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1. Research Context
This research study seeks to explore how aspiring headteachers participating on the National Professional Qualification for Headship (NPQH) in Wales conceptualise leadership. Furthermore, it will investigate how the NPQH has influenced their views and practices. It is interested in examining if the recent changes to the NPQH are nurturing the leadership understanding and practice of the future headteachers of Wales.  The following research questions (RQ)have been constructed to support the study.
RQ1. How do aspiring headteachers participating in Wales's National Professional Qualification for Headship (NPQH), conceptualise leadership?
RQ2. In what ways has the NPQH influenced aspiring headteachers’ conceptualisation of leadership?
RQ3. To what extent has the experiences gained on the NPQH shaped their leadership practice?

2. Research Design 
2.1 Philosophical Perspective 
Research starts with curiosity and is carried out to find answers to genuine questions (Thomas, 2017). This usually involves having an interest in knowing more about or improving a practice (Tisdell., et al 2025). Epistemological assumptions or paradigms are chosen as ‘frameworks of thinking about research’ (p. 106).  Somekh and Lewin (2005) extends this thought by stating that paradigms are ‘an approach to research which provides a unifying framework of understanding of knowledge, truth, values and the nature of being (p.347). Within social science there are two paradigms that are referred to especially within field of education; positivist and interpretivist.   The choice of the paradigm guides the researcher's approach (Kivunja and Kuyini, 2017 and Punch and Oancea, 2014). 
This study sits within the interpretivist paradigm which seeks to gain insight and understanding into people’s behaviour (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2019). It opposes the idea that what is ‘seen and heard is straight forward’ (Thomas, 2017 p. 108) in favour for understanding the complexities of human experiences.  This is relevant for this research as it will explore the complicated concept of educational leadership where the subject is at the ‘centre of the process of research in order to make sense of reality’ (Palaiologou et al., p.70). 
Interpretivism regards words, beliefs and events of high importance and that each carry meaning that is constructed by human beings in their own ways.  Meaning is based on interpretations of actions with Denscombe (2021 p. 43) positing that ‘social reality is constructed and reconstructed by actions and beliefs.’  This builds on Briggs’ definition that (2017) states human life is experienced and constructed through a subjective perspective (p.23).  Therefore, in an interpretivist approach the researcher must discover the participants truths by understanding their reality. The reality of an individual is constructed through conversation and discourse with others (Flick, 2023). The researcher is urged to take caution as there is ‘no single observable reality’ (Tisdell., et al 2025) but many realities within a ‘collectivity of people’ (Denscombe, 2021 p. 44). The participants of this research will have constructed their own conceptualisation of leadership and so it is the role of the researcher to use a ‘verstehen (understanding) and hermeneutic (uncovering and interpreting meaning)’ (Cohen et al., 2019 p.20) approach to see the participants world through their perspective.  In doing so, the researcher must recognise that participants are not unfeeling objects within the study (Denscombe, 2017) and their feelings cannot be ruled out (Briggs, 2027).  
This study recognises that reality is ‘multi perspectival’ (Briggs 2017 p. 23) so by only gathering the views of aspiring headteachers, it recognises that the whole truth may not be uncovered. The aim of the study is not to explore the perceptions of all NPQH stakeholders but only that of its participants. Furthermore, interpretivist approaches have been critiqued for reflecting only on routine practices or events (Briggs, 2017) which are rarely reflected upon until undergoing data collection.  As a result of this, their reality could be tainted by the process. This argument is not accepted within the context of this study as part of the NPQH programme, as set out in the Welsh Government guidance, suggests reflection of the participants leadership is fundamental to the eighteen-month programme.  It can be viewed that this thought is more conducive to positivism where findings can be seen as ‘banal and trivia’ (Cohen et al., 2019 p. 16).
This study is therefore situated within an interpretivist perspective, offering a coherent philosophical framework for exploring aspiring headteachers’ subjective understandings of leadership and the influence of the NPQH on their leadership thinking and practice, in line with the research questions of the study.

