominant, intrinsic motivation can still influence learners' engagement with oral skills. 

Leaving out listening and speaking implies that it is not very important. This may make 

some teachers to stop teaching it because of its absence in the examination. Similarly, 

learners may develop negative attitudes towards listening and speaking because of its 

perceived lack of importance. This is so because there is a relationship between 

teaching and assessment. On one hand, it is expected that teaching should influence 

examination. However, examination can also affect teaching where examination 

tendencies can influence what teachers will choose to teach and what they may decide 

to leave out. This is the reason why, there is need to ensure alignment between 

curriculum and examinations.  

In summary, the findings align with CDA, Self-Efficacy Theory (SET), and Expectancy 

Theory by demonstrating how assessment practices shape teaching and learning 

priorities. However, the findings also challenge some assumptions in these theories, 

particularly regarding intrinsic motivation and informal learning. Addressing this issue 
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in examinations would ensure a more balanced assessment of language skills, 

ultimately improving overall English proficiency among learners. 

7.1.2 Examination Questions Test Wide Range of Cognitive Skills 

The findings as presented in the previous chapter showed that examination questions 

assessed different cognitive skills as outlined in Bloom’s taxonomy.  They assessed 

knowledge (Paper 2 question 1 which assesses vocabulary, cloze, grammar), 

comprehension (Paper 2, comprehension passage), application (Paper 2 – 

transformations) analysis, (Paper 1 composition questions) evaluation, (Paper 1 and 

Paper 2 ) and synthesis (P1 composition and P2 summary writing). The finding aligns 

with Kamau (2019) who elucidated that all examination questions need to be aligned 

with various cognitive levels like critical thinking and creativity. Research evidence 

also suggests that when assessments are strictly curricular, they create equity in their 

assessment since they test pupils only on what was taught (Anderson & Krathwohl, 

2001).  The results are consistent with Mellon & Ferretti (2019), who emphasised that 

excellent test questions should evaluate a range of cognitive skills and be a reliable 

indicator of pupils' English language proficiency. They should also reflect and be in 

line with the national curriculum objectives.  

There is a connection between cognitive skills and performance. Examination questions 

assess different cognitive levels, from knowledge to synthesis. Self-efficacy theory 

emphasises that a learner’s belief in their ability to perform specific tasks (e.g., 

answering comprehension or synthesis questions) directly affects their effort, 

persistence, and ultimate performance. Higher-order cognitive skills, such as analysis 

and evaluation, require confidence and perseverance. According to Bandura (1997) 

learners with high self-efficacy are more likely to engage in complex problem-solving 

and critical thinking, which aligns with the variety of cognitive skills assessed in the 

examination questions. If test questions align with curriculum objectives and 

progressively challenge learners across cognitive levels, they reinforce self-efficacy. 

The findings support the self-efficacy theory because when learners successfully tackle 

a wide range of questions, they gain confidence in their abilities, motivating them for 

future learning. 

On the other hand, critical discourse analysis did not agree with the findings on 

examination questions testing a wide range of cognitive skills because there are no 

inequalities in the testing of variety of cognitive skills in English language. 
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Notwithstanding the CDA theory, expectancy theory supports the finding on 

examination questions assessing different cognitive levels. This variation identified 

motivates learners to attempt questions because learners expect a variety of tests that 

should examine their various cognitive skills. Lastly, self-efficacy directly connects to 

how learners perceive their ability to handle different cognitive challenges in 

examinations. The theory supports the findings because it enables learners develop a 

belief in themselves to handle a variety of cognitive challenges since examination 

questions test various cognitive skills,  

7.1.3 Clarity in the Formulation of Questions  

The findings as presented in chapter 5 showed that some questions were clear while 

others were not. In some cases, the questions were clear, and the language used in the 

questions was also appropriate for the level of learners. Cambridge Assessment 

Research (2016) emphasised that well-constructed questions enable pupils to 

understand the tasks, allowing them to perform to the best of their abilities.  Mwanza 

(2015) reported that unclear examination questions often lead to confusion among 

pupils, affecting their performance. Furthermore, McNamara (2000) stressed that well-

designed assessments should use precise language to avoid misinterpretation. If test 

items lack clarity, they may end up assessing unintended skills, such as test-taking 

strategies, rather than actual language proficiency. Stiggins (2017) also emphasised 

how crucial it is for assessments to be clear and stressed that a clear and suitable 

specification of the achievement target being evaluated is essential to the quality of any 

assessment.   

On the other hand, some questions lacked clarity. For instance, in Paper 1, narrative 

questions that used proverbs as titles such as Love is Blind (2018), Every Dog Has Its 

Day (2019), Live in a Fool’s Paradise or Take the Bull by the Horns (2020), A One-

Eyed Man is a Hero Among the Blind or Put the Cat Among the Pigeons (2022), and 

The First Cut is the Deepest or Make a Mountain Out of a Molehill (2023)—did not 

provide adequate instructions to guide learners in interpreting the proverbs correctly. 

Berkowitz and Berkowitz (1981) argue that ambiguous or incomplete instructions in 

assignments and tests negatively impact learner performance, as learners may struggle 

to understand what is expected of them. Similarly, Larkin and Simon (1987) explain 

that interpreting unclear or vague instructions requires additional mental effort, which 

can lead to errors and lower performance. They emphasise that clear, well-structured 

instructions reduce cognitive load, helping learners focus on demonstrating their 
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knowledge rather than deciphering what is required. Ryan and Deci (2017) suggest that 

pupils perform better when assessments align with their cognitive abilities and prior 

learning experiences Furthermore, Skinner and Pitzer (2012) highlight that if 

examination questions are too complex, ambiguous, or misaligned with the curriculum, 

pupils may feel overwhelmed, leading to anxiety and disengagement. Given these 

concerns, it is crucial for the Examinations Council of Zambia (ECZ) to ensure that all 

examination questions are thoroughly reviewed and edited for clarity. The presence or 

absence of clear instructions directly influences learners’ comprehension of questions, 

ultimately affecting their performance as was observed by HOD2S2 and HOD4S4. 

CDA by Fairclough (1995) supports this finding because it examines how language, 

power, and ideology shape discourse. The presence of ambiguous instructions in 

English examinations reflects institutional power dynamics, where examiners who hold 

authority may assume that all learners have the same interpretative abilities. However, 

unclear phrasing in proverb-based essay questions creates a disadvantage for learners 

from diverse linguistic backgrounds, particularly those with limited exposure to 

idiomatic English expressions. Moreover, CDA suggests that examination structures 

shape teaching and learning practices. If instructions are vague, teachers may struggle 

to guide learners in responding appropriately, leading to uncertainty and inconsistent 

preparation. The ambiguity in examination questions also reinforces an assessment 

culture where learners are expected to "guess" what examiners want, rather than 

demonstrating their actual language proficiency. In this context, the lack of explicit 

guidance agrees with the principles of CDA because of inequalities observed in the 

manner in which questions are phrased. Examinations should serve as an equitable tool 

for measuring competence, rather than creating unnecessary barriers through unclear 

language. 

The finding does not support Bandura’s Self-Efficacy Theory which posits that learners' 

confidence in their abilities affects their motivation and performance. When 

examination instructions are vague, learners may struggle to interpret what is expected 

of them, leading to frustration and low self-efficacy in writing tasks. If learners fail to 

understand the intended meaning of proverbs or the requirements of the task, they might 

develop anxiety and a sense of incompetence, regardless of their actual language 

proficiency. Additionally, poorly structured instructions deny learners valuable 

feedback on their abilities. When they are unsure whether their response aligns with 

examiners’ expectations, they lack a clear basis for improving their writing skills. As a 
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result, they may lose confidence in their ability to write effectively, reinforcing the idea 

that English examinations are unpredictable and overly complex. 

From a teacher’s perspective, inconsistent question structures can also lower self-

efficacy in instructional practices. If teachers are uncertain about how to prepare 

learners for ambiguous questions, they may struggle to provide clear guidance, further 

diminishing pupils' confidence in their writing skills. Thus, according to SET clearly 

written examination questions play a crucial role in building learners’ confidence and 

motivation to engage with writing tasks effectively. Vroom (1964) argues that learners 

are motivated by the belief that effort leads to a desirable outcome. However, when 

examination questions lack clarity, learners may feel that their effort in preparing for 

English writing tasks does not necessarily guarantee success, leading to low motivation 

and disengagement.  

Vroom (1964) also suggests that learners are more motivated to engage in tasks when 

they perceive a clear link between effort and achievement. However, when examination 

instructions are unclear, pupils may feel that success depends more on "guessing" the 

correct interpretation rather than applying their learned skills. This can lead to 

demotivation, reducing their willingness to improve their writing. Furthermore, when 

examiners fail to provide explicit instructions, they reinforce an assessment-driven 

learning culture where learners prioritise memorising "examination tricks" over 

mastering language skills. Teachers, in turn, may shift their focus toward teaching 

"examination survival strategies" rather than fostering authentic writing development, 

further distorting the learning process. Similarly, Vansteenkiste, Lens, and Deci (2006) 

emphasise the importance of intrinsic motivation, which is fostered when examination 

content makes language use meaningful and relevant. Clear and well-structured 

examination questions are therefore essential for maintaining learner motivation and 

ensuring that assessments accurately reflect pupils' true language abilities. 

7.1.4 Teachers and HODs’ Perspectives on the Quality of Grade 12 Examination 

Questions  

This section presents the teachers’ and HODs’ responses on how they perceived the 

quality of the Grade 12 Examination questions.  

7.1.4.1 Uniformity of Examinations Papers 

The respondents stated that examination questions were the same for every learner 

regardless of their different identities. According to the respondents, this meant that 
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examinations were uniform and did not favour any candidate. The uniformity meant 

that the paper was fair because each pupil wrote the same examination and answered 

the same questions. Gipps (2012) highlighted that high-stakes testing relies heavily on 

standardisation because it reduces inequalities caused by institutional, socio-economic, 

and regional variations. Every candidate irrespective of social, economic, education 

level has an equal opportunity for competent skill demonstration. However, it must be 

noted that while the examination paper is the same implying fairness and uniformity in 

the manner it will be taken, there are other variables which make the writing of the 

examination unequal. For example, poor children may go to the examination room 

without eating and having walked long distances to the examination room. Some 

children may be coming from homes where there is no electricity thereby affecting their 

study time. In other homes, there may be a poor literacy environment. This will make 

these learners be disadvantaged in approaching the examination. Thus, while it is true 

that uniformity in the examination questions creates a certain form of equality, learners 

will still face the same examination from a position of inequality due to their different 

socio-economic conditions and backgrounds. Notwithstanding, it is important that the 

examination remains uniform because socio-economic conditions can not necessarily 

be mitigated in the setting of an examination paper. 

CDA examines how language, policies, and institutional structures (such as 

standardised examinations) reinforce power dynamics and inequalities. While uniform 

examinations create a sense of fairness, deeper socio-economic disparities still affect 

learners' ability to perform equally. As Gipps (2012) notes, high-stakes testing is 

designed to minimise inequalities by offering the same assessment to all learners. 

However, CDA would argue that this "equality" is only at the surface level, as systemic 

inequalities (poverty, access to resources, literacy environment) still shape learners' 

readiness and performance. CDA critiques how institutional practices like uniform 

examinations may unintentionally privilege some groups while disadvantaging others. 

Factors like hunger, travel distances, and study conditions as earlier alluded to influence 

examination outcomes, reinforcing the argument that "equal" assessment conditions do 

not always translate to "equitable" opportunities. Thus, CDA helps unpack the 

complexities of fairness in standardised testing by revealing how broader social 

structures impact pupils' ability to succeed, despite the surface-level uniformity of 

examinations. 
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7.1.4.2 ECZ Trained Examiners and the Quality of Examination Questions 

A significant strength of the English examination system, as highlighted by teachers, 

lies in the fact that examination questions are designed by educators who have 

undergone specialised training with the Examination Council of Zambia (ECZ). This 

ensures that assessments align with national academic standards, maintaining both 

validity and reliability. As expressed by T17S6 and HOD6S6 the involvement of ECZ-

trained examiners enhances the credibility of examinations, as these professionals 

possess in-depth subject knowledge and assessment expertise. Madaus and O’Dwyer 

(1999) asserted that assessments developed by subject experts are more likely to be 

pedagogically sound, minimising bias and ensuring a fair evaluation of learners' 

competencies. Similarly, Fernández-Gómez et al. (2020) emphasised that rigorous 

selection and training of examiners are crucial for maintaining the integrity of national 

assessments. When assessment tools are carefully crafted by experts, they are more 

likely to comprehensively evaluate pupil learning, avoiding superficial testing while 

fostering critical thinking and language proficiency.  However, Mwansa’s (2021) study 

revealed that the ECZ Grade 12 examination questions had spread the cognitive 

demands across the years 2018 -2020, but he observed inconsistencies between 

intended learning outcomes and the skills actually evaluated though he did not provide 

pupil performance data on the three years studied. 

By leveraging the expertise of ECZ-trained teachers, Zambia’s examination system 

upholds a level of standardisation that enhances fairness and objectivity. However, it 

must be mentioned that there is no guarantee that when trained examiners set 

examinations, then they will have the highest standards expected. The Document 

Analysis established a mismatch between the syllabus and actual examinations where 

listening and speaking language skills were omitted in the examinations set by ECZ-

trained setters. Therefore, continuous professional development and periodic reviews 

of examination content are essential to adapting to evolving educational needs and 

maintaining assessment relevance in a dynamic academic landscape. 

Bandura’s (1997) Self-Efficacy emphasises that individuals who are well-trained and 

experienced in a particular domain (such as ECZ-trained examiners in examination 

setting) are more confident in their ability to design fair, valid, and reliable assessments. 

This aligns with the argument that trained examiners enhance the credibility and 

pedagogical soundness of examination questions. When teachers set well-structured 

examinations aligned with national academic standards, learners are more likely to 
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perceive examinations as fair and predictable, reinforcing their self-efficacy. High-

quality assessment tools contribute to pupils' belief that their effort and knowledge will 

lead to success, thus motivating them to prepare effectively.  SET suggests that ongoing 

training and professional development can help examiners refine their assessment 

strategies, improving the overall validity of the examination system. Thus, SET 

supports the idea that well-trained educators contribute to high-quality examinations, 

but also highlights the importance of continuous skill development to ensure 

assessments remain comprehensive and relevant. However, CDA reveals that 

examination setters tend to prioritize reading and writing skills, while exhibiting a bias 

through the exclusion of oral language components in the examination questions they 

design.  

7.1.4.3 The Perception of Question Repetition across Examination Years  

According to the findings, several respondents thought that examination questions were 

the same from year to year, which allowed teachers and learners to anticipate question 

patterns. A rigorous analysis of previous examination papers (2018 – 2023), however, 

showed that although related ideas and subjects could have resurfaced throughout time, 

there was no clear evidence of precise recurrence in succeeding years. When similar 

questions recur in successive examinations/tests, it is known as true repetition, which 

jeopardises test security and integrity by enabling pupils to exchange answers and 

perhaps resulting in security breaches (McManus, 2020). Furthermore, by promoting 

memorisation over understanding, repeated questions may weaken the validity of tests 

and make it more challenging to determine pupils' level of competency (Brown & 

Harris, 2019).  Since there was no repetition established in the papers reviewed, no one 

was advantaged through memorisation or disadvantaged by lack of access to past 

examination questions. Therefore, learners were encouraged to study hard to 

demonstrate their competence.  

7.1.4.4 Limited Teacher Awareness of Examination paper Quality 

The research revealed the presence of teachers with little or no regard for the standard 

of the English Language examination questions. In their responses regarding the 

standard of these examinations, they failed to define the areas they saw or failed to take 

active interest in scrutinising them. This shows that the teachers failed to be interested 

in reading or scrutinising the levels of the examination questions. Indifference or no 

regard in judging the standard of these examinations was indicated by teachers T18S6, 

T3S1, T12S4, T7S3, and T5S2. This finding corresponds to Asmaida (2023) who noted 
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that a large number of educators, including administrators and teachers, lack a thorough 

understanding of the types and purposes of national assessments, which hinders their 

capacity to use the findings of assessments to enhance the quality of education. This 

limited awareness limits their utilisation of assessment results in teaching as well as 

learning enhancement. Additionally, the quality of the tests utilised in the assessment 

of teachers also contributes immensely toward the effectiveness of teacher preparation 

programmes. Bhatnagar (2018) emphasises the importance of ensuring the alignment 

of assessment with national as well as the level of the institution. Alignment ensures 

teachers have more awareness regarding the assessment quality, preparing them with 

the necessary competencies in the utilisation of effective teaching mechanisms as well 

as the enhancement of pupil learning. Anif et al. (2019) also underscore the significance 

of professional growth in assessment literacy. As soon as teachers understand the role 

of assessment in pupil learning, they become more self-confident as teachers, become 

leaders in their classrooms, and contribute toward the overall growth of the education 

system. Bhatnagar (2018) also asserts that the assessment should be created in a way 

that enables them to provide constructive feedback for the preparation of teachers. 

Contextualisation of these assessment as well as alignment with the policies of the 

country is essential in enabling teachers with the skill of utilising quality assessment in 

enhancing pupil learning. 

In this regard, Self-efficacy theory suggests that individuals engage more actively in 

tasks when they feel competent and confident in their abilities. The research findings 

indicate that some teachers lack awareness or interest in evaluating examination quality, 

which may stem from low self-efficacy in assessment literacy. If teachers doubt their 

expertise in analysing examination standards, they are less likely to engage in scrutiny 

or discussions about assessment quality. 

Studies such as Anif et al. (2019) highlight that professional growth in assessment 

literacy enhances teachers’ confidence and ability to use assessments effectively. 

Similarly, Bhatnagar (2018) emphasises that assessments should align with national 

policies and institutional expectations, ensuring teachers understand their purpose. 

However, the responses in this study suggest that many teachers do not feel confident 

or competent enough to assess examination quality. Phrases like "I have never bothered 

to analyse" or "I do not know what the quality is" indicate a perceived lack of ability or 

motivation to engage in this evaluative task. When teachers receive proper training, 

they develop higher self-efficacy, enabling them to critically engage with examination 
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questions and use assessment data to improve teaching and learning. Self-efficacy 

theory supports the idea that when teachers feel equipped with the necessary knowledge 

and skills, they are more likely to take an active role in evaluating and improving 

assessment quality. As Bandura (1997) suggests, teachers’ confidence in assessment 

directly impacts their willingness and ability to scrutinise examination standards. 

Expectancy Theory could also provide insights, particularly the expectancy component, 

which refers to the belief that effort will lead to a desired outcome. If teachers do not 

see value in analysing the examination or do not believe their analysis will make a 

difference, they may not engage in the task. The finding does not support the 

expectancy theory. 

7.1.4.5 The Need for Assessment Quality Training for Teachers 

Enhancing teachers’ awareness of national assessments is crucial for improving 

teaching methods and pupil performance. When teachers understand the purpose and 

structure of assessments, they can better align their instruction with learning objectives, 

leading to more effective teaching and improved pupil outcomes. To navigate the 

complexities of national assessments successfully, teachers require continuous 

professional development and assessment literacy. 

The findings align with the Self-Efficacy theory by Bandura (1997) which emphasises 

that individuals who feel capable and knowledgeable about a task are more likely to 

engage in it effectively. Training teachers in assessment quality increases their 

confidence in designing, interpreting, and using assessments to enhance learning 

outcomes. When teachers receive proper training, they develop the belief that they can 

effectively implement assessments to improve instruction. This aligns with the idea that 

assessment literacy enables teachers to align their teaching with learning objectives, 

leading to better pupil performance. The theory suggests that continuous learning and 

professional development strengthen individuals' confidence in their skills. By 

providing ongoing training in assessment quality, teachers become more self-assured 

in evaluating and using national assessments to improve both their teaching methods 

and pupil learning. 

In summary, the findings revealed a mismatch between the syllabus content and 

examination questions. While the questions assess a broad range of cognitive skills, 

issues related to clarity in question formulation and uniformity were identified. 

Additionally, the study found that the Examinations Council of Zambia (ECZ) provides 
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training for examiners on examination quality. However, concerns were raised 

regarding limited teacher awareness of examination question quality, and the need for 

teacher training in assessment quality. 

7.2 ANALYSIS OF THE PERFORMANCE OF GRADE 12 PUPILS IN 

ENGLISH  

The second objective sought to analyse the performance of Grade 12 learners in the 

Copperbelt Province for the period 2018-2023. The finding revealed that the province’s 

performance was below average due to the discrepancy in the number of pupils who 

performed poorly in relation to those who obtained distinctions.  For this research, 

“poor performance” is operationally defined as the failure of pupils to achieve the 

minimum proficiency. This not only encompasses outright failure but also poor levels 

of achievement that reflect inadequate mastery of English Language competencies. G1– 

G9 categories represent grade bands for English performance, with: G1–G3 

(Distinction & High Merit) → High-performing learners; G4–G6 (Low Merit & Credit) 

→ Average-performing learners; and G7–G9 (Pass & Fail) → Poor-performing 

learners. 

164,503 pupils who sat for English examinations, and 41,488 obtained Division 7 or 8, 

classified as satisfactory but insufficient for higher education entry, effectively 

counting as a fail. Additionally, 15,328 pupils (9.32%) completely failed to meet the 

minimum required standard. Combined, 56,816 pupils (35.03%) performed poorly 

during the reviewed period raising concerns about language proficiency. This 

performance by the Copperbelt Province indicates that the number of learners who 

performed poorly is still on a higher side. This entails that these learners had challenges 

in the English language which ranged from leaving numerous blank spaces in their 

responses, poor writing skills, misinterpretation of and misunderstanding of questions, 

(ECZ, 2022). This finding corresponds with Sitali et al. (2020) who elucidated that in 

Zambia, high-performing schools are characterised by a distinction rate of 10-20% and 

a failure rate of below 5%. A failure percentage of 9.32 is high despite the distinction 

percentage being in the range as outlined by Sitali and others. Furthermore, Chaamwe 

(2017) posits that failure rates above 10% and a sizeable percentage of pupils obtaining 

low marks (Division 7 and 8) are indicators of underperforming schools. 

58, 273 out of 164,503 pupils that sat for the examinations across all the years fall in 

G4-G6 category. These learners fall into the average performance category and had the 

following traits: adequate use of language structure, inadequate command of grammar, 
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poor translation competency, weak composition writing proficiency, good reading 

comprehension skills, moderate comprehension question response interpretation, very 

limited vocabulary, and occasional misuse of words (cf. ECZ, 2022).   Reich et al. 

