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1 The role of the leader in an early years setting
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Introduction


Over the first part of the 21st century, the nature of leadership and leaders in early years provision has become a much discussed professional issue. Programmes and courses about leadership have multiplied for early years practitioners. Leadership now features as a module, or part of one, in many of the Foundation and Early Childhood Studies degrees. Different types of leadership are promoted as appropriate for the sector, and in particular for the growing number of practitioners who have been awarded Early Years Professional (EYP, 2007) status and the subsequent Early Years Teaching Status (EYTS, 2013).


This book will explore different approaches to understanding leadership and the implications for practice in any organisation, but especially for early years provision. The aim of this first chapter is to explore key basic issues of leadership and management, and to discuss the ways in which leadership has largely been discussed within the literature on early childhood studies. It will focus on a consideration of leadership and management, leadership as a crucial aspect of early years practice and issues that may arise in the leadership role, such as gender, change or different styles of leadership in an early years setting.
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Why leadership rather than management


The title of this book includes the word ‘leadership’ and not ‘management’ – that was a deliberate choice. It is valuable professionally to understand the difference between being a leader and being a manager. The skills of management are important for the smooth running of any organisation – and early years provision is no exception. The skills of leadership differ from those typically associated with management and are needed most when existing patterns of working are called into question. If the future were as well known as the past, the secure skills of management would work perfectly well and the need for leadership would be much less than it is today.



Work and organisations



Leadership is all around us and happens all the time in social and family life. To a greater or lesser extent, most people are leaders at some point. When friendship groups try to decide what to do, it is unlikely that the same person will lead every time. Some people will take a clear lead over where to eat or what to do at the weekend. One friend may definitely be the person to lead the group across an unfamiliar part of town or city. The choice of leader tends to be based on knowledge or experience, or at least your belief that the leader has it. In some instances you will lead in organising activities; at other times you will be a follower. You may be a contented follower because the leader helps you access new experiences that you enjoy.


In one’s personal life the whole process of leadership is rarely formal; discussion and decision making are informal. Similarly, at home, family members or adult partners usually divide up domestic responsibilities and lead different areas of domestic life. At home or with friends, people usually work out leadership issues with each other. We often do not think of leadership in a personal and social context. However, when the term ‘leadership’ is brought into the formal organisational context, many people feel confused or uneasy about it. Can I do this? Do I have any experience? Does it mean being bossy?
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Take another perspective


Think about your life with family, friends and acquaintances.





•  Can you see patterns of leadership in the different parts of your non-work life?



•  Are you sometimes the leader?



•  What determines who leads at different times in your social group of friends, or in your family life?
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Structure and systems


Any work organisation aims to operate in a rational and coordinated way to reach defined goals, although daily working life is often rather more messy. The primary way that organisations seek to achieve this rational coordination is through defining the tasks that need to be done and the best way to get these done, and putting in place the people and resources necessary to deliver the results. In practice this means that organisations, unlike social groups, have both structure and systems. This description is as true of early years provision as it is of the commercial world.


Structure is the way that the working of any organisation is subdivided into different areas that make sense in terms of what it needs to do. In the commercial world there may be departments such as sales or operations. In early years provision a smaller nursery may have age-based rooms. A large centre may be divided into day care, a nursery school section and parent support services. A second part of structure is provided by the hierarchy of levels of seniority and the definition of individual roles and responsibilities. In early years provision there will be someone who heads up the whole setting, one or more deputies and maybe room leaders.


Systems are all the different processes designed to provide what this organisation needs in terms of information, tools and controls to deliver the outcomes required. Like any organisation, early years provision has a range of procedures that need to be followed, for instance in recruitment of staff or offering places to families. Settings need efficient systems to track attendance and payment of fees, and sometimes these work methods will include use of computer software.
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What does it mean?


Structure: the way that any organisation is subdivided into different areas of the work and also into different individual roles and levels of seniority. The structure provides the framework for the roles and an understanding of responsibilities within it.


Systems: the processes designed to provide the necessary information, tools and controls for the organisation to meet its aims. These can be formulated within the setting, to address knowledge of such aspects as routines and procedures, but can also have a wider remit to include, for example, working in clusters or networks of settings or as a multi-professional team.
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Leader or manager?


A focus on the structural element helps to make progress in identifying the distinction between leader and manager. At one level this is very simple. If you are appointed to the position by a superior or committee with the authority to appoint and have people directly reporting to you, you are a manager. Even with the tight budgets of much early years provision, you are probably also paid at a higher rate for the manager’s position. This working definition aligns well with some of the meanings you will find in a dictionary definition for ‘manage’ or ‘manager’, which tend to include the concepts of controlling, administering and taking charge.


Typically, the manager is responsible for organising their staff’s work and the many details that affect operations day to day. In the business world, managers have long been responsible for giving some sort of formal performance appraisal, a development that has reached parts of early years provision. Within a hierarchy, some staff members will operate like junior managers, with responsibility for organising and supervising some aspects of work.


