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This thesis is dedicated to all who lead for a socially just world. 
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Abstract 

Leaders have a powerful influence on the quality of early childhood education 

(ECE) programs. In turn, high-quality ECE programs have a formidable impact 

on children’s academic, emotional, and social outcomes and life trajectories and 

therefore play a role in the development of civil and economically productive 

societies. Despite the connection between effective leadership and the quality 

of ECE programs, there is a lack of research on the phenomena of leadership 

emergence and development. Furthermore, leadership cultivation faces several 

persistent challenges. Challenges include inadequate preparation for positional 

leadership roles, few opportunities for professional development for emerging 

leaders, and an absence of workforce planning for the cultivation of leaders 

within the ECE profession. These persistent challenges jeopardise the growth of 

effective leadership, a sustainable leadership pipeline for the early childhood 

education profession, and positive outcomes for children. 

This thesis reports on a research study that addressed the challenges of ECE 

leadership cultivation; it generates new possibilities for the emergence and 

development of leading within ECE organisations. The original contribution to 

the literature on ECE leadership, as a result of the study, includes a re-

conceptualisation of leading, innovation in researching leadership emergence, 

and new approaches to fostering leadership within ECE organisations. The 

contributions disrupt a discourse that prioritises the development of a single 

leader who charismatically inspires and independently drives changes to 

individual and organisational behaviour. 

The research investigated the phenomena of emerging leadership and the 

development of leading in three Australian ECE sites. The study, situated in an 

ontological frame of complexity leadership theory within complex adaptive 

systems, examined patterns of emergence, interactions, and the nature of 

unexpected outcomes. These are typical characteristics of ECE settings. 

Additionally, leadership was conceptualised as an ecology of dynamic practices 



   

 

xiii 

 

that can be undertaken by anyone and is not limited to those in positional 

leadership roles. This conceptualisation recognises that the interactions and 

connections between any two individuals provide an opportunity for leading 

where educators learn and grow collectively. Therefore, by engaging in or 

enabling the practice of ‘leading’, a collective momentum occurs around the 

project of leadership. 

Mini-ethnographic case study was employed as the methodology for the 

research study. Methods comprised: fieldwork using direct observation and 

unstructured interviews, document analysis and dialogic cafes. The gathering 

of data and subsequent analysis were conducted within a framework of the 

theory of practice architectures. The analysis, using the theory, illuminated how 

the emergence and development of leading were enabled and constrained by 

the cultural-discursive, material-economic, and social-political arrangements 

evident at each site. The cultural-discursive arrangements (evident in language 

and culture), the material-economic arrangements (evident in action and 

space), and the social-political arrangements (evident in power and 

relationships) are prefigured and shaped by the practice architectures 

characteristic of the individual sites. 

The research findings supported the re-conceptualisation of leadership as a 

dynamic collective practice, open to everyone. This practice acts as a foundation 

for positional leadership roles and contributes to the achievement of high-

quality early childhood education. The findings identified the distinct 

arrangements of language and culture, physical space, resource allocation and 

social relationships that support the cultivation of such leadership. Findings 

also indicate that organisations should resist a formulaic approach to leadership 

development. Instead, they can focus on the cultural-discursive, material-

economic, and social-political arrangements for leadership cultivation and 

development whilst considering the unique influence their governance 

practices and traditions can make to leadership development.  
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education is embraced within the continuum, then universal access, wage 

equality for educators and the value placed on young children and their 

learning, may follow. The term is, therefore, aspirational. 
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Leaders, leadership, and leading 

The terms ‘formal’ and ‘positional’ leader refer to those leaders who hold a 

named position of leaders (such as approved provider, nominated supervisor 

or educational leader within the Australian context). The terms ‘aspiring’, 

‘emerging’, and ‘informal’ refer to those leaders who may not hold a named 

position of leadership but enact practices of leading. 

The framing of leading and leadership is described throughout the thesis and 

as follows: 

Leadership is historically linked with a formal role in a setting. A 

contemporary conceptualisation of this role sees leadership framed by three 

elements: the person (traits, values, personality), the place (ECE settings) and 

the position (formal leader) (Stamopoulos & Barblett, 2018; Waniganayake et 

al., 2017). 

Leading is described as a practice occurring as a relational activity with 

collective approaches. It is a dynamic activity that can be undertaken by 

anyone and is not limited to those in formal leadership roles. Leading is 

practised for the shared responsibility of educational development of children 

and teachers rather than to achieve organisational goals although this can be 

an outcome (Wilkinson, 2017; Wilkinson et al., 2010). 

 

Organisational practices encompass culture and language, material resourcing 

and physical affordances, regulatory boundaries, relationships, and political 

structures.  
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Practices are comprised of sayings, doings, and relatings that hang together to 

form a distinct practice with a particular intention or project. In this study, the 

project is defined as ‘leading’. 

 

Sites and settings 

The terms sites and settings are used interchangeably throughout the thesis 

and refer to the sites or settings where early childhood education takes place.  
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Additional points on the thesis format  

The thesis is organised and formatted according to the thesis requirements for 

examination within the Charles Sturt Higher Degree Research Policy. The 

thesis follows the Thesis by Publication format (Charles Sturt University, 

2020a). The series of published and submitted works are generally referred to 

as ‘papers’. These publications are also identified as book chapters and articles 

throughout the thesis. The thesis conforms to the word limit required to 

support the body of works and to the text and structure stipulations of the 

policy. 

The thesis includes visual representations of processes, ideas and concepts. 

The visuals have three purposes. The first purpose was to think through ideas 

and concepts to gain clarity throughout the study. Northridge and Clark 

(2006) note that in the process of creating visuals “writers grapple with the 

information more intensively” (p. 125) to enable new understandings. 

Secondly, visuals were embedded within data collection methods and 

processes to align with the notions of emergence that are central to this thesis 

(Raelin, 2019). The concept of alignment between methods and processes is 

explored within Paper Four: Innovative Methods for Researching Leadership 

Emergence (Gibbs et al., 2020). Thirdly, visuals are used as “visual rhetoric” 

(Northridge & Clark, 2006, p. 127) where diagrams, charts and tables are used 

to augment ideas communicated through words (Northridge & Clark, 2006). 

The thesis generally conforms to the APA 7 conventions on dissertations 

(American Psychological Association, 2020). Exceptions are made for the 

personal stories and for introductions to each part of the thesis. These parts of 

the thesis are written in the first person. 
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Part One: Foundations for Studying ECE Leadership 

 

Introduction to Part One 

Part One of the thesis comprises Chapter One and Chapter Two. This part of 

the thesis establishes the foundations for the research project. I begin Chapter 

One with a brief introduction to early childhood education (ECE) and 

leadership within Australia. A story follows the introduction. By telling this 

story, I give an insight into my experience and the motivation for studying 

leadership within ECE. I also reveal a challenge to my initial thinking for the 

research project. Next, I introduce the research study and outline the aims and 

the significance of the research. An overview of the thesis then describes how 

the book chapters, articles and exegesis form the underpinnings, the 

framework, the findings, and the argument within the thesis. In Chapter Two, 

I describe the context for enacting and studying Australian ECE leadership. 

Part One concludes with the implications of the review and the questions for 

the study. 

 

Part One 
Foundations 
for Studying 

ECE 
Leadership

Part Two 
The 

Rationale for 
the Study

Part Three 
Theory and 

Methodology

Part Four 
Findings and 
Discussion

Part Five 
Conclusion

Figure 2. Part One 
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Chapter One: Leadership within early childhood education  

 

A brief introduction to Australian early childhood education (ECE) 

leadership 

In 2019 almost 1 million children, from birth to school age, accessed early 

childhood education (ECE) within an array of long day care and pre-school 

settings1 within Australia (Australian Education and Care Quality Authority, 

2019). The quality of early childhood education contributes to children’s 

learning and developmental outcomes (McCoy et al., 2017). The quality of ECE 

settings in Australia is measured through an evidence informed system of 

rating and assessment that focuses on seven areas comprising: educational 

program and practice, children's health and safety, the physical environment, 

staffing arrangements, relationships with children, collaborative partnerships 

with families and communities, and leadership and governance (Australian 

Education and Care Quality Authority, 2019). This research study is primarily 

concerned with leadership and governance.  

 

1 Long day centres and pre-school centres are subject to diverse governance arrangements. 

Governance arrangements for ECE in Australia fall into the categories of not for-profit or for-

profit. Not-for profit services may be governed by local and state government, benevolent 

societies, faith-based organisations, independent boards, employer organisations (e.g. banks, 

universities, hospitals), and parent management committees. For-profit services: individual 

owners, franchisers, companies and corporations (Waniganayake et al., 2017).  
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Why study ECE leadership? 

Three compelling reasons for investigating ECE leadership underpin this 

research project and will be explored in detail below. First, effective 

leadership, within ECE sites, favourably impacts children’s well-being 

(Douglass, 2019; Harrison et al., 2020; McCoy et al., 2017). Secondly, leadership 

effects communities of educators, shaping their professionalism and practice 

(Brooker & Cumming, 2019; McKinlay et al., 2018). Thirdly, leaders are shaped, 

themselves, by effective leadership and in turn, contribute to the conditions 

for the emergence and development of leadership (Douglass, 2018; Wilkinson, 

2017). These three elements do not exist or act in isolation. They influence and 

interact with each other, continually changing and adapting to the conditions 

around them (Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009).  

Children’s well-being 

Leadership, within early childhood sites, is understood to influence the quality 

and effectiveness of education for young children (Douglass, 2019; Harrison et 

al., 2020; McCoy et al., 2017). According to the Australian Education and Care 

Quality Authority (2019), there is a high degree of correlation between the 

performance of ECE settings in the areas of educational program and practice, 

and leadership and governance. Furthermore, studies have shown, specific 

practices of leadership are enacted within effective ECE sites (Coleman, Sharp, 

& Handscomb, 2016; Siraj-Blatchford & Manni, 2007). Practices include 

engaging responsively with families; using evidence to drive improvements in 

outcomes; being strategic; facilitating open communication; embracing 

integrated working; motivating and empowering staff; and being committed to 

their own and other’s learning (Coleman, Sharp, & Handscomb, 2016; Siraj-

Blatchford & Manni, 2007). 
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Professionalism and practice  

The practices of positional leaders and organisations influence the experience 

and longevity of educators within the field of early childhood education 

(Brooker & Cumming, 2019; Irvine, Thorpe et al., 2016; McKinlay et al., 2018). 

There are challenges that inhibit the development of a knowledgeable and 

skilled workforce (Australian Children’s Quality Authority, 2020b; Australian 

Productivity Commission, 2011). These challenges include the lack of 

preparation for leadership within ECE and could lead to an inadequate 

leadership pipeline from within the sector and may therefore result in a loss of 

ECE orientation to leading and developing the field (Nicholson et al., 2018; 

Torii et al., 2017). 

Developing effective leaders 

Despite the influence of leadership on ECE, leadership appears as an under-

researched area within the research literature (Hard & Jónsdóttir, 2013; 

Nicholson et al., 2018; Penn, 2019). Leadership efficacy depends upon 

knowledge of theory and practice, critical reflection, and a sustainable 

pathway of development. Yet, leadership cultivation focuses predominantly on 

individuals within positional roles thus limiting the expansive development of 

leading as a practice. Furthermore, the development of leadership is generally 

targeted to specific programs of development for positional leaders. The 

emergence of leadership may, therefore, be overlooked (Lichtenstein, Dooley 

et al., 2006). Organisational practice, as an enabler of leadership development, 

has received inadequate attention within the research literature (Douglass, 

2018; Mistry & Sood, 2012; Torii et al., 2017). Organisational practice is made up 

of elements of culture and language, material resourcing and physical 

affordances, regulatory boundaries, relationships and political structures 

(Kemmis et al., 2014).      
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Framing the leadership story 

In this study, leadership is not the exclusive province of the positional leader. 

Leadership is positioned as a ‘socially just’ practice that is open to many rather 

than a few. This form of leadership respects the traditions and culture of the 

education field (Wilkinson, 2017). Furthermore, as Dooley and Lichtenstein 

(2008) say: 

Leading is a process that occurs in the interactions between any two 

individuals. It contrasts to the old view of a single leader who takes 

independent actions aimed at changing individual and organisational 

behaviour…it emerges over time in all areas of an organisational 

system. Each interchange and every connection provides opportunities 

for leading as peers individually and collectively learn, grow and engage 

in the continuous process of organising. (Dooley & Lichtenstein, 2008, 

p. 2356) 

Palaiologou and Male (2019) conceptualise leadership as pedagogical praxis. In 

this conceptualisation, an interplay of theory, actions, practice, traditions, and 

culture of the field influence the development of ECE leadership. The 

following story is a personal account of leadership praxis. 
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A story of leadership 

It's like everyone tells a story about themselves inside their own head. 

