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Abstract This study examined the factors influencing pupils’ character development and the relationship between
principals’ ethical leadership and pupils’ character development in public senior secondary schools in Sierra Leone.
A mixed-methods design was employed, involving 384 respondents from 12 public senior secondary schools in
Freetown, Bo, Kenema, and Makeni. The sample comprised 84 teachers, 12 principals, and 288 pupils. Quantitative
data were collected using structured questionnaires and analysed using SPSS Version 26, while qualitative data from
key informant interviews and focus group discussions were analysed thematically using NVivo. The questionnaire
demonstrated good internal consistency (Cronbach’s a = 0.826). Findings indicated that school rules and regulations
(M = 4.85), parental involvement (M = 4.25), and extracurricular activities (M = 4.24) were the strongest perceived
influences on pupils’ character development, while peer influence (M = 2.25) and social media exposure (M = 2.79)
were perceived as negative influences. No significant gender differences were observed across the main character-
development factors (p > 0.05). Principals’ ethical leadership showed a strong positive relationship with pupils’
character development. The ethical-leadership composite recorded M = 4.44 (SD = 0.27), while character
development recorded M = 2.97 (SD = 0.30). Pearson’s correlation revealed a strong positive association (r = 0.735,
95% CI [0.618-0.820], p < 0.001). Simple linear regression further showed that ethical leadership significantly
predicted character development, explaining 54.1% of its variance (R? = 0.541, F(1,82) = 96.47, p < 0.001). The
highest-rated ethical-leadership dimensions were promoting kindness (M = 4.75) and transparent decision-making
(M = 4.74). Significant gender differences were identified in ethical role modelling, promoting kindness, upholding
ethical standards, moral communication, and showing concern (p = 0.009-0.045). Qualitative findings reinforced the
importance of school climate, parental guidance, peer influence, and social media in shaping pupils’ character. The
study concludes that ethical leadership, supportive school environments, parental involvement, and consistent
behavioural standards are important for positive character development. It recommends integrating character
education across school activities, strengthening family-school partnerships, establishing structured peer mentoring,
and providing continuous professional development to strengthen ethical leadership in schools.
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1. Introduction

Character development is an essential component of
quality education because schools are expected to develop
learners who demonstrate integrity, responsibility, respect,
empathy, discipline, and other positive moral and social
values [1,2]. Senior secondary education is particularly
important because pupils aged 15-19 years are undergoing
critical stages of identity formation, internalisation of
social norms, and development of behavioural habits

[3,4,5]. During this period, pupils are influenced by
teachers, school leaders, peers, families, and the wider
community. Consequently, school environments and
leadership practices can significantly shape character
development. Secondary schools globally continue to face
behavioural challenges such as truancy, bullying,
substance use, academic dishonesty, defiance, and
violence [7,8,9]. In sub-Saharan Africa, these challenges
are intensified by resource constraints, overcrowding,
weak disciplinary systems, and limited systematic
character-education programmes [10,11,12]. Sierra Leone
faces similar concerns, including bullying (48.7%),
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truancy (approximately 35%), sexual misconduct,
substance use, examination malpractice, weak teacher
integrity, and exclusion of wvulnerable pupils
[13,14,15,16,17].

Against this background, ethical leadership has become
increasingly important in educational institutions [18,19].
Principals are expected to demonstrate integrity, fairness,
honesty, accountability, respect, transparency, and
concern for others [6,20]. Through policy implementation,
teacher supervision, resource management, conflict
resolution, discipline, and role modelling, principals help
establish school cultures that encourage positive behaviour
[21,22]. Ethical Leadership Theory explains this influence
through the principal’s role as both a moral person and
moral manager, while Social Learning Theory suggests
that pupils and teachers learn behaviours by observing
credible authority figures [2,6,23]. Teachers provide an
important perspective because they interact directly with
pupils and observe principals' decision-making,
disciplinary practices, conflict resolution, fairness, and
treatment of school-community members [24]. Their
perceptions therefore help assess whether ethical
leadership is consistently demonstrated and whether it
contributes to a positive moral and behavioural school
climate.

In Sierra Leone, character development is particularly
important for promoting responsible citizenship, peaceful
coexistence, social cohesion, and national development
[25,26]. The Teaching Service Commission's Code of
Conduct requires teachers and school leaders to uphold
professional ethical standards [25], while the Basic and
Senior Secondary Education Act of 2023 requires school
leaders to maintain ethical standards, prohibit corporal
punishment, and promote safe, inclusive, and child-
friendly learning environments [26]. Nevertheless,
challenges such as gender disparities in the enabling
school environment remain relevant [27].

Character development is a complex process involving
moral knowing, moral feeling, and moral action [1].
Lickona's Character Development Theory emphasises the
integration of these three components, while the gap
between pupils' moral awareness and actual behaviour
highlights the importance of the environment in
translating values into conduct. Character development is
also influenced by peer groups, parental involvement,
family  background, school climate and rules,
extracurricular activities, guidance and counselling, moral
education, and social media [29,30,31].

