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Research Study Focus
The purpose of this qualitative study is to understand if strategic leadership in Welsh primary schools has become a ‘ghost role’, something recognised in policy but practically invisible in daily practice.
This research explores how headteachers make sense of and enact strategic leadership, focusing on how it is understood, prioritised, and made visible or pushed into the background within their everyday practice.
Background and Context
Across Welsh primary schools, the role of the headteacher is undergoing a significant yet largely unexamined shift. While national policy continues to frame headteachers as strategic leaders responsible for setting direction, driving long-term improvement, and leading complex reform agendas, the lived reality of headship is increasingly dominated by operational demands. Headteachers are routinely required to manage immediate and often high-stakes issues, including covering staff absences, navigating complex Additional Learning Needs (ALN) processes, responding to safeguarding concerns, addressing attendance difficulties, and managing increasingly challenging behaviour from pupils and parents. This growing mismatch between strategic expectations and operational reality raises important questions about the feasibility of strategic leadership within contemporary Welsh primary school contexts.
This tension is well captured by Role Conflict Theory, which suggests that professional strain arises when individuals are required to respond to competing and incompatible expectations within a single role (Kahn et al., 1964). In education, headteachers are expected to operate simultaneously as strategic leaders, instructional leaders, compliance managers, and crisis responders. Policy enactment research further illuminates this tension by demonstrating that education policies are not simply implemented as intended but are interpreted and reshaped within local contexts characterised by limited resources, organisational constraints, and competing priorities (Ball, Maguire, & Braun, 2012). In Welsh primary schools, these constraints are frequently intensified by small leadership teams, limited staffing flexibility, budgetary constraints and heightened accountability expectations.
Strategic leadership, however, depends on time, stability, and sufficient organisational capacity. Research on leadership effects consistently suggests that leaders influence long-term improvement not through constant intervention, but through sustained strategic focus and organisational coherence (Leithwood, Harris, & Hopkins, 2020). When operational demands saturate daily practice, headteachers may struggle to access the temporal and cognitive space required for strategic thinking. Research on emotional labour and leadership identity further suggests that such constraints extend beyond workload demands, shaping headteachers’ sense of professional purpose, perceived legitimacy, and personal wellbeing (Hochschild, 1983; Day & Gu, 2014).
These pressures have consequences beyond individual experience. Increasing evidence links intensifying role demands to concerns about headteacher wellbeing, recruitment, and retention, particularly within primary education (Day & Gu, 2014). When strategic leadership becomes an aspirational expectation rather than an achievable practice, headteachers may experience moral strain and professional erosion, contributing to burnout and early exit from the role. As such, questions about strategic leadership are inseparable from wider system-level concerns about leadership sustainability.
Despite a substantial body of literature on strategic, instructional, and distributed leadership, relatively little research explicitly examines how these leadership constructs are enacted within contemporary Welsh primary schools. Much existing research predates current reforms, including the Curriculum for Wales and ALN transformation, limiting its relevance to present conditions. This creates a significant gap in understanding how headteachers navigate strategic leadership within a devolved system undergoing rapid and sustained change.
This study addresses that gap by examining strategic leadership through headteachers’ lived experience and sense making. By conceptualising strategic leadership as a potential “ghost role” highly visible in policy but increasingly marginalised in practice, the research seeks to make visible a leadership tension that is widely felt yet rarely named. Grounded in my professional practice as a practitioner researcher within the Welsh primary sector, the study offers both theoretical and practical insight into the sustainability of contemporary Welsh school leadership.
Aims and Objectives
Aim
The central aim of this study is to explore how headteachers in Welsh primary schools understand, experience, and enact strategic leadership within the contemporary policy and practice context. In particular, the research examines whether strategic leadership has become a “ghost role” clearly articulated and expected in national policy frameworks, yet increasingly difficult to enact in everyday leadership practice due to the intensity of operational pressures.
By centring headteachers’ perspectives, the study seeks to illuminate how strategic leadership is interpreted, prioritised, and rendered visible or invisible during a period of sustained systemic reform within Welsh primary education.