Always. All the time. That story makes you what you are. We build 

ourselves out of that story. (Rothfuss, 2010) 

I applied for the position as director of a neighbourhood children’s centre, in 

the late 1980s—early in my career, and on a whim. I am not sure what I was 

thinking. My short career as an early childhood teacher had been a patchwork 

of epiphanies, joy, and despair, and this was not a pathway to a formal 

leadership role. Perhaps I felt I needed to gain some control over my 

professional experience. The centre’s management committee gave me the 

role despite my obvious weaknesses. I was initiated into the practices of 

leadership within the early childhood education site.  

Memories of my early days in the role are fraught. I knew little about the 

enactment of leading—my pathway to leadership was unplanned. Although I 

held academic knowledge of children and their learning, I had no theoretical 

grounding in leadership. I was poorly prepared to take on the role. There were 

few formal opportunities for my development. At that moment in time, I did 

not understand that my experience was typical of most emerging leaders in 

ECE.  

And so, I was like a firefighting Alice in Wonderland—dousing spot fires and  

chasing  

rabbits  

down  

holes.  
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Following this initial challenge, I took on other leadership roles within the 

ECE field. Leadership enactment continued to be challenging. I remained 

motivated, however, by the potential of early childhood education to promote 

social and economic equality for children and families. The Perry Pre-school 

Project (High Scope, 2000) and subsequent research studies, described in 

Heckman (2011), Sylva (2010) and Sylva et al., (2004), informed my view. Such 

studies demonstrated the advantages of high-quality early childhood 

education for all children, particularly those experiencing disadvantage. Given 

the influence of effective leadership on the quality of early childhood 

education (Australian Children's Education and Care Quality Authority, 2017b; 

Siraj-Blatchford & Manni, 2007; Stamopoulos & Barblett, 2018), I wanted to 

investigate new ways to cultivate leadership in ECE. I had first-hand 

experience of the impact of leadership upon people, processes, and 

organisations. My experience and respect for the profession, therefore, drove 

my desire to investigate leadership in ECE settings.  

But the leadership expedition that began in the neighbourhood children’s 

centre then took an unexpected change of direction. For the 30 years between 

my first director’s role and becoming a researcher, I was confounded by 

leadership within ECE. Effective and sustainable leadership of ECE teams, 

sites, organisations, and the sector seemed complicated with complex 

overwhelming challenges. Yet, the individual positional leader’s skill and 

knowledge remains critical within the ECE leadership story (Stamopoulos & 

Barblett, 2018). Indeed, the quality of an ECE setting seems contingent on the 

positional leader’s capacity to maintain organisational equilibrium; 

demonstrate efficacy in administration; manage and deploy staff; know and 

understand policy and law; shape sophisticated educational programs; inspire; 

communicate a vision and develop others (Aubrey et al., 2013; Siraj-Blatchford 

& Manni, 2007). These understandings shaped my original approach to the 

research study. I thought by investigating how the ‘right’ people were 
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developed with the ‘right’ tools, I could create a model for leadership 

development. The path to leadership and high-quality ECE would, therefore, 

be smooth. I thought the solution to the challenge of leadership development 

was straightforward. 

A change in thinking 

Within weeks of commencing the investigation for my doctoral study, I stood 

back from this thinking. After examining the ECE leadership literature I saw 

that leadership development programs achieved some success. Cohorts of 

individuals perceived growth in confidence and knowledge after their 

engagement in leadership development programs (Muñoz et al., 2015; 

Stamopoulos, 2015; Talan et al., 2014; Thornton, 2010a). However, positional 

leaders consistently cited challenges and conflict in their enactment of 

leadership. Such challenges led to feelings of inadequacy and a desire to leave 

the profession (Hard & Jónsdóttir, 2013; Irvine, Thorpe et al., 2016; Sims et al., 

2014; Thomas & Nuttall, 2013). Research focuses persistently on the individual 

leader, remaining hostage to a leadership ideology that Sinclair (2008) 

describes as “punishing and ultimately unsustainable ways of working and 

living” (Loc 320).  

This research study, therefore, moves away from the study of individual 

positional leaders. Indeed, this study seeks to disrupt the narrative of the 

individual, heroic leader.  

The aim of the study 

The central aim of the research study was to contribute new knowledge about 

the cultivation of leading and leadership within early childhood education 

sites. The investigation on how organisational practices, enable and constrain 

the emergence and development of effective leadership in early childhood 

education settings realised this aim. The investigation of organisational 
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practices encompassed culture and language, material resourcing and physical 

affordances, regulatory boundaries, relationships and governance structures. 

Research in this area offered an opportunity to contribute to the conversation 

on the sustainability of leadership of the ECE workforce and early childhood 

education. The quality and streamlined delivery of ECE is jeopardised by 

workforce challenges, lack of systemic and organisational preparation for 

leadership (Australian Children’s Quality Authority, 2020b ; Australian 

Productivity Commission, 2011; Mistry & Sood, 2012; Torii et al., 2017), and 

workforce attrition (Irvine, Sumsion et al., 2016; Irvine, Thorpe et al., 2016) 

potentially leading to a lack of leadership contenders; and the growing 

complexity of the environment where leadership is enacted (Alchin et al., 

2019). 

The significance of the study  

There is a persistent view of leadership success within early childhood 

education settings of the leader’s capacity to bring an organisation into a state 

of equilibrium. Such a state of equilibrium is characterised by stability and 

harmony within the ECE setting (Jorde Bloom, 1991; Rodd, 2012). Equilibrium 

is achieved by balancing individual and organisational satisfaction. This 

satisfaction comprises shared and fulfilled economic, cultural, values and 

compliance expectations (Bennis et al., 2001). In this model, the formal leader 

within the setting orchestrates, manoeuvres, directs and facilitates outcomes 

and brings about a state of equilibrium. Equilibrium is, therefore, considered a 

favourable state. 

My study was grounded in an alternative view. This view sees ECE settings as 

complex adaptive systems. Complex adaptive systems value disequilibrium 

and sit at the edge of chaos. Such systems account for the complexity of 

contemporary organisations and embrace disruption and emergence of 
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leadership (Blandin, 2008; Lichtenstein et al., 2006; Schneider & Somers, 

2006). Leadership is enacted within this environment as a self-organising 

phenomenon with interdependencies that produce creative and innovative 

responses to challenges (Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009). 

The quality of ECE settings is linked with leadership enactment (Australian 

Children's Education and Care Quality Authority, 2016; Harrison et al., 2020), 

yet leading and leadership is not fully understood nor developed within the 

profession. Formal leaders feel unprepared for their role and assume positions 

more by ‘accident’ than intention (Rodd, 2013; Siraj-Blatchford & Manni, 2007; 

Waniganayake et al., 2017). The leader’s role, in the current form, requires the 

leader to be powerful, knowledgeable, and certain, as well as responsible for 

the development of others. Yet positional leaders often have had inadequate 

practice of ‘leading’ (Sinclair, 2008; Waniganayake et al., 2017). Sinclair 

(2008)and Waniganayake et al., (2017) argue that this model is unsustainable 

for organisations and individuals both within and outside of the ECE sector.  

More leaders will be needed in the future due to the projected increase in the 

number of ECE services (BankWest, 2019). These leaders require professional 

expertise, leadership preparation and capability ( Australian Children’s Quality 

Authority, 2020b ; Australian Productivity Commission, 2011). There is some 

research on distinct preparation programs for leaders within settings, but 

there is no conclusive evidence that the current preparation programs produce 

effective leadership in formal or informal roles, nor result in improved service 

quality (Layen, 2015; Nicholson & Kroll, 2015; Stamopoulos, 2015; Talan et al., 

2014; Thornton, 2010a). Inexperienced and aspiring leaders continue to report 

a perceived lack of preparedness to take on leadership responsibilities (Sims et 

al., 2014). Individual development programs do not assuage these feelings and 

the “accidental” leadership problem is persistent (Waniganayake et al., 2017). 

A recent report by the Mitchell Institute (Torii et al., 2017) identified the lack 
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of systemic support for leadership development in the Australian ECE sector, 

particularly in comparison to the school sector.  

It is critical that the emergence and development of leadership is taken 

seriously, or the sector may experience a lack of leadership and a decrease in 

numbers of those willing to lead. It is essential to understand how leading is 

enabled and contributes to high-quality ECE settings. An investigation into 

the practices that shape leadership in organisations addresses the lack of 

research on leadership cultivation for both emerging and positional leaders.  

The research study 

My study, titled A study of practices enabling the emergence and development 

of leading within exemplary Australian early childhood education sites was an 

investigation of the cultivation of leadership within Australian ECE settings. 

This mini-ethnographic case study conducted over three years, with three ECE 

settings, involved 28 individual participants. The study used complexity 

leadership theory (Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2007) and the theory of practice 

architectures (Kemmis et al., 2014) as the theoretical frames for the 

conceptualisation of leadership, data generation and analysis. Theoretically 

aligned methods were designed to capture the emergence and development of 

leadership. The methods: field observation, unstructured interviews, dialogic 

café and document analysis, were creative, emergent and innovative (Dooley & 

Lichtenstein, 2008; Raelin, 2019). The methods generated rich data, and 

analysis uncovered distinctive practices of ECE leaders and organisations. 

The study findings on the emergence and development of leadership, 

leadership praxis and the conditions that shape leadership within exemplary 

Australian early childhood education sites (Gibbs, 2020a; Kemmis & Smith, 

2008; Marion & Gonzales, 2013) disrupt the current discourse on ECE 

leadership development. The findings offer ECE organisations another way to 
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cultivate leadership that differs from the customary strategies. Such strategies 

prioritise the development of the individual, heroic leader. This approach is 

ultimately unsustainable and could lead to workforce attrition and the loss of 

practices and culture of early childhood education that embody respect for 

children’s rights (Nicholson et al., 2018). 

The ‘nesting’ of the study 

The study was nested in the Macquarie University led ARC project Exemplary 

Educators at Work (ARC LP160100532 Exemplary Early Childhood Educators at 

Work: A multi-level investigation). The Exemplary Educators at Work project 

explores the complexity of educators’ roles in exemplary ECE settings and 

“bring(s) to light the distinctive nature of the work of early childhood 

educators and its complexity” (Press et al., 2020, p. 173). ‘Exemplary’ indicates 

the participating ECE sites had achieved an Exceeding rating in every rateable 

element of every standard within every quality area of the legislated 

accreditation system (Australian Children's Education and Care Quality 

Authority, 2017a). Early childhood education settings rated at this level exhibit 

consistently high-quality practices as defined by the National Quality 

Standard.  

The research study, within this thesis, makes a unique and complementary 

contribution to the larger ARC project. The study of leading and leadership, 

within exemplary ECE sites, focuses on practices and organisational 

arrangements that support and sustain a high-quality early childhood 

education workforce (Gibbs, 2020a, 2020b; Gibbs & Press, 2020). Connections 

with the ARC project are also described within Chapter Five. 

The thesis 

The doctoral program was carried out as a Thesis by Publication, according to 

the Charles Sturt University Higher Degree by Research Policy (Charles Sturt 
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University, 2020a). This thesis, therefore, contains book chapters and articles 

both published and under review along with information on additional 

contributions to the ECE field. The organisation of the thesis is described 

below. 

The organisation of the thesis 

This work comprises a series of two book chapters and five articles - woven 

together with an exegesis. One article was published on an international 

educational website as a contribution to an Australian profile on leadership in 

early childhood education. Two book chapters were published in response to 

invitations. Three articles were published in peer-reviewed journals. A final 

article, contained within Chapter Eight, was under review by an international 

peer reviewed journal at the time of thesis completion. The thesis, taken as a 

whole, responds to the initial research problem and questions regarding the 

emergence and development of leadership within sites of early childhood 

education. The primary research question was How do organisational practices 

enable and constrain the emergence and development of effective leading and 

leadership within exemplary early childhood education settings? 

The thesis is about leadership in early childhood education, beginning with an 

account of the challenges of leading, and moving to the importance of 

leadership sustainability within the profession. The thesis examines the 

emergence and development of effective leadership within ECE sites and 

ultimately argues for organisations to take an alternative approach to 

leadership development. The alternative approach complements leadership 

training programs for individuals and advocates for organisational practices 

and arrangements that create the conditions for leadership emergence and 

development. An outline of the thesis follows. 
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Part One: Foundations for Studying ECE Leadership 

Chapter One introduced the research study. An overview of early childhood 

leadership led to a personal story of leadership development. The personal 

story positioned the focus of the study, ECE leadership development, as a 

long-term concern for the field of early childhood education. The research 

study was introduced. This introduction explains the aims, significance, and 

approach of the study. Chapter Two examines the environment for ECE 

leadership enactment and research. This chapter includes a contextual piece – 

a website article: Management, leadership, and governance in early childhood 

education (Australia) (Gibbs, 2019a). The article situates leadership in ECE by 

highlighting the conditions of the professional environment within Australia.  