Despite extensive research on principals' leadership and
academic performance, teacher motivation, school
effectiveness, and organisational outcomes [24,28],
comparatively limited attention has been given to the
relationship between principals’ ethical leadership and
pupils' character development, particularly from teachers'
perspectives in Sierra Leonean senior secondary schools.
This study therefore addresses this gap by examining:

1. The factors influencing pupils' character

development in public senior secondary schools.

2. The relationship between principals' ethical

leadership and pupils' character development.

The study draws on Ethical Leadership Theory [6],
Lickona's Character Development Theory [1], and
Bandura's Social Learning Theory [2] to provide a

theoretical basis for understanding how school leadership
and the wider school environment contribute to pupils'
character formation.

2. Research Methodology

2.1. Research Design

This study adopted a convergent parallel mixed-
methods research design that integrated quantitative and
qualitative methodological strands to generate a
comprehensive understanding of the factors influencing
pupils' character development and the role of principals'
ethical leadership in shaping those outcomes [32]. The
quantitative strand employed structured questionnaires
administered to teachers to generate Likert-scale data,
which were analysed using descriptive statistics and one-
way ANOVA. The qualitative strand used Key Informant
Interviews with principals and Focus Group Discussions
with pupils to explore the lived experiences and contextual
perspectives that cannot be captured by quantitative
instruments alone [33]. The findings were subsequently
integrated during interpretation to identify areas they
converge, complement and differ between the two sets of
findings, which provided a comprehensive understanding
of the factors affecting pupils' character development in
public senior secondary schools in urban Sierra Leone
[32]. The convergent parallel mixed-methods design was
considered appropriate for this study, because it enabled
the researcher to obtain both broad quantitative evidence
and in-depth qualitative insights within the same study
period. Methodological triangulation strengthened the
credibility and internal validity of the findings.

2.2. Study Area

The study was conducted in four major urban centres of
Sierra Leone: Freetown Urban (Western Area), Bo
(Southern Province), Kenema (Eastern Province), and
Makeni (Northern Province). These centres were selected
because of their high population density, diverse public
senior secondary school profiles, and documented
evidence of elevated rates of adolescent indiscipline and
risky behaviour in urban school environments [13,14].
According to the 2025 MBSSE Annual School Census,
262 public senior secondary schools with an estimated
population of 184,706 (comprising 262 principals,
179,859 pupils, and 4,585 teachers) existed across the four
urban areas [34].

2.3. Sampling and Sampling Techniques

The sample comprised 384 respondents, determined
using the Krejcie and Morgan [35] sample size table at a
95% confidence level and +5% margin of error. Schools
were selected using cluster sampling by school type
(Boys', Girls', Mixed), yielding 12 schools three per urban
centre. Within each school, 1 principal was purposively
selected, 7 teachers were selected through a combination
of purposive and simple random sampling (minimum 5
years of experience, direct engagement with pupil
discipline), and 24 SSS 3 pupils were selected by simple



Research in Psychology and Behavioral Sciences 15

random sampling (fishbowl method). This yielded 12
principals, 84 teachers, and 288 pupils.

2.4. Data Collection

A structured teacher questionnaire assessed perceptions
of factors influencing pupils' character development and
the relationship between principals' ethical leadership and
pupils' character outcomes. These questionnaire items
measuring principals’ leadership practices were adapted
from the Ethical Leadership Scale (ELS) developed by
Brown et al., (2005). The adopted items measure key
dimensions of ethical leadership, including integrity,
fairness, ethical decision-making and ethical role
modelling. The instrument was piloted in Lungi and
demonstrated good internal consistency: the overall 41-
item instrument returned a Cronbach's alpha of 0.826; the
ten-item ethical leadership subscale and the twelve-item
character development subscale each returned an alpha of
0.71, and the ten-item relationship-perception subscale
returned an alpha of 0.88, indicating acceptable to high
reliability across all sections used in this analysis. Key
Informant Interviews with principals and Focus Group
Discussions with pupils (conducted in three groups of
eight per school) provided qualitative depth. All
participants provided informed consent; sessions were
audio-recorded and supplemented by field notes.

2.5. Data Analysis

Quantitative data were analysed using SPSS Version 26,
employing cross-tabulation, descriptive statistics (means
and standard deviations), one-way ANOVA (significance
level p = 0.05), Pearson product-moment correlation, and
simple linear regression. To directly address Objective 2, a
composite ethical-leadership score and a composite
character-development score were computed for each
teacher-respondent as the mean of their ten ethical-
leadership items and twelve character-development items
respectively, and the association between these two
composite scores was tested using Pearson correlation and
simple linear regression, with the composite character-
development score as the outcome variable. Qualitative
data from Klls and FGDs were thematically analysed
using NVivo, with transcripts coded into nodes and
grouped into themes aligned with the research objectives.
Qualitative findings were triangulated with quantitative
results to strengthen interpretive validity.

