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Introduction 
The aim of my study is to examine the perceptions of aspiring headteachers on the newly formed (2024) approach to the Welsh National Professional Qualification for Headship (NPQH) and its ambition to develop personalised theory and practice of leadership that is ‘bespoke to individual participants’ (Hwb, 2025).   The rationale for this focus stems from studies by Leithwood and Seashore Louis (2011), Leithwood et al., (2020) and Harris (2008) who highlight the link between effective leadership and student outcomes. This is especially pertinent for Wales given that learner attainment is a national priority particularly for children in disadvantaged areas (Welsh Government, 2023).  Additionally, with leadership retention in Wales being progressively low, Gurr and Drysdale (2020) state that educational leadership with its development of current and prospective leaders needs to be of high quality to recruit and retain school leaders. 
Leadership development has been at the ‘epicentre’ of Welsh education reform (Harris et al., 2021 p.16) for many years. However, in an exploration of leadership development, the OECD (2017 and 2019) identified that there were aspects that needed further support. This echoed Darling-Hammonds et al., (2012) study that suggested there was limited evidence of the effectiveness of leadership development programmes, a point also supported by Fullan (2003) and Preedy, Bennett and Wise (2012) who identified that there were challenges in applying educational leadership policy into practice. Therefore, the following research question (RQ) seeks to establish, from the viewpoint of aspiring leaders, the extent to which the redesigned NPQH develops personalised leadership to develop effective school leaders of the future.
RQ: 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)?

Research Methodology
This study operates in a pragmatist paradigm allowing the research question to determine the research method rather than being swayed by epistemological purity (Tashakkori and Teddlie, 2009; Onwuegbuzie and Leech 2005).  It is important in any research study that the researcher evaluates the strengths and limitations of each research method and understands that there is no single method that is the best but rather identifies ‘what works in practice’ (Denscombe, 2021 p. 45). To answer my RQ, I have considered quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods (MM) approaches with a MM approach identified as the most appropriate.  There are many definitions of a MM approach but in this study, Plano-Clarke and Creswell’s (2008) definition is adopted: ‘these are studies that are products of the pragmatist paradigm and that combine the qualitative and quantitative approaches within different phases of the research process’(Plano-Clarke and Creswell 2008 p. 22).
Such definition allows a MM approach allows the researcher to ensure that the weaknesses of one method will be counter-balanced by the strengths of the other (Gray, 2018). A view supported by Denzin (1978) who suggests it to be a powerful approach. However, this is not the only justification for this research method within this study; a MM approach has been chosen as it allows ideas discovered via one method (qualitative or quantitative) to be developed by the other (Gray, 2018).  A point advocated by Fetters (2015) where it is suggested that MM can be seen to bring ‘added value’ (Fetters, 2015 p. 117) to a study.  This is usefully illustrated with the equation ‘1+1 = 3 or qualitative + quantitative = more than the individual components’ (Fetters, 2015 p. 115).  For example, the use of quantitative methods, such as surveys, can provide an opportunity to gather large amounts of data from a broad perspective whilst the qualitative methods, such as interviews, allow the researcher to delve deeper into a small number of issues raised thus 'strengthening the validity of the findings’ (Greene et al., 1989 p.256). Denscombe describes this as a sequential approach where ‘qualitative research is used to help explain the results from the quantitative phase’ (Denscombe, 2021 p.195). What is important with this approach is that the integration of numerical and narrative ‘meets the needs of the research’ (Cohen et al., 2019).
