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All practitioners are leaders when working with children as they guide them in their learning and promote their development. Describing leadership, Siraj and Hallet, (2014:85) explains that it is the ‘process by which one person sets certain standards and expectations and influences the actions of others to behave in what is considered a desirable manner’. Podolny et al. (2004) and Hackman (2002) believe that leadership is a combination of behaviours and characteristics that impacts on the performance of others and shapes their actions when guided. Some leaders see their authority as power, however Bush et al. (2010) articulates that leading should not be an authoritative role, but instead should influence those around them to achieve actions and purpose. 

Upon researching different leadership styles for our staff meeting, Kurt Lewin (cited in Billig, 2015) suggests that there are three different types - autocratic, democratic and laissez-faire. Collins Dictionary (2018) explains that an autocratic leader dictates to their team, having the power to make all the decisions without considering anyone else’s opinion or views. A Democratic leader will give all team members opportunities to give their opinion and share their ideas. They support and inspire others change and perform to the best of their ability (South Wales Police, 2012), whereas Laissez-faire is a relaxed style of leadership, with no direction or focus to see where something leads naturally (Oxford Dictionaries, 2018).  

As a group, we discussed a number of topics that would be suitable or appropriate for a staff meeting. Having attended a number of staff meetings, I was able to contribute to the discussion by suggesting a number of different topics that could be presented during the presentation. We then finalised the agenda and came to the decision that we would present an autocratic style meeting. Prior to the presentation, an agenda was created and the coordinator delegated the topics and issues to each member to prepare and research in order to present at the meeting. 
Following the presentation, in order to have a positive impact on future practice, I reflected on the task using Rolfe et al. 2001 reflective model, and followed the three steps – what? so what? and now what? (Trodd, 2012).

Having chosen an autocratic style of leadership for the presentation, the coordinator started the meeting by talking at the members of staff, and stating that the agenda was emailed on a weekend and staff are expected to check their work emails on a weekend to ensure that they are aware of the actions for the commencing week. Hackman (2002) states that an autocratic leader’s attitude and ways can cause conflict between practitioners and their work, and having attended many staff meetings, and told that emails should be checked regularly, or that an email was sent last night, I’ve seen how it can cause bad feeling between staff and the implications it has if it’s taken into the classroom. Similarly, Van Vugt et al. (2004) explains that autocratic leadership can result in people not being happy within their workplace and therefore, lose valuable team members. However, autocratic leaders can be seen as more effective as they are not trying to use their charisma to be liked or to please everyone, hence making their qualities the reason for their leadership style (Harris et al. 2003).  

One thing I thought was good about the presentation was that topics or issues were assigned by the coordinator, therefore all members of the group participated in the discussion as they had an opportunity to present, when asked by the leader. Being able to delegate and share leadership responsibilities is central to being an effective leader, as (Heikka et al., 2012) explains that leadership isn’t just one individual person, it’s achieving as a team when responsibilities are delegated based on their team’s abilities and knowledge of subjects. In our case, the coordinator delegated the subjects to meet the classes we were based in or that suited our roles strengths and abilities, however, Wallace (2001) states that delegating and sharing leadership should be justifiable, meaning that abilities and risks are taken into account, and not done to purely suit that leader. Similarly, (Rodd, 2013) believes that it should be done to suit the strengths of those being delegated the work, and should be asked, prior to assigning the work to them, and not just to hand over tasks that have been assigned to that leader. In my experience, I have seen this done in practice, where an autocratic leader has been delegated a task from the Headteacher, and the practitioners in their class have done the work for them, without having the right knowledge and understanding of the task, or being shown what was expected or supported to complete. This, in time, had an impact on the morale of that classroom environment. Siraj and Hallet (2014) explain that when workload, duties or tasks are shared, they should build on a person’s capabilities and knowledge, as you are working towards achieving specific standards and goals for Early Years children.  

The coordinator was very organised. The meeting ran punctually and we were kept on track, as each member presented their findings at the time stated on the agenda. Discussions took place following each member’s initial presentation of their topic, with all members of the group participating and giving suggestions for improvement, new ideas or relating back to past experiences. Male and Palaiologou (2015) express that being able to dwell upon, and discuss different approaches or ideas, allows problem-solving skills to be explored and for staff to work together to look at issues or topics from another perspective. However, it became increasingly clear as time went on that the leader had already decided on the outcome of each talking point, as she interrupted the discussion when something she did not like was being said, shot down suggestions that were being made, and overall, in my opinion, brought a negative vibe to the meeting and affected staff morale. Hackman (2002) expresses if a leader’s behaviour is more authoritative than democratic, then it can change a team’s dynamics, resulting in ineffectiveness and low morale. I believe this happened during the staff meeting as the discussion stopped at one point following negative comments about not following policies and procedures, and especially when redundancies were mentioned, as there was no compassion or empathy shown when that topic was brought up, and no reassurance given. When I mentioned looking for new jobs, the leaders reply was to let her know if you plan on leaving as this could stop the process, even though nothing had been confirmed.    

Although I would have liked the coordinator to be more understanding and listen intently to what was being presented in the staff meeting, and contributed positively instead of discouraging all the suggestions and ideas, she had already decided what each of our actions for the following meeting would be. I feel that in this situation, an autocratic leader did not support the team, as the purpose of a staff meeting is to share information, come up with new ideas and systems together, and come to a mutual agreement. However, O’Sullivan (2009) believes that it is better to have a leader that is confident in decision-making, over someone that fails to make decisions without having to consult the whole staff community. Nevertheless, a leader should build confidence and ability and support learning (Day et al., 2011), which I believe did not happen in our meeting, instead the team didn’t feel comfortable in expressing their opinions and views towards the end of the meeting.   