2.6. Ethical Considerations

Written permission was obtained from all sampled
school authorities prior to data collection. Informed
consent was secured from all participants. Anonymity was
preserved through the use of alphanumeric codes for all
respondents. All data were stored securely and used
exclusively for academic purposes.

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Demographic Characteristics of Teacher
Respondents

Table 1. presents the demographic profile of the 84
teacher respondents. The sample was predominantly males
(73.8%, n = 62), with female teachers comprising 26.2%
(n = 22). Most respondents were aged 40-49 years
(42.9%) or 30-39 years (41.7%), representing a mature
workforce. The majority held bachelor's degrees (83.3%),
while 16.7% held Higher Teacher Certificates. Regarding
experience, 70.2% (n = 59) had more than ten years of
teaching, with 29.8% (n = 25) having between five and ten
years. Class Masters/Mistresses constituted the largest
positional group (39.3%), followed by Subject Teachers
(34.5%) and Heads of Department (26.2%). All three
school types were equally represented (33.3% each).

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of teacher respondents

Demographic Characteristics Frequency (n) Percent (%)

Gender
Males 62 73.8
Females 22 26.2
Total 84 100.0
Age (years)
30-39 35 41.7
40-49 36 429
50-59 13 15.5
Total 84 100.0
Educational Qualification

Higher Teag?ggﬁjzrrt;;lcate (HTC 14 16.7
Bachelor's Degree (B.Sc./BA/B.Ed.) 70 83.3
Total 84 100.0

Teaching Experience
5-10 years 25 29.8
Above 10 years 59 70.2
Total 84 100.0

Professional Position
Head of Department 22 26.2
Class Master/Mistress 33 39.3
Subject Teacher 29 345
Total 84 100.0

School Type

Boys' School 28 33.3
Girls' School 28 333
Mixed School 28 333
Total 84 100.0

3.2. Factors Influencing Pupils' Character
Development in Senior Secondary
Schools

Table 3 presents the descriptive statistics for the nine
factors. School rules and regulations recorded the highest
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total mean (4.85), followed closely by parental
involvement (4.25) and extracurricular activities (4.24).
These three factors represent the strongest positively
perceived influences on character development, reflecting
institutional structures, family partnerships, and co-
curricular experiences as primary character formation
mechanisms [29,30]. School climate (3.76), role
modelling (3.63), and guidance and counselling (3.56)
emerged as moderate positive influences, with some
teachers  expressing  uncertainty  regarding  the
effectiveness of counselling provision, possibly reflecting
variability in the availability and quality of guidance
services across different schools. Comparable challenges
have been documented elsewhere in West Africa, where
counsellors in senior high schools report inadequate
resources, heavy caseloads, and insufficient specialised
training as barriers to effective service delivery [36].

Table 2. Descriptive statistical analysis of teachers' perceptions of
factors influencing pupils’ character development by gender

95%

0,
Factor Group n  Mean std. Cl 95% CI
Dev. Upper
Lower
School Males 62 376 432 365 387
Climate
Females 22  3.77 429 3.58 3.96
Total 84 3.76 428 3.67 3.85
Role Males 62 3.66 .922  3.43 3.90
Modelling
Females 22 3.55 671 3.25 3.84
Total 84 3.63 .861 3.44 3.82
School Rules Males 62 4.82 .385 4,72 4.92
Females 22 491 294 4,78 5.04
Total 84  4.85 .364 477 4.92
Extracurricular o0 62 424 432 413 4.35
Activities
Females 22 4.23 429 4.04 4.42
Total 84 424 428 4.15 4.33
Moral Males 62 255 502 240 270
Education

Females 22 2.68 716 2.36 3.00
Total 84 258 .625 2.45 2.72
Males 62 221 410 211 231

Females 22 2.36 492 2.15 2.58
Total 84 225 436 2.16 2.34

Peer Influence

that teachers consider the existing moral education
curriculum insufficiently effective or inadequately
delivered to substantively shape pupils' moral conduct a
finding that resonates strongly with Lickona's [1] critique
of moral instruction that is not systematically integrated
into school practice. This concern echoes broader critiques
of moral and civic education across African school
systems, which have been criticised for remaining
detached from learners' lived social realities and for
insufficiently confronting the structural and cultural
legacies that shape moral formation [37].

3.3. One-way ANOVA Results Differences
in Teachers' Perceptions of
Factors Influencing pupils’
Character Development

Table 3 presents the one-way ANOVA results for
gender differences in teachers' perceptions of factors
influencing pupils' character development. The results
confirm that no statistically significant gender differences
were found across all nine factors: school climate (p =
0.891), role modelling (p = 0.591), school rules (p =
0.341), extracurricular activities (p = 0.891), moral
education (p = 0.393), peer influence (p = 0.156), parental
involvement (p = 0.156), guidance and counselling (p =
0.209), and social media (p = 0.496). This broad
consensus across gender is a significant finding,
confirming that both males and females teachers,
regardless of their positional roles, experience levels, or
school types hold substantially similar views about the
primary factors shaping character development in public
senior secondary schools.

