	
	
	





An exploration of newly qualified Headteacher’s experiences of the transitional space between senior leadership and gaining headship.
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Introduction 
1.1 Background and rationale
The global climate of educational leadership has never been as ‘buoyant’ (Bush, 2020 p.10). It has been attributed to being the second most influential factor to student outcomes (Barber et al., 2010) with Leithwood et al. (2020) arguing that it is central to school effectiveness. However, attempts to understand educational leadership must be open to the complexities and power relations of this through various discourse (Niesche and Gowlett, 2015). 
There have been many influential studies into leadership (Adair,2006; Bush 2024, Leithwood, Hopkins and Harris, 2008/2019; Chijioke and Barber, 2010) which have urged governments to consider leadership when developing educational policy. This includes preparational initiatives and programmes for senior leaders. This is of particular importance currently in the Welsh education system as leadership development is experiencing a time of change with a newly created national body for professional learning (PL) and leadership, Dysgu, being formed to unify its approach to leadership (Welsh Government, 2025).  However, the wider complexities of making policy a reality start with there being no one clear definition of leadership with Driver (2025) stating this is due to the ever-evolving understanding of what leadership is.  In the context of education, this has not been helped with the labels used to define this area moving from educational administration to management and currently settling on leadership.  Adair (2006) claims that there is ‘literally thousands of books, articles and research studies’ (p8) that aim to develop understanding of leadership and so finding a centralised definition of leadership is impossible. However, Yukl (2002) argues that although definitions are helpful all are ‘arbitrary and subjective’(p4-5).   Challenging Dysgu’s vision of a coherent system of professional learning for leaders.  
For this project Northouse’s (2012) definition that ‘leadership is a process whereby an individual influences a group of individuals to achieve a common goal’ (p.10) will be drawn upon as it shows the significance of the individual within leadership. However, there are limits to this definition as the primary focus is that leadership is a process suggesting it is purely operational or procedural and something you just do.  It does not pay attention to the individuality of leadership or the effectiveness of these actions.  As we transfer this idea to an educational setting Badawi’s (2024) definition of educational leadership becomes relevant.
‘The process of guiding and shaping the educational environment to ensure        	optimal learning and growth.  It involves creating a vision, fostering collaboration and driving change to unite teachers, students and the wider community.’
(Badwi, 2024 blog)
Although more subjective in nature, like Northouse’s definition, Badwi also focuses on leadership as a process, but where this differs is in its identification of the multiple facets of educational leadership, primarily leaders shaping of a vision, and does not solely focus on achieving a common goal.   This illudes to the idea that a leader must have a clear set of values and leadership skills to be create and enact the vision to ensure collaboration and influence of others. It refers to the effectiveness of leaders suggesting that leadership has a positive impact not only on student outcomes but on the ‘growth’ of others and oneself.  Badwi’s definition is reflective of my leadership philosophy and so has been selected as the definition used for this study.
Due to the positions senior leaders hold in schools such as heads of departments, leaders of areas of learning and experience (Welsh context), assistant headteachers or deputy headteachers, it is often in this space where formal and informal leadership development happens.  Having recently been in this position the exploration of senior leaders' experiences of this time are of particular interest to me. As a newly qualified headteacher and recently becoming part of a group of colleagues in the same position it has drawn my attention further to the individual experiences of senior leaders, and the impact theory and practical experiences have had on shaping leadership philosophies.  
There have been many studies into leadership development which have focused on developing self-awareness (Driver, 2025); the emotional impact of leadership development (Hawkins and Edwards, 2017); using theory to build leadership (Bush, 2024); the transition to headship (Berry 2016) and the development of Personalised Educational Leadership Theory (PELT) (Lipscombe, 2024) to name a few. These will be drawn upon within the literature review, however, most focus of the experiences of professionals undertaking leadership programmes in a Higher Education Institute (HEI) or within the independent education sector and none are set in the context of the Welsh education system. This invites for deeper research into this area.