Objectives
To achieve this aim, the study will:
1. Examine how national policy frameworks in Wales construct expectations of headteachers as strategic leaders.
2. Explore how headteachers make sense of these expectations within their specific school contexts.
3. Investigate how strategic leadership is enacted in day-to-day practice, and how operational demands shape leaders’ capacity to engage in long-term strategic work.
4. Analyse headteachers’ lived experiences of role tension, particularly the balance between strategic expectations and operational realities.
5. Examine how wider system factors including curriculum reform, ALN changes, accountability arrangements, and workforce pressures influence strategic leadership enactment.
6. Explore the extent to which leadership approaches such as distributed and instructional leadership create space for strategic thinking or contribute to role overload.
7. Consider the implications of role conflict for leadership sustainability, wellbeing, and long-term recruitment and retention.
Through addressing these objectives, the study aims to contribute empirically grounded insight to leadership theory and policy, while informing more realistic and sustainable approaches to headship within Welsh primary schools.
Indicative Review of Research
This indicative review engages selectively with key strands of literature relevant to strategic leadership in primary schools. Rather than offering an exhaustive account, it establishes the conceptual and empirical foundations for the study, identifies areas of debate and tension, and surfaces gaps that will be explored in greater depth in Part 2 of the DProf.
Research on school leadership has consistently identified leadership as a critical factor in school effectiveness and improvement, with strategic leadership frequently positioned as central to navigating complexity and sustaining long-term change (Leithwood, Harris, & Hopkins, 2020). Strategic leadership is commonly defined as the capacity to set direction, align resources, and create conditions for improvement over time, often emphasising vision, coherence, and future-oriented thinking (Davies & Davies, 2010). Within this literature, headteachers are typically portrayed as key strategic professionals whose influence extends beyond day-to-day management to shaping organisational culture, professional learning, and system responsiveness.
However, alongside this normative framing, a substantial body of research draws attention to the growing complexity and intensification of the headteacher role. Studies across the UK and internationally suggest that headteachers are increasingly being absorbed into operational, managerial, and accountability-driven demands, at the expense of sustained strategic thinking (Earley & Weindling, 2004). This literature highlights a persistent tension between strategic aspiration and operational reality, raising questions about the feasibility of strategic leadership as it is commonly conceptualised within both policy and professional standards. Rather than assuming a deficit of leadership capacity or skill, this body of work points towards structural and systemic constraints that may limit headteachers’ ability to enact strategic leadership in practice.
Policy Expectations and Policy Enactment
Policy literature consistently positions headteachers as strategic leaders responsible for driving improvement, innovation, and reform. In Wales, leadership standards and reform guidance emphasise vision setting, system leadership, and adaptive responses to change, particularly in relation to the Curriculum for Wales and inclusive education reforms. These policy texts construct strategic leadership as both desirable and necessary, framing headteachers as pivotal agents of transformation within a rapidly evolving educational landscape.
However, policy enactment research challenges the assumption that policy intentions translate directly into practice. Ball, Maguire, and Braun (2012) argue that policies are not simply implemented but enacted, with meaning shaped through interpretation, negotiation, and compromise within specific local contexts. From this perspective, strategic leadership expectations that are articulated in policy therefore may be reshaped, constrained, or adapted as they are enacted within primary school settings.
Research grounded in policy enactment theory highlights how resource limitations, staffing capacity, accountability pressures, and local priorities mediate leadership practice (Braun et al., 2011). In small primary schools in particular, where headteachers often retain substantial teaching, safeguarding, and administrative responsibilities, the scope for engaging in strategic leadership may be severely restricted. This suggests a growing disconnect between formal policy narratives of strategic leadership and the lived realities of school leadership practice. Rather than being a stable or transferable role, strategic leadership emerges as contingent, negotiated, and unevenly distributed across contexts.
Role Conflict, Work Intensification, and Leadership Identity
Role Conflict Theory provides a useful lens for understanding tensions within the contemporary headteacher role. Classic organisational research conceptualises role conflict as arising when individuals face incompatible or competing demands associated with a single role (Kahn et al., 1964). In educational leadership contexts, research suggests that headteachers experience competing expectations to function simultaneously as instructional leaders, strategic visionaries, operational managers, and frontline problem solvers (Gronn, 2003). These expectations are often intensified by accountability systems that prioritise responsiveness, compliance, and risk management alongside longer-term improvement goals.
