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[bookmark: _Toc196651775]Aim, Focus and Purpose of the Research 

The aim of this research is to improve understanding of the motivating and demotivating factors for the recruitment and retention of primary headteachers in Wales, a country within the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland. Both quantitative and qualitative data shows that the recruitment and retention of headteachers in Wales is a concern, particularly for primary headteachers (StatsWales, 2025a; Aleynikova et al., 2024). I will focus on gathering views from three groups, namely deputy headteachers, serving headteachers and former headteachers from primary schools in Wales, to help develop understanding of the issues relating to recruitment and retention.

For clarity, I will define ‘primary headteacher’ as someone who has the National Professional Qualification for Headship (NPQH) and leads a school where the children that attend are between the ages of 3 and 11 (Educators Wales, 2025; StatsWales, 2025b). While other settings also have primary age children, such as nursery and infant schools which cater for a smaller age range; all through schools which cater for a wider age range; special schools which support children with high levels of additional need, and Pupil Referral Units for children who have been excluded or are at risk of exclusion, (StatsWales, 2025b) these will not be considered in this study because recruitment and retention issues for headteachers in these settings may be different due to their specific circumstances. 

Similarly, a ‘primary deputy headteacher’ for the purpose of this research is defined as someone who holds this title as a senior leader in a primary school in Wales and could deputise for the substantive headteacher if they were absent. Finally, a ‘former-headteacher’ will be defined as someone who has previously served as a primary headteacher in Wales, within the last three years. This time period was chosen to ensure the issues they faced and the potential reasons they left remain current to the existing climate, while ensuring there is a large enough pool of participants to approach.  

My positionality in relation to this research is worthy of note when considering purpose (Holmes, 2020).  As a serving primary headteacher in Wales, I have my own perspective of the issues, but I wish to better understand the wider picture and hopefully use my findings to help influence policy and practice, with the aim of improving the current situation. I will explore positionality in more depth in my second assignment for this module. 

The importance of school leaders on the outcome of a school is well documented (Waters and Cameron, 2007; Crow et al., 2016), so it is important Wales has a sufficient pool of school leaders to drive forward the school improvement agenda that Welsh Government is currently promoting (Neagle, 2025a). Hopefully, this study will assist in broadening and retaining that pool in future years. 
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Using Google Scholar and the University of Wales, Trinity St David library resources, I conducted a search of relevant literature, using the term, ‘primary headteacher recruitment retention Wales’. I also used the term, ‘headteacher’ OR ‘principal recruitment retention’ to consider whether issues are evident further afield, as headteachers are often referred to as ‘principals’ in other parts of the world (Jobs and Skills Australia, 2025; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2024). Filters were then applied to set boundaries, narrow the scope and maintain relevance (Biggam, 2021); I applied a date range of 2015 – 2025 and selected only English language sources.
There appears to be only four relevant sources into the recruitment and retention of headteachers in Wales in the past ten years. These include two by the same set of authors from different universities (Connolly et al., 2018 and Davies et al., 2018); an EdD thesis by a peer researcher who acknowledges the objectivity issue from being in this position (Baldwin, 2022) and a study by the National Academy for Educational Leadership, Wales (Aleynikova et al., 2024). However, it is unclear how many primary headteachers contributed to these studies due to a lack of detail in the sampling.  For example, only nine former senior school leaders were included overall, in the study by Aleynikova et al. (2024), but it is not clear how many were primary headteachers. Similar concerns also arise across studies by Davies et al. (2018) and Connolly et al. (2018). These two studies appear to use the same sample, which would make sense as they were both completed in the same timeframe by the same four authors. However, upon further analysis, Table 1 in Connolly et al. (2018) does not correlate completely to Davies et al. (2018), in that it shows three less headteachers and three more deputy headteachers, thus casting some doubt on the potential duplication of individual participants across the two studies. Furthermore, in both of these studies, the sector split between primary and secondary is not defined and they only cover three out of the twenty-two local authorities. Aleynikova et al. (2024) have a wider local authority coverage, having representation from thirteen out of twenty-two, however out of twenty-eight senior leader participants, only seven are primary and it is not clear whether they are primary deputy headteachers, headteachers, executive headteachers or former headteachers. Out of the four studies, Baldwin (2022) has the largest sample of primary headteachers with thirteen, but they all come from one local authority. With the information available, the best estimate is that forty-two primary headteachers were surveyed collectively across the four studies, which is less than 5% of the estimated total across Wales in 2024 (StatsWales, 2025a). Bekele and Ago (2002) suggest that sample size determination in qualitative studies has been much debated and that there is no defined rule for qualitative research, however, I would hope that any research I undertake would be able to draw on more than thirteen primary headteachers.