1.2 Research aims and Research Questions
The educational leadership landscape in Wales in under a time of change with a relatively new curriculum being rolled out, the redesign of a national body for PL and Leadership and the increasing pressure for improved student outcomes and standards of teaching and learning. International and global issues such as the Covid pandemic of 2019 have also shaped a new kind of role for educational leaders.   This study aims to look at how the Welsh system in preparing prospective headteachers for this as well as exploring how the system is developing leaders as individuals to deal with this context. 
Consequently, the following research questions (RQ) have been formulated to explore the experiences of senior leaders in preparation for headship.
RQ1: How do newly qualified headteachers experience the transition space from     senior leader to first headship?
RQ2: To what extent, if any, do senior leaders engage with leadership theory and experiences, in this transitional space, and what impact does this have on shaping their leadership?
RQ3: How does the current Welsh NPQH enable or constrain aspiring headteachers in shaping their leadership?
The term ‘aspiring headteacher’ has replaced ‘senior leader’ in RQ3 as NPQH applicants must demonstrate that headship is their next career step. If not enrolled on this formal qualification senior leaders may not be seeking headship but can still be developing themselves as leaders.
Due to the unique context of Wales’ education system, the extent to which this research can be generalised is limited. Instead, the project will create what Gertz (1978) termed ‘thick descriptions’ that will highlight the findings of this study allowing others to apply or transfer the findings to their own settings or experiences (Denscombe, 2010).  This will be of particular interest to other leaders within Wales due to the national approach being taken to develop leaders of the future through the new NPQH. However, the extent to which leadership theory and experiences influences the shaping of leaders could be transferred to any educational leadership context.
Additionally, there is currently no research that I have found that investigates the effectiveness of the new NPQH in Wales.  The perceptions of senior leaders of the new NPQH could be used nationally to refine the programme to reflect the developing needs of Welsh educational leaders.  This is a realistic prospect yet one much smaller than the review of the old programme undertaken by Waters (2023) that saw the views of two hundred and fifty participants and a total redesign to create the current iteration of the programme.
1.3 Positionality
I have worked in Welsh primary education for twenty-five years and have recently gained my first headship.  My role is to lead the strategic direction of the school in line with my vision for education whilst considering the contextual nature of the school.  During my time as an educational practitioner, I have experienced many shifts within the field of educational leadership.  The distinct move from management to leadership was a pivotal point in my career and a shift in thinking and working that has always been of interest to me.  The introduction of The Curriculum for Wales was another juncture in my leadership journey as this once again shifted the role of school leaders and demanded that they move from being ‘passive consumers’ to ‘proactive producers’ (Evans, 2023 p. 385) of curriculum design.  This required a new type of leader that aligned with my developing leadership philosophy.  
My experience within this dynamic field has led to my interest in leadership development with particular focus on the experiences and concepts met within the liminal phase of senior leadership and how they support the development of personal leadership philosophy. Furthermore, having completed the previous version of the NPQH in June 2024, I am interested to see how the new NPQH supports the individual development of aspiring headteachers. 

1.4 Searching the literature
A comprehensive search of the literature has been crucial to establishing what is already known about this field of study (Bryman, 2016). No study is ‘an island’ (Thomas, 2017 p. 57) so it is vital that sources already written are used as ‘building blocks’ (Oliver 2012 p. 6) for this review.  To ensure relevant and appropriate searches of the literature were made academic data bases and platforms such as BrowZine, Google Scholar, Google Books, EBSCO and Ex Libris Discovery via ‘librarysearch.uwtsd.ac.uk’ were used. When conducting the search key terms were identified (Thomas, 2017). Terms such as ‘leadership’ and ‘transition’ were initially separately used. However, in isolation these proved challenging as they opened different areas of study, many of which were unrelated.  To provide an educational context to the search additional vocabulary such as ‘educational leadership’ and ‘educational transitions’ were used.  However, the term ‘educational transition’ identified mainly transitions for pupils from one educational phase to another or transition in time for example the transition out of Covid19. However, ‘educational leadership’ proved to be an effective foundation for further searches. Consequently, other terms were added including ‘development’ and later ‘liminal’ and liminality’. In addition, and in accordance with Thomas (2023) specific names of authors were also added to the search.
