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Leadership and Teamwork in the Early Years

The purpose of this paper was to reflect upon the practical team meeting that was carried out specifically focusing on the effectiveness of leadership and teamwork. Additionally the task included carrying out relevant research about leadership styles in early years settings as well as other areas that leadership has become influential. 

Prior to the meeting an agenda was given out by the chair in order for all of the staff to read and understand before attending to have the opportunity to write notes about the issues in question. According to Pigeon and Khan (no date) this is good practice to prevent misunderstanding and confusion between attendees. An agenda is also an effective tool to provide attendees with a purpose to provide structure and a guide for time management. Having carried out relevant research it is evident that an effective agenda includes names next to each topic and an estimated time that the discussion will take for each issue (Pigeon and Khan, no date). Unfortunately this was not included on the agenda within the meeting, however if I were to create an agenda again I would consider applying these aspects after discovering this new knowledge. In total there were six items on the agenda that varied from yard duties to safeguarding however they were all relevant to early years and were topics that I have had a lot of experience with in my current career. Pigeon and Khan (no date) furthers this by emphasizing that the topics on the agenda should be precise with brief sentences and a small description under each title. I believe that we delivered this, as we didn’t provide a deep description as the discussion was unstructured and there was no intentional outcome. 
To begin the chair of the meeting welcomed all attendees and clearly stated what the meeting would entail to ensure everyone knew what was expected of them. I was fully aware of what was going to happen and I think that the chair explained the plan of the meeting clearly. Evidence that supports this by Brundrett and Rhodes (2011) states that a main element of leadership is to identify responsibilities and roles. I felt comfortable knowing that I could have an input to share my views and ideas that resulted in me feeling a sense of involvement. Sinsky (2015) suggests that an effective meeting involves staff rotation where roles swap, for example instead of the head teacher being the chair the teacher of foundation phase could coordinate the meeting. Within my current school that I work in the most common set up is always the head teacher leading a meeting however I do think that for a practical task in the future it would be beneficial to change roles in order for me to gain experience as I took on the role of head of a foundation phase teacher.
Next the topics on the agenda were fully discussed in the order between all members of staff where everybody had the opportunity to express their opinions and ideas fairly. Sinksy (2015) states that an agenda should be prioritized in order of importance. I think that topics on the agenda provided were all on an equal level however depending on the situation there may be times where this would apply. I also understand that this can ensure the most important topics are discussed first particularly if the meeting reaches its maximum time limit. All individuals and myself spoke about the points on the agenda that involved the conversation bouncing back and forth. The majority of the team and myself used examples and real personal experiences from settings where we work/worked when sharing ideas with everybody else. Not everybody agreed on all of the ideas highlighted however the chair remained to draw it to a close and move onto the next topic. A transformational leader supports this concept by not criticizing individuals in team meetings (Bass and Riggio, 2008). I think that the chair promoted a neutral attitude throughout the meeting and positively encouraged all ideas that were proposed. According to Hallet (2013) this shows good practice as a leader should be strong but also respect others. Smith and Craft (2011) synthesize this point by stating that the leader should be aware of different perspectives and show an interested attitude to promote reflective practice. 
To conclude the meeting an action plan was created from solutions and ideas brought up previously to finalise and delegate jobs to members of staff. Rodd (2005) claims that in order to make developments in a setting it is important to observe and focus on future planning. Similarly Turner (2012) believes that key principles for effective leadership involve problem solving and portraying a professional attitude. On the other hand Leadership Foundation for Higher Education (2010) states that when working in a team it may contain diverse tiers of knowledge and understanding therefore could delay the decision making process. Having discovered this information I found it very interesting, as I had not actually considered this aspect before the meeting. I personally think that all individuals within the meeting shared similar levels of knowledge about the topics highlighted, however some may be more confident in some areas due to greater experience.
Individual members of staff and myself volunteered for the different tasks by showing interest but the chair did ask to confirm, although this was not done in a demanding manner. It was decided that all attendees and I would complete the given tasks and jobs and meet again next month to monitor and assess the progress of the topics on the agenda. Sinsky (2015) notably researched this area and suggests a check-back scheme where attendees can reflect upon previous meetings and modify areas on previous agendas. If there was a follow up meeting for this task I think that it is a good idea to briefly recap on this agenda as some topics may be on going. Overall I think that the meeting was very successful as all areas were covered within the set time and a productive action plan was created as a result. 

There are a number of leadership styles that can be adopted in a variety of settings to manage and organise a team. Reed and Canning (2010) suggest that a leader should commit to a team meeting by being aware of multi agency working and have good knowledge of the different expertise to overcome any potential barriers. 
One of these leadership styles is autocratic, Johnston and Nahmad-Williams (2009) state that this type of leader is organised and promotes structure. Johnston and Nahmad-Williams (2009) go onto claim that staff that work under an autocratic leader are often not listened to and do not have the opportunity to share their ideas. It is evident that an autocratic leader is very much an established figure that makes decisions without input from others (changingminds.org, no date). 
However Laissez-faire is almost the opposite, as this type of leader has no intentional focus or direction. Changingminds.org (no date) explains how a leaders involvement is very limited. A leader who portrays this style believes that employees are capable in making their own decisions. Gill (2016) demonstrates how a laissez-faire leader delegates jobs to others but always has the objective of the meeting as the focus. 
The next style is transformational leadership, this aims to motivate colleagues to share goals and ideas throughout the setting. Bass and Riggio (2008) claim that transformational leaders promote encouragement with their team by developing their problem solving skills. Another concept of this style is to support individuals by providing them with mentoring and guiding (Bass and Riggio, 2008).
After understanding these styles in depth I needed to decide which one the chair would display in the meeting. It became apparent that a democratic leader would be the most appropriate for this situation, as the team and myself believe it was relatable from personal experiences we have been involved in. It also seemed to fit in well with the nature of the meeting as it was casual and allowed everyone to comment at different times, however the chair still finalised important details. Leadership Foundation for Higher Education (2010) demonstrates that an effective democratic leader involves their team but ultimately makes the decisions. Coupled with the evidence above team involvement can also result in high job satisfaction and staff members feeling more focused and showing greater effort. Turner (2012) demonstrates the importance of effective leadership in early years settings by stating that it increases commitment and motivation levels in staff. However Rodd (2005) reached a different conclusion by proposing if leadership is essential or an optional extra. 
Although leadership is very beneficial and powerful some leaders are reluctant to take on the role especially transferring from managing children to adults (O’Sullivan, 2009). 

