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In order to become fully aware of the importance of effective leadership, I was required to take part in a staff meeting scenario along with three other group members.  It was decided among the group that on this occasion, I would take on the role as leader of the meeting.  I was willing to take on this role as in previous group tasks, other members had been given this responsibility and I thought that it was fair for me to do so on this occasion. However, I instantly felt concerned that I do not possess the attributes needed to be an effective leader.  
In the early 1800s, the first leadership theory was developed called the ‘Great Man’ theory. This theory discussed the traits that were needed to become an effective leader and concluded that people are either natural leaders with certain personality traits and characteristics or they are simply born to be led as they do not possess those traits (Marquis and Huston, 2009; Ledlow and Coppola, 2011; Peate, 2012). 
[bookmark: _Hlk503551278]Handy (1992) explains that these leadership traits include intelligence, confidence and initiative, suggesting that this implies that only ‘elite groups of people could become managers’ (cited in Daly et al 2004:17 and Jumaa, 2016).  However, Taylor (2015) and Tschirhart and Bielfeld (2012) state that these theories have been criticised as it has been found that all leaders do not need to possess the same traits to be effective and that their traits should be dependent on what they are required to do utilising the skills that they already possess.  O’ Sullivan (2009) agrees with this and suggests that research carried out by Gallop (1999) showed that effective leaders do not have a great deal in common and that traits are specific to each leader.
Another criticism of trait theories is that they are largely based on male leadership and do not recognise that woman leaders can have the same traits as men, especially when in early years education, the workforce is predominantly female (Leeson, 2015; Siraj-Blatchford and Manni, 2007).  Rodd (2013) adds that this is more prevalent today, as there has been an increase in the amount of woman taking up leadership roles within the education sector.
Even though trait theories have been largely criticised, it is however necessary to recognise that certain characteristics are desirable within leadership roles.   Rodd (2013) believes that leaders ‘possess a special set of somewhat elusive qualities and skills’ that result in their team doing what is asked of them because they realise that it is what they want too (cited in Siraj-Blatchford and Hallet, 2013: 85).  Moyles (2006, 2011) continues that leaders should possess qualities such as warmth and patience, they should be supportive and be able to empower and encourage their staff, while having the ability to communicate efficiently which also means that they should, in turn, listen to their staff.  It is also necessary for a leader to be approachable to facilitate a two-way communication system between leader and staff (cited in Yates and Simmons, 2014).
Self-confidence has also been highlighted as an important attribute that is needed to become a successful and effective leader (Bakhsh et al. 2015; Smalley et al. 2016).  However, according to Patterson (2012) and Gold and Thorpe (2010) a lack of self confidence in practitioners is the main barrier of leadership development, along with low self-belief and the fear of failure.  In contrast, Oyer (2015) suggests that leaders need to be careful that over-confidence is not mistaken for arrogance as this will have a negative impact on their workforce.
I agree with this as I feel that a lack of self-confidence would have a negative impact on my contribution to the group discussion, as I have no experience of leadership.  However, being able to reflect on this, I became aware that even though I have not had any official leadership experience within my role as a classroom assistant, I feel that within my team, I feel confident enough to be able to introduce new ideas and make suggestions.  I also feel that I am able to reflect on practice and suggest improvements, as I feel that there is a mutual respect shown within our team as we have worked together for several years and feel comfortable within this team.  I realise that the lack of confidence I feel within my group for the discussion is due to the pressure of wanting to do well for the other members and not to let them down and to achieve a good grade for my part of the discussion which would impact the group mark.
Nevertheless, Davis and Ryder (2016) and Garvey and Lancaster (2010) believe that all practitioners have the ability to lead in some capacity, and they should use their valuable knowledge of the setting in which they work and their role within it, to aid their leadership development. Andevski et al. (2012) agrees with this point and suggests that leadership skills can in fact be learned.  However, Male and Palaiologou (2013) believe that in regards to leadership, outcomes are achieved by circumstances and therefore, prior experience is irrelevant as each situation will differ.  It is essential that staff are given the opportunity to take on leadership roles within their setting, as this will develop their confidence which is central to developing leadership skills (Daly et al 2004; Northouse 2018).
Handy (1992) concluded that the most effective way to develop leadership skills is by providing opportunities, where staff can take on leadership roles and gain valuable experience.  This will allow staff to recognise their potential ability as an effective leader (Cited in Daly et al, 2004).  
Having read this evidence, I felt that I would be able to make a positive contribution to the group discussion and effectively take on the role as leader of the group.  An effective leader is the key element that underpins the success of any early years setting and has the ability to provide a positive experience for all staff, children and parents within it (O’Sullivan, 2009; Leeson, 2015; Saadi et al, 2009).
