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Introduction
Educational leadership has long been a focus for the Welsh education system with independent reports stating that leadership was ‘weak’ (OECD, 2014 p. 67) and ‘piecemeal’ (OECD, 2017 p 9). 
Such reports led to the restructuring of the National Professional Qualification for Headship (NPQH) in 2024 - a two-year professional learning programme designed to prepare leaders for the challenges of senior positions. A key aim of the programme is to be ‘bespoke to individual participants and cognisant of the demands upon headteachers and their role in securing the success of their school and the national agenda’ (Hwb, last updated 12TH February 2025)
As a part of this strategic implementation, an internal review by Harris (2021) gathered views from key stakeholders across the Welsh education sector. The subsequent report highlighted that the intention of Welsh Government (WG) was to have leadership at the ‘epicenter’ (Harris, 2021 p.32) of its education reform. However, some leaders involved stated it developed ‘management not leadership’ (p.32) and was creating a system of ‘compliance’ rather than ‘sparking innovation’ (p.32 and p.33). 
Consequently, Professor Mick Waters’ (2023) comprehensively reviewed the NPQH, consulting with leaders who had recently participated in the programme.  Four limiting areas of the programme were found; too much of a direct focus on achieving the professional standards; limited prospect of personalisation for candidates and an over-reliance of self-reflection on experience to date and not equipping candidates with skills for future roles.  Twenty-five recommendations for its redesign were made and directly influenced the reformed NPQH which saw its first cohort of candidates in January 2025. 
Each of these reviews brought about significant changes to the educational leadership landscape, with the NPQH now sitting within the WG’s career long professional learning offer.  However, at the point of writing Wales’ educational leaders still find themselves in a time of transition with the structural organisation of the professional learning offer and its governance systems yet to be decided. It is with this uncertain context in mind that this research will explore to what extent the new NPQH meets the professional learning needs of aspiring headteachers in preparing them for the future of education in Wales.

Literature Review
Fullan (2019) argues that the complexities of society have a direct impact on education. These include the rise of the digital age, the political landscape, a shift in society's view of education, and more recently the COVID19 pandemic. He reports that the quality of people’s lives is declining. For this reason, there has been renewed work on ‘leader competencies for complexity; new approaches to leadership learning; and the conditions enabling collective leadership’ (Hannon and Mackay, 2021 p.2). 
Given these complexities, a new type of leader is required to allow schools to adapt their approaches to meet the needs of learners (Fullan, 2019). Evidence suggests that effective educational leadership is vital to improving student outcomes with Leithwood et al., (2020) noting the centrality of leadership and that 'school leaders improve teaching and learning’ (p.6). To this end, it is vital that education systems provide high quality professional learning for school leaders. This has been increasingly challenging within the context of Wales as simultaneously schools have been required to develop and implement the Curriculum for Wales (CfW).  This new curriculum demands that leaders work differently; from being ‘passive consumers’ to ‘proactive producers’ of curriculum design (Evans, 2022 p.385). However, echoing the findings within Wales’ review of the NPQH (Waters, 2021), and prior to the implementation of CfW, international studies were already discussing the changing nature of leadership. This was noted by Earley and Greany (2017) who suggested that new approaches to leadership were required with leaders working within a variety of teams, sharing responsibilities, and working smarter. Put plainly, leaders, headteachers in particular, now needed to be ‘leaders of learning’ (Earley and Greany, 2017 p.224) and not leaders hindered by managerial responsibilities. 
Fullan’s research (2019) into the ‘nuanced’ (p.3) leader speaks to the recommendations set out in Waters’ review. He describes this type of leader as someone who prioritises curiosity, has an openness to teach rather than lead, makes connections between their own vision of humanity with others, and sees below the surface to solve complex problems (Fullan, 2019). They can see the ‘forest and the trees and cycling in and out of them’ (Fullan, 2020 p. 142). This builds on the work of Digman (1990) and Covey and Merril (2006), who identified personality traits that led to effective leadership, including openness and trust. The previous interpretation of the NPQH was not designed to develop thinking in this way but exemplified what some researchers describe as allowing ‘authorities to lead the process’ in a time of complexity (Heifetz and Linsky, 2017, p.14). This can be seen in the provision of a set of activities which were designed by the WG to develop good leadership skills. It would seem the NPQH provided a set of activities to work through and did not provide space for difficult decision making and the transfer of learnt skills.  
