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Abstract 

The study investigated the challenges faced by school administrators in managing learners’ mental health issues in 
selected secondary schools of Miniplug District in North-Western Province of Zambia. The study was guided by 2 specific 
objectives which sought (i) to identify the common mental health problems experienced by learners and (ii) to examine 
the challenges school administrators encountered in addressing these mental health concerns in secondary schools. A 
descriptive research design was employed using both qualitative and quantitative approaches. Data were collected from 
head teachers, guidance and counselling teachers, and learners through questionnaires, interviews, and focus group 
discussions.  Quantitative data were analyzed using descriptive statistics such as frequencies and percentages, while 
qualitative data were analyzed thematically. The findings revealed that learners commonly experienced anxiety, 
depression, stress, substance abuse, behavioral disorders, and emotional trauma resulting from family problems, 
academic pressure, poverty, and peer influence. The study further established that school administrators faced 
numerous challenges such as inadequate training in mental health management, shortage of professional counsellors, 
lack of counselling facilities and resources, stigma associated with mental health issues, limited parental involvement, 
and insufficient support from stakeholders and government institutions. The study concluded that although school 
administrators played an important role in promoting learner wellbeing, their efforts were constrained by limited 
capacity and resources. The study recommended increased training for school administrators and teachers in mental 
health management, employment of qualified school counsellors, strengthening of guidance and counselling 
programmers, enhanced collaboration between schools, parents, and health institutions, and increased government 
support toward mental health services in schools.  

Keywords:  Adolescent Wellbeing; Educational Management; Guidance and Counselling; Mental Health and  School 
Administrators 

1. Introduction

Mental health management in secondary schools has become an important area of concern in the education sector due 
to the increasing number of learners experiencing emotional, psychological, behavioural, and social challenges (WHO, 
2022a). Schools are no longer expected to focus only on academic achievement but are also required to support the 
overall wellbeing and personal development of learners. In Zambia, secondary school administrators have continued to 
face growing pressure in addressing issues such as stress, anxiety, depression, substance abuse, indiscipline, and 
emotional trauma among learners (Chanda, 2023). The effectiveness of schools in responding to these challenges largely 
depends on the availability of strong educational leadership, counselling services, supportive learning environments, 
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and stakeholder collaboration (UNESCO, 2021). Therefore, understanding key concepts related to mental health, school 
administration, adolescent wellbeing, educational management, and guidance and counselling is essential in providing 
a clear background for this study (MoE, 2020; UNICEF, 2021). 

Mental health refers to the emotional, psychological, and social wellbeing of individuals, which affects how people think, 
feel, behave, and interact with others. In the school environment, learners’ mental health plays a significant role in 
influencing academic performance, behaviour, relationships, and overall development (WHO, 2022a). Secondary school 
learners often experience mental health challenges such as anxiety, depression, stress, low self-esteem, trauma, and 
emotional instability due to academic pressure, family conflicts, peer influence, poverty, and social expectations. Poor 
mental health among learners may lead to absenteeism, indiscipline, substance abuse, poor concentration, and school 
dropout. As a result, schools are increasingly expected to create supportive environments that promote positive mental 
wellbeing and early identification of mental health concerns among learners (APA, 2021). 

School administrators are individuals responsible for managing and supervising the operations of educational 
institutions. These include head teachers, deputy head teachers, senior teachers, and other school managers who 
provide leadership in ensuring effective teaching, discipline, learner welfare, and policy implementation within schools 
(Bush, 2020). In relation to learner mental health, school administrators play an important role in coordinating guidance 
and counselling programmes, responding to behavioural and emotional challenges, engaging parents and stakeholders, 
and creating safe learning environments. However, many administrators face difficulties in managing mental health 
issues due to limited training, inadequate counselling personnel, lack of financial resources, and increasing cases of 
psychological distress among learners. Their leadership and decision-making are therefore critical in addressing mental 
health challenges within secondary schools (Fullan, 2019). 

Adolescent wellbeing refers to the overall physical, emotional, social, and psychological health of young people during 
the adolescent stage of development. Adolescence is a critical period characterized by rapid physical growth, emotional 
changes, identity formation, and increased social interaction (UNICEF, 2021). During this stage, learners are vulnerable 
to mental health problems that may arise from family instability, peer pressure, bullying, substance abuse, academic 
stress, and socio-economic hardships. Promoting adolescent wellbeing in schools is essential because healthy learners 
are more likely to perform well academically, maintain positive relationships, and develop confidence and resilience. 
Schools therefore play an important role in supporting learners’ wellbeing through counselling services, supportive 
relationships, extracurricular activities, and mental health awareness programmes (WHO, 2021). 