Table 3. One-way ANOVA results for differences in teachers'
perceptions of factors influencing pupils' character development

Parental Males 62 421 410 411 431
Involvement

Females 22 4.36 492 4.15 4,58

Total 84 425 436  4.16 434
Guidance & o100 62 348 954 324 3.73
Counselling

Females 22 3.77 813 341 4.13

Total 84 356 923  3.36 3.76
Social Media 1o 62 274 974 249 2.99
Influence

Females 22 291 1019 246 3.36

Total 84 279 983 257 3.00

Moral education (2.58), social media (2.79), and peer
influence (2.25) registered lower mean scores. The
consistently low mean for peer influence (2.25) reflects
teachers' perception that peer groups, on balance, exert a
negative influence on pupils' character, primarily through
facilitation of misconduct, academic dishonesty, and norm
violation. The low rating for moral education, despite its
curricular presence, is particularly noteworthy: it suggests

Factor Source Sum of df F Sig.
Squares

School Climate Between .003 1 .019  .891
Within 15.235 82

Role Modelling Between .218 1 291 591
Within 61.342 82

School Rules Between 122 1 917 341
Within 10.867 82

EXtAri‘;i“Vrirt'i‘ég'ar Between 003 1 019 891
Within 15.235 82

Moral Education Between .289 1 738 .393
Within 32.128 82

Peer Influence Between .385 1 2054 .156
Within 15.365 82

Insg{sgrtﬁém Between 385 1 2054 156
Within 15.365 82

gg&‘:}as’;‘l’ﬁni‘ Between 1.355 1 1602 209
Within 69.348 82

Social Media Between 454 1 467 .49

Influence

Within 79.689 82

The qualitative data richly contextualised these
quantitative findings. Principals identified school culture
encompassing effective leadership, consistent discipline,
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counselling services, and religious and moral education as
the primary institutional factor shaping character
outcomes. FGD responses from pupils highlighted
negative peer influence as the most immediate and visible
factor affecting their moral choices: pupils described peers
pressuring them into lateness, examination cheating, and
conflict with other students. These findings are consistent
with the broader literature on peer influence during
adolescence [4,5], which identifies the peer group as a
particularly powerful social learning context during this
developmental stage. Bandura's [2] Social Learning
Theory directly explains this dynamic: adolescents
observe, imitate, and are reinforced by the behaviours
modelled within their peer groups, making peer culture a
potent vector for both positive and negative moral
development.

The high positive ratings for parental involvement
affirm that family context constitutes a foundational
dimension of character formation that extends well
beyond the institutional boundaries of the school [38].
Respondents consistently indicated that pupils from
homes characterised by strong parental supervision,
consistent moral guidance, and supportive family
relationships tended to demonstrate more responsible,
respectful, and disciplined behaviour, while those from
homes  with  weak parental oversight  were
disproportionately represented among pupils exhibiting
behavioural challenges. These patterns align with
character education theory [1], which recognises the
family as the primary socialising institution responsible
for establishing the foundational moral dispositions that
schools subsequently seek to cultivate and reinforce.

3.4. Descriptive Statistical Analysis of
Teachers' Perceptions of the Relationship
between Principals’ Ethical Leadership
and Pupils’ Character Development

Table 4 presents descriptive statistics for the ten
dimensions of the relationship between principals’ ethical
leadership and pupils’ character development. The total
mean scores ranged from 3.75 to 4.75, indicating
generally strong agreement across all dimensions on the
five-point Likert scale. Promoting kindness recorded the
highest total mean (M = 4.75), followed by transparent
decision-making (M = 4.74), ethical role modelling (M =
4.64), moral communication (M = 4.55), consistent
discipline (M = 4.55), and upholding ethical standards (M
= 4.54). These highly rated dimensions suggest that
teachers particularly recognise principals’ visible ethical
conduct, moral communication, and  consistent
disciplinary practices as important aspects of character
development. This finding aligns with the moral-person
and moral-manager dimensions of ethical leadership,
which emphasise ethical conduct, role modelling,
communication, and reinforcement of moral standards [6].
The comparatively lower mean scores were recorded for
showing concern (M = 3.75), promoting cooperation (M =
3.85), impartial treatment (M = 4.10), and promoting
integrity (M = 4.15). Although these dimensions remained
within the positive agreement range, their relatively lower
ratings may suggest that relational and cultural aspects of

ethical leadership are perceived as less immediately
visible in shaping pupils’ character than direct modelling,
communication, and disciplinary practices. Gender-based
comparisons further showed that female teachers
consistently reported higher mean ratings than male
teachers on several dimensions. These included ethical
role modelling (female = 4.86; male = 4.56), promoting
kindness (female = 4.91; male = 4.69), upholding ethical
standards (female = 4.82; male = 4.44), and moral
communication (female = 4.86; male = 4.44). This pattern
suggests that female teachers may place greater emphasis
on the relational, behavioural, and modelling dimensions
of principals’ ethical leadership. The consistently positive
ratings across all ten dimensions indicate that teachers
perceive principals’ ethical leadership as multidimensional
and strongly related to pupils’ character development. The
finding is consistent with Ethical Leadership Theory [6]
and Social Learning Theory [2], which emphasise that
leaders influence behaviour through ethical role modelling,
communication, reinforcement of appropriate conduct,
and the establishment of shared moral norms.

