1.0 Research Context
This study explores how secondary schools in Wales enable or constrain students’ access to post-16 pathways, within the context of the Curriculum for Wales (2022). Underpinned by concerns around educational equity (Archer et al., 2023) and post-16 disparities (Taylor, 2024) it will examine how school practices, such as curriculum design, career-education, and teacher expectations, influence students’ perceptions of, and access to, available pathways. Drawing on the Capability Approach (Sen, 1999), the study will consider the genuine freedom and opportunities students have to pursue futures they have reason to value. 

2.0 Methodology
Research Paradigm 
Research paradigm refers to the underlying assumptions about how reality (ontology), knowledge (epistemology), and methodology are understood (Cohen et al., 2018). These “thinking habits” (Thomas, 2021, p.107) shape how research questions are framed, how data is interpreted, and how knowledge is constructed (Hitchcock & Hughes, 1995). 
This study is situated within an interpretivist paradigm, informed by a constructivist epistemology (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Interpretivism assumes that reality is not fixed or objective, but socially constructed through interaction and experience (Denscombe, 2021). Consequently, the research will assume multiple realities, which are shaped by individuals’ social, cultural, and historical contexts (Thomas, 2021, p114). Epistemologically, knowledge will be understood as co-constructed between researcher and participants, rather than discovered as an objective truth (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
The choice of paradigm is often influenced by the nature of the research problem (Thomas, 2021), and by the researcher’s positionality (Creswell, 2023). It is argued that research can never be totally free from bias (Homes, 2020), particularly in education, which is subject to social, cultural, and political influences (Cohen et al., 2018). As a practitioner with an interest in equity and post-16 progression, it is recognised that these prior experiences may influence the research process (Hitchcock and Huges, 1995). While an insider perspective can enhance contextual understanding, it will also require researcher reflexivity to minimise bias (Holmes, 2020). Acknowledging constructivist assumptions that knowledge is co-constructed will support transparency (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), and ongoing researcher-reflection throughout the study will enhance credibility and ethical awareness (Holmes, 2020). 
Interpretivism has been criticised for its reliance on subjective interpretation and limited generalisability (Basit, 2010). However, a paradigm in which perceptions and meanings “matter” (Creswell, 2023, p193) is appropriate to this study’s focus on how students experience and interpret access to post-16 pathways. In contrast to positivist approaches, which prioritise objectivity and generalisability (Thomas, 2021), an interpretivist perspective acknowledges the subjective nature of human experience, thus enabling an in-depth exploration of contextual educational experiences (Cohen et al., 2018). This aligns with the research aim to understand, not only available options, but also the meanings that individuals attach to their educational experiences and future opportunities, in an institutional context (Nussbaum, 2011). 

Research Approach:
The research approach is dependent upon the nature of the research problem (Thomas, 2021) and by what the researcher wants to find out (Cohen et al., 2018). In this study, an abductive approach will be adopted. Rather than testing hypotheses (deduction) or generating theory from data (induction), abduction will allow the researcher to move iteratively between data and theory, refining interpretations as new insights emerge (Hofmann et al., 2024).  This approach is relevant to the study’s aim to use the Capability Approach (Sen, 1999) to explore how school practices influence both perceived and actual access to post-16 pathways.