Only people in a superior position can appoint managers. In some cases, such as the community nursery model, the management committee may have considerable influence over the appointment. There will be a choice over title, and some settings prefer the title of leader, but these people are acting as managers. A key difference between a manager and a leader is that you cannot legitimately appoint a leader, but you can appoint a manager. Leaders typically emerge and a great deal of the leadership literature is about trying to pin down how they do it. Managers can become leaders within their organisation because of who they are – their personal qualities – and for what they do – how they behave rather than a list of responsibilities they fulfil.


A leader may or may not be a manager and can be defined simply as someone who has followers. In other words, people want to follow leaders; they are not required to do so by virtue of the organisational hierarchy. Leaders can emerge in organisations because, for one reason or another, their colleagues value them. They may be better informed about what is happening on a national or local basis, or more skilled at explaining this kind of information. They may provide helpful counsel to colleagues when choices in practice are complicated or causing anxiety. They may have expertise in an area in which their colleagues are motivated to learn more. This kind of leader is not necessarily senior to the colleagues they support.


So, leadership and management may co-exist in the same person or the skills may be demonstrated in different ways by more than one staff member. The skills of management and leadership need to be equally respected. They do overlap, but they are different in a number of ways. We do not think it is at all useful for early years practice, or for any other sector, to opt for blurring the differences, or to relabel management tasks as another type of leadership. This choice tends to portray the feeling that being a manager is humdrum, so important tasks need to be repackaged as something that sounds more exciting, such as administrative leadership, as in Kagan and Bowman (1997).
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Make the connection with…


Choice of title


Early years settings are plagued by this confusion between management and leadership. The more enthusiastic ‘everyone can be a leader’ approach (page 139) sometimes runs the risk of sidelining the essential tasks of management.





•  What range of job titles have you noticed in the early years settings where you have worked or with which you have contact? What seemed to determine the choice of word?



•  What views do you hear about being a ‘manager’ or a ‘leader’? Is there a different emotional tone to each term?
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The development in the UK of lead practitioner, EYP status and EYTS has raised practical considerations about how practitioners exercise leadership in these roles. Telling people that you are a leader does not resolve the important detail of how to ensure that others follow your lead when you may not have the authority to say, ‘We are definitely going to…’ (More about authority from page 44.)


Confusion within the literature


A major problem in looking at leadership and management is that the terms are often used interchangeably or for different purposes. This confusion exists in different kinds of work environments and in research; it is not limited to discussions around early years provision.


Over the past 30 years or so, the word ‘leader’ has increased in popularity as the status of being a ‘manager’ has declined. Leadership is fashionable; management is not. In the late 1980s United Technologies placed an advertisement in The Wall Street Journal (reproduced in Bennis and Nanus, 1985, page 22), which began with: ‘Let’s get rid of management! People do not wish to be managed. They want to be led.’ This view may have a point about how people feel in their working situation, but it does not help in making clear distinctions between leading and managing.


Another problem is that words like ‘style’ or ‘role’ are used in an effort to clarify understanding of management or leadership, but sometimes they simply add to the confusion. Style is mostly about how you carry out a task, your most usual demeanour or choice over how to behave. Role, meanwhile, is much more about the part you have to play within this organisation or service. To be clear, the role is more about what is done, style is about how it is done. Both terms have been applied to leadership and to management. They can imply that leaders and managers act in a manner that may be consistent, or not, with their preferred pattern of behaviour as if no outside pressure were being applied to them. For example, your role may be as a manager of an early years setting. The style in which you execute this role could be autocratic and controlling, or highly participative and open to influence. Everyone has preferences about how they normally like to behave.


The other confusion arises from the two main sources of ideas about leadership in the literature. After years of looking at leaders in terms of the characteristics they display, most recent leadership research has emerged from the disciplines of social psychology or organisational behaviour. Studies from organisational behaviour typically looked at leadership as a potential way to improve the effectiveness of organisations, so much of this work has revolved around trying to improve corporate productivity and profitability. So theorists from within organisational behaviour looked to find or develop leadership within the managerial hierarchy that already existed in the organisation. An unwarranted conclusion was that leadership was first bolted on to management in corporate settings and then to some extent used to supplant management. In contrast, social psychologists looked at leadership in experimental groups – often in a university psychological laboratory – created for the purpose of study to see how leadership emerged and what it might look like in these temporary groups.


Different kinds of power


Physical power is relevant to life in general, but organisations have gone to great lengths to eliminate this from practical consideration, other than in jobs where height or physical strength is needed. So this section focuses on other kinds of power, as the power given by the organisation to perform your role is at the root of management.
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Take another perspective


Nothing works without power. Children cannot stand without enough power to their legs. Without food and the energy (power) it brings to the brain, we cannot think. Without power, your cooker, your television or your car fails to function. Power is necessary for us to do things. Without it, nothing works.


This concept also applies to working with children. You are bigger and stronger than them; you have more experience and knowledge; you can provide rewards and, as appropriate, reprimand them. Of course, you should use your adult power and greater strength wisely. However, you cannot make a conscious choice over how to exercise power if you are reluctant to admit that you have it.