Table 4. Descriptive statistical analysis of teachers' perceptions of
the relationship between principals’ ethical leadership and pupils’
character development

95% 95%

Dimension Group n  Mean Std. Cl Cl
Dev.
Lower  Upper

Ethical Role Males 62 456 500 444 469
Modelling

Females 22 486  .351 4.71 5.02

Total 84 464 482 454 4.75

Promoting Males 62 411 319 403 419

Integrity

Females 22 427 456  4.07 4.47

Total 84 415 364 4.08 4.23
Promoting

Kindness Males 62 469 465 458 481

Females 22 491 294 4.78 5.04
Total 84 475 436 4.66 4.84

Upholding Ethical |\ o100 62 444 716 425 462

Standards
Females 22 4.82 501 4.60 5.04
Total 84 454 685 439 468
Consistent Males 62 452 718 433 470

Discipline
Females 22 4.64 581 4.38 4.89
Total 84 455 684 440 470
T"r‘;‘;?r;“eﬂt Males 62 413 338 404 421
Females 22 400 000 400  4.00
Total 84 410 295 403 416

Moral

Males 62 444 716 4.25 4.62

Females 22 486  .351 4.71 5.02
Total 84 455 666 4.40 4.69
Males 62 3.69 465 3.58 3.81

Females 22 391 294 3.78 4.04
Total 84 375 436 3.66 3.84

Males 62 469  .465 4.58 481

Females 22 486  .351 471 5.02
Total 84 474 442 4.64 4.83

Males 62 3.82 .385 3.72 3.92
Females 22 3.91 294 3.78 4.04

Communication

Showing Concern

Transparent
Decision-Making

Promoting
Cooperation

Total 84 385 .364 3.77 3.92
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3.5. ANOVA Analysis on the Differences in
Teachers’ Perceptions of the Relationship
between Principals' Ethical Leadership
and Pupils' Character Development

Table 5 presents the ANOVA results for gender
differences in perceptions of the relationship between
principals' ethical leadership and pupils' character
development. Unlike the factors analysis in Section 3.2.3,
the relationship analysis reveals a more complex pattern of
gendered perceptions, with statistically significant gender
differences found in five of the ten dimensions: ethical
role modelling (F = 6.681, p = 0.012), promoting kindness
(F = 4.125, p = 0.045), upholding ethical standards (F =
5.341, p = 0.023), moral communication (F = 7.215, p =
0.009), and showing concern (F = 4.125, p = 0.045).

These results indicate that male and female teachers
differ meaningfully in their assessments of how several
dimensions of principals' ethical leadership relate to
pupils' character development, with female teachers
systematically rating the influence of these dimensions
more highly. This pattern may reflect differential
sensitivity among female teachers to the relational,
emotional, and communicative dimensions of leadership
dimensions that Character Development Theory suggests
are particularly important for the moral feeling component
of character formation [1]. Dimensions of leadership that
do not show significant gender differences promoting
integrity (p = 0.077), consistent discipline (p = 0.482),
impartial treatment (p = 0.078), transparent decision-
making (p = 0.122), and promoting cooperation (p = 0.341)
may represent leadership behaviours whose influence on
character is perceived with greater uniformity across
teacher gender, possibly because these dimensions are
more structurally observable and less dependent on
interpretive judgement.

Qualitative findings from Kills and FGDs strongly
corroborated and extended these quantitative results.
Principals consistently described school culture as the
primary channel through which ethical leadership
translates into character outcomes, identifying effective
discipline, counselling services, and moral education
programmes as the concrete institutional mechanisms
linking leadership to pupil conduct. The account of
principal PrS2B who cited good leadership, proper
discipline, counselling services, and moral education as
interacting elements of a positive school culture that
shapes pupils' values exemplifies the systemic
understanding that experienced school leaders bring to
character development.