2.2 Positionality 
Denzin et al., (2023) outlines positionality as our relationship with others and the wider world. Positionality of the researcher will affect the ‘totality’ (p.3) of the research, so it is important that I consider this within the study; my feelings, beliefs and actions need to be considered.  Recognition that I cannot be ‘neutralistic’ (Briggs, 2012 p.112) within the study is vital.  Within an interpretivist study it is impossible for the researcher to ‘gaze dispassionately from the outside’ (Denscombe, 2017 p.50) and they should not be denied involvement. My own interests and understanding of the subject area are a vital tool to the research as it was this that sparked the initial curiosity of the study area.   Instead, I will acknowledge the part my own history will play and so my positionality is a key element within the ethical considerations of this study (Denzin and Lincoln, 2028).
My current role as Headteacher of a school in Wales will provide intimate insight into the study. I have recently qualified, through the previous iteration of the NPQH, and I am currently developing the leadership skills of the senior leadership team within the school I lead.   It is possible that my position, experiences and views may impact the outcome of the study (Pezalla et al., 2012) and so a reflexive approach will need to be taken throughout. Taking a reflexive stance allows the researcher to take a dialectical approach (Probst and Berenson 2013) to self-consciously critique (Olmos-Vega et al., 2022) their own position and biases. The use of diaries or logs will give me an opportunity to record my observations whilst considering my assumptions and decisions (Thomas, 2018 and Berger 2015).

3. Research Method
3.1 Qualitative methods
Qualitative research is rooted in how individuals make sense of the world (Denscombe, 2010) and so is linked with an interpretivist approach. This study aims to understand participants reality and draws on the work of Schutz (1962) who sets out that
      	'individuals make specific meaning of their social reality and so their actions are 	meaningful. Using a qualitative method of data collection the researcher will 		explore the world of the participant from their perspective’ (Flick, 2023).  
This is of particular interest to this study as it seeks to explore aspiring headteacher’s conceptualisation of leadership and how this is translated into practice.  
However, qualitative methods are not without critique. Concerns have been raised that such methods lack generalisation and transferability especially with small scale studies within a certain group of individuals (Bryman, 2016).  Adding to this and as already discussed, the researcher's bias and subjectivity could, if not carefully considered and identified, shape the research to be a ‘product of his or her own preferences’ (Bryman, 2016 p. 398). Furthermore, Denscombe (2010) suggests that through a reliance of data in the form of words, qualitative methods can be perceived as being less comprehensive and so does not allow for thorough analysis. Contrary to this Geertz (1975) argues that qualitative data gives ‘thick descriptions’ suggesting a holistic vision unlike quantitative data.  Flick (2023) references Denzin’s (1989) work on symbolic interactionism as the starting point of qualitative research. It focuses on the subjective nature of concepts and how these are formed through interactions. It demarcates the use of examining personal issues that are linked to public policy for example, educational leadership in Wales. In doing so, Flick (2023) advocates for the use of qualitative approaches that would allow for a biographical understanding of perspectives to research such issues and so this has been considered when choosing the research method.

3.2 Semi-structured interviews
Conversation is a human interaction between two or more people communicating on a common theme; it is how we get to know about people’s lives and beliefs. An interview is an arena for a professional interchange creating a ‘construction site of knowledge’ (Brinkmann and Kvale 2018 p. 9) between the interviewer and the interviewee.  Within social science, the closeness of interviews to everyday conversations can cause a novice researcher, like me, to believe interviews are simplistic. In doing so, they choose interviews as their primary method of data collection.  However, a lack of understanding and preparedness for such a method can lead to invaluable information being missed. A level of understanding regarding interviews is so needed to ensure a thoroughly prepared stage is set for the interviewee to share their internal thoughts that will later become data used in a public forum (Brinkmann and Kvale, 2018 p.10 and Denscombe, 2021).
Lofland and Lofland (1995) argue that ‘face to face interactions are the fullest conditions of participating in the mind of another human being’ (p.16). Structured interviews can be seen as ‘oral forms of surveys’ (Tisdell, 2025 p. 136) where the interviewer asks a set of predetermined questions to all participants (Kumar, 2014). Due to the exploratory nature of this study, this rigid form of interview is not deemed suitable. It can be argued that an unstructured style of interview would be suitable due to the exploratory nature of the study. However, this is usually suitable if the skilled researcher has limited knowledge of the phenomena being studied (Tisdell et al. 2025 p. 138) or is used in conjunction with observations.  Both points have little relevance in this study as it seeks to explore the leadership perceptions of aspiring headteachers by an existing headteacher through semi-structured interviews (SSI) only.  SSI sit between the two aforementioned styles; bringing together ‘the best of both worlds’ (Thomas 2017 p. 206) and is common within qualitative research (Silvermann, 2020).  SSI uses a mix of open-ended and closed questions that afford the interviewer the structure needed to gain knowledge but also the openness to allow participants to express themselves freely (Kumar, 2014).
Brinkmann and Kvale (2018) use contrasting metaphors of ‘miner’ and ‘traveller’ to delineate the gaining of knowledge from an interview. In the miner metaphor, knowledge is understood to be hidden ready to be ‘unearthed’ (p.19). The use of probes such as ‘Go  on...’  or a gentle nod of the head (Thomas, 2017 p. 207) may support the discovery of information. This allows for further exploration of what has been said rather than letting the discussion move on with only surface level information gained (Denscombe, 2021). It is the role of the interviewer to interpret the nuggets of information and to know the appropriateness of when to probe. In contrast, the traveller metaphor sees the interviewer as someone who travels alongside the interviewee only to return home with ‘tales to be told’ (Brinkmann and Kvale, 2018 p. 20). It is here that prompts are used to ‘nudge’ (Denscombe, 2021 p. 236) the interviewee to stimulate further talk.  Clarification of the question or giving an example could act as effective interview strategies.  However, Cohen et al., (2018) cautions the flexibility of SSI interviews and suggests an interview guide or schedule is used. A carefully crafted guide will be employed as an ‘aide-mémoire’ (Thomas, 2017 p. 206) for the ‘miner’ and ‘traveller’ interviewer within this study to allow exploration whilst ensuring consistency. 