(2013) suggest that moderate-performing schools typically have 15-25% low-grade 

passes and 5-10% failure rates, yet this performance level does not meet Zambian 

higher education entry requirements. Consequently, over one-third of pupils in the 

Copperbelt Province underperformed in English during the period under review.  

The findings further revealed that out of 164, 503 learners who sat for the examinations, 

only 49,414 pupils (30.04%) were in the high performance category. This shows that 

such learners had a mastery of the English language and were able to demonstrate good 

writing skills, had good English language proficiency, good interpretative skills, and 

good understanding of the subject matter as cited by ECZ (2022).  In terms of the 

categorisation used in this study, the G4-G6 (average performance category) 

performers (58, 273- 35.42%) are the majority followed by the G7-G9 performers (low 

performance category, 56, 816 – 34.54%) and then the high performers (high 

performance category – 49, 414). This shows that the majority of learners in the 

province were not in the high performance category but in the average category 

followed by low performance category.  

This categorisation, however, has implications according to the CDA framework. 

Failure is formed through examination discourse as one central point of CDA analysis. 

When teaching agencies classify learners into distinction or merit or fail categories, 

their message creates negative impressions which shape learners’ identity. Negative 

labels stuck to many learners lead to insufficient self-confidence followed by declining 

motivation to learn English. Academic findings by Wodak (2009) exposed that failure 

language systems in schools support structured social rankings by making nervous 

learners bear accountability for inadequate academic framework implementation.  

Such total reliance on written tests to measure proficiency in English perpetuates elitist 

thinking that leads to learners facing negative outcomes although they may speak 

fluently but write poorly. The Examinations Council of Zambia (ECZ) and other 

examinations authorities employ language-related gatekeeping procedures through 

which they determine educational and career advancement based on CDA principles. 

According to Fairclough (1995) the assessment procedures maintain social differences 
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through their preference for educated English language forms versus alternative 

acceptable ways of expression. 

 Overall Analysis of Poor Performance in English Language Examinations 

For the sake of this research, “poor performance” is operationally defined as the failure 

of pupils to achieve the minimum proficiency. This not only encompasses outright 

failure but also poor levels of achievement that reflect inadequate mastery of English 

Language competencies. These findings support ECZ’s (2023) observations, which 

identify poorly performing pupils in the area of English Language as having problems 

with the necessary writing skills such as the use of abbreviations, informal writing, 

spelling, conjunctions, structure, as well as the reading of tight word limit questions.  

Statistical Performance Results of Selected Schools in the Copperbelt Province  

The study sampled eight government secondary schools whose results for the period 

2018 -2023 were analysed and presented below.   

7.2.1. Performance Analysis of school 1  

The findings for School 1 were presented in chapter 5. In 2018 47.45% of pupils 

underperformed compared with 55.45% pupils who underperformed in 2019. A 2019 

increase would mean more pupils may have been academically challenged than in 

2018. More pupils in the 2019 intake may have been automatically progressed to Grade 

10, causing the increase in underperformance. Pupils’ self-perceived competence plays 

a critical role in their performance. Learners who feel capable and well-prepared exhibit 

higher levels of effort and persistence (Deci & Ryan, 1985). However, if they perceive 

themselves as inadequately prepared due to ineffective teaching methods, limited 

exposure to English, or unclear assessment expectations, they may struggle to engage 

actively in the examination process (Reeve, 2009). The number of candidates also saw 

a significant drop (455) during the COVID-19 year (2020) with an overall average 

performance also being poor (46.59%). This suggests that fewer able learners were 

potentially more affected by the disruption to the learning process brought about by 

the pandemic. Less teaching time would have seen the pupils with low capabilities 

falling behind with their learning. Many learners would have lacked exposure to online 

learning, worsening the gaps in performance. Additionally, minimal interaction with 

teachers would have limited the coverage of content as well as the revision process. 

In 2021, the percentage of cumulative poor performance decreased to 35.40%, possibly 

because there were fewer candidates as well as possibly the relaxation of the marking 
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of national examinations.  In 2021, the lowest number of pupils joined the school, 

indicating that families may have been hit hard economically because of the pandemic, 

thereby forcing pupils to pursue livelihoods as opposed to going back to the classrooms. 

In 2022, the percentage of poor performance rose again to 59.40%, indicating the 

persistent effects of interruptions in the learning process as well as the inadequacy of 

recovery efforts. Learners impacted by the pandemic might have had learning gaps due 

to school closures, lack of online learning materials, or financial difficulties. Learner 

concentration and school attendance might have been impacted by poverty, lack of 

parental support, or hunger. From the learning perspective, learning time had 

normalised; therefore, more stringent measures might have been applied during the 

marking of national examinations, leading to the cumulative percentage achieved. 

The average rate of poor performance thus increased again in 2022 to 59.40%, 

indicating a persistent impact of disturbances in the learning process and inadequate 

efforts towards recovery. Learners whose education was affected by the pandemic may 

have experienced learning gaps due to school closures, a lack of materials for online 

learning, or financial struggles. 

In 2023, the cumulative percentage dropped to 38.24%, showing signs of improvement 

as the education system stabilised. The school may have also put in place interventions 

such as remedial lessons and frequent tests/quizzes, which gradually started to assist 

learners in improving their performance. 

The COVID-19 pandemic had a major impact on education. The school closures during 

the pandemic may have resulted in knowledge gaps, whose long-term impacts were 

evident in 2022. However, the proportion of pupils scoring low grades (G7-G9) was 

quite high across all the years, implying that COVID-19 may not have been the primary 

cause, but other underlying factors may have contributed to the underperformance. 

The pupils who underperformed during the period under review outnumbered those 

who performed well, implying that the majority of pupils in this school were struggling 

with English. Being in a peri-urban area and a grade 2 government day school, the 

school may have had high enrolment rates, resulting in large classes that made it hard 

to provide individualised attention. The school may have also had a shortage of 

textbooks, teaching aids, and technological resources that made teaching and learning 
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ineffective.  The analysis align with Nakale and Iita (2020) who observed that non-

availability of resources impacted learner negatively.  

The school may have had learners with poor language competence, failing to 

understand and interpret examination questions appropriately. A grade 2 school may 

have struggled with a shortage of teachers, which resulted in a high workload, 

compromised feedback, fatigue, and diminished teaching quality. This analysis agrees 

with Masuku (2023) who established that learners who have challenges stemming from 

their not having foundational understanding in grammar and literature coupled with 

inadequate support from teachers tended to perform poorly. The learners may have 

lacked good study habits. Pupil absenteeism and/or socio-economic factors may have 

also contributed to poor performance. Inconsistent teacher supervision and lesson 

monitoring may also have led to instructional gaps.   

A total of 2,736 pupils sat for the examinations across the years, and 1,235 pupils 

underperformed, from 2018 to 2023. A total of 944 pupils who achieved grades G4-G6 

accounted for 34.51%, while 557 pupils who achieved grades G1-G3 accounted for 

20.36%, reflecting strong linguistic competency, accurate use of varied sentence 

structures, a sound grasp of concepts and grammar, strong language proficiency, and 

skilled spelling and writing skills (ECZ, 2023). In this school, the majority of pupils 

were in the low performance category followed by the average performance category 

then the high performance category. This evidence suggests that academic excellence 

was rare in the school since the majority of pupils were struggling. A highly performing 

institution is expected to have a higher percentage of high achieving pupils and a low 

percentage of underperforming pupils. Based on the foregoing, the school’s 

performance was below average. 

Vroom (1964) suggests that individuals are motivated to perform well when they 

believe their efforts will lead to desirable outcomes. The fluctuations in performance 

across different years could be linked to pupils' perceptions of whether their efforts in 

learning English would yield success, particularly during and after the COVID-19 

pandemic when learning conditions were disrupted. The school closures and minimal 

teacher interaction may have weakened pupils' belief in the effectiveness of their 

efforts, leading to reduced motivation and lower performance. The lack of access to 

learning resources and online education further diminished their expectancy of success. 

The slight improvement in performance in 2023 suggests that interventions such as 
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remedial lessons and frequent assessments may have strengthened pupils' confidence 

in their ability to succeed. When students see a clear link between effort (e.g., attending 

remedial classes, completing quizzes) and performance improvement, they are more 

likely to engage actively in learning.  Large class sizes, resource shortages, and socio-

economic challenges may have negatively affected pupils' belief in their ability to excel, 

reinforcing the cycle of underperformance. Expectancy Theory highlights how external 

conditions can shape learners’ motivation by influencing their perceived control over 

academic success. 

7.2.2 Performance Analysis of School 2 

The findings for School 2 were presented in chapter 5. The school showed fluctuating 

performance. Interestingly, the pandemic year 2020 showed a sharp drop in G7–G9 

performance (23.66%) but a significant increase in G1–G3 performance (46.31%) in 

2020 suggesting that some learners may have had private tuition.  In 2021, while G7–

G9 increase was seen (46.29%), G4 – G6 also rose (40.45%) while G1–G3 dropped to 

13.26%, showing that fewer learners achieved top grades, possibly due to lingering 

effects of lost learning time and limited access to remedial classes or revision materials 

for this set of learners when they were in Grade 11. The teachers may not have covered 

the whole syllabus and did not provide adequate examination support to learners.  This 

aligns with Ogwok (2023), who found that comprehensive syllabus coverage positively 

correlates with improved academic performance. Furthermore, emotional and financial 

challenges leading to poor concentration and retention could have contributed. This 

aligns with Dela Cruz, Santos, and Reyes (2018) who also found that parents’ level of 

education and income impacted performance negatively. There might have been 

learning gaps from 2020 that continued to impact 2021 candidates.   

G7–G9 remained high (38.78% in 2022 and 33.26% in 2023) indicating that many 

learners continued struggling with English, probably due to cumulative learning gaps 

from previous years.  G4–G6 performance fluctuated but improved to 39.27% in 2022, 

45.03% in 2023).  Generally, more learners fell in the average performance category 

and this was the largest group even before the pandemic struck. Fluctuations in G4–G6 

performance suggest that learners with higher self-efficacy and external support (such 

as private tuition or teacher guidance) performed better. G1–G3 remained low (21.95% 

in 2022, and 21.71% in 2023) in relation to the low performing pupils.  In this school, 

fewer pupils achieved top grades, suggesting that learning gaps persisted. Self-efficacy, 

as proposed by Bandura (1997), refers to learners' belief in their ability to succeed. This 
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applies to School 2’s performance trends. The drop in G1–G3 performance in 2021 

could be linked to diminished self-efficacy due to lost learning time and reduced access 

to remedial support. Learners may have perceived themselves as less capable, affecting 

their motivation.   

The high number of G7–G9 learners suggests continued struggles with English, 

possibly due to incomplete syllabus coverage, poor reading culture and limited revision 

and possibly inconsistent teacher support due to heavy workload. Situated in a densely 

populated area, the school probably had a large pupil population, potentially resulting 

in overcrowded classrooms, which diminished teacher effectiveness and personal 

attention for learners. Pupils from various socio-economic statuses might have 

encountered obstacles like insufficient educational support at home, financial struggles, 

or limited access to learning resources.  Since this is a day school, some learners might 

have faced challenges from distractions at home such as inadequate study spaces, or 

time limitations due to obligations beyond school. Dela Cruz, Santos, and Reyes 

(2018)’s study further revealed that larger family size impacted performance 

negatively.   

In urban environments, parents often face challenging job hours, which restrict their 

engagement in their children’s education and academic monitoring. Although the 

school can be reached by foot or public transport, some learners might still have 

encountered difficulties with arriving on time, exhaustion from lengthy commutes, or 

insufficient funds to cover daily transportation costs. The inadequacy of qualified 

teachers, appropriate teaching and learning resources, and inadequate infrastructure 

could influence pupil achievement. Urban schools frequently face resource pressure 

because of large enrolment numbers. Learners could have encountered distractions like 

peer pressure influence, social events, increased exposure to social media, and urban 

entertainment may have negatively affected study habits or even harmful external 

factors could have impacted their academic concentration.  This aligns with Banda 

(2018), whose study identified inadequate resources and lack of pupil motivation as key 

factors contributing to poor English performance in Zambia’s Copperbelt Province.  

Based on the categorisation, the majority of pupils were in the average performance 

category (1,169) followed by the low performance category (1, 147) then the high 

performance category which had the lowest number (685). In conclusion, the findings 
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indicate that School 2 exhibited below-average to poor performance, as a significant 

proportion of pupils struggled to meet acceptable academic standards.  

CDA examines how language, power, and social structures influence educational 

outcomes. In the context of School 2. The role of socio-economic status (SES) aligns 

with CDA’s focus on structural inequalities. Learners from lower-income families 

struggled with access to learning resources, which impacted their ability to achieve high 

grades. Urban schooling challenges (overcrowding, lack of qualified teachers, and 

distractions) reinforce how systemic issues influence academic outcomes.  Struggles 

with English among G7–G9 learners could be attributed to low linguistic self-efficacy 

caused by incomplete syllabus coverage, poor reading culture, and inadequate revision 

support. Teachers’ workload and lack of resources could also have impacted their ability 

to instil confidence in learners, further weakening self-efficacy.  

7.2.3 Performance Analysis of School 3  

The findings for School 3 were presented in Chapter 5. The findings indicate that 

School 3 consistently demonstrated underachievement in English Language 

examinations from 2018 to 2023, with the majority of pupils performing below 

acceptable standards. The school showed consistently high poor performance rates (G7-

G9). The poor performance rate had been increasing over time: 2018: 49.73%; 2019: 

71.91% (worst-performing year); 2023: 61.35% (still high despite slight improvement 

from 2019). The lowest G7-G9 recorded was in 2018 (49.73%). From 2019–2023, over 

50% of pupils performed poorly every year, implying more than half were struggling 

with basic comprehension. It is worth noting that the poor performance was not really 

the result of the pandemic, but other systemic issues beyond the pandemic. This 

school’s levels of poor performance were high even when there was no COVID-19 

pandemic, suggesting that there were other reasons contributing to the poor 

performance observed. Ryan and Deci (2008) state that competence is key in helping 

people gain mastery of skills learnt. When people are confident that they have attained 

the competence needed, they are most likely to take appropriate actions that will help 

them achieve their goals. 

The percentage of learners in the average performance category had remained between 

24.26%–38.25% over the years. In 2023, the average scores increased to 32.16%, even 

though the majority remained in the poor performance category (61.35%). The school 

showed a declining pass rate in G1-G3. Surprisingly, the best performance year was 
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2020 (16.46% - G1-G3), while 2019 had the lowest pass rate (3.83% - G1-G3). In 2023, 

the pass rate dropped to 6.49%, showing a downward trend in top performance. 

Self-Efficacy Theory by Bandura (1997) explains how an individual’s belief in their 

ability to succeed influences their motivation, learning, and performance. In the context 

of School 3, self-efficacy is a crucial factor in understanding why pupils consistently 

underperformed in English Language examinations from 2018 to 2023. 

The consistently high poor performance rates (G7–G9) indicate that many learners in 

School 3 might have developed low self-efficacy beliefs regarding their ability to 

succeed in English. Repeated failure can lead to learned helplessness, where pupils stop 

trying to improve because they expect to fail. This explains why, despite slight 

fluctuations, more than half of the learners consistently struggled with English. The 

declining pass rate in G1–G3 further suggests that low confidence in English ability 

may have been instilled early, affecting learners as they progressed through higher 

grades. 

Limited resources (textbooks, learning aids, and qualified teachers) create an 

environment where learners struggle to grasp key concepts, further reinforcing their 

belief that they cannot perform well in English. Quality education requires the 

availability and use of educational materials (The Education Act, 2011). Overcrowded 

classrooms reduce teacher attention, making it difficult for struggling pupils to receive 

the necessary support. Without personalised guidance, learners may feel incapable of 

improving, thus lowering their self-efficacy. The community’s language environment 

could also play a role. If English is rarely spoken outside the classroom, learners may 

not develop confidence in using it, making them hesitant to engage in lessons or 

examinations. This is supported by Simumba (2019), who found significant disparities 

in English performance between urban and rural pupils, highlighting the challenges 

rural learners face in achieving language proficiency.  

Long distances to school, fatigue, and household responsibilities might reduce study 

time, causing learners to perform poorly. Over time, repeated struggles could make 

them believe that they are naturally incapable of succeeding in English. Lack of 

remedial lessons or private tutoring deprives pupils of opportunities to rebuild their 

confidence through additional support. Without structured interventions, learners 

remain trapped in a cycle of low self-efficacy and poor performance. Comparison with 

urban learners who have better resources and teacher support may further discourage 
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rural pupils, reinforcing their belief that they are at a disadvantage and unable to 

compete academically. 

Interestingly, the highest G1–G3 performance was recorded in 2020 (16.46%). This 

could suggest that some learners received alternative support (e.g., parental guidance 

or private tutoring during school closures), which might have boosted their confidence 

in English. However, in 2023, the pass rate dropped again (6.49%), indicating that the 

temporary boost in self-efficacy may not have been sustained due to a return to resource 

constraints and lack of structured support. 

SET helps explain the persistent low performance at School 3 by highlighting how 

repeated failure, lack of resources, limited teacher support, and socio-economic 

challenges undermine learners’ belief in their ability to succeed. Without interventions 

such as remedial lessons, improved teacher support, and targeted motivation strategies, 

learners may continue to struggle due to entrenched low self-efficacy. 

7.2.4 Performance Analysis of School 4  

The findings for School 4 were presented in Chapter 5. From 2018 to 2023 a total of 

2,428 pupils wrote the English Language examination where 911 pupils cumulatively 

were poor performers. The English proficiency level of 911 candidates was not 

sufficient.  The fact that nearly 38% of candidates had insufficient English proficiency 

suggests that many learners lacked confidence in their ability to succeed in the subject. 

According to Expectancy Theory by Vroom (1964), a learner’s motivation to achieve 

high performance depends on their belief in their ability to succeed (expectancy), their 

perception that success will lead to desirable outcomes (instrumentality), and the value 

they place on success (valence).  When learners experience success, it reinforces their 

learning, builds their confidence and encourages them to accept further learning 

challenges (cf. The Education Act, 2011:17). The high number of poor performers in 

School 4 may indicate that many pupils had low expectancy as they did not believe that 

increased effort would lead to better results, possibly due to repeated past failures, 

inadequate teacher attention in overcrowded classrooms, and insufficient English 

practice beyond school. 

Statistical data shows that 1, 017 pupils were in the average performing category. The 

majority of pupils fell in average performing category suggesting that while they had 

moderate expectancy, their learning environment may not have encouraged them to 

strive for top performance. It could also suggest that teachers may have focused more 
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on remedial teaching to ensure most learners passed (G4 –G6) rather than producing 

high achievers (G1-G3). This focus on ensuring minimum competency, rather than 

mastery, aligns with instrumentality, where pupils worked just enough to pass but did 

not necessarily see a strong link between extra effort and achieving distinction. 

Performance issues in the examination may stem from various factors which include: 

Parents may be more literate and may be more involved in their children’s education, 

providing additional support at home. Pupils from wealthier backgrounds might 

perform better due to access to extra tuition and a conducive home environment for 

studying. This is supported by Dela Cruz, Santos, and Reyes (2018) who also found 

that parents’ level of education and income impacted performance …. The 

performance patterns in School 4 also reflect differences in valence, or how much 

pupils valued success in English. Learners from more literate or wealthier households, 

who likely received additional parental support and extra tuition, were more likely to 

be in the higher-performing category (G1-G3). These learners may have had stronger 

valence, recognising that proficiency in English could lead to better academic and 

career opportunities. In contrast, those from disadvantaged backgrounds, where 

English was rarely spoken at home, may not have perceived strong enough rewards 

for excelling in the subject, leading to lower motivation and performance. 

High enrolment numbers, however, could negatively impact performance, particularly 

in lower and high grade categories. The pupils might not have had sufficient English 

practice beyond classroom walls because they mostly spoke their native languages. 

Active language usage should be prioritised over rote learning methods because it 

produces weak writing abilities and poor comprehension performance.  In overcrowded 

classrooms, pupils might not have received individualised attention from teachers, 

reducing their expectancy that extra effort would translate into success.  Additionally, 

limited access to reading resources and English-speaking environments outside of 

school may have restricted their ability to practice and develop strong comprehension 

and writing skills. Simumba (2019) found similar patterns in rural schools, where 

limited exposure to English adversely affected pupil performance, highlighting the need 

for active language use over rote learning. 

Among pupils who passed English there is a notable majority of pupils in the average 

category (1, 017). While they have the opportunity to go to the college or university 

according to general requirements, this shows that the majority of the pupils are not in 
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the higher performing category but in the middle category followed by poor 

performance (911) indicating poor English proficiency which may impact their 

performance across other subjects. The majority of learners in this school were 

struggling. Only 500 pupils were in the high performing category which is a very small 

number compared to the average performers and low performers.  Of the 500 high-

performing pupils, their success suggests that they had strong expectancy and 

instrumentality as they believed in their ability to succeed and saw a clear link between 

effort and high achievement. However, their smaller proportion indicates that School 4 

may not have had adequate systems in place to push more learners toward high 

performance. 

Expectancy Theory helps explain the performance trends at School 4 by highlighting 

how learners’ beliefs about their abilities, their perceptions of rewards, and the value 

they placed on English proficiency influenced their outcomes. While some pupils had 

sufficient motivation and support to pass, a lack of individualised learning strategies, 

high enrolment numbers, and limited language exposure prevented many from 

excelling. To improve outcomes, the school needs more structured strategies to boost 

expectancy, such as targeted interventions, increased reading resources, and stronger 

incentives for high performance, ensuring that more learners transition from average 

and low performance to high achievement. 

7.2.5 Performance Analysis of School 5  

The findings were presented in chapter 5. A total of 1,239 pupils sat for the English 

examination in this school during the reviewed period where 512 pupils showed poor 

performance, 457 pupils fell in the average performance category while 270 fell in the 

high performing category which backs up the general pattern of poor English Language 

competency and places the school among the top schools for poor grades. The limited 

number of high achievers (270 pupils) shows that only a small fraction of learners had 

both the confidence and motivation to excel. Many others may have perceived English 

as too challenging or irrelevant to their future aspirations, leading to low effort and 

disengagement.  

In 2018, 176 pupils (55.52%) out of 317 performed poorly and 41 pupils (24.40%) out 

of 168 pupils performed poorly in 2019. In 2020 109 pupils (45.23%) out of 241 

performed poorly probably because of school closure that disrupted learning. In 2021, 

81 pupils (38.03%) out of 213 performed poorly. In 2022, 57 pupils (40.43%) out of 
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141 performed poorly. The school recorded the lowest enrolment. This could have been 

the result of the pandemic where many youth started fending for families that had lost 

jobs or had lost bread winners to COVID-19.  In 2023, 48 pupils (30.19%) out of 159 

performed poorly showing some improvement. Despite the school not recording any 

G9 in 2023, the poor performance percentage was still high in relation to the number 

of pupils examined.  This suggests that while some learners gained confidence in their 

ability to improve, though many still believed that passing English required an 

unattainable level of skill. 

