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‘Collaboration’ is a term that is used within education systems across the United Kingdom (Armstrong et al., 2021; Campbell, 2024) and further afield in countries such as New Zealand (Constantinides and Eleftheriadou, 2023) and the United States of America (Anderson-Butcher, 2022) as a positive feature for school improvement (Hallinger and Heck, 2010a; Hadfield and Ainscow, 2018). Within Wales, a country within the United Kingdom, collaboration is also currently deemed to be a significant factor for driving forward school improvement by policymakers and academics (Welsh Government, 2026; Harris et al., 2026). However, overall, the literature suggests there is a lack of clarity as to what collaboration is, how best to undertake it and the extent it impacts on school improvement. 

The word ‘collaboration’ appears to be a contested term (Armstrong et al., 2021; Campbell, 2024); a view that is explored further within the literature review. Nonetheless, there is a need to have a working definition of collaboration for this study. This poses somewhat of a challenge because the study aims to help define the term and the constructivist and interpretivist chosen approach dictates that findings should be driven by the perceptions of the participants (Punch and Oancea, 2014). Therefore, for the purpose of the study, a working definition of ‘collaboration’ as ‘any interaction between two or more educators or agencies, focusing on a common goal’ will be used. While this draws upon a repeated feature in the literature, namely collaboration being around a common goal (Connolly and James, 2006; Muijs et al. 2010; Azorin et al., 2020), it remains intentionally broad to maximise the scope in which participants can discuss collaboration as a concept. 

In the remit letter for ‘Dysgu’ (Appendix i), the newly established national professional learning body for education in Wales, the then Cabinet Secretary for Education in Wales stated, ‘We are building an open, collaborative school system’ (Neagle, 2025). ‘Collaboration’ is also one of the five professional standards in Wales’s current professional standards for teaching and leadership (Welsh Government, 2017a). However, despite the policy emphasis, there appears to be little research as to what educational leaders in Wales understand by the term ‘collaboration’; how much ‘collaboration’ there is in the system and what the impact of ‘collaboration’ is. Indeed, this also appears to be the case further afield, with Armstrong et al. (2021) stating that collaboration has been under researched in relation to school-to-school collaboration in England. This research aims to better understand how primary headteachers in Wales view ‘collaboration’ and whether they engage with it and feel it is worthwhile. The findings could help inform future education policy in Wales and support the aim for, ‘collaborative educational professionals’ in a ‘collaborative school system’ (Neagle, 2025). 

In researching this area, policy was considered alongside practice, to explore whether there is a shared understanding between what policymakers advocate about collaboration and what school leaders perceive it to be, and how they engage with it in their schools. It was felt this comparison was necessary as the lack of a clear definition for ‘collaboration’ may suggest there is little commonality in how collaboration is understood and applied for the purpose of school improvement. 

This research, undertaken as part of a Doctorate in Education with University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD), explored the perception, practice and perceived impact of collaboration in Wales, specifically in relation to primary education settings. A sample of eleven serving primary headteachers from Wales, from both English and Welsh-medium settings across four local authorities, contributed initially through a questionnaire, with four undertaking a semi-structured interview. Participants were asked what collaboration means to them, what collaboration they engage with and what they believe the impact of that collaboration to be. 

It is important to note my positionality as the researcher for this study as I am a primary headteacher in Wales, albeit currently undertaking a full time, two-year secondment as a school improvement adviser for a local authority. This ‘insider
status’ (Bukamal, 2022, p. 330) is explored in greater depth in 3.2 but was a consideration throughout the study, to help reduce researcher bias. 
	
[bookmark: _Toc232331132]2. Literature Review

A literature review was undertaken, initially using Google Scholar to identify journal articles and other relevant publications linked to collaboration in education. The intention was to examine how collaboration is conceptualised in education, particularly within the Welsh context. The initial searches used ‘collaboration in education Wales schools’, with subsequent searches removing, ‘Wales’ and replacing ‘collaboration’ with ‘partnership’ and ‘network’, as these terms appeared interchangeable alongside collaboration (Connolly and James, 2006). No date range was set so that changes over time could be considered. A further Google search for ‘Wales education policy documents’ ensured government policy was also considered. Articles were selected through ‘title-abstract screening’ (Hirt et al., 2023, p. 566) and then explored further through backward and forward citation searching (Hirt et al., 2023, p. 564).

This literature review therefore focuses on how collaboration has been defined and theorised in research, and its development in Wales, both from a policy perspective and through empirical study. 

[bookmark: _Toc232331133]2.1 Defining collaboration

Collaboration has been widely referenced within educational research, yet its definition remains inconsistent. Collaboration as an education concept gained prominence in the United Kingdom from the late 1990s onwards (Slater, 2004; Goddard et al., 2007), with Evans et al. (2005) linking it to New Labour education policy. Hargreaves (2019), however, places collaboration even earlier than this. Regardless as to when collaboration developed as a favoured concept in education, 
there is now a developing consensus that, when successful, collaboration is a positive feature in supporting school improvement (Hallinger and Heck, 2010a; Greatbatch and Tate, 2019; Harris et al., 2026). 

However, what is also evident within the literature is that collaboration is poorly defined, lacks wider research in Wales, and is somewhat under theorised. Interchangeable words such as ‘partnership’ (Connolly and James, 2006, p. 71), ‘networks’ (Azorin et al., 2020, p. 112) and ‘professional learning communities’ (Campbell, 2024, p. 349) permeate and somewhat blur the literature. Some refer to collaboration as narrow joint working around a specific goal (James, 2007) while others view it as something much broader (Anderson-Butcher et al., 2022). What is evident is that the term ‘collaboration’ serves a very broad canvas of partnership working within schools (Hallinger and Heck, 2010a), between schools (Armstrong et al., 2021) and beyond schools (Connolly and James, 2006).

Although there is general consensus among studies that collaboration is a positive act for school improvement (Hallinger and Heck, 2010b), Griffiths et al. (2020, p. 59) argue that ‘our understanding of it differs based on the various definitions in the literature’; a point echoed by Campbell (2024). Goddard et al. (2007, p. 878) also note that, ‘typically, collaboration is neither taught nor modelled’. For something that is often deemed fundamental to successful education systems, collaboration as a concept remains elusive and this forms the basis for research question one: How do primary headteachers in Wales define and interpret ‘collaboration’ within the context of the Welsh primary education system?

Despite the lack of a consistent definition, there does appear to be some commonality when discussing collaboration. One consistent feature in the literature is the need for trust. Coleman (2012) identifies trust as central to school-based collaboration, Harris et al. (2026, p. 3) call it the very ‘act of building collective trust’ while Griffiths et al. (2020, p. 6) describe collaboration as ‘a complex process built on trust, open communication, and mutual respect’. However, while trust appears to be an important requisite for collaboration to succeed, Hargreaves and O’Connor (2018) believe that trust alone is not enough to ensure purposeful collaboration. Hargreaves and O’Connor’s (2018) lens for collaboration is explored in more detail in 2.3. 

Another general area of commonality is the concept of a common goal. Armstrong et al. (2021, p. 324) believe that collaboration is more sustainable with common goals, and view ‘association’ and ‘cooperation’ as lesser forms, without depth. Hulme (2026) also suggests you need more than just bringing people together for successful collaboration.

However, Huxham and Vangen (2005) believe that a common goal can come out of negotiation and is not always necessary for collaboration to start. This is an important distinction because it suggests that collaboration can emerge from broader themes, rather than a predefined common goal. This appears to be the case in a study by Buchanan et al. (2023), where collaborators came together around an ideological interest but co-constructed goals over time. A limitation of this study, however, is that two of its authors established the collaboration being evaluated and therefore potential bias should be considered. 

In essence, this framing, between the need for a predefined goal or not, risks being too rigid. While a common goal helps focus attention, the way that collaboration and goals can emerge organically and develop depth over time through relationship building and negotiation should not be underestimated. This may be particularly relevant to school leaders where informal collaboration can provide ‘safe spaces’ even without a defined collaborative goal (Davies et al., 2018).

[bookmark: _Toc232331134]2.2 Features of collaboration

While there is some commonality around the need for trust and goals, the literature illustrates collaboration as a complex concept that can take multiple forms. A synthesis of collaboration features in the literature is illustrated in Figure 1.  
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[bookmark: _Toc231036217]Figure 1 - Collaboration themes from the literature

Figure 1 shows that in over twenty-five articles linked to collaboration, examples varied in scale, focus and governance. This suggests that no single model of collaboration fits all contexts and may explain why a definition is elusive, and why it is difficult to explain what makes collaboration succeed (Connolly et al., 2019). This reinforces the need to explore collaboration as a lived experience, rather than a fixed model, fitting the theoretical stance for this study, which is explored in chapter 3.

For example, scale of collaboration varies across studies, such as Harris et al. (2026) analysis of reform and collaboration across Wales and Anderson-Butcher et al. (2022) highlighting community collaboration between schools and agencies. While scale clearly varies, Armstrong et al. (2021) argue that research is dominated by small-scale exploratory enquiry, suggesting a lack of large-scale understanding. However, in Wales, while empirical research is limited, it does cover small qualitative studies (Hulme et al., 2023), contrasted by national research, such as the pioneer collaboration model (Arad Research and ICF Consulting, 2018). What is potentially lacking is a new national enquiry focused solely on collaboration as a concept.

Focus is another area that varies across studies. ‘Sharing knowledge and experience’ is highlighted in Tate’s (2025, p. 10) study of 122 schools across England as the most common focus, followed by ‘professional development’; the distinction being that the former was a more informal approach to the latter. This 
mirrors other studies such as Azorin et al. (2020) and Armstrong et al. (2021). However, other areas such as leadership (Campbell, 2024), pastoral (Coleman, 2012) and assessment (Griffiths et al., 2020) feature in different studies, suggesting the focus can be wide ranging.

Rincón-Gallardo and Fullan (2015, p. 10) identify ‘focus’ as one of eight essential features of collaborative networks, however, they explicitly state that the ‘best vehicle’ is when collaboration is focused on ‘ambitious student learning outcomes linked to effective pedagogy’. Muijs et al. (2011, p. 3) support this, suggesting that while not all collaboration positively impacts on pupil attainment, evidence suggests it ‘can’. This is a persuasive argument when discussing school improvement, however, it does not account for wider collaborative models such as Coleman (2012), where collaboration between schools and other agencies support pupils’ wellbeing, which may indirectly support academic achievement. This suggests that the collaborative focus does not always need to be pedagogical to make a difference. 

Governance appears to be a key feature in how collaborations are established. Governance essentially refers to who drives the collaboration and how they structure it (Huxham and Vangen, 2005). It can be driven formally by government policy (Welsh Government, 2017a; Department for Education, 2023) or a partner deemed to be an expert (Tate, 2025). Similarly, collaboration can also occur where partners are more mutually dependent (Connolly and James, 2006) and through more informal processes (Coleman, 2012). 

However, literature suggests that an imbalance in governance can hinder collaboration. For example, Kneen et al. (2023) believe that, while Wales’s government led, national pioneer school programme was designed to create teacher agency in developing a new curriculum for Wales, some participants felt a lack of direction, and those outside the programme a sense of exclusion, leading to frustration. Kneen et al. (2023) study should be treated with some caution as it only involved ten participants from a single Area of Learning and Experience (AOLE) team, limiting wider viewpoints. However, Wales’s own study into the programme (Arad Research and ICF Consulting, 2018) reflects Kneen et al. (2023) interpretation. Similarly, Hulme’s (2026, p. 68) study, based on responses from twenty-three school leaders in eight clusters across five local authorities in Wales found that some headteachers felt that the secondary school in the cluster was dominant, creating ‘resentment’.  

Both examples suggest that governance in a collaboration requires direction but not dictation; something which Armstrong et al. (2021, p. 329) concur, stating ‘forcing a school to join a particular governance structure does not necessarily mean that school will engage’ and that mandated structures should not be seen as a guarantee for engagement or success. 

This is an interesting point in relation to cluster working, where schools are usually brought together by a local authority, around a secondary school (Swansea Council, 2025). As Hulme (2026, p. 67) notes, participant schools were ‘not free to choose’ schools in their cluster, potentially limiting collaboration because schools were in different places with differing priorities. It is important to acknowledge that not all clusters felt this way in the study and Hulme (2026) notes that these perceptions were limited to school leaders. Nevertheless, the findings raise important considerations around a network structure that is often the primary method for school collaboration. 

The wide range of scale, focus and governance for collaboration, highlighted in the literature, begs the question as to whether this reflects what is currently happening in primary schools across Wales. As a result, Research Question 2 states: what forms of collaboration do primary headteachers in Wales engage with? 


[bookmark: _Toc232331135]2.3 Effectiveness of collaboration

Although the literature identifies some recurring themes and a wide array of features for collaboration in schools, it became apparent, as already suggested in 2.2, that not all collaboration is deemed beneficial and that different factors can affect the success of any collaboration undertaken. Several authors even see some collaboration being negative rather than impactful. For example, Hargreaves and O’Connor (2018) argue that some collaboration can be manufactured for the wrong reasons, with the aim of meeting external factors rather than deep professional learning and meaningful improvement. While they are clear that collaboration is necessary, when they say, ‘no collaboration is a culture of teaching that has to be left behind wherever it can’ (Hargreaves and O’Connor, 2018, p. 5), they also support the view that not all collaboration is beneficial. 

Hargreaves and O’Connor’s (2018) lens of collaboration is worthy of note because it positions collaboration as cultural practice; focusing on ‘solidarity’, (p. 5) in the sense of relationships and trust, and ‘solidity’, (p. 5) in the sense of purpose and precision. Their focus on these two aspects interestingly link back to the common features of trust and a common goal discussed in 2.1.

To illustrate their thinking, Hargreaves and O’Connor (2018) developed a quadrant (Figure 2), where ‘no collaboration’ (p. 5) takes place when trust and precision is low and effective collaboration may occur when trust and precision are high. They argue it is this ‘collaborative professionalism’ (p. 5) that organisations should aim for.
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[bookmark: _Toc231036218]Figure 2 - Hargreaves and O'Connor (2018, p. 5)

This framing illustrates that for Hargreaves and O’Connor (2018) collaboration is valued but not always successful, moving the discourse from whether collaboration is worthwhile to what type of collaboration is worthwhile. Collaboration that is low in trust but with high precision can be ‘contrived’ (p. 5), while trust on its own can lead to collaboration that remains ‘informal’ (p. 5) and limited in impact. 

There appears to be very little challenge to Hargreaves and O’Connor’s (2018) quadrant, however, authors such as Griffiths et al. (2020) and Campbell (2024) still view collaboration as a contested concept with Campbell (2024, p. 350) suggesting ‘there is scope to look afresh at the “groundwork” and preparation required for collaboration to authentically take place’. While Hargreaves and O’Connor’s (2018) work creates a normative look at what is a complex concept, it may not go deep enough to fully understand the complexities that can occur when other issues, such as policy and governance, have an impact. 

