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Summary

This report tells us what happens when someone becomes a nursery leader for the first time. Thirty people who are now leaders in early years settings answered ten open-ended questions about their experiences. From their answers, we learned about the emotions they feel, the challenges they face, and how they manage this big change in their roles.

Many of them shared that they felt unprepared and alone at the start. They found it hard to manage staff, handle administration and paperwork, and juggle government standards—all without formal training or support. But despite all that, they also found ways to cope, like talking to other leaders, relying on their own strengths, and finding extra training.

This research makes it clear that we need to improve the way we prepare and support new nursery leaders. Ideas include better mentoring, formal training, and a clearer introduction into the role. In the end, these changes can help boost confidence in leaders, make teams stronger, and improve experiences for young children.


1. Introduction

Becoming a nursery leader for the first time changes everything. Rather than working next to children and staff, new leaders suddenly have to manage teams, meet government standards, and look after the wellbeing of many children (Rodd, 2006; Rodd, 2013). Everyone expects them to know what to do, but many feel like they’ve been dropped into a deep pool with no training (Aubrey, 2011).

These early years sector already struggles with turnover, recruitment, and morale issues (Siraj‑Blatchford & Manni, 2007; Moss, 2012). We know that strong leadership improves outcomes for children and keeps staff happy (Siraj‑Blatchford & Manni, 2007). Yet many new leaders say they weren’t ready and didn’t get enough support (Aubrey, 2011; Colmer et al., 2008).

It’s important to hear from those stepping into leadership for the first time. That’s exactly what this study does. By understanding their emotional, professional, and practical journeys, we can find ways to support future leaders and improve leadership in early years settings.


2. Background

The environment in which nursery leaders operate has become more regulated over the years. The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) and Ofsted inspections place significant pressure on leaders to meet standards and report on children’s progress (DfE, 2021; Ofsted, 2023). These demands add to the administrative burden (Talan & Bloom, 2011).

Despite this, leadership roles in nurseries often develop through informal routes. When a vacancy appears, the most experienced practitioner might get chosen—not necessarily someone trained in leadership (Muijs et al., 2004; Heikka & Hujala, 2013). This can leave new leaders underprepared (Aubrey, 2011; Colmer et al., 2008). They have to juggle paperwork, staff performance, parental expectations, child outcomes, and inspection demands (Siraj & Hallet, 2013).

Many studies—including those by Rodd (2006), Heikka & Waniganayake (2011), and Douglass (2017)—highlight the emotional stress that comes with stepping into leadership roles. The findings in this report reflect those concerns, showing how real first-time leaders cope in everyday situations.

3. Why this research is important 

Most research on early years leadership has focused on experienced leaders or used statistical methods (quantitative studies) (Heikka & Hujala, 2013). This means we don’t have enough personal accounts from people stepping into their first leadership roles.

By asking 30 first-time nursery managers to answer open-ended questions, this research gathers real experiences and feelings. Their feedback highlights unmet needs that otherwise remain invisible. This understanding can influence essential areas like induction programmes, mentoring systems, and policy changes.

4.What I asked and who answered 
For this research, I chose to carry out the survey face to face in my own workplace, which is a multi-setting nursery. I spoke directly with 30 nursery leaders from across the different settings we operate. All of them had been newly appointed into leadership roles within the last one to three years. These were not random people from the internet—they were colleagues, peers, and professionals I work with or regularly interact with. This made the research feel very real and meaningful.
I asked each of them ten open-ended questions to get a better understanding of their personal experiences. I wanted to know how they felt emotionally during their first weeks and months in leadership. I also asked about how their relationships with former colleagues had changed, what challenges they found most difficult—especially with paperwork, inspections or staff management—what sort of training or preparation they had before stepping into the role, and what support helped them adjust or feel more confident.
Because the conversations were face to face, I noticed that people opened up more. They were honest and reflective, and I could tell they appreciated the opportunity to share their stories. I listened carefully and then looked through all the answers to find common themes—such as emotional struggles, pressure from inspections, or the feeling of being unprepared—as well as unique personal stories that helped highlight just how different and complex everyone’s journey into leadership can be.
This part of the research gave me a strong, personal insight into what nursery leaders really go through when they step up for the first time, and it shaped the rest of my project in a powerful way.