Educational management refers to the process of planning, organizing, coordinating, and supervising educational 
activities and resources to achieve institutional goals effectively (Chanda et al., 2025). In secondary schools, educational 
management involves ensuring effective administration, learner discipline, academic performance, staff coordination, 
and the provision of learner support services (Hoy and Miskel, 2018). Managing learner mental health issues has 
become an important aspect of educational management because schools are expected to address not only academic 
needs but also learners’ emotional and psychological wellbeing. Effective educational management requires school 
leaders to establish policies and programmes that support mental health, strengthen guidance and counselling services, 
and collaborate with parents, communities, and health professionals. However, limited resources and inadequate policy 
implementation often make it difficult for schools to manage mental health issues effectively (Bush, 2020). 

Guidance and counselling refers to professional support services aimed at helping learners understand themselves, 
solve personal and academic problems, make informed decisions, and develop positive behavior (Kashumba et al., 
2025). In secondary schools, guidance and counselling programmes are important in addressing emotional difficulties, 
behavioural problems, career development, peer pressure, and mental health concerns among learners (Gysbers and 
Henderson, 2018). Effective counselling services provide learners with emotional support, coping strategies, and 
opportunities to discuss their problems confidentially. Guidance and counselling also assist school administrators and 
teachers in identifying learners who may require specialized psychological or medical support. Despite its importance, 
many schools face challenges in implementing effective counselling programmes due to shortages of trained 
counsellors, lack of facilities, negative attitudes toward counselling, and inadequate support from educational 
authorities (Sink, 2019). 

1.1. Statement of the problem 

Mental health challenges among secondary school learners have been increasingly documented in Zambia and other 
Sub-Saharan African countries, with studies indicating that approximately 29.7% of adolescents experience depressive 
symptoms, while over 30% report suicidal ideation and a significant proportion experience behavioural and emotional 
difficulties (Bansal et al., 2025). Similarly, evidence from global school-based health surveys shows that adolescent 
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mental health problems, including anxiety and depression, are a growing concern in low- and middle-income countries, 
including Zambia (WHO, 2021). These findings suggest that a substantial proportion of learners are likely to require 
psychological and psychosocial support within school settings. In Mwinilunga District of North-Western Province, 
school administrators are increasingly confronted with managing such cases among learners; however, their capacity 
to respond effectively is constrained by limited counselling services, inadequate professional training, and weak referral 
systems. UNICEF (2023) and Chanda (2025) reports that adolescents in Zambia face multiple psychosocial stressors, 
including poverty, violence, and family instability, which significantly increase their vulnerability to mental health 
challenges. In addition, UNICEF Eastern and Southern Africa (2022) notes that more than half of adolescents in the 
region experience violence or significant psychosocial stress, which contributes to anxiety, depression, and behavioural 
disorders. Despite the existence of education policies that promote guidance and counselling services in schools, 
implementation remains weak, particularly in rural districts such as Mwinilunga. Stigma associated with mental health 
problems further discourages learners from seeking help, while school administrators often lack structured protocols 
for early identification, intervention, and referral of affected learners. As a result, there is a growing gap between the 
rising prevalence of learner mental health challenges and the limited institutional capacity to manage them effectively, 
thereby necessitating an investigation into the challenges faced by school administrators in addressing learners’ mental 
health issues. 

Objectives of the Study 

• To identify the common mental health problems experienced by learners in selected secondary schools of 
Mwinilunga District, Zambia. 

• To examine the challenges school administrators, encounter in addressing learners’ mental health concerns in 
selected secondary schools of Mwinilunga District, Zambia. 

1.2. Significance of the Study 

The significance of this study lies in its contribution to improving the understanding and management of learners’ 
mental health issues in secondary schools. The findings are expected to provide valuable insights to school 
administrators on the common mental health challenges affecting learners and the difficulties they face in addressing 
them effectively. This information may assist school leaders and teachers in strengthening guidance and counselling 
programmes, improving early identification of mental health problems, and enhancing learner support systems. The 
study may also be useful to the Ministry of Education and other education stakeholders in formulating policies and 
allocating resources aimed at promoting mental health services in schools. Furthermore, it may benefit learners by 
promoting a safer and more supportive learning environment that enhances their wellbeing and academic performance. 
In addition, the study may contribute to existing academic literature on school-based mental health management, 
particularly within the Zambian context, and serve as a reference for future researchers interested in related studies. 

1.3. Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework for this study is grounded in the Ecological Systems Theory developed by Bronfenbrenner 
(1979), which explains how an individual’s development is influenced by multiple interacting environmental systems. 
In the context of this study, learners’ mental health is understood as being shaped by various layers of influence, 
including the school environment, family background, peer relationships, community factors, and broader societal 
conditions. The microsystem includes immediate environments such as classrooms, teachers, peers, and school 
administrators, where direct interactions significantly affect learners’ emotional and psychological wellbeing. The 
mesosystem involves the relationship between different microsystems, such as the interaction between parents and 
schools in supporting learners’ mental health. The exosystem includes external influences such as parental employment 
conditions, school policies, and availability of counselling services, which indirectly affect learners’ wellbeing. The 
macrosystem represents broader cultural, social, and policy frameworks that shape attitudes towards mental health 
and counselling services in schools. This theory is relevant to the study because it helps explain how school 
administrators operate within a complex system of influences when managing learners’ mental health challenges. It 
further highlights the importance of collaboration between schools, families, and communities in addressing mental 
health issues effectively (UNICEF, 2021). 