Pupil FGD responses similarly identified principals
who demonstrate kindness, fairness, and genuine concern
for pupils as particularly effective in motivating voluntary
compliance with school norms. The observation that a
kind and understanding principal encourages willing
obedience aligns with social exchange theory [40], which
proposes that acts of care, concern, and fairness from
leaders inspire reciprocal prosocial responses from
followers. This dynamic is distinct from coercive
compliance: when pupils obey rules because they trust and
respect their principal, rather than because they fear
punishment, the resulting behaviour change is more

internalized and more likely to persist. This is consistent
with evidence that ethical leadership strategies, such as
consistent modelling of professional conduct and fair
treatment of staff, foster more harmonious and productive
relationships within the school community [41]. These
findings collectively support the conclusion that
principals' ethical leadership is a significant determinant
of pupils' character development in public senior
secondary schools in urban Sierra Leone. However, they
also affirm that ethical leadership operates within a
broader ecological system of influences including peer
groups, family environments, social media, and formal
character education curricula that must be addressed
holistically for character development interventions to
achieve their full potential.

Table 5. ANOVA results: gender differences in teachers' perceptions
of the relationship between principals' ethical leadership and pupils'
character development

Sum of Mean

Dimension Source df F Sig.
Squares Square
Ethical 012
Role Between 1.453 1 1.453 6.681 ",
Modelling
Within 17.833 82 217
Plrr?tr:g;::'tiltr;/g Between 415 1 415 3217 077
Within 10.573 82 129
Promoting | g yeen 754 1 754 4125 OB
Kindness *
Within 14.996 82 183
Upholding 023
Ethical Between 2.378 1 2.378 5341
Standards
Within 36.515 82 445
Consistent | g veen 235 1 235 499 482
Discipline
Within 38.575 82 470
Impartial | gy ey 270 1 270 3182 078
Treatment
Within 6.968 82 .085
Moral_ 009
Communic | Between 2.977 1 2977 7215 )
ation
Within 33.833 82 413
Showing | goyyeen 754 1 754 415 O
Concern *
Within 14.996 82 .183
Transparen
t Decision- Between .500 1 .500 2611 122
Making
Within 39.167 82 478
Promoting
Cooperatio | Between 129 1 129 976 341
n
Within 10.829 82 132

Note: * p < 0.05. Between groups df = 1; Within groups df = 82.

3.6. Regression Analysis on Teachers'
Perceptions of the Relationship
between Principals' Ethical Leadership
and Pupils’ Character Development

The results indicate that behavioural expectations was
the strongest positive predictor, with a standardized
coefficient of B =0.995 (t = 19.443, p < 0.001) (Table 6).
This suggests that a one-standard-deviation increase in
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behavioural expectations is associated with an
approximately 0.995 standard-deviation increase in the
outcome, holding the other variables constant. Its 95%
confidence interval for the unstandardized coefficient was
1.183-1.453, indicating a precise and statistically
significant positive association.

Extracurricular activities also demonstrated a strong
positive relationship (B = 0.669, B=0.753,t=18.522,p <
0.001; 95% CI: 0.672-0.834). This indicates that greater
participation in extracurricular activities is associated with
higher levels of the outcome. Similarly, active parental
support was a significant positive predictor (B = 0.590, B
= 0.653, t = 17.181, p < 0.001; 95% CI: 0.577-0.728),
highlighting the importance of parental involvement.
Interestingly, modelling moral behaviour had a
statistically significant negative association with the
outcome (B =-0.736, B=-0.412, t =-10.629, p < 0.001;
95% CI: —0.489 to —0.335). Although statistically strong,
this inverse direction requires careful interpretation. It
may reflect the coding of the variables, the wording of the
items, or overlap among predictors. The negative

coefficient should therefore not automatically be
interpreted as meaning that ethical role modelling harms
character development. The original coding and possible
multicollinearity should be checked before drawing a
substantive conclusion.

Social media influences were also statistically
significant (B = 0.245, B = 0.120, t = 4.802, p < 0.001;
95% CI: 0.070-0.170), indicating a positive association
with the outcome as coded. However, the direction should
again be interpreted according to how the social-media
variable was coded—for example, whether a higher score
represents positive or negative influence. In contrast,
religious and moral education was not a significant
independent predictor (B =—0.037, B =-0.029, t =-1.120,
p = 0.266; 95% CI: —0.079-0.022). Likewise, guidance
and counselling did not make a statistically significant
independent contribution (B = —0.012, B = —0.006, t =
—=0.399, p = 0.691; 95% CI. —0.037-0.025). Their non-
significance means that, after controlling for the other
predictors, there is insufficient evidence that they
independently predict the outcome in this model.