Nonetheless, it is important that the researcher does not ignore the perceived shortcomings of MM in this study.  Fielding and Fielding (1986) call into question the benefits of a MM approach, outlining that if a researcher were to use incompatible research tools, then data could be ‘misinterpreted’. For example, data collected from a self-reported survey may not correlate with that of subsequent observations of the same topic. This risk will be mitigated through using methods that blend developmentally as already identified by Denscombe (2021).  A further limitation is identified by Krahn et al., (1995) who takes a more critical look at the practicalities of this method, noting that the use of both quantitative and qualitative methods can be expensive and time consuming for the researcher and participants. This will need to be carefully addressed to ensure minimal disruption to participants' busy lives.  Another argument against the use of this method is the encountering of puzzling and discrepant findings between methods that could cause further complexities to the research (Krahn et al., 1995). This will be avoided with the order in which the research will be carried out where the qualitative method will be used to explore specific findings of the initial quantitative method. Whilst the sequential nature of the methods will help to bring about logical order to the study, I will not shy away from the complexities it will bring but instead see these as ‘thick descriptions’ (Thomas, 2023 p. 113) of data that will provide greater insight.
Throughout the study, I will ensure transparency and credibility using an audit trail documenting ‘decisions, procedures and interpretations’ (McLoud, 2024 p.1). In introducing this level of transparency, peers can act as auditors checking that appropriate methods have been adopted throughout the study (Bryman, 2021).

Sampling 
Sampling is the process of selecting participants for analysis that allows the researcher to answer their RQ.  In this study, the units of the sample will represent aspiring leaders within the Welsh Education system (Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2009).  To ensure the RQ is answered, a MM sampling technique will need to be taken (Teddle and Yu, 2008 p.199). Concurrent MM sampling will not be appropriate within this study; rather, a sequential approach will be the most appropriate approach. The first sample will gather quantitative data that will be used to inform the methodology of the second sample (Plano-Clarke and Creswell, 2008). Combining both approaches will allow for a ‘complementary database’ that will include both ‘depth and breadth regarding the phenomenon under study’ (Plano-Clarke and Creswell, 2008 p. 209). This approach is illustrated in figure 1.1 with the study sitting in zone B where quantitative sampling will be used, but the predominant sampling approach will be qualitative.
[image: ]
Figure 1.1
For the quantitative aspect of the study, cluster sampling has been chosen based on its more ‘efficient’ probability sample (Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2009, p.172). The RQ focuses on the perceptions of aspiring leaders within one local authority, and so it is deemed appropriate that surveys be completed by participants within this group. This can be described as a ‘simple cluster sample’ (Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2009 p.173) and is a decision influenced by the constraints of the number of candidates for the new NPQH (Denscombe 2021). The number of applicants from the local authority is uncertain, and so to gain a broader perspective, the researcher may need to consider adjusting and increasing the cluster and so the sample size.
‘Deliberate’ or purposive sampling as described by Punch and Oancea (2014 p.211) will subsequently be used once themes from the qualitative method of data collection and analysis have been completed. This method requires the ‘pursuit of the kind of person in whom the researcher is interested in’ (Thomas, 2023 p.140) as well as ‘to ensure that the data being obtained is relevant to the research's aims’ (Silverman, 2020, p. 63).  With the research situated in the pragmatist paradigm it seems appropriate that this form of sampling is utilised as the participants can be ‘hand-picked’ by the researcher in accordance with their relevance and knowledge of the area of focus (Denscombe, 2021 p .79). The pragmatist approach will also influence the sample size where the researcher will consider the ‘accuracy that is good enough for the purpose of the research within the resources available for the research’ (Denscombe, 2021 p. 58) and ‘not be driven by a strict mathematical formula’ (Hoinville et al., 1985 p.73).
To ensure diversity of views, Miles et al., (2020) suggests the inclusion of ‘outliers’ within the sample to help explore ‘rival possible explanations’ (Denscombe, 2021 p. 79).  For example, there could be participants who have perceptions of the NPQH that are different from the mainstream perceptions. 
Ethical Considerations
The British Educational Research Association (BERA 2024) guidelines state ‘educational researchers should operate within an ethic of respect for any persons – including themselves – involved in or touched by the research they are undertaking’ (BERA 2024 p. 6).  Each research project is a ‘sui genius’ (Cohen et al., 2019 p.111) and so its ethical considerations are ‘situated’ and need to be ‘specific and local’ to the project (Simons and Usher, 2000 p.12). 