Studies examining leadership identity and emotional labour further illuminate the personal and professional consequences of sustained role conflict. Hochschild’s (1983) work on emotional labour, alongside more recent educational leadership research, highlights how leaders are required not only to manage competing demands but also to perform professionalism, optimism, and moral purpose under conditions of pressure (Day & Gu, 2014). When headteachers perceive that they are unable to fulfil aspects of the role they most value such as strategic leadership this can lead to frustration, moral strain, and a diminished sense of professional authenticity.
This literature suggests that strategic leadership is not merely a technical activity but a deeply identity-laden one. Constraints on strategic leadership may therefore have implications not only for school improvement but also for headteachers’ wellbeing, motivation, and sense of vocation. Understanding how strategic leadership is experienced, prioritised, or marginalised in practice requires attention to these identity dynamics as well as to structural factors.
Operational Pressures and Street-Level Leadership
Research on street-level bureaucracy offers further insight into how leaders operate within constrained systems. Lipsky (1980) argues that public sector professionals such as teachers, social workers, and police officers often work under conditions of limited resources, high demand, and conflicting expectations. In such contexts, leaders may develop coping strategies that prioritise immediacy, manageability, and compliance, sometimes at the expense of longer-term goals or policy ideals.
Applied to school leadership, this perspective suggests that headteachers may operate as street-level leaders, making pragmatic decisions in response to urgent operational issues rather than engaging in sustained strategic planning. Safeguarding demands, additional learning needs (ALN) responsibilities, curriculum and assessment reform, attendance challenges, staffing instability, and inspection pressures can create an environment in which reactive decision-making becomes normalised.
Emerging research suggests that prolonged exposure to such pressures can establish patterns of crisis-driven leadership, reducing time and cognitive space for reflection, strategic thinking, and innovation (Leithwood et al., 2020). From this viewpoint, the absence of strategic leadership is not simply an individual failure but a rational response to structurally produced conditions of scarcity and risk. This reframing moves away from blaming individual leaders and instead focuses attention on how leadership practices are shaped by the systems and conditions in which they operate. 
Distributed and Instructional Leadership
The literature on distributed and instructional leadership is often presented as a response to leadership workload, complexity, and capacity constraints. Distributed leadership, in particular, is positioned as a means of sharing responsibility, developing leadership capacity, and enabling headteachers to focus on strategic priorities (Harris, 2014). Within this framework, leadership is understood as a collective practice rather than the property of a single individual.
However, critical perspectives caution that without sufficient organisational capacity, time, trust, and clarity of purpose, distributed leadership can result in the redistribution of workload rather than its reduction (Bolden, 2011). In such cases, headteachers may remain accountable for outcomes without experiencing a corresponding release from operational responsibility, potentially exacerbating rather than alleviating the strain of the role.
Similarly, instructional leadership frameworks emphasise leaders’ direct engagement with teaching and learning as a driver of improvement. While this focus is well supported by evidence, research suggests that instructional leadership expectations may further intensify headteachers’ workload, particularly in primary settings where leaders already occupy multiple roles (Robinson, 2011). This raises important questions about whether modern leadership models genuinely enable strategic leadership or inadvertently contribute to role overload and fragmentation.
Wellbeing, Sustainability, and Recruitment and Retention
Recent leadership research increasingly foregrounds concerns relating to headteacher wellbeing, leadership sustainability, and declining recruitment and retention. Studies suggest that leadership stress, burnout, and attrition are not merely individual issues but are structurally produced through role design, accountability regimes, and escalating workload expectations (Day & Gu, 2014, Borman & Dowling). When leadership roles are perceived as unrealistic, unsustainable, or misaligned with professional values, potential leaders may be deterred from pursuing headship, while existing leaders may seek early exit (Grissom, 2011; See et all., 2020).
Despite a growing body of research on wellbeing and sustainability, relatively little empirical work has explicitly examined how constraints on strategic leadership contribute to these wider system challenges. In particular, there is limited research that explores how headteachers themselves make sense of strategic leadership in contexts characterised by reform intensity, high accountability, and operational overload, especially within the Welsh primary sector.