In contrast, the new professional offer aims to provide a more personalised approach to ensure nuanced leaders are able to lead in an ‘unworkable present to an unknown future’ (Fullan, 2019, p.133) In order for this to be fulfilled, leaders cannot just become nuanced; they must have a rich understanding of self.  For example, Price Dowd (2020) states that leaders need to recognise and understand their inner self, Mundy (2014) advocates for leaders to  identify strengths and weakness and Louder (1997), although an older reference, believed that leaders should have the critical skills needed to interrogate the values that drive them to be effective. All of which directly link to the recommendations for the NPQH reform to create a more personalised approach to educational leadership.  
Research by Lipscome et al., (2024) into ‘Personalised Educational Leadership Theory’ strengthens the argument for a more bespoke approach to leadership development. This can be viewed as a more enhanced look at Leithwood’s ‘personality leadership resources’ where ‘covert qualities’ of effective leadership practice were identified (Leithwood, 2019 p.11). Lipscombe et al., 2024) andragogical approach to research, conducted with fifteen leaders undertaking a masters qualification in leadership, identified four themes that shaped a leader's beliefs and practices. 
· Experiential leadership experiences
· Educative experiences
· Vicarious leadership experiences - observing to ‘listen in’ on experts and peers, learning from others (Cox et el., 1999 p. 432)
· Personal experiences
(Lipscome et al., 2024 p.16)
It concluded that passion and personal capabilities rather than certification drove leaders to be effective. Leaders who had a thorough understanding and an ability to continually explore the four themes, as well as the ability to reflect on their strengths and areas of weakness, had more positive outcomes as leaders. However, it also highlighted that these alone were not enough to fully develop as an effective leader. This is of particular interest to this study and will be explored in the following discussion.
In the previous version of the NPQH each candidate was linked to a serving headteacher who would act as a mentor with the primary role being to preparation to pass the NPQH assessment center interview. Mentoring is still considered a recent phenomenon within educational leadership (Daresh, 2004; Oplatka and Lapidot, 2018). Consequently, there is limited research into its effectiveness.  However, research by Darling‐Hammond, Meyerson, et al,. (2007); Darling‐ Hammond et al., (2007), LaPointe, et al., (2009) provide insights into effective leadership programmes where coaching is a key component. There is a blurring of lines between mentoring and coaching and it would seem the new NPQH takes more of a coaching stance with a leadership coach being allocated to each candidate. Wales is not the only country taking this approach as a review of England’s NPQH (2011) suggested having a leadership coach provided an ‘important part to the personalised route’ (Crawford and Early, 2011 p.110 ) and it recommended that it was ‘significant that the new programme has funding to allow coaching to continue’ (Crawford and Early, 2011 p.116) However, there are natural complexities to this way of working. Despite being somewhat dated, the work of Southworth (1995) is still of relevance and has been more recently echoed by Haynes and Mahfouz (2020), whose work identified some disadvantages to the mentoring of aspiring headteachers. For example, the pairing of mentor and mentee being complicated, mentors not knowing the need for a new kind of headship in times of educational change, and the risk of ‘outmoded’ managerial (Southworth, 1995 p.14) knowledge being passed on. For this reason, further investigation into the effectiveness of coaching and mentoring aspiring headteachers would be of interest to this study.

Theoretical Framework
This research will explore the perceived effectiveness of the new NPQH with a focus on the personalisation of leadership development.  It will be guided by Guba’s (1990) and Creswell’s (2014) definition of a paradigm as world views, ‘a basic set of beliefs that guide action’ (Guba, 1990 p.17) and ‘general philosophical orientations... that researchers bring to the study’ (Creswell, 2014 p. 6).   Researcher’s selection of paradigms in which to work is driven by their view of their ‘social reality’ (ontology) and ‘how knowledge is acquired and communicated to others’ (epistemology) (Cohen et al., 2018 p.5).  There are two main opposing ontological assumptions within social research that sit either end of the ontological continuum; realism, an ‘objective reality’ existing independent of whether individuals believe it or not and constructivism, a subjective reality or a reality that is 'constructed through people’s perceptions’ (Denscombe, 2010 p.119). Biesta (2010) argues against the ‘dualism’ of objective and subjective approaches (p. 95) and asks the researcher to value an integrated approach. Pragmatism draws upon the best of both ontological assumptions and so this research, based on experiences of aspiring headteacher’s on a specific leadership development programme, will be explored through the pragmatist paradigm.