Power is often a troublesome concept in the early years sector because it seems to be associated with throwing your weight around and being bossy. Yet power is central to any discussion around leadership and we are not convinced that it is at all helpful to relabel it as influence or something similar. Without power of some kind, you have no influence over others.
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Discussing different sources of power contributes to understanding the difference between management and leadership. The Shorter Oxford English Dictionary sees ‘power’ as a ‘possession of control or command over others, dominion, … sway’. At another level, power can be defined as the ‘ability to do something or anything, or to act on a person or thing’. As such this could apply to anyone in the organisation who is skilled in an area, has a strong character, or loads of energy. Other concepts relevant to power include influence – a term that is preferred by some early years specialists – and either personal or social superiority. We use the word ‘power’ as an accurate, neutral term that should not be seen as negative.


The approach of distributed leadership, which is a model favoured by some early childhood specialists (discussed in Chapter 5), makes no sense without an honest acknowledgement of power in its positive sense. It is impossible to talk about distributing leadership unless the existence of power is acknowledged. Distribution of leadership inevitably involves a distribution of the power that would otherwise rest with one person. You cannot share power if you are reluctant to admit you have it in the first place. This also links to ‘empowerment’ (page 191).


Consider these different types of power:





•  Legitimate or positional power is given to the individual by the organisation by virtue of their position in the hierarchy. Basically this means that unless there are compelling reasons to the contrary, you do what you are asked to do by superiors. The higher your place in the hierarchy, the fewer people there are who can tell you what to do.



•  Expert power emerges from skill and knowledge – your expertise. Expert power may be a reason for individuals to be promoted and given legitimate power. Equally, colleagues may value someone because of their expertise and informed ability to help, yet the individual has limited or no positional power.



•  Information is a source of power when individuals know more than colleagues who do not have access to such information. This source is typically strongly associated with expert power; however, a librarian, for example, may have information power without expertise in a particular topic.



•  Coercive power is the power of punishment. At its most extreme, this may mean the power to fire people. In other ways peers may use coercive power to give a colleague the cold shoulder, reprimand them, or deny them information that they may need. In general, organisations attempt to reduce the formal use of coercive power by making tasks and jobs as clear as possible through job descriptions and contracts. The logic is that if you have the skills, know what the rules are and do not break them, there should be no need for disciplinary action.



•  Reward is a power held to some extent by everyone within an organisation, although some elements are within the gift of the manager only. A reward is anything that someone wants. Within a supportive early years team, colleagues will be generous with spoken praise for a job well done by another individual or to appreciate a helping hand. Unlike the commercial world, reward within early years provision is unlikely to be monetary. A strong sense of commitment to an interesting job can be rewarding in itself, as can working with friendly colleagues (Lindon, 1980). Within early years provision, choices within continued professional development may be rewarding, such as being able to go on a training course you want. Some managers are also keen to organise enjoyable events or treats for the team.



•  Referent power is given to you by other people because of who you are and what you do. A person who is good at organising social events outside work might be given referent power by her colleagues. In other words, others are prepared to follow this person and hence give her leadership in this area. Similarly, individuals who are valued, perhaps, for their candour and commitment to colleagues may be given referent power. Referent power may also be given on the basis of simple liking, which might be linked with an individual’s enthusiasm or what is sometimes called ‘charisma’. This concept is rather elusive, but generally combines observable personal qualities and talents that draw others to this person. There are parallels with being seen as inspirational (pages 62 and 147).
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Take another perspective


Managers can be completely unaware that some staff are being given referent power by colleagues. For example, we had contact with a small consulting firm, with eight consultants, where there had been no staff turnover for four years. One individual consultant left the team and within three months five others had resigned. Clearly, the person who left first had a high level of referent power. If he decided it was sensible to leave, others quickly followed. As can sometimes happen with referent power, the consultant who first chose to leave had no idea that he had been given referent power until colleagues left in quick succession after him. Other sources of power are usually clear to the individual holding them.


Referent power is an important concept for senior people in any organisation to understand. The dynamics of the group may be clear only when the manager becomes aware that many staff look towards one individual for guidance on how to behave day by day. Such a person can be a positive influence in terms of best early years practice. However, a practitioner with strong referent power could be leading the mutiny about use of personal mobile phones in work time, for example.
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Independence is also a possible source of power. Most simply, the power of independence in the work situation is that people do not need the job. Such people are more able to ignore instructions they do not like or to resist changing their practice than those who need the work to support their family.


Legitimate and expert power are the two sources most of use – and of interest – to organisations. Both are always present and necessary. However, organisations vary in terms of whether they place more emphasis on legitimate or expert power. Organisations that most value legitimate power will usually reward people for their length of service, their age, performing their job adequately and respecting superiors. Progress for individuals through levels of seniority will typically be formalised, and there may be a minimum time to be spent in one post before it is feasible to be considered for promotion. More status is given as of right to people higher up the hierarchy. In contrast, organisations that stress expert power will typically reward people more for performing well, developing their skills and coming up with useful new ways of meeting the requirements of the job. Promotion will be on merit and as available; being older or in post for longer are not relevant criteria.
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Make the connection with…


Early years practice


In your experience of different early years settings, how do you judge that legitimate and reward power operate? If possible, compare experiences within a course group.





•  Have you spent time in early years settings where legitimate, positional power was a key issue? Perhaps staff meetings were dominated by the more senior staff members, who sought to close any discussion with words such as, ‘When you’ve been in the job as long as I have …’



•  Have you experienced settings where you realise now that expert power was highly valued? What kind of expertise or knowledge built that expert power? Did this come from extensive understanding of a single provision or from work in other settings or sectors?



