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Abstract

This study explored how teachers’ pedagogical competence relates to students’ learning outcomes in selected secondary schools.
The focus was on understanding whether strong teaching practices translate into improved academic performance, especially in
a context where student achievement remains uneven. A descriptive research design was adopted. Data were gathered from
students’ assessments of their teachers’ classroom practices as well as students’ academic records, including BECE results and
recent test scores. The findings show that teachers were generally viewed as highly competent, with an average score of 3.52
(SD = 0.58). In fact, about 91.1% of students rated their teachers positively in terms of instructional effectiveness. Despite this,
students’ overall academic performance was only moderate, with a composite mean score of 2.14 (SD = 1.18), and just 42.3%
of students reaching high performance levels. When broken down by subject, students tended to perform better in Biology, while
Mathematics recorded the lowest results. These results suggest a clear gap between how teaching is perceived and what students
are actually achieving. It points to the idea that good classroom practice alone may not be enough to drive strong academic
outcomes. Factors such as learning resources, student background, and school conditions likely play an important role in shaping
performance. The findings indicate that student achievement is influenced not only by teacher quality but also by a combination
of effective classroom practices and broader educational system factors, including the availability of teaching resources,
supportive learning environments, and institutional support. The study recommends strengthening teacher professional
development, with particular emphasis on enhancing Mathematics pedagogical skills through continuous in-service training and
mentoring.
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1. Introduction

Education continues to be one of the strongest drivers of na-
tional development because it shapes the knowledge, skills, and
attitudes people need to contribute meaningfully to society and
the economy. Over the years, governments and education stake-
holders have increasingly focused on improving what students
actually learn in school, not just access to education [6]. In this
effort, the teacher remains central, as research consistently
shows that what happens in the classroom is strongly influenced
by teachers’ quality and instructional practices [12]. Pedagogi-
cal competence refers to how well teachers are able to plan les-
sons, deliver instruction, manage classrooms, assess learning,
and respond to the diverse needs of students. It goes beyond
simply knowing a subject; it involves knowing how to make
that subject understandable and engaging for learners. Shulman
[17] explains this through the idea of pedagogical content
knowledge, which highlights the importance of combining sub-
ject expertise with effective teaching strategies. In practice,
teachers with strong pedagogical competence are more likely to
create lessons that are clear, interactive, and supportive of dif-
ferent learning abilities.

Across many education systems, improving teaching quality
has become a priority because student learning outcomes re-
main a concern [10]. Even though more children are enrolled in
school than ever before, a significant number still struggle with
basic literacy and numeracy skills. The World Bank [21] de-
scribes this situation as a global “learning crisis,” where many
learners complete schooling without acquiring foundational
competencies. This has raised questions about how effectively
classroom teaching is supporting actual understanding and skill
development. Evidence from international studies suggests that
effective teaching requires more than subject knowledge. It also
involves the use of learner-centred approaches, ongoing assess-
ment, classroom adaptation, and strategies that encourage par-
ticipation and critical thinking [16]. When teachers apply these
approaches well, students tend to be more engaged and perform
better academically. Hattie [12] further notes that quality teach-
ing has a measurable impact on student achievement, especially
when instruction is intentional, structured, and responsive to
learners’ needs.

In many African education systems, including Sierra Leone,
challenges related to teacher effectiveness and student achieve-
ment remain persistent [14]. Although reforms have been intro-
duced in teacher training and curriculum development, perfor-
mance in subjects such as Mathematics and Science is still gen-
erally low in several schools. UNESCO [18] attributes some of
these challenges to factors such as overcrowded classrooms,
limited teaching resources, and inadequate opportunities for
continuous professional development, all of which affect how
effectively teachers can deliver instruction.

In Sierra Leone specifically, differences in student perfor-
mance across secondary schools remain noticeable. While some
schools perform relatively well, others continue to record low
achievement levels, particularly in core academic subjects.
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These differences suggest that teacher-related factors, espe-
cially pedagogical competence, may play an important role in
shaping student outcomes. However, it is also important to rec-
ognise that school environment, learner background, and re-
source availability may influence performance as well. Despite
the growing attention given to teacher quality, there is still lim-
ited evidence in many developing contexts showing how teach-
ers’ pedagogical competence directly relates to student learning
outcomes. Much of the available research tends to focus on ei-
ther teacher practices or student performance separately, rather
than examining the relationship between the two within specific
school settings. This makes it difficult to clearly understand
how instructional practices translate into measurable academic
results.

This study therefore focuses on examining teachers’ peda-
gogical competence and students’ learning outcomes in selected
secondary schools. It seeks to assess how teachers apply in-
structional strategies in the classroom and how students perform
academically across key subjects. By exploring this relationship,
the study aims to provide a clearer understanding of how teach-
ing practices influence learning in real school contexts.