The duty lies with the researcher to ensure their work has minimal, if any, ‘adverse effects’ on the participants (Denscombe, 2010 p, 63) and take a ‘moral perspective’ throughout the entirety of the research project (Denscombe, 2010 p, 61).  As the researcher of this study, I am aware of the privileges this brings but these must be balanced with my ethical responsibilities to ensure no harm is brought to participants and carefully consider ‘what is right for the researcher may not be right for the participant’ (Thomas, 2023 p. 38). When speaking to aspiring school leaders, it is critical that I consider the impact my research could have on them. I will refer to Beauchamp et al., (1982) four principles of ethical theory explored by Murphy and Dingwall (2001) throughout the study to ensure harm is avoided, research provides identifiable benefits, participants values are respected, and the research is in the interest of the participants. These principles are:
· Non-maleficence
· Beneficence
· Autonomy or self determination
· Justice
(Murphy and Dingwall, 2001 p. 339)
The ethical consideration of gaining informed consent will be vital to ensure participants have a clear understanding of the study. When considering the method of consent an opting in method may provide a lot of work for the researcher with only allowing for participants who are willing to be part of the research taking part. It could exclude important subsections of the population and so lead to a bias in data. It is suggested by Junghans (2005) that for low-risk research an opting out or implied consent method may be more appropriate. This will be used when gathering quantitative data via a questionnaire, but I will select consent for my qualitative research tool (semi structured interview). Thorough information regarding all aspects of the study will be shared with the participants and this will be guided by the components referenced by Thomas (2023) which include the nature and purpose of the study, benefits and possible harm, information regarding confidentiality and the right to withdraw without reason or consideration.
Specific consideration needs to be given to the boundaries of consent concerning the interviews that will be conducted as part of this study.  Both explicit boundaries of who will be interviewed and implicit boundaries, such as what information will be used and not used, will be discussed with participants prior to the consent form being signed as well as being stated within the consent form. This relates to the work of Oliver (2010) who deepens the discussion by considering the ownership of such data once obtained. Oliver (2010) argues that raw data is owned by the participant to the point of analysis and interpretation and then becomes ‘property of the researcher’ (p. 64). This exchange of data ownership moves the transaction from ‘mechanical to an ethical exercise’ (p. 65). Although dated, Laing’s (1967) argument that data is a ‘gift’ (p.67) is relevant to this study. Laing states that this ‘gift’ is given rather than taken, or owned, and encourages the consideration of the level of reciprocity of the project ensuring participants gain something in return for their gift.  
The analysis of data needs to be ethical and not misrepresented by the ‘projection of the researcher’s preconceived views or by one's own values’ (Cohen et al., 2018 p.138). This can be avoided through the researcher being ‘vigilant, very self-aware and reflexive in their approach’ (p. 138). This will be considered further in this paper.
Due to my current role as a newly appointed headteacher, it is important that I acknowledge how my position and relationship with the participants could affect the reliability of the data collected. Creswell (2014) identifies, especially in qualitative research methods, a ‘power imbalance between the data collector and the participant’ (Creswell, 2014 p.98). Whilst eliminating the risk of this completely is unrealistic, it is important to note the impact this may have on the participants' responses. I will mitigate these risks by creating an open and safe environment to ensure the participants feel comfortable. In contrast to this, Brinkmann and Kvale (2018) argue that a relationship between the researcher and the participant can have a positive impact allowing the researcher to gain data unattainable if not known to each other. This, as well as both acts of informed consent and reciprocity, can also act to restore the power imbalance that could be caused by my positionality and so have a positive impact on the data collected (Brookes et al., 2014 p.81).
As this research will be carried out within the context of a workplace environment, due diligence needs to be undertaken by the researcher to anonymise the participants in order not to cause ‘harm’ (Gray 2018, p. 75).  Whilst all steps will be taken to protect the identity of the participants there is a risk that they be recognised by their strong views and opinions. The researcher must recognise the difference between their ‘intentions and practice’ in these cases (Gray 2018, p. 76) with Kumar (2014) stating that it would be ‘unethical’ of the researcher to not do so (Kumar, 2014 p. 286). 