2. Methodology 

The study adopted a descriptive research design using a mixed-methods approach, combining both qualitative and 
quantitative methods to provide a comprehensive understanding of the challenges faced by school administrators in 
managing learners’ mental health issues. The study was conducted in 4 secondary schools of Mwinilunga District in 
North-Western Province of Zambia. The target population of 1600 was drawn with a sample size 10% which was 160. 
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The sample included 4 head teachers, 1 from each selected school. 12 guidance and counselling teachers, 3 from each 
selected school and 144 learners, 36 from each selected school. A sample of respondents was selected using purposive 
and simple random sampling techniques to ensure representation of key stakeholders with relevant knowledge of the 
problem under investigation. Data were collected using questionnaires, interviews, and focus group discussions to 
capture both statistical and in-depth perspectives on mental health management in schools. Quantitative data from 
questionnaires were analyzed using descriptive statistics such as frequencies and percentages, while qualitative data 
from interviews and focus group discussions were analyzed thematically to identify emerging patterns and themes. 
Ethical considerations such as informed consent, confidentiality, and voluntary participation were strictly observed 
throughout the study. The methodology enabled the researchers to triangulate data sources, thereby improving the 
validity and reliability of the findings.  

3. Results and Discussions 

The following findings and discussions were presented according to set research objectives 

3.1. Common Mental Health Problems Experienced by Learners in Secondary Schools   

Anxiety emerged as one of the most frequently reported mental health problems among learners in selected secondary 
schools, significantly affecting their academic engagement and overall wellbeing. Chanda and Chitondo (2023) in their 
study observed that learners commonly experience persistent worry, fear, and nervousness, particularly in relation to 
academic demands such as examinations, continuous assessments, and classroom presentations. This emotional strain 
is often intensified by fear of failure or the possibility of disappointing parents and teachers, which increases 
psychological pressure and reduces learners’ ability to concentrate effectively in class. One of the head teachers alluded 
that: 

“In highly competitive school environments, these challenges are further exacerbated, especially where access to 
counselling and psychosocial support services is limited or underdeveloped. As anxiety persists, learners may begin to 
withdraw from classroom participation, avoid academic tasks, experience sleep disturbances, and ultimately 
demonstrate declining academic performance”. 

If left unaddressed, anxiety can have long-term consequences on both emotional stability and educational achievement 
(Mponela and Chanda, 2025). According to WHO (2022), anxiety disorders are among the leading mental health 
conditions affecting adolescents globally, often emerging during school-going years. Similarly, UNICEF (2023) 
emphasizes that the absence of adequate school-based mental health support systems worsens these outcomes, 
highlighting the need for early identification, intervention, and sustained psychosocial support to improve learner 
wellbeing and academic success. 

Depression was also identified as a significant mental health challenge that affected learners in secondary schools, with 
serious implications for their academic performance and social functioning. Affected learners often exhibited persistent 
sadness, withdrawal from peers, loss of interest in previously enjoyable school activities, and reduced motivation to 
complete academic tasks. These symptoms were frequently associated with a range of underlying factors, including 
academic difficulties, family instability, peer rejection, and emotional neglect within both home and school 
environments. In some cases, learners experiencing depression continued attending school physically but remained 
emotionally disengaged, which significantly reduced their ability to participate meaningfully in classroom learning and 
interact effectively with peers and teachers. The often hidden and internalized nature of depression made it difficult for 
educators to identify early warning signs, particularly in overcrowded classrooms where individualized attention was 
limited and learner behaviour could easily go unnoticed. UNICEF (2023) noted that such conditions contributed to 
delayed intervention, thereby worsening outcomes for affected learners. Furthermore, the American Psychological 
Association (APA, 2022) emphasized that depression among adolescents was an increasing global concern, as it 
negatively affected cognitive functioning, learning outcomes, behaviour, and overall psychosocial development, 
underscoring the urgent need for strengthened school-based mental health support systems. 

