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Currently, early childhood is in the process of developing its own perspectives,
models and language of leadership based on principles of connection, dialogue and
community, and enacted through collaborative, consensual, people-oriented and
non-hierarchical leadership. Early childhood services are regarded as inclusive
learning communities rather than hierarchical organisations. Transformational
leadership—the current standard of good leadership embraced by many early
childhood educators—is androgynous, thereby liberating both men and women
from inappropriate and outdated gender stereotypes.

Leadership in early childhood is exercised in a climate of reciprocal rela-
tionships where the leader seeks to act with others rather than assert power over
others. Communication and interpersonal skills are used effectively in interaction
with others. The approach is cooperative and affiliative rather than controlling and
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dividing. Acceptance as a leader is derived from being flexible and adaptable, not
based on gender.

Nevertheless, often because of the poor public perception of women in leader-
ship positions and other barriers, many early childhood educators still are reluctant
to assume leadership roles. Limited training and access to role models and mentors
act as considerable obstacles for those interested in becoming a leader (Thornton
et al., 2009). Those who aspire to be, and who already are, leaders have to work
harder to prove—both to themselves and to the wider community—that they can
undertake leadership roles and positions successfully.

Early childhood educators who are women and who aspire to leadership need
to protect themselves from their own unreasonable insecurity and demands for
perfectionism. Positive self-esteem is very important for assuming and enacting
leadership. Most existing leaders readily admit that they learned to be a leader, and
continue to learn, while in the job. Early childhood services need to ensure that
mentoring and coaching opportunities are available to assist those with leadership
aspirations and those already holding leadership responsibilities.

In conclusion, in a profession dominated by women, it is not helpful to analyse
leadership potential, enactment and performance through gender stereotypes. It
is important to be aware of gender stereotypes and possible gender-related styles;
however, these should be appreciated as valid and valuable differences. Both men
and women adopt leadership approaches that are relevant for the nature of team
members, goals and context. The effective leader is one who chooses the right
approach at the right time for the people, task and context involved.

Aspiring leaders and those who default or are thrust into positions of leader-
ship need to examine the qualities, attributes and behaviours that are associated
with effective leadership and to the development of learning communities. Effect-
ive leaders create a culture where the values and qualities that underpin leadership
are endorsed, be they stereotypically masculine or feminine. Only then will it be
possible to develop preparation and training options that optimise understanding
of, engagement in and enactment of gender-neutral leadership. What is important
in early childhood is the enactment of leading practice, not gender stereotypes.
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Engaging families in partnership

A strong relationship between families and early childhood service providers is
essential for creating quality learning environments for young children (Draper and
‘Wheeler, 2010). Research consistently shows that when families are involved posi-
tively in their children’s early learning and education, children demonstrate higher
levels of achievement and display more positive attitudes and behaviour (Thornton
and Brunton, 2010). In addition, families who receive positive and frequent
messages from early childhood educators participate more in their children’s early
learning and education. Early childhood leaders who appreciate families not merely
as clients, but also as assets with the potential to become valuable resources, make a
commitment to building a sense of community within their services.

I have learned a lot from the families because they have known the child
from birth and I have only known this child for a few weeks.
EARLY CHILDHOOD TEACHER

Quality early childhood services engage families through opportunities for
information sharing and dialogue, relationships with other families, mutually
agreed developmental and educational goals, and shared decision-making about
children’s learning and education (Redding et al, 2011).The philosophies of shared
and distributed leadership that currently are popular in early childhood support the
development of family partnership and engagement as a way of openly or more
subtly devolving power throughout services. Engaging families in partnership
empowers them to have a say in and control over their lives. Most early childhood
leaders and educators appreciate the benefits of inclusive and meaningful family
engagement in service delivery and provision.

Families have a lot to offer. They don’t need a special skill or language;
they just need to be ordinary people who will chat, help, share, read a
story and sing songs with us.

TEACHING ASSISTANT