Although previously discussed shows the various leadership styles, Johnston and Nahmad-Williams (2008) state that a leader does not always have to maintain a single style. This change in style may be to a different situation resulting in the leader being flexible and aware of different needs of team members (University of Southampton, no date). Another reason for a change in style may be adapt to the nature of a particular topic where the leader should be aware of balance between knowledge and emotions. Spahr (2015) agrees and indicates that this flexibility in style can also be recognised as Situational Leadership where the leader best fits the circumstance. It is apparent that the characteristics displayed within this type of leader can be beneficial as they cater and modify to diverse people and situations. 

To aid professionals there have been a variety of frameworks and models developed over the years that can be applied when planning effective leadership and team meetings. Moyles developed a programme called the Effective Leadership and Management Scheme, this is aimed at practitioners who work within the early years. It focuses on the four areas, which are leadership qualities, management skills, professional attributes and personal characteristics (Whalley and Allen, 2008). Secondly Charles Handy became an influential figure when developing the theory of organisational structure to organisational culture. This contained four main strands that cover similar characteristics to autocratic, democratic and laissez-faire leadership styles (Chatered Management Institute, 2015). 

Research carried out by Brundrett (2013) demonstrates how leadership impacts towards children’s attainment and behaviour. Welsh Government (2016) state that a leader can enhance the curriculum however in order to do this staff should be given allocated time in order to plan strategies. Additionally (Rodd, 2005) found that to be an effective leader staff should be aware of suitable training to ensure they are prepared and motivated. 

It is apparent from the findings above that effective leadership can influence upon many areas of early years settings. Turner (2012) states that the culture and ethos of a setting is created by the shared value and respect between staff, pupil and parent relationships. This links closely with some principles of Mckinseys 7 S framework that focuses on points to develop an effective setting. Recklies (2014) states that this framework can be used as a tool to develop shared values and to reach achievable objectives. It can also be adapted to current and future situations and settings to create a good balance. Department of Education (2015) indicate that a good leader should be aware of diverse families and backgrounds, for example consider deprived family and children. (Kagan and Hallmark 2001 cited in Muijs et al, 2004: 162) agree and believe that involvement from the community and family is key. This involves leader characteristics to be open minded and sensitive to gain respect and develop positive relationships. However Welsh Government (2016) found that some leaders may find this hard to carry out and will need to consider and adapt to meet each child’s and families needs. 

Another area where leadership has an impact is the quality of teaching and learning. Hallet (2013) agrees and believes that the collaboration between leadership and education is the main concept for school improvement. 
Turner (2012) supports this by demonstrating that school leaders can develop teacher’s capacity by sharing the leadership and responsibility. Abel (2016) demonstrates the effectiveness of a pedagogical leader in the early years. Abel (2016) goes on to claim that this style of leadership provides opportunities for children and staff to improve their own learning. Coughlin and Baird (2013) synthesize by claiming that staff should reflect upon their own practice by asking questions and understanding their personal visions. It also has a big emphasis on the way in which the staff interact with children particularly focusing on the adults behaviour. Further more a pedagogical leader has the responsibility to lead the learning process by having good knowledge and understanding of the philosophy and practice of the setting (Coughlin and Baird, 2013). By doing this the leader can effectively nurture change for the children in order enhance the learning environment.  

Safeguarding underpins all settings to ensure children and adults are protected from harm and have their needs and views considered. Under the Working Together to Safeguard Children act 2015 it is everyone’s responsibility to have good knowledge and a clear understanding in terms of safeguarding procedures and guidelines to allow it to run smoothly (Department of Education, 2015). However in some settings there are delegated members of staff for example safeguarding officers who individually deal with any safeguarding issues that may arise. According to Ofsted (2013) leaders should be trained and aware of policies and procedures in order to be implemented correctly within a setting. Another key point to remember with safeguarding is the appropriate steps that need to be taken in order to maintain children’s safety. Additionally St Marys Playgroup (2017) illustrates the importance of promoting consistency in a setting where leadership supports the need to meet requirements from local authorities and legislation. 

To conclude it is evident that leadership itself and the various styles are highly influential in many areas of team meetings and settings. It is apparent that leadership has a positive impact on many aspects such as the ethos of a setting, teaching, learning and safeguarding. 
On a personal level as I reflect on the task I believe that I have gained new knowledge and a greater understanding in terms of leadership and the way in which an effective team meeting is carried out. I think that this task allowed me to research relevant information to aid my future practice and provide me with professional skills that I could use if I were to take part in a team meeting. 
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