The consistent significant number of underperforming pupils suggests that pupils might 

have lacked comprehension of complex sentences and proper grammar leading to poor 

performance in both written and spoken English. Poor teaching of reading 

comprehension and analytical ability could have prevented pupils from properly 

interpreting examination questions alongside passages. This is supported by Simukonda 

and Chanda (2019), who found that teachers felt unprepared to assist pupils struggling 

with comprehension, suggesting that inadequate instructional support may have 

weakened learners' expectancy beliefs. If teachers themselves were not confident in 

addressing learning difficulties, pupils would have little reason to believe they could 

improve. 

Many learners at School 5 may have believed that learning English was too difficult, 

particularly in areas like reading comprehension, essay writing, and grammar. These 

struggles could have reinforced a sense of helplessness, discouraging them from putting 

in extra effort.  Autonomy is crucial and research indicates that pupils who have 

opportunities for self-directed learning and active participation in their education 

perform better than those in rigid, teacher-centred environments (Niemiec & Ryan, 

2009). If learners lack opportunities for independent language practice and critical 

thinking, they may find it difficult to navigate examinations requiring interpretation, 

synthesis, and articulation of ideas. Native language interference about writing 

coherence and verbal fluency might have affected mostly pupils' ability to write essays. 

The considerable number of underachievers and a sparse number of distinctions 

indicate that English fundamental abilities needed for success were missing in many 

learners.  
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Expectancy Theory provides a strong explanation for the persistent underperformance 

at School 5. Many pupils likely did not believe that effort would lead to improvement, 

resulting in low motivation and disengagement. 

7.2.6 Performance Analysis of School 6 

The findings were presented in chapter 5. The school presented 890 candidates for 

examinations during the reviewed period. 508 pupils performed poorly, 291 pupils were 

average performers while 91 pupils were high achievers. In 2018, 155 pupils (76.73%) 

out of 202 performed poorly while 144 pupils (50.35%) out of 286 performed poorly in 

2019. In 2020, 110 pupils (66.27%) performed poorly while 61 pupils (63.54%) out of 

96 performed poorly in 2021 suggesting that less capable learners might have been 

more affected by the learning disruptions caused by the pandemic. Reduced 

instructional time might have resulted in learning deficiencies, especially for pupils 

with lower abilities.  The sharp decline in performance in 2020 (66.27%) and 2021 

(63.54%) suggests that the most vulnerable learners suffered disproportionately from 

reduced instructional time. Janks (2010) emphasises that educational inequalities 

become more visible during crises, as students from underprivileged backgrounds often 

lack access to digital learning tools and home support.  

2022 saw a decline in enrolment (31) as well as poor performance (9.68%). In 2023 

Enrolment increased (109 pupils), but poor performance rose (32.11%) where 35 pupils 

performed poorly out of 109 possibly due to a return of struggling learners who had 

missed key foundational skills. This supports Fairclough’s (2001) argument that 

systemic educational challenges are reproduced over time, creating cycles of 

underachievement.  

This school had the high number of underachievers (508) followed by average 

performers (291). The substantial number of poor performing pupils indicates that there 

could be considerable learning obstacles that affected performance.  Pupils from 

various socio-economic backgrounds might have encountered obstacles like 

insufficient educational support at home, financial struggles, or limited access to 

learning resources. Learners might have experienced limited exposure to proper 

language structures because they did not live in English-speaking areas. Van Dijk 

(1993) contends that access to discourse (language, texts, and learning materials) is 

often regulated by social power structures, creating systemic barriers to language 

acquisition for learners from disadvantaged backgrounds.   Pupils who did not live in 
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English-speaking environments may have struggled with fluency, comprehension, and 

essay writing.  

According to Gee (1999), language acquisition is closely linked to social interactions; 

thus, without regular exposure to English beyond the classroom, learners may struggle 

to develop the linguistic flexibility needed for academic success. The pupils' limited 

experience with writing developed poor skills in creating well-structured essays which 

resulted in incoherence and numerous grammatical mistakes. The school might have 

experienced a combination of teacher scarcity and inexperienced teachers of English 

leading to subpar educational results. This school demonstrates major structural 

problems in both teaching and assessing English because of its weak pupil achievement 

and minimal number of distinguished outcomes.  Based on the categorisation, the 

school had the highest number of pupils (508) in the poor performance category 

followed by average performance category (291) and lastly the high performance 

category (91). The school can therefore be classified as a poor performing school.  

By applying Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), it becomes clear that the school’s poor 

English performance is not just an individual issue but a reflection of systemic barriers 

in language learning. Structural inequalities, limited English exposure, teacher-related 

challenges, and socio-economic struggles have created an environment where pupils 

struggle to acquire strong English skills. 

7.2.7 Performance Analysis of School 7 

The findings were presented in chapter 5 and they revealed that 2138 pupils wrote 

English examinations during the period under review. The school had fluctuating 

performance across the years.  In 2018 G7-G9 accounted for 46.69% followed by G4-

G6 at (29.77% which could suggest that learners probably had serious weaknesses in 

their foundational knowledge. The school might have had fewer teachers of English 

resulting into high teacher to learner ratios coupled with scarce teaching and learning 

resources. The big enrolment (514 pupils) could have created large class sizes causing 

teachers to fail to give adequate attention to individual learners who might been 

struggling in English.   This is supported by Banda and Phiri (2019) whose findings 

revealed a decline in English performance attributed to large class sizes and inadequate 

teacher support. 2021 was another year that had high G7-G9 (31.94%) probably due to 

the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic which disrupted learning and may be most 

learners were not taught online due to internet challenges and maybe many could not 
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afford to buy the gadgets. The school demonstrated interesting trends in G7-G9 

category. There was a significant decline in low performance from 240 pupils (46.69%) 

in 2018 to 37 pupils (12.09%) in 2023 suggesting improvement. The improvement 

observed might have been due to interventions such as remedial lessons, improved 

teaching strategies, intensive examination preparation strategies like revision and 

frequent tests and quizzes. The teachers could have also taken marking learners’ work 

and providing feedback seriously leading to improved outcomes. This is supported by 

Lipnevich and Smith (2009) who established that descriptive feedback providing 

performance insights and specific strategies for improvement is significantly more 

effective in improving learner outcomes. 

The reviewed period showed a high number of pupils in the G1-G3 category (773) 

followed by the G4-G6 (763) followed by the G7-G9 (602). The G4-G6 seemed to have 

remained consistent. There had been an improvement in the high performance category 

particularly from 2022-2023 suggesting that the school had worked hard to put in place 

strong recovery measures such remedial teaching, or extended teaching hours to bridge 

the knowledge gaps leading to improved learner outcomes. It also suggests stronger 

English instruction in certain classrooms or access to better learning materials.  Parents 

might have also been more involved and monitored pupil attendance. This improvement 

shows that any school is capable of performing better despite its location provided the 

school is committed and stakeholders work together. The school had the highest number 

of pupils in the high performance category (773) followed by the average performance 

category (763) and lastly the poor performance category (602). Nonetheless, the school 

would need to continue working hard to reduce the number of G7-G9 further.   

The high number of low performers (G7-G9: 46.69% in 2018, 31.94% in 2021) reflects 

limited pupil motivation, high teacher-to-learner ratios, and resource shortages. Many 

pupils may not have believed their efforts would result in success, leading to 

disengagement. 2021 (COVID-19 impact): Online learning barriers and limited access 

to resources further reduced pupils' perceived ability to succeed. Banda and Phiri (2019) 

support this, revealing a decline in English performance due to large class sizes and 

inadequate teacher support. 

The school’s performance patterns align with Expectancy Theory, showing that when 

learners perceive their efforts as valuable and supported by teachers, parents, and 

interventions, their performance improves. 
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7.2.8 Performance Analysis of School 8  

The findings were presented in chapter five. In 2018, the bulk of pupils (53.69%) were 

in the low-performance category followed by the average performing category 

(29.34%). This could indicate prior challenges such as scarce resources, high teacher-

to-pupil ratios, and probably syllabus coverage problems. The high number of low-

performing pupils (53.69% in 2018, 41.65% in 2020, and 43.65% in 2023) suggests 

systemic barriers such as high teacher-to-pupil ratios, scarce teaching and learning 

materials and limited access to quality instruction.  CDA suggests that educational 

inequalities are reinforced by resource allocation and institutional structures 

(Fairclough, 1995). This aligns with Nghipandulwa and Ndjamba (2022), who found 

that lack of resources negatively impacted learner performance during instruction and 

culminated in poor performance in examinations.   

In 2019, there was a remarkable improvement, with high-performance learners 

increasing to 29.43%, and low-performance learners decreasing to 26.27%. This could 

suggest that teachers adopted learner centred teaching strategies.  It could also have 

been due to good syllabus coverage and the availability of resources. 

In 2020, the low performing category accounted for 41.65% which could be attributed 

to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. Many learners might have faced challenges 

with self-study and lack of resources to access online learning. In 2021, the percentage 

of low performers rose to 44.93% while the average performers accounted for 43.19%. 

This could be attributed to the prolonged school closure leading to learning gaps 

resulting from limited teacher-learner interaction and lack of access to resources and 

online learning.  Pupils wrote the examinations without being adequately prepared.  The 

high number of low-performing pupils (53.69% in 2018, 41.65% in 2020, and 43.65% 

in 2023) suggests systemic barriers such as high teacher-to-pupil ratios, scarce teaching 

and learning materials and limited access to quality instruction.  CDA suggests that 

educational inequalities are reinforced by resource allocation and institutional 

structures (Fairclough, 1995). This finding aligns with Nghipandulwa and Ndjamba 

(2022), who found that lack of resources negatively impacts learner performance.  

In 2022, the school’s performance improved greatly with poor performers dropping to 

20.41% while average performers accounted for 40.82% and high performers 

accounted for 38.48% the highest ever for the reviewed period. This suggests that the  
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school implemented effective interventions, improved teaching approaches, invested in 

resources and enhanced pupil engagement. In 2023, the percentage of low performance 

rose to 43.65% and the high performed reduced drastically to 17.53%. This could be 

attributed to increased enrolment to 559 from 343 pupils in 2022 leading to large class 

size, high teacher –to-learner ratios, high workloads for teachers, insufficient 

teaching/learning resources, and inadequate syllabus coverage.  This aligns with 

Lufungulo (2021), whose study also showed that high teacher-to-pupil ratios negatively 

impact pupil performance.   

This school is in town and recorded high percentages of poor performance in four out 

of six years: 2018: 269 pupils (53.69%) out of 501 in 2020: 202 pupils (41.65%) out of 

485 in 2021: 155 pupils (44.93%) out of 345; and 2023: 244 pupils (43.65%) out of 559  

performed poorly.  These results compared with school 7 are worse in terms of poor 

performance percentages. The school has relatively good facilities. Nevertheless, this 

shows that even when a school has good facilities, learners can still perform poorly 

probably because they are distracted by the very location of the school which gives 

them easy access to the town centre, exposure to social media, and easy access to social 

events. This suggests that external distractions (social media, access to entertainment, 

and town life) compete with academic priorities. CDA explains that social 

environments shape discourse and learner engagement. If pupils are exposed to digital 

distractions more than structured academic discussions, their linguistic competency 

suffers (Fairclough, 2001). While we have 1023 poor performers, it can be sharply 

contrasted with the number of high performers (567). The high performers are a small 

group of people suggesting that most of the pupils were struggling.    

The analysis showed that learners performed poorly meaning English Language 

excellence was very low among 2,548 learners.  The data showed that most pupils 

received grades below a credit (1, 023) since their proficiency level remained weak. 

These persons underperforming in English Language could relate to several potential 

factors: Learners experienced poor outcomes because the teaching method solely 

focused on instructor-led instruction which requires them to memorise grammar rules 

without practising them in natural communication. This finding aligns with CDA’s 

critique of traditional, rigid teaching methods that limit critical thinking and linguistic 

development (van Dijk, 2008).Learners cannot enhance their reading comprehension 

nor improve their vocabulary due to insufficient access to high-quality reading 
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materials. The lack of proper writing assignments makes learners struggle with logical 

structured essay development. 

Through the CDA lens, one can therefore conclude that poor English performance is 

not just a result of individual ability but also structural, instructional, and environmental 

factors. Institutional constraints (resource shortages, class sizes) reinforce educational 

inequalities. Rigid instructional methods limit language proficiency. Urban distractions 

affect learner concentration and study habits.  

This school shares numerous similar challenges with other educational establishments 

because it has a disproportionate number of underachieving pupils compared to those 

achieving excellence in their English Language education/examinations. 

7.2.1.0 Teachers’ and Examiners’ Perspectives on Grade 12 Pupils’ Performance 

in English 

The findings on the teachers’ and examiners’ perspectives revealed that pupils had 

challenges in both paper 1 and 2. The challenges that affected performance were 

observed in structure, composition, reading comprehension and summary writing.  

7.2.1.1 Learners’ Performance in Structure  

The findings showed that learners performed poorly in structure especially the question 

on transformation. Learners were failing to transform the given sentences correctly as 

was expressed by HOD3S3, HOD6S6, T16S6, T18S6, A1, FS1S1, FS5S3, FS6S3, and 

NE4. The development of a solid command of English grammar, including the capacity 

to transform sentences, is hampered by the lack of reading habits. Furthermore, Phiri 

(2018) highlighted that learners’ limited exposure to English outside of school and the 

dominance of home languages in everyday communication contributed to their 

struggles with English structure. 

Sichingabula (2016) also revealed that learners encountered problems with the 

formation of English sentences as well as with the grammatical rules. He further pointed 

out a certain disparity in the methodology where more emphasis was placed on rote 

learning than actual communication and use of the language. Moreover, instructors 

poorly executed relevant English teaching strategies. Reeve (2009) posits that if 

learners perceive themselves as inadequately prepared due to ineffective teaching 

methods, limited exposure to English, or unclear assessment expectations, they may 

struggle to engage actively in the examination process  
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7.2.1.2 Pupils’ Performance in Composition 

The findings showed that learners performed poorly in composition. They had problems 

in following rules for formal writing, challenges with spelling, punctuation, 

paragraphing, use of informal language and illegible handwriting as was shown by the 

responses of HOD6, HOD3S3, T15S5, NE1, NE3, and FP5S3.  These results correlate 

with the Chief Examiner’s Report (2023), which noted the deficiency in candidates’ 

spellings, improper word usage like where instead of were, whose instead of who is 

etc., along with punctuations and construction errors. Furthermore, the Chief Examiner 

noted that candidates faced challenges in the application of writing concepts such as: 

abbreviations, agreement, conjunctions, figures, homophones, informal language, 

paragraphing, punctuations, run-on sentences, and word order. This finding is line with 

Chanda (2016), who postulated that one factor contributing to difficulties in writing 

English compositions is the absence of a reading culture among educators and pupils. 

Furthermore, Maganga (2016) highlighted in his research findings that a large number 

of pupils struggled to learn English as the Language of Instruction (LOI), had very little 

vocabulary knowledge across a range of subjects, and lacked the English language skills 

necessary to construct coherent sentences.  Mumba (2014) found in his study that the 

majority of pupils struggled with sentence construction, subject-verb agreement, and 

proper use of tenses.    

7.2.1.3 Learners’ Performance in Reading Comprehension 

The findings revealed that Grade 12 pupils had problems in comprehension. 

Respondents A1, T20S7, NE2, FP9S5, FP5S3, FP3S2, FP16S8, and FP15S8 

highlighted challenges that learners faced in comprehension. These challenges included 

learners’ limited vocabulary, poor reading comprehension, and a lack of awareness of 

the question requirements. Respondents also added that pupils frequently struggled or 

failed to provide accurate responses because they misunderstood key details since they 

were unable to understand the passage’s main ideas.  This finding corresponds to 

Mweemba (2020) who elucidates that complex vocabulary, themes, and sentence 

structures are common in secondary school reading comprehension texts. These 

difficulties can be too much for pupils, particularly if they struggle to understand 

figurative language which is common in texts at a higher level or have a limited 

vocabulary.  Learners may thus find it difficult to recognise important details and 

deduce meanings. Bandura (1997) explains that students with low self-efficacy tend to 

avoid tasks they perceive as difficult, which may explain why some learners do not 
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engage fully with comprehension exercises. Chazangwe (2011) observed that teachers 

found teaching comprehension challenging due to the time consuming nature of the 

subject and the difficulty of teaching pupils who did not grasp the concepts being 

taught. The study also discovered a dearth of adequate and appropriate reading 

materials … in addition to the low reading culture among pupils.  

The chief examiner’s report for English Language Paper 2 (2023) further highlights that 

lack of or no understanding of the comprehension passage and its questions contribute 

to poor performance. Due to a lack of reading outside of the classroom, many Zambian 

learners struggle with fluency and comprehension. Bandura (1986) highlights that 

learners with low self-efficacy in reading may avoid reading activities, further 

worsening their reading skills. Pupils find it difficult to comprehend and analyse longer 

or more complex passages that call for deeper comprehension skills when they are not 

used to reading a variety of texts. Their capacity to perform well on reading 

comprehension tests/examinations is further diminished by this lack of practice (cf. 

Mweemba, 2020).  As observed by Chansa (2020) many secondary school pupils in 

Zambia lack the necessary critical thinking skills to fully engage with reading 

comprehension questions which often require them to evaluate, synthesise, and analyse 

information, but without critical thinking skills, learners are unable to understand 

deeper meanings or make connections between ideas. Bandura (1993) states that self-

efficacy affects cognitive engagement where learners with low self-efficacy may not 

put in effort to critically analyse texts. Mutale (2019) also observed that in Zambia, 

many secondary school teachers do not specifically teach reading comprehension 

techniques like scanning, summarising, skimming, or recognising key ideas. Because 

of this, learners find it difficult to arrange the text's content and use techniques that 

would improve their ability to respond to questions. According to Bandura (1986), low 

self-efficacy in reading can cause learners to disengage from the reading process, 

reducing their motivation to improve vocabulary skills. 

Self-Efficacy Theory, developed by Albert Bandura (1986), states that learners' beliefs 

in their own abilities significantly influence their academic performance. In the context 

of reading comprehension, pupils who lack confidence in their reading skills may avoid 

challenging texts, struggle with understanding passages, and perform poorly in 

comprehension tasks. 
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7.2.1.4 Learners’ Performance in Summary Writing  

The findings revealed that learners performed poorly in summary. They lacked mastery 

in identifying main points and rephrasing them concisely as highlighted by NE3, 

FP8S4, and FP13S7. Bwalya (2022) advances that many learners struggle to 

comprehend and use English syntax, which affects their capacity for effective 

summarisation. He further states that poor written summaries are frequently the result 

of vocabulary and comprehension gaps.  Kamwendo and Mumba (2021) note that 

Zambia’s multilingualism limits learners' exposure to English outside the classroom, 

making academic tasks like summary writing challenging.  

As postulated by Albert Bandura under the self-efficacy theory, performance is heavily 

dependent on individuals' belief in their capability in executing tasks to achieve a given 

objective. The idea further helps in driving behaviour, motivation, and emotional 

reactions, which influences how the difficulties are dealt with and approached. Self-

efficacy becomes imperative in bringing forth the Zambian Grade 12 pupils to perform 

poorly in the English national examinations. The higher the sense of self-efficacy, the 

more the pupils will engage in deep processing, use effective learning strategies, and 

show perseverance when faced with difficulties, thus leading to a higher performance. 

On the contrary, pupils having low self-efficacy question their capabilities, tend to 

evade tasks that come with challenges, are less motivated, and their resultant 

performance might not be outstanding. 

Results revealed that the performance of learners in English in the province was below 

average, as 56,816 pupils (34.54%) performed poorly for six years. This outcome 

contradicts Bandura's (1997) Self-Efficacy Theory, which requires that individuals with 

high belief in their personal capability are the most likely to succeed. Those learners 

who viewed themselves as capable in English should have demonstrated a better 

performance. However, the generalised underachievement in the sampled schools 

raises the possibility that many learners could have low self-efficacy, perhaps from past 

negative experiences, poor support from instruction, or lack of motivation. This gap 

between predicted and actual results calls for examination of how pupils' self-beliefs 

are created by their learning environment, instructor feedback, and resources. Improved 

self-efficacy would improve the ways pupils approach examinations in English, being 

more resilient, hence delivering good performance. 
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In conclusion, the findings have established that performance in English Language was 

still poor. The findings revealed that 164,503 pupils sat for English examinations, and 

41,488 obtained Division 7 or 8, classified as satisfactory but insufficient for higher 

education entry, effectively counting as a fail. Additionally, the study also established 

that 15,328 pupils (9.32%) completely failed to meet the minimum required standard. 

Combined, 56,816 pupils (35.03%) performed poorly during the reviewed period 

raising concerns about language proficiency. This performance by the Copperbelt 

Province indicates that the number of learners who performed poorly is still on a higher 

side. 

7.3 EXAMINE TEACHER AND LEARNER VIEWS OF FACTORS 

CONTRIBUTING TO POOR ENGLISH PERFORMANCE AMONG GRADE 12 

PUPILS IN THE SELECTED SECONDARY SCHOOLS IN THE 

COPPERBELT PROVINCE 

The third objective examined factors that contribute to poor performance in the English 

language national examinations. The findings showed that there were four categories 

of factors contributing to poor performance among grade 12 learners in English 

language. The discussion of findings was done under each of these categories and their 

respective sub themes. Below is the discussion of findings:  

7.3.1 Teacher Related Factors 

Teacher-related factors play a crucial role in shaping pupils' academic performance in 

English at the Grade 12 level. Teacher related factors are those factors that fall under 

the responsibility of the teachers. These are factors which are under the control of a 

teacher. Consider the discussion of teacher related factors below: 

            7.3.1.1 Absenteeism by teachers and reporting late for work/lessons   

The findings revealed that some teachers frequently missed classes, either by being 

absent from school or by not attending to scheduled lessons even when present in 

school. After missing lessons, they often did not compensate for the lost instructional 

time. Other teachers would skip work after receiving their salaries, boasting about still 

getting paid without teaching, while others habitually arrived late for lessons as 

highlighted by respondents A2, T5S2, T1S1, L6S2, L2S8, and L1S8. Duflo, Hanna, 

and Ryan (2012) explained that teacher absenteeism significantly affected pupil 

achievement by reducing instructional time and increasing classroom disruptions. 