Part Two: The Rationale for the Study 

Part Two includes Chapter Three: A Literature Review as a foundation for the 

research study. The review identifies a gap in the research and presents an 

opportunity for an original contribution to the study of leadership in ECE. A 

rationale and final questions for the research study are presented at the 

conclusion of Part Two. 

Part Three: Theory and Methodology 

Part Three comprises Chapters Four and Five on theory and methodology. 

Chapter Four: Theoretical Frameworks provides an in-depth examination of 

the ontological frame for the study—complexity leadership theory in early 

childhood education. Two publications Complexity leadership theory: a 

framework for leading in Australian early childhood education settings (Gibbs et 

al., 2019a), and Compliance in a landscape of complexity: Regulation and 

educational leadership (Gibbs et al., 2019b), conceptualise the theory for ECE 

and situate the theory in practice. A second theory used in the study, the 

theory of practice architectures, is subsequently explained in Chapter Four. 
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The theory of practice architectures was used for data collection and as a 

device for analysis. Whilst the two theories had distinct purposes, their 

coalescence was important. This coalescence is explored within Chapter Four. 

Chapter Five: Methodology explains the methodological approach and the 

study design. An overview of the mini-ethnographic case study approach, site 

selection, participants, and a discussion on data analysis is included in this 

chapter. Two key methods used for data generation, the leadership field 

observation table, and the dialogic café, are examined in Paper Four: 

Innovative methods for researching leadership emergence (Gibbs et al., 2020). 

Part Four: Findings and Discussion 

Chapters Six, Seven and Eight make up Part Four of the thesis. These chapters 

present the findings of the study and the discussion of those findings. The 

chapters contribute to the existing discourse on ECE leadership. Three articles, 

contained within those chapters, explore the emergence and development of 

leading enabled by organisational arrangements. Each of the articles focuses 

on components of complexity leadership theory and the theory of practice 

architectures. These include: Chapter Six where conceptualisations of leading, 

dispositions and practices of emerging and positional leaders are explored in 

“That's your right as a human, isn't it?" The emergence and development of 

leading as a socially-just practice in early childhood education (Gibbs, 2020b). 

Chapter Seven examines leadership practices and the enabling arrangements 

of organisations in Leadership emergence and development: organisations 

shaping leading in early childhood education (Gibbs, 2020a)  

Chapter Eight explores the development of leading within ecologies of 

practices and the ECE education complex within Ecologies of practices-the 

emergence and development of leadership in Early Years sites in Australian 

Early Childhood Education (Gibbs & Press, 2020). 
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Part Five: Contributions and Conclusion 

Part Five and in Chapter Nine of the thesis, the findings are restated, and the 

original contribution of the study, to the developing research literature on 

leadership in early childhood education, is identified. This final section 

considers the interdependency of leadership practices within the ecological 

system of early childhood sites. It highlights the unique opportunity that 

exists for organisations to develop leadership and to contribute to the 

continuity of the early childhood profession. Suggested direction for future 

research is presented, including the use of emergent methodologies for 

leadership research. 

The thesis concludes with a closing story and a final call for continued 

attention to leadership development that is respectful of emerging and 

positional leaders, and that attends to the complex environments of early 

childhood education sites. 

This concludes Chapter One. Chapter Two goes on to describe the context for 

ECE leadership enactment and research within Australia.
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Chapter Two: The Context 

Chapter Two outlines the context for the enactment of Australian ECE 

leadership and the research study. A brief overview of Australian early 

childhood education, where this study of leading is situated, sets the scene for 

Paper One: Management, Leadership, and Governance in Early Childhood Education 

(Australia) (Gibbs, 2019a). This website article describes the context for 

leadership enactment and research.  

A brief overview 

Feminist, philanthropic leaders initially established early childhood education 

(ECE) in Australia in the late 19th century. The establishment of ECE was 

embedded within legal and social reforms that were foundational to the 

progress of children and the alleviation of poverty for women (Brennan, 1998). 

Social justice concerns continued to drive the leadership for kindergarten and 

day care movements into the next century. In the early 20th century, advocacy 

for children and mothers resulted in the founding of kindergartens and day 

care centres. Kindergarten movements in Europe and America influenced the 

routines, teacher training, and operations of settings in Australia (Brennan, 

1998; Press & Wong, 2015). Early childhood education transformed over the 

20th century, reshaping according to political and policy changes. Press and 

Hayes (2000) note further development of ECE transpired as initiatives for 

children’s education, women’s workforce participation and national economic 

improvement. Government jurisdictions and ideology, and community 

sentiment influenced ECE provision. These political and social arrangements 

resulted in the establishment of national and state systems that encompass 

centre-based preschool and long day care, family day care, occasional care and 

outside of school hours care (Australian Government, 2012; Press & Hayes, 

2000). 
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In 2020, complex policy and funding arrangements continue to shape ECE. 

Those arrangements aim to enable children’s universal participation in ECE, 

improve the quality of ECE and increase workforce participation-particularly 

for women (Gibbs et al., 2019a; Australian Productivity Commission, 2014). 

Responsibilities for ECE are shared across local, state, and federal 

governments. ECE settings are regulated by national laws that are 

administered by state authorities (Australian Government, 2020b). The ECE 

system in Australia is largely driven by market principles (Waniganayake et al., 

2017). Although public funding is provided in the form of subsidies and 

operational grants, a significant proportion of ECE settings is owned by private 

interests. Forty-nine percent of Australian settings are privately owned 

(Australian Children's Education and Care Quality Authority, 2020a) and 

owners benefit financially from the operation of ECE settings.  

The issue of ‘quality’ is an important narrative in contemporary Australian 

ECE. Since 2012, all Australian ECE settings have complied with a quality 

rating system that is linked to funding. The achievement of a high-quality 

rating, in the assessment and rating process, is considered an important goal 

for ECE settings. The notion of quality is, however, contested. Some 

researchers argue that measuring quality may serve to justify government 

investment in a mixed-market system of ECE (Adamson & Brennan, 2014; 

Hunkin, 2019). Others are concerned with the orientation of values and the 

subjective positivism of judging quality (Dahlberg, 2013; Moss, 2017). Yet, 

quality remains important in early childhood education in Australia.  

Leaders of ECE settings enact their leadership within this highly complex and 

contested environment. Alchin et al., (2019) describe the system as “complex 

and constantly changing” (p. 285) and this poses a challenge in meeting 

pedagogical and organisational goals. Furthermore, leaders must act within a 

compliance-driven environment, with ethics and transparency. As Halttunen 
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et al., (2019) note, leaders are placed in positions of conflict in meeting the 

demands of a system driven by a market and compliance, whilst adhering to 

principles of social justice, equity and fairness. Paper One further describes 

the characteristics of the context for leadership and governance in Australian 

early childhood education. 
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Part Two: The Rationale for the Study 

 

Introduction to Part Two 

In Part One, I explored the foundations for studying ECE leadership and 

described the significance and aims of the research study. In Part Two, I 

establish the rationale for the research study. This part of the thesis contains a 

single chapter, Chapter Three: a literature review on leadership in early 

childhood education (ECE). An initial literature review, conducted in 2016-

2017, was revised throughout the research study, and at its conclusion. New 

studies on leadership in ECE were identified over this time. Those studies 

expanded the leadership discourse within the literature. The gap within the 

ECE leadership research, identified through my original review, stayed 

relevant. That gap, leadership emergence and development and the 

contributing organisational conditions and arrangements of ECE sites 

remained predominantly unexplored.   

Following the review of the literature, I describe the implications and rationale 

for the research study. The primary and sub-research questions are stated. The 

framing of the questions was influenced by the literature review, and the 

abovementioned ARC study, within which this study is nested. 

Part One 
Foundations 
for Studying 

ECE 
Leadership

Part Two 
The 

Rationale for 
the Study

Part Three 
Theory and 

Methodology

Part Four 
Findings and 
Discussion

Part Five 
Conclusion

Figure 3. Part Two 
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Chapter Three: A Literature Review  

 

Introduction  

This literature review focuses on leadership and its cultivation and 

development within early childhood education (ECE). Early childhood 

education leadership is an important focus. Leadership plays a crucial role in 

improving the quality of ECE settings which, in turn, has an impact on 

children’s development (Douglass, 2019; Harrison et al., 2020; Heikka et al., 

2013; Rodd, 2013; Siraj-Blatchford & Manni, 2007). The literature review2, 

begins by explaining the process for the examination of the Australian and 

international literature. Four key reviews, conducted between 2004 and 2019, 

form the basis for this subsequent review of the literature. Following the 

explanation of the scope and methodology for this literature review, the 

context for leadership in Australian ECE is briefly described. The review goes 

on to explain the complex nature of leadership within ECE; highlights 

challenges for leadership; and examines the research on the cultivation and 

development of leadership within ECE settings. The review concludes with the 

identification of an opportunity for an investigation into the emergence and 

development of leadership within Australian ECE sites.  

Scope and methodology 

Two key reviews were used in 2016 - 2017 as a foundation for the initial scoping 

of literature for the research study. Dunlop (2008) and Muijs et al., (2004) 

 

2 In this review, the terms ‘formal’ and ‘positional’ leader refers to those leaders who hold a 
named position of leaders (such as nominated supervisor or educational leader within the 
Australian context). The terms ‘aspiring’, ‘emerging’, ‘informal’ or ‘non-ascribed’ refers to 
those leaders who do not hold a named position of leadership but enact practices of leading. 



                                                                                  Chapter Three: A Literature Review 

 

 

32 

 

conducted international literature reviews following an increased focus by 

governments on the importance of ECE leadership. Each literature review 

identified a paucity of leadership research, the need to ascertain the 

characteristics of effective leadership and a lack of evidence informed 

leadership training and development to prepare leaders for their roles. The 

current review repeated Dunlop (2008) and Muijs et al., (2004) search 

methods (ERIC, BEI, PsycLIT, Google Scholar, education data bases, websites 

and other key journals), added Taylor and Francis, Informit, Wiley Online, 

Sage, Scopus databases and expanded to include further case studies, 

qualitative and descriptive studies along with cohort studies. Government 

reports and inquiries were also reviewed, given their contribution to the 

narrative on workforce development in Australia. Questions posed for the 

review were: i) What does leadership look like in early childhood education 

and care (ECEC)3? ii) What are the challenges for ECEC leadership? iii) How is 

leadership development carried out? iv) How do ECEC organisations support 

leadership development? The following search terms were used: leadership 

theory in ECEC; leadership models in ECEC; measuring leadership in early 

childhood; purpose of ECEC leadership; impact of leadership on quality; 

intentional leadership; transformational leadership; transactional leadership; 

distributed leadership; leadership responsibility in ECEC; leadership 

development in ECEC; leadership development programs; mentoring and 

coaching; the structure of ECEC organisations; organisational culture in ECEC; 

organisational climate in ECEC; community of practice in ECEC; innovation in 

ECEC; and workforce development in early childhood.  

Over the course of the research for the thesis, two new reviews of ECEC 

leadership literature were published. The first, in 2017, systematically reviewed 

 

3 The search term early childhood education and care (ECEC) was used to ensure a 
comprehensive literature search. The use of the term early childhood education (ECE) 
throughout the thesis is explained on P xxvii. 
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the international leadership literature (Liew, 2017). In this review Liew (2017) 

noted the constancy of the challenges for leadership in ECEC, initially 

identified within the abovementioned reviews by Dunlop (2008) and Muijs et 

al., (2004). The second review by Douglass (2019), commissioned for the 

Organisation for Economic Development (OECD) as a part of the Teaching 

and Learning International Study (TALIS) (Ainley & Carstens, 2018), 

highlighted the influence of leadership on process quality of ECE. Process 

quality is described as the “interactions and relationships between and among 

children and ECEC staff, and is a strong predictor of children’s learning, 

development and well-being” (Douglass, 2019, p 4).  

The suggestion of the link between leadership and process quality within 

Douglass’s review (2019) further highlights the need for a stronger evidence 

base on the practice and development of leadership. The challenges of 

leadership, and its development in ECEC, were again noted as constant and 

unresolved. Such challenges of leadership development are commensurate 

with recent Australian research findings (Nuttall, 2016; Sims, Waniganayake, & 

Hadley, 2018; Waniganayake et al., 2017). Before exploring the challenges, the 

context for leading in Australian ECE, and the complex nature of leadership 

within early childhood education are described.  

The context for leading in Australian ECE 

Feminist leaders in Australia initially established ECE in the late 19th century 

as a foundation for children’s well-being and the alleviation of poverty for 

women (Brennan, 1998; Woodrow & Busch, 2008). While social justice 

concerns remain important for ECE leadership, the role of the leader has 

expanded to include matters of regulatory compliance, staff development and 

educational program and practice. Furthermore, positional roles of leadership 

are mandated by law. Australian ECE regulations require the positional roles 

of approved provider, nominated supervisor and educational leader to be 
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formally appointed and to take on the legal responsibilities of managing and 

leading the administrative and educational operations of the early childhood 

education and care setting (Australian Government, 2012). These positions 

play an important role in the development of quality ECE programs for 

children and families (Harrison et al., 2020). 