Methodological Choice 
The study adopts a “qualitative dominant mixed-methods approach” (Creswell and Clark, 2018, p41), combining qualitative and quantitative data to enhance both the depth and breadth of analysis (Yin, 2018). Although mixed methods research is often associated with a pragmatic paradigm (Cohen et al., 2018), the study maintains an interpretivist stance by prioritising qualitative data. This ensures that participants’ experiences and interpretations of their access to post-16 pathways remain the primary focus. Quantitative data will play a complementary role, identifying patterns that help contextualise perceptions and experiences (Creswell and Clark, 2018).
Basit (2010) proposes that mixed methods is particularly appropriate in educational research, which is inherently complex, due to a focus on contextual human experiences. This complexity is intensified in a study of post-16 pathways, which, it is argued, is shaped by social, institutional, and personal influences (St. Clair et al., 2011; Hart, 2019). A mixed-methods approach will therefore enable these factors to be explored holistically, through a combination of qualitative depth (Simons, 2009) and quantitative breadth (Basit, 2010). 
It is asserted that one of the strengths of mixed methods research is its capacity to enhance validity through triangulation of data from multiple sources (Denzin, 2005; Cohen et al., 2018). It is further argued that “thematic overlap” from different data sources helps to reinforce the credibility of findings (Braun & Clarke, 2021). However, it has been criticised for being philosophically inconsistent (Mack, 2005) and analytical complex with the researcher expected to master different methods of analysis (Basit, 2010). In this study, these concerns will be addressed through the prioritisation of qualitative data, with quantitative findings only required in a supportive role.

Research Strategy
To achieve its aim, the study will adopt an exploratory, instrumental case study design (Stake, 1995), using “multi-source data to investigate a bounded system” (Cohen et al., 2011, p289). It is proposed that case-study is appropriate for investigating complex, context-specific phenomena in real-life settings (Yin, 2018), and as such, will enable an in-depth exploration of how post-16 pathways are enabled or constrained in a single-school context, within the Curriculum for Wales. As an instrumental case (Stake, 1995), the school will not be the focus in itself, but a means through which to examine the wider issue of access to post-16 pathways.  
Although case studies provide rich, contextual insight and methodological flexibility (Yin, 2018), they have been criticised for limited generalisability and potential researcher subjectivity (Thomas, 2021). These limitations will be mitigated through triangulation across research methods and participants (Denzin, 2005), enhancing the credibility and validity of the findings (Braun and Clarke, 2021).

3.0 Research Methods
A qualitatively dominant mixed-methods approach will be utilised to enable triangulation and achieve both depth and breadth (Creswell & Clark, 2018). Informed by the Capability Approach (Sen, 1999), interviews, questionnaires, and document analysis will generate data on individual perceptions, wider patterns, and institutional practices and structures. Data collection will take place over seven weeks within a single-school context.
Sample
It is proposed that the quality of a research study depends not only on the appropriateness of its methodology, but also on the suitability of its sampling strategy (Cohen et al., 2018).
The sample will include students from the school’s student voice forum in Years 9–11 (aged 14–16), selected due to their active engagement with relevant school processes, including subject choices and post-16 planning. They will therefore be well positioned to reflect on available post-16 opportunities.  Although this approach may limit representativeness, as student voice participants may not reflect less engaged or marginalised students (Moore, 2022), this will be considered a justifiable trade-off (Denscombe, 2021) as it will minimise disruption to the school day by aligning with established school routines and practices. It will also ensure feasibility for data collection in a short timeframe, while obtaining a range of relevant perspectives (Cohen et al., 2018). Staff participants will include teaching staff, middle and senior leaders, and career-mentors who are involved in supporting post-16 transitions. 
A convenience sampling approach will be used for questionnaires, with all eligible participants invited, to maximise participation (Cohen et al., 2018). Purposive, stratified sampling (Denscombe, 2021) will be used for interviews to ensure representation across roles and year groups.
Ethical Considerations
Ethical considerations will be central to this study. It is emphasised that ethical research requires a balance between the pursuit of knowledge and the protection of participants’ rights (Cohen et al., 2018). The research will therefore adhere to established ethical frameworks, including BERA (2024), institutional guidance (UWTSD Research Ethics and Integrity policy), and relevant legislation including the Children Act (1989) and GDPR (2018), particularly as the study involves participants under the age of 18.
Informed consent will be obtained through an opt-in process (Cohen et al., 2018), with parental consent and student assent required for participants under the age of 18 (BERA, 2024). Consistent with BERA (2024), consent will be treated as an ongoing process, with participants reminded of their right to withdraw at any stage. Consideration will be given to power dynamics, as the researcher’s professional role within an educational setting may influence participation (Denscombe, 2021). This will be mitigated through voluntary participation, clear communication, and the use of colour coded cards to signify ongoing assent and ensure that participants are comfortable during data collection. 
Confidentiality and anonymity will be maintained through secure data handling and the use of pseudonyms for interview transcripts (Denscombe, 2021). Disclosure of information will only be provided in cases of safeguarding. While these procedures aim to minimise harm, ethics is recognised as an ongoing, reflexive process (Holmes, 2020), requiring continuous consideration of participants’ wellbeing and researcher positionality throughout the study.

