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Research Context  

My research aims to deepen the understanding of recruitment and retention issues of primary school headteachers in Wales. Despite existing quantitative and qualitative evidence suggesting a decline in applications for primary headship in Wales, and an increase in the number of headteachers leaving the role (StatsWales, 2025a; StatsWales, 2025b; Aleynikova, et al., 2024), the literature remains limited in scope and there is no government policy in Wales specifically focussed on headteacher recruitment and retention. My study aims to address this gap, by exploring the motivating and demotivating factors influencing deputy headteachers’ decisions to pursue headship, and the growing challenges for serving primary headteachers. It is hoped the research findings could contribute to improved policy and practice in recruiting and retaining primary headteachers in Wales. My research questions are therefore as follows:

1. What motivates or demotivates individuals to become primary headteachers in Wales?
2. How can we improve the retention rate of primary headteachers in Wales? 

The term ‘headteacher’ in Wales refers to someone who has gained the National Professional Qualification in Headship (NPQH) and leads a school (Careers Wales, 2025). In other parts of the world, the role may be defined as ‘principal’ (Jobs and Skills Australia, 2025; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2024) and for this reason, ‘principal’ has been used as a search term when exploring recruitment and retention issues in other countries. Furthermore, when considering the term, ‘primary’ this can be defined in Wales as a school catering for children between the age ranges of 3 and 10 (StatsWales, 2025c), although primary schools typically have children up to the age of 11.  
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My overall research design is based within an ontological constructivism paradigm, which suggests that reality is individual to the person experiencing it, allowing multiple socially constructed realities at the same time, shaped by personal experience and context (Cohen et al., 2018; Thomas, 2023). This contrasts with realism, which assumes a single reality, independent of the researcher (Waring, 2021; Pring, 2000). My view is that a person’s reality can be unique to them and in terms of headship, internal factors, such as beliefs and motivators, along with external factors, such as policy and workload, can influence one’s reality at any given point in time. In this way, I want to fully understand the individual realities for primary deputy headteachers, headteachers and former headteachers in Wales to see whether there is commonality in relation to the motivating and demotivating factors regarding recruitment and retention of primary headteachers.

Furthermore, the epistemological paradigm of interpretivism focuses on how an individual’s interpretation of their reality is developed, aligning well to qualitative data collection and analysis (Burton and Bartlett, 2009; Thomas, 2023). I therefore plan to use mainly qualitative data analysis to deepen my understanding of the factors that shape individual realities, and this is explored in more depth later. 
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The use of paradigms in research is contested. Briggs et al. (2012, p. 20) state not all researchers “perceive or value” paradigms, and scholars like Wellington (2000) and Ma (2016) challenge the binary approach often associated with paradigm discussions. In contrast, Wood and Smith (2016) argue paradigms offer clarity in research design. Taking these perspectives into account, I believe a pragmatic approach is sensible, where the methodology can transcend paradigms so that the most suitable methods are used for the research question being asked (Punch and Oancea, 2014). 
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While my study will be primarily qualitative, I will incorporate some elements of quantitative data where appropriate, making my overall approach a mixed methods study. For instance, there will be some quantitative data collection through the questionnaire, in the form of some closed questions and questions using scales (Counsell, 2015), particularly to assess aspects such as wellbeing. Quantitative data will aid generalisation, while qualitative elements, through open ended questions in the questionnaire, and semi-structured interviews, will allow a more nuanced exploration of motivating and demotivating factors for headship. This mixed method approach supports my pragmatic stance while remaining grounded in a constructivist/‌interpretivist theoretical framework, allowing me to collect useful quantitative data for elements such as length of service and levels of wellbeing, alongside more detailed qualitative responses as to what motivates or demotivates people regarding primary headship. Thomas (2023, p. 119) supports this principle, when trying to avoid the “Q words” due to “unwelcome oppositions between different kinds of research”. 
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My research is phenomenological in nature, as it seeks to explore the recruitment and retention issues of primary headteachers in Wales, through the lived experiences of those directly involved (Cohen et al., 2018). I want to understand how serving headteachers feel about their role and what personal and professional values are challenged or supported, and I want to know how deputies perceive headship and how this influences their decision to seek promotion or not. I also want to hear the reasons for former headteachers leaving and their perception of internal and external pressures. These shared, yet individual experiences can inform practice or policy (Creswell, 2007).  