Whilst current literature, post 2020, was prioritised earlier work on leadership development was considered and used within the literature review despite their age.  Seminal work on liminality from the 1960s and on Threshold Concepts from 2003 also needed to be considered to give a historical context to these concepts demonstrating how they translate to the modern educational climate. 
Articles, websites, books, government announcements and policies have been reviewed for this study. Citation chaining has been an effective method in engaging with earlier and later research into this field. Forward chaining (snowballing) and backward chaining (pearling) have proved vital when developing a broad review of the literature. A comprehensive reference database of the literature was formulated to categorise reading.  Whilst many sources were identified and provided a wider context to leadership development, such as mentoring for newly qualified headteachers, these were filtered as to remain focused on exploring the perceptions of senior leaders as they look to develop their own philosophy of leadership rather than strategies put in place to support their development.
1.5 Structuring the literature review
As discussed above the importance of the literature review is to contextualise findings within the work of others (Thomas, 2023). However, Kumar (2014) also advocates that the review should provide a ‘theoretical background to your study’ (p.59).  For this reason, the subheadings used will guide the reader through the theoretical framework and lens before reviewing literature of topics related to the research questions.
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1.6 Summary 
Educational leadership has been linked to the improving student outcomes with many nations investing heavily in leadership development. Wales has recently undergone a shift in the way it supports prospective headteachers, so this study aims to explore if not only NPQH has an impact on leadership development but also the engagement with concepts and practical leadership experiences.   This literature review will set the context to this research project (Cohen, Manion and Morrison 2011) and will identify themes and discussions and gaps within the existing body of work (Kumar, 2014). The comprehensive critique carried out of the literature surrounding this field will serve as a foundation to future research into the perceptions of leadership development within the educational system in Wales.

2. Literature Review
2.1 Threshold Concepts Framework 
The theoretical framework for which this study will be founded on plays a significant role in the study itself. First set out by Meyer and Land (2003) the Threshold Concept Framework (TCF) has been used in research across many sectors including health and economics with Davies et al. (2024) claiming it to be a ‘phenomenon’ of the last twenty years that is yet to reach its full potential. Riley (2024) adopts the term phenomenon to describe the ‘clustering of people, practices and discourses across educational research, development, and pedagogy, (p.31). Within this Threshold Concept Phenomenon (TCPh) lies the (TCF) and within that Threshold Concepts (TC) themselves. These are seen as concepts or learning experiences that open new perspectives ‘allowing things formally not perceived to come into view, (Meyer, Land and Bailie 2009 p.31). Riley (2024) refers Macfarlane’s Ideological Islands of Higher Education Research (2021) when describing the difficulties of mapping concepts across an educational leader's development. Suggesting that TC would be the small volcanic islands within a leader's map of development; each being of different ‘positions, shape and longevity’ (p.31). This suggests that each person experiences of TC differently at any given point in their careers and the impact they have can be variable. To fully explore this, you would need a map (TCF) that would chart the many routes through the islands but to understand a person's full journey of development, with all the interrelated complexities of leadership development, a historical atlas (TCPh) would be needed. Although ‘daunting’ to do, it could also be ‘illuminating’ (Riley 2024, p.32). Adam (2004) takes a more cautionary approach to the TCF as a metaphorical landscape, believing that the timescape of people’s experiences of new concepts is equally important. Viewing the TCF as only a map flattens the whole concept and advocates that to fully understand someone’s journey considerations must be made to the time as well as the place of their experiences noting that time is ‘lived, experienced, known, theorized and created (p.1). This idea is of particular interest to this study as it will explore the historical atlas of each individual leader to best explore their developmental journey from senior leadership to headship.  However, the extent to which ideological maps can be fully used within this study requires further research that is beyond this literature review.

The TCF has three very distinct phases; Preliminal, Liminal and Post Liminal, that provide an order to the four knowledge features that characterise the framework and illustrated in diagram 1.1. These are troublesome knowledge, knowledge that is integrative with already known knowledge, knowledge that is transformative and irreversible knowledge.  