‘Leadership’, as a concept, was initially embedded in legislated quality 

measures and professional standards; specifically Quality Area 7, Leadership 

and Service Management, at the inception of the Australian National Quality 

Framework and Standard (Australian Government, 2012). The quality 

measures for leadership within the Australian National Quality Standard 

(Australian Children's Education and Care Quality Authority, 2017a) were 

created from existing understandings of effective leadership. These include 

overarching concepts of leadership (culture, professional learning and 

continuous improvement) and elements of administration, induction and 

work performance more commonly considered as ‘management’ (Drucker & 

Wartzman, 2010). In February 2018, a revised National Quality Standard 

included an amended name and standards for Quality Area 7. The area was 

retitled Governance and Leadership and new standards emphasised the 

importance of governance and organisational conditions for professional 

learning (Australian Children's Education and Care Quality Authority, 2017d). 

The change was in recognition of the influence of organisational governance 

and culture upon the quality of ECE settings. 

Leadership is therefore enshrined within Australian law, regulation, and 

standards, underlining the important contribution effective leadership makes 

to process quality (Australian Children's Education and Care Quality 

Authority, 2017b; Douglass, 2019). Effective leadership, however, consists of 

many elements and interdependent components, and is enacted within a 

constantly changing environment of policy, workforce precarity, and child and 

family profiles (Gibbs et al., 2019a). The sites of early childhood education are 
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therefore complex. Leadership enactment in such environments is also 

complex.  

The complex nature of leadership within ECE 

Effective leadership influences positive outcomes for children’s well-being, 

parents’ workforce participation and economic growth in a mixed market 

environment (Alchin et al., 2019; Torii et al., 2017). In this environment, 

pedagogical and operational leaders (known as educational leaders and 

directors) play an important role in management, leadership, and governance. 

In 2014, an Australian inquiry into ‘childcare and early childhood learning’ 

highlighted the complex range of skills required to lead in ECE settings 

including: the capacity to deal with boards of directors; committees of 

management; funding mechanisms; industrial relations arrangements and the 

mentoring of staff, along with knowledge of child development and pedagogy 

(Australian Productivity Commission, 2014).  

The complex nature of positional leadership roles is identified within recent 

Australian research. The complexity of the role relates to the lack of role 

clarity (Sims et al., 2018), the leadership and management of people (Alchin et 

al., 2019; Brooker & Cumming, 2019), working at the intersection of 

compliance and innovation (Gibbs et al., 2019b), and balancing economic 

rationalism with narratives of quality (Halttunen et al., 2019; Nuttall et al., 

2020). 

The increasing complexity of the positional leadership role is concerning. 

Where more must be done to prepare leaders, the onus for facilitating 

leadership pathways for all educators falls to the positional leader (Douglass, 

2019). The over-reliance upon the positional leaders to:  

set strategic directions, foster professional values which inform how 

services operate, promote a positive workplace culture which allows 



                                                                                  Chapter Three: A Literature Review 

 

 

36 

 

educators, coordinators and staff members to create and participate in 

collaborative and reflective learning communities, welcome new ideas, 

encourage reflection and self-review, and motivate educators to pursue 

continuous improvement. (Australian Children's Education and Care 

Quality Authority, 2017b, p. 5)  

poses a critical risk to organisations and leaders themselves. Furthermore, this 

type of leadership described as “single-handed heroism” by Sinclair (2008, Loc. 

199) is unsustainable and “may be bad for leaders, followers and organisations 

alike, not to mention wider society” (Sinclair, 2008, Loc. 218). Without 

mediation, the complex nature of the leadership role itself may result in a lack 

of educator willingness to take on positional roles. Such complexity intensifies 

the challenges for ECE leadership that have persisted over many years (Gibbs, 

2020a). 

Persistent challenges for leadership 

There are persistent challenges to the enactment of effective leadership within 

ECE settings. Challenges include workforce retention - resulting in supply 

issues for positional leadership roles, a lack of shared understandings of 

effective leadership, and undefined pathways to positional leadership roles 

(Douglass, 2019; Liew, 2017; Muijs et al., 2004). Furthermore, professional 

learning for leadership is predominantly for the development of ‘the leader’. 

Such a focus on the positional role of leader may cause organisations to 

overlook the emergence of leadership, the practices of leading by educators, 

and the environments within which those practices occur (Lichtenstein, Uhl-

Bien et al., 2006; Mistry & Sood, 2012; Zinsser et al., 2016).  

Workforce retention and supply issues 

The work of leadership in Australian ECE is performed within a workforce 

environment that is dominated by females (94%) with an ECE related 
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qualification (82%). Forty-four percent of ECE leaders have just one to three 

years tenure in their current setting (The Social Research Centre, 2016). There 

is a predicted growth in centres and shortfall in staff and it is anticipated that 

this could lead to a shortage of people prepared to lead in an ECE setting 

(Australian Productivity Commission, 2011; BankWest, 2019). 

Recent Australian research reflects these concerns on workforce supply issues 

and identifies further risks to workforce as a result of an unstable and poorly 

educated workforce (Irvine, Thorpe et al., 2016). The Irvine, Thorpe et al., 

(2016) study of 1200 degree qualified ECE teachers used purposive sampling, 

case studies and in-depth interviews to research views and attitudes to 

professional continuity. The researchers found that one in five participants 

planned to leave their job within a year because of low pay, feeling 

undervalued and increasing time spent on paperwork. Educators who took up 

further training or upgraded to an ECE teaching degree were the most likely to 

report they intended to leave the profession. The researchers went on to find 

that enablers for remaining within the field included: personal and 

professional qualities, opportunities for pedagogical leadership, a sense of 

professional identity, commitment to play based teaching and learning, 

freedom of curriculum, prior long day care experience, and long day care 

business understanding (Irvine, Thorpe et al., 2016). From these findings it is 

possible to infer that an enabler for professional continuity and progress could 

be leadership development that encourages educators in their professional 

identity, leadership, and decision-making autonomy.  

The potential benefits of leadership development for the workforce, are also 

cited within government reports and workforce strategy (Australian Children’s 

Quality Authority, 2020b; Australian Productivity Commission, 2011; Standing 

Council on School Education and Early Childhood, 2012). For example, The 

Early Years Workforce Strategy (Standing Council on School Education and 

Early Childhood, 2012) highlights the potential role that increased 



                                                                                  Chapter Three: A Literature Review 

 

 

38 

 

qualifications, career pathways, and leadership development of educators 

could play in improving the quality of education and care of children.  

It is essential, however, to emphasise that workforce sustainability challenges 

cannot be ameliorated simply by leadership development and qualification 

incentivisation. As Cumming et al., (2015) and Jackson (2016) highlight, long-

term workforce sustainability is a complex matter. The politics of educator 

practice, inadequate remuneration, the professional status of the work of ECE 

and broader social differences including educational background and 

employment circumstances of educators, are other contributors to the 

instability of the workforce (Cumming et al., 2015; Jackson, 2016). Leadership 

development should therefore be considered within the broader landscape of 

the ECE workforce. Additionally, understandings of leadership effectiveness 

must underpin any measures for development if leadership is to contribute to 

the process quality of the ECE setting (Australian Children's Education and 

Care Quality Authority, 2017b; Douglass, 2019; Siraj-Blatchford & Manni, 2007) 

Understandings of ‘effective leadership’ 

Leadership ‘effectiveness’ remains an under researched area. Douglass (2019) 

notes that leadership is “one of the single most important drivers of 

organisational performance, quality improvement and innovation” (p. 6) yet 

only a small number of studies employ rigorous methods measuring the 

impact of leadership on the quality of ECE (Douglass, 2019). Additionally, 

divergent theoretical orientations and opposing purposes for ECE leadership 

(for example-compliance versus innovation) (Gibbs et al., 2019b; Halttunen et 

al., 2019; Sims et al., 2014) signal the need to understand what constitutes 

effective leadership that contributes to process quality of ECE programs.  

Leadership effectiveness was originally framed around ‘getting the job done’ 

and ‘keeping the group in good working order’ (Simons, 1986). This activity 

was framed on leadership capability, traits, and context. In the search for what 
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constitutes leadership ‘effectiveness’, various tools were developed. Jorde 

Bloom and Sheerer (1992) pioneered the measurement of leadership, 

internationally, with marking scales relating to traits and capabilities. 

Educating and caring for children were central to these measures. By 2003, 

leadership effectiveness was recognised as an increasingly complex concept. 

Characteristics of effectiveness were expanded to include competencies, style, 

self-awareness and authenticity (Jorde Bloom, 2003). In 2004, Muijs et al., 

identified the “need to identify more precisely what effective ECE leaders do, 

and, by association, what development is required to maximise the 

effectiveness of all leaders in ECE” (p. 167). Reaching a consensus on 

leadership effectiveness has pre-occupied professional thinking, opinion 

making and, to a lesser extent, research in recent years (see for example: Early 

Childhood Australia., 2016b; Fonsén & Soukainen, 2020; Harrison et al., 2020). 

Researchers have focused on the styles or behaviours that contribute to 

effective leadership (Jorde Bloom, 2005; Rodd, 2013; Talan & Jorde Bloom, 

2004). Moyles (2006) and Sullivan (2010) also produced measurement scales 

that considered context, behaviour, and responsibilities. These scales were 

piloted in small studies and results were inconclusive. 

Two key studies in 2007 and 2016, sought to determine the components of 

effective leadership. The Effective Leadership in Early Years Study (ELEYS) 

(Siraj-Blatchford & Manni, 2007) undertook an investigation into leadership in 

‘effective’ ECE settings. These settings previously participated in the Effective 

Provision of Preschool Education (EPPE) in the United Kingdom (UK). ELEYS 

researchers explored the issue of leadership from the “bottom up” focusing 

upon concrete leadership behaviours rather than leadership beliefs. Semi-

structured interviews with centre staff; observations and field notes; desk 

reviews of manager demographics, centre policies, and documentation; and 

child outcome data were analysed. This study was unique in referencing child 

outcomes in relation to leadership effectiveness. Siraj-Blatchford and Manni 
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(2007) found that contextual literacy and a commitment to collaboration, 

critical reflection, and children’s learning outcomes, were fundamental to 

leadership enactment. The researchers advocated for the enactment of 

leadership that recognises the multitude of tasks and changing contexts for 

leaders. This frame can potentially guide the professional development of 

leaders (Siraj-Blatchford & Manni, 2007).  

The second study, in 2016, also focused on the ‘nature of leadership’ 

effectiveness in 25 high performing Sure Start centres in the UK (Coleman, 

Sharp, & Handscomb, 2016). Researchers identified key challenges of 

leadership (within the literature) and the behaviours and traits used to address 

these challenges effectively. The research comprised: desk reviews; calls for 

evidence; 25 case studies; and 158 interviews with children’s centre leaders, 

local authority staff, senior and frontline staff, partner agency staff and 

parents. Three primary challenges were identified—making leadership visible, 

ensuring positive outcomes for children, and dealing with the complexity of 

change. The study identified behaviours that addressed the challenges and 

complexities of leading within ECE settings. The behaviours were identified as: 

having a clear vision to improve outcomes for children and families; engaging 

responsively with families; using evidence to drive improvements in outcomes; 

using business skills strategically; facilitating open communication; embracing 

integrated working; motivating and empowering staff; and being committed to 

their own learning and development (Coleman et al., 2016).  

These studies inform descriptors for leadership that are documented in 

standards within professional and regulatory documents in both Australia—

the National Quality Standard in Australia (Australian Children's Education 

and Care Quality Authority, 2017a) and the UK—the Early Years Professional 

Standards in the UK (Teaching Agency, 2012). However, descriptors in both 

measures lack any requirement for critical reflection. Siraj Blatchford et al., 
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(2007) and Coleman et al., (2016) argue that critical reflection and examination 

of practice, play an important role in leadership effectiveness.  

In 2008, Australian researcher, Hard investigated how leaders' understand and 

enact leadership. The study identified the problems relating to the lack of 

critical reflection in a study of leaders’ perception of leadership enactment 

(Hard, 2008). The research revealed two categories that dictated how leaders 

undertook their roles. The first of these was professional identity and the 

second was perceived leadership capacity. These were set within the context of 

a highly feminised field and leaders’ unwillingness to create conflict. Hard 

found that leaders’ perceptions of themselves and the value they placed on 

leadership had an impact on how they prioritised their time and activities. 