When considering specific recruitment and retention issues of headteachers, there appears to be a lack of clarity between the two elements, which may reduce overall depth of understanding of the issues. A lack of relevant training, for example, before headship and in post, was cited by all four studies as a demotivating factor (Connolly et al., 2018; Davies et al., 2018; Baldwin, 2022 and Aleynikova et al., 2024). However, what is needed in the form of professional learning as a deputy headteacher is likely to be different to what is needed for a new headteacher, and different again for someone who has been in post five or ten years. For example, for deputies, Aleynikova et al. (2024) report that the step from the classroom to a managerial role is one that many deputies feel ill-prepared for.  Further analysis of what a lack of training means for each career step would help in responding to this issue with a more tailored approach. 
Another point highlighted by all four studies is the issue of isolation (Connolly et al., Davies et al., 2018; Baldwin, 2022 and Aleynikova et al., 2024). However, this is a retention issue rather than recruitment one, unless deputy headteachers perceive the role to be a lonely role before they start. To counteract this, all four studies refer to mentoring as a means for headteachers to discuss things freely, but they tend to focus on new headteachers receiving this support instead of an entitlement that is ongoing (Connolly et al., Davies et al., 2018; Baldwin, 2022 and Aleynikova et al., 2024). Furthermore, how they describe ‘mentoring’ is more synonymous with ‘supervision’ which is about school leaders having a safe and confidential space to talk about their professional role without accountability (Bainbridge et al., 2022; Cairns et al., 2023). As supervision gains traction as a term in education, (Education Support, 2023; NAEL, 2024) it would be interesting to see if this could be used as a method to counteract isolation at any stage of career. 
A common factor identified across all four studies is the influence serving headteachers have over their deputies, with Connolly et al. (2018), Davies et al. (2018) and Aleynikova et al. (2024) arguing that the perceived impact on health, family and workload discourages deputies from seeking promotion, while Baldwin (2022), focussed on how serving headteachers can inspire deputies to apply for headship. The influence from serving headteachers on their deputies is an interesting factor and one that could be a research question in its own right. 
Another demotivating factor for headship, highlighted by the four studies, is the lack of agency headteachers have over their role. Chen-Levi et al. (2022, p. 133) describes ‘agency’ as “the practices that individuals undertake in order to shape themselves in particular ways”. It is interesting that this issue features more in the two earlier studies, possibly because there were perceived higher levels of accountability then through measures such as the national categorisation of schools, which ended in 2022 (Welsh Government, 2019a). In the two more recent studies, it is argued that agency has increased with the development of the new Curriculum for Wales and the introduction of the National Academy of Educational Leadership, Wales (NAEL). Agency, however, and the potential for it to decrease once again for school leaders within Wales, is considered further in the next section. 
There is further variance between the two earlier studies (Connolly et al. 2018 and Davies et al., 2018) and the two later ones, most notably the fact that the Covid-19 pandemic divides them. Baldwin (2022) and Aleynikova et al. (2024) both state that the pandemic heightened recruitment and retention issues across Wales. While not specifically focused on recruitment and retention, Marchant et al. (2024) also notes that the pandemic likely exacerbated the pressures that educational leaders in Wales were already feeling around matters such as workload; an issue also highlighted by Aleynikova et al. (2024). Scott et al. (2024) makes an interesting observation about workload when considering school leader’s wellbeing, in that it is the intensity of workload rather than the challenge of individual tasks; a point that would be interesting to explore further. A National Association of Head Teachers report (NAHT, 2023) shares similar findings about workload, however, while NAHT represent school leaders across the United Kingdom, this reports only includes English participants. Regarding workload, the current Cabinet Secretary for Education in Wales, Lynne Neagle, announced in January 2025, the introduction of a strategic workforce plan to tackle this issue, but for everyone in education, not just school leaders (Neagle, 2025a). We do not yet know the impact this initiative will have on headteachers, or indeed the workforce as a whole. 