[image: ]
Diagram 1.1 (Land et al, 209)
 However, when applying this framework Riley (2021) identifies the dangers that might occur. Although the work was based around medical and humanities undergraduate students it is still relevant for educators. It suggests because the ‘batteries are not included’ (p.30) students can often grow with not out of TC and so have a continuous learning cycle; never crossing the threshold of new learning. This hints at the emotional dangers of this framework that will be explored further as part of this study. Wardle et al, (2019) identifies that naming the concepts in the preliminal phase is one way of stopping this but in doing so students create a boundedness of concepts within the liminal phase and so not allowing for the opportunity of interdisciplinary connections in learning.  The connections of concepts are important for senior leaders as they build their own meaning of leadership so this potential limiting factor will be considered when gathering data.
RQ 2 will explore senior leaders’ experiences with theory and practical experiences and how these potentially help to shape their leadership. For this reason, the second phase of The Threshold Concept Framework, the Liminal phase, will be of relevance to this study. It is during this phase that concepts and experiences are learnt from and will be explored in more detail. Cross (1999) suggests that the greatest personal growth is within poorly defined periods. Like Cross, Timmerman (2009) and Masuku (2021) urge students to imagine that significant learning does not happen at the end but in the process of learning. Both suggesting that the liminal stage will be vital to this study. The concept of liminality will provide an ‘orientating lens’ (Creswell, 2014 p. 64) for the study and will help inform questions that will be asked and how the data will be collected.


2.2 Engaging with leadership theory (Threshold Concepts)  
Learning can be characterised as an active process. Kegan’s (1982) Constructive Development Theory characterises learning as meaning making as well as developmental and can occur in times of stability and change.  This study aims to explore this process within the transition space between senior leadership and headship and consider to what extent, if any, active engagement with leadership theory can form a philosophy of leadership.  It is concerned with the time of instability of learning and what causes a disruption in thinking.
The Threshold Concept Framework illustrates the process of meeting, learning and mastering concepts or experiences.  Concepts are ‘basic elements of thought’ (Salwen, 2021p. 37) and provide opportunities to make sense of the world. As leaders study leadership, they may engage with leadership theory (concepts) that influence who they are as leaders. TC differ as they are ‘conceptual gateways’ (Yip and Raelin, 2011 p. 335) to epistemic and ontological changes (Meyer and Land, 2005). Suggesting a transition in not just what you know but how you know it and that they have significant transformational potential (Timmermans, 2010 p.4).  This was built on Meyer and Land’s (2003) seminal work stating that TC ‘transformed internal views of the subject matter, subject landscapes, or even world view’ (p. 1). This work is pertinent to this study as it will explore the changing thinking of leaders as part of their development.
 Geiger (2024) refers to TC as opportunities to link disciplinary concepts to the ‘individual lifeworld and subjective experiencing of learners’ (p.15). The idea of linking the concept to lived experience is something that Adam (2004) refutes saying that caution is needed as TC do not automatically link with life experiences and it is the responsibility of the learner to do this to truly make changes in world views. With Land and Meyer (2010) and Rattray (2016) considering the importance of the motivation and willingness of the learner in the effectiveness of linking to life experiences and so mastering the concept. Other critics of TC argue that Land and Meyer fail to specifically say what are essential characteristics of them (Rowbottom, 2007). However, reading carried out for this review would suggest this is not the case with Meyer and Land repeatedly communicating the four clear characteristics of TC. Identifying that they are integrative to previous knowledge; transformative in learners thinking; irreversible in their understanding and troublesome. O’Donnell (2009) conflates concepts can only be TC if they meet all four characteristics. This is subjective as each learner’s experience of a TC is different and so what can alter the thinking and practice of one leaner may not have the same effect on another.