Qualitative Methods
Qualitative data will be collected through semi-structured interviews, which will enable an in-depth exploration of participants’ experiences and perceptions (Brinkmann and Kvale, 2018). Interviews are recognised as a flexible tool for data collection (Cohen et al., 2018), as they can generate rich, descriptive data through responsive questioning (Yin, 2018). This flexibility supports deeper engagement with participants, facilitating exploration of underlying meanings and motivations (Mack et al., 2005). Furthermore, interviewing reflects an interpretivist approach of seeking to understand socially constructed meanings (Creswell, 2023). However, interviews can be time-consuming, requiring careful design to minimise researcher bias and ensure questions elicit relevant data (Denscombe, 2021). Interviews will therefore be audio-recorded to allow for accurate transcription and analysis (Robson & McCartan, 2016). 
It is proposed that semi-structured interviews are particularly appropriate for small-scale studies (Thomas, 2021). Unlike structured interviews, which rely on predetermined questions, or unstructured interviews, which are participant-led, semi-structured formats allow the researcher to guide discussion while remaining responsive to emerging insights (Cohen et al., 2018). An interview schedule will guide discussion through open-ended questions, allowing participants to articulate their perspectives in their own terms, while prompts and probes will be used to deepen responses and maintain focus (Robson & McCartan, 2016). This flexible approach will ensure alignment with the research aims while allowing new insights to emerge (Thomas, 2021). Semi-structured interviews also align with an abductive research approach, enabling iterative movement between empirical data and theoretical concepts (Mitchell, 2018).
One-to-one interviews with staff participants will facilitate in-depth responses and professional reflection. However, eliciting professional perspectives could introduce self-presentation bias, where participants try to present a more favourable image of themselves (Hobson et al., 2014). To mitigate this, questions will be framed around scenarios, to reduce pressure to give socially desirable responses (Krumpal, 2013). Establishing a non-judgemental environment will further support openness (Denscombe, 2021).
Student perceptions will be explored through group interviews, where the researcher maintains a guiding role (Cohen et al., 2018). It is proposed that this format can create a more supportive environment for young participants and help reduce power imbalances (Harwell, 2011), while enabling interaction. However, it is warned that group dynamics could lead to some participants becoming dominant or conforming to their peers (Thomas, 2021). Careful facilitation of discussions will therefore be required to ensure all participants are included equally.
Using both individual and group interview formats will enhance the richness of the data (Robson & McCartan, 2016) and support triangulation across participant groups, strengthening the credibility and validity of the findings (Cohen et al., 2018).
Quantitative Methods
A questionnaire will be used as the quantitative data collection tool and seek to identify broader patterns across a larger cohort of participants. This will support triangulation through “thematic overlap” across different data sources (Braun and Clarke, 2021) and enhance the overall credibility of the findings (Cohen et al., 2018). 
The questionnaire will be administered online using a secure platform to facilitate ease of distribution within the school context. Online administration is considered to reduce time associated with data entry and analysis, and support anonymity (Harwell, 2011). This will be beneficial, due to the time constraints of the study and the need to access a relatively large participant group data within a short timeframe (Robson & McCartan, 2016).
A series of closed questions will be used, including multiple-choice and Likert-scale questions, to generate quantifiable data on participants’ perceptions of post-16 pathways. Likert scales are widely used to measure attitudes and provide a structured, efficient means of capturing trends across large and diverse groups (Joshi, et al; 2015). However, it is recognised that eliciting scaled response can oversimplify complex views (Cohen et al., 2018), while being prone to several types of bias, including central tendency bias where participant avoid extreme options, and social desirability bias, where participants provide more favourable responses (Robson & McCartan, 2016). To address this, anonymity will be guaranteed, and a small number of open-ended questions will be included to allow participants to elaborate on their responses and provide additional information that they may consider relevant. 
Although questionnaires enable the identification of trends across a wider sample (Joshi, et al., 2015), it is argued that they limit opportunity to probe further or seek clarification, resulting in misinterpretation of the responses (Robson & McCartan, 2016). The questionnaire will therefore be piloted beforehand to improve clarity and reliability (Thomas, 2021). 
Document Analysis
Curriculum materials will be examined using qualitative content analysis (Krippendorff, 2018). Document analysis will provide insight into institutional practices alongside interview and questionnaire data. This will seek to provide insight into how post-16 pathways are formally presented to students while allowing comparison between different data-sources (Yin, 2018), including policy intent, school practices, and participant perceptions. This will also align with the Capability Approach by exploring potential institutional conversion factors that shape access to opportunities (Sen, 1999).
This approach will be primarily qualitative, with a focus on understanding how post-16 pathways are presented and communicated within school documentation. However, quantitative data, including frequency or prominence of particular pathways, will be incorporated to help to identify patterns (Krippendorff, 2018). A structured set of guiding questions will be used when extracting data, to ensure consistency, relevance and transparency (Forman, 2007).
While document analysis will provide contextual insight, it will be limited in that it will only provide data on intended provision rather than lived experiences of participants (Krippendorff, 2018). However, when combined with questionnaire and interview data, it will contribute to deeper understanding of how post-16 opportunities are made available, perceived, and converted into meaningful opportunities (Sen, 1999). 