Biggam (2021, p. 144) argues “phenomenological research is just a fancy word for interpretivist research” but Given (2008) argues it is more nuanced than that because it goes beyond general interpretivism by placing emphasis on the experience of participants rather than on the meaning constructed around it.  An in-depth analysis of phenomenology is not possible here due to word count restrictions, however in summary, advantages of this approach is that it prioritises the voice of the participant and allows access to deep understanding of complex lived experiences (Finlay, 2009; Cohen et al., 2018); something that I want my study to focus on. However, disadvantages are that interpreting the data can be time consuming and it may be difficult to reach conclusions as the qualitative data will depend on the participant’s individual experiences (Cohen et al., 2018). I need to be mindful of this, especially if many participants agree to be interviewed. 
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Phenomenological research increases the importance of reflexivity (Pool, 2018). Researchers must reflect on their role throughout the study (Townsend, 2010), particularly when holding an ‘insider’ position (Gallais, 2008). Gallais (2008) describes the concept of an ‘insider’ as someone with share experiences to the participant group, and argues that such a researcher needs to have heightened consideration to not look for what they are expecting to find. As a serving primary headteacher in Wales, I have my own reality as to what I believe are the current issues around recruitment and retention, but I have to be very careful to ensure my own bias does not influence others. I therefore plan to take a reflexive approach, where I will consider my influence at each stage of the study. This will include all communications, data collection and analysis. To support me in this, I plan to keep a reflexive journal, which Meyer and Willis (2019) recommend, particularly for novice researchers. This will involve me recording my initial views and reflections following any participant interaction.  Whilst bias cannot be fully eliminated, it must be acknowledged and minimised (Basit, 2010; Thomas, 2023).
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For the purpose of this study, I have decided to undertake two forms of mainly qualitative data collection. Qualitative data aligns with the ontological constructivist stance, and epistemological interpretivist approach I am taking (Burton and Bartlett, 2009), however, as mentioned, I will also use quantitative data collection where I feel it will be beneficial. While qualitative data allows the gathering of individual views, generalisations can be challenging (Flick, 2022) and there is increased risk of bias due to the subjective nature of the data gathered. As stated above, I will need to adopt a highly reflexive approach.
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Firstly, I will undertake an anonymous questionnaire, using Qualtrics, the tool recommended by the University of Wales Trinity, St David.  ‘Survey’ and ‘questionnaire’ appear to be interchangeable terms in literature (Koshy, 2005; Basit, 2010), however questionnaire will be used for the purpose of this assignment, supporting Cohen et al.’s (2018) view that surveys gather numerical data for statistical purposes whereas questionnaires allow qualitative data collection. However, as previously mentioned, there will be some quantifiable questions that will help me to ascertain things such as role, local authority, length of service as a head, period of time having left headship, and also the use of the Warick-Edinburgh Mental Wellbeing Scale (WEMWBS) to consider current wellbeing for deputy headteachers and headteachers. This assignment does not allow for a detailed analysis of WEMWBS but in summary I will use the full version, which is essentially 14 statements with a Likert scale of 1 – 5 for each, with a higher score indicating a positive level of wellbeing (University of Warick, 2020). Independent studies show WEMWBS to be a reliable tool for measuring wellbeing (Tennant et al., 2007; Smith et al., 2017), although it should be noted that many other factors could be affecting participant’s wellbeing beyond their professional role. 

Opie (2004) notes that questionnaires need thought, to avoid being leading or onerous. Also, a questionnaire should not be too long (Tymms, 2021) so I will use branching options to keep questions relevant. Open, non-judgemental questions such as, ‘what would motivate you to become a headteacher?’ will be asked, as opposed to giving a series of potentially motivating or demotivating factors. This supports the phenomenological stance of the participant leading the research, and not the researcher sharing what they perceive to be the issues. While the questionnaire will be anonymous, it will contain some identifiable information, such as role and local authority. At the end of the questionnaire, participants will be invited to provide their details to undertake a semi-structured interview, with the clear understanding that this would remove anonymity. 
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Following the questionnaire, it is hoped that some participants will engage in one-on-one semi-structured interviews. As Thomas (2023, p. 208) states, “If you wish to know more, you ask about it” and semi-structured interviews allow this. I want to draw on the data collected from the questionnaires and delve deeper into the motivators and demotivators for the recruitment and retention of primary headteachers in Wales. I believe this direct engagement will help me to better understand feelings and reasoning. 

