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Leadership and Teamwork in the Early Years

Within early years settings such as a nursery or a school, a leader would be appointed to carry out different duties, ideally to a high quality of standard towards the care and running of the setting, including its staff and children (Siraj and Hallet 2014). Fitzgerald and Kay (2016) adds that strong leaders can make positive changes such as developing policies for settings to contribute towards effective practice; this could indicate the way in which a certain situation is handled. For example, if a child in their care was showing signs of neglect, effective leaders should be able to deal with the situation accordingly and by guiding and influencing staff in dealing with the issue, in a professional manner. 
Bush et al. (2010) emphasises that leaders should not recognise themselves as having authority or that they are in a powerful role and should be recognised for their ethos, influences, teamwork and vision to help move things forward. Evidence suggests that a multi-agency partnership is an effective tool when working as a leader or manager; the impact it has on their role as early years leaders promotes an understanding towards the needs of those accessing the service and the needs of those working within it, according to Ang (2011). 
In a research article written by Hallet (2013), studies show that whether someone’s role is that of a leader or manager, both should be able to work effectively together and engage with their colleagues to carry out good practice. It also impacts on their professional practice as they gain experience and learn to handle different situations, resulting in reflective practice where they can implement changes in an area they felt hasn’t worked well before. This is recognised as a process of reflection supported by Donald Schön, according to McGregor and Cartwright (2011) as he believed that the more experience a practitioner would gain, the more they could think back and use this information for future development. 
Leaders and managers may consider one of three different leadership styles in their daily work. The laissez-faire leadership style demonstrates a leader who may take a slightly more relaxed approach, giving little or even no direction towards how problems are to be resolved and considering the outcomes of different situations for other team members to conclude, giving them the opportunity for more freedom (Sharma and Singh, 2013). A democratic method consists of the leader or manager taking into consideration everyone’s ideas and opinions, allowing for full participation from colleagues in decisions for example, making sure that everyone is involved (Amin et al. 2013). This is recognised as successful leadership according to Day et al. (2011) because of its intentions to respond effectively as a team to any problems rather than reacting and not consulting to avoid solving any problems. An autocratic style of leading consists of not much flexibility, where the leader will insist that action is taken from only their ideas and opinions (Tromp and Blomme, 2014). In addition, Lynch (2012) interprets an autocratic leader as someone who may not recognise that there are alternatives to this type of leadership therefore continue to make all of the decisions without consulting other colleagues, portraying this as a negative response. Interestingly, results from a study carried out by Derecskei (2016) indicates that a democratic style was perceived as a stimulating and motivational method for employees, suggesting that this is the best way to lead a team of employees. An autocratic style was regarded as inhibitory and that ideas were prevented from being discussed or implemented. Finally, a laissez-faire style showed that it did not have an impact on its employees during the study. 
Continuing the discussion on autocratic style of leadership, it has been perceived as a negative type of leadership so far, which can be described as a way of taking control over decisions and not demonstrating much flexibility towards colleague’s opinions and ideas, according to the Oxford Dictionary (2018). However, Mueller and Stahlberg (2011) encourage using an autocratic style of leadership with colleagues who are less confident or have low self-esteem, as this would be beneficial to those individuals who feel they cannot make decisions for themselves and would prefer to follow instructions directly. Jones and Pound (2008) discourages working in isolation that can be linked with an autocratic leadership and instead emphasises the role of the leader in bringing people together, balancing their skills and knowledge across the team. 
Mistry and Sood (2012) carried out research to discover whether less experienced early years staff were more prepared for a leadership role than early years staff who have had many years of practical experience. Although both researchers admit that the evidence collected needs to be researched further, they did conclude in their study that less experienced early years workers would gain better knowledge of leadership from observing more experienced peers and colleagues, rather than learning about leadership whilst still studying at university. Nevertheless, a study by Murray and Clark (2013) revels that a combination of learning from theory and with practical experiences is more beneficial to train early years workers as the demand for more leaders increases. This could be a useful method for some inexperienced early years workers who are following guidance from effective leaders, however it could be seen as a risky method towards learning about leadership should you be observing a leader who choses an autocratic style, that does not lead effectively or is willing to work as part of team, as Alexandrou and Swaffield (2014) illustrates. By carrying out further research could benefit future leaders and managers in choosing the correct leadership style to follow that is appropriate for their area of work, allowing decisions to be made fairly and to a high standard. In addition to this, by receiving the correct training to becoming a leader can not only be successful for the outcomes of the children, but for staff morale also. This is enforced by Muijs et al. (2004) as they explain how successful leadership can result in relationships between staff as positive. Staff generally feel they are being listened to and given opportunities, promoting their job satisfaction. 
Upon reflection of our group presentation, prior to recording, we discussed three types of leadership style and decided that we would base our presentation on an autocratic style because of its opportunity to demonstrate how being an autocratic leader is not always the most effective way to motivate and encourage a team of colleagues. By reflecting on our individual past experiences, we discussed different topics and ideas that we had previously dealt with in our employment as teaching assistants and nursery nurses. As an employee who has attended several team meetings, it was however a new experience for me to prepare notes to lead a team meeting. Once our chosen topics were finalised, I took the responsibility of delegating these topics to the group members for them to go and research further. By delegating these different topics prior to the recorded presentation already suggests an autocratic leadership style as the members of our group were not given the choice of which topic they would like to research further. Muir (1995) sees the action of delegating as a positive action by gaining trust with employees and recognising someone’s strengths or weaknesses. 