Identified Research Gap
Although there is a substantial body of literature on strategic, instructional, and distributed leadership, gaps remain in understanding how strategic leadership is experienced, enacted, or marginalised by headteachers in contemporary Welsh primary schools. Much existing research predates the current multi-layered reform landscape an increasingly the post pandemic context, often assuming the feasibility of strategic leadership within headteachers’ roles, rather than interrogating the conditions under which it becomes possible or impossible.
There is a particular lack of empirical research that foregrounds headteachers’ sense-making and lived experience of strategic leadership enactment within high pressure, reform intensive contexts. This study seeks to address that gap by examining strategic leadership from the perspective of headteachers themselves, drawing on Role Conflict Theory and policy enactment frameworks.
By conceptualising strategic leadership as a potential “ghost role” formally expected, rhetorically emphasised, but practically constrained this research aims to offer an empirically grounded contribution to leadership theory, policy, and practice. Part 2 of the DProf will extend this indicative review through a deeper and more systematic engagement with the literature, alongside empirical analysis, to inform more sustainable and realistic approaches to school leadership in Wales.
Proposed Methodology
Research Design and Epistemological Position
This study adopts a qualitative research design informed by an interpretivist epistemological position. This approach is well suited to the study’s aim of exploring how headteachers make sense of strategic leadership expectations and how these are experienced and enacted in everyday professional practice. Rather than treating strategic leadership as a fixed set of behaviours that can be objectively measured, the study understands leadership as something that is interpreted, negotiated, and shaped by context (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2018).
The research is grounded in a socially constructivist epistemology which recognises that leadership realities are multiple, subjective, and co-constructed through professional experience (Bryman, 2016). This positioning allows strategic leadership to be examined as a lived and situated practice, shaped by policy discourse, organisational conditions, and headteachers’ professional identities, rather than as an abstract or idealised role defined solely by standards or policy frameworks.
Rationale for Methodological Choices
A qualitative approach was selected because it allows for detailed exploration of meaning, interpretation, and experience central concerns of this study. Quantitative methods, such as surveys, were considered but rejected on the basis that they tend to prioritise breadth over depth and are less well suited to capturing the complexity of leadership sense making and enactment. Similarly, mixed-methods designs were not adopted, as the inclusion of quantitative components risked diverting focus away from the nuanced, interpretive insights that are central to the research questions.
The study will also consider observational and ethnographic approaches, while such methods can generate rich contextual insights into leadership practice, they have not been selected due to practical constraints and the likelihood that sustained researcher presence may influence participants’ behaviour and decision‑making. 
Instead, the study adopts a qualitative design combining semi‑structured interviews with participant diary entries. Semi‑structured interviews were judged to offer an appropriate balance between depth, flexibility, and feasibility, enabling participants to articulate their own understandings and experiences of strategic leadership in their own terms. The inclusion of diary entries provides an additional lens through which to examine participants’ day‑to‑day workload, priorities, and time use, allowing for closer alignment between what leaders report about strategic leadership and how their work is actually experienced and organised over time. Together, these methods allow for a deeper exploration of the relationship between leadership discourse and the lived temporal realities of leadership practice.
Theoretical Framework
The study is informed by Role Conflict Theory and policy enactment theory, which together provide a robust framework for analysing the relationship between leadership expectations and leadership practice. Role Conflict Theory conceptualises professional strain as arising when individuals are required to meet competing or incompatible demands within a single role (Kahn et al., 1964). In the context of headship, this framework supports analysis of tensions between expectations of strategic leadership and the operational and managerial pressures that increasingly shape daily work.
Policy enactment theory complements this perspective by emphasising that education policies are not simply implemented but interpreted and enacted within particular institutional and material contexts (Ball, Maguire, & Braun, 2012). This approach makes it possible to examine how strategic leadership expectations are reshaped, constrained, or displaced as they move from policy texts into practice. Together, these frameworks support the conceptualisation of strategic leadership as a potential “ghost role”: highly visible in policy discourse but increasingly difficult to sustain in lived practice.