Other issues highlighted by Baldwin (2022) and Aleynikova et al. (2024) that do not feature in earlier studies include social media, funding and community.  In relation to community, Griffiths and Jones (2024), in their historical discourse of educational leadership in Wales since devolution, highlight that a lack of respect for the profession, which appears to have heightened post covid, appears to be resulting in more complaints and aggressive behaviour from parents and children. This is not just a factor in Wales; Uttley (2025) notes that similar observations have been made in England and America, while Australia media recently reported increased physical attacks on principals (Henebery, 2024). Such is the level of concern around this issue for Welsh Government, a behaviour survey for school staff opened in April 2025, to inform a future National Behaviour Summit (Hwb, 2025). It would appear this issue is currently impacting or recruitment and retention, more so than in earlier studies, and it would be interesting to see if it is raised in future research.
Despite ongoing concern around the recruitment and retention of headteachers in Wales, in the media (BBC News, 2013; BBC News, 2016, Lewis, B 2017) and through organisations such as the Education Workforce Council (2017) and more recently in Estyn’s 2023-24 annual report (Estyn, 2025), there appears to have been little national focus on investigating the reasons behind this. For example, from a government perspective, the last specific investigation into recruitment and retention issues for headship was undertaken by the Welsh Assembly Government sixteen years ago (Welsh Assembly Government, 2009) while a research study (Welsh Government, 2019b), highlighted it as one of four areas of concern in education workforce recruitment and retention but made very little reference to tackling it.  Furthermore, in the most recent School Workforce Annual Census (SWAC) summary of results, there was a focus on the recruitment and retention issues facing teachers and teaching assistants but no specific analysis of headteachers (Welsh Government, 2024a). This is despite the quantitative data in SWAC showing increasing numbers of acting headteachers and a reduction in applications for headship (StatsWales, 2025a; StatsWales, 2025c). This is against an overall falling number of headships due to school closures, amalgamations and the increasing use of executive headteachers to lead multiple schools (StatsWales, 2025a; StatWales, 2025b). SWAC quantitative data shows that since 2020, the number of primary headteachers has fallen from around 1005 to approximately 960 by 2024 (StatsWales, 2025a). It is worth noting, however, that actual figures cannot be given as numbers are rounded to the nearest 5 and despite being a national data collection it has not undergone formal validation (StatsWales, 2025a).
Finally, it has been alluded to briefly, but it is worth clarifying - recruitment and retention issues of school leaders are not unique to Wales. There is supporting evidence from Scotland (Torrance et al., 2021; Seith, 2023), England (Faris, 2022; The Schools, Students and Teachers Network, 2024), Australia (Heffernan and Pierpoint, 2022), Canada (SAEE, 2019), New Zealand (NZEI Te Roa, 2023) and America (Lee and Mao, 2023). Further analysis would be useful to cross match reasons and learn from any initiatives undertaken in these countries that have had a positive impact.
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As demonstrated above, there are gaps within the literature, when specifically considering recruitment and retention issues for primary headteachers in Wales. Namely, the lack of clarity as to the age sector participants represent, overall participant coverage across Wales and the limited engagement with former headteachers as to why they left headship. Hefferman et al. (2023) concur that the voices of former school leaders are not often heard. Studies also do not appear to sufficiently separate out motivating and demotivating factors for deputy headteachers considering headship, from those factors affecting retention of existing headteachers. I believe dealing with these elements separately will help us to have a more nuanced understanding of both recruitment and retention of primary headteachers. 
Recruitment and retention are terms frequently commented on together when discussing headship, even beyond Wales (Aleynikova et al., 2024; Torrance et al., 2021) however, they actually mean different things, as highlighted earlier, in relation to things such as professional learning. In a recent report by the National Academy of Educational Leadership (NAEL), regarding a well-being entitlement for school leaders, improving “national opportunities for progressive professional learning beyond the NPQH”, was identified as a recommendation (NAEL, 2024, p. 19). While Welsh Government’s recent announcement for a new professional learning agency, originally scheduled for April 2025 but now delayed until September 2025 (Neagle, 2024; Neagle, 2025b)  may address this particular point its subsummation of the National Academy of Education Leadership raises concerns, particularly as the Academy was referenced in both Davies et al, 2018 and Connolly et al., 2018 as a positive act to create agency for headteachers. It will be interesting to see if the opportunities offered to school leaders by the Academy continue within a new professional body that has a much wider scope. Similar to the national workforce plan (Neagle, 2025b), neither initiative have yet had chance to have any impact. 