I feel as though I managed to get my points across, however I had to ask questions in order to clarify some of what was being said and mention policies and procedures that we should be following as they were not mentioned by other members of the group, making my input seem a little autocratic. On the other hand, I feel like I needed to be somewhat autocratic in order for my opinion to be valued and listened to. Upon reflection, during other meetings that I need to present in, I will come to a conclusion about my actions myself as I feel I better understand the topic that I was delegated.

Leithwood and Mascall (2008) articulates that influencing peers has an effect on the achievement of the school, and therefore an autocratic style of leadership is not always the best style to use as, in our situation, we were discussing different ideas that would have benefited the whole school community, and a democratic leadership style would’ve had a positive influence during the meeting. Likewise, Bush et al. (2010) argues that leadership is best resourced, and will have a bigger impact when many persons are working together, rather than a minority or singular person making all the decisions, with Rodd (2013) agreeing that good leaders allow others to contribute during meetings and valued their opinions when offered in order to achieve together. 

In my opinion, a leader is someone who leads by example and inspires their team to achieve. However, I did not witness this in our presentation as our autocratic leader was not interested in inspiring the group, showed no interest in the school trip or the outdoor learning environment, and delegated tasks based on what she’d already decided needed doing. According to Siraj and Hallet (2014) an effective leader should be someone that influences and demonstrates expected behaviours to their team, in order to achieve goals and high standards in the Early Years. Similarly, Lynch (2012) states that effective leaders act as a role model to their team, and inspire them in a positive way, to achieve and further their own learning. However, Estyn (2015) states that good practice is the responsibility of all staff, showing and demonstrating leadership behaviours and qualities that contributes to practitioners and children achieving in the school. Similarly, Swaffield and MacBeath (2013) believe that a leader’s main priority should be the children’s learning, therefore places an emphasis on leaders reflecting and enhancing their own learning, in order to model and inspire their staff and pupils. Likewise, Hallet (2013) believes that children deserve good, inspiring leaders that will help move their learning forward, and develop their problem-solving skills, that enable them to perform and achieve their potential, therefore strong leadership qualities encourage and inspire their staff to support the children in their care. Our autocratic leader did not display any qualities you would expect an effective leader to have when conducting a meeting with their staff – motivation, respect, leading by example, role model, thus making the meeting slightly awkward (South Wales Police, 2012). Leaders also need to work collaboratively, not only with colleagues, but with parents to provide sufficient learning opportunities for children, which sometimes an autocratic leader can come across as harsh, not building a positive relationship with them (Muijs et al., 2004). This was demonstrated during the staff meeting as ideas were knocked back thus making staff feel uneasy and resistant to further participate. 

Autocratic leaders will use their power to instigate changes there and then, not looking at the bigger picture. However, gradually making changes will have a better impact on the provisions practitioners provide, with longer lasting effects on learning (Reed and Canning, 2012). At the end of our meeting, our actions were presented to us by the coordinator, which had to be met by the next meeting in two weeks’ time, not really giving enough time to implement things properly, and ensure that it will run smoothly or will be effective. However, Bass and Bass (2009) disagrees and suggests that you can be more productive under an autocratic style leadership over a short period of time, as their priority is getting the task done, rather than trying to please others. Similarly, Bhatti et al. (2012) explains that autocratic leadership style is best but only when you measure it based upon productivity. Muijs et al., 2004 believes that autocratic leaders are more equipped to deal with conflict as they are not people pleasers, and therefore are not afraid to do or say what they think needs to be portrayed. However, Male and Palaiologou (2015) think that leadership behaviours should reflect during teaching, modelling the way we expect the children and practitioners to behave, and treat one another. Similarly, Rodd (2013) believes that effective communication underpins the ability to be able to lead to a high standard, and to be positive when dealing with colleagues and children, however, during the staff meeting, there was no positivity emanating from the coordinator. In my experience, if a leader shows qualities you expect them to, for example, fairness, inspiring, influencing, delegates responsibilities based on your experiences, knowledge and abilities, and takes an interest in improving your behaviours and capabilities as a practitioner, then you are more likely to do more for them as they have a positive effect on you and your work (Parker-Rees et al., 2010).

Pedagogical leadership relates to supporting teaching and learning, and implementing the curriculum within the classroom, by building a bridge between theory and practice. Children develop holistically and practitioners should enhance their experiences to learn, through the provisions we provide (Whalley, 2011, and Muijs et al., 2004). Similarly, Bush et al. (2010) states that leaders need to influence in the classroom if they want to make a difference to children’s learning, with Lingard et al. (2011) agreeing that being surrounded by children and seeing them discover and learning, that’s when you make a difference and help them achieve. Brown and Rogers (2014) state that good leaders will make a difference to the quality of the teaching that happens and the provisions that are put in place for children’s development. Practitioners should have an understanding of the children they are leading in order to support them effectively in their learning and development, developing provisions and a learning environment that positively engages children in their learning (Allen and Whalley, 2011). The Te Whariki approach is seen as good practice as it highlights the importance of the partnership between leaders, parents and children in furthering their development, and becoming competent learners (Lee et al. 2013). 
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