For example, returning once again to Wales’s pioneer schools programme, this was an example whereby precision and trust were designed to feature highly and should have fit the collaborative professionalism model well, with high trust in practitioners, led by a coordinated national model. However, as illustrated in 2.2, when discussing governance, research suggests that in practice this was not realised in the way it was intended, with uneven engagement and impact (Arad Research and ICF Consulting, 2018; Kneen et al., 2023). 

It could be argued that while Hargreaves and O’Connor (2018) focus on precision, policy driven precision is different to precision in practice. However, that further highlights a potential mismatch between what policy in Wales envisages for collaboration and current implementation. The pioneer model should have sat neatly in the ‘collaborative professionalism’ section of Hargreaves and O’Connor’s (2018, p. 5) model, but it would seem that even when trust and precision are high, collaboration is not necessarily effective. 

The tension between collaboration as something that policy promotes but is difficult to define in practice makes understanding its impact a challenge. Campbell (2024, p. 353) made a similar reference to collaboration in the Scottish system, stating ‘while there was a great deal of reported collaboration … greater clarity was needed…on the most effective in supporting innovation and improvement’. Similarly, Evans (2025) raised the question as to whether Welsh Government’s efforts to decentralise curriculum development was specific enough, or whether the workforce had capacity to do it. If collaboration is promoted without adequate recognition of its complexity, there is a risk that school leaders engage without a shared understanding of what impact could look like. As such, this leads to Research Question 3 - What perceived impact do primary headteachers in Wales feel ‘collaboration’ has on their schools?

[bookmark: _Toc232331136]2.4 Collaboration in Wales 

This study is Wales centric, so it is important to focus on literature from a Wales perspective. Starting with education policy, collaboration has become increasingly prominent since devolution. This is evident across key Welsh Government documentation, from ‘The Learning Country’ (Welsh Government, 2001), ‘Improving Schools’ (Welsh Government, 2012), ‘Qualified for Life’ (Welsh Government, 2014) and ‘Education in Wales: our national mission’ (Welsh Government, 2017b), through to the latest guidance for school improvement (Welsh Government, 2026). Throughout these documents, collaboration appears to have morphed and grown from something lightly recommended for growing partnerships and to ‘reduce overhead costs’ (Welsh Government, 2001, p. 58) to something that is an explicit and expected system-level approach for sustained improvement (Welsh Government, 2026). This matters for this study because it shows that at least in education policy, collaboration is no longer a marginal idea but a central feature for school improvement. 

This ‘culture of collaboration’ (Evans, 2022, p. 380) forms what Evans (2022) sees as a third phase of post-devolution Wales education policy, replacing the early devolution period and subsequent high stakes accountability period first highlighted by Egan (2017). Davies et al. (2024, p. 23) continued the period concept, preferring instead to use ‘waves’, and like Evans (2022) viewed collaboration as fundamental in the third wave. However, they argue that the national mission (Welsh Government, 2017b) created a perception of coordinated system change when really there was insufficient detail and potentially a ‘lack of the ecological infrastructure to support true agency’ (Davies et al., 2024, p. 33). 

While policy promotes a growing interest in collaboration, the literature suggests it remains an assumed rather than defined concept (Campbell, 2024). Estyn’s (2017) thematic report on collaboration attempted to overcome this by identifying conditions to promote effective collaboration, and potential barriers, such as a lack of trust and commitment from school leadership (p. 6). However, while this document aimed to explore collaboration it did not offer a conceptual definition and was never government policy. Even in the last two years, Welsh Government has changed their focus on collaboration with Welsh Government (2024) draft guidance framing collaboration as a system-level partnership between the government, local authorities and schools, while by 2026, collaboration was discussed more as a pedagogical school-led activity for school improvement. Considering that the 2026 Senedd election in Wales returned an alternative party to power for the first time in its twenty-seven-year history, it is possible that Wales may enter a fourth devolved educational phase; however, whether it would define collaboration more effectively is yet unknown. 

As previously mentioned, searches revealed there is a body of literature relating to collaboration in education, either directly or indirectly, however there appeared to be only a few direct, empirical studies that centred around collaboration in Wales, such as James et al. (2006), Arad Research and ICF Consulting (2018), Hadfield and Ainscow (2018) and Hulme (2026). This creates somewhat of an imbalance where collaboration is prominent in policy but infrequently explored through empirical study. 

Where empirical study does exist in Wales, involvement is usually linked to mainstream schools and typically focuses on a narrow area of collaboration, which can be limiting when trying to consider collaboration as a concept. For example, James et al. (2007) draws on earlier research (James et al., 2006) involving thirteen English-medium and five Welsh-medium primary schools across twelve local authorities. While the article does not stipulate the number of participants involved, it is evident they covered a range of professional roles. However, this purposive sample was designed to focus on high achieving schools in disadvantaged areas and was therefore narrow in focus. 

Similarly, Hulme (2026) interviewed twenty-three school leaders across eight clusters of schools in five local authorities. While not as broad in professional roles as James et al. (2006), the sample provided a broader sector range with twelve primary, six secondary, three special schools and two pupil referral units. However, this study was also narrow in scope because it focused on cluster collaboration within a single regional consortium.

Hadfield and Ainscow’s (2018) study on the Central South Wales Challenge, which involved over 400 schools across five local authorities, contrasts with both James et al. (2006) and Hulme (2026) on scale but still has limitations on sample selection and the researchers acknowledge their own limitation as advisers to the programme being researched. 

Further articles do not include empirical study but do help frame collaboration in the context of Wales, namely Estyn (2017), Connolly et al. (2018), Harris et al. (2021), Evans (2022), Davies et al. (2024), and Harris et al. (2026), as well as system reviews such as OECD (2018; 2025). These adopt a more interpretative perspective of collaboration, advocating collaboration as a necessary feature of school improvement but in a general sense. 

What is evident from all the literature outside of policy is that collaboration does not guarantee improvement and there are many factors that can impact its success. This is also seen in countries beyond Wales, such as New Zealand, where engagement in collaboration is more voluntary but still faces challenges of coherence (Constantinides and Eleftheriadou, 2023).

Therefore, based on the literature the three research questions being posited are:

· RQ1 – How do primary headteachers in Wales define and interpret ‘collaboration’ within the context of the Welsh primary education system?

· RQ2 – What forms of ‘collaboration’ do primary headteachers in Wales engage with? 

· RQ3 – What perceived impact do primary headteachers in Wales feel ‘collaboration’ has on their schools?
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[bookmark: _Toc232331138]3.1 Research Paradigm

This study is grounded within the constructivist paradigm, supported by a relativist ontology. In constructivism, reality is what an individual person experiences, meaning that there are multiple versions shaped by each person’s experience and context. (Cohen et al., 2018; Thomas, 2023). This contrasts with realism, which assumes reality exists independent of an individual’s perception (Waring, 2021; Pring, 2000). A constructivist position is appropriate for this study because it seeks to understand how primary headteachers in Wales perceive and interpret collaboration, rather than assume one fixed meaning. In terms of this study, each participant is likely to have a nuanced view of collaboration, based on their school context and prior experiences, and as discussed in Chapter 2, collaboration is widely advocated in education but with little agreement of what ensures it succeeds in practice. This study therefore seeks to explore the multiple perceptions attached to the concept. 

While the study is primarily constructivist, there is also an element of social constructionism (Burr, 2015). This is because an individual’s reality is also constructed through social interaction and in the context of education in Wales, with policy, professional discourse and existing collaborative networks. Consequently, participants’ perceptions are likely to be influenced by their experiences but also constructed through the wider policy environment in which they work. The inclusion of social constructionism therefore ensures the study acknowledges meaning as individually interpreted and socially developed, in the context of an education system. 

Critical realism (Cohen et al., 2018) was considered as an alternative position to relativism because there is an element of shared reality, policy and accountability. However, it was not adopted because the objective of this study was to study the different ways headteachers interpret collaboration in their own context. Similarly, the epistemological approach chosen is interpretivism because it focuses on how individuals interpret their reality (Thomas, 2023). Each reality is unique to them and their experiences, which is what the study sought to explore in relation to collaboration. 
 
Finally, the study also acknowledges axiology (Cohen et al., 2018), and the fact that this subject is heavily influenced by my own values and worldview, because of my positionality, and is therefore not a neutral activity. My reflexive stance was consequently key and discussed in the next section.

[bookmark: _Toc232331139]3.2 Positionality 

As suggested in the introduction, my positionality was relevant to this study because I am a primary headteacher in Wales and seconded school improvement adviser. In both roles, collaboration has, and continues to be, a central feature. I could be a study participant myself, with my own perception of collaboration and my own experiences and as a result, I would be classed as an ‘insider’ regarding the research (Bukamal, 2022, p.330). These experiences provide me with contextual insight, but they also introduce researcher bias, as my personal views and experiences about collaboration could influence how I collect, interpret and analyse data.

My positionality also raised potential issues around proximity and power. Participants who know me in either role may have been inclined to respond in ways they thought aligned with my views, either to maintain friendships or professional credibility. It was therefore important that I did not impose my views and assumptions onto the study but remained open to the possibility that participants may share different views and experiences to my own. To reduce these risks, participation was voluntary, the questionnaire anonymous and the participant information sheet (Appendix ii) reminded participants that the research was independent of any professional relationships and their right to withdraw up to the point of publication, if their contribution could be identified. Further discussion of the ways validity and reliability were considered to increase trustworthiness and rigour are discussed in 3.8.

[bookmark: _Toc232331140]3.3 Methodology 

This study adopted a sequential, two-stage design that was predominantly qualitative but could be deemed mixed methods. An embedded design quantitative element sat within the online, anonymous questionnaire created in Microsoft Forms, followed by a subset of qualitative semi-structured interviews, recorded and transcribed via Microsoft Teams. 

Although the study was predominantly qualitative, aligning with the chosen interpretivist approach, there was an embedded element within the questionnaire that generated quantitative data, in the form of multiple-choice questions and Likert-type scales. These were analysed in the form of frequencies to provide participant context and to summarise patterns in opinion, relating to collaborative features from the literature. In this sense, the quantitative elements were not treated as a separate entity but were used to inform the more in-depth qualitative data collection, which aligns with an embedded design, mixed methods approach (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2011).

What constitutes a mixed methods approach (Greene et al., 1989) appears to have caused some debate. Bryman (2012) suggests that a study is not mixed methods unless there is real quantitative analysis. Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) however, describe embedded design as a mixed method approach where qualitative data can lead but quantitative data may be used for context, as was the case in this study. Thomas (2023) also supports this interpretation, stating that quantitative and qualitative data can complement each other and that researchers should do what is best for their own research. 

Although a mixed methods approach, albeit one of embedded design, may suggest a pragmatist stance was more appropriate, the primary aim of the study remained interpretative. Collaboration is a socially constructed phenomenon, best understood through the subjective perceptions of those involved, which is why a constructionist ontology fits alongside an interpretivist epistemology for this study. However, it seemed unnecessary to adhere to a strict qualitative study, just to fit the chosen paradigm when limited quantitative data could provide context and comparison.
McChesney and Aldridge (2019) support this view that mixed methods can be carried out through the paradigm lens of interpretivism. 

[bookmark: _Toc232331141]3.4 Phase one – questionnaire design and administration

As explained in 3.3, an anonymous online questionnaire was conducted using Microsoft Forms. Originally, Qualtrics was considered, as the recommended tool by the university, but it was not possible to access within the timescale. The questionnaire (Appendix iii) was mainly qualitative, with open-ended questions to gather nuances, as well as closed, multiple choice and Likert scaling questions that could be analysed quantitatively, as already discussed. At the end of the questionnaire, participants could consent to a semi-structured interview by providing contact details, but this obviously removed anonymity. 

The purpose of the questionnaire was to gain an initial understanding of primary headteachers’ perception of collaboration, as well as their collaborative experiences and the impact of those experiences. This method was chosen as an initial data collection tool because it is widely used and therefore likely to be familiar to participants. It can also be administered independent of the researcher, which not only assists in the ease and breadth of data collection but provides participants with anonymity (Cohen et al., 2018). When considering positionality, anonymity was an important requirement in the first method for data collection, because it reduced the potential risks that have been discussed in 3.2.

However, it should be noted that there are disadvantages to questionnaires. Krosnick and Presser (2010, p. 265) talk of four cognitive steps needed to ‘optimize’ responses, including reading and inferring, followed by memory recall, then judgement forming, before turning judgement into an appropriate response. If these stages are not completed, because of time or motivation decline, it can increase bias and reduce reliability, therefore (Tymms, 2021) suggests, questionnaires should not be too long.

Opie (2004) notes questionnaires need to avoid leading participants so a pilot was conducted to ascertain how the questionnaire would be received. Bryman (2012, p. 263) also suggests piloting a ‘self-completion questionnaire’ to overcome misconceptions that cannot be addressed in the absence of the researcher. The pilot proved useful because it identified that some questions highlighted the option to choose more than one, while others did not, potentially making the questionnaire easier to understand when administered. 

[bookmark: _Toc232331142]3.5 Phase two – semi-structured interview design and administration

Following the questionnaire, semi-structured interview questions were developed and used via Microsoft Teams to interview those participants who provided their contact details. Microsoft Teams was used because it was a practical and efficient method for both participants and researcher to meet virtually, and the transcription facility was an effective means to record what was said (Wakelin et al., 2024).

The semi-structured interviews provided a conversational process whereby participants could share their experiences freely while allowing the researcher to ask pertinent follow-up questions when necessary (Burton and Bartlett, 2009). Interviews therefore helped develop a deeper understanding of the themes explored in the questionnaire, however, Creswell (2014) points out this is only useful if the participants are confident and willing to talk. With this in mind, semi-structured interviews were conducted individually so that no one was influenced by other participants (Opie, 2004). 

Positionality was also carefully considered, especially as the anonymity offered by the questionnaire could not be maintained for interviews. For this reason, participants were reminded of the confidentiality that was being maintained and member checking (Thomas, 2023) was applied through the sharing of the Microsoft Teams transcript which was anonymised with pseudonyms for names and places before sending. 

Due to the time-constraints of a small-scale study, the intention was to limit the semi-structured interviews to a manageable sample of four to five. The interview was designed to be completed within 45 – 60 minutes, allowing sufficient time for depth and reflection while hopefully not imposing too much on busy primary headteachers. Nine key questions were asked to all participants, although supplementary questions were used, either from the pre-planned supplementary list or through emerging areas in the discussion (Appendix iv).

Data findings will be explored in depth in the next chapter, but to illustrate the design of the semi-structured interviews, questionnaire data was used to inform the interview questions. For example, while the questionnaire provided data on the purpose of collaboration, the interview questions encouraged participants to discuss specific examples in more depth. The questionnaire also showed primary headteachers judging impact through stakeholder feedback, so deeper reflection on this was explored. It is worth noting however, that while the semi-structured interviews were designed with questionnaire data in mind, later analysis remained open to the emergence of new themes that were not evident in the initial dataset.