Research Tools
As this study will take a MM approach both quantitative and qualitative research tools will be utilised.  It is important the researcher is aware that ‘no method of data collection will guarantee 100 per cent accurate information’ (Kumar, 2014 p.198). Therefore, arrangements to mitigate these will also be explored.  Questionnaires will be the chosen quantitative research tool and are described as ‘written lists of questions, the answers to which are recorded by respondents’ (Kumar, 2014 p.178). They are ‘wildly used and useful instruments’ (Cohen et al., 2018 p. 471) to collect large amount of quantitative data that measures ‘attitudes, values, opinions and beliefs’ (Punch, 2014 p.241). As the RQ looks to explore perceptions of aspiring leaders undertaking the NPQH it is deemed that the use of questionnaires is suitable. Self-administered web-based questionnaires are ‘well suited’ (Denscombe, 2021 p. 224) to social research projects as opposed to less economical postal or face to face questionnaires that can be time consuming for both the research and participant. The standardisation of structure and delivery eliminates the likelihood of researcher bias on the participant (Bryman, 2016).  However, this has been disputed by Denscombe (2021) who states that bias will be evident in the construction of the questions that have been created as they will inevitably ‘reflect(s) the researchers thinking rather than the participants thinking’ (p, 277). 
Respondent fatigue and low response rates are weaknesses of this data collection method (Gillham, 2007). It is vital that the structure of the questionnaire is designed to keep attrition rates low so not impacting the ‘external validity’ (Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2009 p. 232) of the findings.  To mitigate this Punch (2014) advises that questionnaires start with questions requiring general answers before moving to more specific ones to keep the attention of the respondent. Likert and semantic differential scales were both identified as good scaling questions due to the researcher investigating perceptions and opinions. The Likert five-point scale will be chosen as the most suitable scale as it allows for ‘sensitivity and differentiation’ (Cohen et al., 2018 p.480) of levels of agreement. This is opposed to the semantic differential scale that would offer feelings towards an event using dichotomous adjectives.   Themes from the questionnaire will be used to formulate areas of focus for interviews.
The second research tool is interviews. These are ‘discussions with someone in which you are trying to get information out of them’ (Thomas, 2023 p. 204). The quality of this discussion relies on the craftsman of the interviewer.  As a novice interviewer I will be guided by Brinkmann and Kvale’s (2018) seven-stage process of thematizing, designing, interviewing, transcribing, analysing, verifying and reporting this part of the study.  
Semi-structured interviews have been chosen as the interviewing design as it combines both elements of the structured interview, with pre-planned questions with the openness of an unstructured interview where the interviewee can guide sections of the conversation. This allows for ‘leeway’ (Bryman, 2016 p.468) in answers and a natural flow to the interview.  An interview schedule will play a vital role in the preparation and delivery; focusing on the themes raised from the questionnaire to be explored.  The use of prompts and probes will serve as significant elements of the interview process. Thomas (2023) gives value to the use of prompts such as “go on...” as well as non-verbal cues as a nod of the head (Thomas, 2023 p. 208) to ascertain further information from the interviewee. Gillham (2000) and Silverman (2020) promotes the use of carefully crafted probes that will gain clarity or accuracy of a point, request an example or extend the narrative with such examples as “tell me a little more about that” (Gillham, 2000 p.46) and “what exactly do you mean?” (Silverman, 2020 p. 177).  Together with prompts and probes ‘active listening’ (Brinkmann and Kvale, 2018) will be needed to fully capture the participants responses. Thomas (2023) asserts active listening to be the tuning into the nuances of an interviewees ‘behavioural and linguistic giveaways’ allowing the interviewer to ‘go beyond the words’ (Thomas, 2023 p.205) of what is said.  Novice interviewers are urged to rehearse interviews possibly as part of a piloting stage of the study thus allowing for the interviewer to develop their interview skills to gain the most valuable information from the process (Gillham, 2000).