Academic stress was widely reported among learners and was largely attributed to heavy academic workloads, frequent 
testing, and high expectations from both teachers and parents. Learners often felt overwhelmed by the pressure to 
perform well in national examinations, which were perceived as determining future educational and career 
opportunities. One of the guidance and counselling teachers noted that: 

“This constant pressure creates significant emotional strain, leading to fatigue, reduced motivation, and difficulty in 
balancing academic responsibilities with personal life”. 
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In some schools, limited academic support systems, such as remedial teaching and counselling services, further 
contributed to increased stress levels among learners, as they lacked adequate avenues for academic guidance and 
emotional support. Over time, prolonged exposure to academic stress was found to result in burnout, heightened 
anxiety, and declining academic performance. The WHO (2022) noted that excessive academic pressure was a major 
contributor to adolescent stress-related mental health challenges globally. Similarly, UNESCO (2021) emphasized that 
education systems which prioritized performance outcomes without sufficient psychosocial support tended to increase 
stress-related disorders among learners, highlighting the need for more balanced and supportive learning 
environments. 

Low self-esteem was another common mental health issue identified among learners, where many individuals 
expressed a lack of confidence in their academic abilities and personal worth. Zulu and Chanda (2025) noted that 
learners with low self-esteem often compare themselves negatively with their peers, especially those who perform 
better academically or are more socially active. This condition was commonly linked to repeated academic failure, 
experiences of bullying, negative feedback from teachers, or a lack of encouragement from family members. As a result, 
affected learners tended to withdraw from classroom discussions, avoided leadership roles, and became socially 
isolated within the school environment. Such behaviours further limited their opportunities for academic engagement, 
skill development, and personal growth. UNICEF (2023) noted that low self-esteem among adolescents often 
undermined their participation in learning activities and negatively affected their overall school experience. In addition, 
WHO (2022) emphasized that low self-esteem had been widely associated with poor emotional wellbeing and reduced 
resilience in adolescents facing academic and social challenges, highlighting the importance of supportive school 
environments in building learner confidence and self-worth. 

The study also revealed that some learners exhibited behavioural and emotional difficulties, including aggression, 
truancy, withdrawal from school activities, and general indiscipline. These behaviours were often outward expressions 
of underlying emotional struggles such as frustration, anxiety, or unresolved personal and family issues. In many school 
settings, such behaviours were frequently interpreted as misconduct rather than indicators of underlying mental health 
challenges, leading to punitive rather than supportive responses from school authorities. This approach often worsened 
the learners’ emotional state and discouraged them from seeking help or accessing available support services in the 
future. The MoE (2021) emphasized that such misinterpretation of learner behaviour contributed to ineffective 
management of psychosocial challenges in schools. Furthermore, UNESCO (2021) noted that schools lacking trained 
counsellors or structured guidance and counselling programmes often struggled to identify the root causes of 
behavioural problems, resulting in inappropriate and ineffective intervention strategies that failed to address learners’ 
emotional and psychological needs. 

Substance use was identified in some cases as a coping mechanism among learners experiencing emotional distress, 
peer pressure, or academic stress. This is in line with Chanda (2023) who noted that learners engage in alcohol or drug 
use as a way of escaping emotional pain, relieving stress, or gaining acceptance from peers. However, such behaviour 
often worsened existing mental health conditions and led to additional challenges, including addiction, poor academic 
performance, and increased disciplinary cases within schools. Peer influence, curiosity, and a lack of parental 
supervision were identified as major contributing factors to substance use among adolescents. One of the head teachers 
revealed that: 

“In school environments where awareness programmes were limited or inadequate, learners often did not fully 
understand the risks and long-term consequences associated with substance use”. 

The WHO (2022) noted that substance use among adolescents frequently developed as a maladaptive coping strategy 
for dealing with stress and emotional difficulties. Similarly, the UNODC (2021) emphasized that substance abuse among 
young people was strongly linked to increased vulnerability to mental disorders, impaired cognitive development, and 
long-term behavioural problems, highlighting the need for strengthened prevention and awareness programmes in 
schools. 

Social and environmental factors such as peer pressure, bullying, and a negative school climate were also found to 
significantly contribute to mental health problems among learners. Learners who experienced bullying often reported 
feelings of fear, isolation, humiliation, and low self-worth, which negatively affected their emotional wellbeing and 
academic engagement (Chanda, 2023b). In the Zambian context, studies have shown that bullying in schools is strongly 
associated with psychological distress, including anxiety, depression, and reduced academic participation (Siziya et al., 
2012). Peer pressure also influenced learners to engage in risky behaviours such as substance use and truancy in an 
attempt to fit in with their peers and gain social acceptance. In schools where anti-bullying policies are weak or 
inconsistently enforced, such behaviours tend to persist and escalate over time, contributing to a hostile and unsafe 
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learning environment (Chanda and Phiri, 2025). UNICEF (2023) emphasized that exposure to bullying and negative 
peer relationships significantly increased adolescents’ vulnerability to mental health challenges and affected their 
overall school engagement. Additionally, the MoE (2021) noted that inadequate enforcement of child protection and 
school safety policies often left learners exposed to emotional harm, underscoring the need for stronger psychosocial 
support systems within schools.  