Before the staff meeting took place, I believed that it would not be suitable to take on an autocratic leadership style.  An autocratic leader takes on full leadership responsibility and does not provide their team with the opportunity to make suggestions, disregarding opinions voiced by their staff (Aning et al. 2016; Rudder 2014).  This style of leadership has been found to be less desirable among employees as this authoritarian approach causes the most unhappiness as staff feel that their full potential has not been recognised.  This can have a negative impact on the setting as a whole as there tends to lead to high absenteeism along with a high staff-turnover.  This can be accredited to the leader’s inability to motivate staff effectively. (Tirado, 2013; Ghuman and Aswathappa, 2010).  According to Price and Ota (2014) motivation is a pivotal role of a leader as this is seen an essential element that helps employees work towards a shared goal.  Maslow demonstrated this through a hierarchy of needs believing that unless a person’s basic physiological needs are met, they will not be able to focus completely on their job as they are not being sufficiently motivated (cited in Ashman and Stoodly, 2016).
An autocratic leader can also have an adverse effect on children’s learning as there is no room for creativity and imagination, as all activities are dictated as to how they will be carried out.  Which in turn, will also diminish their motivation.  This style of leadership is not suited to the ethos of the Foundation Phase, recognising that children learn best in environments that are suited to their needs (Envy and Walter, 2013).  Gill (2011) adds that a strong link has been made between autocratic leadership and work-place bullying.
However, through autocratic leadership, decisions tend to be made quickly, which is advantageous to efficiency which can be beneficial in times of crisis (Ghuman and Aswathappa, 2010; Tirado, 2013). Envy and Walters (2013) adds that it may be necessary to adopt an autocratic approach for matters concerning the well-being and safety of a child.  I believe that this point became apparent to me after taking part in the staff meeting.  At no point did I want to become an autocratic leader, however, the first point on the agenda related to a safeguarding issue, which meant that I had to reiterate to the other group members, the need to adhere to the child protection and safeguarding policies and of the importance of confidentiality.  Even though my demeaner was friendly, the underlying message was still evident.  I do however understand that to the other staff members, this might appear condescending as they would naturally follow these guidelines, and as a leader, I should trust them to do so.
Research has found that no one leadership style is significantly better than another (Gill, 2011; O’Sullivan, 2009). However, Davis and Ryder (2016) and Lindon et al. (2016) state that democratic leadership is common within many early years settings and therefore, I decided that I would like to take on a democratic leadership style for the purpose of the staff meeting. 
Through democratic leadership, practitioners are able to take into consideration, the interests of the children within their setting, when planning activities through Sustained Shared Thinking.  This allows the children the freedom of creativity, while being supported by staff (Envy and Walters, 2013). 
[bookmark: _Hlk504233651]A democratic leader adopts an inclusive style of leadership and where possible, will involve members of staff in the decision-making process and trust them to be able to carry out the tasks that are required of them, without dictating what needs to be done (Giese et al 2009; Aning et al. 2016). 
O’Sullivan (2009) suggests that when staff feel relaxed, they are more likely to express their opinions and share ideas, therefore, I wanted to create a relaxed, informal environment for the staff meeting, in the hope that the other staff felt comfortable to make valuable suggestions that would lead to improvements within the school for staff and children.
With this in mind, I aimed to include the other staff members in the majority of decisions that would be necessary to implement ideas that would result from the discussion within the staff meeting.  Involving staff in the decision-making process is an effective way of ensuring that they feel that they have a ‘sense of purpose’ within the setting. This leads to job satisfaction, which in turn results in a low staff turnover, which is desirable to any early years setting (O’Sullivan, 2009, pp.7).  Shaw (2015) continues that shared decision making allows the development of agency within staff, which also aids the ability to collaborate and share a common vision which is necessary to improve practice within the setting. Koklü (2012) also suggests that encouraging staff to become in decision making, will allow their efficiency to develop, which will benefit the children and the school.
I feel that I successfully encouraged all members of staff to become involved in making decisions that would hopefully benefit the school.  Throughout the meeting, I made sure that I continually asked for their opinions. Upon reflection, I realised that throughout the meeting, I had not made any suggestions myself and that all proposed ideas had been made by the other group members.  I had wanted them to feel involved, however, this could have had an adverse effect on them because they may have thought that I was not taking on any responsibility as leader and was expecting too much of them. Wilan (2017) states that expecting this amount of participation may eventually result in staff losing enthusiasm and momentum.  I now feel that I should have made more of a contribution, which could have led to a discussion where they were still able to give their opinions.
Rose and Envy (2013) believe that within an early years setting, leaders should be able to delegate certain responsibilities to other members.  Daly et al. (2004) suggest that when leaders delegate responsibility, they are showing their staff that they recognise their abilities and that they are interested in their professional development, which in turn, help to develop their self-esteem.  This is an effective way of expressing trust.  Trust is a key element that is needed when aiming to develop positive relationships between staff and leaders.  This also promotes well-being among staff as it allows them the opportunity to take on responsibility without the fear of failure (DeFlaminis et al. 2016; Murray and McDowall Clark, 2013).