•  Commercial organisations may reward staff with increased salary or perks associated with a higher position in the company. Early years provision does not operate in that way, so what rewards do staff seek?



•  What happens in a setting where the main or only reward is not to be criticised, because ‘you should all be doing that anyway’? Why is affirmation of a job well done so important?
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Management and managers are largely dependent upon legitimate or positional power to carry out their work. Managers prosper in formal organisations with rules, roles and responsibilities. Leadership is not based on legitimate power and will typically draw on other sources such as reward, referent and expert power. Leadership more easily thrives in the informal organisation in which there are no organisation charts or fixed job descriptions to limit flexibility. Leadership is more likely to emerge in organisations with fewer levels in the hierarchy – and hence where status differences are lower.


Exploring leaders and managers


There has been a considerable amount of research into and theorising about leadership. The amount of information is in itself something of a problem.


Nearly 30 years ago, Warren Bennis and Burt Nanus wrote: ‘Decades of academic analysis have given us more than 350 definitions of leadership. Literally thousands of empirical investigations of leadership have been conducted in the last 75 years alone … Never have so many laboured so long to say so little’ (1985, page 4). Rather more recently Kenneth Leithwood et al., writing specifically about leadership within schools, expressed the view that ‘leadership by adjective is a growth industry’ and went on to list seven versions of leadership that they had found to be prominent in the literature about school leadership. The review team continued with: ‘A few of these qualify as leadership theories and several are actually tested theories. But most are actually just slogans’ (2006, page 7). Leithwood et al., like Bennis and Nanus (and us, too), acknowledge the frustration and confusion, but continue to believe that there are very good reasons to develop our understanding of leadership and management.


Leaders and managers are different and this difference is not one of better–worse. Consider the following list of contrasts, based on discussion within the literature about the differences.





•  Leaders act so as to innovate – developing new ideas and ways of working – whereas managers administer what has already been established as the way to run the organisation.



•  Leaders are originals – they develop brand new ideas and ways of working. Managers are copies of what has worked well in the past; they imitate tried-and-tested ways of working. Leaders develop ideas, people and fresh ways of working; managers maintain existing systems.



•  Leaders focus on people whereas managers focus on systems and structures. This is not saying that individual nursery managers do not care about people. They could combine a manager’s role of attention to robust systems, which means the nursery does not grind to a halt, with a leader’s role, which focuses on how to develop staff so that new ideas fall on fertile ground.



•  Leaders inspire trust – they cannot work without it – whereas managers rely on structure and control – expressed through ‘this is the way we do it’. This approach does not have to be heavy-handed.



•  A big difference is the time frame. Leaders think long term and so they keep their eyes on the horizon – what is in the future. Managers think short term and keep focused on the day-to-day details. Consider this difference for a moment, especially if your continued professional development has included programmes implying that the best, most whizzy thing to be is a leader. What will happen in any early years settings if there is nobody acting like a manager?



•  Leaders and managers both need to ask questions. But a leader tends to reflect on ‘what’ and ‘why’, whereas a manager considers more answers to ‘how’ and ‘when’.



•  Leaders are ready to challenge the status quo, hold true to what they believe and do what they are sure is the right thing. Managers, meanwhile, are keen not to rock the boat, to be consistent with agreed systems and to ensure that things are done correctly. Hence leaders focus on effectiveness, managers on efficiency.





So, leadership is essentially emotional and about relationships, whereas management is rational and about systems and control. Overall, management serves organisations well when the environment in which they are working is relatively unchanging and stable. In other words, management is most useful when you know what you are doing and have learned how to deal with the predictable issues that arise. In such a situation questions such as ‘What do I do?’ and ‘When do I do it?’ are completely appropriate and relevant. Having someone ask ‘Why?’ can feel irritating when that question was asked and answered a long time ago. In such a stable environment, employees are typically asked to perform defined jobs and are not invited to ‘think outside the box’ as this just wastes time. However, when circumstances change and previous certainties ebb away, then organisations need to tolerate – even welcome – the ‘Why?’ question. There is a need to use the entire range of talent from the workforce. Once it is no longer certain what is needed or most effective, the usual repertoire of managerial skills is not sufficient.
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The need for leadership is much greater when change is a feature of work and past experience is not such a good guide as to what to do now. When facing an uncertain future, challenging the status quo may be exactly what is required in order for an organisation to adjust and to face unexpected challenges. Original thinking and innovation may be crucial for the organisation to survive in changing times, because tried-and-tested ground rules and established control systems do not apply any more.
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Make the connection with…


Use of words


For a long time, the concept of positive change was usually called ‘progress’. This word carries the sense of change towards a better state, a positive move forward. Doubters would sometimes say, ‘Well, that’s progress, isn’t it?’ as a way to reconcile themselves to changes with which they were not entirely content. Now it is very common to hear the word ‘change’, which carries negative as well as positive associations – hence there is sometimes discussion around enabling people to see change ‘as an opportunity rather than a threat’.