Transformation is viewed as the defining characteristic of TC and regarded by Timmerson and Meyer (2019) as the only non-negotiable. When met they can create an openness to a learner that changes the way they think or view things. Or as Entwistle and Walker (2002) suggest it can lead to an expansion of awareness of a concept or experience.  However, this is not the only view that can be taken on the idea of TC being transformative.  Some argue that it is not about the way of thinking that is transformed but the learner themselves that are transformed by the TC. That their identity or ‘sense of self’ (Meyer and Land, 2006 p.19) has been expanded and transformed. Complex variations can lead to individual responses to this change of self and of thinking.  A leader's ability to acknowledge the change in self will be explored further as part of this study and will be considered when gathering data from participants. 
Although an older study of college students Hofer and Pintrich (1997) found that external conditions could attribute to some learner's openness to learning whilst others got ‘stuck’ (Meyer and Land 2005 p. 380). Suggesting that the transformation happens beyond the learners ‘zone of proximal development’ (Vygotsky, 1978) and can only truly be transformed when supported by a more skilful other.  This could be of interest to this study as a crucial element of the NPQH in Wales is that of a mentor or a more skilled other in the form of a serving headteacher. However, this will not be explored extensively to ensure focus on the field of interest.
Seen as an extension of transformation, irreversibility involves a sudden crossing of a threshold that cannot be forgotten or unlearnt. This has been described as a eureka moment that triggers fundamental changes in the world views. Similarly, Kuhns (1976) description of scientific breakthrough in his studies of paradigm shifts see irreversible learning at a slower pace with a pluralisation of concepts over time. In both cases a learners view or identity is changed forever.  Meyer and Land (2003) suggest that reverting to old epitomical views would take considerable work with Baltas (2007) stating it would be ‘forsaking the eureka experience.’ (p.76).
When learners modify their learning, they make connections with previously learnt knowledge or previous life experiences. Land and Meyer (2003) suggest hidden interrelatedness is revealed (p. 4). Once again, this cannot purely be about interrelating new knowledge with old but about the identify of learners with previous ways of being and so, creating a holistic and ‘coherent way of knowing’ (Meyer et al., 2010, p.13).  
The final and quite possibly the most prominent feature in TC discourse is that of troublesome knowledge. For if learning is to happen the concept or experience must be troublesome, ‘disorientating’ (Mezirow, 2000 p.22) or ‘inharmonious’ (Meyer et al., 2010 p.10). According to the work of Perkins (2006) it is when learning is conceptually difficult or alien is when learning can begin to happen.  Encountering the troublesome knowledge is just the start of the learning journey. Mastery of the concept relies on not just moving from difficult to easy but is a perilous journey of continual struggle of disruptive learning. The learner may begin to feel resentful of the concept or experience when battling with it which refers to the earlier discussion about a learner becoming stuck.  Perkins’ (2006) work focuses on the knowledge itself being troublesome however Felten’s (2013) study of undergraduate students in an American college found that it wasn’t the concept that was disorientating but the experience itself. When carrying out seminars on TC, Felten asked his students to write about their experience of the seminars. Many spoke about it being ‘stressful, frustrating and intensely emotional’ (p.4) whilst others felt ‘upset or hopeless’ (p.4). He drew the conclusion that TC can mean different things to people depending on perspective.  He, as the lecturer, viewed the concept to be troublesome where his students saw the experience of learning about TC troublesome. This study looks to explore if senior leaders encounter TC, and so troublesome knowledge, in the transition time before becoming a headteacher and will consider the emotional effect this can have on them. Blackie, Case and Jawitz (2010) urge anyone exposing learners to troublesome knowledge to take heed of the emotional impact it can have. This will be of interest to this study when exploring the NPQH and how this is facilitated to support the individual development of leaders.

 2.3 Liminal spaces – disturbing balance
The concept of a liminality is associated with TC framework and to TC themselves (Land 2016 and Flanagan, 2022). The liminal space is the second phase of the framework, but it is too easy to refer to it just as one of three phases as it is a highly complicated space in time that leaners move through in a multidirectional way. It is here where paradigm shifts happen causing the learner to be in a state of flux. 