During the recorded presentation, all members of the group came prepared with notes on items that would be discussed in the meeting, which we had prepared individually. Despite this, we all received a copy of each other’s notes for us all to read beforehand to support each other by adding certain concerns or policies that we felt were appropriate. The Harvard Business Review (2015) highlights the preparations that should be made prior to a meeting, supporting that bringing notes and setting out an agenda are helpful, to keep group members focussed and not to detract from the topics arranged to be discussed, which we had all prepared in advance. As the team leader I had prepared to interrupt certain discussions to demonstrate that I was not prepared to compromise with certain aspects of the meeting. For example, by stating that there was no money in the school budget to purchase resources for the outdoor area delivered a negative feeling. A more democratic approach could have been to suggest ways in raising money so that resources could be bought for the outdoor area or asking local businesses to help. As a result, this would affect the children’s learning as the correct resources would not be in place, as required by the Foundation Phase curriculum and the standards in place by Estyn (Welsh Government, 2014). 
Despite my interruptions as the leader, all members of the group were able to discuss their items and were given a chance to speak. Likewise, group members gave suggestions and ideas, towards the school trip for example, where group members were able to offer the help of their support staff to attend the school trip, meeting the correct adult to child ratio policy. Unfortunately, towards the end of the meeting I had to deliver the news that there were likely to be staff redundancies. Although I give as much information as I could at the present time, I had made group members feel uneasy and unsure about their future at the workplace. Despite referring to policies and procedures set by the school and council, a different approach could have been taken to ensure staff were not left feeling upset. Many questions were asked from group members about what would happen, yet not all questions could be answered. It may have been more reassuring for the rest of the group if the leader had already collected all of the facts before announcing this news so that all concerns raised could be addressed. This could then have kept a better staff morale amongst group members. Another change I would implement is to adopt an understanding nature and be supportive towards the staff in the up and coming events that were likely to happen such as the redundancies. Rafferty and Griffin (2006) tell us that being a supportive leader during challenging times not only supports staff, but also indicates an overall concern for staff welfare in the workplace. 
Even though the members of the group were communicating and shared lots of ideas, I the leader did not contribute often towards these ideas, giving the impression that I had no interest. It is suggested that communication between staff members can be challenging at times (O’Sullivan, 2009). Therefore, by showing my lack of interest meant that communication was even more difficult for the group. O’Sullivan (2009) continues by stating that partnerships should be encouraged and by being communitive in different ways reaches out to more audiences. Bloom (2015) proposes that leaders should not get too fixed in to a comfort zone like mentality as learning from others and working collaboratively can open up many new opportunities which is described as enriching. 
In order to reflect on this presentation, I used the technique devised by David Kolb, who is recognised for developing the Cycle of Experiential Learning. His reflective cycle reveals four areas named as feelings, observing, thinking and doing which can be gradually learnt through a practitioner’s own experiences (Clement et al., 2014). This differs to the reflective process by Schön as previously mentioned, as he did not reflect via certain steps, but by looking back on his experiences. As I have not had much experience as a team leader, I felt it would be more relevant for me to reflect according to Kolb’s views so that I could reflect on the meeting in smaller chunks.

[bookmark: _GoBack]In future, if I were to prepare for a meeting as a team leader or coordinator, I would make changes in these other areas also; as an agenda had been arranged I would continue with this, however I would not delegate a particular subject to people unless they were confident in that area. By doing this will not put pressure on any staff member, yet they should be encouraged to participate towards ideas within the meeting and work as part of a team (Alexandrou and Swaffield, 2014). This includes no interruptions from the leader or to quickly move on to another subject. Secondly, I would approach the group members with more appreciation towards their hard work and commitment to the setting. This is discussed in a study by Mistry and Sood (2017) who imply that the impact on this behaviour encourages staff to display more willingness towards their work and that the leader has effective interpersonal skills. Thirdly, it was clear to see that some members of the group had very good knowledge of policies, procedures and laws, implying that they could also be leaders themselves if they wanted to further their professional careers. By having negative feedback from myself could also mean that this would discourage group members from moving up the ladder in their careers as mentioned by Bousted (2015). Although this is not the case in all school settings, it is brought to our attention in this report the thoughts and feelings of some staff in schools who have been included in a team where poor leadership is seen. McDowall Clark (2012) found in a study about early years professionals regarding themselves as leaders, that lack of confidence was noticed in many practitioners. As I had used a very demanding tone during the meeting this could have affected the staff’s level of confidence, as they have learned from me that leadership is about being in charge and that they have to follow my directions.
As a final conclusion, the outcomes of the study by Mistry and Sood (2017) pinpoint several actions that allow leadership to be effective within early years settings. These include, creating an inclusive learning community, making connections across the setting and encouraging communication, not only with staff but with parents and innovative practice that models excellence about leadership for learning.
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