During the meeting, I asked the members of staff to take responsibility for explaining a number of the items on the agenda.  I did this because it had been those members of staff that had initially brought the issues to my attention and therefore felt that it was appropriate to ask them to talk the other members of staff through the issue as they had first hand experience of it.   After each item was discussed, and solutions were agreed upon, I then delegated responsibility to the member of staff that had made the suggestion.  I did this to show them that I had appreciated the thought that they had put into their idea and to show that I trusted them to carry out the task.  As the leader of the group, there were also actions that I needed to carry out for certain items on the agenda, nevertheless, I was also aware that I had delegated a great amount to the other members and realise that maybe I had given them too much to do, therefore adding to their already heavy workload.  This may then lead to extra stress for them. Even though my intention for doing this was to promote positivity among staff, I can see that it might not have achieved the desired outcome and had a negative impact on them.
On reflection, I realised that I had now naturally developed a distributed leadership style. According to Heikka et al. (2012) and Kensler and Woods (2012), distributed leadership involves leaders delegating responsibility among staff throughout the whole school, with the aim of making important decisions together rather than independently, therefore encouraging staff to work together towards a shared goal of improving learning experiences for the children.   However, Robinson (2008) believes that in order for this leadership style to positively affect the children’s learning outcomes, it has to be organised according to the needs of the school and the skills of the staff (cited in; Heikka et al. 2012).  
Spillane (2005) argues that distributed leadership is not so much concerned with the various roles and responsibilities which are assigned to individuals within a team.  Rather it is concerned with leadership practice, that is how those with leadership responsibilities interact with each other and with the staff they lead
						(cited in Rose and Envy, 2013: 134).
Aubrey (2007) suggests that it is necessary for leaders to alter their style of leadership to suit the various situations that they encounter (cited in O’Sullivan, 2009).  Reflecting on my role as a leader, I can see how this is apparent. Regardless of the preferred leadership style I wanted to adopt for the whole meeting, I automatically changed this style several times to suit the issues that needed to be discussed. 
Looking to the future, I believe that I will be able to use the knowledge I have gained through participating in the staff meeting and research undertaken to change the way I see leadership within my school.  I feel that I will now be able to understand why the headteacher adopts different strategies and leadership styles for different situations.  
I should now demonstrate confidence in my own abilities and allow others to see that I am able to make positive contributions and take on certain leadership roles within the school.  I should not feel that my opinions do not count.  As my confidence grows, I am sure that through a supportive team, my full potential will be seen and used to benefit the school and the children within it.






















References
Andevski, M. ,Arsenijevic, J. and Spajic, B. (2012) ‘Leadership characteristics of employees in school systems in the Republic of Croatia and the Republic of Serbia’, Croatian Journal of Education, Volume. 14, Issue 4, June, pp.881-915.
Aning, S. , Appiah-Adu, N. K. and Appiah-Adu, K. (2016) ‘Leadership, governance and national development’, in K. Appiah-Adu and M. Bawumia (eds) Key determinants of national development.  Historical perspectives and implications for developing economics. Oxon: Routledge. 
Ashman, C. and Stoodley, S. (2016) Managing people and teams in the early years sector.  An activity-based book. Oxon: Routledge.
Bakhsh, K. ,Hussain, S. and Mohsin, M. N. (2015) ‘Personality and leadership effectiveness’, Journal of Education and Human Development, Volume. 4, Issue 2(1), June, pp.139-142.
Daly, E. ,Byers, E. and Taylor, W. (2004) Early management in practice. Oxford: Heinemann Educational Publishers.
Davis, G. and Ryder, G. (2016) Leading in early childhood. Croydon: CPI Group (UK) Ltd.
DeFlaminis, J. A. ,Abdul-Jabbar, M. and Yoak, E. Distributed leadership in schools.  A practical guide for learning and improvement. Oxon: Routledge.
Envy, R. and Walters, R. (2013) Becoming a practitioner in the early years. London: Learning Matters.
Garvey, D. and Lancaster, A. (2010) Leadership for quality in early years and playwork. Supporting your team to achieve better outcomes for children and families. London: NCB.
Ghuman, K. and Aswathappa, K. (2010) Management.  Concept, practice and cases. New Delhi: Tata McGraw Hill.
Giese, T., Slate, J., Brown, M., & Delgado, C. (2009). ‘Female high school principals: Leadership practices and individual traits’, Advancing Women in Leadership Journal, Volume. 29, Issue 5. May, pp.1-10.
Gill, R. (2011) Theory and practice of leadership. London: sage Publications Ltd.