Table 6. Regression Analysis on Teachers' perceptions of the relationship between principals' ethical leadership and pupils' character

development

p -
Unstandardized Coefficients | Standardized Coefficients 95% Confflderg:e Interval
Relationship t Sig. or
B Std. Error Beta Lower Upper
(Ethical Role Modelling) -6.452 .348 -18.532 <.001 -7.145 -5.759
Modelling moral behaviour -412 .039 -.736 -10.629 <.001 -.489 -.335
Behavioural expectations 1.318 .068 995 19.443 <.001 1.183 1.453
Extracurricular activities 753 .041 .669 18.522 <.001 672 .834
1 ..
Religious and moral -.029 026 -037 -1.120 266 -079 022
education
Active parental support .653 .038 .590 17.181 <.001 577 728
Guidance and counselling -.006 .016 -.012 -.399 .691 -.037 .025
Social media influences 120 .025 .245 4.802 <.001 .070 170

4. Conclusion and Recommendations

The study identified the factors influencing pupils’
character development in public senior secondary schools
in Sierra Leone and determined the relationship between
principals’ ethical leadership and pupils’ character
development. School rules, parental involvement, and
extracurricular activities were found to positively
contribute to character development, while peer pressure
and social media exposure negatively affect pupils’
behaviour; moral education and guidance programmes
were perceived as having limited effectiveness. A
composite-score correlational and regression analysis
confirmed a strong, statistically significant positive
relationship between principals’ ethical leadership and
pupils’ character development (r = .735, p < .001), with
ethical leadership explaining approximately 54% of the
variance in teachers’ ratings of character development
outcomes. At the level of specific dimensions, principals’
ethical leadership positively influenced pupils’ character
development across all ten assessed dimensions, with
ethical role modelling, kindness, transparent decision-

making, and moral communication identified as key
contributors; gender differences existed in teachers’
perceptions of several of these dimensions, with female
teachers generally reporting stronger influence.
Qualitative ~ findings  highlighted  that  character
development is shaped by interconnected factors involving
schools, families, peers, and digital environments. The
study recommends strengthening school rules, increasing
parental engagement, integrating character education into
all aspects of school life, developing positive peer
mentoring programmes, incorporating ethical leadership
and character education into teacher and principal training,
and promoting responsible social media use through
digital literacy programmes.

Conflicts of Interest

The authors declare no conflicts of interest

References

[1] Lickona T. Educating for character: how our schools can teach



20

[2]

(3]

(4]

[5]

(6]

[7]

(8]

[°]

[10]

[11]

[12]

[13]

[14]

[15]

[16]

[17]

[18]

[19]
[20]
[21]

Research in Psychology and Behavioral Sciences

respect and responsibility. New York: Bantam Books; 1991.
Bandura A. Social learning theory. Englewood Cliffs (NJ):
Prentice Hall; 1977.

National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine. The
promise of adolescence: realizing opportunity for all youth.
Washington (DC): National Academies Press; 2019.

Chaku N, Davis-Kean PE. Positioning adolescence in the
developmental timeline. J Res Adolesc. 2024; 34(4): 1191-200.
Lorijn SJ, Laninga-Wijnen L, Ryan AM. How peer status and
ability track shape behavioural disengagement over the transition
from primary to secondary school. J Res Adolesc. 2024; 34(4):
1403-19.

Brown ME, Trevifio LK, Harrison DA. Ethical leadership: a social
learning perspective for construct development and testing. Organ
Behav Hum Decis Process. 2005; 97(2): 117-34.

Man X, Liu J, Xue Z. Effects of bullying forms on adolescent
mental health and protective factors: a global cross-regional
research based on 65 countries. Int J Environ Res Public Health.
2022; 19(4): 2374.

Villafuerte-Diaz A, Abate M, Moreno C, Ramos P. Antisocial
behaviours at school: analysis of normative and at-risk groups.
Child Youth Serv Rev. 2024; 166: 107918.

Walker DI, Thoma SJ, Jones C, Kristjansson K. Adolescent moral
judgement: a study of UK secondary school pupils. Br Educ Res J.
2017; 43(3): 588-607.

Chik WMHPW. Ethical leadership in educational administration:
areview. Int J Acad Res Bus Soc Sci. 2020; 10(9): 1139-51.
Barasa TK, Nabiswa F, Pepela M. Nature and extent of deviant
behaviour among secondary students in public schools within
Bungoma County, Kenya. Afr J Empir Res. 2023; 4(2): 861-77.
Balogun IN, Muritala RA. Perceived consequences and control
measures of deviant behaviour among the public senior secondary

students in llorin, Nigeria. KWASU Int J Educ. 2025; 7(1): 336-45.

Osborne A, James PB, Bangura C, Williams SMT, Kangbai JB,
Lebbie A. Bullying victimization among in-school adolescents in
Sierra Leone: a cross-sectional analysis of the 2017 Sierra Leone
Global School-Based Health Survey. PLOS Glob Public Health.
2023; 3(12): e0002498.

Osbhorne A, Labor C, Bangura C, Kangbai JB. Prevalence and
predictors of school truancy among adolescents in Sierra Leone:
evidence from the 2017 Global School-based Health Survey. BMC
Psychiatry. 2024; 24: 453.

James PB, Osborne A, Bah AJ, Margao EK, Conteh-Barrat M.
Sexual risk behaviour among school-going adolescents in Sierra
Leone and Liberia: a secondary analysis of the 2017 Global
school-based student health surveys. Contracept Reprod Med.
2022; 7(1): 27.