Research Context
The study is situated within the Welsh primary education system, a context characterised by sustained and overlapping reform. Key developments include the implementation of the Curriculum for Wales, changes to the Additional Learning Needs (ALN) system, evolving accountability arrangements, and ongoing workforce pressures. Primary schools provide a particularly relevant context for this research due to their organisational scale and the breadth of responsibilities commonly carried by headteachers. Exploring strategic leadership within this setting enables examination of leadership enactment under conditions of heightened complexity, with insights that may hold relevance beyond the Welsh context.
Participants and Sampling Strategy
Participants will be serving headteachers working in Welsh primary schools. A purposive sampling strategy will be used to ensure that participants have direct experience of the leadership conditions under investigation (Patton, 2015). Sampling will seek diversity across school size, geographical location, and socio-economic context to explore how strategic leadership enactment varies across different organisational conditions.
The anticipated sample size is between 10 and 12 headteachers, which is appropriate for qualitative research that prioritises depth of insight rather than statistical generalisation (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Participants will be recruited through existing professional networks, with participation remaining voluntary and subject to informed consent.
Data Collection Methods
Policy Document Analysis
The study will include qualitative analysis of key Welsh education policy and leadership documents, such as leadership standards and reform guidance. These documents will be analysed to explore how strategic leadership is framed and communicated within national policy discourse. Policy analysis is not treated as an end in itself but as a contextual lens through which headteachers’ accounts can be more fully understood (Bowen, 2009).
Semi-Structured Interviews and Participant Diaries
The primary data collection method will be semi‑structured, in‑depth interviews with participating headteachers, conducted via Microsoft Teams. This method is well suited to exploring professional judgement, lived experience, and leadership sense‑making, while allowing flexibility to pursue issues raised by participants themselves (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015). Interview questions will focus on participants’ understandings of strategic leadership, how strategic work features within their daily practice, the operational pressures shaping their role, and how they navigate the boundary between strategic and operational leadership.
To complement the interview data, participants will also be invited to complete short reflective diary entries over a defined period. These diary entries are intended to capture participants’ day‑to‑day workload, priorities, and patterns of activity, providing a temporal account of leadership practice as it is experienced rather than retrospectively described. Used alongside interview narratives, the diaries will enable closer examination of the alignment and tension between what leaders say about strategic leadership and how their time and attention are distributed in practice.
Although issues of wellbeing, sustainability, and retention are not the primary focus of the study, both interviews and diary entries allow participants to reflect on these themes where they emerge as structural consequences of leadership conditions, rather than as individual shortcomings.
Data Analysis
Data will be analysed using reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Analysis will be iterative and non-linear, beginning with inductive coding to identify patterns across participants’ accounts. This will be followed by theory informed interpretation drawing on Role Conflict Theory and policy enactment perspectives. Theory will guide interpretation rather than predetermine categories, ensuring that analysis remains grounded in participants lived experiences.
Constant comparison will be used to explore similarities and differences across cases, and interview data will be considered alongside policy analysis to examine alignment and dissonance between leadership expectations and leadership practice (Flick, 2023). This approach supports the development of an empirically grounded conceptualisation of strategic leadership as a “ghost role”.
Researcher Positionality and Reflexivity
The research is conducted by a practitioner researcher working as a Headteacher within the Welsh primary sector. This position provides contextual insight and facilitates access to participants, while also necessitating careful attention to reflexivity. Reflexive practices, including analytic memo writing and critical self-questioning, will be embedded throughout data collection and analysis to surface assumptions and enhance analytical transparency (Finlay, 2002). Reflexivity is treated as a strength that contributes to rigour rather than as a limitation.
Ethical Considerations
This study is conducted in accordance with the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice, which sets out the University’s expectations for research involving human participants and emphasises the principles of honesty, care, respect, rigour, and transparency (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2022). Ethical approval will be sought from the UWTSD Research Ethics Committee prior to the commencement of data collection, in line with institutional procedures and requirements. The study also aligns with the ethical principles outlined in the BERA Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research, which are explicitly recognised within UWTSD ethics guidance. 
Informed Consent
In line with UWTSD policy, informed consent will be obtained from all participants prior to their involvement in the study. Participants will receive a detailed information sheet outlining the purpose of the research, the nature of their participation, the methods of data collection, and the intended use of data. Participation will be entirely voluntary, and written consent will be obtained before interviews take place. Participants will be informed of their right to withdraw at any stage without providing a reason and without any negative consequences, consistent with UWTSD’s emphasis on protecting participant autonomy and welfare. 