This study aims to explore the personalisation of the NPQH, so it is reasonable that one to one (face to face) semi-structured interviews as opposed to group interviews or focus groups are used.  The later styles have been discounted due to the personalisation theme being explored mitigating the influence of other known as the ‘risky phenomenon’ where answers can be influenced by others and forfeit the opportunity to ‘grasp and interrogate participants’ own views (Denscombe, 2010 p.176). It is worth noting that interviews can take a significant amount of time for the interviewer and interviewee. However, this is outweighed by the ‘in-depth and rich’ (Kumar, 2014 p.183) data that will be obtained. 

Data Analysis
This study takes a MM approach to answering the RQ and as previously mentioned a qualitative method of semi structured interviews will be the primary method of data collection and so the analysis of this takes precedence in this section.
To analyse the qualitative data a ‘thematic analysis’ (TA) method will be taken. This method allows for a ‘systematic process of data coding to develop themes’ or ‘patterns in meaning’ (Braun and Clarke, 2018 p.4). TA values the life experiences of the researcher and encourages the view that ‘subjectivity is something valuable, rather than problematic’ p.12).  This is unlike Grounded Theory where the researcher ‘clears their mind’ to access data in an ‘untainted’ way (Thomas, 2023 p252).  Although it has been argued that TA is a variant of Grounded Theory (McLeod, 2011) their approaches to subjectivity dramatically differ. Taylor and Ussher, as referenced in Braun and Clarke (2006), suggest that Grounded Theory ‘denies an active role of the researcher’ (Braun and Clarke, 2006 p.80). TA reputes this and argues subjectivity is the ‘key to reflective TA’ (Braun and Clarke, 2018 p.12).  To be reflective of your subjectivity you must ‘own your own perspective’ (Elliott et al., 1999 – as referenced in Braun and Clarke, 2018 p.13). As a serving senior leader, it is acknowledged that my professional knowledge and experience will influence this study. It will be important at all stages that I am reflexive of the influence this has on my thinking and decision making. 
As a novice researcher, the use of a tool to guide the data analysis process will be key.  Braun and Clarke’s guidelines to reflective TA set out six phases that will support my analysis journey; familiarization, coding, generating initial themes, developing and reviewing themes, refining, defining and naming themes and writing up. Although linear in design it is not to be approached as ‘unidirectional’ (Braun and Clarke, 2018p. 34) but instead used as recursive guidelines of practice: ensuring reflexivity and transparency throughout (Konstantinos, 2022). The use of the guide will allow participants and other researchers to see my process of analysis. This will be particularly useful when approaching phase three: generating initial themes.
A theme is where there is ‘conceptual coherence’ or ‘a pattern of meaning organised around a central concept’ (Braun and Clarke, 2018 p.77). However, the ‘keyness’ (Braun and Clarke, 2006 p. 82) to a theme is its link to the research question. A reflexive stance is advocated here to ensure subjectivity not bias when moving my thinking from codes to themes. Ely (1997) states that if themes ‘reside’ anywhere, they reside in our heads from our thinking about our data and creating links as we understand them’ (Ely et al., 1997 p.205-6). To ensure a continuation of transparency in my practice a reflexive journal will be kept. This will go beyond taking notes as suggested by Strauss and Cobin (1990) and will serve as a repository of my thoughts, reflections and questions enabling me to ‘both notice and explore beyond the obvious meaning and content’ (Braun and Clarke, 2018 p.38).

 Conclusion
In conclusion, I will follow ethical guideline (BERA, 2024) to seek to understand the perceptions of aspiring headteachers’ experiences of personalisation within the NPQH in Wales. A MM approach has been discussed and identified as the most appropriate method with questionnaires (quantitative) and semi structured interviews (qualitative)as sequential research tools. The latter method will allow me to explore this study area in greater depth to identify themes. My own position will be of vital importance to this study and will be a continual point of my reflexive practice as I aim to answer the research question.
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