3.3 Purposive Sampling 
In simplistic terms, sampling is a means to select participants from a wider population (Flick, 2023 and Thomas, 2017). Flick (2023) urges any researcher to clearly define their sample structure and consider the ‘researched object’s typicality and distribution’ (p.160). There are many forms of sampling available to any researcher but for this study purposive sampling will be utilised. Although, Denzin and Lincoln (2006) state that many qualitative researchers choose purposive sampling, it is deemed the most appropriate form for this study. Random and maximum variation sampling were considered as both would allow for full representation of the population (Creswell and Guetterman, 2025).  Nevertheless, purposive sampling, sometimes referred to as judgement sampling, allows for the researcher to make judgements of the best participants and so will seek individuals who are near completion of the NPQH to gain a richness of data (Patton, 2015). Silverman (2020) builds on this idea noting this form of sampling demands critical thinking of its parameters of the interested population. The researcher will mitigate selection bias (Thomas, 2017) by being critical of the sampling choices and not deviating from a clear selection criteria. 
Snowballing sampling allows for participants to identify other participants who qualify for the study (Cohen et al., 2019). This form of sampling is preferred where communication networks might be underdeveloped. In this case the use of professional social networks could allow for quick identification of participants as well as using original participants as a reference that will enhance the researcher's credibility.  Nevertheless, complications may occur if the criteria for participants is tight as this form of sampling is usually employed when no sampling frame is provided (Denscombe, 2021). Snowballing sampling will only be used if the original sample size decreases.

3.4 Ethical Considerations
With all research projects, it is vital that care is taken to safeguard the welfare of participants. Punch (2014) posits that ‘harm, consent, deception, privacy and confidentiality of data’ are the main ethical issues a researcher needs to consider (p.64).  Creswell and Guetterman (2025) call on the work of Brydon-Miller (2009) who advocates for covenantal ethics built on caring relationships, mutual commitment to social justice, respect for knowledge and non-hierarchical practices.  Whilst all elements highlighted above will be considered in component 3 of this assignment. Notwithstanding, gaining informed consent means to ensure that participants taking part in the research do so at their free will (Denscombe, 2021). Participants will need to be fully informed of what the research project will entail and know that they can revoke consent at any point. A consent form will be used as a formal agreement signalling participation in the study.
Professional ethical codes serve to ensure reflections are made during a research study.  This study will ensure it respects the guidelines as set out in the fifth edition guidance by the British Educational Research Associations (BERA, 2024). It is recommended that at all stages of the research ethical issues are considered. At the core of this is respect for all involved, including the researcher themselves (BERA, 2024). This is of relevance to this study as it seeks to explore, via SSI, perceptions of aspiring headteachers and in doing so trusting relationships will need to be formed as sensitive and potentially emotional topics could be explored.  In advance of the data collection phase, Brinkmann and Kvale (2018) encourage consultation with more experienced researchers to discuss ethical dilemmas.  Therefore, the researcher will consult their supervisor throughout the study as well as gaining advice from the wider research community of the Educational Doctorate programme.