 

Figure 1 Common Mental Health Problems Experienced by Learners in Secondary Schools 

3.2. Challenges School Administrators Encounter in Addressing Learners’ Mental Health Concerns in Secondary 
Schools 

The findings of the study indicated that school administrators often lack specialized training in identifying and 
managing learners’ mental health challenges such as anxiety, depression, and trauma. It was further revealed that this 
limitation affects their capacity to provide effective psychological support or make appropriate referrals to professional 
mental health services. In addition, the study established that many schools rely heavily on classroom teachers to handle 
counselling-related issues, despite the fact that most of these teachers do not possess formal training in guidance and 
counselling. This lack of professional background was found to contribute to ineffective and inconsistent intervention 
strategies when dealing with learners’ mental health concerns. The study also noted that limited access to in-service 
training and professional development opportunities in mental health further constrains the ability of school personnel 
to respond adequately to learners’ psychosocial needs. These findings are consistent with earlier studies conducted in 
Zambia, which reported that the shortage of trained guidance and counselling personnel in schools significantly 
undermines the effectiveness of counselling services and learner support systems (UNICEF Zambia, 2021). Similarly, 
other research has highlighted that inadequate staffing and insufficient professional preparation continue to be major 
challenges affecting the delivery of effective school-based counselling services in the country (MoE, 2019). 

The findings of the study further indicated that school administrators are burdened with multiple responsibilities such 
as supervision of teaching and learning, academic monitoring, disciplinary management, and routine reporting. 
Consequently, it was observed that mental health-related issues among learners are often not prioritised and are 
sometimes addressed only superficially due to time constraints and competing administrative demands (ZNEC, 2020). 
This situation was found to result in delayed responses to learners’ psychological needs, thereby reducing the 
effectiveness of early intervention strategies within schools. It was further established that the heavy workload placed 
on school leaders continues to limit their capacity to effectively plan, coordinate, and implement guidance and 
counselling programmes (University of Zambia, 2022). This means that even where such programmes exist, their 
implementation is often inconsistent and less effective due to limited administrative attention and time allocation. 
Similar findings from previous studies have also shown that excessive workload among school administrators 
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significantly undermines the effective delivery of counselling services and weakens institutional capacity to adequately 
support learners’ mental health needs.  

The findings of the study also revealed that many schools do not have dedicated professional counsellors, resulting in 
school administrators delegating counselling responsibilities to classroom teachers who are often not adequately 
trained in guidance and counselling. This arrangement was found to limit the effectiveness of counselling services, as 
most teachers lack specialized skills required for early identification, assessment, and management of learners’ mental 
health challenges (UNESCO, 2021). Consequently, cases of anxiety, depression, and other psychosocial difficulties 
among learners are often detected late, reducing the chances of timely intervention and appropriate referral to 
professional support services. The study also established that the absence of trained counselling personnel affects the 
quality and consistency of support provided to learners, thereby weakening the overall school-based mental health 
response system (WHO, 2022). Similar studies conducted globally have confirmed that shortages of qualified school 
counsellors remain a major barrier to effective mental health support in educational settings, particularly in low-
resource contexts where teacher-counsellor models are commonly used. In the Zambian context, research by 
Kapembwa (2020) also highlights that the shortage of trained guidance and counselling personnel in secondary schools 
significantly undermines the early detection and effective management of learners’ psychosocial challenges. 

The findings of the study further indicated that many schools lack appropriate infrastructure to support effective 
counselling services, including private counselling rooms, psychological assessment tools, and adequate learning 
materials for mental health awareness. This situation was found to compromise confidentiality during counselling 
sessions, thereby discouraging learners from openly seeking psychological support due to fear of exposure or stigma 
(World Bank, 2022). As a result, learners experiencing anxiety, depression, or other emotional difficulties often remain 
silent, which delays intervention and may worsen their conditions. The absence of dedicated counselling spaces was 
also observed to reduce the professionalism and effectiveness of counselling interactions, as sessions are sometimes 
conducted in shared offices or classrooms where privacy is not guaranteed (APA, 2021). Furthermore, the lack of 
assessment tools and informational resources limits the ability of school personnel to properly identify and understand 
the severity of learners’ mental health needs (WHO, 2022). Similar studies conducted globally have consistently shown 
that poor school infrastructure remains a major barrier to effective counselling service delivery, particularly in low-
resource educational settings where psychosocial support systems are underdeveloped. 

Moving on, the study revealed that stigma surrounding mental health issues remains a significant barrier within the 
school environment, where both learners and, in some cases, staff tend to perceive mental health challenges as a sign of 
weakness, indiscipline, or misconduct rather than legitimate health conditions (Banda and Mwansa, 2019). As observed 
by one of the learners: 

“This negative perception was found to discourage them from openly reporting their psychological difficulties, thereby 
limiting opportunities for early identification and timely intervention by school administrators”. 