Burton and Bartlett (2009, p. 86) agree but refer to semi-structured interviews as “unstructured interviews”. They point out that while there may be some fixed questions, this is likely to be a more conversational process. This is beneficial as it allows the participant to talk freely, sharing their experiences in their own way, while the researcher can ask pertinent questions based on responses. However, it may be difficult to retain focus and if something arises from one interview it cannot be revisited in previous ones. It can also be challenging to compare findings (Opie, 2004).

I have decided to undertake individual semi-structured interviews as opposed to group interviews because I do not want the participants to be influenced by anyone and I want to maintain confidentiality (Gibbs, 2021). Opie (2004) concurs, noting that the dynamics of any group need to be carefully considered. 

Parrish and Shaikh (2023) recommend that once your interview schedule is designed, it would be beneficial to pilot it. This seems sound advice, as it will give me an idea how long an interview may take and whether the fixed questions lend themselves to developing the conversation further. 

Individual interviews is time consuming and for that reason, I would need to limit the number of interviews I conduct. Finally, I would need to consider my own positionality as a primary headteacher and ensure I do not bring bias into the contributions and interpretation of things, such as non-verbal cues of the participants. To reduce the risk of this, member checking will be undertaken to ensure I have interpreted the information correctly, but even then, I need to consider whether participants were influenced by me (Quinney et al., 2016).
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As Punch and Oancea (2014, p. 302) claim “no study, whether quantitative, qualitative or both, can include everything” and therefore decisions around sampling need to be carefully considered. Paying attention to the three factors of “size”, “access” and “representation”, outlined by Parrish and Shaukh (2023, p. 14) when considering sampling, I have decided to be ambitious in my study and greatly extend the sample size compared to similar studies in Wales. The reason for this is that I feel a larger sample, incorporating individuals from all twenty-two local authorities in Wales, instead of just two or three, will give greater representation and make findings more reliable, and I believe I have the means to access participants to do this. 

I will use non-probability, purposive sampling, as there are criteria for participation (Cohen et al., 2018), namely being a serving primary deputy headteacher or headteacher in Wales, or a former primary headteacher in Wales who left the professional less than three years ago. These participants ensure the data is relevant to my specific area of interest (Lankshear and Knobel, 2004) and not from secondary sources. As the study is phenomenological in approach, participants need to have directly experienced the phenomenon; in this case, being in a position to become a headteacher, being a serving headteacher, or having been a former headteacher. As Cohen et al. (2018) suggest, your sample pool needs to be a knowledgeable pool to study in relation to the research question being asked. 

 The three-year period for former headteachers was selected because any longer than this will include the transitional phase of the pandemic and the longer someone has left the profession, the less reliable their input will become when comparing to current issues. A three-year period, however, should give access to enough potential participants. 
 
I would aim to invite all eligible participants by sending a questionnaire invitation to all primary schools across Wales. This would be done through the respective Local Authority contact lists and my access to headteacher emails via Hwb, which is Wales’ national online education platform (Hwb, 2022). As a minimum, I would aim to have three deputy headteachers and primary headteachers from each of the twenty-two local authorities, giving a sample size of 132 participants from these two groups; although this would be dependent on who responded to my invitation as it will clearly state that participation is voluntary. 

Upon completion of the questionnaire, participants will be invited to engage in a semi-structured interview, by providing their contact details. Again, I would hope for representation from across the twenty-two local authorities. 

When considering former headteachers, a different sampling approach would be needed as contact details are not readily available for these individuals. For this data collection, I would engage in snowball sampling as this sampling method lends itself to when participants are difficult to identify (Bhardwaj, 2019) by asking local authorities and serving headteachers to contact eligible former headteachers on my behalf. While this sampling approach is arguably bias (Cohen et al., 2018) it appears to be the only means of finding former headteachers, due to the lack of public data on this, and was the method that Aleynikova et al. (2024) engaged for the same purpose. I acknowledge that it may be difficult to get representation across all local authorities for former headteachers, but I would aim to extend beyond the nine individuals that were included in the study by Aleynikova et al. (2024).  
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I plan to undertake a Thematic Analysis (Cohen et al., 2018) to identify any recurring comments and emerging themes and share these findings using narrative reporting. My reasoning for using this analysis method is that it ties into my research project as a whole, namely in that I plan to collect mainly qualitative data to undertake an interpretivist study using the ontological approach of constructivism. Initial reading led me to consider the constant comparative method as Thomas (2023, p. 246) states it, “stands behind every technique in the interpretive paradigm”, however his use of this term appears to relate more to thematic analysis than grounded theory, which other authors tend to equate the constant comparative method to (Taber, 2017; Creswell, 2014). The word count for this assignment does not allow an in depth discussion on this point, other than to say further reading has helped me to decide that my research is not grounded theory in that it does not involve analysis of a process; something which Creswell (2014) believes is a key element, and there will not be subsequent data collections following analysis (Waring, 2021).