When teachers are frequently absent, pupils experience inconsistencies in lesson 
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delivery, which leads to difficulty in mastering essential language skills such as reading 

comprehension, writing, and grammar application. Banerjee and Duflo (2011) argue 

that disruptions in learning cause learners to cognitively disengage. Additionally, the 

loss of instructional time caused by absenteeism is particularly detrimental to subjects 

like English, where consistent exposure and practice are essential for proficiency.  

Rivkin, Hanushek, and Kain, (2005) state that learners require continuous 

reinforcement of language structures and vocabulary to develop fluency. According to 

research by Chaulhury et al. (2006), teacher tardiness is a common problem in many 

developing nations, which significantly reduces pupil engagement leading to 

instruction disruption. Since learners depend on organised class sessions to acquire 

essential language skills, the effects of such disruptions are especially detrimental to 

English learners (Bennell & Akyeampong, 2007).   

The findings underscore the detrimental effects of teacher absenteeism and lateness on 

pupils’ English performance. To improve learning outcomes, it is imperative that 

education stakeholders implement robust measures to enhance teacher accountability 

and ensure consistent instructional delivery. A well-structured, time-conscious teaching 

approach is crucial for fostering better English language proficiency among pupils.  

7.3.1.2 Low motivation among teachers 

The findings showed that teachers were demotivated. Teachers' demotivation stemmed 

from factors like inadequate pay and poor working conditions, leading to diminished 

enthusiasm and negative attitudes, adversely affecting teaching effectiveness and 

learning outcomes. This problem was pervasive and significantly impacted the 

educational environment as was noted by T6S2, T8S3, T12S4, T19S7, T17S6, and 

T24S8. This is consistent with Kenneth (2006), who emphasised that improving learner 

performance is unlikely without addressing teacher working conditions. Moore-

Johnson (2006) further highlighted how financial stress forces teachers to engage in 

side jobs, reducing instructional time, while Ofoegbu (2004) linked poor working 

conditions to low teacher morale and poor learner outcomes. Thus, Expectancy Theory 

explains how these unfavourable conditions lower teachers’ motivation, ultimately 

impacting teaching effectiveness and pupil learning. 

Bennell and Akyeampong (2007) further highlighted that motivation is a crucial 

element in teacher effectiveness, as it directly influences their enthusiasm, engagement, 

and commitment to instructional delivery. Low motivation results in absenteeism, 

underutilisation of class time, professional misconduct… and secondary income-
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generating activities that distract from teaching duties (cf. Bennell and Akyeampong, 

2007). Low teacher motivation leads to negative educational outcomes. Ingersoll (2001) 

posits that when teachers feel unsupported and undervalued, their motivation declines, 

leading to reduced effort in lesson preparation and delivery. When teachers perceive 

unfair treatment or a lack of merit-based rewards, their engagement and commitment to 

teaching decline (Skaalvik and Skaalvik, 2017).  In the absence of meaningful 

recognition, teachers may adopt a minimal-effort approach, focusing only on meeting 

basic requirements rather than striving for excellence in instruction.  Poorly motivated 

teachers are less likely to invest effort in lesson preparation and delivery, further 

deteriorating learning outcomes (Ingersoll & Strong, 2018).   

The findings align with Expectancy Theory, which explains motivation as a cognitive 

process where individuals exert effort based on anticipated rewards. Ryan and Kul 

(1997) highlight that there are two main types of motivation; intrinsic and extrinsic that 

shape how people behave. According to expectancy theory, motivation is influenced by 

expectancy (belief that effort leads to performance), instrumentality (belief that 

performance leads to rewards), and valence (the value placed on rewards). In this study, 

teachers' demotivation stemmed from inadequate pay and poor working conditions, 

which diminished their belief that hard work would lead to meaningful rewards (low 

instrumentality) and reduced the perceived value of their efforts (low valence).  

Teachers’ instructional approaches significantly influence pupils’ motivation and 

confidence. Jang, Reeve, and Deci (2010) highlight that autonomy-supportive teaching 

enhances engagement and performance, while controlling teaching methods diminish 

motivation. A rigid, examination-oriented approach that discourages interactive 

learning may lead to disengagement and a negative attitude toward English.  

Akyeampong (2007) further highlighted that motivation is a crucial element in teacher 

effectiveness, as it directly influences their enthusiasm, engagement, and commitment 

to instructional delivery. Low motivation results in absenteeism, underutilisation of 

class time, professional misconduct, … and secondary income-generating activities that 

distract from teaching duties (cf. Bennell & Akyeampong, 2007). Low teacher 

motivation leads to negative educational outcomes. Ingersoll (2001) posits that when 

teachers feel unsupported and undervalued, their motivation declines, leading to 

reduced effort in lesson preparation and delivery. When teachers perceive unfair 

treatment or a lack of merit-based rewards, their engagement and commitment to 

teaching decline (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017).  In the absence of meaningful 
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recognition, teachers may adopt a minimal-effort approach, focusing only on meeting 

basic requirements rather than striving for excellence in instruction.  Poorly motivated 

teachers are less likely to invest effort in lesson preparation and delivery, further 

deteriorating learning outcomes (Ingersoll & Strong, 2018).  

Addressing these teacher-related challenges is essential for improving pupil 

performance in English. Educational policymakers must prioritise teacher welfare by 

implementing fair recognition systems, improving working conditions, and providing 

adequate financial incentives. Without these interventions, the cycle of poor teacher 

motivation and declining pupil performance will persist, undermining efforts to 

enhance English education in Zambia.  

7.3.1.3 Lack of or Inadequate Preparation for Lessons 

The finding revealed that inadequate or lack of lesson preparation was a major factor 

contributing to poor Grade 12 English examination performance. Both young teachers 

and some experienced ones neglected lesson planning, with the latter relying on their 

familiarity with the subject. In addition, over-enrolment leads to excessive teaching 

loads, making it difficult for teachers to prepare well-structured lessons. The sentiments 

were given by respondents A1, A10, and HOD5, T6S2, and T18S6.  Shulman (1987) 

observed that pedagogical content knowledge was essential for effective teaching, yet 

many novice teachers struggle to develop this due to inadequate preparation. Similarly, 

experienced teachers who become complacent and rely on their accumulated 

knowledge without proper planning risk failing to align their teaching with 

contemporary pedagogical strategies. Darling-Hammond (2006) believes that this 

practice reduces the effectiveness of instruction, leading to diminished learning 

outcomes among pupils.  Richards and Farrell (2011) elucidate that lesson preparation 

is a fundamental aspect of effective teaching and directly impacts pupil performance. 

The value of outcomes (valence) also affects motivation. If teachers do not find the 

rewards of proper lesson preparation (such as better pupil outcomes, job satisfaction, or 

professional growth) to be significant or achievable, they may not prioritise lesson 

planning. 

The findings in this study also showed that teachers blamed their inability to prepare 

adequately on teaching loads. They explained that they did not have enough time to 

prepare because they had many classes and many pupils to attend to. Although lack of 

preparedness for classes cannot be justified, the reasons for inadequate preparation 
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advanced by teachers need to be taken seriously. In fact, other studies such as 

Simukonde and Chanda (2019) also observed that excessive workload among teachers 

of English results in lower commitment to lesson planning, inadequate preparation, and 

reduced effectiveness in lesson delivery. They also established that teachers who were 

overwhelmed by large classes often struggled to monitor learners’ progress closely, 

leading to gaps in comprehension and poor examination performance. According to 

Expectancy Theory, if teachers believe that their effort in lesson preparation will not 

lead to better teaching outcomes (due to overwhelming workload or lack of resources), 

their expectancy (belief in their ability to achieve a positive result) may decrease. The 

findings suggest that heavy workloads and large class sizes make teachers feel that the 

effort required for lesson planning will not yield desired results (i.e., effective teaching 

and improved pupil performance). This is in line with Vroom’s Expectancy Theory, 

where low expectancy reduces teachers' motivation to prepare thoroughly.  Teachers 

may not see a strong instrumentality between their preparation and learners’ improved 

results, especially when they are overwhelmed by large class sizes and heavy teaching 

loads. 

The findings underscore the urgent need for interventions to address inadequate lesson 

preparation among teachers. Expectancy Theory posits that individuals' motivation to 

perform a task is influenced by the belief that their effort will lead to a desired outcome. 

Schools and policymakers must explore ways to reduce teacher workloads, provide 

professional development opportunities, and enforce accountability measures to ensure 

effective lesson planning. Without addressing these factors, the quality of English 

language instruction will continue to decline, affecting pupil performance at the 

national level. 

7.3.1.4 Incomplete Syllabus Coverage  

The finding revealed that teachers did not usually complete the syllabus and did not 

adhere to teaching content prescribed in the syllabus within the time stipulated in the 

syllabus. Some teachers had a tendency to avoid covering topics that they found 

challenging because they were incapable of handling them as noted by T16S6 and 

T22S8. This finding is supported by Shulman (1986) who argues that teachers’ 

pedagogical content knowledge significantly influences their ability to effectively teach 

subject matter. When teachers lack confidence in certain topics, they may either avoid 

them or provide inadequate explanations, leaving pupils with significant knowledge 
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gaps.  This is in line with Self-efficacy which refers to an individual's belief in their 

ability to accomplish specific tasks. According to Bandura, this belief significantly 

influences how people approach challenges, how much effort they put into tasks, and 

their persistence in the face of difficulties. According to Self-Efficacy Theory (SET) 

teachers with low self-efficacy (belief in their ability to effectively teach certain topics) 

are more likely to avoid challenging topics or fail to cover them thoroughly. The finding 

that teachers tended to avoid teaching certain topics due to a lack of confidence aligns 

well with Bandura’s concept of self-efficacy. If teachers feel incompetent in specific 

areas of the syllabus, they may skip these topics to avoid failure or negative feedback. 

Furthermore, Bandura's theory suggests that teachers with low self-efficacy may not 

feel capable of providing effective instruction for complex or difficult topics, leading 

them to offer inadequate explanations or not cover these topics at all.   

According to self-efficacy theory, creating a supportive and empowering teaching 

environment can significantly enhance teachers' belief in their abilities. This would help 

reduce the fear of failure when tackling complex topics, ultimately improving both 

teacher effectiveness and pupil outcomes. Financial incentives for teachers can also be 

aligned with professional growth and skill development. Teachers with high self-

efficacy who believe they can succeed in challenging topics are less likely to resort to 

private lessons as a form of income. Instead, they may find alternative ways to enrich 

pupils’ learning within the school system. 

Findings further showed that teachers did not teach certain important topics as a way 

of coercing learners to sign up for private lessons with them. This was echoed by 

respondents   L7S7, L10S2, L1S6, L6S8, P5S3 and P3S2. The finding agrees with 

Bray (2009) who posits that the privatisation of supplementary education can deepen 

socio-economic disparities, as wealthier learners gain better academic support while 

financially disadvantaged learners struggle. It is important that teachers are financially 

motivated to focus on teaching all their learners because as Bennell and Akyeampong 

(2007) observe teachers’ disengagement is primarily driven by financial incentives 

which consequently leads to deterioration of quality education. If teachers believe that 

pupils’ lack of understanding in these topics will motivate them to seek private lessons, 

they may view this as an opportunity for financial gain. However, Bandura's theory 

implies that the teacher’s personal efficacy may be linked to their economic incentives, 

and that lack of motivation to teach certain topics could stem from a perception that 
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they will not succeed in teaching these topics within the constraints of regular class 

time.  

Some participants also shared sentiments about teachers not teaching certain topics for 

personal monetary gain. Teachers’ disengagement from teaching certain content is 

largely driven by financial incentives, affecting education quality (cf. Bennell and 

Akyeampong, 2007). In terms of self-efficacy, teachers may feel that their ability to 

improve learner performance is diminished due to various constraints (such as time, 

resources, and content mastery), and as a result, they may prioritise private tutoring as 

a way to ensure financial compensation, reflecting their lack of confidence in their 

ability to deliver the syllabus effectively within the prescribed school hours. Bray 

(2009) argues that private supplementary education widens socio-economic disparities, 

benefiting wealthier learners while disadvantaging poorer ones.  

In this regard, CDA examines how power, ideology, and discourse influence behaviour 

and decision-making. In this case, teachers are exercising institutional power by 

controlling access to knowledge, creating a situation where learners must depend on 

them outside regular class hours. Teachers use their authority over the curriculum to 

manipulate learning opportunities, reinforcing their economic and social dominance 

over pupils. This practice benefits those who can afford private lessons, disadvantaging 

learners from low-income backgrounds. CDA helps expose how such hidden power 

structures create educational inequalities. Teachers engage in marketization of 

education. The practice reflects a commodification of knowledge, where access to 

learning is turned into a paid service rather than a fundamental right. CDA critiques this 

neoliberal influence on education, where teachers act as gatekeepers of knowledge for 

personal gain. The CDA lens critically examines how teachers use discourse and power 

structures to control knowledge access, shaping pupil behaviour for economic benefit. 

Unfortunately, parents also tend to believe that if their children do not go for extra 

tuition, then they cannot pass final examinations and teachers capitalise on this 

manipulated belief that has been created in society. 

7.3.1.5 Lack of Feedback or Inconsistent Feedback  

The finding revealed that teachers rarely gave timely, consistent and elaborate feedback 

to learners leading to learners not knowing where they went wrong and how they could 

improve. Lack of feedback had a negative effect on learner performance as highlighted 

by T16S6, T14S5, T12S4, L6S6, L5S9, and FP1S1. Hattie and Timperley (2007) 
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observe that effective feedback is crucial for learning, helping pupils identify strengths, 

address weaknesses, and improve performance. Delayed or absent feedback reduces 

motivation, causes confusion, and lowers engagement (Shute, 2008). Additionally, 

feedback scaffolds learning and prevents misconceptions from being reinforced 

(Sadler, 1989). Research shows that regular feedback enhances academic performance 

by helping pupils track progress and make improvements (Brookhart, 2017). 

Inadequate feedback has lasting effects, as uncorrected errors become ingrained and 

hinder academic performance. It is a key teacher-related factor affecting English 

proficiency, leading to knowledge gaps that negatively impact examination results. 

Teachers with low self-efficacy in their ability to assess and provide constructive 

feedback may avoid offering feedback regularly, leading to inconsistent feedback. 

According to Self-Efficacy Theory, if teachers do not believe they can provide valuable 

feedback that will improve pupils’ performance, they may not put in the effort to 

provide timely and elaborate feedback. This can explain why teachers may provide 

feedback irregularly or inadequately. 

According to expectancy theory, teachers may feel that giving feedback will not 

necessarily improve learners’ performance, especially if they perceive pupils as 

unmotivated or lacking foundational skills. If teachers believe that providing feedback 

does not contribute significantly to examination success (due to systemic factors like 

rigid curricula, examination-oriented teaching, or large class sizes), they may 

deprioritise it (low instrumentality). Teachers might not see personal or institutional 

rewards for giving detailed feedback, making them less motivated to invest time and 

effort into it (low valance).   Expectancy Theory explains teacher motivation using the 

analytical lens of giving or withholding feedback based on perceived effort, expected 

outcomes, and rewards. 

Learners' self-efficacy also influences how they react to the feedback provided. If pupils 

lack confidence in their abilities, they may be less likely to act on the feedback provided 

or may misinterpret the feedback as a reflection of their lack of ability, rather than as 

an opportunity to improve. Feedback that is either delayed, inconsistent, or unclear can 

negatively affect learners' self-efficacy, leading them to feel discouraged or unsure of 

their ability to improve. 

According to SET, feedback that is timely and constructive can enhance learners' self-

efficacy, motivating them to keep trying and improving. On the other hand, if feedback 
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is inadequate or inconsistent, pupils' self-efficacy may decrease, as they might feel that 

their efforts are not recognised or that they are unable to improve. This aligns with the 

findings that lack of feedback reduces motivation and lowers pupil engagement, which 

in turn hinders their academic performance. 

7.3.2 School Related Factors  

School factors refer to factors or causes of pupil failure which are the responsibility of 

the school. These are factors which are under the control of the school and school 

management can control the said factors. Below is a discussion of such factors:  

7.3.2.1 Over-enrolment and its effects in schools  

Findings revealed that over-enrolment was a critical problem affecting the performance 

of Grade 12 pupils in English. It led to overcrowded classrooms, high teacher-pupil 

ratios, reduced teacher-pupil interaction, teacher-centred pedagogy, and shortage of 

furniture. Overcrowding negatively impacted teaching effectiveness, learner 

engagement, individualised support all of which were needed to enhance the English 

language proficiency as highlighted by L3S6, L4S2, T17S6, T5S2, T16S6, and T10S4. 

The finding aligns with Owoeye and Yara (2011) who noted that the size of a 

classroom, sitting position and arrangement,… impact learning outcomes. MOE (2008) 

recommends 1 or 2 pupils per desk in high schools if quality education is to be achieved.  

However, this is not what is obtaining in the Zambian government schools in the 

Copperbelt Province.  One small desk is shared by 3 or more learners leading to learners 

failing to concentrate because they are uncomfortable.  Overcrowded classrooms hinder 

effective teacher-pupil interaction, which is essential for meaningful learning (Hattie, 

2009).  Jones and Bouffard, (2012) emphasised the theory-into-practice approach to 

teaching to broadly involve learners in the learning process so that they are able to make 

necessary changes to enhance their own progress.  In Zambian secondary schools, the 

desired teacher-to-pupil ratio is 1: 35 (MoE, 2008). However, this is far from being 

realised in our Zambian secondary schools especially with the reintroduction of free 

education.  Class sizes have more direct implications for school policy and practice. 

High teacher-pupil ratios also create classroom management challenges, making it 

difficult to maintain an effective learning environment (Blatchford, Bassett, & Brown, 

2011). Vygotsky’s (1978) Zone of Proximal Development highlights the need for 

tailored support, which becomes impractical in such settings. Additionally, some pupils 

avoid asking questions due to fear or feeling lost, impacting their confidence and 

engagement. This lack of participation negatively affects language development, as 
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active learning and reinforcement are crucial for mastering English (Mercer & 

Hodgkinson, 2008). 

Overcrowded classrooms hinder the implementation of learner-centred teaching, 

forcing teachers to rely on lecture-based methods instead of interactive approaches 

(Chikoti, 2022). This reduces learner participation and engagement. Additionally, 

teachers struggle to provide timely feedback on written and spoken exercises, which is 

essential for improving English proficiency (Banda, 2020). The lack of regular practice 

and personalised feedback further limits effective language learning (Mukuka & Nawa, 

2021). 

Expectancy Theory is highly relevant in explaining how over-enrolment negatively 

impacts pupils’ motivation and performance in English. Overcrowded classrooms limit 

teacher attention, feedback, and individualised support, reducing pupils’ belief 

(expectancy) that effort will lead to success. If pupils perceive that high performance 

in English does not result in meaningful rewards (e.g., university admission, career 

opportunities), their motivation (instrumentality) to excel may decline. Additionally, 

resource constraints caused by over-enrolment can diminish the perceived value 

(valence) of learning English, leading to disengagement. Thus, Expectancy Theory 

highlights how an overcrowded learning environment undermines pupils' motivation 

by making success seem unattainable, ultimately lowering effort and performance.  

7.3.2.2 Lack and Inadequate Teaching Materials 

The findings revealed that lack or scarcity of instructional resources made it challenging 

to meet learners’ diverse educational needs. The scarcity of instructional resources 

limits learners’ ability to study independently and adequately prepare for examinations 

as highlighted by respondents L7S3, L2S8, T8S3, HOD5S5, HOD6S6 and P2S2. Lack 

of resources hinders reading proficiency, and exacerbates literacy challenges. Shared 

textbooks and reliance on chalkboard instruction reduce pupil engagement and 

comprehension, while large class sizes further restrict teachers’ ability to monitor 

progress effectively.  MoE (2008) recommends 1 text book per pupil and where there 

is a shortage, 2 pupils can share 1 text book.  The prevailing situation in the Copperbelt 

Province revealed that 5 or more pupils shared one textbook. Studies such as World 

Bank (2019), Pretorius and Spaull (2016), and Nag et al. (2019) underscore the critical 

role of access to print materials in language learning. In addition, Darling-Hammond 

(2020) also emphasises the need for adequate resources to enhance instructional quality 
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and learner outcomes. Oni (1992) further highlighted that availability, adequacy and 

relevance of resources influence efficiency and high productivity in an organisation.  

Furthermore, the Education Act (2011:4) states that “Quality education requires the 

availability and use of educational materials. This shows how crucial resources are if 

educational standards are to be achieved and maintained. Lack of adequate 

teaching/learning materials, reliance on traditional instructional methods, and limited 

institutional support, significantly contribute to poor English performance among 

pupils.   

Expectancy Theory helps to understand the situation highlighted here. If teachers and 

learners lack essential materials (e.g., textbooks, workbooks, dictionaries), they may 

feel that no matter how much effort they put in, it will not significantly improve 

performance (low expectancy). Learners may believe that even if they study hard, 

limited exposure to reading materials, past papers, and reference books reduces their 

chances of excelling in examinations (low instrumentality). Additionally, if pupils see 

that previous groups also performed poorly due to the same issue, they might lose 

motivation, leading to disengagement and low performance.  Expectancy theory 

explains how the absence of teaching materials reduces motivation, effort, and 

performance in English examinations.                    

Self-Efficacy Theory (Bandura, 1977) focuses on an individual’s belief in their own 

abilities. While confidence matters, lack of resources hinders performance regardless 

of confidence levels. CDA examines power, ideology, and discourse. While it could 

explore systemic inequalities in resource distribution, in this case it does not directly 

explain how the lack of materials affects motivation and performance. 

7.3.2.3Absence of Libraries in Schools 

The findings indicated that most schools lacked libraries, and existing ones had few 

outdated books, depriving pupils of additional reading materials and research 

opportunities. This left teachers solely responsible for sourcing materials and creating 

notes, limiting pupils’ independent learning and critical thinking as observed by 

respondents L6S1, L1S2, T8S3, T17S6, T3S3, T5S2, T4S2, and P1S1. Teachers also 

struggled to access relevant reference materials, affecting lesson quality and modern 

teaching methods as was highlighted by T5S2 and T4S2. The lack of libraries shifted 

the burden of resource provision onto teachers, restricting content depth and pupils’ 

exposure to diverse language structures. Research highlights that varied instructional 
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materials in libraries enhance teaching, linguistic development, and cognitive 

engagement (Pillay, 2020; Evans & Morrison, 2019). Teacher and learner effectiveness 

is hindered by the lack of additional instructional resources, and independent learning 

environments.  