As a result, many learners experiencing anxiety, depression, or trauma-related symptoms tend to suffer in silence, which 
worsens their conditions over time (Phiri, 2021). The study also established that fear of discrimination, labeling, or 
punitive responses further reduces help-seeking behaviour among learners, as they worry about being misunderstood 
or treated differently by peers and teachers. Consequently, the effectiveness of school-based counselling services is 
undermined, as cases are often reported only when they become severe or difficult to manage (Zulu, 2022). Similar 
studies conducted in Zambia have confirmed that stigma remains one of the major obstacles to effective mental health 
support in schools, as it reduces disclosure, delays intervention, and limits access to counselling services. 

The findings of the study further revealed that parental involvement in addressing learners’ mental health challenges is 
often limited due to lack of awareness and, in some cases, dismissive attitudes towards mental health issues affecting 
their children (Tembo and Sakala, 2019). It was observed that some parents tend to attribute behavioural and emotional 
difficulties to poor discipline or normal developmental changes rather than recognizing them as mental health concerns 
requiring professional attention. This situation was found to weaken collaboration between schools and homes, thereby 
reducing the effectiveness of intervention strategies implemented by school administrators. As a result, efforts to 
provide counselling support or make referrals to health services are often delayed or unsuccessful due to limited 
parental cooperation and follow-up (Chileshe, 2021). The study also established that school administrators frequently 
face challenges in engaging parents in counselling processes, as some parents are reluctant to attend meetings, accept 
referrals, or acknowledge the severity of their children’s psychological needs. Consequently, the continuity of care for 
affected learners is compromised, leading to persistent or worsening mental health conditions (Hamusokwe, 2022). 
Similar studies conducted in Zambia have highlighted that inadequate parental involvement remains a key challenge in 
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the effective implementation of school-based guidance and counselling programmes, as it limits coordinated support 
between the school and the home environment. 

The findings of the study further revealed that although existing education policies provide for the establishment and 
support of school counselling services, their implementation at school level remains weak due to a lack of clear 
operational procedures and effective monitoring mechanisms (ZIPAR, 2020). It was observed that school 
administrators often operate without well-defined frameworks to guide the identification, management, and referral of 
severe mental health cases among learners. This absence of structured guidelines was found to contribute to 
inconsistencies in how cases are handled across different schools, with some administrators responding promptly while 
others delay or provide inadequate support. As a result, learners with similar psychological needs may receive different 
levels of care depending on the school context and available leadership capacity (MoE, 2021). The study also established 
that limited supervision and follow-up from relevant education authorities further weaken the enforcement of 
counselling policy provisions, thereby affecting service delivery at school level. Consequently, the lack of standardized 
procedures undermines the effectiveness of guidance and counselling programmes and reduces confidence in the 
school-based mental health support system (Phiri & Zulu, 2022). 

The findings of the study further revealed that referral systems to hospitals or professional psychologists are often 
weak, poorly coordinated, or in some cases inaccessible, particularly in rural districts such as Mwinilunga (Kasonde and 
Phiri, 2020). One of the guidance and counselling teachers observed that: 

“This limitation significantly affects the ability of school administrators to ensure that learners with severe mental 
health conditions receive timely and appropriate specialized care. As a result, many cases that require urgent 
psychological or psychiatric attention are either delayed or remain unaddressed due to long distances to health 
facilities, inadequate transport systems, and lack of clear referral protocols”. 

The study also established that even when referrals are made, follow-up mechanisms between schools and health 
institutions are often weak, leading to discontinuity in care and poor recovery outcomes for affected learners (Tembo, 
2021). Consequently, learners with serious conditions such as severe depression, trauma, or suicidal ideation may not 
receive the specialized treatment they need in time, thereby increasing the risk of worsening symptoms. Similar studies 
conducted in Zambia have shown that inadequate referral pathways and limited access to mental health professionals 
remain major challenges in rural education settings, significantly affecting the effectiveness of school-based mental 
health support systems (Zulu, 2022a). 

 

Figure 2 Challenges School Administrators Encounter in Addressing Learners’ Mental Health Concerns 

 



World Journal of Advanced Research and Reviews, 2026, 30(02), 1651-1661 

1659 

Study Recommendations  

• The Ministry of Education and school authorities should strengthen the provision of trained guidance and 
counselling personnel in secondary schools by either recruiting qualified counsellors or providing specialised 
in-service mental health training for existing teachers. 

• Schools should establish and formalise clear mental health referral systems in collaboration with nearby health 
facilities and professional psychologists. This would ensure that learners with severe psychological conditions 
receive timely and appropriate specialist support beyond the school environment. 