4.0 Data analysis and presentation methods
Qualitative Data Analysis
According to Cohen et al. (2011), there is no single correct way to analyse qualitative data. A thematic analysis following the six-phase framework outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006) will be used for this study. Although time-consuming, thematic analysis is recognised as a flexible and effective method for identifying patterns in qualitative research (Creswell, 2018). It is also suitable for analysing data from semi-structured interviews, as it allows for an in-depth exploration of participants’ views (Denscombe, 2017). It is therefore an appropriate method for this study, which seeks to explore how students and staff interpret access to post-16 pathways, and will enable the researcher to interpret underlying concepts and social processes. It also aligns with the study’s abductive approach, enabling iterative movement between empirical data and theoretical concepts, where emerging patterns can be interpreted in relation to existing literature (Hofmann et al., 2024).
Interviews will be audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim to ensure accuracy and preserve meaning (Denscombe, 2021). In adherence with Braun and Clarke’s framework (2006), analysis will begin with familiarisation of the data through repeated reading of the transcripts. This will be followed by systematic coding, where relevant and interesting features of the data are identified and labelled. The codes will then be organised into broader themes, which will be reviewed and defined in relation to the research questions, and interpreted through the lens of the Capability Approach (Sen, 1999), with a focus on concepts such as access, opportunity, and constraint. 
Although thematic analysis is recognised for its flexibility and capacity to generate rich, detailed insights across multiple data sources (Hofmann et al., 2024), it has been criticised for its potential subjectivity, as themes are generated through researcher interpretation, which may affect reliability (Basit, 2010). It is also time-intensive, particularly when working with large datasets (Cohen et al, 2018). To enhance rigour, themes will be continuously reviewed against the original data to ensure consistency. Furthermore, reflexivity will be maintained throughout the process to acknowledge the researcher’s influence on interpretation of the data (Holmes, 2020). Additionally, manual cross-checking of coded data against transcripts will be undertaken to minimise error. NVivo software will be used to support data analysis. However, it will be used as a supportive tool rather than a substitute for researcher-interpretation.
Quantitative Data Analysis
Quantitative data will be analysed using descriptive statistics, reflecting its role as a complementary component within a qualitatively dominant mixed-methods design (Creswell, 2023).
Descriptive analysis will summarise questionnaire responses through frequencies, percentages. This approach is appropriate for small-scale research, where the aim is to identify patterns across participants rather than establish causal relationships (Robson & McCartan, 2016). Likert-scale responses will be treated as ordinal data, focussing on distribution patterns rather than more complex statistical testing. This also means that equal intervals between categories cannot be assumed, including where response are ranked (Muijs, 2011).  
One of the advantages of descriptive statistics is data can be presented clearly helping to facilitate comparison across groups (e.g. by age or gender), providing a broad overview of trends that may not be evident from qualitative data alone (Robson & McCartan, 2016). However, it is important to recognise that this approach is limited in its scope to explain underlying reasons behind responses, or any establish statistical significance (Cohen et al., 2018). Additionally, as previously noted, it will be difficult to establish the extent to which responses have been influenced by misinterpretation or social desirability bias (Robson & McCartan, 2016). Nevertheless, this approach provides a practical means of generating quantitative data to support and contextualise qualitative findings (Joshi, et al., 2015).