Limited access to updated pedagogical research hampers teaching quality and learner 

outcomes (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). Without well-resourced libraries, pupils 

depend entirely on classroom instruction, limiting critical thinking and self-study 

(T8S3). Independent reading enhances language proficiency and academic success 

(Guthrie & Wigfield, 2019).  Teacher and learner effectiveness is hindered by the lack 

of additional instructional resources, and independent learning environments.  

Self-efficacy refers to a pupil's belief in their ability to succeed in academic tasks. 

Libraries play a vital role in building this confidence by providing access to books, 

research materials, and quiet study spaces. Their absence limits independent study 

opportunities, weakens mastery experiences, and removes peer learning models, all of 

which are essential for developing self-efficacy. Without libraries, pupils struggle with 

reading comprehension, essay writing, and critical analysis, leading to reduced 

confidence, disengagement, and low motivation to improve. 

The absence of libraries directly affects pupils' confidence in their academic abilities. 

Without access to reading materials, learners experience repeated failures or 

difficulties, leading to diminished self-efficacy, reduced effort, and avoidance of 

challenging academic tasks. This explains why pupils in schools without libraries often 

struggle with reading proficiency and independent learning. 

7.3.2.4 Lack of Technological tools  

The findings indicated that schools lacked technological resources. Teachers relied on 

traditional chalkboard techniques instead of using smartboards or projectors, which 

could have saved time. Technology integration would encourage self-directed learning, 

prepare learners for postsecondary education, improve content retention  and 

strengthen collaborative learning in class as was noted by respondents L9S7, L6S6, 

L2S2, T11S4, T1S1, HOD3S3, and HOD6S6. This finding aligns with Warschauer and 

Matuchniak (2010), who noted that digital resources support language acquisition by 

providing learners with diverse linguistic inputs and interactive materials. According to 

Mayer (2009), cognitive learning theories highlight the role of multisensory input in 

knowledge retention. Visual and auditory elements in digital content enhance language 
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comprehension more effectively than traditional methods. Without these tools, learners 

struggle to grasp complex linguistic concepts, resulting in poor performance. 

Integrating projectors and digital tools enhances lesson delivery, enabling teachers to 

focus on higher-order thinking skills (Schmid et al., 2021). Without technology, 

English lessons remain passive and limiting critical language development. Digital 

literacy among teachers improves instructional effectiveness, while its absence hinders 

pedagogical innovation and affects pupil performance (Selwyn, 2011).  

Although there is widespread approval for the role played by technological resources, 

most Zambian schools lack print materials which makes it extremely hard to access 

technological gadgets. Moreover, ICT tools are also discriminatory because not every 

learner has access to them due to socio-economic conditions. In the classroom situation, 

the use of ICT tools will therefore be familiar with some and not others. Pedagogically 

speaking, Mwanza (2016) noted that it is important for teachers to use teaching 

resources which are consistent with the culture and background of the learners in order 

for learners to easily make sense of the content.  

Expectancy Theory explains how the absence of technological tools reduces pupils’ 

motivation by negatively affecting expectancy, instrumentality, and valence. Without 

access to computers, the internet, and digital resources, pupils may feel that their effort 

will not lead to success (lowered expectancy). They may also perceive that excelling in 

school lacks real-world benefits if digital skills are essential for future opportunities 

(reduced instrumentality). Additionally, outdated learning methods can make education 

seem less valuable and engaging (decreased valence). This discourages effort, lowers 

motivation, and ultimately affects academic performance. 

Expectancy Theory is the most suitable because it directly links motivation to the 

learning environment. The absence of technological tools creates a situation where 

pupils feel their efforts are ineffective, success lacks tangible rewards, and education 

loses its relevance. This leads to decreased motivation, lower engagement, and poor 

academic performance.  

7.3.2.5 Lack of or Inconsistent Monitoring  

The findings showed that government secondary schools in the Copperbelt Province 

lacked consistent monitoring at all administrative levels, from departmental heads to 

district education officials. Teacher absenteeism, substance abuse, and overall apathy 

toward their duties were prevalent in the sampled schools. This culture of impunity led 
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to lost instructional time and diminished engagement in English lessons, ultimately 

hindering language proficiency among learners. Administrators were unable to enforce 

teacher accountability or uphold high educational standards, leading to potential 

declines in teaching effectiveness and pupil performance as was observed by 

respondents L1S5, L1S2, L7S8, L4S2, T23S8, T1S1, A6, P15S8, and P5S3. The 

finding aligns with Bush (2019) who posited that ineffective school leadership weakens 

discipline enforcement, leading to teacher laxity and perpetuating poor instructional 

quality. Monitoring plays a crucial role in identifying strategies to improve educational 

quality and addressing specific challenges in teaching and learning (Wilcox, 2000; 

Ehren & Visscher, 2008). According to Wilcox (2000), the lasting impact of school 

improvements depends on the extent to which monitoring findings are implemented. 

The HODs expressed their inertia in enforcing monitoring due to power relations that 

existed between some teachers and the school administrators. When HODs did their 

work professionally by challenging erring teachers who were in the habit of not 

preparing lessons regularly or providing feedback, they were confronted by school 

administrators and reminded not to stress members in their departments. The 

administrators’ interference in departmental management weakened the HODs’ 

authority leading them to neglect their supervisory duties for the sake of peace and 

harmony.  

The lack of professional autonomy and administrative interference likely led HODs to 

feel that their supervisory actions would not lead to meaningful or positive changes. 

Consequently, they may have been less motivated to challenge teachers or enforce strict 

monitoring, as they believed their efforts would not yield the desired outcomes. The 

power imbalance between the HODs and school administrators significantly 

undermined the HODs' instrumentality. When HODs are reminded not to stress teachers 

for the sake of peace, the expected rewards (i.e., improved performance and 

professional respect) are overshadowed by the negative consequences of confrontation 

(i.e., conflict with teachers and administrators). This creates a situation where the 

valence of enforcing monitoring is low, leading to HODs neglecting their 

responsibilities. 

Expectancy theory also suggests that HODs are likely motivated by the desire to 

maintain harmony and avoid potential conflicts with administrators or colleagues. This 

avoidance behaviour, driven by low expectancy and low instrumentality, ultimately 
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contributes to the inertia in enforcing monitoring. Establishing clear expectations for 

both HODs and teachers and linking performance to appropriate rewards or 

consequences would align with instrumentality and valence. HODs should be assured 

that enforcing discipline and supervision would lead to professional growth, a better 

teaching environment, and improved pupil outcomes, which would motivate them to 

overcome inertia. 

Expectancy Theory provides valuable insights into the dynamics at play when HODs 

fail to enforce monitoring. The theory explains how low expectancy (belief that their 

efforts will yield positive results), low instrumentality (lack of perceived rewards), and 

low valence (value placed on outcomes) influence HODs’ decision to avoid confronting 

teachers who neglect their duties. To improve HODs' motivation and effectiveness, 

school leaders must create an environment where their efforts are supported, where 

outcomes are achievable, and where the rewards of enforcing monitoring outweigh the 

consequences of inaction. 

All in all, inadequate monitoring, lack of accountability, and administrative 

weaknesses, significantly contribute to poor English performance among pupils. 

Without regular inspections, pedagogical gaps persist, and ineffective teachers remain 

unchecked. Moreover, teacher absenteeism and indiscipline further reduce instructional 

effectiveness. It is important for schools and district education leaders to improve on 

supervision and ensure consistent checking of teaching files of teachers. Even the 

challenges of teacher absenteeism and late going to classrooms can be attributed to lack 

of supervision in schools. 

7.3.2.6 Limited Opportunities for Professional Development 

The finding revealed that teachers had limited opportunities for professional 

development to enhance their skills and update subject knowledge. Administrators cited 

budget constraints as a barrier to providing training opportunities. Limited professional 

development hindered teachers from maintaining high standards and adapting to 21st-

century educational changes as was highlighted by respondents T20S7, T6S2, T13S5, 

and T23S8.  Darling-Hammond et al., (2017) argued that professional development is 

crucial for equipping teachers with skills to meet evolving 21st-century learner needs. 

Leu et al. (2013) note that failure to adapt to new teaching methods worsens poor pupil 

performance, as traditional methods may seem unengaging and disconnected from 

learners’ own experience. Underfunding hampers teacher training, limiting professional 
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development and access to essential materials and technology needed for interactive 

classrooms (Baker et al., 2020).   

In summary, the findings revealed that school-related factors such as limited 

professional development, inadequate resources, inadequate monitoring resulting into 

lack of accountability, administrative weaknesses and financial constraints are key 

contributors of poor pupil performance in English. Addressing poor learner 

performance requires targeted investments in teachers’ continuous learning, better 

resource allocation, and a shift toward modern, learner-centred teaching practices.  

7.3.3 Learner Related Factors  

Learner-related factors are those factors which can be blamed on the learners. These 

are factors which can be controlled by learners. In other words, learner related factors 

are those which are the responsibility of the learners. Below is a discussion of learner 

related factors:   

7.3.3.1 Absenteeism by Learners 

The research indicated that Grade 12 pupils experienced high absenteeism which 

weakened their poor performance in the English Language. Respondents L3S5, L2S7, 

L4S6, T8S3, T7S3 and T19S7 explained that consistent absences created learning 

disruptions which led to pupils falling behind their expected curriculum progress while 

also creating knowledge gaps. Learners missed essential language concepts because of 

their absences which impacted their examination results. The occurrence of high 

absenteeism existing among learners stem from their socio-economic hardships. Pupils 

need to stay home because of financial challenges and home responsibilities and the 

demands of distance to their educational institution. The lack of parental supervision 

and absence of motivation act as additional factors that increase irregular attendance 

among pupils. 

Teachers reported that learner absenteeism interfered with ongoing educational 

progress. Absence-related gaps in learning often created conflicts when teachers needed 

to assist pupils falling behind while keeping pace with curriculum needs leading 

teachers to deliver basic topic content. The research data shows that absenteeism results 

in academic underperformance especially in subjects that need regular practice like 

English Language. 

Schools should start using attendance tracking systems yet combine these with parent 

involvement to enforce attendance compliance and create after-school assistance for 
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learners who often miss classes. Identifying and effectively addressing the fundamental 

reasons behind absenteeism and implementing systematic solutions presents the 

opportunity to enhance English Language performance levels. 

The findings align with self-efficacy theory which is linked to pupils’ lack of 

confidence in their academic abilities and contribute to absenteeism due to feelings of 

inadequacy and fear of failure. Repeated academic struggles weaken self-belief, 

discouraging attendance, while frequent failures erode confidence. Observing higher-

performing peers may further increase self-doubt, leading to school avoidance. 

Additionally, anxiety about school tasks can cause pupils to skip classes as a coping 

mechanism. Since absenteeism is often linked to perceived academic incompetence, 

fostering self-efficacy through positive reinforcement, supportive environments, and 

mastery experiences can help reduce it. 

7.3.3.2 Learner Inability to Read and Write  

A considerable number of Grade 12 pupils faced difficulties with English reading and 

writing according to research findings while their educational achievement experienced 

adverse effects as a result. Research participants L6S1, L8S2, L10S8, FP16S8, FP14S7, 

FP12S6, NE2, P1S1 and P4S2 reported that some learners demonstrated inadequate 

abilities to develop grammatical sentences in both reading fluency and written 

comprehension. These pupils faced extreme difficulties in completing examinations 

successfully as well as in clear idea presentation and active participation in academic 

works. 

The weak foundations built during earlier grades serve as a primary reason behind this 

situation. Mulenga and Phiri (2022) noted a decline in the effectiveness of early literacy 

instruction, possibly due to inadequate teacher training, ineffective pedagogical 

approaches, and large class sizes that limit individualised support. Learners often 

struggled with English due to insufficient early exposure and inadequate reinforcement 

in school at primary levels (Simukonde & Chileshe, 2019). Irregular pronunciation and 

spelling further hinder literacy (Perfetti & Stafura, 2014), impacting academic 

performance by making comprehension and task completion difficult (Pretorius & 

Spaull, 2016). Existing literature highlights the role of teachers in early literacy 

development and the consequences of ineffective teaching strategies on learner 

proficiency (Mutambo & Chanda, 2021; Nyirenda & Mulenga, 2020). Secondary 

school becomes challenging for pupils who fail to establish basic literacy skills during 
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primary school because independent reading and writing is expected at this level. A 

lack of foundational literacy skills is a primary determinant of poor performance in 

secondary school examinations (Banda & Zulu, 2018).  The literacy gap causes learners 

to perform poorly in the English Language examinations. 

At Grade 12 level, learners interact more with written texts.  They are expected to read, 

understand various types of writing and are also expected to write clear, logical 

arguments in essays, letters, and speeches as outlined in one of the syllabus objectives. 

A pupil’s failure to read and write effectively weakens his or her ability to succeed in 

school as she/he is unable to comprehend instructions, follow lesson proceedings and 

ask questions when in doubt. Such a learner may also fail to do his or her homework or 

complete tests in allocated time.   

Lack of reading culture among pupils was observed to play an essential role in this 

issue. Learners who do not read consistently have less access to vocabulary knowledge 

and sentence structure skills along with comprehension abilities. Their weak skills in 

text interpretation and decoding stem from their inconsistent reading practices which 

block academic improvement. Pupils demonstrated weak writing abilities because they 

faced problems with their sentences, spelling and their written work lacked coherent 

flow. The difficulty with logical thought organisation led to disorganised and poorly 

structured essay responses especially in essay writing tasks (Chief Examiner’s Report, 

2023). 

Low self-efficacy which is lack of confidence in one’s abilities can contribute to 

learners’ struggles with reading and writing. Repeated failures may lead to avoidance 

of literacy activities, reduced persistence, fear of failure, and low motivation, as pupils 

feel incapable of improvement. Seeing peers excel can further reinforce self-doubt and 

disengagement. Since literacy development requires practice and persistence, learners 

who lack belief in their skills are less likely to engage in necessary learning activities. 

Strengthening self-efficacy through positive reinforcement, gradual skill-building, and 

supportive teaching can help build confidence and improve reading and writing 

abilities. 

To assist struggling learners, additional literacy support should be established through 

remedial reading and writing sessions in classrooms. A reading culture together with 

structured writing exercises and early intervention programmes would help reduce this 

problem while boosting overall achievement results among learners.  
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7.3.3.3 Limited Vocabulary among Learners 

The findings showed that a limited vocabulary among Grade 12 pupils significantly 

hampered learners' reading comprehension, writing proficiency, and verbal 

communication, ultimately affecting academic performance as noted by respondents 

L2S8, L6S5, L1S7, T2S1, T16S6, T8S3, T12S4, and L8S2. The finding aligns with 

Nation (2013) who posits that learners with limited vocabulary find it difficult to 

comprehend texts, articulate thoughts effectively, and participate in class discussions, 

potentially resulting in decreased achievement.  Vocabulary is essential for reading 

comprehension and is developed gradually through exposure and teaching (Cain & 

Oakhill, 2011; Nagy & Scott, 2000). Moreover, inadequate vocabulary growth is 

associated with a lack of English exposure beyond the classroom, ineffective 

instructional methods, and restricted reading practices (August et al., 2005). To tackle 

these challenges, instructors ought to apply explicit vocabulary teaching, promote wide 

reading, and utilise multimedia tools to improve word learning (Beck, McKeown, & 

Kucan, 2013; Graves, 2006). Enhancing vocabulary abilities via these methods is 

crucial for boosting pupils’ academic achievement and overall language competence 

(Blachowicz & Fisher, 2015).  

Through the lens of the Self-Efficacy Theory, vocabulary development relies on 

learners' belief in their ability to learn and use new words. When learners lack 

confidence, they are less likely to engage in vocabulary-building activities. 

Strengthening self-efficacy through encouragement, support, and consistent practice 

can significantly boost vocabulary acquisition.  

7.3.3.4 Poor Conduct by Some Learners    

The finding revealed that pupil misbehaviour was a significant problem in schools, 

adversely impacting academic achievement, classroom interactions and relationships 

between teachers and learners as was highlighted by respondents L8S2, L7S8, FP4S2, 

and T14S5. The finding aligns with Marzano, Marzano and Pickering (2003) who noted 

that disruptive actions like showing disrespect toward authority figures, debating with 

educators, and participating in substance misuse lead to a negative educational 

atmosphere. Arum and Ford (2012) highlight that indiscipline frequently arises from 

insufficient parental supervision, peer pressure, social media exposure, and uneven 

application of school regulations. Furthermore, Gershoff, Purtell, and Holas (2015) 

suggest that the focus on pupil rights, lacking specific behavioural expectations 

diminishes teachers’ authority in enforcing discipline. According to Osher, Bear, 
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Sprague, and Doyle (2010) classroom misbehaviour diverts pupils’ attention, 

diminishes teaching time and decreases overall academic performance. Educators 

encountering ongoing pupil misbehaviour might be discouraged, which can result in 

strained relationships with pupils and diminished assistance for those who are 

struggling. Additionally, the fear of consequences can occasionally deter teachers from 

effectively tackling indiscipline (Bear, 2010). 

Expectancy Theory suggests that motivation is shaped by three key factors: expectancy 

(belief that effort leads to success), instrumentality (belief that success leads to 

rewards), and valence (value placed on success). Poor conduct in learners can arise 

when these components are lacking: low expectancy leads to disengagement and 

disruptive behaviour if pupils believe their efforts will not result in success. Lack of 

instrumentality causes poor behaviour if pupils see no connection between good 

conduct and rewards; and decreased valence reduces motivation if pupils do not value 

academic success or see no meaningful rewards. This theory is particularly relevant in 

understanding poor conduct, as it highlights how pupils’ perceptions of effort, success, 

and rewards can influence their behaviour. By enhancing these perceptions, educators 

can foster better behaviour and greater engagement in school activities. 

7.3.3.5 The Use of the Informal Variety of English 

The research revealed that informal English usage creates negative effects on academic 

written assignments of pupils. Numerous learners experience difficulties distinguishing 

formal from informal writing conventions in their texts because they employ colloquial 

language with contractions and non-standard grammar according to the data collected 

from L2S6, L6S1, L10S7, L4S8, NE1, and NE5. Academic work developed by such 

learners becomes difficult to understand since their language structure suffers from 

degradation.  The finding suggests that Grade 12 pupils struggle significantly with 

composition writing. Key issues include spelling mistakes, punctuation errors, tense 

inconsistencies, poor sentence construction (such as missing subjects or verbs), and 

overall weak grammar. These challenges make their writing difficult to read and 

understand, negatively impacting their examination performance.  

Computer-mediated communication has probably pushed informal language more 

deeply into public awareness leading to this pattern shift. Academic writing presents a 

challenge to learners because they spend most of their time using informal English 

varieties in social settings. Digital communication shapes writing norms and literacy 
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skills (Crystal, 2008; Tagliamonte & Denis, 2008; Thurlow & Poof, 2011). The 

improper shift between formal and informal language patterns leads pupils to make 

errors involving too many contractions and wrong word choices as well as unorthodox 

sentence patterns.  Loo (2022) highlights concerns that unfocused corrective feedback 

may not effectively enhance academic writing, while Kartchava et al. (2021) argue that 

unclear feedback can cause cognitive overload, making it harder for learners to 

improve. Limited formal writing skills training in schools creates difficulties for 

learners. The consistent guidance of academic language and structured exercises for 

writing which are not provided cause learners to maintain informal writing practices.  

Expectancy Theory provides a useful framework for understanding the use of informal 

English in relation to poor pupil performance. It suggests that pupils' motivation is 

influenced by their belief that effort leads to success (expectancy), success leads to 

rewards (instrumentality), and those rewards are valued (valence). If pupils perceive 

that using informal English offers social acceptance or avoids negative attention, they 

may prefer it over formal academic English, which they might see as irrelevant to their 

daily lives. This can reduce their motivation to engage in formal language use, 

contributing to poor academic performance. Expectancy Theory is particularly relevant 

because it connects pupils' behaviour to their perceptions of outcomes. If learners 

believe that formal language skills will not lead to meaningful rewards, they may 

disengage. By highlighting the connection between formal language skills and 

academic success, educators can motivate pupils to improve their language use and 

performance.  

Schools need to provide organised attention to formal writing through structured essay 

writing and grammar education which should be accompanied by specific feedback 

about language usage. Furthermore, schools need to make pupils read formal 

documents extensively and implementing specific writing intervention programmes can 

help pupils build better academic writing abilities. 

7.3.3.6 Long Distance to School  

Findings also showed that some learners failed the examination due to long distances 

between their home and the school. Thus, English lessons which were scheduled in the 

first period were often missed by some pupils because they always arrived late due to 

long distances to school. Teachers and administrators also corroborated this concern. 

Respondent T2S1 highlighted that many pupils who lived far from school frequently 
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arrived late, leading to missed lessons, which negatively impacted their overall 

performance. Respondents also reported that due to long distances to school, some 

pupils were tired and fatigued upon reaching the school which made it difficult to 

concentrate and retain the content they were learning. The issue was even more 

pronounced in the first and second terms of the academic year. This could be attributed 

to the rainy season where some roads become impassable and in the second term due 

to the cold which sometimes prevent some learners from coming to school.  These 

observations are consistent with studies showing that long travels to school lead to 

increased tardiness and absenteeism, both of which are linked to lower academic 

achievement (Smith & Brown, 2018). This finding is in tandem with existing literature 

indicating that learners who face transportation challenges often struggle with 

maintaining consistent school attendance and engagement (Williams, 2019). 

Self-Efficacy Theory helps explain how long distances to school can contribute to poor 

performance in English by focusing on learners' belief in their ability to succeed. Long 

tiring journeys can leave pupils physically and mentally exhausted, affecting their focus 

and energy during lessons. If they believe their efforts to overcome these challenges 

will not lead to success, such as understanding English or excelling in examinations, 

they may develop low self-efficacy. This can result in disengagement, reduced 

participation, and poor performance. The theory is particularly relevant because it 

highlights how pupils’ perceptions of their ability to succeed influence their motivation, 

suggesting that addressing obstacles and providing support can boost self-efficacy and 

improve academic performance.  

7.3.3.7 Lack of Parental Support 

Findings indicated that socio-economic factors like poverty, illness, and little parental 

education hindered engagement which negatively affected Grade 12 English 

performance. Parents with limited education often failed to recognise the value of 

schooling, leading to minimal encouragement for their children. Lack of involvement 

weakened the connection between home and school, affecting pupil motivation as was 

highlighted by respondents L9S2, L8S3, L5S5, L5S7, T5S2, T7S3, A6, and A8.The 

finding agrees with Epstein (2018) and Desforges and Abouchaar (2003) who confirm 

that lower parental engagement correlates with weaker academic outcomes. 

Furthermore, teachers observed that some parents neglected disciplinary 

responsibilities, expecting educators to manage all issues as was highlighted by P1S1. 

However, studies by Hoover-Dempsey et al. (2005) and Jeynes (2016) suggest that 
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parental participation in school affairs significantly influences pupil achievement and 

behaviour.  

Expectancy Theory explains how a lack of parental support can contribute to poor 

performance in English examinations by highlighting the role of motivation. According 

to the theory, motivation is shaped by the belief that effort leads to success 

(expectancy), success leads to rewards (instrumentality), and these rewards are valued 

(valence). Without parental support, pupils may perceive that their efforts to improve 

their English skills will not lead to success, as they lack encouragement or resources at 

home. This can lower their expectations of success, diminishing their motivation to 

engage in academic tasks. Ultimately, the absence of parental involvement reduces the 

perceived value of their academic efforts, leading to decreased motivation and poor 

performance in examinations. 

7.3.3.8 Lack of Role Models in the Community 

Findings showed the lack of positive role models in communities significantly affected 

pupils' motivation and aspirations in excelling in English. The absence of individuals 

who had succeeded academically, particularly in English, diminished pupils' drive to 

achieve similar success. This issue was especially pronounced in areas where 

educational attainment was low, and alternative life paths, such as early marriage for 

girls, were more common as was noted by respondents L1S5 and T21S7. The finding 

aligns with Bandura (1997) who ascertains that the influence of community role models 

plays a crucial role in shaping pupils' educational aspirations and perceptions of 

success.  Teachers and school administrators observed that in communities where there 

were few professionals who had succeeded through education, children were less likely 

to be encouraged to aim higher as was highlighted by HOD6S6. Social learning theory 

suggests that individuals learn behaviours and set aspirations by observing others 

within their environment (Bandura, 1977). 

7.3.4 Policy Related Factors 

Policy factors are those factors which are caused by certain guidelines or plans that the 

government have enacted with regard to education which guide decisions and achieve 

specific outcomes or objectives. In short, these are factors which can be attributed to 

existing educational policies which are deemed to be counterproductive in as far as 

learner performance is concerned. Below is a discussion of policy related factors:   
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7.3.4.1 Removal of English as a Compulsory Passing Subject at Grade 9  

The study revealed that the removal of English as a compulsory passing subject at the 

Grade 9 level has had far-reaching implications on educational outcomes, particularly 

on pupil performance at Grade 12 level. One of the major consequences of this policy 

shift is the diminished motivation among pupils to prioritise English. This finding 

aligns with Musonda and Mwanza (2020) who found that pupils had negative attitudes 

towards English since it was removed as a mandatory passing subject which in turn 

impacted their performance. Moreover, the removal of English as a compulsory passing 

subject has led to gaps in foundational language skills. Pupils who were allowed to 

proceed to Grade 10 without passing English also experienced significant difficulties 

at Grade 12 level.  Teachers also expressed concerns about the decline in pupil 

engagement and seriousness in English assessments. This aligns with Nurlatifah and 

Mauriyat (2020) who also found out that the removal of English from elementary school 

curriculum in Indonesia led to decreased pupil enthusiasm for learning English and a 

subsequent lack of vocabulary knowledge at higher educational levels. Additionally, 

the impact of this policy change has extended beyond individual learners to the overall 

classroom environment in the Copperbelt Province in Zambia.  

By abolishing English as a mandatory passing subject certain social groups gain an 

advantage over other groups.  Children from families living in predominantly English 

speaking homes succeed better due to their greater contact with the language while 

learners attending poorer rural schools face institutional barriers. Institutional discourse 

maintains inequality through dominant language group elitism according to Van Dijk’s 

(2008) perspective. The modified policy creates an expanded educational gap between 

city learners and rural learners because rural learners lack proper English education 

because of limited access to good teachers and learning materials. The modification 

decreases substantial English involvement thus it lowers learners' academic drive and 

their position relative to national achievement benchmarks. Discourses stemming from 

policy shape how people understand the nature of knowledge and skills while either 

holding or opposing present-day social inequalities according to Fairclough (2001).  

7.3.4.2 Abolition of cut off points for Grade 9 examinations   

Findings revealed that the abolition of cut-off points for Grade 9 examinations in 

Zambia has prompted significant concerns among educators regarding its impact on 

learner motivation, academic preparedness, and overall educational outcomes as was 

highlighted by respondents L9S2, T7S3, T5S2, T13S5, HOD6S6, HOD2S2 and P3S2.  
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Kanchele (2014) revealed that both teachers and pupils perceived the policy change as 

detrimental to the quality of education. Teachers reported that the removal of cut-off 

points led to a decline in competition among learners, reduced accountability, and posed 

challenges in lesson planning due to the increased presence of mixed-ability classes. 

The current study reported that the absence of clear academic consequences was 

observed to undermine learners' commitment to hard work and achievement, potentially 

promoting mediocrity. This sentiment aligns with findings that suggest the removal of 

performance benchmarks can lead to decreased learner motivation and a lack of 

incentive to excel academically (Kanchele, 2014). The policy was well intentioned, but 

was implemented without putting adequate support measures in place.  It has been 

criticised for not considering its negative impact on overall educational quality. 

Self-Efficacy Theory can explain the impact of abolishing cut-off points for Grade 9 

examinations by highlighting how pupils’ beliefs in their ability to succeed influence 

thir motivation and behaviour. Without cut-off points, pupils may lack clear standards 

for success, which could either increase or decrease their self-efficacy. Some pupils 

may feel more motivated, believing they have a better chance of passing, while others 

may struggle without structured goals, leading to reduced motivation and lower self-

efficacy. This theory is relevant because it emphasises the importance of pupils' 

perception of their chances of success, which can either enhance or diminish their 

efforts. Understanding these perceptions can help guide strategies to maintain or 

improve pupil motivation in the absence of clear benchmarks.  

7.3.4.3 The Pitfalls of the Re-Entry Policy 

Findings revealed that adolescent pregnancy posed significant challenges for young 

girls, affecting their academic performance, social interactions, and overall well-being. 

The finding aligns with studies by Chanda and Mutepuka (2023). Banda and Sitali 

(2023) found that while re-admission policies have been effective in retaining pregnant 

learners and enabling them to complete their education, issues related to academic 

performance and behaviour persist. Health complications and social stigma often lead 

to frequent class absences among pregnant learners, further hindering their academic 

progress. A hostile social environment within schools can decrease motivation and 

increase dropout rates. Research by Chiyota (2020) indicates that although re-entry 

policies provide opportunities for continued education, their effectiveness is limited by 

implementation challenges and prevailing societal attitudes. 
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Through the lens of Critical Discourse Analysis, the Re-Entry Policy for young mothers 

promotes gender inclusiveness but applies certain implicit biases which lead to 

discrimination. The experience of discrimination against teenage mothers at school 

prevents them from being fully active participants during group discussions especially 

during English classes. Societal standards receive additional reinforcement through this 

narrative which presents youth mothers as outsiders of the academic environment (Gee, 

2014). Multiple people face difficulties learning English because of mental and social 

barriers.  

In summary, the findings showed that there were four categories of factors contributing 

to poor performance among grade 12 learners in English language. These factors were 

related to the teacher, the learner, the school and government policies. 

7.4 What strategies can be used to improve pupils' performance in Grade 12 

examinations in secondary schools in the Copperbelt Province? 

The fourth objective focused on strategies that could be used to improve pupils’ 

performance in Grade 12 examinations in the English Language in secondary schools 

in the Copperbelt Province. Each of the strategies formed a theme under which the 

discussion of findings for objective 4 was discussed: consider the following: 

7.4.1 Improve school based and district based monitoring and supervision 

Improving school based and district monitoring was a strategy that could be used to 

improve pupils’ performance in Grade 12 examinations in English Language. This 

finding showed that teachers cited monitoring of teachers as a method of improving 

results. Monitoring encompassed aspects on tracking teachers’ reporting time, and 

inspectors from the Ministry of Education needed to be monitoring schools as was 

expressed by respondents L8S2, L7S1, and L10S8.  Namfukwe, (2016) believes that 

monitoring of teaching greatly improves areas of need where teachers need assistance 

with such as training and professional development that lead to continuous 

improvement in teaching quality.  Laska (2015) also added that supervision is essential 

because it helps ensure that teaching methods and materials meet established standards, 

leading to better learner outcomes. 

According to self-efficacy theory, pupils and teachers are more likely to perform well 

when they believe in their abilities to succeed. Improved monitoring and supervision at 

the school and district levels can provide feedback and support that boosts teachers' 

confidence in their teaching methods and helps students feel more capable of achieving 
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success in English. For instance, regular feedback on teaching and learning practices 

can enhance teachers' belief in their competence, which can, in turn, improve their 

pupils' self-efficacy and academic outcomes. When both teachers and pupils receive 

guidance and reinforcement, their belief in their ability to succeed strengthens, which 

is likely to result in improved performance. 

Expectancy also theory posits that individuals are motivated to act based on their 

expectations of the outcomes of their behaviour. Improved monitoring and supervision 

can clarify the relationship between effort and success. If teachers and pupils know that 

their performance will be closely monitored and that there are tangible rewards for 

improvement (such as praise, resources, or career advancement), they will be more 

motivated to put in effort. Monitoring and supervision provide clear expectations and a 

sense of accountability, which can increase both teachers' and pupils' expectations of 

success and their motivation to meet those expectations, leading to better performance 

in English. 

Additionally, CDA focuses on how language shapes and is shaped by power structures 

and social dynamics. In the context of school monitoring and supervision, CDA can be 

used to analyse how language is used in feedback, instructions, and policy documents. 

Effective monitoring and supervision systems can ensure that the language used to 

communicate expectations and provide feedback is supportive and empowering, rather 

than discouraging. For example, teachers and pupils need to receive constructive and 

positive language that encourages growth rather than reinforcing negative stereotypes 

or feelings of inadequacy. Monitoring and supervision systems that prioritise positive, 

inclusive, and motivational language can foster a culture of support and improvement, 

leading to higher performance. 

By combining these three frameworks, improving school-based and district-based 

monitoring and supervision not only enhances accountability and structure but also 

supports teachers' and pupils’ beliefs in their ability to succeed, clarifies expectations, 

and ensures that the language used in feedback is motivating and empowering. This can 

collectively improve learner performance in English. 

7.4.2 Motivate teachers through incentivisation 

The research suggested that teacher motivation stands as a fundamental factor which 

enhances pupil achievement outcomes. Those who participated (T18S6 and T3S1 along 

with NE3 and T7S3) said that teachers who diligently performed their duties deserved 
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recognition awards combined with opportunities for professional development. These 

incentive measured and recognise teacher accomplishments, and maintained their 

dedication to excellent teaching approaches. This finding upholds Vroom’s Expectancy 

Theory (1964) which postulates that individuals will feel motivated when they believe 

their work will produce better outcomes which will eventually result in sought-after 

rewards. Teachers who can see direct connections between their dedication and actual 

incentives including awards and career progressions and monetary rewards demonstrate 

higher dedication and innovation in the classroom. 

Studies have supported this perspective such as Aurelia and Mueni (2021) who 

established that teachers who demonstrate motivation create studious classrooms where 

pupils learn more confidently and get more involved. They implement new teaching 

approaches which create improved information retention and understanding for their 

learners. Barriers to learning are minimised when motivated teachers adopt high 

educational performance standards that learners achieve due to supportive instruction.   

Through Expectancy Theory, schools understand that awarding recognition together 

with professional development opportunities lead to motivated teachers who improve 

their teaching standard while generating better learner results. Educational institutions 

must implement systemised motivational programmes which maintain both teacher 

dedication and motivation levels. 

7.4.3 Reduced workload for teachers 

The research indicated that lowering teacher workload presented itself as a possibility 

to enhance performance in Grade 12 examinations among pupils. According to study 

participants T5S2, T18S6 and A10, teachers face increased workloads which hindered 

their capacity to deliver thorough feedback to learners individually. The literature 

confirms this viewpoint because Churches et al. (2022) observed that less workload 

allows teachers to create more interactive educational activities while Agbonrofo et al. 

(2019) discovered that teachers under less pressure develop better learning 

environments. 

The Zambian educational system faces several systemic restrictions which prevent 

adopting workload reduction as a short-term solution for teachers. The deficiency of 

teachers especially teachers of language in secondary schools throughout the 

Copperbelt Province prevents workload reduction among teachers due to insufficient 

personnel. The essential focus should move beyond simple reductions of workload 
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because current real-world conditions demand teachers to find practical methods which 

allow them to manage their heavy workloads effectively. 

Reducing the workload for teachers can enhance their self-efficacy by providing them 

with more time and energy to focus on high-quality instruction and individualised 

support for pupils. When teachers have a manageable workload, they are less likely to 

experience burnout and more likely to feel confident in their ability to design effective 

lessons, provide meaningful feedback, and address the diverse needs of their learners. 

As a result, teachers' enhanced self-efficacy translates into better classroom practices 

and more effective instruction, which directly benefits pupils. When teachers are 

confident in their ability to teach, they are more likely to create engaging, supportive 

environments that foster pupil motivation and performance, leading to improved 

outcomes in English examinations. This approach aligns with Self-Efficacy Theory 

because when teachers feel capable and supported, their belief in their ability to 

positively influence learner outcomes are strengthened, which can lead to better 

performance in English examinations. 

7.4.4 Infrastructure Expansion 

Secondary school infrastructure development serves as an essential educational 

approach to better both the learning environment and Grade 12 examination results. 

The development of expanded school building infrastructure through classroom and 

laboratory, library and sanitation facilities construction provide learners with improved 

learning spaces for better participation while enabling them access to educational 

resources.  This was expressed by L2S8, A6 and A11. Every school improvement leads 

learners to concentrate their efforts more efficiently during their studies thus 

contributing to better examination scores. This finding aligns with Yangambi (2023) 

who revealed that infrastructure expansion can significantly improve learner 

performance in examinations by providing a better learning environment and access to 

resources by having enough buildings and comfortable seating that forms an 

environment where learners have a better focus without any distractions. Moreover, 

Simukonde and Mwansa (2019) argued that poor infrastructure such as inadequate 

classrooms and teaching/learning materials negatively impacted examination 

performance.  

Financial difficulties in Zambia should not impede infrastructure growth because 

proper planning techniques alongside strategic budget allocation methods will create 
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possibilities for expansion. The government shows its dedication through Constituency 

Development Fund (CDF) growth and this funding assists in multiple school 

infrastructure initiatives around different districts. Education improvements in the 

country receive ongoing support from Public-Private Partnerships (PPPs) and 

international donated funding provided by organisations including UNICEF and the 

World Bank. 

The government should establish an infrastructure development plan with sequential 

phases that focus first on schools requiring immediate attention. Costs can be cut 

through the strategic use of substitute building materials coupled with prefabricated 

classroom solutions which maintain excellent standards. Local communities effectively 

boost government educational infrastructure development through their provision of 

workforce and building materials which have achieved successful results in remote 

locations. The practicability and feasibility of infrastructure development make it a 

suitable solution to enhance education delivery despite financial restrictions in Zambia. 

The country will establish better conditions in secondary schools by using budget plans 

together with alliances and step-by-step execution to develop school buildings in 

successive stages. 

Infrastructure expansion, explained through Expectancy Theory, enhances learner 

performance in English by improving the teaching and learning environment. This 

theory suggests that individuals are motivated by their expectations of outcomes. 

Expanding infrastructure, such as better classrooms, learning materials, and 

technology, helps increase both learners' and teachers' expectations of success. When 

learners have access to necessary resources, they feel more capable of succeeding, and 

teachers are empowered to deliver more effective lessons. As a result, both learners and 

teachers are more likely to be motivated, leading to improved performance in English 

examinations.  

7.4.5 Employment of more teachers 

Employing more teachers was another finding that was revealed as a strategy in 

improving pupil performance in national examinations. Employing more teachers 

meant reduction of workload for the existing teachers and to meet the demands and 

needs of classes which are overcrowded with learners. Employing more teachers as a 

strategy was aimed at addressing the workload of teachers as well as improving class 

sizes as was expressed by respondents T20S7, and HOD8S8. This finding aligns with 
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Njoroge (2023) who established that employing more teachers can positively impact 

learner performance in national examinations by reducing class sizes and providing 

more personalised attention to learners, and providing academic and emotional support 

to the learners that can lead to improved performance. In addition, Phiri (2020) and 

Lufungulo (2021) also agree with this finding that high teacher-to-pupil ratios have a 

negative impact on pupil performance.   However, there is no guarantee that when more 

teachers are employed, then teaching and learning will also improve. Among the factors 

contributing to poor performance, teacher absenteeism was highlighted where teachers 

were present in school but did not attend to learners.  It is teachers’ attitudes that need 

to change for performance to improve. 

The employment of more teachers, explained through Self-Efficacy Theory, enhances 

both teachers’ and pupils’ belief in their ability to succeed, leading to improved learner 

performance in English. A lower teacher-to-learner ratio allows for personalised 

attention, strengthening pupils' confidence and motivation. Teachers also benefit from 

reduced workload, minimizing burnout and improving lesson delivery. Confident 

teachers implement effective strategies, fostering a supportive and engaging classroom 

environment. This positive learning culture encourages active participation and skill 

development, ultimately enhancing examination performance. By increasing teacher 

numbers, schools create conditions that reinforce self-efficacy and drive academic 

success.  

7.4.6 Multi-sectoral approach to provision of adequate teaching and learning 

materials  

Multi-sectorial approach to the provision of adequate teaching and learning resources 

was another finding that was revealed on the strategies that can be used to improve 

pupils' performance in Grade 12 examinations in secondary schools in the Copperbelt 

Province. This entails that there is a need for teachers to create learning resources with 

the learners or by partnering with other schools and other donor organisations for 

donations of resources. In addition, teachers should be taught how to be innovative in 

the provision of teaching and learning resources by teaching teachers on how to create 

low cost teaching materials. This finding shows what was expressed by respondents 

T8S3, FP4S2 and A3. This finding corresponds to Mungai and Kinyua (2020) who 

established that the use of instructional materials in the classrooms can improve learner 

engagement, a better comprehension of concepts, and higher examination performance. 

This study puts more emphasis on instructional resources such as textbooks, 
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multimedia, and hands-on materials which play an essential role in motivating learners 

and facilitating effective learning environments. In addition, Ahmed and Aslam (2019) 

added that once learners have adequate assess to a variety of learning resources, they 

perform better in their examinations. Usage of relevant, high-quality instructional 

materials, such as diagrams, charts, and interactive activities, was found to promote 

active learning, improve critical thinking, and consequently enhance examination 

results 

The multi-sectoral approach to providing teaching and learning materials aligns with 

Expectancy Theory, which emphasises that motivation increases when individuals 

expect their efforts to yield success. Collaboration among stakeholders such as the 

government, private sector, and community organisations ensures adequate resources, 

enabling teachers to deliver high-quality instruction and implement effective strategies 

with confidence. Likewise, pupils with access to necessary materials are more engaged, 

as they see a clear connection between their efforts and academic achievement. A well-

coordinated provision of resources strengthens expectations of success, enhancing 

motivation and ultimately improving learner performance in English. 

7.4.7 Provision of Learning Opportunities for Teachers 

Provision of learning opportunities is another finding that emerged on the strategies that 

can be used to improve pupil performance in examinations in the Copperbelt Province.  

This means that teachers need refresher courses on modern teaching methodologies, 

assessment techniques, skills to use formative assessments effectively, skills on how to 

provide constructive feedback, and design assessment strategies that align with learning 

objectives, CPD focusing on key areas where learners struggle, such as comprehension, 

writing, and grammar, training on using digital tools, e-learning platforms, and 

multimedia resources to enhance learner engagement and improve instruction besides 

their initial teaching course  so that they improve their teaching methods and acquire 

new skills on learner engagement as was expressed by respondents L8S1, L9S2 and 

T2S1.  This finding correspondents to Darling-Hammond et al. (2020) who revealed 

the need for teachers to be engaged in ongoing learning opportunities so that they are 

better equipped to implement effective teaching methods which can lead to improved 

learner outcomes and thus will translate into learner achievement because learners are 

better prepared for national examinations. Furthermore, Wanzare (2018) also added that 

continuous professional development helps teachers acquire skills and strategies that 

can be used to improve learner performance. This can be done through collaboration 
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among teachers and leads to the development of innovative methods that improve 

pupils’ performance on examinations. 

The findings further revealed that there is a need for structured, teacher-led professional 

development frameworks, such as reviving the Provincial Language Teachers 

Association of Zambia (LATAZ) and strengthening school-based CPD (T2S1; 

HOD2S2). Self-Efficacy Theory underscores that individuals' belief in their capabilities 

influences performance (Bandura, 1977).  If teachers received consistent training from 

experienced educators, such as national examiners, their confidence in delivering high-

quality instruction would improve, subsequently benefiting learners.  

7.4.8 Reduce Travel Time from Home to School by Constructing More Schools 

Long distances to school negatively affect learner attendance, punctuality, and overall 

performance, particularly in morning subjects like English. Many pupils arrive late or 

fatigued, missing crucial learning time. Prolonged travel time can also result in lower 

energy levels, decreased concentration, and even increased dropout rates, as learners 

struggle to balance school demands with the physical strain of traveling long distances 

as was highlighted by L2S3, L10S3, L3S4, L7S1, FP2S1, HOD4S4, HOD5S5, and A9. 

Additionally, commuting challenges disproportionately affect learners from low-

income households who cannot afford alternative transportation.  Findings further 

showed that inadequate teacher availability, and limited engagement opportunities 

negatively impacted learning outcomes. Vroom (1964) posits that pupils' motivation to 

learn is shaped by their perception of effort and outcome. When teachers are 

unavailable or overburdened, pupils struggle to see the value of sustained academic 

effort, leading to diminished motivation and engagement.  

Fairclough (1992) also highlights systemic inequities in educational provision, 

particularly in the geographic distribution of schools. To address this issue, the 

government and stakeholders should prioritise constructing additional schools, 

especially in underprivileged areas to bring education closer to learners’ homes. 

Implementing school transport programmes or bicycle distribution initiatives for 

learners in remote areas can significantly reduce walking distances and promote timely 

school attendance. Additionally, establishing satellite schools can help reduce 

overcrowding and shorten travel distances, ensuring equitable access to quality 

education. Research by Smith & Brown (2018) highlights the correlation between 

shorter commutes and improved academic performance. Increased accessibility to 
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education facilities enhances attendance, punctuality, and engagement, leading to better 

examination outcomes. Studies also show that providing school transportation 

significantly reduces dropout rates and improves learner retention (Williams, 2019).  

7.4.9 Teachers to Collaborate with Parents to Tackle Learner Absenteeism 

Parental involvement is also crucial in monitoring learner attendance and reinforcing 

discipline. Many absentee pupils lack parental supervision, leading to academic neglect 

as was reported by respondents L2S5, L4S7, T18S6, P1S1 and P4S2. When parents 

take an active role in their children's education, they help create a structured home 

environment that supports learning and discipline. However, many parents remain 

disengaged due to work commitments, lack of education, or financial hardships, 

contributing to continued absenteeism.  

Fairclough (1992) highlights the power of language in shaping learner attitudes. 

Regular teacher-led discussions on the negative impact of absenteeism can influence 

learners’ perceptions and behaviours, fostering a culture of commitment to education. 

Schools should implement regular parent-teacher meetings to discuss attendance and 

academic progress, creating a platform for collaboration in addressing absenteeism. The 

findings reveal that teacher engagement plays a critical role in mitigating absenteeism, 

which significantly affects learner performance in English. Vroom (1964) underscores 

the importance of teacher expectations and efforts in motivating learners to attend 

classes. When teachers actively engage with parents and intervene early in cases of 

absenteeism, they reinforce the belief that consistent attendance leads to better 

performance. Introducing home visit programmes for chronically absent pupils allows 

teachers and school administrators to engage directly with parents and guardians, 

ensuring that issues affecting school attendance are addressed at the household level. 

This strategy aligns with Self-Efficacy Theory (Bandura, 1997), which posits that 

external support enhances an individual’s belief in their ability to succeed. Furthermore, 

establishing communication platforms, such as SMS or WhatsApp groups, helps keep 

parents informed and allows them to take timely action to address absenteeism.  

Jeynes (2016) found that parental engagement directly influences academic 

performance, with higher involvement leading to improved attendance, discipline, and 

motivation. In addition, community-driven initiatives, such as parental involvement 

programmes, can significantly reduce absenteeism rates and improve learner discipline. 
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7.4.10 Establishing Functional Libraries to Provide Literacy Materials 

The findings revealed that many schools lacked well-stocked libraries, depriving 

learners of essential reading materials for language development. The absence of 

functional libraries hinders independent reading habits, limiting learners' ability to 

improve their vocabulary, comprehension skills, and overall English proficiency as was 

echoed by respondents L9S3, A6, T6S2, L6S6, and NE4. Schools that do not prioritise 

library access often struggle to cultivate a culture of reading among learners, which 

negatively impacts their academic performance.  

The Expectancy Theory (Vroom, 1964) underscores that teachers' motivation is 

influenced by their perceived ability to facilitate learning, which is often hindered by 

inadequate resources. The lack of functional libraries and literacy materials reduces 

teachers’ capacity to enhance reading proficiency as highlighted by L9S3 and Tr6. 

Without these resources, educators struggle to engage learners effectively, diminishing 

their motivation and expectations for improved outcomes (Bandura, 1997).  

Fairclough (1992) highlights the power dynamics within educational systems, where 

limited governmental investment in literacy infrastructure marginalises learners, 

particularly in rural areas. The absence of well-equipped libraries constrains teachers’ 

ability to foster a reading culture, reinforcing educational inequities. These observations 

were confirmed by respondents A6, NE4, and P14S7. Teachers' self-efficacy, as 

emphasised by Bandura (1997), is also compromised when they lack pedagogical tools, 

leading to reduced instructional effectiveness and lower pupil engagement. Self-

efficacy theory suggests that teachers with access to well-resourced environments are 

more confident and effective in delivering literacy instruction.  

Government and private sector partnerships should fund the construction and stocking 

of libraries to ensure learners have access to a wide range of educational resources. 

Schools should implement dedicated library periods, encouraging pupils to engage with 

books beyond their coursework and fostering independent learning. Additionally, 

digital libraries and mobile library services should be introduced in rural schools, 

providing access to electronic resources where physical libraries are not feasible as 

highlighted by respondents A6, and P14. 

Guthrie & Wigfield (2019) emphasised that consistent access to books significantly 

enhances literacy and comprehension skills. Studies further suggest that pupils who 

engage in independent reading demonstrate improved writing skills, enhanced critical 
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thinking, and greater success in examinations (Guthrie and Greaney 1991; Krashen 

1993; Cunningham and Stanovich 1991; Stanovich and Cunningham 1993). 

7.4.11 Use of Various Techniques to Teach Reading and Writing 

Rigid teaching methods contribute to poor literacy skills. Many teachers rely on 

outdated lecture-based instruction, which often fails to cater to different learning styles. 

However, findings revealed a gap in differentiated instruction, the integration of 

interactive tools, and a lack of emphasis on reading and writing skills. These 

shortcomings align with Expectancy Theory (Vroom, 1964), which posits that pupil 

motivation and achievement are influenced by their belief in the effectiveness of 

instructional strategies. If teachers fail to differentiate instruction, learners with lower 

proficiency may feel incapable, reducing their engagement and effort. CDA further 

explains how pedagogical discourse shapes learning experiences (Fairclough, 1995).  

The absence of activities explicitly designed for reading and writing development 

suggests a structural issue in lesson planning.  Engaging and interactive teaching 

techniques can enhance pupil comprehension, encourage participation, and improve 

language fluency as highlighted by T6S2, T18S6 and HOD1S1. When learners are not 

exposed to diverse reading and writing methods, they struggle with comprehension and 

composition, limiting their ability to perform well in English examinations.  

To address this challenge, teachers should adopt phonics-based approaches for early 

reading interventions, helping learners develop strong foundational literacy skills. 

Implementing peer-to-peer learning, where proficient readers assist struggling 

classmates in guided reading sessions, fosters collaborative learning and builds 

confidence among learners.  Incorporating storytelling, creative writing workshops, and 

technology-driven learning tools can make lessons more engaging and interactive, 

improving both reading comprehension and writing proficiency.  

Self-Efficacy Theory, moreover, emphasises that teachers' confidence in their 

instructional skills influences learner performance (Bandura, 1997). If teachers lack 

exposure to effective literacy-enhancing tools, such as YouTube videos and literacy 

games, their self-efficacy diminishes, impacting instructional quality. This was reported 

by respondent T18S6. This supports the assertion that "teachers need to prepare 

differentiated lessons for varied skill levels and also create tiered assignments to 

correspond to pupil needs reinforcing the necessity of targeted professional 

development. Cain & Oakhill (2011) suggest that diverse teaching strategies improve 
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reading comprehension and writing proficiency. The integration of multimedia tools 

and interactive teaching methods are effective ways to enhance pupil engagement and 

performance.  

  7.4.12 Improve Learner Conduct through a Strict School Code of Ethics 

Indiscipline among pupils, such as absenteeism, substance abuse, and disruptive 

behaviour, contributes to poor academic outcomes. Schools with weak disciplinary 

policies often experience higher dropout rates and lower academic performance. A lack 

of clear ethical guidelines and enforcement mechanisms allows misconduct to persist, 

negatively affecting the learning environment. These findings were highlighted by 

respondents A9, A8, A12, L9S6, and T15S5. 

CDA underscores the role of language in shaping power dynamics within the classroom 

(Fairclough, 1992). The absence of a structured and consistently applied disciplinary 

framework erodes teachers’ authority and control, leading to chaotic classroom 

environments that impede effective instruction. Furthermore, Self-Efficacy Theory 

highlights that teachers’ confidence in managing classroom behaviour directly 

influences their effectiveness (Bandura, 1977).  When educators lack strategies or 

institutional support to enforce discipline, they may experience decreased self-efficacy, 

resulting in passive approaches to classroom management and reduced instructional 

effectiveness (Marzano, Marzano, & Pickering, 2003).   

Strengthening the enforcement of school rules and ethical conduct policies ensures 

consistency in discipline across all learners. Implementing mentorship programmes 

helps instil discipline and responsibility by providing learners with role models to guide 

them toward positive behaviour. Additionally, teachers should be trained in classroom 

management techniques to handle misconduct effectively, ensuring that discipline is 

maintained without discouraging student engagement. Arum & Ford (2012) found that 

clear behaviour expectations and strong enforcement of discipline correlate with higher 

academic achievement. Research also indicates that structured discipline programs can 

significantly improve learner behaviour and learning outcomes.  

7.4.13 Establish mentorship programmes to improve learner motivation 

Educational institutions should also establish mentoring programmes as a method to 

enhance learner motivation levels as highlighted by respondents FP5S3, FP3S2 and 

FP2S2. Research investigations show that learner motivation together with academic 

success receives beneficial impacts from mentorship programmes. Research across 112 
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study literature bases proved that mentorship develops powerful behavioural effects and 

attitudinal effects, motivational effects and career-related effects in learners (Gaddis, 

2022). Learners who receive mentorship gain psychosocial support together with 

academic guidance and career mentorship (DuBois et al., 2018). Structured mentorship 

programmes … develop critical thinking and proactivity and boost self-efficacy … 

(Anderson & Tomlinson, 2021). Learners demonstrate enhanced performance due to 

Self-Efficacy which states individuals achieve better results with mentor support 

(Bandura, 1997).   

CDA additionally, stresses the power of teacher discourse in constructing learners’ 

academic identities (Fairclough, 1992).  A lack of positive reinforcement and structured 

guidance marginalises learners, reinforcing a deficit mind-set. Establishing alumni 

mentorship programmes could help counteract negative perceptions by providing 

consistent, real-world encouragement. Besides, educating learners on time management 

and ethical behaviour aligns with self-regulatory principles that improve academic 

engagement (Zimmerman, 2002). The suggested strategies align well with the 

theoretical perspectives. Mentorship programmes can strengthen learners’ motivation 

(Vroom, 1964) and self-efficacy (Bandura, 1977), while ethical and time-management 

training promotes disciplined learning habits. Schools need to create mentoring 

programmes which combine teachers with elderly pupils and specialists to motivate 

their learners and boost their English language self-confidence. The mentorship 

framework described by Schunk and DiBenedetto (2021) consists of five basic steps 

which include specifying objectives, selecting target populations and fostering 

mentorship links while giving ongoing support to all participants. Such organised 

methods promote mentorship programmes which deliver impactful benefits while 

maintaining program sustainability. 

7.4.14 Encourage learners to practise formal English in and outside the 

classroom.   

The findings showed that inadequate reinforcement of formal English use, insufficient 

writing practice, and lenient marking contribute significantly to poor pupil performance 

in English. According to Vroom (1964), learners’ motivation to improve language 

proficiency is influenced by their perceived likelihood of achieving better outcomes 

through effort. When teachers do not consistently enforce the use of Standard English, 

learners may not see the necessity of adhering to formal language conventions. 

Additionally, teachers’ failure to provide rigorous and frequent writing exercises limits 
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pupils’ ability to internalise formal writing structures, as reported by respondents L9S2, 

and T3S3.  

The increasing reliance on informal language and social media slang has contributed to 

the decline in pupils’ formal writing and speaking abilities, as informal digital 

communication becomes ingrained in their linguistic habits. Crystal (2019) observed 

that frequent use of abbreviations, acronyms, and non-standard expressions hinders 

students' ability to distinguish between casual and academic writing, negatively 

impacting their performance in formal assessments.  

From a CDA perspective, the prevalence of informal language in pupils’ writing 

signifies a broader issue of linguistic norms being shaped by digital communication 

rather than academic standards (Fairclough, 1995). Teachers must actively counter this 

trend by modelling Standard English in both spoken and written forms. While schools 

recognise this problem, practical interventions are limited by resource constraints, lack 

of policy enforcement, and the digital habits of modern learners. For instance, many 

pupils spend more time engaging with informal digital communication than with 

academic writing, making it difficult to reverse the habit. Teachers often focus on 

syllabus completion rather than reinforcing proper language use, as formal writing 

instruction requires additional time and effort. Most schools lack structured writing 

support programmes, leaving learners without guidance on improving formal language 

skills. 

Given these challenges, a realistic and sustainable approach is necessary. Learners 

display increased motivation for English studies under Expectancy Theory (Vroom, 

1964) because they recognise that better language skills directly lead to improved 

academic achievements (Graham, 2021). Instead of impractical measures like enforcing 

English-speaking zones, schools should adopt integrated and contextually appropriate 

strategies, such as: 

Internal Curriculum Adjustments – Schools should enhance the emphasis on formal 

writing skills across subjects, not just in English. This ensures that learners practise 

structured formal writing in multiple disciplines. 

Teacher-Led Writing Workshops – Regular short writing sessions focused on formal 

sentence construction, paragraph development, and essay structuring can help learners 

refine their academic writing. 
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Practical Assessments – Schools should incorporate oral presentations, structured 

debates, and report writing tasks as part of continuous assessments to reinforce formal 

language use. 

Feedback-Driven Learning – Instead of simply marking errors, teachers should provide 

detailed feedback that explains why informal language is inappropriate in academic 

settings, helping learners to self-correct. Similarly, frequent mock examinations and 

strict marking can reinforce examination standards, aligning with Self-Efficacy Theory 

(Bandura, 1997), which posits that learners develop confidence and competence 

through structured practice and feedback.  

According to the Expectancy Theory (Vroom, 1964), learners are more likely to invest 

in improving their language skills if they perceive a clear link between effort and future 

success (Graham, 2021). Schools can leverage this by: 

Emphasising how strong English proficiency contributes to better grades, university 

admission, and employment opportunities. 

Creating incentive-based language improvement programmes, such as awarding extra 

credit for well-structured essays or public speaking exercises. 

Using peer mentorship programmes, where higher-performing learners support weaker 

learners, reinforcing formal English through collaborative learning. 

7.4.15 Making English a compulsory passing subject at every examination level. 

Both teachers and administrators highlighted the lack of clear and consistent standards 

for progression, particularly concerning the mandatory passing of English at Grade 9. 

When the government made English an optional passing subject at Grade 9, it caused a 

significant drop in literacy abilities among Zambian pupils.  The finding aligns with 

Musonda and Mwanza (2020) who found that making English non-compulsory led to 

reduced learner interest, resulting in weaker English skills by Grade 12. Success in 

motivation follows directly from the importance of subjects according to Expectancy 

Theory. The nation experiences reduced literacy rates since learners engage less in 

studying English after it became an optional subject (Graham, 2021). Social Inequality 

in Language Learning English-language pupils adapt well to mandatory English 

withdrawal, yet non-native English speakers from rural settings face education 

inequality due to language diversity (Van Dijk, 2008).  According to CDA, the English 

language remains accessible in urban environments, however, educational resources in 
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rural areas lead to social segregation of pupils (Van Dijk, 2008). These policy 

adjustments will resolve the described gap: Authorities should reinstate English as an 

essential subject for completion. 

The testing portion of the examination must also incorporate spoken English as it is part 

of the curriculum. Learners who need supplemental support in the English language 

acquisition will receive programme assistance to help them learn better. By 

implementing these measures learners can build fundamental communication 

competencies that will help them in obtaining success both in college and professional 

life. 

7.4.16 Abolish Re-Entry Policy.   

The Re-Entry Policy (REP) receiving increased scrutiny because its execution produces 

unfavourable side effects has drawn investigations from academics. The Itezhi-Tezhi 

District in Zambia shows that the policy has not met its objectives according to research 

from Chanda & Mutepuka (2023) because young mothers discontinue schooling due to 

society's rejection and health problems coupled with insufficient assistance for their 

recovery. Research shows that the implementation of this education policy does not 

follow a standard procedure because some educational institutions offer scarce support 

to returning pupils. Teaching professionals at schools observe unfavourable reactions 

from classmates combined with practical obstacles that prevent these pupils from 

participating in schoolwork (Banda & Sitali, 2023). From the CDA perspective, CDA 

Theory explains how the REP utilises institutional selection methods which exclude 

young mothers from participating in educational activities dominated by English (Gee, 

2014; Fairclough, 2001). New approaches must be considered since it is no longer 

suitable to keep the existing policy in place. Flexible learning schedules like Vocational 

training Community-based education programmes and flexible education programmes 

allow academic stability combined with practical responsibility which avoids additional 

exclusion of teenage mother learners. 

7.5 Conclusion 

The Copperbelt Province faces significant educational challenges because teachers lack 

commitment shown through absenteeism and there are insufficient educational 

materials combined with relaxed educational leadership and learner linguistic poverty 

which restricts learner motivation and classroom discussions and hinders language 

development. Learning problems emerge because teachers neglect their responsibilities 
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due to overemphasis on absent professional development, yet schools remain 

maximally filled; inspection and monitoring are ineffective while pupils combine 

insufficient study materials with ineffective language evaluation techniques; inspection 

monitoring is inadequate. School performance differences intensify because English 

admission requirements vanish from policies while the school re-entry path shows 

weaknesses and parents need better help with their children’s academic development. 

The improvement of educational performance needs teachers to work alongside 

educators while ensuring progress in teacher education through joint financial and 

institutional commitment for assessment programmes, infrastructure improvements and 

technology implementation in combination with enhanced English education and 

learner assistance systems. 

The pupils at all the eight sampled schools have shown concerning levels of poor 

performance.  The distribution of distinction grades in English Language remains 

minimal throughout the reviewed period because pupils performed at low levels or 

average levels which had the majority pupils. Learners failed written examinations due 

to the difficulty they had in writing essays and constructing correct sentence structures, 

as well as keeping grammar accuracy. They experienced reading comprehension 

deficits. The lack of academic and literary texts in their educational experiences 

impaired their ability to analyse material and interpret its meaning. Using local 

languages as everyday spoken communication hindered many learners’ English 

proficiency together with their confidence levels when using English.   

There were also pedagogical and classroom challenges. The modern training methods 

for teaching English language remain insufficient among several members of the 

teaching staff. Learners were not exposed to interactive and practical learning hence 

they failed to develop solid language competencies.  Limited or lack of examination 

orientated assessments did not prepare learners adequately for examination standards. 

Learners had limited access to a variety of English learning resources.  Educational 

institutions often experienced shortages of sufficient library resources and reading 

programmes plus lack of diverse extra-curricular activities which would help learners 

develop fluent language skills. There were also assessment-related issues. Examination 

question structures that surpassed pupil familiarity might have compromised their 

examination response quality.  
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The research combines Self-Efficacy Theory, Expectancy Theory and Critical 

Discourse Analysis (CDA) to study pupil learning process management together with 

suitable assessment methods and linguistic education interaction with social political 

dynamics. Self-Efficacy Theory discusses how pupil talents affect growth in self-

confidence yet Expectancy Theory explains assessment equity systems which influence 

learner engagement and Critical Discourse Analysis describes how language policy 

constructs control educational opportunities and performance outcomes. The national 

development of English proficiency demands educational teams to build connections 

between their work activities and both policy decisions and local community 

stakeholders. Systematic guidance and an educated expert staff system through 

continued support will build academic importance for English learning that serves 

professional development and national advancement. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

8.0 Overview 

The previous chapter presented the discussion of the findings. This chapter presents an 

overview of the research results, the conclusions derived from the study, and 

recommendations resulting from the findings on the Critical Discourse Analysis of 

Grade 12 Pupils’ Poor Performance in the English Language Examinations in Selected 

Districts of the Copperbelt Province in Zambia.  The chapter presents the contributions 

the study has to the body of knowledge.  The research sought to critically analyse the 

Grade 12 pupils’ poor performance in the English Language national examinations in 

selected secondary schools in the Copperbelt Province of Zambia.  The chapter 

additionally provides recommendations for additional research to fill the gaps noted in 

the analysis.  

8.1 Conclusion - Objective 1 

The study revealed a mismatch between syllabus content and examination questions, 

highlighting issues with question clarity and uniformity. While the ECZ provides 

examiner training on examination quality, limited teacher awareness and the need for 

training in assessment quality remain key concerns. 

The implication of this conclusion is that the misalignment between the syllabus and 

examination questions may negatively impact the development of oral skills which are 

never examined. Issues with question clarity could lead to confusion, making it difficult 

for learners to demonstrate their knowledge effectively. Additionally, while the 

Examinations Council of Zambia (ECZ) provides examiner training, the limited 

awareness among teachers about examination question quality suggests a gap in their 

ability to prepare pupils effectively. This highlights the need for teacher training in 

assessment quality to ensure they understand examination expectations and can align 

their teaching strategies accordingly, ultimately improving learner outcomes.  

8.2 Conclusion- Objective 2 

The performance of Grade 12 pupils in the Copperbelt Province is poor as the number 

of learners who performed poorly is still on a higher side. 

The implication of this statement is that Grade 12 pupils in the Copperbelt Province 

continue to struggle with their academic performance, with a significant proportion 

achieving low scores. This suggests persistent challenges in the education system, such 

as inadequate teaching and learning materials, high teacher-to-pupil ratios, poor 
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monitoring and supervision, or lack of language proficiency among learners. The phrase 

"still on a higher side" implies that despite possible interventions, the problem 

remains significant, indicating the need for further improvements in teaching strategies, 

resource allocation, and policy implementation to enhance learner outcomes.  

Drawing on the results, the subsequent conclusions are made:  

The findings highlight critical systemic challenges affecting English education in 

schools.  Administrative factors have a considerable impact on learner performance in 

English at the Grade 12 level.  

8.3 Conclusion- Objective 3 

Based on the third objective of this study which examined factors that contribute to 

Grade 12 pupils’ poor performance in the English language national examinations, the 

following conclusions are drawn: 

8.3.1 Over-enrolment leads to overcrowded classrooms, limiting teacher-learner 

interaction and reducing the effectiveness of English instruction. Insufficient or 

unsatisfactory teaching resources further hinder learning, making it difficult for both 

teachers and pupils to engage in meaningful and effective language acquisition. 

Inconsistent or insufficient monitoring weakens accountability, allowing ineffective 

teaching practices to persist unaddressed. Additionally, the lack of professional 

development opportunities prevents teachers from enhancing their instructional 

strategies, ultimately impacting the quality of English education. Despite being held 

accountable for learner performance, they were not provided with the necessary 

resources or training to meet expected standards.  The schools’ limited financial 

resources further restricted their access to modern pedagogical techniques, making it 

difficult to adapt to the needs of 21st-century learners.    

Implications for the Nation 

Addressing these challenges is crucial for improving educational outcomes and national 

development. Over-enrolment strains the education system, necessitating investment in 

more infrastructure and equitable teacher deployment. Providing adequate and quality 

teaching resources can enhance learning experiences and bridge gaps in English 

proficiency. Strengthening monitoring mechanisms ensures sustained quality education 

and accountability among educators. Finally, prioritizing continuous professional 

development empowers teachers with updated pedagogical skills, which in turn 

improves English language instruction. Failure to address these issues may result in 
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declining literacy levels, reduced workforce competitiveness, and broader socio-

economic consequences for the nation.  

8.3.2 Teacher-related factors are equally impactful on learner performance in English. 

The issues identified include teacher absenteeism, low motivation, lack of lesson 

preparation, incomplete syllabus coverage, and inconsistent feedback pose significant 

threats to the quality of education. Teacher absenteeism disrupts learning, leading to 

knowledge gaps and reduced learner performance. Low motivation among teachers, 

often driven by inadequate salaries, poor working conditions, or lack of career growth, 

further diminishes their commitment to effective teaching. Insufficient lesson 

preparation affects lesson delivery, making learning less engaging and structured. 

Incomplete syllabus coverage means learners are ill-prepared for examinations and 

future academic or career pursuits. Lastly, the absence or inconsistency of feedback 

prevents learners from understanding their strengths and areas for improvement, 

hindering their overall progress. 

Implications for the Nation 

If left unaddressed, these issues could lead to a decline in educational standards, 

producing a workforce that lacks essential skills and knowledge. Poor educational 

outcomes may contribute to lower productivity, higher unemployment rates, and slower 

national development. To mitigate these effects, the nation must invest in strategies to 

improve teacher accountability, motivation, and professional development. 

Strengthening teacher support systems, ensuring adequate supervision, and fostering a 

culture of continuous feedback can enhance teaching effectiveness. Addressing these 

challenges is crucial for building a competent and competitive workforce, ultimately 

driving national growth and prosperity. 

 8.3.3 The learner related factors identified included learner absenteeism, learner 

inability to read and write, limited vocabulary, the use of the informal variety of English, 

and disruptive behaviour among learners all contribute to poor academic performance 

and negatively affect national development. These challenges have far-reaching 

implications, particularly in the areas of education, employment, and socio-economic 

growth.  
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8.3.3.1 Learner Absenteeism 

Conclusion: Frequent absenteeism leads to learning gaps, poor academic performance, 

and an increased likelihood of school dropout. It reduces the effectiveness of teaching 

and disrupts the learning process for both the absent learners and their peers. 

Implications for the Nation: High dropout rates result in a poorly educated workforce, 

limiting national productivity and innovation. Furthermore the country will have 

increased unemployment and poverty levels as learners fail to acquire necessary skills 

resulting in greater strain on government resources due to social welfare needs and 

crime prevention efforts. 

8.3.3.2 Learner Inability to Read and Write 

Conclusion: A significant number of learners struggle with basic literacy skills, limiting 

their a3bility to understand lessons, complete assignments, and progress academically. 

This hinders overall educational attainment. 

Implications for the Nation: This will lead to reduced economic competitiveness due 

to a workforce lacking essential literacy skills. Limited access to higher education and 

employment opportunities will lead to increased social inequality resulting in higher 

dependency rates as individuals with poor literacy skills struggle to contribute 

effectively to the economy. 

8.3.3.3 Limited Vocabulary 

Conclusion: A restricted vocabulary limits comprehension, communication, and 

academic expression, making it difficult for learners to understand instructions, express 

ideas clearly, and perform well in assessments. 

Implications for the Nation 

Limited vocabulary increases poor communication skills among future professionals, 

affecting service delivery in key sectors like healthcare, business, and governance. 

Additionally, there will be reduced global competitiveness as individuals struggle with 

international communication and collaboration. Furthermore, difficulty in accessing 

advanced knowledge, will limit innovation and research. 

8.3.3.4 Use of the Informal Variety of English 

Conclusion: Excessive reliance on informal English hinders learners' ability to use 

standard English effectively, affecting academic writing, formal communication, and 

examination performance. 

Implications for the Nation: Poor academic resulting from informal variety of English 

will lead to reduced employability as candidates struggle with professional 
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communication. Weak academic performance leads to low national education rankings 

and a potential decline in the quality of professionals, impacting national development 

sectors like law, medicine, and education. 

8.3.3.5 Disruptive Behaviour among Learners 

Conclusion: Disruptive behaviour, such as noise-making, disrespect towards teachers, 

and failure to follow school rules, negatively affects classroom management and the 

learning environment. 

Implications for the Nation 

Disruptive behaviour results in higher dropout rates and lower academic performance, 

reducing skilled labour in the economy. Further, this behaviour results in increased 

indiscipline in society, leading to higher crime rates and social instability. This in turn 

creates greater pressure on the justice system and social services due to behavioural 

issues extending beyond school. 

8.3.3.6 Overall Implication 

The persistence of these challenges threatens national development, economic growth, 

and social stability. To address them, policy reforms, teacher training, parental 

involvement, and investment in educational resources are needed. If left unaddressed, the 

nation risks a decline in educational standards, higher unemployment, and reduced global 

competitiveness. 

8.4 Policy decisions significantly impact pupils' academic performance in English 

examinations. The removal of English as a compulsory passing subject, the removal of 

cut-off points for Grade 9 examinations, and the Re-Entry Policy have broad 

implications for both individual learners and national development. 

8.4.1 Removal of English as a Compulsory Passing Subject 

Conclusion: The decision to remove English as a compulsory subject for passing 

examinations lowers the motivation for learners to develop strong language skills. This 

policy shift weakens the emphasis on English proficiency, resulting in poor language 

competence among learners. 

Implications for the Nation 

This policy has contributed to declining English proficiency among graduates, affecting 

employability and communication in professional settings. Additionally, it contributes 

to poor academic performance in higher education institutions where English is the 

medium of instruction. The linguistic incompetence will lead to reduced global 

competitiveness as students struggle to participate in international academic and 
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professional discourse. The country is preparing a workforce with limited ability to 

engage in global trade, diplomacy, and innovation, ultimately slowing economic 

growth. 

8.4.2 Removal of Cut-Off Points for Grade 9 Examinations 

Conclusion: Eliminating cut-off points allows more learners to progress to Grade 10, 

regardless of their academic performance. While this increases access to education, it 

results in some learners advancing without the necessary foundational skills, 

particularly in English. 

Implications for the Nation 

This results in increased strain on secondary school resources as more students enter 

without adequate preparation leading to lower academic standards, as schools must 

accommodate learners with weak foundational skills. There is a higher risk of failure at 

Grade 12, leading to an increase in school dropouts and unskilled labour in the job 

market. Finally, this policy is likely to contribute to a long-term decline in national 

education quality which will in turn affect productivity and economic development. 

8.4. 3 The Re-Entry Policy 

Conclusion: The Re-Entry Policy, which allows learners especially teenage mothers to 

return to school after dropping out, promotes inclusivity and gender equity in education. 

However, challenges such as stigma, lack of support systems, and difficulties balancing 

academic work with personal responsibilities often affect learners' performance. 

8.4.3.1 Implications for the Nation 

Increased literacy and economic opportunities for young mothers thus reducing 

dependency on social welfare. It enhances promotion of gender equality in education 

and employment sectors. However, without strong support mechanisms, re-entering 

learners may struggle academically, affecting overall national pass rates. If not properly 

managed, it may lead to classroom overcrowding and teacher workload increases, 

impacting education quality.  

8.4.4 Overall Implication 

While these policies aim to improve access to education, their unintended consequences 

such as declining English proficiency, weaker academic standards, and increased strain 

on resources must be addressed. The nation risks producing a workforce that lacks 

essential language and analytical skills, reducing economic growth and competitiveness. 

To mitigate these effects, policymakers should consider strengthening English language 
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instruction, providing academic support programs, and ensuring quality education at all 

levels. 

  8.5 The Contribution of this Study to the Body of Knowledge 

The aim of this study was to critically analyse Grade 12 pupils’ poor performance in 

the English language final examinations in the Copperbelt Province of Zambia. I do 

acknowledge the fact that there are studies on English performance that have been done 

by other scholars. My study focused specifically on the Copperbelt Province of Zambia. 

The data that was gathered brought out localised insights as lived and shared by the 

respondents. These insights might not have been captured in broader national studies 

because they are context-specific. This regional focus helps educators to tailor 

interventions to the specific needs of learners in this region.  

My study sought information on a rather sensitive topic which involved classifying 

schools on the basis of academic performance.  The study employed Critical Discourse 

Analysis (CDA) framework. Through the application of this framework, I was able to 

go beyond explaining pupil poor performance based on statistical data to understanding 

performance by uncovering deeper linguistic, social, and systemic factors influencing 

Grade 12 pupils' English examination results. This approach enabled me to provide a 

nuanced understanding of how language, power, and institutional practices shape 

learning outcomes.  It must also be mentioned that the period under review covered the 

COVID-19 pandemic period and poor performance could have been attributed partly to 

the pandemic, my study proved that there were other systemic issues beyond the 

pandemic that contributed to poor performance. It is easy to attribute poor performance 

to figures without really understanding underlying factors that bring about the statistics. 

The framework enabled me to do a Linguistic and Educational Analysis.  

By analysing discourse from teachers, learners, administrators, examiners and parents 

this study brings out their lived experiences, attributions, and challenges especially as 

seen from the Expectancy Theory and Self-efficacy Theory, thus contributing to a 

holistic comprehension of the issue of poor performance among Grade 12 pupils. 

Guided by the research objectives and questions, the findings of this study have 

contributed bridging the gap between policy and practice. 

The study analysed factors that contribute poor English performance. The findings can 

inform curriculum design, teacher training, and assessment policies, especially in areas 

such as examination setting, language instruction, and resource allocation. The findings 
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of the study have established that learners struggle with reading and writing as well as 

limited vocabulary which affect their overall performance. By identifying discourse 

patterns that reflect systemic issues, my study provides evidence for potential reforms. 

For example the curriculum can include more and refined material to tackle the 

challenges identified. The teacher training can used this data to better prepare teachers 

with skills to respond to the identified issues. The theoretical frameworks used become 

handy in understanding learner challenges and how to address them practically and 

linguistically.  

8.5.1 Recommendations for Future Research to expand on the findings of this study, 

subsequent research may investigate 

 The effect of teacher training in tackling issues linked to overcrowded classrooms and

 insufficient materials. 

 Comparative research on urban and rural schools to recognise distinct challenges 

and strategies that can be used in varied environments to improve learner performance. 

 An analysis of factors contributing to disparities in Head of Department leadership roles 

in selected secondary schools of the Copperbelt Province. 

8.6 Recommendations 

Based on the findings of this study, the following recommendations are proposed: 

8.6.1 Examinations Council of Zambia should 

(i) Assess all language skills that are taught in schools including listening and speaking 

is absent in all exam papers of 2018 to 2019. 

(ii) Consider revising the grading scale regarding Grade 7 and Grade 8 to reflect and 

communicate their implications for academic progression more accurately.  The 

general entry requirement for higher education is a minimum of 6 or better. G7 and 

G8 are classified as satisfactory by ECZ, yet they are not considered for entry 

requirements.  

(iii) Reconsider publishing the Chief Markers’ reports to enable schools learn the 

expected examination standards.  

(iv) Invite only practising teachers to mark examinations as opposed to allowing retired 

teachers to mark who will not even apply the knowledge from the exercise 

8.6.2 The Ministry of General Education should: 

(i) Implement policies to regulate and manage enrolment  

(ii) Deploy more teachers to address the disproportionate high teacher to-pupil ratios  
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(iii) Distribute teachers equitably for quality instruction in the country. 

(iv) Intensify monitoring and supervision of schools to ensure uniform teaching quality, 

provision of feedback to learners, teacher attendance and professional growth. 

When monitoring is not done or is done inconsistently, small problems are left to 

become big and hard to address.  

8.6.3 The government should: 

(i) Prioritise infrastructure expansion to accommodate learners comfortably and 

enhance the learning environment. With reintroduction of free education, schools 

experience an influx of pupils returning to school resulting in unconducive learning 

environments.  

(ii) Increase financing for secondary education to enhance school administration. 

(iii) Provide adequate and appropriate teaching and learning resources. Lack of or 

scarcity of teaching and learning resources was cited as one of the major 

contributing factors to poor performance among learners.  

(iv) Make English a compulsory passing subject at every examination level to enhance 

proficiency among learners and uphold educational standards. English determines 

the academic trajectory.  

8.6.4 The school administration should: 

(i) Put in place structures to facilitate collaborative lesson planning. 

(ii) Reinforce the use of Standard English across all subject areas.  

(iii) Reinforce literacy programmes for all grades. 
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2020 English P2 
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2022 English Paper 2 
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Appendix VII 

DOCUMENT ANALYSIS INSTRUMENT FOR GRADE 12 EXAMINATION 

PAPERS 

 

Objective: Analyse the quality of Grade 12 examination papers. 

Section 1: General Information 

Examination Year: ___________________________________ 

Subject: ___________________________________________ 

Examination Paper Code: _____________________________ 

Total Marks: _______________________________________ 

Duration of the Examination: __________________________ 

Examining Body: ______________________________________________________ 

Section 2: Content Coverage 

How are the question structured in Paper 1 and 2? 

Do the examination papers cover all the topics in the syllabus?  

Are there any redundant or irrelevant questions?  

Are the questions framed in a way that assesses both lower-order and higher-order thinking 

skills? 

Section 3: Clarity and Structure 

How clear are the questions?  

Are the questions well-structured and grammatically correct? 

How appropriate is the language used for Grade 12 learners?  

Section 4: Fairness and Bias 

Do questions favour rural or urban learners? 
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Section 5: Bloom’s Taxonomy 

Do the questions align with Bloom’s Taxonomy Framework? 

Section 6: Technical Quality and Marking Scheme 

Are the marks allocated appropriately for each question?  

Does the marking scheme provide clear guidance for scoring?  

Are there inconsistencies in mark allocation across different sections?  

Are there any typographical or printing errors in the paper?  

Section 7: Overall Assessment and Recommendations 

Overall quality rating of the examination paper (Poor/Fair/Good/Excellent): 

__________________________ 

Strengths of the examination paper: 

_________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________ 

Areas for improvement: 

_________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________ 

Assessor's Name: ________________________________________________ 

Date of Analysis: ________________________________________________ 
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Appendix VIII 

FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSION GUIDE FOR CURRENT PUPILS 

A Critical Discourse Analysis of Poor Grade 12 Pupils’ Poor Performance in the 

English Language in the Copperbelt Province of Zambia 

 

Analyse the nature of Grade 12 pupils’ performance in English language subject in the 

Copperbelt Province.   

How is your performance in the different components of the Grade 12 paper (i.e. structure, 

comprehension, summary and composition)? 

Which component(s) do you find the most difficult to answer when you write tests in 

English?  

Investigate teachers’ and learners’ attributions on factors that contribute to poor 

grade 12 pupils’ performance in English in the selected secondary schools in the 

Copperbelt Province  

What causes Grade 12 pupils to perform poorly in the English language in the Grade 12 

national examinations in the secondary schools? 

 

Suggest strategies on how to improve learner performance in Grade 12 examinations 

in the secondary schools in the Copperbelt Province. 

What should the school(s) practically do to improve learner performance in the  English 

Language in Zambia?  

  

THANK YOU  
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Appendix IX 

INTERVIEW GUIDE FOR HODs 

A Critical Discourse Analysis of Poor Grade 12 Pupils’ Poor Performance in the 

English Language in the Copperbelt Province of Zambia 

 

Analyse the nature of grade 12 pupils’ performance in English language subject in the 

Copperbelt Province. 

How is the quality of the grade 12 examination questions? 

How do Grade 12 pupils perform in the different sections of the Grade 12 national  

examinations (i.e. structure, comprehension, summary and composition) in the Copperbelt? 

What challenges do learners face in the various components of English content in your 

school? 

 

Examine teachers’ and learners’ views of factors that contribute to poor grade 12 

pupils’ performance in English in the selected secondary schools in the Copperbelt 

Province 

What factors contribute to the high poor performance rate in the Grade 12 national 

examinations in the secondary schools in the Copperbelt?  

What are the factors that make learners fail English language in your school? 

 

Suggest strategies on how to improve learner performance in Grade 12 examinations 

in the secondary schools in the Copperbelt Province. 

What practical measures can you put in place to improve learner performance in Grade 12 

examinations in the secondary schools in the Copperbelt Province? 

 

THANK YOU 
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Appendix X 

INTERVIEW GUIDE FOR DEPUTY HEAD-TEACHER  

An investigation into the Causes of Poor Grade 12 Pupils’ Performance in English 

National Examination and How It Can Be Improved  

  

Analyse the nature of Grade 12 pupils’ performance in English language subject in the 

Copperbelt Province.  

How do Grade 12 pupils perform in the different sections of the Grade 12 national  

examinations (i.e. structure, comprehension, summary and composition) in the Copperbelt? 

 

Examine pupils’ performance in English in the selected secondary schools in the 

Copperbelt Province 

  

What are the factors that contribute to the high poor performance rate in English language 

in the Grade 12 national examinations in the secondary schools in the Copperbelt? 

What are the factors that contribute to the high failure in English language in your school? 

 

Suggest strategies on how to improve learner performance in Grade 12 examinations 

in the secondary schools in the Copperbelt Province. 

What are practical things that can be done to improve learner performance in English 

Language in your school? 

  

THANK YOU 
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Appendix XI 

INTERVIEW GUIDE FOR TEACHERS  

A Critical Discourse Analysis of Poor Grade 12 Pupils’ Poor Performance in the 

English Language in the Copperbelt Province of Zambia 

  

Analyse the nature of Grade 12 pupils’ performance in English language subject in the 

Copperbelt Province.  

How do Grade 12 pupils perform in the different sections of the Grade 12 national   

examinations (i.e. structure, comprehension, summary and composition) in the Copperbelt? 

 

Investigate teachers’ and learners’ views of factors that contribute to poor grade 12 

pupils’ performance in English in the selected secondary schools in the Copperbelt 

Province  

What are the factors that contribute to the high failure rate in English language in the Grade 

12 national examinations in the secondary schools in the Copperbelt Province? 

What are the factors that contribute to the higher failure in English language in your school? 

 

Suggest strategies on how to improve learner performance in Grade 12 examinations 

in the secondary schools in the Copperbelt Province. 

What practical things should be done to improve learner performance in English Language 

in your school?  

  

THANK YOU 
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Appendix XII 

INTERVIEW GUIDE FOR SETTERS/MARKERS 

A Critical Discourse Analysis of Poor Grade 12 Pupils’ Poor Performance in the 

English Language in the Copperbelt Province of Zambia 

  

Analyse the nature of Grade 12 pupils’ performance in English language subject in the 

Copperbelt Province.   

How do Grade 12 pupils perform in the different sections of the Grade 12 national  

examinations (i.e. structure, comprehension, summary and composition) in the Copperbelt? 

What challenges have you observed in their performance in each component? 

 

Examine teachers’ and learners’ views of factors that contribute to poor grade 12 

pupils’ performance in English in the selected secondary schools in the Copperbelt 

Province    

What factors contribute to the high failure rate in the English language in the Grade 12 

national examinations in the secondary schools in the Copperbelt Province? 

What are the factors that contribute to the high failure in the English language in your 

school? 

Which component(s) pose the most challenge to candidates? 

 

Suggest strategies on how to improve learner performance in Grade 12 examinations 

in the secondary schools in the Copperbelt Province. 

What practical strategies should be employed to improve learner performance in English 

Language in the province and in your school?   

THANK YOU 
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Appendix XIII 

INTERVIEW GUIDE for The Senior Education Standards Officer (SESO) Languages 

A Critical Discourse Analysis of Poor Grade 12 Pupils’ Poor Performance in the 

English Language in the Copperbelt Province of Zambia 

 

Analyse the nature of Grade 12 pupils’ performance in English language subject in the 

Copperbelt Province.   

How do Grade 12 pupils perform in the different sections of the Grade 12 national  

examinations (i.e. structure, comprehension, summary and composition) in the Copperbelt? 

What challenges have you observed in their performance? 

 

Examine teachers’ and learners’ views on factors that contribute to poor grade 12 

pupils’ performance in English in the selected secondary schools in the Copperbelt 

Province  

What are the factors that contribute to the poor performance in English language in the Grade 

12 national examinations in the secondary schools of the Copperbelt Province? 

Which component do candidates find the most difficult to answer?  

 

Suggest strategies on how to improve learner performance in Grade 12 examinations 

in the secondary schools in the Copperbelt Province. 

What practical strategies should your office employ to improve learner performance in the 

English Language in the province?  

 

 

THANK YOU 
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Appendix XIV 

INTERVIEW GUIDE FOR THE ECZ OFFICIALS 

 A Critical Discourse Analysis of Poor Grade 12 Pupils’ Poor Performance in the 

English Language in the Copperbelt Province of Zambia 

 

Analyse the nature of Grade 12 pupils’ performance in English language subject in the 

Copperbelt Province.   

How do you rate Grade 12 pupils’ performance in English language in the national 

examinations? 

How do Grade 12 pupils perform in the different sections of the Grade 12 national  

examinations (i.e. structure, comprehension, summary and composition) in the Copperbelt? 

What challenges have you observed in their performance?  

 

Examine teachers’ and learners’ views on factors that contribute to poor grade 12 

pupils’ performance in English in the selected secondary schools in the Copperbelt 

Province  

Why do Grade 12 candidates perform poorly in English language in the Grade 12 national 

examinations in the secondary schools in Zambia? 

Which component(s) pose the most challenge to candidates? 

Suggest strategies on how to improve learner performance in Grade 12 examinations 

in the secondary schools in the Copperbelt Province. 

What practical strategies should the Examinations Council of Zambia (ECZ) employ to 

improve learner performance in English Language in Zambia?  

 

THANK YOU 
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Appendix XV 

INTERVIEW GUIDE FOR FORMER PUPILS 

A Critical Discourse Analysis of Poor Grade 12 Pupils’ Poor Performance in the 

English Language in the Copperbelt Province of Zambia 

 

Analyse the nature of Grade 12 pupils’ performance in English language subject in the 

Copperbelt Province.   

How was your performance in the different components of the Grade 12 paper (i.e. structure, 

comprehension, summary and composition)? 

Which component(s) did you find the most difficult to answer when you wrote tests in 

English?  

Investigate teachers’ and learners’ attributions on factors that contribute to poor 

grade 12 pupils’ performance in English in the selected secondary schools in the 

Copperbelt Province  

What causes Grade 12 pupils to perform poorly in the English language in the Grade 12 

national examinations in the secondary schools? 

 

Suggest strategies on how to improve learner performance in Grade 12 examinations 

in the secondary schools in the Copperbelt Province. 

What should the school(s) practically do to improve learner performance in the English 

Language in Zambia?  

 

THANK YOU  
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