2. Methodology

2.1. Research Design

This study used a descriptive research design to explore and
describe existing conditions without manipulating any variables
[4]. This approach is commonly used in education research be-
cause it helps researchers understand real classroom situations
as they naturally occur. According to Babbie [2], descriptive de-
signs are particularly useful when the goal is to capture patterns,
behaviours, and relationships as they exist in real-world settings.
In this study, the design made it possible to examine teachers’
pedagogical competence and students’ academic performance
in selected secondary schools in a clear and systematic way.

2.2. Study Area and Population

The study was carried out in selected secondary schools.
The main population consisted of secondary school students,
who are directly involved in classroom learning and are there-
fore well positioned to provide meaningful feedback on teach-
ing practices. Students’ perspectives are increasingly recog-
nised in educational research as valuable indicators of teach-
ing quality because they experience instruction daily and over
extended periods [11, 15]. Their responses were therefore con-
sidered appropriate for assessing aspects of teachers’ peda-
gogical competence.

2.3. Sampling Technique and Sample Size

A sampling approach was used to ensure that students from
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different schools and academic levels were fairly represented.
In educational studies, stratified sampling is often recom-
mended because it helps capture variation across groups such
as classes, age levels, and school types [9]. Based on this ap-
proach, students were selected from different classes to ensure
that the sample reflected a wide range of academic experi-
ences and learning conditions within the schools.

2.4. Data Collection Instruments

Data for the study were collected using structured question-
naires and students’ academic records.

The questionnaire was designed to capture students’ per-
ceptions of their teachers’ pedagogical competence. It used a
four-point Likert scale ranging from low to high agreement.
The items focused on key areas of teaching practice such as
clarity of explanation, lesson preparation, classroom interac-
tion, student participation, and assessment methods. These ar-
eas reflect widely accepted dimensions of effective teaching
practice, which emphasise instructional clarity, engagement,
and learner-centred strategies [5, 9]. Students’ academic per-
formance was measured using two sources:

1) Basic Education Certificate Examination (BECE) results,

and

2) Recent classroom test scores obtained from school rec-

ords.

Using more than one source of academic data helps im-
prove the accuracy of measuring student performance, as it
reduces over-reliance on a single form of assessment [19, 22].

2.5. Validity and Reliability of Instruments

To ensure validity, the questionnaire items were developed
based on established literature on effective teaching and ped-
agogical practice. The instrument was also reviewed by ex-
perts in education to confirm that it accurately reflected the
intended constructs. Expert review is widely recommended in
research methodology as a way of improving content validity
[3].

Reliability was ensured by testing the internal consistency
of the questionnaire using Cronbach’s alpha. This helped con-
firm that the items used in the instrument consistently meas-
ured the same underlying concept of pedagogical competence.

2.6. Data Collection Procedure

Data collection involved administering questionnaires to
selected students in the participating schools. Students com-
pleted the questionnaires based on their experiences and per-
ceptions of their teachers’ instructional practices. In addition,
academic performance data were collected from official
school records and examination results. Ethical considerations
such as informed consent, confidentiality, and voluntary par-
ticipation were strictly observed throughout the process to
protect respondents and ensure the integrity of the study.
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2.7. Data Analysis Techniques

The data were analysed using descriptive statistical tools,
including mean, standard deviation, and frequency distribu-
tion. Mean scores were used to determine the overall level of
teachers’ pedagogical competence and students’ academic
performance, while standard deviation helped to show how re-
sponses varied among students. Frequency distribution was
used to group responses into categories such as high, moderate,
and low levels of competence or achievement. This method is
commonly applied in educational research because it simpli-
fies the interpretation of Likert-scale responses and academic
performance data [8, 16].

3. Results

3.1. Assessment of Teachers’ Pedagogical
Competence Level

The findings indicate that teachers demonstrated a consist-
ently high level of pedagogical competence across all assessed
indicators, schools, and school types. The mean pedagogical
competence score was 3.52 (SD = 0.58) on a four-point scale,
with a median of 3.60, while 91.1% (n = 594) of students rated
their teachers as highly competent, 8.1% (n = 53) as moder-
ately competent, and only 0.8% (n = 5) as having low compe-
tence. These results suggest that teachers generally possess
strong instructional skills, effective classroom management,
and the ability to engage students in meaningful learning.