Liminality originates in anthropology with van Gennap (1906) first writing about it in the French book ‘Le Rites de Passage’. He used the etymology of the word, limen, to explain liminality as a threshold or boundary the one crosses in the process of developing and changing. It wasn’t until the 1960s when Victor Turner discovered, translated and redefined the concept for the modern world that interest grew. His initial writing described how tribal rituals can be seen as people undergoing cultural transitions.  Liminality later expanded into of fields such as economics, politics, humanities and education (Meyer and Land, 2006 and Horvath et al., 2015) to name a few. Transitions have been explored in these fields as they symbolise a movement of position, action or thought. This is of particular interest to this study as the transition from senior leader to headteacher will be a focus. 
When linking liminality to leadership development or the development of leadership philosophy it can be best described as a space where learning is nebulous. It is a transformative space where having undergone it you are incapable of understanding things in a way you did before (Baltas, 2007). Baltas talks of the after effect of the liminal space, where Drew (2023) research discusses being in the space. Suggesting that it is a time when you don’t know what is coming but potential is there. The space is often associated with the term ‘betwixt and between’ (Turner, 1964) or ‘betweenness’ (Hawkins and Edwards, 2013 p.3) and Mezirow’s (2000) theory of Transformational Learning; of no longer but not yet and the disorientation in ones thinking.  Meyer and Land (2006) coin the term ‘liquid space’ (p.380) to describe the space where learning, experimentation and growth is maximised (Land et al., 2016). Critics of liminality disregard the concept for various reasons. Thommassen (2009) opposes the unknowing position and the lack of precision. Where Balduk (2008) contests that today’s understanding of the concept has little to do with the original field of focus. Contrary to this, both recognise that the flexibility to adapt to any situation is what others find attractive. It is beyond the scope of this study to analyse either of these arguments. However, the development of the concept into a space where transformational learning happens does suit this study and the current field leadership development. 
 If learning is troublesome enough then it disrupts current thinking prompting a learner to act. The purpose of this action is to rebalance, which in this case, constitutes to new thinking. Yip and Raelin (2011) metaphorically explain this by saying ‘you can’t rebalance the boat without rocking it’ p.334). If leaders expose themselves to challenging concepts and experiences that disturb their thinking, then they will seek to alter their views and practice accordingly. Nevertheless, with change comes doubt and in the case of leadership development it often comes in the form of self-doubt. Hawkins and Edwards (2017) use the term ‘liminal monsters’ (p.8) that take the form of uncertainty and doubt of thinking and practice.  Their study of management and business undergraduate students in England (2013) advocates that this sense of uncertainty is central to both learning and practice (Hawkins and Edwards, p.6). A more recent article of Hawkins and Edwards (2017) focused on leadership development and states that doubt-monsters are essential to leadership learning. The study calls on the work of Grint (2007) who recognised that leadership involves the navigation of unfamiliar situations and the solving of unprecedented problems. Although, essential in leadership, doubt does not always lead to new learning as leaders can ignore the doubt to preserve balance (Bendixen and Rule, 2004). Further research into self-doubt and associated concepts such as Imposter Syndrome and self –efficacy would be of interest to this study but are beyond the scopes of this literature review. 
Harter (2017), when studying Michael Foucault’s later work on leadership and in particular liminality in leadership states that that leaders must become familiar with liminality as it is them that can see the potential in it.  Leaders seeing the potential in this uncertain time can be stressful. The liminal space of leadership development is engulfed with human emotion especially when faced with TC that alter one's own epistemologies.  The emotions of participants will need to be carefully considered as part of this study and so invites further reading. Boyd and Meyer (1988) describe liminality as ‘deeply emotional and painful places’ (p.277). More recently Nielsen and Edelman (2014) point out that it is potent and dangerous. With Thomassen (2014), saying that there is real peril within the space and fears there is an ‘over-romanticizing of the liminal experience’ (p.83).  Terms such as disruption, despair, disorganisation and disorientation have already been used in this review to describe elements of the space. Suggesting that liminality can be a negative experience; debilitating to whoever is in it. Hawkins and Edwards (2017) liken the space to Suzanne Collin’s Hunger Games or Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings where heroes navigate relentless and daunting quests. It raises the question as to why leaders, or learners more widely would want to enter such a space? However, liminality is paradoxical as Hokstad and Braaten (2024) describe it as both being ‘enchanted but dangerous’ (p.105). There can be times that excite or as Therxold (2000) posits it can cause ‘excitation of any structure’ with Love and Guthie (1999) stating that the time can be ‘exhilarating’ (p.72). Leaders who leave the liminal space after mastering a concept and viewing the world differently because of their change in thinking and practice may feel a sense of excitement and motivated of learning and so grow professionally. As is the case of the heroes in the two epic fantasy novels mentioned above; they triumphed against adversity and with it gained existential growth.  This is of particular interest to this study as it will explore how senior leaders experience the liminal space with particular interest in their development and awareness of themselves as leaders.