Pragmatism derived from the work of philosophers in Cambridge, Massachusetts in the late 1870s, who are known as the ‘founding fathers’ (Kaushik and Wales, 2019 p. 2). This world view rejects the notion that social science inquiry can access reality solely by using a single scientific method and assumes reality arises from ‘actions, situations and consequences’ (Creswell, 2024, p.10).  Pragmatists, lean towards the interpretivist belief that reality can only be encountered through these human experiences and argue the uncertainty that reality can ever truly be established and instead encourage researchers to ‘facilitate human problem-solving' (Pansiri, 2005 p.169). 
Central to pragmatism is the research problem (Creswell, 2003) and consequently the pragmatist paradigm identifies practical research methods and focuses on ‘what works best’ (Denscombe 2021, p.45) and is ‘practice driven’ (Denscombe, 2008 p.280) rather than aligning with a specific philosophy or approach to fully understand the problem (Creswell, 2014). Although the rationale for methods of inquiry will be explored more deeply later, it is important to note that both numerical (quantitative) and narrative (qualitative) data will be drawn upon to identify participant’s truths and so answer the research questions
Cohen et al., (2018) and Creswell (2014) argue that there are multiple versions of truth and reality and that truth is ‘what works at the time’ (Creswell, 2014 p. 11) and is not based on the duality of subjective and objective truths. Denscombe (2021) strengthens this argument by stating that truth is only ever ‘provisional’ and is the result of a moment in ‘time and place’ (Denscombe 2021, p.45).

Positionality
Denscombe (2021) suggests that the pragmatism paradigm supports the view held by post-positivist and interpretivist paradigms where researchers' backgrounds influence their ability to be fully objective within their research. Thomas (2023) explains that such positionality is a researcher’s ‘biography...that pays particular attention to the context that creates your identity’ (p.150).  Holmes (2020) highlighted that it will affect the ‘totality’ of the research (p.3). For this reason, it is important to explore my position within this research.
I am currently a senior leader within a large primary school in Wales and have recently gained the position of Headteacher.  As a result, I do not come to the research with a ‘clean sheet’ (Denscombe, 2014 p.88) but have my own assumptions and values that will affect this study. It is important that I use these experiences positively within my research and continually examine my position through three levels; research subject, the research participant and research content and process (Holmes, 2020. p2).  Blaikie and Priest (2019) recommend the researcher takes a ‘learner stance by suspending preconceived notions and engages in understanding participants’ contexts’ (p.142).  Contrary to this, Cohen et al., (2018) believes that the researcher cannot be an outsider within their own research with Thomas (2023) suggesting that the researchers experiences and position can bring value to the study and should not rebuff their position. As a result, I will reflect on my bias and subjectivity whilst understanding the context of my participants.
Subjectivity and bias are important concepts to consider in relation to researcher positionality. Subjectivity can be defined as ‘understanding your own history and ideology’ (Denzin and Lincoln, 2018 p.444) whilst bias can be thought of as  ‘a deliberate attempt to hide or highlight something disproportionately’ (Kumar, 2014 p. 287); this is considered ‘unethical’ in the world of social research (p. 286).   Therefore, it is imperative within the research that I take a reflexive approach to these elements and examine my choices, actions, and assumptions throughout the research process  (Finaly and Gough, 2003; Berger, 2015). How I will mitigate these will be further explored within the following components of this assignment.

Research methods
My study will adopt a mixed method approach to social research which has gained prominence during the last twenty years and is described as the ‘third paradigm’ (Tashakkori and Teddlie 1998, 2003; Creswell and Plano Clarke 2007; Johnson et al., 2007; Creswell 2009). 