Braun and Clarke (2006) initially shared a six-part framework for undertaking a Thematic Analysis, although Finlay (2021) believes there is no one way of doing a Thematic Analysis and Braun and Clarke themselves have acknowledged that the variety of Thematic Analysis approaches have expanded since then (Braun and Clarke, 2019). They refer now to ‘Reflexive Thematic Analysis’ which centralises the researcher’s role in developing themes from the data, driven by the researcher’s assumptions, rather than coding. For me, this is more important than coding consistency; I want depth of insight. 

Consideration was initially given to exploring Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis, due to its focus on how individuals make sense of their lived experiences (Nizza et al., 2021; Smith, 2021), however, I decided against this due to its need for a more detailed case by case interpretation (Nigbur, D et al., 2025). Given the potential broader scope of this study, to identify common themes around recruitment and retention across groups, and due to time constraints, a Thematic Analysis approach felt more manageable. 

Once I have collected my qualitative data, I will adopt an inductive approach and read it initially to identify any emerging themes, before rereading to further refine themes, and for the purpose of this study consider whether themes vary, depending on whether the focus is on recruitment or retention. Coe (2021) raises the complex issue of validity and the challenges around this when interpreting qualitative data. There is a need to explicitly justify any particular way in which data is analysed but Teddlie and Tashakkori (2023, cited in Coe, 2021, p. 44) argue that many different types of validity detract from the emphasis on the quality of inference by the researcher, linking to Braun and Clarkes’s (2019) Reflexive Thematic Analysis approach. Cohen et al. (2018, p.245) state that, “threats to validity and reliability can never be erased completely”. Indeed, Punch and Oancea (2014, p. 287) believe “all measures have some unreliability” even those that are quantitative. While this is true, it is still important to try and reduce those threats wherever possible.  

To ensure the quality of my inference has credibility, I will use ‘progressive subjectivity’, where developing ideas will be checked against initial beliefs (Coe, 2021, p. 46) through a reflexive journal, and member checking with participants to verify interpretations, following data analysis (Creswell, 2014; Coe, 2021).  

Consideration was given to ask a member outside of the project to check the data, however it is not clear who this could be, or who would have the time to interpret the data. Also, as Thomas (2023) points out, when undertaking qualitative data analysis, this is likely to vary depending on the individual undertaking it, again supporting the argument put forward by Braun and Clarke (2019). 

As mentioned earlier, I would adopt a narrative reporting style as this can draw together elements from individuals whilst still having the ability to draw upon individual quotes that have significance, albeit significance in the view of the researcher (Cohen et al., 2018). However, I would also integrate questionnaire results and use visual aids where possible, like tables and infographics, to illustrate potential motivating and demotivating factors for entering headship, and for staying in the role. Finally, I would aim to draw out a set of recommendations to move the discussion around recruitment and retention forward.  

[bookmark: _Toc196570953]Conclusion 

To conclude, I believe that my research study would further develop knowledge in relation to the recruitment and retention issues facing primary headship in Wales. While my potential participation size is significantly bigger than related research previously conducted in Wales, when you consider that the largest single study of primary headteachers was Baldwin (2022) with thirteen, it would not be too much of a challenge to go beyond this. However, I do need to be mindful that the purposive sampling I plan to undertake could lead to potential bias in the data. As a result, data will be collected individually, and I will be reflexive in all of my actions. There is always a risk qualitative data will be difficult to generalise, but I believe there will be some emerging themes, as have been the case in smaller scale studies undertaken by Davies et al. (2018), Connolly et al. (2018), Baldwin (2022) and Aleynikova et al. (2024).  

Having re-considered the literature, I believe exploring challenges in Welsh medium primary settings would have added a further dimension to my study as Aleynikova et al. (2024) highlight this as the most challenged area overall. However, my own level of Welsh would have hindered the data collection process if I had included this area. 
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