[bookmark: _Toc232331143]3.6 Sampling

The online questionnaire was distributed to a proportion of primary headteachers across Wales, using non-probability, homogeneous purposive sampling (Nyimbili and Nyimbili, 2024). This approach involved the deliberate selection of participants who shared a certain criterion (Flick, 2014), which for the purpose of this study was homogeneous in the sense of role, as serving primary headteachers in Wales. This was so that those invited to participate would have direct experience of collaboration in primary education in Wales, therefore ensuring the data provided would be contextualised and relevant to the research questions. By not inviting all primary headteachers, however, a statistical generalisation cannot be achieved, and Thomas (2023) suggests that the term ‘sample’ is not the most helpful description in such a case. The intention, however, was not to gain statistical representation but to generate contextual insight from participants who are directly engaging with collaboration.    

Primary headteachers were selected because literature suggests school leaders hold a significant, strategic role in relation to school improvement and collaboration (Goddard, 2010; Constantinides, 2025). In practical terms, it was also easier for the researcher to access primary headteachers, due to positionality, and limiting the study to one role added an element of consistency in the same way Hulme (2026) did. This introduced an element of convenience sampling in the recruitment process as all primary headteachers in one local authority were contacted, while a smaller sample across Wales was approached. Furthermore, primary headteachers were encouraged to share the questionnaire link with other eligible participants, introducing an element of snowball sampling. While this extended the reach, a limitation was that anyone could have completed the questionnaire whether they met the criteria or not. 


[bookmark: _Toc232331144]3.7 Data analysis procedures

Reflexive Thematic Analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2019) was used to analyse both the questionnaire and semi-structured interview data. Building on Braun and Clarke’s (2006) earlier Thematic Analysis approach, their later work acknowledges more explicitly the researcher’s reflexivity and recognises that themes do not emerge but are constructed by the researcher. In the case of this research and my own positionality, it is important to recognise that any themes identified are likely to be influenced by my own views and therefore will also shape the analysis to some extent. This fits the interpretivist approach that there is no one truth and that any analysis is merely an interpretation (Thomas, 2023). 

Both questionnaire and semi-structured interview data were analysed and considered through the lenses of existing literature and current thinking by the participants. The analysis involved repeated engagement with the full dataset, and familiarisation across what the participants said in relation to each of the three research questions (Flick, 2014). Data was initially coded to help identify patterns; however, the focus remained on the interpretive approach supported by Reflexive Thematic Analysis as opposed to fixed coding. 

With regards to the questionnaire, certain questions lent themselves to generating numerical data, such as the frequency from each local authority; the length of service, or the number of individuals selecting each collaboration benefit. On the other hand, more open, qualitative responses across both the questionnaire and semi-structured interviews allowed a focus on shared meaning and experiences, as well as points of difference. 

[bookmark: _Toc232331145]3.8 Trustworthiness and rigour

Nowell et al. (2017, p. 2) believe that in qualitative research, the researcher is the ‘instrument for analysis’ and therefore has ‘responsibility to assure rigour and trustworthiness’. However, Cohen et al. (2018, p. 245), suggest that, when discussing validity and reliability, the threat ‘can never be erased completely’. 

To assist in the trustworthiness and rigour of this study, attention was given to the overall design, data collection and analysis, ensuring that ethical issues were carefully considered and data analysis was approached reflexively. As previously discussed in 3.2, this was important due to my positionality and proximity to the topic (Cohen et al., 2018). Details relating to the ethical considerations of the study can be found in the ethics form that was submitted for ethical approval (Appendix v). 

My initial intention was to keep a reflexive journal, but this did not materialise due to time constraints. However, reflexivity was addressed through ongoing critical self-awareness during each stage to limit my influence.

To ensure study clarity and the rights of the participants, a participant information sheet was produced (Appendix ii). This made it clear who could participate and what participation would involve. It was clear that participants could remain anonymous when conducting the questionnaire and did not have to engage in a semi-structured interview unless they chose to. It was also clear how confidentiality would be maintained throughout the process and how identifiable data could be withdrawn. 

Informed consent was therefore secured via engagement with the participation information sheet and completion of the questionnaire, and where participants provided contact details for the semi-structured interview, this was followed by subsequent email correspondence to explain, confirm and arrange participation. While the ethics application referred to a separate consent form, this was not practical as it was not compatible with the anonymised element of the questionnaire. 

The questionnaire was anonymised so that participants could respond freely, and a pilot was run to ensure the questionnaire was clear for participants to complete independently (Parrish and Shaikh, 2023). Those that wished to provide further information, were able to sign up to a semi-structured interview and this two-part process deepened the data collection and helped strengthen the credibility of the study. Following each interview, any identifying information in the transcript was removed before being sent to the participant for member checking. Within the transcript, potential quotes were also highlighted to save having to ask for the participant’s permission again. This process helped ensure the participant was satisfied with what had been recorded, how it would be used and reassured them of the anonymity of the data.  

Finally, rigour was supported through the use of Reflexive Thematic Analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2019) to identify themes, recognising that my own position inevitably shaped the analysis and cannot be completely separated. The acceptance and awareness of this helped highlight potential bias but as Thomas (2023) states, positionality can never be removed completely. Insider knowledge, power and peer relationships therefore remain limitations of the study.

[bookmark: _Toc232331146]4. Findings and discussion 

This chapter presents findings from the empirical data collected through the two complementary datasets of an online questionnaire, and online semi-structured interviews. Findings are organised around the three research questions, with related discussion. Consistent with the interpretivist stance, participants’ interpretations and views are the focus while analytical links are also made to existing literature and themes from the literature review (Cohen et al., 2018; Thomas, 2023). 

As previously discussed, the analysis was conducted using Reflexive Thematic Analysis due to its alignment with interpretivism and recognition that themes are generated through the researcher’s active engagement with the data rather than simply emerging (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Braun and Clarke, 2019). This was particularly important given my positionality and the potential for bias. 

Themes were initially considered from the literature review and developed through the analysis of the questionnaire data, with the semi-structured interviews extending them. This helped to triangulate the themes (Thomas, 2023) and reduce bias. In addition, I have drawn on quotations to help illustrate patterns of shared meaning. 

Eleven primary headteachers from four local authorities (Table 1) completed the questionnaire (P1 – P11), and six of them offered to extend their contributions via a follow up semi-structured interview. However, due to participant availability and time constraints, four semi-structured interviews were finally conducted (HT1 – HT4).


[bookmark: _Toc228750812][bookmark: _Toc231737801]Table 1 - Participants by Local Authority

The participant information sheet invited both Welsh and English-speaking primary headteachers to participate. Although responses could only be submitted in English, two of the eleven questionnaire responses were from Welsh medium schools, broadening the dataset. Unfortunately, this did not translate into the interviews which may have provided richer insight into the influences of language on collaboration. 

Within the dataset, over two thirds of the participants have been serving primary headteachers for five or less years (Table 2), with only four serving over eleven years. The limited response rate prevents wider generalisation of the significance of this distribution (Bryman, 2012; Cohen et al., 2018). However, it may indicate shorter serving headteachers were more inclined to participate and the views of more experienced headteachers are less well represented.


[bookmark: _Toc228750813][bookmark: _Toc231737802]Table 2 - Experience as Headteacher

[bookmark: _Toc232331147]4.1 Defining and interpreting ‘collaboration’ within the context of the Welsh primary education system. 

Collaboration was clearly important to the participants, mainly through what it can offer their school communities but also when discussing system improvement. However, an agreed definition for collaboration was not self-evident. Two of the four interviewees reflected on the lack of clarity surrounding collaboration, with one describing it as ‘a taken for granted word in education’ (HT1). We will return to this point, but what follows are some of the main themes when attempting to define collaboration as a concept.

[bookmark: _Toc232331148]4.1.1 Collaboration as a shared, moral purpose 

Questionnaire data demonstrated that 82% of participants define collaboration using the term, ‘working together’, while 54% reference the need for a ‘shared purpose’ or ‘common goal’. References to these terms were also explicit or implicitly implied in three out of four of the semi-structured interviews. For example, HT1 suggested collaboration, ‘works well when everybody in it has a common goal’ and HT2 and HT3 discussed how staff benefit from opportunities to plan together or undertake research together. This supports existing literature such as Goddard et al. (2007), Armstrong et al. (2021) and the Education Endowment Foundation (2025) which all 
tie collaboration to groups working towards a collective purpose, rather than mere interaction. It also aligns with Hargreaves and O’Connor’s (2018) distinction between the more superficial ‘professional collaboration’ and deeper, more transformative ‘collaborative professionalism’ (p. 3).

One participant went further and defined collaboration as, ‘working together….so we can use our combined strengths to support every child’ (P8), while P9 spoke of, ‘everyone working together with a shared purpose, to create the best possible learning experiences and opportunities for the children’. This perceived moral obligation or ‘collective responsibility’ (P7) to collaborate came through strongly in the questionnaire, with 10 out of 11 participants agreeing it was important. The interviewees further endorsed this view. For example, HT1 stated that collaboration must, ‘make a difference to pupils ultimately’, and HT2 talked about engaging in collaboration as long as ‘it’s improving the pupils’ learning’.  

The moral imperative for collaboration in schools is also evident in the literature. For example, James (2007) argues that collaboration is integral to ‘Good Work’, a phrase taken from Freidson (1991, cited in James, 2007, p. 32), meaning that a moral purpose underpins work in schools. This is discussed in relation to a study of 18 Welsh primaries in disadvantaged communities, who demonstrated ‘a very strong sense of joint endeavour’ (James, 2007, p. 32) amongst those who had the most impact. Coleman (2012) also argues the case for a moral imperative through collaboration in schools as does Hulme et al. (2023, p. 173), referencing headteachers needing ‘a strong moral compass to guide collaboration’, particularly after the covid-19 pandemic. This does not appear to be policy driven collaboration; however, it is interesting to note that Welsh Government’s latest school improvement guidance (2026, p. 3) explicitly states that collaboration is underpinned by a ‘moral purpose for the progress of all learners’. This is a clear shift from earlier documentation that framed collaboration as a professional expectation (Welsh Government, 2014; Welsh Government, 2017b) and is closer to practitioners’ values-based reasoning. 
[bookmark: _Toc232331149]4.1.2 Collaboration as relational work grounded in trust 

While identifying a shared purpose, sometimes with a moral imperative, appears to be an important factor towards a definition for collaboration in education, Griffiths et al. (2020) believe that true collaboration is also built upon the foundational element of trust. 

Trust was identified as a prerequisite for successful collaboration in the empirical data. In the survey, ‘trust’ was explicitly mentioned as a defining term (P7, P8, P10; HT2; HT3) and as a benefit of collaboration (P8). HT2 claims, ‘it’s all about sharing and trust’ and repeatedly linked trust to a sense of psychological safety so that collaboration is not threatening and that feedback can be perceived as improvement rather than criticism. HT3 also linked effective collaboration to trust and respect, suggesting it is the reason for staff being ‘open and honest’ with each other. In this sense, collaboration and trust were discussed within an organisational context. 

Connolly and James (2006, p.79) note that ‘social relations’ and ‘a history of working together’ also matter in collaboration and help build trust. A couple of the interviewees (HT2; HT3) highlighted collaborative relationships that have developed over time beyond their organisation, where trust and respect featured significantly. Phrases such as ‘for some reason we just clicked’ (HT2) and ‘we kind of bounced off each other’ (HT3) described collaboration that had emerged naturally but was highly influential and valued by the individuals recalling it. This resonates with Connolly and James’ (2006) emphasis on relational history and supports Huxham and Vangen’s (2005) view that collaboration does not always require a shared purpose at the outset but one can emerge through interaction. 

Participants repeatedly framed collaboration as a collective effort that improved relational practice when conducted with trust or respect (P7, P8, P10, HT2; HT3). Hulme (2026) cautions, however, that ‘mandated collaboration’ (p. 61) can cause 
tension. This was also highlighted as a concern for HT4 who argued that schools need to trust that those leading or facilitating collaboration externally have the expertise and capacity to be effective. This links to Coleman’s (2012) view that an individual’s willingness to accept leadership in collaboration depends on whether the leader is perceived as professionally competent and authentic. In this sense, trust is not something in the background that assists collaboration but is an essential component. As HT2 described, ‘because we trust each other, we can collaborate’. Hargreaves (2019) raises a cautionary point, however, that high trust collaborations can lead to a lack of honesty by participants for fear of offending. In this sense, there is a case for honesty to be considered alongside trust. ‘Honesty’ is touched upon by Coleman (2012) but does not appear to be explored as an explicit value in wider literature. 

[bookmark: _Toc232331150]4.1.3 Collaboration as a vehicle for professional agency

Collaboration appeared to be most valued when it emerged from an organic gathering or identified need, rather than imposed by others. This tension around professional agency connects to ‘contrived collegiality’ (Hargreaves and O’Connor, 2018, p.5) and the risks of collaboration being shaped by external accountability rather than professional learning (Armstrong et al., 2021; Hulme, 2026). This study suggested strongly that agency matters. For example, HT1 stated ‘Where genuine and purposeful collaboration takes place, it can be a great agent of change’. As a result, primary headteachers interpret collaboration through the lens of agency, where those that choose partners and set their own goals are perceived as more effective. 

Agency within cluster working was raised as a barrier to effective collaboration. P5 stated, ‘Forced cluster working takes time from schools’ and HT4 agreed, stating that cluster working, ‘didn’t meet our need because the school did it previously’. These examples link to Hulme’s (2026) findings that ‘schools can enter into cluster arrangements on different footings’ (p. 70), sometimes through ‘marriages of convenience’, as opposed to ‘love matches’, using Hulme’s (2026) metaphor. 

HT2 gave a different view on cluster working and suggested that within Curriculum for Wales, ‘it’s not an option anymore, the cluster has to work together’. HT1 counters this, however, when they suggest that if Curriculum for Wales increased autonomy in schools, ‘we’ve equally got the right to say no when collaboration does not serve school priorities’. HT4’s assertion of not engaging in something at cluster level because it did not benefit the school supports this view. 

HT3 and HT4 extended this view beyond cluster issues into local authority limitations and P5 felt collaboration was ‘superficial’ when ‘contrived for the purpose of satisfying government’. However, HT4 spoke about previous collaboration with other local authorities and regions as positive because those undertaking the collaboration were knowledgeable, thus linking back to the necessary concept of ‘trust’. This suggests that the voluntary versus mandated collaboration is not a simple binary but depends on the validity of those driving collaboration and a school’s ability to refuse or adapt without damaging professional relationships. Armstrong et al. (2021) agree stating that forced collaboration ‘does not necessarily mean that schools will engage in collaborative activity’ (p. 329). In a sense, collaboration is a juxtaposition in that it is desired when ‘done with us’ but resisted when it is ‘done to us’ (HT4).

Empirical data from the questionnaire shows that all participants believe collaboration is a professional learning strategy that promotes innovation and problem solving, however this is deemed most valued and effective when it emerges naturally.  As P1 and HT4 suggest, good collaboration should enhance autonomy. It is interesting that while the new school improvement guidance for Wales references schools leading their own school improvement (Welsh Government, 2026, p. 7) and advocates collaboration as a lever to achieve that, it still under defines collaboration by not fully addressing it through the lens of autonomy. While the documents set out five principles for school improvement, perhaps a context for collaboration would be a welcome addition. 