This in turn influenced participants’ perceptions of effectiveness. Less time 

was allocated to ‘leaderful’ activities, that supported the progress of people, 

vision, and mission, within an organisation. More time was dedicated to 

management and administration (Hard, 2008). Additional studies, on 

leadership perspectives, show leader cognisance of the influence of effective 

leadership on ECE quality. Confusion exists, however, on what constitutes that 

effectiveness and researchers note that leaders recognise the importance of 

effective leadership but are unclear on the practices that influence process 

quality (Klevering & McNae, 2018; Thornton et al., 2009). There is also 

confusion on what constitutes leadership and what is identified as compliance. 

Such confusion and lack of confidence may result in an unwillingness to 

‘practice’ leadership and to assume positional leadership roles (Douglass, 

2018). 

Richer knowledge on ECE leadership effectiveness may be gained through 

further empirical studies on the impact of leadership on children’s outcomes. 

Foundations for studies of effectiveness could potentially begin with shared 

conceptualisations of leadership and an understanding of leadership theory 
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(Douglass, 2019). Conceptualisations and theoretical perspectives of ECE 

leadership are, however, diverse - as explained below.  

Diverse conceptualisations of ECE leadership 

Many conceptualisations and definitions of leadership exist in the broad 

leadership literature. Australian researcher, Hills (2012), in their work on 

sustainable leadership identified over 132 working definitions of leadership 

and 40 theories that serve to inform leadership practice. These 

conceptualisations include models of command and control, transformational, 

transactional, servant, distributed, and collective leadership—also described 

within Bolman and Deal (2013) and Drucker and Wartzman (2010). Early 

childhood education leadership has followed along with these frameworks. As 

a unique profession ECE has not settled on a shared definition of leadership 

that adequately informs practice or contributes to the development of 

leadership in ECE settings (Ebbeck & Waniganayake, 2003; Waniganayake et 

al., 2017). In 2012, educational theorist, Sergiovanni warned that educational 

leadership would remain characterless if professions continued to import 

rather than invent mindscapes and models, concepts, and definitions. 

Researchers maintain that the lack of clarity and the scarcity of research on 

leadership theory has slowed the development of ECE leadership over time 

(Douglass, 2019; Dunlop, 2008; Liew, 2017; Muijs et al., 2004). 

Theoretical conceptualisations of leadership in ECE, originally adopted from 

masculine business models, seem at odds with the purpose and feminist 

history of ECE leadership (Davis et al.,2015). In 2004, Muijs et al., highlighted 

the need to empirically test leadership models within ECE settings and 

considered that components of the leadership activity were focused more on 

‘maintenance’ (management) than development (leadership). They asserted 

that leadership in ECE had transitioned from its traditions as a gendered, 

feminist activity to a western masculinised endeavour. The conventional 
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masculine leadership style is characterised by task orientation, delegation and 

charismatic and sovereign leadership whilst the feminised leadership style is 

characterised as a desire to progress and transform people and organisations 

(Davis et al., 2015; Muijs et al., 2004). International leadership scholars in ECE 

acknowledge that traditional leadership theory is not well aligned with 

contemporary ECE practice (Rodd, 2013; Waniganayake et al., 2017; Jorde 

Bloom & Sheerer, 1992; Shoemaker, 1995; Rodd, 2005; 2012) have variously 

sought to identify a conceptual frame of management, administration and 

leadership that accommodates the shifting conditions where ECE leadership is 

enacted.  

A small number of studies on theory and models for leadership, within the 

ECE environment, are evident in the international arena. These studies differ 

in their theorisation of leadership models. Some support exists for the 

development of a highly structured ECE leadership model (for example 

Aubrey et al., 2013; Li, 2015), whilst other scholars call for a radical rethink on 

leadership conceptualisations to account for feminist and traditional ECE 

origins (for example Bøe & Hognestad, 2015; Davis et al., 2015; Mettiäinen, 

2016).  

Aubrey et al., (2013) investigated leadership theory and modelling in a study of 

194 formal and informal leaders within a diverse range of ECE settings in the 

UK. Whilst participants in this study preferred a collaborative, distributed 

model, the model was situated in a hierarchical organisational structure. The 

authors identified the implementation of a contingent, contextual leadership 

model, and suggested that there was a lack of understanding of leadership 

theory by the leaders themselves. Participants were conflicted about 

performing leadership in a culture that was counter to their own beliefs.  

A cross cultural study of 100 principals of sites where ECE was conducted in 

Finland, Japan and Singapore by Hujala et al., (2016) interviewed leaders on 
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tasks, time and prioritisation, in a bid to theorise a model for leadership. 

Pedagogical leadership and human resource management were found to be 

primary priorities followed by management tasks and networking. Change 

management was considered a low priority. Hujala et al., (2016) found 

participants preferred a model of distributed leadership however this model 

was not fully enacted as pedagogical leadership did not genuinely involve ECE 

teachers. The Hujala et al., (2016) research echoed the findings of research on 

distributed leadership in ECE by Heikka and Waniganayake (2011). Heikka and 

Waniganayake noted that without an acknowledgement of the 

interdependencies of leadership enactments between actors a distributed 

model was rarely used. Furthermore, recent examination of distributed 

leadership highlights the paradox of a form of leading that is dependent upon 

a hierarchical structure where accountability, and compliance ensure the 

meeting of standards and the hoarding of knowledge. In this context we see 

“hierarchical conditions largely persisting and when democratic leadership 

occurs it only does so with the permission of those in control” (Raelin, 2018 

p621). 

A reconceptualisation of ECE leadership through a complexity leadership 

theory lens is explored in the Australian context by Gibbs et al., (2019a). 

Complexity leadership theory is derived from complexity theory (Uhl Bien & 

Arena, 2017) and can be used to make sense of leadership within the early 

childhood education setting. The theory is concerned with emergence and 

self-organisation in complex environments (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2017; 

Wilkinson & Kemmis, 2014). Furthermore, in this theory, leadership 

encompasses leading and management. Such a theory integrates key elements 

of the ECE positional leader’s role, resisting binary conceptualisations of 

leadership and management (Marion, 2008; Marion & Gonzales, 2013). 

Nicholson et al., (2018), in a recent review of the foundations for ECE 

leadership internationally, found that whilst distributed and relational 
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understandings of leadership were increasing, discussions did not include 

explicit references to social justice in theorising or the expressed purposes of 

leadership. Brooker and Cumming (2019) explore the challenges in clarity of 

leadership purpose and “building trusting, ethical, safe and sustainable 

workplace environments” (p. 112). Brooker and Cumming’s qualitative study 

explores the ‘dark side of leadership’ and structural tensions between 

educators and leaders. The study reveals challenges within leader/ follower 

relationships in Australian ECE settings relating to self-centred decision 

making and the lack of collective practices (Brooker & Cumming, 2019).  

Despite the array of local and international perspectives on leadership, there is 

agreement that it is no longer appropriate to invest power only in positional 

leaders to achieve an organisation’s mission (see for example: Douglass, 2018; 

Sinclair, 2008; Waniganayake et al., 2017). O’Neill and Brinkerhoff (2018) argue 

that the capacity to bring about change, to execute high-quality pedagogy, and 

to smoothly operate ECE settings is now dependent upon collective action and 

interdependent relationships within the ECE settings.  

Contractor et al., (2012) note that a great deal of broad leadership research 

focus, in recent years, has been on an emergent, collectively enacted 

phenomenon. This is a dynamic approach to shared leadership that sees a shift 

from “understanding the actions and interactions of ‘leaders’ to understanding 

the emergent, informal, and dynamic ‘leadership’ brought about by the 

members of the collective itself” (p. 995). Collective leadership is an appealing 

concept for ECE researchers as the frames for thinking about collective 

leadership are confluent with the complexity of ECE settings. These include 

leadership decentralisation, relationships, and influence and patterns of 

leadership. Collective leadership is also an advance on familiar themes of 

distributed and contextual leadership where a defined leader or set of leaders 

utilises skills in a dynamic environment for an identified outcome.  
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A study by Norwegian researchers, Bøe and Hognestad (2015) identified the 

use of collective theories of leadership in ECE settings. They analysed teacher 

leadership as a collaborative, interdependent activity and introduced a hybrid 

model of collaborative-distributed leadership. This innovative research project 

used qualitative shadowing methodology with ECE teacher leaders. The 

researchers investigated what characterised teacher leadership with the use of 

two ‘shadows’-one conducting interviews and the other taking video 

observations. A unique teacher leadership was revealed with the teacher both 

influencing the performance of educators whilst addressing situational factors 

that affected the smooth operation of the setting. The hybrid form of 

collaborative- distributed leadership promoted equality within the setting 

(Boe & Hognestad, 2015; Kangas et al., 2016).  

At this stage however, Australian and international research shows that the 

profession is still unprepared to engage in wholly democratised collective 

leadership that is open to those in both formal and informal roles (Klevering & 

McNae, 2018). If collective leadership is a potential model for ECE leadership it 

is therefore important to understand how collectivity is developed and 

supported, how relationships are created for high-quality ECE education, and 

the underlying feature of leadership pathways. 

To conclude this examination of theoretical perspectives, ‘leading as practice’ 

is described. Defined by a fundamental belief that leadership occurs as 

practice rather than as a replicable set of traits and characteristics (Raelin, 

2016), ‘leadership-as-practice’ increases the opportunity for all educators to be 

involved in the experience of leading. Furthermore, leading can be 

conceptualised as a socially just practice occurring as a relational activity 

within a collective; a dynamic activity that can be undertaken by anyone and is 

not limited to those in formal leadership roles (Wilkinson et al., 2010). Such a 

conceptualisation preserves the original purpose of early childhood education 
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(Brennan, 1998; Nicholson et al., 2018) and creates alternative pathways to 

leadership through practice. 

Pathways to leadership roles  

The pathway to positional leadership roles in ECE is problematic. Many formal 

leaders assume roles in an ‘accidental’ rather than ‘intentional’ way. The 

phenomenon of accidental leadership is identified in early literature 

(Schomburg, 1999). Recent research notes this perception limits the progress 

of leaders (Heikka et al., 2016; Sims et al., 2014; Vannebo & Gotvassli, 2015). 

When emerging leaders come to positions unintentionally (for example, due 

to a positional leader resigning where no succession planning exists) they may 

lack the foundational knowledge for the role and feel unprepared to lead. 

Several studies have investigated the pathways to positional leadership roles. A 

study of 351 Australian ECE leaders (Sims et al., 2014) found teachers who had 

moved into leadership unintentionally were not well prepared to perform in 

the role. Leaders held rigid interpretations of leadership and did not value 

reflection and in-depth discussion for all staff, and this was due to their lack of 

preparation for the leadership role. The need for leaders to direct, motivate, 

inspire, model and lead others to new ways of practice was unfulfilled and 

educators became disheartened and disempowered under their leadership 

(Sims et al., 2014).  

Hard (2005) conducted a qualitative investigation into understandings of 

leadership and its enactment amongst 26 participants in Australian ECE 

settings. Hard found that leader performance was shaped and affected by their 

lack of confidence and ability to articulate the role. The perception of the 

activity of leadership was influenced by a general knowledge rather than an 

understanding of leadership within the complex ECE environment. An 

important finding was that professional identity and qualifications underpin 

leaders’ agency to lead. The status of the role also had an impact on people’s 
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willingness to take on leadership roles. This suggests that the path to 

leadership begins at the inception of an educators’ career and is influenced by 

professional growth and perceptions of identity. Aubrey et al., (2013) also 

noted the difference in leadership enactment according to qualifications with 

more qualified leaders using rationality, knowledge, and reflection as tools for 

leading and those less qualified relying on pre-determined strategy and 

business orientations to drive their leadership.  

Likewise, a research project, conducted for the Norwegian government on ECE 

leadership identity, explored the perceptions leaders held of themselves and 

the impact upon the enactment of the leadership role (Granrusten, 2016). 

Interviews were conducted with 16 directors of ECE services (14 women and 

two men), and participants considered how they perceived themselves within 

both personal and professional identity frames. In the personal frame, 

directors placed themselves on a continuum from “uncertain pedagogical 

professional” through to “certain professional leader”. Choices were found to 

be influenced by the context of the service (private, public, large, small) and 

the pathway to leadership. Alignment was found in the perception of the 

importance of collective professional identity as a foundation for leadership. 

This research highlights issues of leader preparation, professional identity, and 

the importance of professional routes to leadership that are purposeful and 

planned. 

A number of studies continue to cite the lack of pathways and preparation for 

teachers to take on leadership roles. Klevering and McNae (2018), Thornton et 

al., (2009) and Weisz-Koves (2011) all note the loss of potential when teachers 

are overlooked as prospective leaders. Alchin et al., (2019) urge an awareness 

of the development of leaders through the establishment of frameworks 

encompassing organisational and pedagogical leadership. Researchers note, 

however, there is a need for leadership preparation to begin in the 

undergraduate years and to continue throughout professional service.  
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In another study of relevance to preparation for leadership in ECE, 

Waniganayake and Stipanovic (2016) undertook a scoping and content 

analysis of all Australian university undergraduate and post graduate courses 

focusing upon leadership preparation (Waniganayake & Stipanovic, 2016). 