Mixed methods work beyond singular quantitative and qualitative research approaches and is known as 'methodological pluralism’ (Cohen et al., p.35, 2019) and can ‘offset any weaknesses these methods may have by themselves’ (Hall, 2020, p. 14). Kumar (2014) supports this idea stating that ‘a second method is needed to enhance a primary method’ (p.22). This is reinforced by Fetters and Freshwater’s (2015) notion that using a combination of both quantitative and qualitative approaches allows for ‘value added’ illustrated by their equation ‘1+1 = 3’ (Fetters and Freshwater, 2015 p.115) suggesting that an effective combination of these approaches will be of benefit to the researcher rather than employing a mono-approach that would provide ‘poorer results’ (Mckenzie et al., 2006 p.5).  Furthermore, given my pragmatic stance, a mixed method approach which is ‘driven by the problem not the theory’ (Denscombe 2021 p.204) aligns with my chosen paradigm. Nonetheless, Denscombe (2021) believes that it is ‘not exclusively’ linked to pragmatism (p.203) and researchers would be wrong to infer this was the case.
Furthermore, quantitative and qualitative methods of research should not be viewed as dichotomies but instead be viewed as either end of a continuum (Newman and Benz, 1998). A quantitative approach is generally linked to realism ontology and positivism epistemology as it assumes reality is ‘out there’ (Cohen et al., 2018 p.5). This is linked to Bryman’s understanding that quantitative methods give a ‘static picture of social life’ (Bryman, 2016 p.646). He argues that this should not be seen as a negative to the approach rather a picture of a moment in time.  However, as a pragmatist, I refute this belief and whilst I will be collecting quantitative data in a moment of time, I will play a part in interpreting the results and avoid seeking an objective truth. Using quantitative methods will allow me to gather ‘large amounts of data at a given time’ (Kumar, 2014 p.141). This includes the use of questionnaires which will help me capture the NPQH candidate’s story of their experiences. A criticism of quantitative data is that the approach is not holistic and, when collecting large amounts of data, the method can overlook non-occurrence events (Denscombe, 2010). He goes further, stating that researchers could ‘smuggle’ (p.131) data to make sense of it.   This reinforces the need for a second approach to be used within the research to substantiate the data collected (Kumar, 2014).
A qualitative approach gathers data in the form of ‘words, texts and images’ allowing the researcher to demonstrate an ‘understanding of social phenomena’ (Denscombe, 2010 133). Qualitative methods are more flexible and allow exploration of diversity in the data in a way that quantitative data does not (Kumar 2014). Max Webber’s ‘verstehen’ adds strength to this suggesting qualitative methods identify ‘motives, constructions of reality, perceptions and experiences of life’ (Denscombe, 2010 p.133) thus providing ‘pure’ and ‘thick data’ (p.131) that gives significant detail. This is relevant to my research as perceptions and experiences of participants who have carried out the NPQH will be explored.  The use of semi-structured interviews will allow the researcher to gain in-depth knowledge of the participants' truths. Justification for this method will be explored in component 2. Caution does need to be taken when exploring such data as my own perceptions and experiences are involved and so data can only ever be viewed as a ‘second order account of a researcher's analysis of a first order reality’ (Denscombe, 2010 p.134).
Kumar (2014) states that both methods have strengths and weaknesses with Ackroyd and Hughes (1992), noting that neither one is ‘markedly superior to the other in all aspects’ (Ackroyd and Hughes, 1992 p.30).  
Paradigms wars concerning the validity of a mixed methods approach are prevalent within the social science world. These focus on the epistemological implications of the method and the discordance between paradigms.  Gray (2018) references Bryman’s critical views of the convergence of quantitative and qualitative methods, stating that mixing methods do not ‘assure validity’ (Gray 2018 p.198). Guba (1985) looks at mixed methods from a paradigm perspective, noting that when combining quantitative and qualitative paradigms researchers do so at only a ‘superficial level’ (Bryman, 2016 p.636). However, it is Giddling's (2006) provocative comments that a mixed methods approach is ‘positivism dressed in drag’ (p.198) and is not the best of both worlds that this study disputes.