•  What do you think about the associations of ‘progress’ and ‘change’?
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Times of change bring leaders to the fore, but not always to support the direction being taken. It is equally possible that leaders emerge in an organisation as a focus for colleagues trying to block changes to the familiar patterns. In early years provision, as with other organisations, these leaders of resistance may be ‘old hands’ who have ‘seen it all before’. They may be experienced in using existing organisational systems – and their colleagues’ feelings of insecurity generated by the threat of change – to undermine change attempts.


The changing world of work


The world of employment changed a great deal over the last decades of the 20th century. By the mid-1990s, Carole Pemberton (1995) described the shift in what was offered by employers and what was generally expected of employees. Consider how far this contrast makes sense for your knowledge of working in the early years sector in particular.





•  Historically, organisations offered security and care. In return the workforce offered to conform to what was asked. Today, few if any jobs are secure, even those in sectors that used to be safe. Nowadays employees are more likely to offer flexibility because the expectations of the organisation will change – insecurity is everywhere. Hence whereas roles were clear and unchanging, they are now less clear and subject to change.



•  Organisations used to offer a clear career path forward; now there are opportunities to develop but no promises as to future progression. As such the individual’s commitment to the organisation itself – often helped by these career paths – has been replaced by the individual’s desire to develop themselves, so that they are more generally employable.



•  Previously, many – perhaps most – jobs offered predictable rewards for service (staying with the organisation); now, the pattern of rewards is more related to how well you perform than with length of service (emphasising expert, rather than legitimate, power). Whereas employees previously offered their loyalty to an organisation, and to do the job, now they offer a good standard of performance – often beyond what is specifically part of their job.



•  Work is typically more stressful. Workers are asked to deal with this stress – and the possibility of work–life imbalance – by working long hours.



•  A previously high level of trust in the employing organisation has been steadily replaced with distrust and scepticism.





The early years workforce has undoubtedly experienced considerable change, but it is not alone. Across different sectors changes have meant that everyone has to work harder, and use more of their capabilities in their job than historically, and people are confronted by considerably more uncertainty in their daily work. In early years provision, as elsewhere, there used to be a clear hierarchy and a general assumption that you learned the skills needed for the job and got on with it. There is far less clarity now, added to by waves of external change affecting early years and related sectors such as education and social care.


Leadership for times of change


The argument is that change is now the normal state of affairs. Rather than being a cause for alarm, it is the best way to make real progress. It is very hard to find any organisation that does not experience some degree of change, such as staff turnover, on a continual basis, even in a mainly stable setting. However, there is a difference between intentional change and imposed change. On balance, people are usually positive about change they have personally chosen to undertake and more negative when that change has been launched by an external force.





•  Intentional change, such as giving up smoking or improving your diet, may still feel challenging and carry the threat of possible failure. Yet the change is anticipated and planned for, at least to some extent. You can choose the pace that suits you: opting for making significant and immediate changes to your lifestyle or going for a more gradual approach. You can anticipate the upside if you succeed: you hope to feel more healthy, save money or be able to participate in new activities.



•  By contrast, imposed change is not your decision, yet in different ways you are asked, perhaps expected, to implement the change. You may know that some kinds of imposed change are on the way but you are less able to anticipate or plan. In early years provision, for instance, you know a new framework or important guidance document is on the way but you are thin on details until it is in front of you. Often imposed change – or a series of unrelenting changes – appears abrupt, even wilful, on the part of those insisting on change, and neither gradual nor properly paced. Rather than being a change to your life that you have planned, imposed change disrupts routine and often seems to create more problems than it solves.
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Keep the child in mind


Working with young children it is very apparent that individuals and groups pick up on the feelings and thoughts of the adults around them. This could be a reflection of the adults’ emotions or moods, whatever they might be. Children readily respond to these emotions and behaviours, often being drawn into similar ones complementary to the adult with them. Modern research methods, including brain-imaging techniques, are increasing our understanding of how childhood issues impact on children and their future wellbeing. Brain imaging has found that brain patterns of a leader could be copied by those in their company. If an adult is anxious about changes taking place, this could be noticed by the children, making them anxious, too. Therefore it is important that adults experiencing change continue to provide a positive environment for the children.
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Make the connection with…


Your own experience


Thinking back over recent years, what kinds of changes have you experienced in your work?





•  What kinds of changes were intentional and fully under your control?



•  Were some changes anticipated and planned? What did you and your colleagues see coming and how did you prepare?



•  Were some changes imposed from the outside? How did you deal with them?





Feel free to return to this reflection after reading more about change in Chapters 3 and 7.
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With imposed change, individuals who cannot tolerate the new circumstances will leave if they are able to find alternative work. Equally disgruntled colleagues, who feel they have no option but to stay, are confused when they no longer see what is expected of them or what will please the more senior staff. If senior people are unable to deal with the fallout from change, then staff motivation and morale will plummet. People will look to someone to blame: internally by blaming the management, externally by blaming the government or the inspectorate. It is difficult to manage your way out of this conundrum, precisely because there are no longer the old certainties. You might, however, be able to lead, and be led, out of the period of uncertainty.