They argued that the advancement of the ECE profession was contingent upon 

leadership enactment and called for a more complete approach to the 

development of learning pathways for leadership. They advocated for clear 

routes to courses, better communication on content and a well-resourced 

international study to investigate processes and outcomes of the leadership 

courses (Waniganayake & Stipanovic, 2016).  

The final contribution to the discussion on leadership pathways, in this 

review, is a recent study from the UK. The lack of clarity on pathways to 

leadership is viewed through an alternative lens in this research study by 

Douglass (2018). The qualitative study of 43 educators reconceptualised 

leadership as a process of change to ECE quality and pathways as non-linear. 

Such a conceptualisation offered the opportunity for educators to co-create 

pathways within a site ecosystem. The ecosystem comprised supportive 

systems and policies, leadership networks and relationships, leadership 

development programs, and supportive workplaces. Douglass noted: 

Building and co-creating a leadership pathway is exciting, creative, and 

deeply challenging work. It is time for our field to build the 

infrastructure to nurture, support, and sustain this work, beyond a 

handful of individual leadership development programs. (Douglass, 

2018, p. 395) 

The approach to the cultivation of leadership, recommended by Douglass 

(2018) creates greater opportunity for the emergence and development of 

leadership within the ECE setting ecosystem. This review goes on to consider 

the research on the development of ECE leaders. 
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The development of ECE leaders  

Professional development for leadership builds sustainable practice and 

creates future leadership capacity (Moyles, 2006; Sullivan, 2010; Waniganayake 

et al., 2015). Professional development has the capacity to ameliorate and 

disrupt challenges (Gibbs, 2019b). Professional development is defined as the 

transformational process of personal growth and individual experiences that 

contribute to development of knowledge and skills and also to the experiences 

people engage in to enhance professional skills (Jorde Bloom & Rafanello, 

1995). Professional development for ECE leadership receives attention within 

the literature and research yet a paucity of empirical research on the 

development of emerging leaders exists. Waniganayake and Stipanovic (2016) 

argue this paucity has led to a lack of structured programs that appropriately 

focus on building sustainable leadership in ECE.  

The lack of structured preparation of ECE leaders was identified as early as 

1993 by Kagan and Bowen (Ebbeck & Waniganayake, 2003). In 2003, Ebbeck 

and Waniganayake (2003) cited institutional bias, lack of recognition, poor 

training, personal attributes of leaders and ambivalence towards power as 

obstacles to leadership development. Ebbeck and Waniganayake argue that 

“Having acknowledged these barriers to leadership growth, it is now 

imperative we move the agenda to new grounds” (Ebbeck & Waniganayake, 

2003, p.28). The lack of movement on leadership development, however, 

persisted into the next decade. In 2011 the Australian Productivity Commission 

was tasked with a review of the ECE workforce -investigating workforce 

requirements in the context of a growing sector and policy reform (Australian 

Children’s Quality Authority, 2020b;  Australian Productivity Commission, 

2011). The review identified the lack of professional development for leadership 

and governance to enhance quality within ECE settings and to build the 

capability of the workforce (p. xixx). More recently Waniganayake et al., (2017) 

and the Australian Children’s Education and Care Quality Authority (2020b) 
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echoed similar concerns and noted the lack of progress on ECE leader 

development despite the requirement for strong governance and educational 

leadership mandated by Australian policy (Australian Children's Education 

and Care Quality Authority, 2011). 

Early childhood education leadership researchers commonly focus upon the 

development of the formal leader but also acknowledge the importance of the 

development of the leadership capacity of teachers (Ebbeck & Waniganayake, 

2003; Jorde Bloom, 2005; Rodd, 2013; Waniganayake et al., 2017). Whilst there 

is broad agreement on the importance of professional development for ECE 

leadership, suitable courses for both emerging and positional leaders are not 

commonly available (Bloom & Bella, 2005; Ebbeck & Waniganayake, 2003; 

Fenech, 2013; Rodd, 2012; Waniganayake & Stipanovic, 2016). Researchers 

point out that a formal leadership qualification is not required under ECE 

regulation to lead governance or pedagogy and they claim this as an oversight 

(Siraj-Blatchford & Manni, 2007; Waniganayake & Stipanovic, 2016; Whalley & 

Allen, 2011).  

Post-graduate, non-accredited, training for leadership regularly takes place 

within organisations. Such training employs a range of strategies for 

leadership development; some of which have been evaluated pointing to more 

or less successful approaches. For example, a qualitative study involving 

blended action learning with a combination of ‘face to face’, and information 

and communication technology (ICT) professional development for leadership 

development was undertaken in 2009 (Thornton, 2010a). The case study of two 

action learning groups, made up of six ECE leaders, used interviews, emails, 

online reflective journals, forum entries and chat sessions to collect data. 

Findings indicated leaders had increased self-awareness and increased 

confidence in decision making and delegation. However, this study was mostly 

based on self-reporting rather than an objective measure of effectiveness.  
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An investigation into leadership development programs by Thornton in 2010 

was prompted by signals from the New Zealand Ministry of Education that 

this area would be a future funding priority. Thornton’s exploration involved 

an analysis of the literature on effective programs, an in depth review of UK 

leadership programs and a consideration of how these would work in the New 

Zealand context (Thornton, 2010b). The measure of effectiveness was based on 

leaders’ personal perceptions and improved confidence along with subjective 

judgements on job performance. There were no explicit measures of service 

quality improvement. Thornton concluded effective programs were delivered 

with broad ranging strategies that included blended learning (both online and 

face to face deliver), work-based reflection and problem solving, journaling, 

dialoguing with other leaders, mentoring and coaching and exercises to create 

greater self-awareness.  

An Australian study by Stamopoulos (2015) also considered an evaluation of 

approaches to leadership under the Professional Learning Action Model. The 

model comprised six elements; professional development days, action 

research, action learning, group networking, information and communications 

technology, networking supports and leadership and advocacy opportunities 

(Stamopoulos, 2015). The research evaluated participant perspectives through 

surveys, interviews, and focus groups. Participants rated the development 

model as excellent or very good in strengthening leadership capacity, however 

participant perspectives are subjective and do not measure how andragogy 

methods influenced service quality. 

Two small research projects investigated the method of reflective inquiry to 

build leadership capacity. The first project involved two case studies that 

analysed how oral inquiry was used to support leadership development by 

strengthening the skills and dispositions of educators to critically reflect upon, 

explore and negotiate the complex dilemmas in daily practice (Nicholson & 

Kroll, 2015). The second study was a qualitative research project conducted in 
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the UK with three ECE leaders over a three month period using purposeful 

sampling (Layen, 2015). This phenomenological inquiry analysed leader 

reflections on autobiographical stories and their impact on leadership 

effectiveness due to increased self-awareness and self-concept. Layen 

concluded that autobiographical critical reflection had a constructive impact 

on participant views of themselves as leaders and might be another approach 

to developing leaders. Neither of these studies, however, drew conclusions on 

how development methods or programs influenced leadership effectiveness. 

In a further study of leadership development in the United States of America 

(USA), the Taking Charge of Change (TCC) program (Talan et al., 2014) 

measured individual and service effectiveness following participation in a 10-

month leadership development program. The strategies employed in the 

program included skill building residential schools, written reflections, 

program improvement plans, mentor support and access to a professional 

learning community (Talan et al., 2014). This study examined 502 participants 

across 20 cohorts of TCC. Archived data from several measures were also used. 

These data included a Training Needs Assessment Survey (TNAS), the 

Program Administration Scale (PAS) (Talan & Jorde Bloom, 2004), and the 

Early Childhood Work Environment Survey (ECWES)(Jorde Bloom, 2016). An 

online survey of TCC alumni gathered information about their current job 

status, career decisions, continuing professional development, commitment to 

the ECE profession, and professional achievements. The findings revealed 

evidence of individual growth and organisational improvement as well as 

positive program outcomes relating to accreditation status and participation 

in Illinois' quality rating system (McCormick Center for Early Childhood 

Leadership, 2014; Talan et al., 2014). Bloom and Bella (2005) interviewed a 

subset of 182 TCC participants and found; i) 86 percent continued to work in 

the ECE profession; ii) 65 percent of those continued with the same 

organisation; and iii) 97 % of the Directors saw themselves continuing in the 
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profession for 5 or more years. As well as improved leadership effectiveness 

then, the program contributed to a more stable and educated workforce. 

The studies about leadership development, canvassed above, point to the 

benefits of professional development. Significant financial investment, 

however, is required to develop and deliver leadership professional 

development. The case for investment was made in Australia by the 

Productivity Commission in 2011 in their inquiry into workforce (Australian 

Productivity Commission, 2011). Conversely, a funding reduction for 

professional development was recommended by another Productivity Inquiry 

in 2014 (Australian Productivity Commission, 2014). This recommendation 

contradicted the 2011 recommendations for leadership professional 

development that maintained investment would lead to positive outcomes for 

children and families. 
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Conclusion to Chapter Three  

This literature review examined leadership in ECE, the context for the 

enactment of leadership, the complex nature of leadership within ECE, 

challenges for leadership, and the cultivation and development of leadership 

within ECE settings. The review included literature on leadership in ECEC in 

the Australian and international context. Challenges for leadership 

development, identified within the review, have remained constant. The lack 

of a clearly articulated model of effective ECE leadership, theoretical 

complexities and unclear leadership pathways see educators inadequately 

equipped to handle the leadership role (Douglass, 2019; Waniganayake et al., 

2017). These challenges combined with inadequate cultivation of leadership in 

ECE settings could lead to a shortage of ECE professionals willing to take on a 

formal role as a leader. The development of leading and leadership is most 

often the responsibility of the formal leader thus placing this leader in a 

position of power to enable or constrain emergence of leading.  

The enshrining of ‘leadership’ within national standards in several countries 

demonstrates a socio-political recognition that leadership influences the 

quality of an ECE setting and the subsequent outcomes for children. The 

increased focus on ECE leadership has not, however, led to a significant 

increase in research and as Heikka et al., (2019) note: key challenges persist in 

“structurally complicated organisational systems within which ECE is 

delivered” (p. 291).  

In considering the evidence from research and expert opinion it appears that 

development of effective leadership is critical to the improvement of process 

quality of ECE settings (Douglass, 2019; Harrison et al., 2020). The 

development of leadership must also take place in a distinctive context that 

recognises this complexity, the unique nature of ECE settings, the government 

policy context, the workforce profile and attitude, and a need for increased 
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professionalism (Alchin et al., 2019; Australian Children’s Quality Authority, 

2020b; Australian Productivity Commission, 2011; Mistry & Sood, 2012; Rodd, 

2012; Waniganayake & Stipanovic, 2016).  

Research exists on discrete preparation programs for leaders within settings 

but there is no conclusive evidence that these programs produce effective 

leadership in formal or informal roles, nor result in improved service quality 

(Layen, 2015; Nicholson & Kroll, 2015; Stamopoulos, 2015; Talan et al., 2014; 

Thornton, 2010a). Furthermore, emerging and aspiring leaders feel a lack of 

preparedness to take on leadership responsibilities (Sims et al., 2014). This 

viewpoint is not assuaged by individual development programs, and the 

“accidental” leadership problem is persistent (Waniganayake et al., 2017). 

Rodd (2013) highlights the imperative that all within the profession be 

encouraged to engage in discussion on leadership and to have access to 

opportunities that build and develop leadership. Rodd argues such 

opportunities encourage the development of leadership from within the 

organisation and permits leadership growth in non-ascribed roles. These 

approaches are echoed within ECE literature where it is noted that leadership 

development cannot occur in isolation but must be set within an ecology of 

social systems (Nuttall, 2016; Waniganayake et al., 2015; Zinsser et al., 2016). 

Implications for the research 

As Douglass (2019) notes:  

Further ECEC research is needed to establish a stronger evidence base 

about how to recruit and develop effective leadership for diverse ECEC 

settings and contexts and identify which leadership practices and 

structures are most strongly associated with process quality (p. 26).  

In the review of the literature, I found no empirical research specifically on the 

emergence of leadership nor on how organisational practices and 



                                                                                  Chapter Three: A Literature Review 

 

 

57 

 

arrangements contribute to the emergence of leading and leadership. An 

opportunity exists, therefore, to study ECE leadership acknowledging the 

distinctive context and complexity and the unique nature of ECE settings, the 

government policy context, the workforce profile, and the need for the 

development of leadership to ensure a pipeline of leaders ( Australian 

Children’s Quality Authority, 2020b; Australian Productivity Commission, 

2011; Rodd, 2012; Waniganayake & Stipanovic, 2016). The overall development 

of leading and leadership as an organisational activity and a responsibility in 

ECE have received inadequate attention (Gibbs, 2020a; Mistry & Sood, 2012). 