[bookmark: _Toc232331151]4.1.4 Collaboration as a contested concept 

Despite policy in Wales (Welsh Government, 2026) and further afield (Scottish Government, 2025) showing collaboration as necessary and inherently positive, for school improvement at least, data from the questionnaire and interviews demonstrated it as a contested concept. As HT1 claimed, ‘it’s very easy to get caught up in collaboration, I think, because it’s seen as a positive word’, adding that collaboration should carry ‘a health warning’. 

Here we find another juxtaposition, this time between what policy states regarding collaboration and the perception among primary headteachers in Wales. The study showed that participants view collaboration as positive when it is trust-based and develops purposefully around a shared goal, however, it is also evident collaboration is not always deemed positive. Words such as ‘superficial’ (P5), ‘tokenistic’ (HT4), and a suggestion of being steered into things that are not appropriate (HT1; HT3) highlight how collaboration can sometimes feel forced and unbeneficial. This supports the literature that states there is no clear definition for collaboration (Armstrong et al., 2021) and that collaboration has the potential to be a negative influence (Connolly and James, 2006, Armstrong et al., 2021 and Hulme, 2026). 

The data therefore creates a tension in that collaboration in its ideal form is innovative and purposeful but in reality, it can be misaligned and not well received if forced, in the same way Hargreaves and O’Connor (2018, p. 5) discuss ‘contrived collegiality’. The data suggests that primary headteachers value collaboration but not when it is driven by compliance. Participants’ emphasis on purpose suggests that collaboration is better served when it emerges naturally from a shared need. In questionnaire responses, complying with policy and resource sharing were less considered, suggesting that collaboration may be defined more as a purposeful, relational practice around a shared goal, than one that is policy driven or resource based. 
	
[bookmark: _Toc232331152]4.1.5 Research Question 1 - summary

Overall, findings relating to Research Question 1 indicate that primary headteachers in this study define collaboration as a purposeful and sometimes moral act, underpinned by trust. However, collaboration remains a contested term and can be perceived negatively where autonomy is reduced. Participants also sought both relational safety and procedural clarity. For example, HT1 argued that collaboration needs ‘terms of reference for any piece of collaboration to be effective’ and that without them ‘relationships can be damaged’. These elements provide a lens through which the next research question, relating to engagement in collaboration, can be explored. 

[bookmark: _Toc232331153]4.2 Engagement with collaboration

From this small-scale study, it is evident that collaboration is a prevalent feature for the primary headteachers who responded. Their collective descriptions of their engagement in collaboration suggest a multi-layered approach, within their own school, across clusters, with external organisations and through friendships. This may not reflect the wider primary headteacher population in Wales, particularly as those who chose to engage could arguably be more open to collaboration due to volunteer bias (Cohen et al., 2018, p. 222). However, what is evident from this sample, is that these primary headteachers are involved in a range of collaboration, varied in scale, focus and governance. This supports findings by Hadfield and Ainscow (2018) and Hulme (2026) of widespread collaboration, while also reinforcing the need to consider scale, purpose and governance of collaborative arrangements, rather than simply acknowledging their existence (Hadfield and Ainscow, 2018).

[bookmark: _Toc232331154]4.2.1 Scale of collaboration 
 
For the purpose of this study, scale refers to the breadth and reach of collaboration and across the eleven primary headteachers this is significant. Quantitative data from the questionnaire showed that all participants engaged in cluster collaboration, and nearly all engage in school-to-school collaboration beyond the cluster, within their own local authority. Participants also reported collaborating with higher education institutions (5/11), pan Wales (4/11) and internationally (3/11). A limitation of the questionnaire, however, was that it did not allow deeper analysis of less common forms such as pan Wales and international. What is evident is that most participants reported collaboration taking place close to the vicinity of their school and further investigation may be needed to consider the benefits of collaborating wider. 

Deeper analysis of scale was possible, however, through the four semi-structured interviews. For example, HT1 and HT2 spoke about collaboration through external agencies such as community groups and the police, HT3 spoke about collaboration through national engagement with organisations, including the new national professional learning organisation for school practitioners in Wales, called Dysgu, and HT4 referenced a range of collaborative training events within their local authority. However, no semi-structured interviews explored higher education or international collaboration. 

Further exploration was possible from the questionnaire when exploring collaboration in the headteachers’ own schools. All participants agreed internal collaboration was taking place, with a few feeling that it was increasing and one suggesting further development was needed. Five participants referenced collaboration between staff for planning and sharing practice (P5; P6; P7; P8; P11), around half referenced engagement in joint professional learning or action research and four commented on a leadership focus (P1; P7; P10; P11). This illustrates that even within one context, as in internal collaboration, a range of approaches exist. 

Notably, when asked about collaboration in their own school, only P8, P9, HT1 and HT3 referenced collaboration with parents and only P9 spoke about collaborating with pupils. Rather than suggesting these are the only schools that engage in these types of collaboration, which are expected forms of collaboration by the school’s inspectorate in Wales (Estyn, 2024, pp. 6-8), it may indicate that the other headteachers either forgot or did not consider this type of engagement as ‘collaboration’. This suggestion is reinforced by HT1 who when suggesting collaboration with parents, asked ‘if that counts’. This example reinforces how an under-defined concept of collaboration can shape what participants include or omit when describing practice. 

[bookmark: _Toc232331155]4.2.2 Focus and modes of collaboration 


[bookmark: _Toc228750814][bookmark: _Toc231737803]Table 3 - Different areas of focus for collaboration

In this study, focus refers to why collaboration is initiated, and the mode of collaboration explains how it is enacted. As shown in Table 3, when considering the various foci for collaboration taking place, curriculum, pedagogy and professional learning all received equal prevalence, with assessment and pastoral less so. These areas of focus align relatively well with available literature for England and Wales (Armstrong et al., 2021; Harris et al., 2026). 

An interesting point of discussion is ‘leadership’ as a purpose for collaboration. Leadership is often referenced in literature around collaboration but more so as a driver for collaboration, or as a byproduct, rather than the primary focus. For example, both studies mentioned above address leadership, but either as a feature within collaboration (Armstrong et al., 2021) or as a potential outcome of collaboration (Harris et al., 2026). A limitation of the questionnaire was that leadership was not listed as an option, and participants did not have to give any detail when selecting ‘other’, which may have incorporated leadership. This is not dissimilar, however, to other studies, such as Tate (2025) who also omit leadership when surveying schools on what they are collaborating on. 

In this study, leadership is mentioned but usually in the capacity of developing the leadership skills of others, such as deputy headteachers. For example, HT4 references new deputies working together in a network. There is therefore limited reference in either the literature or this study about leaders collaborating specifically for their own professional development and where it is implied, it is usually through ad hoc friendship groups, which incidentally two interviewees see as their most effective form of collaboration. 

The limited reference to structured leadership development for headteachers is notable considering all participants in this study are serving primary headteachers. As mentioned, it may be due to the fact that leadership was not provided as a choice for the focus of collaboration, however personal leadership development did not come through as a specific focus during the semi-structured interviews either. This may suggest leaders prioritise wider school improvement over their own development or that options to collaborate solely from a leadership perspective are limited. 

When participants spoke about the most effective modes of collaboration they had engaged with, a range was provided. The majority referenced school to school or cluster working while P6 highlighted multiagency work around tackling racism and P7 talked about collaboration amongst their own staff. P8 highlighted engagement around their whole school approach to emotional mental health and work with the National Academy for Educational Leadership and P9 spoke about peer networks and Welsh Government programmes for new headteachers. HT2 and HT3 recalled ad hoc peer/friendship groups as being the most effective, while HT4 spoke about positive engagement in different regions beyond their current one. Goddard et al. (2007) highlight how collaboration can occur when teachers engage in discourse, such as through planning, and colleague interaction was something school leaders evidently valued.

On the other hand, the least engaging modes of collaboration were that guided or prescribed by their local authority or others (P2; P3); cluster work to address poverty (P6); Welsh Government ‘family of schools’ approach (P8) and large formal collaboration meetings, such as local authority gatherings, ‘where discussion remains general’ (P9). Four participants (P1, P4, P6; P7) did not answer this question or stated they were unsure, suggesting possibly they valued all collaboration, did not have enough first-hand information to judge, or they did not believe in the anonymity of the survey. 

[bookmark: _Toc232331156]4.2.3 Governance of collaboration

When considering governance, most participants (10/11) reported being engaged in informal collaboration, although a high proportion (8/10) also reported being involved in more formal arrangements via their local authority or Welsh Government. 

An interesting outcome of the questionnaire were responses to the terms, ‘vertical’ and ‘horizontal’ as collaborative structures. These terms, adopted by Welsh Government and explicitly stated in the new school improvement guidance (Welsh Government, 2026, p. 13) do not appear to be fully embedded, with one participant simply typing an ‘!’ (P2) and another saying, ‘not enough!’ (P11) when asked what they understand by the terms. Others added more detail, such as ‘School based v cluster base’ (P5) but it was not clear what they meant by this. 

In essence, vertical collaboration is collaborating across the 3-16 continuum beyond a particular phase, for example primary, secondary and special, whereas horizontal collaboration is peer working within the same phase, for example a primary collaborating with other primaries (Welsh Government, 2026). The key point is that both vertical and horizontal collaboration appear to refer to collaboration beyond a single school, but this was not obvious in responses. Some interpreted vertical as top-down, in the sense of government, local authority and school (P6 and P8), or different ages within a single school (P10). Similarly, horizontal was described as ‘school to school working’ (P7) without acknowledging the need for it to be in the same phase. Despite Welsh Government attempting to add some definition to collaboration via these terms, these results suggest a continued lack of understanding.

Although not specifically asked, it was evident from semi-structured interviews that school leaders had embedded processes in their own schools to ensure structured and sustained collaboration. For example, HT3 discussed a structured professional learning model that had been created but added that, ‘the structure is there but that collaboration is natural’. Similarly, HT2 spoke about designated planning time that brought the teachers together collaboratively. 

This combination of structure and agency is important. It shows that governance can move things forward but actual engagement within that structure can, and should, be autonomous. Hulme (2026) explores this, suggesting that a hybrid approach of ‘central regulation’ married with a ‘commitment to lateral capacity and professional agency’ (p. 61) may help establish a framework through which professional learning can grow. 

[bookmark: _Toc232331157]4.2.4 Barriers to collaboration

A range of barriers were suggested that prevent engagement in collaboration, with all participants listing time and capacity as key issues. HT2 expanded on this at interview, stating that, ‘I think policymakers need to understand that collaboration is not going to be purposeful if you haven’t got the time to do it properly’. The clear focus on time as a barrier is also widely evident in the literature (Jones, 2009; Department for Education, 2015; Armstrong et al., 2021; Tate, 2025).

5/11 participants also referenced funding as a barrier (P2; P3; P6; P10; P11) which is also evident in the literature. Armstrong et al. (2021) argue that when funding ends collaboration often ends with it and Tate (2025) lists funding constraints as the most frequently cited barrier to collaboration. Connolly and James (2006), however, argue that while funding can be a limitation it can also be a driver, noting that organisations collaborate when resources are scarce. 

Armstrong et al. (2021) and Department for Education (2023), note that competition can be a barrier to collaboration in England. However, while competition exists in the Welsh education system, it is not deemed to be at the same level as England (Connolly and James, 2006; Hadfield and Ainscow, 2018). It was evident that competition did not feature in this small-scale study of Welsh primary headteachers, either as a motivator or a barrier to collaboration, supporting the literature view of it being less important. 

What did feature was the need for a common goal or shared purpose, as identified by Connolly and James (2006) but some participants (HT1 and HT4) highlighted a mismatch in common goals or shared purpose as a barrier to effective collaboration. However, not all positive collaboration highlighted by participants demonstrated a specific goal, other than shared support, with HT2 and HT3 speaking highly of informal leadership collaborations that support them in headship.

[bookmark: _Toc232331158]4.2.5 Research Question 2 - summary

Overall, the data and literature suggest that primary headteachers in this study engage in collaboration across a broad range of scales, although opportunities to work wider beyond their immediate vicinity may be underdeveloped for some. Modes of collaboration varied between informal relationship-based activities and more formal approaches, with governance and agency affecting how successful these modes were perceived. When considering the focus of collaboration, there was consistency in areas such as curriculum and professional development, although less reference to formal collaboration for leaders’ own professional development. Finally, there was universal acknowledgement that schools need time to engage in purposeful collaboration. 

[bookmark: _Toc232331159]4.3 Perceived impact of collaboration

Participants’ perception of collaboration was generally positive, but it was clear this was not a universal view. When analysing the effectiveness of collaboration, the eleven participants collectively gave 3.6 out of 5, with two selecting as high as 5 (P2; P10) and one scaling as low as 2 (P5). When asked to expand on this, outcomes from the provided options suggested that collaboration contributed most to professional learning of teachers and pupil outcomes, while least associated with solving funding pressures. 

However, when asked what evidence is used to judge impact, stakeholder feedback was the most frequent (7/11) with only one person referencing pupil data (P11). This supports findings by Department for Education (2023, p. 6) that found when analysing the ‘impact of collaboration on workload’, evidence was more ‘anecdotal’ than ‘systematic’. In relation to pupil progress, this raises a question as to how impact is measured, without routinely triangulating with pupil data, however, Armstrong et al. (2021) counter this view, suggesting that a narrow focus on pupil outcomes detract from the wider benefits experienced by staff which indirectly impact upon pupils, in a much broader sense than measurable outcomes. 

The strategic process of quality assuring the impact of any collaboration could be considered underdeveloped from this study, with one participant reflecting on their time as a pioneer school, stating, ‘I don’t even remember being asked for feedback about that as a head’ (HT1). However, it could also be argued that the reliance on stakeholder feedback to measure impact of collaboration is reflective of collaboration being as Campbell (2024, p. 367) describes, a ‘complex concept and practice’. The subjective nature and complexity of the concept suggest its impact may be multi-dimensional and longitudinal, affecting further abstract concepts, such as culture, over time, through improved relationships and developing discourse. For example, Armstrong et al. (2021, p. 344) discuss collaboration leading to more ‘learning-orientated and enquiry-based cultures’. This appeared to be more valued by the headteachers involved, than a clear causal link to pupil attainment. This will be explored further through the lenses of collaboration as capacity building, as a form of emotional support and finally as a negative force. 

[bookmark: _Toc232331160]4.3.1 Collaboration as a form of capacity building 

All participants believed that collaboration strengthened professional learning, with three suggesting it was significant in their experience (P1; P2; P3). This view is widely supported in literature (Hargreaves and O’Connor, 2018; Harris and Jones, 2019; Campbell, 2024). Similarly, participants also felt sharing and learning from each other helped generate new ideas and build capacity; something which is also evident in the literature (Jones, 2009; Hallinger and Heck, 2010b). For example, HT3 said of staff, ‘They’re quite happy to be open and honest with each other, go to each other’s classes, pair up and say, ‘Oh, what about this?’ However, HT2 spoke about the need for a safe, supportive culture to enable the type of collaboration discussed by HT3; ‘They’ve got to see it as non-threatening’ (HT2). This is explored further in 4.3.2. 