5. What the survey found 

5.1Emotional rollercoaster 

Almost every participant described strong emotions when they began their new role. Words like “anxious”, “overwhelmed”, “lost”, “lonely”, and “stressed” came up often. One person said they felt “in over my head, like I had no idea what I was doing.” Others reported sleepless nights and constant worry about whether they were doing the right thing (Rodd, 2013; Douglass, 2017).

Despite these difficulties, some also said they felt proud and excited because being a leader gave them more influence over how the nursery operates and how children learn (Goleman, 1996). It gave them a real sense of purpose.

5.2Leading people you once worked with 

A recurring issue was the challenge of managing staff who had been peers—or even older and more experienced. One participant said, “It felt odd telling someone who’s been there longer than me what to do.” This shift in relationships can lead to awkward interactions and tension (Heikka & Waniganayake, 2011).

Some said this changed how people treated them. Before, they were part of the team; now they were seen as “the boss,” which sometimes led to isolation or resentment.

5.3Workload and expectations 

A major surprise for many participants was how much of their time was taken up by paperwork, tracking children’s progress, planning, and preparing for inspections. One leader admitted, “I was doing admin until late, then still worried about being checked by Ofsted the next day.” These rising requirements make it hard to also support staff or spend time teaching children (Siraj & Hallet, 2013; Talan & Bloom, 2011).

5.4Limited training and support 

Out of 30 respondents, two thirds said they had little to no formal leadership training before starting. Many simply received a handover from the previous leader or relied on informal advice. One leader reflected, “There was no proper induction. I just had to learn on the job.” This confirms what Colmer et al. (2008), Aubrey (2011), and Rodd (2006, 2013) warned about—new leaders are often left unprepared.

5.4 Coping strategies 

Even though support was limited, leaders found ways to cope. Some reached out to local early years forums or attended external leadership workshops. Peer support, online groups, and informal chats with other leaders proved vital. Many also relied on their intuition and past experience with children (Goleman, 1996). These strategies helped them grow stronger in their role over time.


6. What we learned compared with other researches 

The findings echoed many earlier studies about the emotional and professional demands of nursery leadership (Rodd, 2006; Rodd, 2013; Douglass, 2017). They highlight issues about leading former peers (Heikka & Waniganayake, 2011) and underprepared leaders (Muijs et al., 2004; Aubrey, 2011).

Emotional intelligence, as described by Goleman (1996), clearly matters here—as first-time leaders had to navigate strong feelings and relationships. Similarly, practical skills such as administration, budgeting, and planning proved critical, matching earlier findings by Talan & Bloom (2011).

The impact of increased workloads due to governmental and inspection pressures (DfE, 2021; Ofsted, 2023) also matched participant feedback about feeling exhausted and overwhelmed.

Overall, this research supports existing theories and adds personal voices from real first-time leaders, making the problems more visible and relatable.


7. Methodology

A qualitative method was chosen to focus on personal stories rather than spreadsheets. Thirty nursery leaders, all within their first three years of leadership, were invited to answer ten open-ended survey questions online.

Questions covered emotional responses, professional pressures, relationships with staff, support received, and coping strategies. Answers were sorted into categories like “emotional stress,” “leadership challenges,” “support,” and “self-help methods.”

After coding responses into themes, it became clear which issues were common and which suggested new areas for improvement.


8. Research ethics 

Ethical care was taken throughout. All participants gave informed consent, were assured of anonymity, and had the right to withdraw at any time.

Data was stored securely and presented only as aggregated quotes. No real names or nursery names were used. These steps followed guidelines by Bryman (2012), Gray (2017), and Wiles et al. (2008).


9. Limitations of the research 

Even though this study gives important insights, it isn’t perfect. First, only thirty people answered—so we can’t claim it represents every nursery leader’s experience across the UK. That’s a small sample compared to the bigger population (Guest, Bunce & Johnson, 2006).

Because it’s based on personal memories, the information may be influenced by what participants remember most (Czarniawska, 2004). Also, respondents may have been those most motivated to speak out, often because they had very positive or negative experiences.

Since the survey was done online, those without easy access to technology or social media might not have joined. And because the study only looked at leadership experience of one to three years, we don’t know how things might change over a longer leadership period (Heaton, 2008).

Despite these issues, the personal stories still offer valuable insight into what it’s like to take on leadership in an early years setting.