For many people change is scary; they wish to hold on to what they have because it is what they know: old habits die hard. A personal sense of security in your skills, talents, even your employability, can be challenged by change or the threat of change. When there are few certainties to point the way, two-way trust is crucial: trust in employees from the organisation and not just employees trusting that the organisation will do right by them. Rather than established procedures and controls, mutual trust becomes the glue that holds an organisation together.


Even in times of uncertainty and change, organisations still need to be effective in what they do and management will always be required to ensure that this happens. Over the major changes of recent times for early years provision, somebody has still had to keep track of fees from parents, ensuring that staff are paid (as is the supplier who delivers food for lunch) and that nobody is getting lax over the children’s health, safety and wellbeing. Some details do not change, even if over time the systems vary – increasingly you take money through direct debit and not cheques, or you improve the physical security of your setting with a higher level of technology.


In early years provision major changes have been made to the context in which daily practice operates – the children have not changed. So what has happened within and around early years provision that has made leadership such a central issue?


Leadership as a key issue for early years


The history of the study of leadership and what it means spreads over many decades in the theory and practice of making organisations better. A huge number of books and articles have been published about leadership in the commercial sphere and the list is steadily increasing in health, social care, psychology and education. Ideas and models have evolved in very diverse ways, with much of value for the early years profession to learn (Chapter 2). In contrast to business organisations, in early years provision there was a long delay before leadership became central as a professional issue.


A new focus on early years leadership


The sector has experienced a sustained period of strong pressure towards change, so the skills of leadership have become necessary. Similar pressures have also affected Australia and New Zealand and, to an extent, some other European countries and the USA. This common ground further supported the international links already established within early childhood studies in the UK from the 1980s (Nivala and Hujala, 2002; Siraj-Blatchford and Manni, 2007).


Several broad and interrelated changes affecting early years have supported a focus on the need for leadership in and for early years provision:





•  There is increased concern to challenge the low status of working within early childhood and to establish an appropriate confidence and professionalism. Leadership was needed to raise the profile of the sector as a whole and to nurture the potential for leadership within settings.



•  Over the second half of the 1990s, there was a significantly heightened profile for early years in policy and government agendas. This change brought an unprecedented degree of government intervention into a sector more familiar with highlighting the problems of being overlooked as a crucial stage in children’s development. ‘Be careful what you wish for’ – allegedly an ancient Chinese proverb – is relevant here.



•  The focus on the childcare needs of the economy, and concerns about improving children’s life chances, led to a significant expansion of early years provision, especially in the private and voluntary sectors. This development raised concerns about quality of provision. Leadership was needed to address best practice and bring about improvements where necessary.



•  Confident leadership has included advocating on behalf of young children as well as their families. The imposition of targets and shifting government expectations have highlighted the need to establish an early years sector that does not exist solely to meet the childcare needs of the economy, or to prepare children for primary school in the narrowest sense.



•  A significant increase has been seen in the number of early years settings aiming to combine services for children and families, and specifically the growth of children’s centres. Such centres require the ability to lead across professional boundaries and to cope with multi-agency working.


Since the 1980s there has been no shortage of detailed guidance about best practice with young children; materials have been produced in the UK, the USA, Australia and New Zealand. There was definitely an awareness of the role for a manager, but its importance was often left unspoken. Managers were responsible for establishing a clear policy about partnership with families or ensuring systems that valued a key person approach (Bredekamp and Copple, 1997; Post and Hohmann, 2000). It became clearer that the best drafted guidance would not get established alone, even in the fertile ground of nurturing and well-intentioned teams.
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Even motivated practitioners need guidance and specific coaching, not just telling. Munton and Mooney (2001) reported how practitioners well disposed to completing self-assessment formats still struggled with their next steps to changing practice without effective guidance from a leader (more in Chapter 7). Manning-Morton and Thorp (2001) have identified key aspects for change and have compiled ways forward to demonstrate the implementation of change with their subsection running throughout the Key times resource, which is headed ‘When there are high quality opportunities for … The management of the setting ensures that …’.


Dunlop (2008) points to statements from the Scottish Executive which increasingly mentioned the importance of leadership in schools as the 3–18 Curriculum for Excellence was developed and launched. Changes in school inspection in England from 2005 onwards meant that heads had to consider Teaching and Learning Responsibilities (TLRs) that applied specifically to the early years part of any primary school. Best practice should always have fully recognised the importance of the nursery and reception class – but respect was not a given in all schools. The TLRs for early years raised the issues of leadership for quality for the youngest children on the school site. Ofsted (2015) highlighted the importance of leadership in the early years, recommending that those who demonstrated outstanding leadership in their own setting, and also had a positive influence on other settings they were supporting, should be recommended as ‘exceptional leaders’. The growing literature on educational leadership was affected by the drive to ensure enhanced achievement and outcomes for children and young people in schools.
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Pause for reflection


This section presents the main themes that provoked this heightened focus on leadership within the early years sector.





•  Are there other strands that you would be inclined to put more to the fore of any explanation of this broad social change for early years?





Many readers will be involved in a leadership module or programme.





•  For what reason(s) did you decide that a focus on leadership was an important step in your continued professional development?



•  What was the rationale from anyone who directly encouraged you in this direction?