One phrase that was often repeated was this idea of ‘bouncing’ off each other (HT2; HT3; HT4), suggesting that collaboration created safe, discussion spaces where ideas could be developed, evaluated and refined through professional interactions, for both teachers and leaders. 

[bookmark: _Toc232331161]4.3.2 Collaboration as a form of wellbeing support

It was evident that for some participants, emotional support through collaboration appeared a significant motivational factor, therefore concurring with studies such as Atkinson et al. (2007) Davies et al. (2018) and Department for Education (2023). HT2 described collaboration as ‘fantastic’ and valued it for reducing workload and isolation, while HT3 spoke about the benefit of having trusting spaces where leaders could share dilemmas and seek reassurance. 

While Hargreaves and O’Connor (2018) acknowledge collaboration can impact positively on wellbeing, they caution that emotional comfort can affect professional challenge. However, their concerns did not appear to manifest within the study because HT2 and HT3 emphasised the importance of honesty within their informal partnerships and the benefit of seeking and providing honest opinions. This contrasted with more prescribed collaboration, such as cluster-based working, where HT1 and HT4 felt constrained by the direction set by others but not necessarily comfortable in highlighting it.

This discourse around collaboration and wellbeing does not necessarily support policy (Welsh Government, 2026) and Hargreaves and O’Connor (2018, p. 5) would likely position this as ‘informal collaboration’, suggesting that while valuable, it could reduce challenge. However, Hulme (2026) also places emphasis on relational interactions, suggesting that judging collaboration solely on finite outcomes undervalues the relational practice which develops. As Connolly and James (2006) 
note, pre-existing social relations foster collaboration and Coleman (2012) similarly suggests that trust grows through positive interpersonal relationships, not simply through shared tasks. None of this is to say that effective collaboration should function without a goal, but the trust that literature suggests is needed for collaboration has to develop from somewhere. As Harris et al. (2026, p.3) states, ‘professional collaboration is the active act of building collective trust’ and such relational trust and support building may have implications for things like the retention of staff. 

Collaboration was often deemed more impactful when those with governance had considered wellbeing. For example, both HT2 and HT3 recognised time as a barrier for effective collaboration and therefore created protected time for collaboration to take place among staff. HT3 went further, giving value to collaboration that had a relational aim when they said, ‘Whilst they might not have been talking about school, I think that other collaboration is important as well’ (HT3). 

[bookmark: _Toc232331162]4.3.3 Collaboration as a negative force

Although collaboration was viewed as generally positive within the study, participants also perceived a negative impact at times. For example, HT4 described some collaboration as mere ‘box ticking’ to appease others and HT1 and HT4 spoke about negative cluster experiences where they chose not to align with cluster decisions because they were not the right decisions for their schools. This supports Hulme’s (2026, p.61) view that ‘simply bringing people together does not assure joint work for mutual benefit’ and the recognition that, within clusters, schools may be ‘at different stages in their development journey’ (Hulme, 2026, p. 72). As HT1 states, ‘there needs to be that respect that schools make their own decision around collaboration’. 

Other examples that suggested collaboration could be more impactful linked to how people collaborated. For example, HT3 and HT4 felt that collaboration could be more 
impactful if headteachers were encouraged to make new links within their local authority, or local authorities were encouraging schools to make links beyond their boundaries. As HT4 puts it, ‘we’re not seeing excellent practice from across Wales and perhaps not engaging enough with organisations beyond education’. This supports the earlier assumption that opportunities for collaboration further afield may be uneven and underdeveloped.   

The lowest perceived impact from the available options in the questionnaire was funding pressures, which correlates with only a fifth of participants identifying collaboration as a cost saving exercise. It was interesting to note that job satisfaction also had a low rating, which did not appear to align with some interviewee accounts that suggested increased job satisfaction following positive collaboration.  

[bookmark: _Toc232331163]4.3.4 Research Question 3 - summary

The word ‘perceived’ was intentionally included in this research question to focus on what participants felt, as opposed to needing specific metrics; a decision which aligns with the interpretivist approach of the study. However, it was interesting that this was also reflected in participants’ contributions; headteachers did not attempt to draw on specific facts and figures to demonstrate impact but preferred to talk about stakeholder views. As a result, impact was subjective but also multifaceted and not inherently positive. 

Overall, impact appears to be conditional. Where collaboration was underpinned by trust, knowledge, honesty and agency, it was usually perceived as more successful than when collaboration was mandated, priorities were misaligned and trust amongst collaborators was low. In these instances, impact was described as lacking purpose and, in some cases, counterproductive.




[bookmark: _Toc232331164]5. Conclusions and recommendations

Given the interpretivist and small-scale nature of the study, it is difficult to generalise, however, for participants, collaboration appears to be a positive factor in building relationships and supporting school improvement. However, the study also recognised that it is not always a positive factor, particularly when individuals lack a sense of agency in the collaboration taking place. This lack of agency was not only prevalent where there was an authoritative party, such as government or local authority but even in cluster collaboration. 

Several participants also reflected on collaboration as an ill-defined term. As HT1 reflected, ‘collaboration is a taken for granted word in education’ and ‘a real clear explanation of what that means and how to make it work for your school would be really useful’. With collaboration increasingly positioned as necessary in Welsh education policy, greater thought is needed to clarify and facilitate it so that it can be enacted effectively.

The study’s findings were broadly consistent with the literature reviewed in chapter 2. Trust was identified as a precondition, and the need for it to be established enough to disagree with others, as suggested by Hargreaves and O’Connor (2018), appears to be an important one. For example, despite cluster working appearing to be the most prevalent form of collaboration for schools, beyond their own settings, there was still a risk for elements to be forced, either by the secondary or by fellow primary schools who were in different positions or had a different area of focus. 

What may be under theorised in Hargreaves and O’Connor’s (2018) theoretical lens is that governance may be just as important as precision, and good collaboration can have wellbeing benefits as well as benefit for wider school improvement. Participants recalled collaboration that did not necessarily have a shared goal to begin but developed through relationships and became a source of support and confidence. In this sense, relational value should be a key consideration that leads to ‘collaborative professionalism’ (Hargreaves and O’Connor, 2018, p. 5). In a period where recruitment and retention appear to be a challenge (Welsh Parliament Children, Young People and Education Committee, 2026), action that impacts positively on wellbeing needs to be more deeply explored. 

There is a need to acknowledge limitations of this study. As highlighted throughout, a small-scale interpretive study cannot seek to generalise a population; in this case, the experiences of all primary headteachers across Wales. Volunteer bias is also a potential limitation due to the sampling methods used. Cohen et al. (2018) highlight that those who choose to participate may be more positively disposed due to interest in the subject matter. This was reflected in the study, in that all participants appeared to value collaboration when it was effective, and all were engaged in different forms of collaboration. It is unclear whether this interest and activity is replicated by primary headteachers across Wales.  

Another limitation was that as the questionnaire link was shared openly and responses were anonymous, participants’ identities and contexts could not be verified. While anonymity had been prearranged, it also led to a necessary process change, in that written consent could not be sought from participants. In practice, engagement with the questionnaire and providing contact details was a more practical approach to gaining consent but this will need consideration in future study design. Finally, although a questionnaire pilot was conducted, wider piloting, including for interviews, may have improved question design. 

Finally, a potential but unavoidable limitation remains the positionality of the researcher. This has been discussed at length, as has reflective measures to try to reduce any bias, however, a different researcher, unknown to the participants may have focused on different aspects and themes. 

Overall, the study suggests that collaboration is not suitably defined within Wales, but it is valued by primary headteachers when it is purposeful, and this is evidenced by the range of ways schools engage in collaboration. Further understanding of what can hinder collaboration or make it successful, greater agency and deeper trust by those participating, and facilitation rather than direction by external agencies, may help ensure collaboration in practice matches the policy vision. A greater focus on evaluating collaboration, either qualitatively or quantitatively, may also help understand collaboration more.  

The small-scale nature of this study means that collaboration still cannot be defined, and any recommendations are offered as considerations rather than conclusions. However, based on the findings, three recommendations are proposed for consideration:

· Greater conceptual clarity around collaboration in Welsh education policy is required if it is to be a central feature in school improvement. Policymakers should articulate a definition for professional collaboration, based on research, and highlight the conditions that can help collaboration thrive or increase its chances of failure. 
· Welsh Government and local authorities should facilitate rather than direct collaborative opportunities and create opportunities beyond clusters and local authority boundaries to support honest collaboration and professional development for all. 
· Greater value should be placed on the relational aspect of collaboration, particularly between school leaders, and further research is needed to investigate the relationship between collaboration, wellbeing and retention. 
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Appendix ii - Participant Information Sheet 
Exploring collaboration in an education context: Welsh primary headteachers’ perception, practice and perceived impact
Research Study
Participant Information Sheet
Who will be conducting this research?
This research is conducted by Russell Dwyer (the researcher), a third-year University of Wales Trinity St David’s (UWTSD) student, studying for a Doctorate in Education (EdD). 
What is the purpose of this research?
This research study is part of the researcher’s Doctorate in Education. The study aims to find out information relating to Welsh primary headteachers’ perception, practice and progress regarding ‘collaboration’. In the context of this research study, ‘collaboration’ is defined as, ‘any interaction between two or more educators or agencies, focusing on a common goal’. The definition is intentionally broad; the researcher wishes to find out what primary headteachers in Wales regard collaboration to be, rather than defining it for them. 
How will the research be undertaken?
The first part of the study will use an anonymous online questionnaire, using Microsoft Forms, to gather information from individual primary headteachers in Wales. 
Following this, participants will be asked if they wish to contribute to the second part of the study which is a semi-structured interview lasting approximately 30 – 60 minutes. This could take place face-to-face with the researcher, or alternatively the semi-structured interview can be conducted online via Microsoft Teams. In either case, Microsoft Teams will be used to record and transcribe the semi-structured interview. 
Information collected via the questionnaire and semi-structured interviews will be used to respond to these three research questions:
· How do primary headteachers in Wales define and interpret ‘collaboration’ within the context of the Welsh primary education system?
· What forms of ‘collaboration’ do primary headteachers engage with?
· What perceived impact do primary headteachers in Wales feel ‘collaboration’ has on their school?
Why have I been invited to take part?
You have been invited to participate in this study in your capacity as a serving primary headteacher in Wales. 
Although the researcher can only converse in English, and resources will not be bilingual, Welsh speaking primary headteachers are welcome to contribute in English, so that their views are also considered. 
Will my participation be confidential?
Completion of the questionnaire is anonymous unless you choose to enter your name and contact details to volunteer for a semi-structured interview. 
While entering your name and contact details on the questionnaire, and participating in a semi-structured interview, means that your information is no longer anonymous to the researcher, measures will be in place to ensure your participation remains confidential. Only the researcher will have access to the data collected (questionnaires, semi-structured interview recordings and semi-structured transcripts) and this data will be stored in password protected files in a two-factor authentication cloud storage system. Semi-structured recordings will be deleted once transcript accuracy has been agreed. Furthermore, you will be assigned a pseudonym so that your name will not be stored with your data. Finally, any direct quotes in the final assignment will not be attributed to individuals and in any case, you will be asked if your words can be used if the researcher can identify where they originated.  
Please note, should you disclose information during the semi-structured interview that suggests you or someone may be at risk of harm, or where there is a serious ethical concern, the researcher may need to share this information with an appropriate person or service. This would be discussed with you, should the need arise.
What will happen to my data?
Semi-structured recordings will be deleted once anonymised transcripts have been agreed with you. Questionnaire data and semi-structured interview transcripts will be retained under pseudonyms in password protected files in a two-factor authentication cloud storage system until 31 August 2026, at which point all data will be deleted. 
How will the research be used?
The research will be used in the researcher’s third year assignment for the Doctorate in Education. A summary of findings or the assignment will available upon request to any participants following the submission date of 16 June 2026. The research and assignment are not for publication but if findings are used beyond the assignment, full anonymity of participants will be assured. 
Do I have to take part?
There is no obligation to take part following this invitation and a decision to not participate holds no detriment to you or any professional relationships. If you do take part, you can choose to just complete the questionnaire anonymously or provide contact information to also participate in a semi-structured interview. You have the right to withdraw your data from the questionnaire, if it can be identified, and the semi-structured interview, up to the point of submission. 
If taking part raises any worries for you, you may wish to seek support from your local authority wellbeing services, or Education Support are available at www.educationsupport.org.uk or on 08000 562561.


Has this research been approved?
This research has been approved by University of Wales Trinity St David’s Ethics Committee. 
Data Protection and Confidentiality
In addition to the information shared above, I will adhere to University of Wales Trinity St David’s Research Data Management Policy and Research Ethics Integrity Code of Practice, as well as British Education Research Association (BERA) Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research, 5th edition, 2024. 
Raising a complaint
If you have any concerns or complaints about this research, you can contact the researcher, in the first instance, via email: 0450635@student.uwtsd.ac.uk
Alternatively, you can contact the module tutor, Catherine Morgan via email: c.morgan@uwtsd.ac.uk 
 










Appendix iii - Questionnaire Plan

Exploring collaboration in an education context: Welsh primary headteachers’ perception, practice and perceived impact
Research Study
Questionnaire
	Question Number
	Question
	Options

	1. 
	How long have you been a primary headteacher (not acting)
	1 – 3 years
4 – 7 years
7 – 10 years
10 – 15 years
15 – 20 years
Over 20 years

	2.
	Which LA are you currently a primary headteacher in?
	Isle of Anglesey 
Gwynedd
Conwy
Denbighshire 
Flintshire 
Wrexham 
Ceredigion
Powys
Pembrokeshire 
Carmarthenshire 
Swansea 
Neath Port Talbot 
Bridgend
Vale of Glamorgan 
Rhondda Cynon Taff
Cardiff 
Merthyr Tydfil
Caerphilly 
Newport 
Torfaen 
Blaenau Gwent
Monmouthshire 

	3.
	What is the language medium in your school?
	English
Welsh
Dual

	4.
	How would you personally define ‘collaboration’ in the context of education in Wales?

	Open ended

	5.
	Which of the following best describes your interpretation of ‘collaboration’? You can choose more than one. 
	Resource sharing
Joint problem solving 
Compliance with policy
Innovation
Shared professional learning
Learning from others with more experience and skills


	6.
	To what extent do you agree that collaboration is primarily:
(a) A moral imperative for improving education
(b) A policy requirement
(c) A professional learning strategy
(d) A cost saving exercise
	1 – strongly disagree
2 – disagree
3 – unsure 
4 – agree
5 strongly agree

	7.
	How important are each of the following in enabling collaboration?
(a) trust
(b) relationships
(c) money
(d) time
(e) expertise
(f) autonomy
(g) leadership
(h) a shared purpose
(i) resources
(j) accountability
(k) adaptability
	1 – Not important at all
2 – Not very important
3 – unsure 
4 – important
5 – very important