At the indicator level, clarity of lesson explanation received
the highest rating (M = 3.66), followed by lesson preparation
(M = 3.54) and encouraging students to ask questions (M =
3.52), indicating that teachers are well-prepared and promote
active student participation. Across schools, QRS recorded the
highest pedagogical competence (M = 3.72), followed by St.
Joseph Secondary School (M = 3.65), while Prince of Wales
School had the lowest mean (M = 3.17), although it still re-
flected a high level of competence. By school type, girls'
schools achieved a slightly higher mean score (M = 3.61) than
boys' schools (M = 3.36), suggesting modest differences in in-
structional practices and school learning environments.

The findings demonstrate that teachers exhibit strong peda-
gogical competence, characterized by effective lesson plan-
ning, clear instruction, and learner engagement. However, the
observed variations among schools and school types indicate
opportunities for strengthening school leadership, expanding
continuous professional development, and promoting the
sharing of best instructional practices to further enhance
teaching quality and improve student learning outcomes.
These findings are consistent with evidence that effective ped-
agogy, supportive school leadership, and positive learning en-
vironments contribute significantly to improved student
achievement and educational quality [7, 15, 13, 20].
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1.1: Distribution of Overall Pedagogical Competence
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Figure 1. Assessment of Teachers’ Pedagogical Competence Level.

3.2. Distribution of Teachers’ Pedagogical
Competence

Table 1 shows that the vast majority of students perceived
their teachers to possess high pedagogical competence, with
594 (91.1%) of respondents rating their teachers within the
high competence category. Only 53 (8.1%) rated teachers as
having moderate competence, while a very small proportion,
5 (0.8%), perceived their teachers to have low pedagogical
competence. These findings indicate that teaching practices in
the surveyed secondary schools are generally viewed posi-
tively by students, suggesting that most teachers demonstrate
effective instructional skills, appropriate classroom manage-
ment, and the ability to facilitate learning successfully.

The predominance of high pedagogical competence sug-
gests that teachers are generally capable of planning lessons

effectively, presenting subject content clearly, engaging stu-
dents in classroom activities, and using appropriate teaching
methods. Such competencies are essential for creating positive
learning environments that promote student participation, mo-
tivation, and academic achievement. Effective pedagogical
competence enables teachers to adapt instruction to learners'
needs, provide constructive feedback, and encourage critical
thinking, all of which contribute to improved educational out-
comes. The relatively small proportion of teachers perceived
as having moderate (8.1%) or low competence (0.8%) indi-
cates that while teaching quality is generally satisfactory,
there remain opportunities for continuous professional im-
provement. These teachers may require additional mentoring,
classroom support, pedagogical training, or professional de-
velopment to strengthen instructional effectiveness and ensure
more consistent teaching quality across schools.

Table 1. Distribution of Teachers’ Pedagogical Competence.

Competence Level Score Range Frequency (n) Percentage (%)
High >3.0 594 91.1

Moderate 2.0-3.0 53 8.1

Low <20 5 0.8
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3.3. Evaluation of Pupils’ Learning Outcomes

The findings indicate moderate learning outcomes with
considerable variation across subjects and schools. The av-
erage composite score was 2.89 (median = 2.75) on a four-
point scale, while 42.3% of students achieved high perfor-
mance, suggesting that most students performed within the
moderate range. The relatively high variation in scores indi-
cates disparities in academic achievement among students,
reflecting unequal learning opportunities and educational
outcomes.

Performance differed across subjects, with English Lan-
guage recording the highest mean score (M = 3.26), followed
by Mathematics (M = 3.11) and Social Studies (M = 2.99),
whereas Science had the lowest mean (M = 2.14). The
weaker performance in Science may be attributed to limited
laboratory facilities, inadequate instructional resources, and
insufficient practical learning opportunities. Significant dif-
ferences were also observed among schools. Bo Government
School achieved the highest mean learning outcome (M =
4.03), followed by QRS (M = 3.24) and Prince of Wales

: Distribution of Overall Learning Outcomes
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School (M = 3.03), while Annie Walsh Memorial School
recorded the lowest mean (M = 2.23), suggesting that school-
level factors such as instructional quality, leadership, learn-
ing resources, and school climate influence student achieve-
ment.

Analysis of recent classroom tests further showed that Bi-
ology had the highest number of high-performing students
(309), followed by Mathematics (269), Chemistry (239), and
Physics (216), indicating variation in performance within sci-
ence disciplines. Overall, the findings highlight moderate ac-
ademic achievement with notable disparities across subjects
and schools. They underscore the need to strengthen Science
education through improved laboratory facilities, practical
teaching approaches, and enhanced instructional support,
while promoting the adoption of effective teaching practices
and equitable resource allocation to improve student learning
outcomes. These findings are consistent with evidence that
disparities in teaching quality, school resources, and learning
environments contribute to unequal educational outcomes,
particularly in developing countries [22, 20].