Gold, J. and Thorpe, R. (2010) ‘Leadership and management development in small and medium-sized enterprises: SME worlds’, in J. Gold and A. Mumford (eds) Gower handbook of leadership and management development. Surrey: Gower Publishing Limited, pp. 133-151.
Heikka, J. ,Waniganayake, M. and Hujala, E. (2012) ‘Contextualising distributed leadership within early childhood education: Current understandings, research evidence and future challenges’, Educational Management Administration and Leadership, Volume. 41, Issue 1, pp.30-44.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Jumaa. M. (2016) ‘What is leadership?  A critical overview of frameworks, models and theories’, in M. Jasper and M. Jumaa (eds) Effective healthcare leadership. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing Ltd, pp.    
Kensler, L. A. and Woods, P. A. (2012) ‘A nested view of democratic leadership and community’, Journal of School Leadership, Volume. 22, July, pp.702-706.
Koklü, M. (2012) ‘Participations in decision making, desires for participation, job satisfaction and conflict management styles of secondary education teachers’, Education and Science, Volume. 37, Issue 165, pp.208-223.
Leeson, C. (2015) ‘Leadership in early childhood settings’, in R. Parker-Rees and C. Leeson (eds) Early childhood studies.  An introduction to the study of children’s lives and children’s worlds. London: Sage Publications Ltd, pp.172-189.
Lindon, J. ,Lindon, L. and Beckley. P (2016) Leadership in early years.  Linking theory and practice. London: Hodder Education.
Male, T. and Palaiologou, I. (2013) ‘Pedagogical leadership in the 21st century: Evidence from the field’, Educational Management Administration and Leadership, Volume. 43, Issue 2, pp. 214-231.
Murray, J. and McDowall Clark, R. (2013) ‘Reframing leadership as a participative pedagogy: the working theories of early years professionals’, Early Years.  An International Research Journal, Volume. 33, Issue 3, pp.289-301. 
Northouse, P. G. (2018) Introduction to leadership.  Concepts and practice. London: Sage Publications Ltd.
O’Sullivan, J. (2009) Successful leadership in the early years. London: Featherstone Education.
Oyer, B. J. (2015) ‘Teacher perceptions of Principals’ confidence, humility and effectiveness’, Journal of School Leadership, Volume. 25, Issue 4, July, pp.684-720.
Patterson, B. (2012) ‘Leadership in adversity’, in H. Owen (ed) New thinking on leadership.  A global perspective. London: Kogan Page Limited, pp. 145-157.
Peate, I. (2012) The student’s guide to becoming a nurse. West Sussex: John Wiley and Sons Ltd.
Price, D. and Ota, C. (2014) Leading and supporting early years teams. A practical guide. Oxon: Routledge.
Rodd, J. (2013) Leadership in early childhood.  The pathway to professionalism. Berkshire: Open University Press.
Rudder, K. (2014) The job interview simplified.  What to wear, how to act and what to ask. North Charleston: Creataspace.
Saadi, A. M. ,Hussain, A. ,Bhutta, R. N. ,Perveen, N. ,Kazmi, U. and Ahmad, N. (2009) ‘Democratic and distributed leadership for school improvement: Case studies from Pakistan’, The International Journal of Learning, Volume. 16, Issue 2, pp.521-533.
Shaw, L. (2015) ‘Maintaining a vision during times of change’ in C. Ritchie (ed) Challenge and change for the early years workforce. Oxon: Routledge, pp.49-71.
Siraj-Blatchford, I. and Hallet, E. Effective and caring leadership in the early years. London: Sage Publications Ltd.
Siraj-Blatchford, I. and Manni, L. (2007) Effective leadership in the early years sector.  The ELEYS study. London: Institute of Education.
Smalley, S. W. ,Retallick, M. S. ,Metzger, D. and Greiman, B. (2016) ‘Analysis of leadership perceptions, skills and traits as perceived by Agribusiness and Industry professionals’, NACTA Journal, Volume. 60, Issue 1(a), May, pp.43-48.
Taylor, S. (2015) ‘Trait theories of leaders and leadership: from ancient Greece to twenty-first-century neuroscience’, in B. Carroll, J. Ford and S. Taylor (eds) Leadership.  Contemporary critical perspectives. London: Sage Publications Ltd, pp. 26-45.
Tirado, B. (2013) Maximising project success through human performance. U.S.A: Management Concepts Press.
Tschirhart, M. and Bielfeld, W. (2012) Managing non-profit organizations. San Francisco: John Wiley and Sons, Inc.
Wilan, J. (2017) Early childhood studies.  A multidisciplinary approach. London: Palgrave.  
Yates, E. and Simmons, H. (2014) ‘The student practitioner as future leader’, in R. Oates and C. Hey (eds) The student practitioner in early childhood studies. Oxon: Routledge, pp148-167.





 

  
 


8