2.4 Self-awareness in leadership development 
It could be argued that the learning about oneself from being in the liminal space can be a factor in the formation of a leaders’ leadership philosophy. As RQ2 of this study will aim to gather leaders' perspectives on the formation of their own leadership philosophy, further research into self-awareness would be of value.  Deo and Jain (2023) identified self-awareness as one of the essential factors of leadership alongside trust, adaptability and empathy. Where Deo and Jain looked at the characteristics of leadership, Eacott (2019) took a more philosophical perspective positing that leaders need to take time to understand themselves and how they view themselves in their social world. Something McCaffery (2018) took further by saying self-knowing leaders can support others more effectively. In a more recent study of educational practitioners Thompson and Thompson (2023) propose that leaders should critically examine themselves and their values to gain a deep understanding of what drives them. 
Fredick Nietzsche’s philosophy of becoming who you are, and self-creation suggests that it is the individual only who can shape who they are. This is also recognised in Foucault’s work of subject and power in which he promotes that as a leader you are a product of your own work. His work in 1996 revealed that education presupposes change and that leaders need to engage in ‘some kind of regimen of ascetics’ (Harter, 2017 p.11) to become. Becoming the subject of your own learning allows you to develop and transform; to evolve into a ‘certain mode of being (Foucault, 1996 p. 433).  Like Foucault, Butler’s work on performativity refers to self-awareness as an important feature of leadership development. Where they differ is how self-awareness is created. Where Foucault asks leaders to look inwardly, Butler advocates for engaging with ‘discourses and discursive practices’ (Niesche and Gowlett, 2015 p. 378) to shape a leader’s ‘truths and norms’ (Butler, 1990 p. 24). Butler rejects the idea that leaders are formed through learning about leadership styles and traits and deciding which suits them best but to engage in leadership theory and adapt practice in accordance with their truths.  Banerjee’s (2015) study of American graduates on a leadership programme blends both Foucault and Butlers thoughts on self-awareness in leadership. She found that undertaking work to discover your ‘ideal self and real self’ (p.10) and then raising consciousness (Keating, 2005; Guenther, 2009) to this is a public space is highly effective in developing an individual leader. Self-awareness is becoming more of a prominent thought in leadership development with Omotola (2024) and Driver (2025) advocating for leading with self-awareness to influence effective change. As this study will look at Wales’ current leadership development programme enquiring about participants self-awareness at this time will be of interest.

2.5 Educational leadership in Wales
Harter (2017) states that the purpose of leadership development is to guide the prospective leaders through the liminal phase. Exploration of the liminal space of the NPQH and how it empowers or constrains aspiring headteachers forms a key part of this study so it would be neglectful not to review how educational leadership development has come to be especially in the Welsh context. 