•  To what extent do these more individual reasons connect with the broader social explanation that we have offered here?
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Searching for the model for early years leadership


From the 1990s onwards there has been increasing focus on the need for clear leadership within the early years sector, and much discussion about what kind of leadership is best suited to early years provision.


Muijs et al. (2004) and Dunlop (2008) undertook significant literature reviews and reported that there were only a very small number of research studies that provided documentation of early years leadership in action. Dunlop explains how she extended her review to include any books, articles and unpublished papers that had discussed this subject since 2000. This decision produced a more extensive bibliography to the review and she summarised the considerable exchange of views and development of concepts.


Much of this food for thought is potentially very valuable. However, we agree with Dunlop and Muijs et al. that the balance of the literature about early years leadership is biased towards firm opinions about what is appropriate or likely to work best rather than towards informed research data. There is nothing the matter with expressing clear-cut views; you will read ours throughout this book. There is, however, a problem when assertions are backed by limited research showing what early years leaders actually do day by day. There are a lot of opinions, yet limited observational evidence to show what kinds of leadership behaviour actually work best against appropriate criteria.


A frequent line of argument is that ‘traditional models of leadership don’t work for early years’. This assertion runs through many of the academic papers in the International Leadership Project (Nivala and Hujala, 2002); also in Kagan and Bowman (1997), Ebbeck and Waniganayake (2003), Thornton (2007), Garvey and Lancaster (2010) and Dickins (2010). The closely linked argument is that the sector needs a different model that fits the ethos and working practices of professionals within early childhood. In the background reading for this book, we would read yet again about allegedly ‘traditional’ views on leadership and the choice of word became increasingly odd. To what time span are writers referring and who holds this, or even which, view as traditional? We agree with the conclusion of Muijs et al. (2004) that much discussion around early years leadership is not well informed about the broader field of leadership studies, encompassing business, social care and education.


There are exceptions. For example, Hard (2005) and Rodd (2006) consider the genuine diversity of models for leadership while focusing on the specific issues of the early years sector.


There seem to be several themes behind the stance that traditional models have nothing to offer: we will take each one in turn. There is a question mark against each heading because we want to flag that these proposals need to be carefully considered. They are not proven statements simply to be accepted on the basis of continual repetition. Some regular proposals have a small nugget of truth, but there is good reason to challenge that they offer the full picture for a serious consideration of early years leadership.


All about traits of a leader?


Some firm statements that ‘traditional models don’t work for early years’ appear to rest on scanty reviews of the huge leadership literature. Existing theories of leadership are said to be all about trying to establish leadership traits that will apply in any situation. The search for persistent traits shown by effective leaders was one, early strand of leadership theory but a small part of leadership knowledge today (as shown in Chapter 2).


Intriguingly, some of the literature about early years leadership is strongly focused on identifying important traits, although they are labelled as characteristics, qualities or attributes. The words vary, but there is a continuing effort to describe what it is personally that makes a leader effective (Moyles, 2006; Pound, 2008; Rodd, 2006).


All about the hero-leader?


Early years leadership is often pitched as incompatible with what is claimed to be a focus elsewhere on the individual, charismatic, heroic style of leader. The argument is, then, that the early years sector needs what Garvey and Lancaster (2010) call a post-heroic style, characterised by features of social sensitivity, inclusiveness and collaboration. However, it is untrue that the available leadership literature is dominated by a superhero model.


Furthermore, we would argue that some discussion around early years leadership gets very close indeed to promoting a new heroism (super-heroines, in fact) with high expectations and a long list of required qualities. Inspirational hero-leaders are criticised as an alleged problem in the general literature on leadership. Yet, being an inspiration is a key feature of some discussion around early years leaders (page 147).


Only about the overall leader?


Most, or all, theories outside early childhood are said to be focused only on the person in overall charge of any organisation, not allowing for any kind of power sharing. This conclusion is not justified. Undoubtedly some studies have been especially interested in the behaviour of chief executives and the highest echelons in business organisations. However, a considerable amount of exploration has gone beyond the top of the hierarchy, looking at kinds of leadership that work for middle management, or for individual employees, or for leading a small team – even for being an effective follower.



Models suited only to the commercial world?



Apparently, leadership theories are all about the commercial sphere of business and therefore cannot offer any relevant ideas to the primarily public early years sector. It is true to say that a considerable amount of the leadership literature was generated within the world of business (and in the USA), but the models discussed in Chapter 2 are about interpersonal relations and choices over how to lead. They are about people working with, relating to and leading other people.


A related argument for dismissing alternative leadership models is the claim that they ignore context. This criticism is sometimes linked to the belief that leadership is discussed only, or mainly, with the assumption that the goal is profit. Yes, some applications of ideas around leadership are tied to the goal of making money, but not all by any means. Further, it is increasingly shown that making money has little to do with being an effective leader; it is but one of a host of outcomes.


Many interesting theoretical perspectives are all about context: that there is no single approach for a leader that is appropriate for every place, time and team. There has also been a growing literature about leadership in schools. That sector has produced a considerable amount of discussion about distributed leadership – frequently promoted as the ideal model for early years leadership (page 134) – so it is unwise to ignore this body of information.


What do practitioners believe about leadership?