2.2: BECE Performance by Subject
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Figure 2. Evaluation of Pupils’ Learning Outcomes.

3.3.1. Performance by BECE Subject

Table 2 shows that students achieved moderate perfor-
mance across all four BECE core subjects, with Science re-
cording the highest mean score (M = 2.28), followed by Eng-
lish and Mathematics (M = 2.10 each), while Social Studies
had the lowest mean score (M = 2.07). The small differences
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among subjects indicate relatively consistent academic perfor-
mance across the curriculum. Overall, the findings suggest
that students possess a satisfactory level of knowledge but
have not attained high academic achievement, highlighting the
need to strengthen instructional quality, learner support,
teaching resources, and continuous assessment. Enhancing
teacher professional development and adopting more learner-
centered teaching strategies could further improve students'
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performance across all core subjects, consistent with evidence
from OECD [16], UNESCO [20], and the World Bank [23].

Table 2. Mean BECE Scores by Subject.

Subject Mean Score Performance Level
Science 2.28 Moderate
English 2.10 Moderate
Mathematics 2.10 Moderate
Social Studies 2.07 Moderate

3.3.2. Recent Test Performance (High Achievers >
75%)

Table 3 presents the distribution of students who achieved
high performance in recent classroom tests across four sub-
jects. The results show considerable variation in achievement
levels. Biology recorded the highest number of high-perform-
ing students, with 309 (55.2%) attaining high scores, followed
by Chemistry with 239 (41.9%), Physics with 216 (38.5%),
while Mathematics recorded the lowest proportion of high-
performing students, with only 148 (25.3%).

The strong performance in Biology suggests that students
generally have a better understanding of biological concepts
and may find the subject more accessible because it is closely
related to everyday life and often emphasizes observation and
explanation rather than complex numerical calculations. The
relatively high achievement in Chemistry also indicates a sat-
isfactory level of understanding, although fewer students at-
tained high scores compared with Biology. Physics recorded
moderate levels of high achievement, reflecting the greater
conceptual and mathematical demands associated with the
subject.

Mathematics exhibited the lowest proportion of high-per-
forming students, indicating that it remains one of the most
challenging subjects for many learners. Difficulties in Mathe-
matics may be associated with weak foundational numeracy
skills, mathematics anxiety, limited opportunities for individ-
ualized support, or instructional approaches that place insuffi-
cient emphasis on problem-solving and conceptual under-
standing. Since mathematical competence underpins learning
in many science and technology disciplines, this relatively low
performance is a concern for overall academic development.

The findings reveal important differences in students'
achievement across subjects, with Biology showing the
strongest performance and Mathematics the weakest. These
results suggest the need for targeted interventions to
strengthen Mathematics instruction while sustaining the posi-
tive performance observed in the science subjects. Enhancing
teacher professional development, increasing the use of prac-
tical and learner-centred instructional methods, providing ad-
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equate teaching and learning materials, and implementing re-
medial support programmes could help improve achievement
across all subjects. These findings are consistent with interna-
tional evidence that effective teaching practices, adequate in-
structional resources, and supportive learning environments
are essential for improving student academic performance [15,
20, 24].

Table 3. Recent Test Performance.

Subject Frequency (n) Percentage (%)
Biology 309 55.2
Chemistry 239 41.9
Physics 216 385
Mathematics 148 253

3.3.3. Key Observations

This gap between perceived and actual performance aligns
with research showing that students sometimes overrate their
academic abilities due to confidence or self-evaluation bias [1,
15]. Several key patterns emerged from the analysis:

1) Variation across subjects: Biology performed better
than other subjects, while Mathematics remained the
weakest area.

2) Differences between schools: Student performance var-
ied significantly across schools, suggesting that school-
level factors may influence achievement.

3) Mismatch in perception: A notable proportion of stu-
dents rated their performance higher than what test re-
sults show, indicating possible overestimation of ability.

4. Conclusion

Overall, the study shows that teachers in the selected
schools generally demonstrate strong pedagogical compe-
tence. However, students’ academic performance remains
only moderate, and there are clear differences in achievement
across both subjects and schools. This suggests that while
good teaching practices are important, they do not by them-
selves guarantee high levels of student success. The results
point to a more complex picture of learning, where student
achievement is shaped by several interconnected factors rather
than teacher competence alone. Issues such as the availability
of learning materials, students’ home and social backgrounds,
school environment, and broader education system conditions
all play a role in shaping outcomes. Recent education studies
have consistently highlighted this multi-layered nature of
learning, showing that improvements in results require atten-
tion to both classroom practice and the wider learning envi-
ronment [16, 20, 25].
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