Confidentiality and Anonymity
UWTSD ethics guidance highlights the responsibility of researchers to protect participants from harm, including professional or reputational risk. Given the relatively small and interconnected nature of the Welsh primary education sector, ensuring anonymity is a central ethical concern in this study. All participants and schools will be anonymised through the use of pseudonyms, and identifying details will be removed from interview transcripts and reporting. Care will be taken to avoid indirect identification through contextual descriptions such as school size, location, or leadership structures, in line with UWTSD expectations around confidentiality and responsible reporting. 
Online Interviews via Microsoft Teams
Interviews will be conducted remotely using Microsoft Teams, which aligns with UWTSD guidance permitting digital methods where appropriate and ethically justified. This approach reduces participant burden, supports accessibility, and minimises disruption to the professional responsibilities of headteachers. Participants will be advised to take part in interviews from a private location of their choosing and to use personal or professional devices rather than shared equipment. Explicit consent will be sought for audio recording, and no recording will take place without participant agreement. The use of TEAMS is considered ethically appropriate for this study, given its focus on professional sense‑making rather than observation of behaviour. 
Data Protection and Storage
Data management procedures will comply with UWTSD data protection expectations and relevant legislation. Audio recordings will be stored on password‑protected and encrypted institutional devices and will not be retained within the Microsoft Teams platform. Transcripts will be anonymised during transcription, and identifying details will be removed prior to analysis. Data will be stored securely and retained only for the period required to complete the research and meet UWTSD regulatory requirements, after which it will be securely destroyed, in line with university guidance on data handling and research integrity. 
Minimising Risk and Protecting Participant Wellbeing
UWTSD’s ethics framework places strong emphasis on minimising physical, emotional, and professional harm to participants. This study involves discussion of potentially sensitive professional experiences, including workload pressures, role conflict, and leadership sustainability. Interviews will be conducted in a respectful and supportive manner, and participants will be reminded that they may decline to answer any question or pause or terminate the interview at any time. The researcher will remain attentive to participant comfort throughout the process, prioritising wellbeing in accordance with UWTSD ethical principles. 
Researcher Positionality and Professional Relationships
As required by UWTSD ethics guidance, the researcher’s positionality as a Headteacher within the Welsh primary education sector is acknowledged and addressed explicitly. While this shared professional context may support rapport and trust, it also requires careful management of boundaries and power relationships. Participation will not be sought from individuals where a direct professional relationship could create perceived obligation. The researcher will engage in ongoing reflexivity to critically examine how professional experience and assumptions may influence data collection and interpretation, consistent with UWTSD’s expectations around integrity and transparency in research practice. 
Ethical Reporting and Use of Findings
In accordance with UWTSD’s commitment to responsible research conduct, findings will be reported accurately, respectfully, and without deficit‑based judgements. The study seeks to illuminate structural and systemic conditions shaping leadership practice rather than to evaluate individual performance. Reporting will focus on patterns and themes across accounts, ensuring that the professional dignity of participants and institutions is preserved and that the research contributes constructively to policy and practice debates.
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Appendix 1- Headteacher Interview Questions
Interview Questions
1. Can you briefly describe your current role and school context?
2. What does the term strategic leadership mean to you in your role as a headteacher?
3. How do national policies and guidance in Wales shape expectations of you as a strategic leader?
4. To what extent do you feel these strategic leadership expectations reflect the realities of leading a primary school?
5. How does strategic leadership feature in your day‑to‑day practice at the moment?
6. What operational demands currently have the greatest impact on your ability to work strategically?
7. How do responsibilities such as ALN processes, safeguarding, behaviour, attendance, and staffing affect your strategic focus?
8. How do you interpret and navigate the boundary between strategic and operational work in your daily leadership practice?
9. How do leadership approaches such as distributed or instructional leadership influence your capacity to think and work strategically?
10. What organisational or cultural conditions within your school help or hinder strategic leadership?
11. What impact do these leadership conditions have on your sense of role sustainability and wellbeing?
12. Some describe strategic leadership as clearly expected in policy but difficult to see in practice. To what extent does that resonate with your experience?
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