Research in this area offers an opportunity to understand how ECE settings 

can cultivate leadership and how the practices and arrangements of an 

organisation can influence and enhance leadership capability of both formal 

and informal leaders. This approach to the development of leadership reflects 

the perspective of long-term leadership scholars such as Rodd (2013) and 

Waniganayake et al., (2017) who highlight the critical importance of people 

who do not formally occupy leadership positions. They believe it to be 

imperative that all within the profession are encouraged to engage in the 

discussion on leading and to have access to opportunities that build and 

develop leadership. These opportunities encourage the development of 

leading from within the organisation and promote the emergence and 

development of leadership.  

An opportunity therefore exists for research on the cultivation of leadership 

within sites of early childhood education.  

The research questions 

The questions for the research study were shaped by the aim of the study - to 

investigate the emergence of leadership and the enabling conditions within 

ECE organisations for the development of leading and leadership. The 

questions for the study are: 
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Primary research question 

How do organisational practices enable and constrain the emergence and 

development of effective leading and leadership within exemplary early 

childhood education settings? 

Sub-questions 

What dispositions, made up of knowledge, skills and values, underpin the 

development of leading and leadership in high-quality ECE settings? 

What personal, professional, and organisational language and communication 

enhance the emergence and development of leading and leadership in high- 

quality ECE settings?  

What personal, professional, and organisational resources enhance the 

emergence of leading and leadership in high- quality ECE settings? 

What are the networks of professional relationships and communication that 

boost leading and leadership in high-quality ECE settings?  
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Part Three: Theory and Methodology 

 

 

Introduction to Part Three 

In Part Three, Chapters Four and Five, I present and discuss the theory and 

methodology used within the research study. Theory and methodology are 

critical elements of a research study and, with balanced and centred use, 

perform an anchoring role for all aspects of the investigation. Part Three 

includes Papers Two and Three, (in Chapter Four) and Four, (in Chapter Five) 

- exploring complexity leadership theory and two methods deployed for the 

study. In addition, the theory of practice architectures is explained as a data 

gathering and analysis theory. The coalescence of complexity leadership 

theory and the theory of practice architectures is explained. The study design 

is described in detail. Chapter Five concludes with illustrations of analysis and 

a lead into the findings of the study.
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Chapter Four: Theoretical Frameworks  

Chapter Four outlines the theoretical frames for the research study. Two 

theories were used within the study: complexity leadership theory and the 

theory of practice architectures. Each theory held a discrete purpose for the 

study: as the ontological approach (complexity) and as an analytical device 

(practice architectures). As the study progressed, the purpose of each theory 

became interwoven and revealed new insights. This interweaving, or 

coalescence, is described below. In this chapter of the thesis, the selection of 

the two theories is first described. Critical elements of the ontological theory4, 

complexity leadership theory, are highlighted. A published book chapter 

follows. The chapter, Complexity leadership theory: a framework for leading in 

Australian early childhood education settings (Gibbs et al., 2019a) - positions 

complexity leadership theory as a potential conceptual framework for leading 

in early childhood education. A second published chapter Compliance in a 

landscape of complexity (Gibbs et al., 2019b) - locates complexity leadership 

theory within leadership practice. This second piece challenges traditional 

paradigms of management and leadership. In the closing stages of Chapter 

Four, the theory of practice architectures is outlined. This theory, used for 

data collection, data generation, and analysis, coalesces with complexity 

leadership theory. Both theories are characterised by emergence, 

interdependence, and innovation. The theory of practice architectures as an 

analytical device is examined in greater depth within Chapter Five: 

Methodology. 

 

4 Ontology is the philosophical study of being. In this study, ontological theory refers to the 
frame or place where the study is situated (Bryman, 2011). 
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Choosing theory 

Collins and Stockton (2018) describe theory as a “device in the qualitative 

toolbox” (p. 2) and note the importance of the relationship between, and 

alignment of, theory and methodology. They warn against an overreliance 

upon theory where data becomes secondary to revealing new insights. The 

following chapters, therefore, seek to demonstrate the authentic effort made, 

within the study, for rigour with theoretical frameworks and methods that 

creates “a kind of tension that produces rich findings” (Collins & Stockton, 

2018, p. 8). Choosing complexity leadership theory and the theory of practice 

architectures came after a period of reflection on the research problem and 

the initial literature review. Hall (1999) highlights the importance of deep 

thinking on the research problem to select a theory. Such a thoughtful analysis 

avoids a “kind of facile, theoretical, magpie approach”, Hall (1999, para 13) 

warns against, that picks from a vast array of theoretical offerings. Rasmussen 

(2017) also says that it is important to determine just how many theorists “you 

can be in conversation with in any one project” (p. 68). Conversely, Rasmussen 

argues that researchers must beware of the “siren song” of theory and not to 

become so enchanted with one theory that it becomes “deracinated from 

practice” (2017, p. 66).  

Following the abovementioned period of reflection, it became clear that 

theoretical perspectives should embody both leadership practice and the 

context for leadership development and enactment (Siraj-Blatchford & Manni, 

2007; Stamopoulos & Barblett, 2018). Additionally, theory characteristics 

needed to be aligned with the traditions, culture, and social justice 

foundations of the ECE field and profession (Christman, 2010; Nicholson et al., 

2018; Woodrow & Busch, 2008). The social justice foundations of ECE are 

exemplified in practice that respects “children’s civil, political, economic, 

social, health and cultural rights validated in the United Nations Convention 

on the Rights of the Child” (Nicholson et al., 2018 p114). Such foundations have 
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been profoundly influenced by the rise of the market and the commodification 

of early childhood education, shifting ECE away from being a “site for social 

cohesion and democratic practice” (Press et al., 2018 p328). Complexity 

leadership theory and the theory of practice architectures were, therefore, 

selected for their focus upon complex environments and the emergence and 

development of leadership as a socially just practice. Furthermore, the theories 

were chosen to assist with the observation and analysis of the emergence and 

development of leadership (Gibbs et al., 2020; Raelin, 2019; Wilkinson et al., 

2010).  

Complexity leadership theory 

After extended reflection on leadership theory and the aims of the 

investigation, it was complexity leadership theory that came to the fore (Uhl-

Bien et al., 2007). Complexity leadership theory, enacted within complex 

adaptive systems, epitomised the phenomena of complexity and emergence. 

Both complexity and emergence are characteristic of the environment in 

which ECE leadership is cultivated and enacted (Alchin et al., 2019; Jorde 

Bloom, 1991; Urban, 2008). An application of complexity leadership theory and 

complex adaptive systems within early childhood education is conceptualised 

in Paper Two, below. This conceptual paper proposes complexity leadership 

theory as a framework for leading within Australian ECE (Gibbs et al., 2019a).  

An analysis of critical elements of complexity leadership theory, led to its 

selection as an ontological theory. The elements are briefly summarised below.  

• Complexity leadership theory (CLT) focuses less on the individual 

leader and more on the recognisable relational patterns that are created 

within organisations (Hazy & Uhl-Bien, 2013).  

• The role of the formal leader takes second place to the importance of 

“broader organising effects that include both individual practices and 

complex system effects” (Hazy & Uhl-Bien, 2015, p. 84).  



                                                                                  Chapter Four: Theoretical Frameworks                                                        

 

 

63 

 

• At its core, complexity leadership functions to enable a dynamic, 

creative organisation with networks that produce unknown outcomes 

and emergent leadership (Yammarino et al., 2012). 

• Leadership is an action that is a result of broader organising effects that 

focus on both individual and organisational activities. In this 

interpretation leading and leadership is demonstrated by, and explicitly 

invested in, both formal and informal leaders (Hazy & Uhl-Bien, 2015; 

Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2007; 2011).  

• Complexity leadership theory is set within contemporary environments 

that are most often identified as complex adaptive systems (Uhl-Bien et 

al., 2007). 

• Complex adaptive systems are characterised by disequilibrium. They 

have dynamic, non-linear cultures and produce unexpected outcomes 

(Chan, 2001). 

• A model of complexity leadership within complex adaptive systems 

responds to the need for bureaucracy and innovation. This model is 

comprised of three functions – administrative leadership, adaptive 

leadership and enabling leadership (Marion, 2008). 

Following the decision to situate the research study within complexity 

leadership theory, the theory of practice architectures was selected for data 

generation and analysis. The theory of practice architectures is briefly 

described below, and within Papers Five, Six and Seven. 

Paper Two: Complexity leadership theory: a framework for leading in Australian 

early childhood education settings (Gibbs et al., 2019a) is a theoretical piece 

that proposes complexity leadership theory as a framework for leading within 

Australian ECE. Paper Three is a chapter within the book Challenging the 

intersection of policy with pedagogy (Gibbs & Gasper, 2019). Compliance in a 

landscape of complexity. Regulation and educational leadership (Gibbs et al., 

2019b) conceptualises the role of the Australian educational leader within 
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complexity leadership theory. This chapter endeavours to locate complexity 

leadership theory within the practice of pedagogical leadership. The chapter 

also addresses the intersection of regulation with the practice of leadership. 

The potential for leadership development within a landscape of compliance is 

highlighted. The chapter comprises an early insight into the findings of the 

research study, revealing opportunity for the emergence of ECE leadership, 

through the coalescence of innovation and regulation (Gibbs et al., 2019b).   

An overview of the theory of practice architectures follows Paper Three. 
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The theory of practice architectures 

The theory of practice architectures, as a theoretical device for data gathering 

and analysis, was employed for studying emerging and developing leadership 

within ECE. A range of research studies, primarily focusing upon the 

Australian primary, high-school and university sectors, have employed the 

theory of practice architectures (see for example research studies within 

Kemmis et al., 2014 and Mahon et al., 2018). The theory has achieved traction 

in recent years, however, in the early childhood education research space. 

Australian researchers, used the theory when studying the practice of 

educators and infants within ECE sites (see Salamon, 2017a; 2017b; Salamon et 

al., 2015) and educator risk taking (see Cooke et al., 2020). Likewise, 

Scandinavian researchers have used the theoretical lens of practice 

architectures in investigations into ‘middle leading’ and teacher leading within 

pre-school settings (Bøe & Hognestad, 2015; Rönnerman et al., 2015; 

Rönnerman et al., 2017). 

The theory of practice architectures is described by Kemmis & Mahon (2017) as 

a work in progress - a continually evolving theory that is generative and 

unstable. The theory is influenced by Schatzki’s work on practices (Schatzki, 

2002) and illuminates the role practice plays in individual and collective praxis 

(Kemmis et al., 2014). The two views on praxis, that inform the theory, come 

from Aristotle and Marx (Kemmis & Mahon, 2017). The Aristotelian 

perspective understands praxis as morally - committed and informed by the 

traditions and culture of a field. The Marxist view sees praxis as history-

making action (Kemmis et al., 2014). Furthermore, the theory acknowledges a 

double purpose of education: helping people to live well and helping to create 

a world worth living in (Kemmis, 2012). The theory of practice architectures, as 

a site-based practice theory, provides a theoretical, methodological/analytical 

and transformational resource for examining practices, with the intention to 
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change education and professional practice (Mahon et al., 2017). It provides 

both a lens and a framework to examine “what practices are; how practices 

happen; how they are shaped, constrained and enabled; and what practices 

do” (Mahon et al., 2017, p. 17). 

Kemmis et al., (2014) describes practices as an encounter in the semantic, 

social, and physical spaces. Kemmis et al., (2014) say we encounter one 

another as “interlocutors, in semantic space, as embodied beings, in physical 

space-time; and we encounter one another as social and political beings, in 

social space” (Kemmis, 2017, p. 1). This encounter takes place within the 

intersubjective three-dimensional spaces where the semantic (sayings), 

material (doings) and social (relatings) weave together to form practices. The 

intersubjective spaces formed between the individuals and the collective are 

described in Table 1: Individuals, intersubjective space, and the world we share 

(Kemmis et al.,2014) below. 

Individual Intersubjective Space The World We Share 

Forms of 
understanding 

Semantic space 

(language) 

Individual and collective self 

Models of action Physical space  

(activity) 

Self-development, productive 
and sustainable economy 

Ways of relating Social space  

(power and solidarity) 

Individual and collective self-
development and a just and 

democratic society 

Table 1. Individuals, intersubjective space, and the world we share. 

 

Practices and the spaces in which they occur do not exist in isolation. They are 

a part of an ecology of practices. In the theory of practice architectures, 
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ecologies of practices refer to the interconnected relationship between the 

abovementioned sayings, doings, and relatings of practices, the arrangements 

that enable and constrain practices, and the site in which practices occur. The 

conditions of one practice can become the conditions that make other 

practices possible or impossible and at times, necessary for the sustainability 

of practices. As the term ‘ecologies’ suggests, practices are like living entities. 