	8.
	What do you see as the main benefits of collaboration?
	

	9.
	What do you see as the main barriers of collaboration?
	

	10.
	In your experience, does collaboration enhance autonomy or reduce it?
	Open ended

	11.
	What do you understand by the term ‘vertical’ and ‘horizontal’ when describing collaboration?
	Open ended

	12.
	Do you consider collaboration to be taking place in your own school and if so, how?
	Open ended

	13.
	Which collaborative structures do you currently participate in beyond your own school?

	cluster 
pan-Wales
regional
school to school – same sector
school to school – cross sectors
multiagency
higher education
other

	14.
	What is the focus of the collaboration you engage with?
	Pedagogy
Curriculum
Assessment
Professional learning
Pastoral
other

	15.
	What type of governance steers the collaboration you engage in? 
	Formal such as LA or WG
Informal such as joint
Policy driven
Expert/support model
other

	16.
	What timescale does collaboration usually take place in?
	Fixed – task and finish
Ongoing
other

	17.
	How frequently do you engage in each of these forms of collaboration?


	Weekly
Monthly
Termly
Annually

	18.
	Who are your main collaboration partners?
	Other schools 
local authority
external agencies
higher education institutions
other

	19.
	How would you rate the effectiveness of these collaborative arrangements?

	1 – Not effective at all
2 – Not very effective
3 – unsure 
4 – effective
5 – very effective

	20.
	To what extent has collaboration improved:
(a) Pupil outcomes
(b) Teacher professional learning
(c) Leadership capacity
(d) Funding pressures
(e) Equity and inclusion
	1 – Not improved at all
2 – unsure
3 – improved somewhat 
4 – improved a lot



	21.
	What evidence do you use to judge the impact of collaboration?
	Pupil attainment data
inspection reports
stakeholder feedback
other

	22.
	What is the most useful form of collaboration you have engaged with as a primary headteacher?
	Open ended

	23.
	What is the least useful form of collaboration you have engaged with as a headteacher?
	Open ended

	24.
	What challenges have you experienced in achieving impact through collaboration?
	Open ended

	25.
	Overall, how satisfied are you with the outcomes of collaboration for your school?

	Open ended

	26.
	Do you have anything else you wish to say about collaboration?
	Open ended







Appendix iv - Semi-Structured Interview Questions

Exploring collaboration in an education context: Welsh primary headteachers’ perception, practice and perceived impact
Semi-Structured Interview
(45-60 minutes)
	Question Number
	Question

	Context Setting

	1.
	Can you briefly share your current school context e.g. size, fsm etc?

1b – In only a few words, please share your current priorities in school
1c – Briefly state any current collaboration taking place in your school


	RESEARCH QUESTION 1 – DEFINING COLLABORATION

	Meaning and Purpose

	2.
	Do you feel there is a shared understanding of what collaboration is within Wales?
2a - Does it differ between schools, LA and WG?
2b - What does collaboration look like for you when it’s working well?
2c - When do you feel collaboration is not collaborative, if ever?


	Curriculum for Wales

	3.
	How, if at all, has Curriculum for Wales reshaped collaboration?


	RESEARCH QUESTION 2 - ENGAGEMENT

	Depth of engagement

	4.
	Can you describe one example of deep, meaningful collaboration that you have engaged with as a head, and one that felt more tokenistic?

4a - What distinguishes the two for you?


	Governance

	5.
	In the collaborations you’re part of, who tends to set the agenda, and how does that influence what happens?

5a - How would you describe the balance between partnership and accountability within the collaborations you’ve experienced?

5b - Which governance approaches help or hinder (LA-led, LA-brokered. peer-led, expert-led)?


	RESEARCH QUESTION 3 – PERCEIVED IMPACT

	Wellbeing

	6.
	How does collaboration impact the wellbeing of you and your staff?

6a – Has collaboration ever felt energizing and if so, when?
6b – Has collaboration ever felt burdensome and if so, when?
6c – Does collaboration add to or ease workload?


	Evidence and Impact

	7.
	How do you know whether collaboration is making a difference?

7a – What are the clearest impacts—for pupils, staff and you?
7b - What convinces you collaboration and not other factors caused the change?
7c - If you didn’t collaborate what would be the impact?


	System Reflection

	8. 
	If you could change one thing about how collaboration is designed or expected in Wales, what would it be?

8a - What does the system get right?
8b - What does it misunderstand?
8c - What would make collaboration more worthwhile for your school?


	Closing Thoughts

	9.
	Any final reflections, especially anything you wish policymakers understood about collaboration?





















Appendix v – Application for Ethical Approval

APPLICATION FOR ETHICAL APPROVAL
	RESEARCH STUDENTS
This form is to be completed by the student within SIX months for full-time students and TWELVE months for part time students, after the commencement of the research degree or following progression to Part Two of your course. 

Once complete, submit this form via the MyTSD Doctoral College Portal at (https://mytsd.uwtsd.ac.uk).

This document is also available in Welsh.


	RESEARCH STAFF ONLY
All communications relating to this application during its processing must be in writing and emailed to pgresearch@uwtsd.ac.uk , with the title ‘Ethical Approval’ followed by your name.


	STUDENTS ON UNDERGRADUATE OR TAUGHT MASTERS PROGRAMMES should submit this form (and receive the outcome) via systems explained to you by the supervisor/module leader.




In order for research to result in benefit and minimise risk of harm, it must be conducted ethically. A researcher may not be covered by the University’s insurance if ethical approval has not been obtained prior to commencement.

The University follows the OECD Frascati manual definition of research activity: “creative work undertaken on a systematic basis in order to increase the stock of knowledge, including knowledge of man, culture and society, and the use of this stock of knowledge to devise new applications”. As such this covers activities undertaken by members of staff, postgraduate research students, and both taught postgraduate and undergraduate students working on dissertations/projects.

The individual undertaking the research activity is known as the “principal researcher”.

Ethical approval is not required for routine audits, performance reviews, quality assurance studies, testing within normal educational requirements, and literary or artistic criticism.

Please read the notes for guidance before completing ALL sections of the form.

This form must be completed and approved prior to undertaking any research activity. Please see Checklist for details of process for different categories of application.  

SECTION A: About You (Principal Researcher)
	1
	Full Name:
	Russell Dwyer

	2
	Tick all boxes that apply:
	Member of staff:
	☐
	Honorary research fellow:
	☐

	
	Undergraduate Student
	☐	Taught Postgraduate Student
	☒	Postgraduate Research Student
	☐


	3
	Institute/Academic Discipline/Centre:
	University of Wales Trinity St David, 
Education

	4
	Campus:
	SA1 Campus

	5
	E-mail address:
	0450635@student.uwtsd.ac.uk

	6
	Contact Telephone Number:
	07934429550

	
	For students:

	7
	Student Number:
	0450635

	8
	Programme of Study:
	Education Doctorate (EdD)

	9
	Director of Studies/Supervisor:
	Dr. Catherine Morgan



SECTION B: Approval for Research Activity
	1
	Has the research activity received approval in principle?
(please check the Guidance Notes as to the appropriate approval process for different levels of research by different categories of individual)
	YES
	☒	NO
	☐
	
	
	Date

	2
	If Yes, please indicate source of approval (and date where known): Approval in principle must be obtained from the relevant source prior to seeking ethical approval
	Research Degrees Committee
	☐	

	
	
	Institute Research Committee
	☐	

	
	
	Other (write in)
Module Lead
	☒	09/10/25



SECTION C:  Internal and External Ethical Guidance Materials
	
	Please list the core ethical guidance documents that have been referred to during the completion of this form (including any discipline-specific codes of research ethics, location-specific codes of research ethics, and also any specific ethical guidance relating to the proposed methodology).  Please tick to confirm that your research proposal adheres to these codes and guidelines. You may add rows to this table if needed.

	1
	UWTSD Research Ethics & Integrity Code of Practice
	☒
	2
	UWTSD Research Data Management Policy
	☒

	3
	BERA Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research 5th ed. (2024)
	☒



SECTION D: External Collaborative Research Activity
If there are external collaborators then you should gain consent from the contact persons to share their personal data with the university. If there are no external collaborators then leave this section blank and continue to section E.
	1
	Institution
	


	2
	Contact person name
	


	3
	Contact person e-mail address

	

	4
	Is your research externally funded?
	YES
	☐
	NO
	☐

	5
	Are you in receipt of a KESS scholarship?
	YES
	☐
	NO
	☐

	6
	Are you specifically employed to undertake this research in either a paid or voluntary capacity?
	Voluntary
	YES
	☐
	NO
	☐

	7
	
	Employed
	YES
	☐
	NO
	☐

	8
	Is the research being undertaken within an existing UWTSD Athrofa Professional Learning Partnership (APLP)?
	If YES then the permission question below does not need to be answered.
	YES
	☐
	NO
	☐

	9
	Has permission to undertake the research has been provided by the partner organisation?
	(If YES attach copy)
If NO the application cannot continue
	YES
	☐
	NO
	☐



Where research activity is carried out in collaboration with an external organisation
	10
	Does this organisation have its own ethics approval system?
	YES
	☐
	NO
	☐

	
	
If Yes, please attach a copy of any final approval (or interim approval) from the organisation (this may be a copy of an email if appropriate).



SECTION E: Details of Research Activity
	1
	Indicative title:
	What do primary headteachers understand by the term ‘collaboration’, what collaboration currently takes place, and what impact do they believe it has on primary education in Wales?

	2
	Proposed start date:
	January 2026
	Proposed end date:
	June 2026

	
	Introduction to the Research (maximum 300 words per section)
Ensure that you write for a Non-Specialist Audience when outlining your response to the points below:
· Purpose of Research Activity
· Proposed Research Question
· Aims of Research Activity
· Objectives of Research Activity
Demonstrate, briefly, how Existing Research has informed the proposed activity and explain
· What the research activity will add to the body of knowledge 
· How it addresses an area of importance. 

	3
	Purpose of Research Activity
In the remit letter for ‘Dysgu’, the newly established national professional learning body for education in Wales, the Welsh Government Cabinet Secretary for Education states: ‘We are building an open, collaborative school system’ (Neagle, 2025). ‘Collaboration’ is also one of the five professional standards in Wales’ current professional standards for teaching and leadership (Welsh Government, 2017). However, there appears to be little research as to what educational leaders in Wales understand by the term ‘collaboration’; how much ‘collaboration’ there is in the system and what the impact of ‘collaboration’ is. Indeed, this also appears to the be the case further afield, with Amstrong et al. (2021) stating that collaboration has been under researched in relation to school-to-school collaboration in England. This research aims to better understand how primary headteachers in Wales view ‘collaboration’ and whether they engage with it and feel it is worthwhile. The findings could inform future education policy in Wales and help achieve the Cabinet Secretary’s aim for, ‘collaborative educational professionals’ in a ‘collaborative school system’ (Neagle, 2025). 
(this box should expand as you type)

	4
	Research Question
RQ1 – How do primary headteachers in Wales define and interpret ‘collaboration’ within the context of the Welsh primary education system?
RQ2 – What forms of ‘collaboration’ do primary headteachers in Wales engage with?
RQ3 – What perceived impact do primary headteachers in Wales feel ‘collaboration’ has on their schools?
(this box should expand as you type)

	5
	Aims of Research Activity
The aims of this study are:
1. To research a gap in knowledge as to what primary headteachers in Wales understand about ‘collaboration’ and whether they feel it takes place and is of benefit to their schools.
2. To identify information that will inform current education policy in Wales, and lead to further study as to how collaboration impacts on educational leaders and school improvement.  
(this box should expand as you type)

	6
	Objectives of Research Activity
1. To undertake a questionnaire to identify what serving primary headteachers in Wales regard ‘collaboration’ to be, whether they feel they engage in ‘collaboration’ and what they believe the impact of ‘collaboration’ to be.
2. To undertake individual semi-structured interviews to deepen the information gathered from the questionnaire.
(this box should expand as you type)

	
	Proposed methods (maximum 600 words)
Provide a brief summary of all the methods that may be used in the research activity, making it clear what specific techniques may be used. If methods other than those listed in this section are deemed appropriate later, additional ethical approval for those methods will be needed. You do not need to justify the methods here, but should instead describe how you intend to collect the data necessary for you to complete your project.

	7
	The first method involves administering an anonymous questionnaire using Qualtrics - a tool recommended by the University of Wales Trinity Saint David. The questionnaire will include both closed- and open-ended questions to gather quantitative and qualitative data. Closed questions will use scales and multiple choice to assess aspects such as the frequency of collaboration activities undertaken over a set period of time, the perceived impact of collaboration, and identification of different types of collaboration undertaken. In addition, open-ended questions will allow participants to elaborate on their understating of the term ‘collaboration’, collaborative experiences and views regarding the impact of those collaborative experiences. Open ended questions will also be used to ask participants to comment on how they feel collaboration could be improved across Wales in relation to primary education. 

The questionnaire will be distributed to primary headteachers across Wales, using non-probability, homogenous purposive sampling (Nyimbili and Nyimbili, 2024). This method ensures that participants are relevant to the research question, as they have direct experience with the phenomenon being studied (Cohen et al., 2018). Snowball sampling may also be employed, where participants pass on the study details to other eligible headteachers.

Following the questionnaire, individual semi-structured interviews will be conducted with willing participants who have already completed the questionnaire. This method allows for deeper exploration of the themes identified in the questionnaire responses. Semi-structured interviews are beneficial as they provide a conversational process, enabling participants to share their experiences freely while allowing the researcher to ask pertinent follow-up questions (Burton and Bartlett, 2009).

The interviews will be recorded and transcribed, with all identifiable information removed from the transcription to ensure confidentiality. 

The data collected from the questionnaires and interviews will be analysed using thematic analysis, as outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006). This method involves identifying, analysing, and reporting themes within the data. This method aligns with the interpretivist approach, focusing on understanding the meaning constructed by participants. 

The analysis will be conducted in a reflexive manner, considering the researcher's influence on the interpretation of the data (Braun and Clarke, 2019). Member checking will therefore be employed to ensure the accuracy of the interpretations, where participants will be asked to verify the researcher's understanding of their responses (Creswell, 2014). 

Quantitative data from closed questions in the questionnaire will aid generalisation, while qualitative elements, through open ended questions in the questionnaire and semi-structured interviews, will allow a more nuanced exploration of collaboration. This mixed-method approach supports the pragmatic stance of using the most suitable methods for the research question (Punch and Oancea, 2014).

(this box should expand as you type)

	

	Location of research activity
Identify all locations where research activity will take place.

	8
	
Online questionnaires will be undertaken by volunteers in their own locations, and the opportunity to complete semi-structured interviews will be either face to face at a location convenient to the participant, or via Teams. 

(this box should expand as you type)

	
	Research activity outside of the UK
If research activity will take place overseas, you are responsible for ensuring that local ethical considerations are complied with and that the relevant permissions are sought. Specify any local guidelines (e.g. from local professional associations/learned societies/universities) that exist and whether these involve any ethical stipulations beyond those usual in the UK (provide details of any licenses or permissions required). Also specify whether there are any specific ethical issues raised by the local context in which the research activity is taking place, for example, particular cultural and/or legal sensitivities or vulnerabilities of participants. If you live in the country where you will do the research then please state this.