Dumbuya E. The decadence of Sierra Leone's education system:
examining the impact of examination malpractice, lack of teacher
integrity, and poor service conditions. SSRN Preprint. 2023.
Oshorne A, Yillah RM, Bash-Tagi A, Conteh O. A study of
vulnerable student populations, exclusion and marginalization in
Sierra Leonean secondary schools: a social justice theory analysis.
BMC Psychol. 2025; 13: 263.

Berges Puy6 JG. Ethical leadership in education: a uniting view
through ethics of care, justice, critique, and heartful education. J
Cult Values Educ. 2022; 5(2): 140-51.

Gogen A. Ethical leadership in educational organizations: a cross-
cultural study. Turk J Educ. 2021; 10(1): 37-57.

Brown ME, Trevifio LK. Ethical leadership: a review and future
directions. Leadersh Q. 2006; 17(6): 595-616.

Kaduma KD. Compliance toward ethical leadership among school

[22]

[23]

[24]

[25]
[26]

[27]

(28]

[29]

[30]

[31]

[32]

[33]
[34]
[35]
[36]

[37]

[38]

[39]

[40]

[41]

principals: a synthesis of qualitative research-based evidences. Int
J Educ Adm Policy Stud. 2024; 16(1): 6-15.

Hlongwane CB, Bhengu TT. Ethical leadership in schools: a
qualitative case study of perspectives from six South African
principals. Issues Educ Res. 2025; 35(1): 199-219.

McLeod S. Albert Bandura's social learning theory. Simply
Psychology; 2024 Feb 1 [cited 2026 Aug 18]. Available from:
https: /iww.simplypsychology.org/bandura.html

Tosh K, Doss CJ. Perceptions of school leadership: implications
for principal effectiveness. Santa Monica (CA): RAND
Corporation; 2020. Report No.: RR-2575/5-1.

Teaching Service Commission. Code of conduct for teachers and
other education personnel in Sierra Leone. Freetown: TSC; 2019.
Parliament of Sierra Leone. The Basic and Senior Secondary
Education Act, No. 23 of 2023. Sierra Leone Gazette. 2023 Jun 19;
No. 38.

UNESCO International Institute for Educational Planning,
UNICEF. Republic of Sierra Leone: education sector analysis:
assessing the enabling environment for gender equality. Dakar:
IIEP-UNESCO Dakar; 2020.

Lowery C. Moral literacy and school leadership: perceptions of
principals in southeast Ohio on the ethics of decision-making. J
Educ Adm. 2020; 58(1): 112-27.

Rahayu AP, Dong Y. The relationship of extracurricular activities
with students' character education and influencing factors: a
systematic literature review. Al-Ishlah J Pendidik. 2023; 15(1):
459-74.

Berger C, Deutsch N, Cuadros O, Franco E, Rojas M, Roux G, et
al. Adolescent peer processes in extracurricular activities:
identifying developmental opportunities. Child Youth Serv Rev.
2020; 118: 105457.

Biswas T, Scott JG, Munir K, Thomas HJ, Huda MM, Hasan MM,
et al. Global variation in the prevalence of bullying victimisation

amongst adolescents: role of peer and parental supports.
EClinicalMedicine. 2020; 20: 100276.
Creswell JW, Creswell JD. Research design: qualitative,

quantitative, and mixed methods approaches. 5th ed. Los Angeles:
SAGE; 2018.

Saunders M, Lewis P, Thornhill A. Research methods for business
students. 8th ed. Harlow: Pearson Education; 2019.

Ministry of Basic and Senior Secondary Education (2026). 2025
Annual school census report. Freetown.

Krejcie RV, Morgan DW. Determining sample size for research
activities. Educ Psychol Meas. 1970; 30(3): 607-10.
Panford-Quainoo E, Oppong Asante K, Osei-Tutu A. Practices
and challenges of counselling in selected senior high schools in
Accra, Ghana. J Psychol Couns Sch. 2024; 34(2): 183-96.

Obiagu AN. Toward a decolonized moral education for social
justice in Africa. J Black Stud. 2023; 54(3): 236-63.

Birhan W, Shiferaw G, Amsalu A, Tamiru M, Tiruye H. Exploring
the context of teaching character education to children in
preprimary and primary schools. Soc Sci Humanit Open. 2021;
4(1): 100171.

Da'as R. Role of ethical school leadership in shaping adolescents'
aggressive attitudes: a doubly latent multilevel SEM analysis.
Educ Manag Adm Leadersh. 2025.

Bachmann B. Ethical leadership in organizations: concepts and
implementation. Cham: Springer; 2017.

Sari Y, Lestari S. Ethical leadership strategies of school principals:
fostering a harmonious and productive teacher work environment.
Al-Ishlah J Pendidik. 2025; 17(1): 489-99.

© The Author(s) 2026. This article is an open access article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons
Attribution (CC BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).