Some authors seem to be referring to beliefs about leadership held within the early years workforce itself: that leaders can only ever be the people in charge or that they have to be autocratic (for example, Rosemary and Puroila, 2002 and other papers from the International Leadership Project). Yet within the same article, authors explicitly promote the view that outside the early years professional arena, any theoretical models view leadership in this narrow way.


It is possible that many early years practitioners have a limited view of how a leader should or could behave. Maybe they are uneasy because of a belief that leaders have to provide quick, right answers – even with some of the complex dilemmas that are part of early years practice. So, the early years workforce needs accurate information about what they can gain from the broader literature on leadership.


Autocratic rather than democratic?


Leadership as discussed other than in early years, or possibly education, is allegedly all about exercising power (and often coercive power at that) over people and behaving in an autocratic way. This will not work in early years provision, which is claimed to be by nature democratic. The largely female workforce is said to prefer exercising friendly influence towards colleagues rather than wielding power over them.
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Case study


A newly appointed leader wished to demonstrate that she was leading and gave instructions to other members of the team about the vision for the setting and what should be done and the preparation required to do this. This did not take into account the experience, skills and abilities of members of the team or draw on existing practice. The disharmony this caused soon spread to the children and parents and carers and numbers accessing the provision fell. An honest re-evaluation of the vision as a shared commitment addressed the dilemma and rectified the situation.


[image: ]





Available models of leadership address the serious limitations to an autocratic style and explore how collaboration and confident leadership need to co-exist. Studies of early years practitioners and their leaders, and careful consideration of anecdotal information, highlight that a preference for consensus and a democratic style sometimes hides a struggle with being authoritative when it is necessary. Assertiveness, and understanding how this is different from aggression, is sometimes a learning challenge for early years leaders (page 104) to escape a potential default setting of passivity.


Competition rather than collaboration?


An alternative model for leadership is claimed to be necessary because the early years workforce is characterised by high levels of collaboration rather than competition, and by generous support rather than jostling for position. Available studies, and our own professional experience, would support this viewpoint as a fair description of a proportion of settings, but it is certainly not the whole picture.


Traditional models of leadership are also supposedly all about hierarchy and so have nothing to say to the early years sector because provision is (allegedly) non-hierarchical and unconcerned about status and power. First, there are influential models that see a flat hierarchy as supportive of emerging leaders in any organisation. Second, many early years settings have a clear hierarchy that does not necessarily bring an oppressive use of power. There is most usually someone in overall charge of any provision, often with a deputy or two deputies in large settings. Again in larger settings there can be (and, you could argue, should be) clear lines of responsibility for practitioners who are room or unit leaders.
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Take another perspective


We like drawing parallels because sometimes an alternative image can shine a light on a way of thinking that takes a narrow perspective.


Suppose that, instead of leadership, this discussion was all about shopping for food in the UK in the second decade of the 21st century. It would be an inaccurate foundation for debate if you claimed that the only option for this kind of retail was the small corner shop; there was nothing else and so you propose a food cooperative model.


Yet the more accurate picture is that there are other options for buying food. You can buy in specialist shops, small and large supermarkets or online. You may not favour these alternative models; perhaps you make a persuasive case that supermarkets are unacceptably dominated by commercial interests. But it is dishonest to enthuse about your food cooperative model without telling people (who – to stretch this parallel – are unaware of supermarkets and online shopping) that other retail models have existed for many years.


Some of the proposals about a suitable leadership model for early years are broadcasting the corner shop scenario about the breadth of theoretical approaches. There is considerably more on offer than simplistic models of heroic, male leaders, extolling the autocratic and rational way forward through the use of hierarchy and power.
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Rational with no place for emotions?


The early years provision is presented as a sector in which nurturance should be highly valued as it is crucial for the wellbeing of children and their families. We support this view, but we disagree with the implication that early years professionals will not find any useful theories elsewhere because they are all founded on a rational model of a (usually male) leader, for whom emotions interfere and are avoided. Today’s leaders need to use their emotions; the broader literature on leadership is very clear on this issue.


A very female workforce


The early years workforce is overwhelmingly female and the argument is made that existing models of leadership are mainly or entirely about men in the role of leaders. So a new and alternative model is needed for early years leadership.


A model to apply to women?


Some early childhood specialists propose that women – as a whole and in particular in early years provision – are considerably more communicative and nurturant than men. Some feminist analysis of leadership offers the most forceful rejection of any existing theories of leadership. All models are claimed to be underpinned with masculine traits, wholly negative and tainted by an aggressive outlook. Therefore, they say these models of leadership are not only inappropriate for the nature of early years work but should be actively rejected along with the oppressive patriarchy they represent.

OEBPS/OEBPS/images/rule.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
LINKING THEORY AND PRACTICE

LEADERSHIP IN
EARLY YEARS

{

%





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/tp.jpg
LINKING THEORY AND PRACTICE

LEADERSHIP INA‘.;

EARLY YEARS

o .-.4-. =T -

e SECOND EDITIONi

Jennie Lindon
Lance Lindon

Pat Beckley

" (+ HODDER
// ‘7 EDUCATION
AN HACHETTE UK COMPANY





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/16-1.jpg
Figure 1.2 The relationship with families is key to successful leadership
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Figure 1.1 Leadership is about relationships.