	9
	
All research activity will be undertaken in the UK, specifically, within Wales. 
(this box should expand as you type)




	10
	Use of documentation not in the public domain: Are any documents NOT publicly available? 

	NO
	☒

	
	
	YES
	☐

	11
	If Yes, please provide details here of how you will gain access to specific documentation that is not in the public domain and that this is in accordance with the current data protection law of the country in question and that of England and Wales.

N/A

(this box should expand as you type)



	
	Does your research relate to one or more of the seven aims of the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015?
	
YES
	
NO

	12
	A prosperous Wales
	☒
	☐

	13
	A resilient Wales
	☐
	☒

	14
	A healthier Wales
	☐
	☒

	15
	A more equal Wales
	☒
	☐

	16
	A Wales of cohesive communities
	☒
	☐

	17
	A Wales of vibrant culture and thriving Welsh language
	☐
	☒

	18
	A globally responsible Wales
	☐
	☒

	19
	If YES to any of the above, please give details:

	
	
A prosperous Wales – Welsh Government suggest that collaboration is essential to improving schools and successful schools can help improve life chances for individuals and impact on Wales’ economic prosperity. A more in depth understanding of ‘collaboration’ may ensure this happens within education. 

A resilient Wales – Welsh Government suggest that collaboration improves schools and therefore a better understanding of what collaboration means could lead to improved stability and resilience in the education system. 

A Wales of cohesive communities – collaboration in Wales’ education system may play a significant role in bringing communities together. 

(this box should expand as you type)




SECTION F: Scope of Research Activity
	
	Will the research activity include:
	YES
	NO

	1
	Use of a questionnaire or similar research instrument?
	☒
	☐

	2
	Use of interviews?
	☒
	☐

	3
	Use of focus groups?
	☐
	☒

	4
	Use of participant diaries? 
	☐
	☒

	5
	Use of video or audio recording?
	☒
	☐

	6
	Use of computer-generated log files?
	☐
	☒

	7
	Participant observation with their knowledge?
	☐
	☒

	8
	Participant observation without their knowledge?
	☐
	☒

	9
	Access to personal or confidential information without the participants’ specific consent?
	☐
	☒

	10
	Administration of any questions, test stimuli, presentation that may be experienced as physically, mentally or emotionally harmful / offensive?
	☐
	☒

	11
	Performance of any acts which may cause embarrassment or affect self-esteem?
	☐
	☒

	12
	Investigation of participants involved in illegal activities?
	☐
	☒

	13
	Use of procedures that involve deception?
	☐
	☒

	14
	Administration of any substance, agent or placebo?
	☐
	☒

	15
	Working with live vertebrate animals?
	☐
	☒

	16
	Procedures that may have a negative impact on the environment?
	☐
	☒

	17
	Other primary data collection methods. Please indicate the type of data collection method(s) below.
	☐
	☒

	
	Details of any other primary data collection method:



(this box should expand as you type)
	
	


If NO to every question, then the research activity is (ethically) low risk and may be exempt from some of the following sections (please refer to Guidance Notes).

If YES to any question, then no research activity should be undertaken until full ethical approval has been obtained. 

SECTION G: Intended Participants
If there are no participants then do not complete this section, but go directly to section H.

	
	Who are the intended participants:
	
YES
	
NO

	1
	Students or staff at the University?
	☐
	☒

	2
	Adults (over the age of 18 and competent to give consent)?
	☒
	☐

	3
	Vulnerable adults?
	☐
	☒

	4
	Children and Young People under the age of 18? (Consent from Parent, Carer or Guardian will be required)
	☐
	☒

	5
	Prisoners?
	☐
	☒

	6
	Young offenders?
	☐
	☒

	7
	Those who could be considered to have a particularly dependent relationship with the investigator or a gatekeeper?
	☐
	☒

	8
	People engaged in illegal activities?
	☐
	☒

	9
	Others. Please indicate the participants below, and specifically any group who may be unable to give consent.

	☐
	☒

	
	Details of any other participant groups:



(this box should expand as you type)
	
	



	
	Participant numbers and source
Provide an estimate of the expected number of participants. How will you identify participants and how will they be recruited? 

	10
	How many participants are expected?

	
8 - 10 primary headteachers from across Wales for the questionnaire and around 4 - 5 primary headteachers for semi-structured interviews.

(this box should expand as you type)

	11
	Who will the participants be?

	
The participants will be serving primary headteachers, from Wales. Ideally the sample will be from more than one Local Authority in Wales. 

(this box should expand as you type)

	12
	How will you identify the participants?
	
The participants will be identified using non-probability homogenous purposive sampling.

I have access to all primary headteachers emails in a single Local Authority and some primary headteacher contacts in other Local Authorities from across Wales. 

There may be an element of snowball sampling, if participants pass on the study’s details to other primary headteachers.


(this box should expand as you type)



	
	Information for participants:
	
YES
	NO
	
N/A

	13
	Will you describe the main research procedures to participants in advance, so that they are informed about what to expect?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	14
	Will you tell participants that their participation is voluntary?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	15
	Will you obtain written consent for participation?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	16
	Will you explain to participants that refusal to participate in the research will not affect their treatment or education (if relevant)?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	17
	If the research is observational, will you ask participants for their consent to being observed?
	☐
	☐
	☒

	18
	Will you tell participants that they may withdraw from the research at any time and for any reason?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	19
	With questionnaires, will you give participants the option of omitting questions they do not want to answer?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	20
	Will you tell participants that their data will be treated with full confidentiality and that, if published, it will not be identifiable as theirs?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	21
	Will you debrief participants at the end of their participation, in a way appropriate to the type of research undertaken?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	22
	If NO to any of above questions, please give an explanation 

	
	
N/A

(this box should expand as you type)



	
	Information for participants:
	
YES
	NO
	
N/A

	24
	Will participants be paid?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	25
	Is specialist electrical or other equipment to be used with participants?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	26
	Are there any financial or other interests to the investigator or University arising from this study?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	27
	Will the research activity involve deliberately misleading participants in any way, or the partial or full concealment of the specific study aims?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	28
	If YES to any question, please provide full details 

	
	
N/A

(this box should expand as you type)












SECTION H: Anticipated Risks

	
	
Outline any anticipated risks that may adversely affect any of the participants, the researchers and/or the University, and the steps that will be taken to address them. 

If you have completed a full risk assessment (for example as required by a laboratory, or external research collaborator) you may append that to this form.  

	[bookmark: _Toc231074370][bookmark: _Toc231085098][bookmark: _Toc231735306][bookmark: _Toc231737991][bookmark: _Toc232247240][bookmark: _Toc232261442][bookmark: _Toc232331167]1
	[bookmark: _Toc231074371][bookmark: _Toc231085099][bookmark: _Toc231735307][bookmark: _Toc231737992][bookmark: _Toc232247241][bookmark: _Toc232261443][bookmark: _Toc232331168]Full risk assessment completed and appended? 
	[bookmark: _Toc231074372][bookmark: _Toc231085100][bookmark: _Toc231735308][bookmark: _Toc231737993][bookmark: _Toc232247242][bookmark: _Toc232261444][bookmark: _Toc232331169]Yes 
	☐

	
	
	[bookmark: _Toc231074374][bookmark: _Toc231085102][bookmark: _Toc231735310][bookmark: _Toc231737995][bookmark: _Toc232247244][bookmark: _Toc232261446][bookmark: _Toc232331171]No
	☒

	2
	Risks to participants
For example: sector-specific health & safety, emotional distress, financial disclosure, physical harm, transfer of personal data, sensitive organisational information

	
	Risk to participants:



1. Coercion – participants may feel obliged to participate, because some may know the researcher, or they know someone who knows the researcher.
















2. Emotional Distress – participants may become upset when discussing factors that affect their role and their school. 










3. Breach of Confidentiality – participants could feel let down by the researcher should any information they share be identifiable to them. Breach of confidentiality could affect participants professionally, financially and emotionally.  








4. Identifiable data collection – concern that data can be linked back to an individual which could have a negative impact on them professionally and potentially breach GDPR.

















5. Influence from the researcher’s positionality – could affect the independence of the information shared






(this box should expand as you type)
	How you will mitigate the risk to participants:
“All participants must be treated fairly, sensitively and with dignity and freedom from prejudice” (BERA, 2024, p.11). 

1. The purpose of the research, all research activity and the data collection processes, will be fully explained to participants before they consent, in the form of an information sheet and periodically throughout the study, even once consent has been provided. The right not to participate, or to withdraw without reason will be explicit throughout. Written consent will be sought at the start and the right to withdraw reminders will be shared at the start and end of the questionnaire, before and after the semi-structured interview and during any member checking activity. Participants will be reminded that even if they do not withdraw consent, they can refuse to answer individual questions. They will be reminded that the information they provide will not be identifiable to others beyond the researcher. Although a selection of participants is sought from across Wales, numbers of participants from each Local Authority will not be shared; only the number of local authorities represented and the total number of participants.



2. Information will be provided so that the participants know where they can access emotional support should they need it. Contact details for each Local Authority counselling service will be shared, and contact details for the charity, Education Support. (www.educationsupport.org.uk / 08000 562561) 



3. The researcher will provide an electronic confidentiality agreement that will need to be signed by the researcher and the participant before any data collection can take place. As part of this confidentiality agreement, it will be made clear to the participants when confidentiality may need to be breached. This would be for safeguarding reasons or ethical concerns. The researcher would discuss this with the relevant participant should the need arise. 


4. All data collection practices will be shared with the participants, in writing, regarding what data will be collected throughout the research and reassurance will be given that no information will be identifiable to an individual. Participants will be reminded of their choice to participate and subsequent right to withdraw, before and after each data collection. Data collection will be as follows: an anonymous questionnaire – that will only identify the participant by their Local Authority and their length of service. For those that agree, there will also be data collection in the form of a semi-structured interview. This will be recorded, and transcribed without identifiable information in the transcription, for example, names of people or places. Audio recordings will be deleted following member checking so that only transcriptions of interviews are retained.


5. Member checking will be used to check if the researcher’s interpretation is accurate by going back to the participant and sharing the interpretation. The researcher will also keep a reflexive journal to consider their individual views prior to commencing the project and then revisit as the research progresses to ensure the interpretation of the data is driven by the participants and not any bias held by the researcher. 

(this box should expand as you type)

	3
	If research activity may include sensitive, embarrassing or upsetting topics (e.g. sexual activity, drug use) or issues likely to disclose information requiring further action (e.g. criminal activity), give details of the procedures to deal with these issues, including any support/advice (e.g. helpline numbers) to be offered to participants. Note that where applicable, consent procedures should make it clear that if something potentially or actually illegal is discovered in the course of a project, it may need to be disclosed to the proper authorities

	
	
There is potential that some participants may become upset when completing the questionnaire and/or when engaging in a semi-structured interview. In the first instance, participants will be reminded from the outset and regularly during engagement, that participation is voluntary, and that consent can be withdrawn at any point. Furthermore, supportive numbers will be included in the questionnaire with an explanation that if anyone is affected emotionally, they could contact organisations such as Education Support 08000 562 561. They can also access support via the respective organisation’s websites, or their own Local Authority.
During the semi-structured interviews, an information sheet will be provided beforehand, with the above organisation’s details. It will also state that, while confidentiality will be maintained, if any information is shared that raises safeguarding or ethical issues, there may be a need for confidentiality to be breached. Following the semi-structured interview, there will be a check in the next day, via email, to ensure the participate is not experiencing any emotional after affects. 
(this box should expand as you type)

	4
	Risks to the investigator
For example: personal health & safety, physical harm, emotional distress, risk of accusation of harm/impropriety, conflict of interest

	
	Risk to the investigator:




1. Stress due to time commitments – the investigator may not set aside enough time to carry out all aspects of the research and become stressed to meet deadlines. This could affect their emotional wellbeing and the quality of what they produce. 









2. Emotional Stress – the process could cause the researcher emotional stress due to the information received from participants. As a serving headteacher, albeit currently on secondment, the researcher is very close to the subject matter, and this may make it harder to detach from what participants say about the current education system and the impact on them. If participants become upset, this can impact also on the researcher.



3. Allegation of impropriety – this could come via a participant or the university directly. It could have implications for the investigator on their professional role, their reputation and cause the investigator emotional stress and/or professional and financial harm


















4. Conflict of interest – as a serving headteacher who is currently on secondment as a School Improvement Adviser, it could be argued that there is a conflict of interest and risk that the investigator may lead the investigation.


(this box should expand as you type)
	How you will mitigate the risk to the investigator:
“Safeguarding of the physical and psychological wellbeing of researchers is part of the ethical responsibility of employers and sponsors, as well as the researchers themselves” (BERA, 2024, p. 33). 

1. The investigator will ensure they give themselves enough time to compete the research in the timeframe set. A timetable of events will be constructed, and periods of time will be blocked out in the investigator’s diary to conduct aspects such as the semi-structured interviews, analysis of the data and member checking. Time will also be set aside to write up the overall findings. Qualtrics will be used as the tool for data collection from the questionnaire which will ease distribution and save time during analysis.


2. The researcher knows where they can go for confidential help in relation to their own emotional support. This could be the same sources as are shared with the participants (Education Support, Samaritans or their Local Authority counselling service). The researcher will also engage in private supervision sessions during the research, so that this emotional support is in place, prior to any escalation of concern. 


3. The researcher with ensure that ethics approval is sought and provided before conducting any aspect of this research. If ethical approval is granted, all activities will be conducted with care, clarity and professionalism. Resources such as information sheets, the questionnaire and semi-structured interview schedule plan will be carefully thought out and piloted with small samples prior to wider circulation. Processes will be in place to show the investigator’s integrity, in relation to a reflexive journal that will keep the researcher’s positionality in check and ensure that they are not leading the participants in any way. Member checking will also be used to ensure that any interpretation of what is said or observed from the participant is accurate to the participant’s perception. Participants will regularly be reminded of their right not to participate and to withdraw from any aspect, including individual questions (except their LA and length of service as this data will be needed to understand the sample representation). All data collection will be stored securely, and no personal identifiers will be recorded with data collections from the questionnaire or the semi-structured interviews. 

4. A reflexive journal will be kept that sets out the researcher’s positionality and then regular reflexive practice to consider how this may influence the process. The investigator will use this to recognise their own biases and aim to keep them in check. Member checking will ensure that any interpretation by the researcher is agreed by the individual participants.

(this box should expand as you type)

	5
	University/institutional risks
For example: adverse publicity, financial loss, data protection

	
	Risk to the University:

1. Adverse exposure due to unethical practice and potential data breach.







(this box should expand as you type)
	How you will mitigate the risk to the University:

1. The researcher will adhere to BERA (2024) and the UWTSD’s Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice (2022). All written data will be recorded anonymously and stored in accordance with the UWTSD Research Data Management Policy. There are no financial implications involved. Should any concerns materialise, then they will be shared with the Academic Director immediately, for further consideration. 