Document Analysis
It is proposed that as document analysis involves the interpretation of secondary data, it is inherently subjective, as the researcher is not operating at the “first level” of meaning-making (Thomas, 2021, p254). In this study, content analysis will be applied to relevant school documents in two ways. First, a qualitative, thematic approach (Braun and Clarke, 2006) will be used to code and interpret how post-16 pathways are represented, with themes informed by the Capability Approach (Sen, 1999) such as access, opportunity, and constraint. Secondly, quantitative analysis will consider the frequency and emphasis of particular themes (e.g. references to careers guidance), to provide an indication of institutional priorities.
Document analysis is useful to the study, due to its ability to capture formal representations of provision, including both what is explicitly stated and what may be implicitly omitted (Cohen et al., 2018). However, as the documents will be subjectively interpreted, the process is open to researcher-bias (Holmes, 2020). To mitigate against this, data will be systematically cross-checked against original documents and, where appropriate, verified with staff. When triangulated with other data sources, document analysis can provide significant contextual insight into complex phenomenon (Krippendorff, 2018).
Data Presentation Methods
Qualitative findings will be reported narratively, using a thematic structure to present key patterns identified in the data. Extracts from interview transcripts and open-ended questionnaire responses will be included to illustrate themes and retain participants’ voices, enhancing transparency and credibility (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Quantitative data will be presented visually through simple graphical representations, such as bar charts and pie charts, to summarise patterns and facilitate comparison across participant groups. These visual displays support clarity and accessibility, enabling key trends to be communicated effectively (Cohen et al., 2018). These approaches will ensure that that both the depth of qualitative data and the breadth of quantitative patterns are clearly communicated, supporting a coherent presentation of findings (Robson & McCartan, 2016).

Conclusion
The methodological design of this study is not without its limitations.  In terms of reliability, the use of structured and semi-structured tools such as questionnaires and interview schedules will support consistency in data collection, with procedures such as piloting and systematic coding enhancing dependability (Thomas, 2021). However, qualitative elements, including interview and document analysis will be subjectively interpretive and therefore subject to researcher bias (Holmes, 2020). Validity will be strengthened through triangulation (Cohen et al., 2018), combining data from interviews, questionnaires, and document analysis to gain different perspectives on post-16 pathways. This will provide a more comprehensive understanding of how opportunities are presented and experienced. 
As a small-scale, exploratory case study, generalisation will be limited (Thomas, 2021).  However, while the findings may not be statistically generalisable, the study could provide “analytical generalisability” (Yin, 2018), providing valuable insights into a phenomenon in similar educational contexts. Overall, the study focusses on providing depth and contextual understanding, rather than broader generalisation, which aligns with its interpretivist philosophical position.