• The Ministry of Education and school authorities should improve school-based mental health support 
structures by increasing funding for counselling services, providing dedicated counselling spaces, and running 
regular awareness programmes for learners, teachers, and parents. Such initiatives would help reduce stigma, 
encourage help-seeking behaviour, and strengthen collective responsibility in supporting learner mental well-
being 

4. Conclusion 

In conclusion, the study established that school administrators in selected secondary schools of Mwinilunga District 
face multiple and interconnected challenges in managing learners’ mental health issues. These challenges include 
inadequate counselling personnel, limited training in mental health management, insufficient counselling facilities, 
weak referral systems, and inadequate policy implementation at school level. In addition, stigma surrounding mental 
health problems among learners and limited parental involvement further complicate timely identification and 
intervention. The study also revealed that heavy administrative workloads and resource constraints reduce the capacity 
of school leaders to provide effective psychosocial support services. Overall, these findings highlight that while mental 
health needs among learners are increasingly evident, the school system remains insufficiently equipped to respond 
effectively. Strengthening guidance and counselling services, improving capacity building for administrators and 
teachers, and enhancing collaboration between schools, families, and health professionals are essential for improving 
mental health management in secondary schools in Mwinilunga District.  

Compliance with ethical standards 

Disclosure of conflict of interest 

No conflict of interest to be disclosed.  

References 

[1] American Psychiatric Association. (2021). Mental health and mental disorders among adolescents. American 
Psychiatric Publishing. 

[2] American Psychological Association. (2021). School-based mental health services and learning environments. 
Washington, DC: APA. 

[3] Banda, L., and Mwansa, P. (2019). Perceptions of mental health and counselling services among secondary school 
learners in Zambia. Lusaka, Zambia: University of Zambia. 

[4] Bronfenbrenner, U. (1979). The ecology of human development: Experiments by nature and design. Harvard 
University Press. 

[5] Bush, T. (2020). Theories of educational leadership and management (5th ed.). Sage Publications. 

[6] Chanda, C. T. (2023). Social and Academic Challenges Faced by Pupils in Civic Education: A Case of Selected 
Secondary Schools in Mwinilunga District of North-Western Province, Zambia. International Journal of Novel 
Research in Education and Learning, Vol 10, Issue 4, pp: (65-72), July - August 2023, Available: 
www.noveltyjournals.com, ISSN 2394-9686. https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.8204317. 

[7] Chanda, C. T. (2023b). Impact of Child Abuse on Learner’s Academic Performance: A Case of Selected Primary 
Schools in Lusaka District, Zambia. International Journal of Novel Research in Humanity and Social Sciences, Vol 
10, Issue 4, pp: (58-65), July - August 2023, Available: www.noveltyjournals.com, 
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.8246293. 



World Journal of Advanced Research and Reviews, 2026, 30(02), 1651-1661 

1660 

[8] Chanda, C. T. (2025). The Effect of Social Well-Being on Student's Academic Achievements: A Case of Selected 
Higher Learning Institutions in Lusaka District, Zambia. International Journal of Research (IJR), Vol. 12, Issue 1, 
507-521. https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.14727444. 

[9] Chanda, C. T., Bwalya, P., Phiri, E. V., Kashumba, k., and Mwansa, P. (2025). Influence of Leadership Style on the 
Quality of Education in Zambia. International Journal of Research Publication and Reviews, Vol 6, no 5, pp 7863-
7874, May 2025, Available: www.ijrpr.com, ISSN 2582-7421.  

[10] Chanda, C. T., and Chitondo, L. (2023). Impact of Substance Abuse among Pupils: A Case of Selected Secondary 
Schools in Lusaka District, Zambia. International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research, Volume 5, Issue 4, 1-9, 
July-August 2023, Available: www.ijfmr.com, E-ISSN: 2582-2160.  

[11] Chanda, C. T., and Phiri, E. V. (2025). School Management Practices and Students’ Discipline: A Case of Selected 
Secondary Schools in Lusaka District, Zambia. International Journal for Social Studies, Volume 11 Issue 01, 1-16.  
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.14632079. 

[12] Chileshe, M. (2021). Home-school collaboration in learner welfare services in Zambian secondary schools. 
Lusaka, Zambia: University of Zambia. 

[13] Fullan, M. (2019). The new meaning of educational change (5th ed.). Teachers College Press. 

[14] Gysbers, N. C., and Henderson, P. (2018). Developing and managing your school guidance and counseling 
program (6th ed.). American Counseling Association. 

[15] Hamusokwe, B. (2022). Parental participation in guidance and counselling programmes in schools. Lusaka, 
Zambia: University of Zambia. 

[16] Hoy, W. K., and Miskel, C. G. (2018). Educational administration: Theory, research, and practice (10th ed.). 
McGraw-Hill Education. 

[17] Kapembwa, M. (2020). Challenges in the provision of guidance and counselling services in Zambian secondary 
schools. Lusaka, Zambia: University of Zambia. 

[18] Kashumba K., Chanda, C. T., and Ngulube, L. (2025). Assessing the Role of Career Guidance Programs in Secondary 
Schools in Zambia: A Path to Job Creation and Sustainability. Asian Journal of Education and Social Studies, 
Volume 51, Issue 6, Page 1141-1152, 2025, https://doi.org/10.9734/ajess/2025/v51i62064. 