The origins of leadership have long been chronicled (Bush, 1999 and Bolam, 2004) and many studies carried out to explore this concept, but most were undertaken outside of the educational context. It wasn’t until the late 1960s when university courses in school management were created (Gunter, 1997) that educational management began to be discussed in the United Kingdom and The British Educational Administration Society (BEAS) founded in 1971. Over the course of the next 30 years BEAS underwent several transformations coinciding with the growing understanding of educational leadership. A major development, that signified interest in educational leadership was the formation of the Teacher Training Agency (TTA) and the introduction of the NPQH in 1997. Later becoming mandatory for all aspiring headteachers in 2009.  For Wales, the most significant shift came with the forming of the devolved Welsh Assembly Government, in 1998.  Where England reduced its interest in leadership by reversing the mandatory NPQH in 2012, Wales has kept this qualification and continued to invest and refine its PL offer for leaders. 
Educational leadership in Wales, since devolution, has been under the spotlight with several OECD reports and national reviews of leadership programmes undertaken.  The 2014 OECD’s report ‘Improving schools in Wales: an OECD perspective’ highlighted that the strategic direction of developing leaders in Wales was ‘weak and under resourced’ (OECD, 2014 p.67) prompting policy change. Nevertheless, in 2017 the OECD still found that leadership was fragmented (OECD, 2017) but by 2019 they were encouraged with the progress being made but recognised more support was needed (OECD,2019). In 2021 and then 2023 two pivotal reviews of the Welsh educational leadership were undertaken both finding that formal leadership programmes and leadership development more generally was bulky in its design and primarily focused on the managerial skills which led to compliance within the system rather than providing opportunities for individualised leadership development were (Harris, 2021 and Waters, 2023). The findings led to a complete review of the NPQH with the newest version rolled out in September 2024. 
Now overseen by Dysgu, the NPQH conversation being promoted has a very different feel with the emphasis of growth, development and the building of expertise. It is hoped that the eighteen-month programme will ‘invigorate participants as they develop current leadership capabilities and acquire new ones’ (Welsh Government, 2024). Dysgu suggest that throughout the programme there will be opportunities for it to be bespoke to each candidate which can only be seen as a positive if a key element of effective leadership is being self-aware. This will be explored with the participants of this study to discover how this new programme helps to form an individual’s leadership philosophy.
Internal reviews of the first two cycles of the programme have been carried out but not shared publicly so the effectiveness of this new iteration of the NPQH is unknown at this time.  This gives value to this study as it will aim to give an insight into how the NPQH in Wales, through the perspectives of its candidates, is supporting the development of educational leaders and so provide valuable information regarding its effectiveness.

3. Conclusion 
Effective leadership within schools is a key factor in improving outcomes for learners (Barber and Mourshed, 2007; Braun, 2008; Mourshed, Chijioke and Barber, 2010; Leithwood Hopkins and Harris, 2008/2019). The OECD (2017) advocate that in countries with effective educational systems it is the educational leaders that are driving reform. Stating that leadership is ‘the essential ingredient that binds the separate parts of an education’ (OECD, 2017 p.32). Or as Braun (2008) once wrote, it is the ‘sine qua non for success’ (p.319). For this reason many countries are now prioritising it with educational policy (Bush, 2020). 
Through detailed examination of literature, the challenges of leadership development have emerged beginning with defining leadership development and how that translates to an educational setting. This has proven complex as there are many 'competing theories and counterclaims' (Harries, 2003 p.15).  In addition, the transitional space of leadership development was explored through the meeting of TC as seen through the lens of liminality.  It is here where key concepts and experiences can shape leaders own leadership philosophy. However, in doing so the leader exposes themselves to the vulnerable and deep uncertainty of a liminal space.  But it is viewed that leaders do this repeatedly; traveling through the space to become self-aware and so more effective in their leadership.  When reflecting on his work to date, Land (2024) refers to the novelist Howard Jacobson’s view of the difficulties of becoming self-aware saying that 'We are an entangled species. We are not to be unknotted easily. When we turn our backs on difficulty(...) we turn our backs on who we are.' (Jacobson, 2016 radio broadcast)
It is in this context that this research seeks to explore how senior leaders in schools in Wales experience the difficult transitional space whilst preparing for headship and if the meeting of challenging concepts and experiences shape their philosophy on leadership and so their leadership practice. In addition, it seeks to discover how the NPQH as a formal leadership programme can either help or constrain an individual’s leadership.
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