My research questions have been refined from my prima facia questions (Thomas, 2023). Initially, I considered looking at recruitment and retention together in one question, however my thinking, set out above, steered me away from this approach. I also considered looking at both English and Welsh medium primary headship as Welsh medium appears to have greater issues than English medium (Aleynikova et al., 2024), however I decided this may be too broad, and also, I am not a Welsh speaker and therefore would not have the means to gather data in the Welsh language.
My first research question is:
1. [bookmark: _Hlk195976929]What motivates or demotivates individuals to become primary headteachers in Wales?
This first question is designed to help develop an understanding as to what draws individuals, usually serving deputy headteachers, into primary headship in the first place. It aims to gather interpretivist (Cohen et al., 2018) responses from all three groups of participants (deputy headteachers, serving headteachers and former headteachers) to better understand perceived motivators and demotivators for headship in a modern Wales. 
I did consider specifying English medium in my research question, as I am not considering Welsh medium, however I decided against this as I felt it changed the focus of the question to suggest individuals were choosing English medium over Welsh. In leaving the language medium out, individuals may choose to reference language as a factor anyway, just in the way that participants may wish to discuss reasons for there being very few headteachers from the global majority (Davis et al., 2022) if this is relevant to the participant. I believe the participant should share their particular motivating and demotivating factors without influence. This phenomenological approach to a constructivist, interpretivist study (Cohen et al., 2018; Briggs et al., 2012), where the researcher wishes to focus on the participant’s point of view, will be explored more in my second assignment. 
Mainly qualitative data will be analysed to see if perceptions vary depending on each of the three groups listed earlier and will be compared against existing literature to consider any similarities or differences specifically in relation to recruitment. Retention will not be a factor for this research question and there will need to be a clear distinction for participants, between recruitment and retention questions, particularly for serving headteachers and former headteachers. Data collection will take the form of an online questionnaire and the option of an individual semi-structured interview, both of which will be critiqued in more depth in my second assignment. 
My second research question is:
2. How can we improve the retention rate of primary headteachers in Wales?
This second question focuses solely on the retention of primary headteachers and in doing so separates out the issues of recruitment and retention for the reasons stated above. While both issues may seem synonymous, the reality is that they are different, with potentially different factors affecting each. For this question, only serving and former headteacher will act as participants because I want the information collected to be rooted in participants who have lived the experience. This desire to adopt a phenomenological stance (Rasid et al., 2021) where the focus is on the lived experiences of the participants is important to my study because I want to hear from those directly affected and not from what the wider perceptions may be. 
By asking this second question, and following on from my point above, I am particularly keen to further the research undertaken by Aleynikova et al., 2024, regarding former headteachers. Aleykikova et al. (2024) included nine former headteachers, although not all primary. I believe a wider sample of former primary headteachers would be advantageous to understand why a growing number have left the profession. It could be that some were of retirement age and naturally left for this reason, but it would be those who left before retirement age that I would be particularly interested in. Aleynikova et al., (2024) suggest that at least one former headteacher had left due to wanting to spend more time with family while another left due to a lack of external support. A wider participant pool could explore reasons in more detail and consider any overlap to Aleynikova et al’s (2024) study,   using the information to potentially inform policy and practice for serving headteachers. 
In asking both these questions it is hoped that the ontological constructivist view of recruitment and retention of primary headteachers can be better understood through an interpretivist approach. Data for this second question will be collected through the same methods as the first. However, deputy headteacher views will not be considered in relation to this particular question; only serving headteachers and former headteachers who have left the role in the last three years will be directed to questions regarding this. While deputies will have a view on this, it would not be a lived experience for them and their contributions are likely to mirror the motivating and demotivating factors they share in question 1. While this may also be the case for serving and former headteachers, they will be doing so from a position of having lived the role.  
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