(this box should expand as you type)

	6
	Environmental risks
For example: accidental spillage of pollutants, damage to local ecosystems

	
	Risk to the environment:
N/A


(this box should expand as you type)
	How you will mitigate the risk to environment:
N/A


(this box should expand as you type)



	
	Disclosure and Barring Service

	
	If the research activity involves children or vulnerable adults, a Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS) certificate must be obtained before any contact with such participants.
	YES

	NO

	N/A


	7
	Does your research require you to hold a current DBS Certificate?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	8
	If YES, please give the certificate number. If the certificate number is not available, please write “Pending”; in this case any ethical approval will be subject to providing the appropriate certificate number.
	




SECTION I: Feedback, Consent and Confidentiality

	1
	Feedback
What de-briefing and feedback will be provided to participants, how will this be done and when? 

	
	
At each stage of the data collection (questionnaire and semi-structured interview) participants will be reminded of their right to anonymity and their right to withdraw. Should they wish to withdraw, any identifiable data related to them (semi-structured interview recordings, transcriptions and related notes) will be deleted. 
Member checking will be offered to all participants following the semi-structured interview process to ensure that participants agree with the researcher’s interpretation as to what was said. 
Following data analysis, participates will receive a summary of the findings via email. They can also request a copy of the final report in its entirety and can meet with the researcher to discuss any aspect of the study either in person or via Microsoft Teams. This direct involvement will reassure participants that there is no identifiable information in the final report. 
(this box should expand as you type)

	2
	Informed consent
Describe the arrangements to inform potential participants, before providing consent, of what is involved in participating. Describe the arrangements for participants to provide full consent before data collection begins. If gaining consent in this way is inappropriate, explain how consent will be obtained and recorded in accordance with prevailing data protection legislation.

	
	
All potential participants will be emailed an overview at the start of the study, which sets out the purpose of the research, what data will be collected and a reminder that participation is completely voluntary, and that each participant retains the individual right to withdraw at any point of the process. Participants will also be provided with written confirmation of confidentiality, which will need to be signed before commencement, as well as a clear explanation as to why confidentiality may need to be breached, in the event of a safeguarding or unethical matter. 
If the participants wish to proceed, they will need to explicitly give consent by signing and dating an electronic consent form. This will be needed before they can participate. Within the consent, they will need to state that they understand the aim of the research, their role within it, the research methods and data collection that will be conducted, and also, they will need to accept that whilst confidentiality must be maintained, they understand and accept when that confidentiality may need to be breached. 
Throughout the study, there will be reminders that participants can withdraw consent, up to the point that the data is aggregated, by informing the researcher, either in writing or through oral communication. 
With regards to the questionnaire, the participant would need to provide information to help identify the record that would need to be removed, for example, LA, length of service and any identifiable comments.
In the case of the semi-structured interview, this will be identifiable to the researcher so all data relating to a specific interview can be deleted prior to aggregation. 
Following aggregation, it will be difficult to extract individual data, but this will be made clear to participants and a date will be provided so they are aware when withdrawal of consent is no longer possible.
(this box should expand as you type)

	3
	Confidentiality / Anonymity
Set out how anonymity of participants and confidentiality will be ensured in any outputs. If anonymity is not being offered, explain why this is the case. 

	
	
Confidentiality will be vital for participants to feel they can contribute freely, without any potential retribution for their comments or views, and this will need to be communicated clearly, at all stages. 
Before participating, a written and signed confidentiality statement will be issued to each participant, identifying how confidentiality will be maintained, but also highlighting where that confidentiality may need to be breached, should a safeguarding or ethical concern arise. 
The questionnaire will be anonymous. The only potential indirect identifiers will be the length of service and the Local Authority they belong to. This will reduce the pool of possible participants the data refers to but will still not identify specific individuals. 
In relation to the semi-structured interview, the participants will be a proportion of those who completed the questionnaire. Recordings of the interviews will be retained initially, with the participant’s consent, but these will be deleted following transcription. The transcription or any other notes made during these interviews will not identify the individual beyond the group they belong to and the LA where they work or worked. Recordings and transcriptions will be kept on the university cloud system and will be password protected. Only the principal researcher will have access to the stored data. 
(this box should expand as you type)



SECTION J: Data Protection and Storage

	
	Does the research activity involve personal data (as defined by the General Data Protection Regulation 2016 “GDPR” and the Data Protection Act 2018 “DPA”)?
	YES
	NO

	1
	“Personal data” means any information relating to an identified or identifiable natural person (‘data subject’). An identifiable natural person is one who can be identified, directly or indirectly, in particular by reference to an identifier such as a name, an identification number, location data, an online identifier or to one or more factors specific to the physical, physiological, genetic, mental, economic, cultural or social identity of that natural person. Any video or audio recordings of participants is considered to be personal data.
	x
	☐

	
	If YES, provide a description of the data and explain why this data needs to be collected:

	2
	
Audio recordings of the semi-structured interviews will be held on the University’s cloud system and will be password protected. These recordings will be deleted following transcription and transcriptions will not include identifiable data. 
(this box should expand as you type)

	
	Does it involve special category data (as defined by the GDPR)?
	YES
	NO

	3
	“Special category data” means sensitive personal data consisting of information as to the data subjects’ –
(a) racial or ethnic origin,
(b) political opinions,
(c ) religious beliefs or other beliefs of a similar nature,
(d) membership of a trade union (within the meaning of the Trade Union and Labour Relations (Consolidation) Act 1992),
(e) physical or mental health or condition,
(f) sexual life,
(g) genetics,
(h) biometric data (as used for ID purposes),
	x
	

	
	If YES, provide a description of the special category data and explain why this data needs to be collected:

	4
	
While there is no specific plan to collect special category data, there is a chance that the participant may share special category data during the semi-structured interview. For example, they may choose to discuss their mental health in relation to their professional role. If this is the case, the participant will be asked if they consent to that information being recorded in the anonymous transcription of the interview. 

(this box should expand as you type)



	
	
Will data from the research activity (collected data, drafts of the thesis, or materials for publication) be stored in any of the following ways?
	YES
	NO

	5
	Manual files (i.e. in paper form)?
	☐
	☒

	6
	University computers?
	☐
	☒

	7
	Private company computers?
	☐
	☒

	8
	Home or other personal computers?
	☐
	☒

	9
	Laptop computers/ CDs/ Portable disk-drives/ memory sticks?
	☐
	☒

	10
	“Cloud” storage or websites?
	☒
	☐

	11
	Other – specify:

	☐
	☒

	12
	For all stored data, explain the measures in place to ensure the security of the data collected, data confidentiality, including details of backup procedures, password protection, encryption, anonymisation and pseudonymisation:

	
	
Questionnaire data will be held within the Qualtrics account of the researcher, which is password protected. Semi-structured interview recordings will be made digitally and held in the university’s cloud system. Transcriptions of the semi-structured interviews, along with any notes, the reflexive journal of the principal researcher and any other related notes will also be retained on the UWTSD cloud system and will be password protected by a password only known to the researcher. Two step authentication will also be in place to access the researcher’s university account, adding an extra layer of security. Following transcription, digital recordings will be deleted. No identifiable information will be transcribed, and pseudonyms will be used in place of any identifiable names. 

(this box should expand as you type)



	
	Data Protection

	
	Will the research activity involve any of the following activities:
	YES
	NO

	13
	Electronic transfer of data in any form?
	☒
	☐

	14
	Sharing of data with others at the University outside of the immediate research team?
	☐
	☒

	15
	Sharing of data with other organisations?
	☐
	☒

	16
	Export of data outside the UK or importing of data from outside the UK?
	☐
	☒

	17
	Use of personal addresses, postcodes, faxes, emails or telephone numbers?
	☐
	☒

	18
	Publication of data that might allow identification of individuals?
	☐
	☒

	19
	Use of data management system?
	☐
	☒

	20
	Data archiving?
	☐
	☒

	21
	If YES to any question, please provide full details, explaining how this will be conducted in accordance with the GDPR and Data Protection Act (2018) (and any international equivalents, where appropriate):

	
	
Transcriptions of the semi-structured interviews and any interpretation of what was said, will be sent electronically to the participant for member checking processes. This will be sent to the email account provided by the participant. There will be no identifiable information in the transcription. The email will be marked confidential.  

(this box should expand as you type)

	22
	List all who will have access to the data generated by the research activity:

	
	
Russell Dwyer 

Only the researcher will have access to all the data generated by the research activity. Participants will retain ownership of their own data and can request access to it, or request that it is withdrawn. 

(this box should expand as you type)

	23
	List who will have control of, and act as custodian(s) for, data generated by the research activity:

	
	
Russell Dwyer 

The researcher will have control of the data, and it will be held on the university’s cloud system, accessible only via two-step factor authentication and password. 

(this box should expand as you type)

	24
	Give details of data storage arrangements, including security measures in place to protect the data, where data will be stored, how long for, and in what form. Will data be archived – if so how and if not why not.  

	
	
Questionnaire data will be stored in Qualtrics, using the researcher’s password protected university account. All other data will be held in the university’s cloud-based system, and will be accessible via a password protected, two-step factor authentication process. The password and two-step process will only be known and accessible to the researcher. Data such as audio recordings will be deleted as soon as they have been transcribed. Transcriptions will not include personal information. Data will only be stored until the module assignment is returned as there are no plans to publish the findings.

(this box should expand as you type)

	25
	Please indicate if your data will be stored in the UWTSD Research Data Repository (see https://researchdata.uwtsd.ac.uk/ ).   If so please explain. (Most relevant to academic staff) 

	
	
No

(this box should expand as you type)

	26
	Confirm that you have read the UWTSD guidance on data management (see https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/library/research-data-management/)
	YES
	☒

	27
	Confirm that you are aware that you need to keep all data until after your research has completed or the end of your funding
	YES
	☒



SECTION K: Declaration
	
	The information which I have provided is correct and complete to the best of my knowledge. I have attempted to identify any risks and issues related to the research activity and acknowledge my obligations and the rights of the participants.

In submitting this application I hereby confirm that I undertake to ensure that the above named research activity will meet the University’s Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice which is published on the website: https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/research/research-ethics/ 

	1
	Signature of applicant:
	 Russell Dwyer
	Date:
30.10.25




For STUDENT Submissions:
	2
	Director of Studies/Supervisor:
	Catherine Morgan
	Date:
07/11/25

	3
	Signature:
	
[image: ]
	



For STAFF Submissions:
	4
	Academic Director/ Assistant Dean:
	
	Date:

	5
	Signature:
	

	



Checklist: Please complete the checklist below to ensure that you have completed the form according to the guidelines and attached any required documentation:
	☒
	I have read the guidance notes supplied before completing the form.

	☒
	I have completed ALL RELEVANT sections of the form in full.

	☒
	I confirm that the research activity has received approval in principle

	☐
	I have attached a copy of final/interim approval from external organisation (where appropriate)

	☐
	I have attached a full risk assessment (where appropriate) 

	☒
	I understand that it is my responsibility to ensure that the above named research activity will meet the University’s Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice.

	☒
	I understand that before commencing data collection all documents aimed at respondents (including information sheets, consent forms, questionnaires, interview schedules etc.) must be confirmed by the DoS/Supervisor, module tutor or Academic Director.



	RESEARCH STUDENTS ONLY
Once complete, submit this form via the MyTSD Doctoral College Portal at (https://mytsd.uwtsd.ac.uk).


	RESEARCH STAFF ONLY
All communications relating to this application during its processing must be in writing and emailed to pgresearch@uwtsd.ac.uk , with the title ‘Ethical Approval’ followed by your name.


	STUDENTS ON UNDERGRADUATE OR TAUGHT MASTERS PROGRAMMES should submit this form (and receive the outcome) via systems explained to you by the supervisor/module leader.


 April 2022				  		                        PG2 Ethical Approval Form

Participants by Local Authority

Responses	Carmarthenshire	Flintshire	Isle of Anglesey	Swansea	1	2	1	7	


Experience as Headteacher

Responses	1 - 5 years	6 - 10 years	11 - 15 years	16 - 20 years	21 - 25 years	4	3	2	1	1	


Focus of collaboration

Count	curriculum	pedagogy	professional learning	assessment	pastoral	other	9	9	9	5	4	2	


	
	

	Russell Dwyer – 0450635 – Doctorate in education                                                                   ecde7013 – eXPLORING CONTEMPORARY ISSUES IN EDUCATION 2:                         APPLYING CRITICAL SKILLS, CONTRIBUTING TO KNOWLEDGE: LEADINg improvement	                                                                   2
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inspire leadors, toachers, teaching assistants and our school advisory staff now and
forthe future across the entro system in both Welsh-mocum and Englsh-medium
sottings.

To support the frstyear of operation and the delivery of the objectives | can confirm
that the PLLEW intial esourco budgot for 2025.26 i £3,247,064. This sum willbo.
mad avalable viaa funding leter, (o bo pai in advance according o evidenced
noed. We may issue a furthor funding award eter to confirm any additonal funding
that may be awarded fo the remainder o the 2025-26 fivancial year. We willaim o
provide the indicatve budget fo the 2026-27 financial year n the autumn for planning
puposos.

1 very much ook forward to working with you 1o achieve these priories and to
stablish the PLLEW as a key parine n our new school mprovement arrangemens

Yours sincerel,
Ly

Lynne Neaglo ASIMS
Ysgrifennycd y Cabinet aros Addysg
‘Cabinet Secraary for Education
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18 August 2025

Dear like
Professional Leaming and Leadership Education Wales Romit Lottor 20252026

1 am witing o set aut the remi or Professional Learning and Leadership Education
Wales (PLLEW) which wil come into existance on 1 September 2025, From that dat,
his romit later repiaces the one issued to th National Academy for Educational
Loadership (NAEL) for the period 2022-2028 and wil remain n ffect untl a new remi
lotor for 2026-2030 s issued folowing the Senedd ordinary gonoral section in May.
2026, am very grateful o you and the rest ofthe Board fo supporting the transiton
rom he NAEL Into the new PLLEVY body.

Ourvision i for all leamers in Wales Lo reach their full potental witin an incusive
‘oducation systom which valuos he uniquo contibullon of overy learer on thoir 316
Joumey and beyond. We are buicling an open, collaborative school systom whero
‘schoolleadors and school taff have real agency over theis own mproverman. This
means schools working n partnership with ther local authorties, collctively
‘supportng each other and accessing purposelul professional eaming to support heir
improvement noods.

PLLEW il bring together the national provision and support for our practoners. This
wil smpliy the natonal professional learning and leadorship support landscape in
esponsa to the views clearl expressed by leaders in the seclor as partof the review
of our education partners. PLLEW wil need o work n parinership with other
organisations to ensure a strategic ocus o support our reform agenda. As outined in
the Atices of Associaton, PLLEW wil:

= suppor the implementatio of the Welsh Minsters'vision and prorlies, as set

utn the attached annex o this leter, for mproving educatin n Wales;

ot e st
e o
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