Research Questions
A research question forms the ‘foundations of your research’ (Kumar, 2014 p.77) and for this reason careful consideration has been taken as part of a ‘recursive plan’ (Thomas, 2023 p.17). This aligns with Kumar’s theory that ‘confusion is often but the first step to clarity’ (Kumar, 2023 p.65). As this study will look at the perceptions of participants' experiences of a personalised approach, within a programme that is yet to run its first full cycle, there is a lack of research into this area. For this reason, the aims, purpose and objective of the research project have driven the formulation of the question with considerations made to ensure the project is ‘gap filling’ (Cohen et al., 2018 p.167) within this study area. When forming research questions, it is important that the literature influences the question (Punch and Oancea, 2014) to provide ‘clarity and focus’ (p. 85) and ‘tame curiosity’ (White, 2013 p.213). This is of relevance in this study as multiple issues could be raised through the mixed methods approach.
 As the study will focus on one local authority within Wales the sample size will be small and so will not have national significance, and generalisations nationally will not be made but it will provide transferable value to aspiring headteachers. 
Research question 1 (RQ1): To what extent do aspiring headteachers in a local authority in Wales find the reformed National Professional Qualification for Headship (NPQH) supportive in their professional development?
This research question has been designed to investigate how the NPQH has supported and developed prospective headteachers as they take the next step in their careers (Hwb, 2025).
To answer RQ1, a quantitative approach will be taken, employing a questionaire as a ‘useful tool’ to gather data (Cohen et al., 2018 p. 471). The use of a web-based ‘self- administered questionnaire’ (Bryman, 2016 p.220) will be utilised as Denscombe (2021) asserts that this is ‘well suited’ (p. 224) in social research and so confirms the pragmatic paradigm to which the study exists as it will use a method that is most suited to the phenomenon being studied (Kivunja and Kuyini, 2017).  Consideration has been given to the role of participants when selecting this method. A questionnaire allows for completion in a ‘time and place suitable to them’ (Gray, 2018 p. 343) and so avoiding a ‘burden of effort’ (Cohen et al., 2018 p. 474). This is also hoped to mitigate the ‘well known problem of low response rates’ (Bryman, 2026 p. 226) and ‘poor quality, incorrect responses, non-answers and quitting’ (Cohen et al., 2018 p. 474). The online questionnaire will primarily contain Likert scale style questions. The use of such a scale will allow the researcher to measure beliefs and attitudes (Thomas, 2023) and so gather frequencies and correlations within the data (Cohen et al., 2018 p.481). It will be imperative that the researcher designs unidimensional questions allowing for increased clarity of responses.

Research question 2 (RQ2): In what ways do aspiring headteachers in one local authority in Wales experience the personalisation of their professional development through the new National Professional Qualification for Headship (NPQH)?
The aim of this research question is to identify, in greater depth, how the NPQH has specifically impacted the participants' professional growth of their personal leadership values.  Interviews will be the primary research tool utilised to gather data. However, quantitative data, via a questionnaire, from initial samplings for RQ2, will be used to formulate questions for a semi-structured interview. This 'openly designed’ (Flick, 2023 p. 203) style of interview will allow for the participant to ‘develop ideas and speak more widely on issues raised by the researcher’ (Denscombe, 2021 p.231). This sequential mixed methods approach will provide valuable insights into the phenomenon being studied. Purposive sampling will allow the researcher to select participants due to their experiences with the NPQH.  It is hoped that this will provide a depth to the knowledge that would not have been gained through a questionnaire alone (Flick, 2018).   One to one interviews will be used as opposed to group interviews or focused groups as this will allow the researcher to interrogate the views and opinions from one participant at a time allowing for ease of transcribing (Denscombe, 2021 p.232). Further rationale for this approach will be explored in component 2.

Conclusion
To conclude, the aim of this research is to identify how the newly formed NPQH in Wales, as recommended by Harris et al., (2021) and Waters (2023), has impacted on the personal professional development of aspiring headteachers in preparing them for the challenges of headship.  The justification for working within the pragmatic paradigm with the approaches and methods that will be employed has been considered throughout.
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