10. What this study shown 

This study shows moving into nursery leadership is emotionally intense. Leaders said they felt anxious, lost, overwhelmed, or undervalued. They faced big expectations around paperwork, inspections, and staff management without enough preparation.

Yet, they also felt motivated and proud when their decisions helped the nursery. Many found coping strategies like peer support and informal training to manage their emotions and grow into their roles.

It’s clear that better mentoring, formal induction, and training are needed. Leaders should be given time and resources to develop essential skills, not just dropped into the job (Colmer et al., 2008; Aubrey, 2011).

11. Conclusion

This study gave voice to 30 first-time nursery leaders talking about what it’s really like to start leading. They described feelings of loneliness, overwhelm, and doubt—but also pride and motivation.

They entered their roles unprepared and left to figure things out on their own, echoing concerns raised by Rodd (2006, 2013), Aubrey (2011), and Colmer et al. (2008). Their experiences show how emotional intelligence (Goleman, 1996) and strong administrative skills (Talan & Bloom, 2011) are essential—but often underdeveloped.

Although the study has limitations—such as its small size and online focus—it still brings powerful insights. The next step is clear: improve induction procedures, offer mentoring, and provide real, structured leadership training in early years settings.

By doing so, nurseries can help first-time leaders build confidence, lead stronger teams, and create better learning environments for children. This will not only support current leaders but strengthen the early years sector as a whole.
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13.Appendix 
Survey questions and answers
As part of the research, 30 first-time nursery leaders responded to 10 open-ended questions about their experiences transitioning into leadership. When I talked to the 30 nursery leaders and looked over all their answers, I noticed a few things kept coming up. First, a lot of them said they felt really stressed, worried, or confused when they started leading. Many didn’t get any proper training, which made the job even harder and left them feeling lost.
They also spoke about how becoming a leader changed their relationships with their coworkers. Some people were supportive, but others found it hard to adjust to the change. What really helped was having someone to talk to—whether it was a mentor, a family member, or another leader going through the same thing. That kind of support made a big difference.
Even though the job was tough, most of the leaders still felt proud. They knew they were helping the children and making a difference. This shows that if new leaders had better training, someone to guide them, and emotional support from the start, they would feel more confident and able to do their jobs well.

Below are the questions, the range of responses received, and a summary of the most common answers.




1. How did you feel in your first month as a nursery leader?
· Excited (8 responses)
· Overwhelmed (7 responses)
· Anxious (6 responses)
· Motivated (5 responses)
· Confused (4 responses)
2. What was the biggest challenge you faced?
· Time management (10 responses)
· Paperwork (7 responses)
· Ofsted pressure (6 responses)
· Dealing with parents (4 responses)
· Managing staff (3 responses)
3. How did your relationship with your colleagues change?
· Became distant (8 responses)
· Supportive (8 responses)
· Tension (6 responses)
· More respect (4 responses)
· Mixed feelings (4 responses)
4. What kind of training or preparation did you receive before starting?
· Basic handover (10 responses)
· Formal leadership course (6 responses)
· No training (6 responses)
· Online course (5 responses)
· In-house training (3 responses)
5. What do you wish you had known before taking the role?
· Emotional toll (8 responses)
· More about admin (7 responses)
· Nothing (7 responses)
· How to manage people (5 responses)
· What Ofsted expects (3 responses)
6. How did you manage the administrative workload?
· Got help from team (9 responses)
· Delegated tasks (6 responses)
· Late nights (6 responses)
· Struggled (5 responses)
· Used software (4 responses)
7. How did you handle inspections and external assessments?
· Prepared documents (8 responses)
· Still unsure (8 responses)
· Panicked (6 responses)
· Asked for help (5 responses)
· Confident (3 responses)
8. Who or what supported you the most during the transition?
· Own resilience (10 responses)
· Mentor (6 responses)
· Family (6 responses)
· Colleagues (4 responses)
· Online forums (4 responses)
9. What was the most rewarding part of becoming a leader?
· Helping staff grow (8 responses)
· Recognition (7 responses)
· Shaping nursery values (6 responses)
· Pride (6 responses)
· Seeing children develop (3 responses)

10. What advice would you give to someone stepping into leadership for the first time?
· Take training (12 responses)
· Stay calm (8 responses)
· Be confident (5 responses)
· Build good relationships (4 responses)
· Ask for help (1 response)