[19] Kasonde, M., and Phiri, L. (2020). Barriers to mental health referral systems in rural Zambian schools. Lusaka, 
Zambia: University of Zambia. 

[20] Ministry of General Education. (2019). Education sector performance report. Lusaka, Zambia: Ministry of General 
Education. 

[21] Ministry of Education (MoE). (2020). Education sector annual performance report. Government of Zambia. 

[22] Ministry of Education Zambia. (2021). Education sector implementation report. Lusaka, Zambia: Ministry of 
Education. 

[23] Mponela, E., and Chanda, C. T. (2025). Examining Long Term Psychological and Social Impacts of COVID-19 among 
Residents in Mulenga Hills, Kasama District, Zambia. Asian Research Journal of Arts and Social Sciences, Volume 
23, Issue 9, Page 176-192, 2025; Article no.ARJASS.143955 ISSN: 2456-4761, 
https://doi.org/10.9734/arjass/2025/v23i9787. 

[24] Nabuzoka, D., and Mungala, M. (2020). Bullying experiences and psychological outcomes among school learners 
in Zambia. Zambia Journal of Education, 7(2), 45–60. 

[25] Phiri, J. (2021). Barriers to effective school counselling services in Zambian secondary schools. Lusaka, Zambia: 
University of Zambia. 

[26] Phiri, J., and Zulu, C. (2022). Policy implementation challenges in school guidance and counselling programmes 
in Zambia. Lusaka, Zambia: University of Zambia. 

[27] Sink, C. A. (2019). School counseling research and practice. Routledge. 

[28] Siziya, S., Rudatsikira, E., and Muula, A. S. (2012). Bullying victimization among school-going adolescents in 
Zambia. Journal of Public Health in Africa, 3(1), e6. 

[29] Tembo, J. (2021). Access to psychological services in rural education settings in Zambia. Lusaka, Zambia: 
University of Zambia. 



World Journal of Advanced Research and Reviews, 2026, 30(02), 1651-1661 

1661 

[30] Tembo, J., and Sakala, P. (2019). Factors affecting parental involvement in school-based support systems in 
Zambia. Lusaka, Zambia: University of Zambia. 

[31] United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). (2021). Supporting learners’ mental 
health and wellbeing in schools. UNESCO Publishing. 

[32] United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). (2021). Mental health and 
psychosocial support in schools: A global framework for action. Paris, France: United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization. 

[33] United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). (2021). Supporting learner wellbeing 
and school safety: Global education monitoring report. Paris: United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization. 

[34] United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). (2022). Global education monitoring 
report: Inclusion and education. Paris, France: United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization. 

[35] United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF). (2021). The state of the world’s children 2021: On my mind – 
Promoting, protecting and caring for children’s mental health. UNICEF. 

[36] United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) Zambia. (2021). Mental health and psychosocial support in schools: 
Strengthening school-based counselling services in Zambia. Lusaka, Zambia: UNICEF Zambia. 

[37] University of Zambia. (2022). Challenges in the implementation of guidance and counselling services in Zambian 
secondary schools. Lusaka, Zambia: University of Zambia. 

[38] United Nations Children’s Fund UNICEF. (2023). Mental health and psychosocial well-being of children and 
adolescents. New York: United Nations Children’s Fund. 

[39] United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC). (2021). World drug report 2021: Drug use and health 
consequences among youth. Vienna: United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime. 

[40] World Bank. (2022). Improving education systems through school health and well-being programs. Washington, 
DC: World Bank. 

[41] World Health Organization (WHO). (2021). Adolescent mental health. World Health Organization. 

[42] World Health Organization (WHO). (2022a). World mental health report: Transforming mental health for all. 
World Health Organization. 

[43] World Health Organization (WHO). (2022). Adolescent mental health. Geneva: WHO. 

[44] Zambia Institute of Policy Analysis and Research (ZIPAR). (2020). Education policy implementation and service 
delivery in Zambia. Lusaka, Zambia: ZIPAR. 

[45] Zambia National Education Coalition (ZANEC). (2020). Education sector analysis report: School management and 
learner support services in Zambia. Lusaka, Zambia: ZANEC. 

[46] Zulu, C. (2022). Learner attitudes towards mental health support services in schools. Lusaka, Zambia: University 
of Zambia. 

[47] Zulu, C. (2022a). Learner mental health and support systems in Zambian secondary schools. Lusaka, Zambia: 
University of Zambia. 

[48] Zulu, R., and Chanda, C. T. (2025). Assessing the Effect of Parental Divorce on the Academic Performance of 
Leaners: A Study of Selected Primary Schools in Mporokoso District of Northern Province, Zambia. International 
Journal of Novel Research in Education and Learning, Vol. 12, Issue 5, pp: (10-18), Month: September - October 
2025, https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.17151782.  