         4.    Data Presentation and Analysis Method(s)
4.1 Data Analysis

This study is based around the theoretical framework of Mezirow's transformative learning (2009) and through SSI seeks to explore the perceptions of leadership by candidates on the Welsh NPQH.  It is particularly interested in how the NPQH has shaped their perceptions of leadership as well as their practices and so requires rich discussion. As this is a qualitative exploratory study, analysis of data collected is needed. Qualitative data analysis is concerned with ‘moving raw data to understanding, exploring and interpreting the phenomenon in question’ (Taylor and Gibbs 2010 p.1) and in doing so uncover insights related to the research questions (Denscombe, 2021 p. 329). However, Patton (2002) suggests that there is no simple or correct way of doing this. The purpose of data analysis is to decide what is significant and what is not as well as identifying themes running through the data.  Qualitative research is interpretivist research (Creswell and Guetterman, 2025, p. 286) and so the researcher will be making personal interpretations to the descriptions that fit the situation.  This study will use SSI to gather data and so make interpretations that may differ to the participants. Gough and Madill (2012) argue that the researcher's subjectivity should serve as a resource during the analysis stage. However, as already discussed, reflexive practice is needed throughout the process to ensure validity and accuracy.
4.2 Reflective Thematic Analysis
 There are multiple forms of data analysis available to the researcher, but Thematic Analysis (TA) is the method chosen to analyse the data within this study. Braun and Clarke (2022) note that over time this method has adapted and now advocate for Reflexive Thematic Analysis (RTA).  Where TA offers the researcher guidelines to interrogate data. RTA ensures that throughout this the researcher critically reflects on their role and their practices (Braun and Clarke, 2022 p. 4).  This will be done through keeping a reflexive journal throughout the whole study but will be of particular importance during this stage. When applying RTA a six-stage process is used to guide the researcher. There are many illustrations that show this process, but Cresswell and Guetterman’s adapted structure as illustrated below demonstrates the iterative and yet simultaneous nature of the process that the researcher will carry out. 
[image: ]
Figure 1. Creswell and Guetterman (2025) Qualitative Process of Data Analysis

Transcripts of the SSI will be created during the interview followed by a process of coding. Both processes allow the researcher to gain a thorough understanding of the data. Coding works in an inductive way allowing the research to take the details of the interview to generate general ideas.  It has been suggested that codes emerge from the data (Denscombe, 2021). However, Braun and Clarke (2022) note Taylor and Usher’s (2001) view and do not except this as it suggests a passive discovery rather than a conscious identification of relevant ideas or issues linked to the research questions.  
There may be many codes initially found, so Guest (2012, as cited in Creswell and Guetterman, 2025 p.199) identifies a thorough recording of these within the reflexive journal is necessary. When generating codes quantification maybe the initial criteria used. Whilst Bryman (2016) recognises this as valid, relevance to the research questions is preferred. Coding does not come without criticism as Briggs (2012) argues that during this process ideas are often lost. In contrary, Cohen et al., (2018) describes coding as a ‘distilling’ (p.643) of ideas rather than a reduction allowing for key points to be recognised without being ‘violating’ the data (p.643). 
Considering the arguments laid out above and given that this research is concerned with the subjective perceptions of leadership held by NPQH candidates, it is essential that themes are generated through the aggregation of codes. Grouping and hierarchical (or layered) coding will therefore be employed. This approach will enable the researcher to develop a deeper understanding of what leadership means to participants and the factors that have influenced these perceptions.  To ensure accuracy of findings, validation procedures need to be undertaken. Triangulation across candidate groups is not appropriate for this study and so member checking and peer debriefing, as suggested by Creswell and Guetterman (2025) will be employed. Checking interpretations with participants and regular examining of data with peers or supervisor will allow information provided in the final report to be accurate. 

      5.  Conclusion 
In conclusion, this study aims to explore the personal conceptual understanding of leadership held by aspiring headteachers in Wales. Furthermore, through the lens of transformative learning it will investigate in what way the NPQH has influenced not only the views and beliefs of aspiring headteachers but also their day-to-day leadership practice.  RTA has been identified as the most effective analysis method and will be used to analyse discussions from SSI with candidates on the programme. Whilst the findings from this small-scale study may not be generalised, it is hoped that it will provide insight into whether Welsh educational leadership policy is being realised through the professional learning offer available to the future headteachers of Wales and so lead to further research in this field.
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