They dynamically change and adapt in response to other practices. 

Furthermore, the ecological arrangement between practices is individual to 

the site in which the practices take place. An interdependency of practices 

takes place within the education complex constituting the range of related and 

interconnected practices (for example: student learning, teaching, professional 

development) (Kemmis et al., 2014; Mahon et al., 2017). 

These practices hang together in what is called the ‘project’. The distinctive 

‘project’ of the study within this thesis, is defined as leading and leadership- 

specifically, its emergence and development. The ‘project’, as a shared and 

common purpose, occurs within the site of the early childhood education 

through the distribution and orchestration of practices amongst educators. 

ECE settings, where leading is practiced, are therefore changed through the 

transformation of those who practice within the site. This transformation is 

enabled or constrained by the cultural-discursive arrangements, the material-

economic arrangements and the socio-political arrangements of the site 

(Kemmis, 2017; Kemmis et al., 2014; Rönnerman et al., 2017).  

In the TPA, the idea that individual and organisational practices and 

arrangements support and encourage others to engage in ‘leading’, differs 

from the view that leadership as a formal role is held by a charismatic 

individual, a view which, as discussed previously, has been up until now the 

dominant discourse in ECE research (Wilkinson & Kemmis, 2014). Leading is, 

therefore, a practice and a practice-informed activity that creates space for 

widespread leading and leadership and “challenges the rationalistic, means-
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end paradigm of much leadership scholarship” (Wilkinson & Kemmis, 2014, p. 

343). 

The term ‘leading’ is a critical differentiator in this study. This difference has 

been explored in previous studies; for example, in Wilkinson et al., (2010) 

described below. The work of ‘leading’ was originally theorised through a 

practice architectures lens in an analysis of change in practice at a regional 

Australian high school. The high school was undergoing a change from a 

monocultural to a multicultural populace. Some members of the community 

experienced a growing sense of responsibility and social justice, that was not 

shared by everyone. Wilkinson et al., (2010) examined the cultural-discursive, 

material-economic, and social-political conditions for leading and professional 

learning practices and explored how these “fostered the emergence of 

transformed sets of discourses, activities, and relationships” (p. 166). In this 

study, Wilkinson et al., (2010) adopted the verb ‘leading’ as opposed to the 

noun ‘leadership’ to highlight the dynamic nature of the practice and to move 

away from the traditional view on educational leadership as an activity 

enacted by an individual.  

In the Wilkinson, et al., (2010) conceptualisation, ‘leading’ is a socially just 

practice; one that occurs as a relational activity within a collective. Such a 

conceptualisation provided a unique, personal insight and a valuable ‘fit’ for 

the study within this thesis. The enactment of leading and leadership within 

ECE is historically linked with social justice and the well-being of children, 

families and educators within the site (Brennan, 1998; Hard et al., 2013; Press & 

Skattebol, 2007).  

This study presents the first use of the theory of practice architectures for an 

Australian doctoral study of leadership within early childhood education 

settings for children birth to school age. It is used within the study for 

conceptual purposes described above and for analysis of data. The theory of 
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practice architectures as an analytical device, is examined further in the 

Chapter Five: Methodology.  

Theoretical coalescence  

Complexity leadership theory and practice architectures theory are valuable 

frameworks for investigating leading and leadership. Both theories are 

concerned with emergence, self-organisation in complex environments, 

universal leadership development, devolution of formal leadership roles and 

interdependence (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2017; Wilkinson & Kemmis, 2014). By 

extension, these characteristics echo the complexity of ECE leadership and 

maintain a strong link with practice 

Together, the theories supported the investigation into the emergence of 

leading in ECE. The plan to use these approaches to bring together multiple 

sources of data on the emergence and practices of leading was realised in the 

study. Thinking across theories with the data captured the complexities of 

leading in ECE environments.  

The theory of practice architectures (TPA) was used in the study not only for 

data generation and analysis but also as a way of theorising leading and 

leadership in partnership with complexity leadership theory. The theory of 

practice architectures aligns with complexity leadership theory in both a 

philosophical and a practical way. Complexity leadership theory and practice 

architectures are similarly concerned with emergence, creativity, self-

organisation, and interdependence. These theories propose new ways of 

thinking about change and disequilibrium where individuals share power and 

leading is a process that occurs in the interactions between any two 

individuals in a milieu of complexity (Lichtenstein, Uhl-Bien et al., 2006; Uhl-

Bien & Marion, 2011; Wilkinson et al., 2010). Thinking across theories was one 

of the most demanding aspects of the research study but the coalescence of 

the theories (and subsequently the data) for the research was a productive 
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endeavour. This endeavour revealed new insights and was respectful of the 

role of ECE leaders in complex environments. 
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Chapter Five: Methodology 

Chapter Five outlines the methodology and design of the research study. This 

chapter comprises an explanation of the methodological approach, noting 

historical trends and theoretical paradigms for leadership research. The 

influence upon methodology of the Australian Research Council funded 

Exemplary Educators at Work (ARC LP 160100532) project, within which this 

study is nested, is also highlighted.  

The study design is described.  Case study selection, sites, and individual 

participants are explained, and data collection and data collection methods 

are outlined5. Two data collection methods - the leadership field observation 

table and the dialogic café, are examined in Paper Four: Innovative methods for 

researching leadership emergence. A discussion on data analysis follows Paper 

Four. This discussion includes a further examination of the theory of practice 

architectures as an analytical device, as mentioned in Chapter Four. 

Illustrations of data analysis techniques, enabled by the theory of practice 

architectures, are therefore included. The chapter conclusion leads to the 

study findings and discussion. 

Methodological approaches to studying leadership  

Various methodological approaches have been employed in the study of 

leadership, generally. According to Parthasarathy (2008) and Bryman (2011), 

research on leadership was traditionally quantitative with a positivist 

orientation. This research involved mostly self-completed questionnaires on 

leadership traits and behaviours. Such a research orientation, with 

generalisable principles and predictable cause and effect, was thought to 

 

5 The study design and components of the study are also described within Papers Four, Five, 
Six, and Seven. 
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provide answers on how best to lead and govern (Bryman, 2011; Creswell & 

Poth, 2017). Such studies perpetuated the notion of the leader as a heroic 

individual, able to predict and control outcomes (Bryman, 2011; Raelin, 2016; 

Sinclair, 2008; Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2007). The ‘leader as hero’ paradigm 

positions leaders as autonomous authorities. This positioning potentially 

obfuscates the environment within which leadership is cultivated. 

Lichtenstein, Dooley et al., (2006) argue that this perspective may also cause 

us to overlook both the emergence of leadership and the development of 

leadership as a practice (Raelin, 2016). The conceptualisation of leadership as a 

practice or ecology of practices makes possible the unfolding of leadership as a 

social phenomenon within sites rather than as “as a set of espoused ideals” 

(Wilkinson, 2020, p. 1). 

Conversely, studies of leadership in early childhood education have tended to 

use qualitative methodologies. Methods, used in ECE leadership research, 

include ethnographic observation, focus groups, interviews, content analysis, 

questionnaires and narrative analysis (Fonsén & Ukkonen-Mikkola, 2019; 

Waniganayake et al., 2015). Theoretical orientations encompass distributed 

and collective leadership, ‘joint leadership’ and extend to transformational 

leadership and leadership-as-practice (Heikka et al., 2019; Thomas & Nuttall, 

2013; Waniganayake et al., 2017). Studies have, however, remained focused on 

centralised, positional leadership of pedagogy, educator teams and 

organisations (Fonsén & Ukkonen-Mikkola, 2019; Hujala et al., 2016). The 

development of the individual positional leader remains an organisational 

priority. 

Theoretical paradigms for the methodology  

The research study, contained in this thesis, has origins in a social 

constructivist worldview. Creswell and Poth (2017) describe social 

constructivism as individuals “seeking understanding of the world they live 
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and work in” (p. 24). In this worldview, the researcher looks for a diversity of 

views. Additionally, social constructivism addresses the dynamics of 

interaction and focuses on specifics of culture and context (Carroll, Ford, & 

Taylor, 2015). Organisational culture and context influence organisational 

arrangements and were critical considerations for this study of leadership 

enactment as mentioned in Chapter Two. 

The research study was set within an ontological frame of complexity 

leadership theory and complex adaptive systems (Lichtenstein, Uhl-Bien et al., 

2006; Schneider & Somers, 2006). Complexity theory and complexity 

leadership theory research are based on patterns of emergence, interactions, 

and the nature of unexpected outcomes. To date, complexity leadership 

research studies have predominantly employed computer modelling and 

statistical pattern analysis (Bryman, 2011; Dooley & Lichtenstein, 2008; Uhl-

Bien & Marion, 2007). Complexity leadership researchers, however, call for 

qualitative approaches to research. Researchers believe that “connecting to 

innovative methodologies can enrich our understanding of how leadership 

gets enacted and received in complex environments” (Lichtenstein, Uhl Bien 

et al., 2006, p. 3). Marion and Uhl-Bien (2011) also argue that qualitative 

research is required to enhance our understanding of the strategic capacity of 

complexity leadership theory through both practical and theoretical lenses.  

In the current study, qualitative methodology, specifically mini-ethnographic 

case study (described below under Study Design), was employed to investigate 

organisational arrangements through a complexity leadership theory lens. This 

lens illuminated leadership emergence and the practices that support 

emergence and development of leading. The theory of practice architectures 

(Kemmis et al., 2014) also informed the study and guided data collection, 

generation, and analysis. This theory is founded on intersubjectivity therefore 

aligns with complexity leadership theory. With its origins in Schatzki’s 

practice theory, practice architectures theory considers transformation is 
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achieved through the dynamic relationship of cultural-discursive, material 

economic and socio-political arrangements (Kemmis & Mahon, 2017).  

At the inception of the study, the theoretical methodology for the research 

was mapped within a framework of ontological, epistemological, axiological, 

and methodological beliefs (Creswell & Poth, 2017) and placed in the context 

of ECE. Table 2 below, provided a frame for ‘checking in’, to ensure 

methodological and theoretical alignment at all stages of the study.  

A study of leading and leadership 

Assumptions Characteristics of the belief in the 
context of complexity leadership 
theory and practice architectures 

Context of ECE  

O
n

to
lo

g
ic

al
 

Complexity leadership theory and 
practice architectures theory are 
founded on patterns of emergence, 
intersubjective dynamics and collective 
learning (Kemmis, et al., 2014; Uhl-Bien 
& Marion, 2007). 

Multiple realities are constructed 
through dynamics and interactions 
(Brown, 2011). 

Lived experiences are unknown and 
unexpected (Lichtenstein, Uhl-Bien et 
al., 2006; Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2011). 

Early childhood education 
settings are complex 
(Waniganayake et al., 
2017). 

Early childhood education 
settings are characterised 
as complex adaptive 
systems (Jorde Bloom, 
1991; Marion & Uhl-Bien, 
2002; Uhl-Bien & Arena, 
2017). 

E
p

is
te

m
o

lo
g

ic
al

 

The reality is co-constructed between 
the researcher and the researched as an 
outcome of the focus on 
leadership(Creswell & Poth, 2017; Raelin, 
2019). 

Individuals will experience ‘leadership’ 
differently, and the research may cause a 
change in their thinking (LeCompte & 
Millroy, 1992). 

Early childhood education 
is a co-constructed 
practice (MacNaughton et 
al., 2010). 

Early childhood education 
is transformative (Sylva et 
al., 2004). 
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A
xi

o
lo

g
ic

al
 

Leading praxis is enabled for the good of 
the purpose, the professional and the 
individual (Palaiologou & Male, 2019; 
Wilkinson, 2017). 

Living well in a world worth living in 
(Kemmis et al., 2014). 

The act of leading and 
leadership is key to ECE 
quality and is important 
for the progress of the 
profession and of the 
individual (Siraj-
Blatchford & Manni, 2007; 
Waniganayake et al., 2015). 

M
et

h
o

d
o

lo
g

ic
al

 

Inductive methods see the researcher 
building patterns, themes, and 
categories from the bottom up. The 
researcher will work back and forth 
between the database and themes 
before comprehensively establishing 
themes and ideas (Creswell & Poth, 
2017). 

The work of early 
childhood professionals is 
to reflect and theorise 
one’s own life and work 
(Department of Education 
Employment and 
Workplace Relations 
(DEEWR), 2009). 

Table 2. A study of leading and leadership 

 

Study design 

Following the literature review (Chapter Two) and consideration of the 

questions for the Australian Research Council funded Exemplary Educators at 

Work the research questions were composed for the study. The questions 

focused on: 

1. The emergence and development of leadership within ECE sites 

(Marion & Gonzales, 2013);  

2. The dispositions and practices of emerging and positional leaders 

(Nicholson & Kroll, 2015; