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Abstract

This study explores the relationship between leadership styles, school culture, and the academic achievement of secondary-
level students in Kailali, Nepal. The primary objectives are to analyze the impact of different leadership styles on student
achievement, evaluate the role of school culture in shaping educational outcomes, and investigate the interplay between
leadership and school culture in influencing student performance. A qualitative method research was adopted to ensure a
comprehensive analysis. Data were collected from a sample of secondary schools in Kailali using surveys, structured
interviews, and academic performance records. Data from interviews were thematically analyzed to capture nuanced insights.
The findings indicate that transformational leadership styles positively influence student achievement by fostering a
collaborative and motivating school environment. Additionally, a strong, positive school culture characterized by shared
values, high expectations, and effective communication enhances academic outcomes. The study also highlights the
synergistic effect of leadership and school culture, emphasizing that the two factors together significantly improve student
performance compared to their independent effects. The research underscores the importance of capacity-building programs
for school leaders and initiatives to strengthen school culture. These findings provide actionable insights for policymakers
and educators aiming to improve secondary education outcomes in similar contexts.
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Introduction

Education is widely recognized as a cornerstone of societal progress, and student achievement serves as a critical measure of
educational success. However, academic performance is not solely a result of student effort but is also shaped by external
factors such as leadership practices and the cultural environment of schools. These two dimensions: leadership and school
culture have been consistently linked to the quality of education and outcomes for students. Research worldwide highlights
the transformative role of leadership in shaping educational outcomes. Leaders not only provide vision and direction but also
cultivate an environment that fosters professional growth for teachers and motivation among students. Similarly, a strong
school culture, characterized by shared values, mutual respect, and collaboration, is essential in creating a conducive
environment for learning.

In Nepal, education plays a vital role in driving economic development and social equity. However, challenges such as
resource constraints, regional disparities, and socio-economic diversity pose significant barriers to achieving universal quality
education. Kailali, a district in the Sudoorpashchim Province, epitomizes these challenges due to its unique geographical,
cultural, and socio-economic characteristics. Despite policy reforms aimed at improving education in Nepal, the role of
leadership and school culture in influencing student achievement in this region remains underexplored. Kailali is home to a
diverse population with varying socio-economic backgrounds, ranging from rural and indigenous communities to urban
settlements. Many schools face challenges such as: Limited access to educational resources, Variability in leadership practices
across schools, Cultural norms that influence student and community engagement.

Rationale of the Study

While global studies have emphasized the significance of leadership and school culture, there is limited research specifically
focusing on their interplay in the context of secondary schools in Kailali. Understanding these dynamics can provide localized
insights that are crucial for targeted interventions. Nepal’s education system is undergoing significant reforms, including
decentralization and curriculum updates. Evidence from this study can inform policies and practices that promote effective
leadership and foster positive school cultures in rural and semi-urban settings like Kailali. Secondary education is a critical
stage that shapes students' future opportunities. Identifying factors that influence achievement at this level can help schools
implement strategies to improve educational outcomes. Schools in Kailali serve as hubs for community development.
Strengthening leadership and school culture can empower communities by ensuring inclusive and equitable education for all
students. This study, therefore, seeks to bridge the gap in understanding the relationship between leadership, school culture,
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and student achievement in Kailali’s secondary schools, contributing to both academic research and practical educational
improvements.

Methodology

This study adopted a qualitative research approach to ensure a comprehensive and in-depth analysis of the relationship
between leadership, school culture, and student achievement in secondary schools in Kailali, Nepal. Data were collected from
a purposive sample of secondary schools in the region, representing a diverse range of school types and leadership styles. The
primary data collection methods included surveys, structured interviews with school leaders, teachers, and students, as well
as an analysis of academic performance records. Surveys were used to gather broad perspectives, while structured interviews
allowed for more detailed, personal insights into the experiences and perceptions of key stakeholders. The data from the
interviews were thematically analyzed to identify recurring patterns and themes that could shed light on the complexities of
how leadership and school culture influence student outcomes. This approach provided a rich, nuanced understanding of the
educational environment in Kailali, considering the unique socio-cultural and infrastructural challenges faced by schools in
the region. By using these qualitative methods, the study aimed to capture both the objective aspects of academic performance
and the subjective experiences of those directly involved in the educational process.

Results
This study explored the relationship between leadership styles, school culture, and student achievement at the secondary level
in Kailali, Nepal. Data were collected from a sample of schools in Kailali, including feedback from school leaders, teachers,
and students. The analysis revealed several key findings related to leadership styles, the influence of school culture, and the
interaction effects between leadership, culture, and academic performance.
The study identified a clear relationship between leadership styles and student achievement. It was found that transformational
leadership, characterized by vision, support, and the empowerment of teachers and students, had a positive impact on student
academic outcomes. Head teachers who exhibited transformational leadership behaviors, such as providing a clear academic
vision, encouraging innovation, and fostering collaboration among teachers, were associated with higher levels of student
achievement. One teacher from a school with strong transformational leadership remarked,
"The head teacher always encourages us to be creative and try new methods in the classroom. His support has made a big
difference in how we teach, and we see more students engaged and achieving better."

In contrast, schools led by authoritarian or laissez-faire leaders reported lower levels of student achievement. In these schools,
leaders were either too controlling or too detached from the teaching and learning process. A head teacher from a school with
a more autocratic leadership style shared,
"l try to keep strict discipline and order, but | sometimes feel overwhelmed by the many responsibilities and lack of support
from my staff."”
These leadership styles were linked to a more rigid school environment, where student engagement and academic performance
suffered. The study also found that school culture played a significant role in influencing student academic performance.
Schools with a positive, inclusive, and supportive culture tended to have higher academic outcomes. This was particularly
evident in schools where the culture promoted mutual respect, a focus on academic excellence, and active involvement from
teachers, students, and parents. One school with a strong school culture, characterized by an emphasis on high academic
standards, shared values, and strong community involvement, reported impressive student performance. A student from this
school commented,
"We feel motivated because our teachers believe in us. The whole school, including our parents, supports our efforts to do
well in our studies."

In these schools, students reported higher levels of motivation, engagement, and a stronger sense of responsibility toward
their learning. On the other hand, in schools with weak or fragmented school cultures, students were less motivated, and their
academic achievement was significantly lower. These schools often had poor student-teacher relationships, lack of
collaboration, and limited community involvement. One teacher from a school with a less supportive culture noted,

"The atmosphere here is not very positive. There are constant issues with discipline, and it’s hard to focus on academic
improvement when there is so much distraction."
The study also explored the interaction effects between leadership, school culture, and student outcomes. The data revealed
that effective leadership and a positive school culture together had a synergistic effect on student achievement. In schools
where leadership was strong and aligned with a positive school culture, students demonstrated not only better academic
performance but also higher levels of engagement, discipline, and overall school satisfaction. For instance, in one school, the
head teacher's transformational leadership was complemented by a culture of high expectations and mutual respect, leading
to a notable improvement in student performance. One student shared,
"The school has a clear goal of excellence, and we all work together to achieve it. Our teachers encourage us, and we feel
like we are part of a community that values education."
Conversely, in schools where leadership was weak or ineffective, the school culture was also impacted negatively, leading to
poor student achievement. In these schools, the lack of a shared vision or supportive environment undermined efforts to
improve academic outcomes. As one teacher from a school with weak leadership stated,

"Without strong leadership, it’s difficult to build a culture that supports learning. There’s a lot of disconnection between
what we do in the classroom and the expectations set by the administration.”
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Additionally, the study showed that the impact of leadership on student achievement was significantly stronger in schools
with a positive and inclusive culture. In schools where the culture was more hierarchical, where students and teachers had
little autonomy, the leadership style had less impact on academic performance. This suggests that while leadership is
important, the overall school environment and culture may amplify or dampen its effects on student achievement.

Discussion

One of the key findings of this study is the positive relationship between effective leadership and student achievement. In
Nepal, leadership in schools often faces significant constraints, such as limited resources, political interference, and a lack of
professional development opportunities for school leaders. However, the results of this study suggest that when school leaders
adopt a visionary and supportive approach, student achievement tends to improve. This finding aligns with international
research that underscores the importance of leadership in setting the tone for academic success (Leithwood et al., 2004).

In the context of Kailali, many schools are led by head teachers who must balance administrative duties with teaching
responsibilities. This dual role can be overwhelming, but the study suggests that leaders, who prioritize building strong
relationships with teachers, students, and parents, as well as creating a shared vision of educational excellence, can foster an
environment where academic achievement thrives. Effective leadership also entails facilitating a culture of collaboration
among teachers, which can lead to the implementation of more student-centered teaching practices.

However, the study also revealed that leadership effectiveness in Kailali is often hampered by a lack of training and resources.
Many school leaders, especially in rural areas, are not equipped with the necessary skills to address the complex needs of
students. Therefore, there is a pressing need for professional development programs focused on leadership skills, school
management, and educational innovation.

The relationship between school culture and student achievement was another significant finding in this study. The culture of
a school encompasses its values, norms, traditions, and expectations, all of which play a crucial role in shaping students’
attitudes toward learning. In Nepal, school culture can be influenced by various factors, including local customs, social norms,
and the economic context. In Kailali, schools that fostered a positive and inclusive school culture saw better student outcomes.
A positive school culture, characterized by mutual respect, trust, and high expectations, was found to correlate with increased
student motivation and academic performance. This is consistent with previous studies, which have shown that a positive
school climate encourages students to engage more in their studies, take ownership of their learning, and achieve higher
academic standards (Bryk & Schneider, 2002).

In Kailali, where many schools face challenges such as inadequate infrastructure, large class sizes, and limited access to
educational materials, creating a supportive and inclusive school culture becomes even more critical. The findings highlight
that schools with strong cultures of support, where students feel safe and valued, tend to have higher levels of achievement.
Teachers who work within a supportive environment are more likely to adopt innovative and effective teaching methods,
which in turn can enhance student learning outcomes.

However, the study also revealed that school culture in many schools in Kailali remains underdeveloped. In some cases,
traditional hierarchical structures, lack of teacher-student rapport, and limited community involvement in school activities
hinder the development of a positive culture. Addressing these issues requires concerted efforts from school leadership,
teachers, parents, and local authorities to cultivate a culture that values academic excellence, inclusivity, and collaboration.
The relationship between leadership, school culture, and student achievement is not linear; rather, it is highly interconnected.
Effective leadership has the potential to shape and strengthen school culture, which in turn influences student achievement.
Leaders who are committed to creating a positive school culture by fostering trust, collaboration, and high academic
expectations will likely see improved student outcomes. Conversely, schools with weak leadership may struggle to create a
positive culture, which can negatively impact student achievement.

This interdependence was evident in the findings, which showed that schools with strong leadership and positive school
cultures achieved better academic results, despite external challenges such as resource constraints. However, the study also
revealed that the strength of these relationships varies across different schools, with some schools in Kailali achieving better
results despite facing more significant challenges. This suggests that while leadership and culture are important, other factors,
such as the socioeconomic background of students, community support, and teacher effectiveness, also play a crucial role in
student achievement.

Summary

The results of this study reveal that leadership styles, school culture, and their interactions significantly influence student
achievement at the secondary level in Kailali, Nepal. Transformational leadership and a positive school culture were found
to be strongly correlated with better academic outcomes. Moreover, the study highlights the importance of the interaction
between leadership and culture, with effective leadership helping to cultivate a supportive school culture that ultimately
enhances student achievement. These findings underscore the need for educational stakeholders in Kailali to invest in
leadership development and to foster a positive school culture to improve educational outcomes for students.

Conclusion and Implications

In conclusion, this study highlights the critical role of leadership and school culture in influencing student achievement at the
secondary level in Kailali, Nepal. While challenges remain, particularly in rural and underserved areas, there is clear evidence
that effective leadership and a positive school culture can contribute to improved academic outcomes. It is essential that
educational policies in Nepal focus on strengthening leadership capacity, developing supportive school cultures, and
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addressing the structural challenges that hinder student achievement. By doing so, Nepal can move closer to providing a high-
quality education for all students, regardless of their background or geographic location.

A supportive, respectful, and collaborative school culture enhances student engagement and motivation. Schools with a shared
focus on academic excellence and ethical behavior encourage students to adopt high standards. A culture of inclusion ensures
that diverse needs are met, helping all students feel valued and supported. A culture that values learning fosters peer
encouragement and positive teacher-student interactions, which directly impact student achievement. Effective school leaders
set a clear vision for the institution, aligning efforts toward improving student learning outcomes. Strong leadership promotes
professional development for teachers, fostering improved instructional practices. Leaders ensure that necessary resources,
including technology, materials, and staff, are available to support student learning. By establishing standards and monitoring
progress, leaders cultivate a culture of accountability that motivates both teachers and students to excel. Leaders inspire and
maintain trust among staff, students, and parents, creating an environment conducive to academic success.

The findings of this study have important policy implications for improving the educational system in Kailali and other similar
regions of Nepal. First, there is a need for policy initiatives that focus on strengthening school leadership. This could include
providing training programs for head teachers, improving their managerial and pedagogical skills, and ensuring that they have
the necessary resources to lead effectively. Additionally, policies that promote collaborative decision-making, where teachers,
students, and parents have a voice in the school’s direction, could help enhance the overall school culture.

Second, there is a need to prioritize the development of a positive school culture that fosters inclusivity, mutual respect, and
high expectations for academic success. Schools should be supported in developing systems for promoting positive behaviors
and creating a climate where students feel motivated to succeed. Local communities, including parents and local authorities,
should be encouraged to participate actively in school activities, which can enhance the sense of ownership and responsibility
for students' success.

Finally, the government and education authorities must recognize the unique challenges faced by schools in rural areas like
Kailali. Addressing issues such as inadequate infrastructure, lack of resources, and teacher shortages will be crucial in
supporting both leadership and school culture development. By taking a holistic approach to improving the educational
environment, it will be possible to create schools where both leaders and students can thrive.
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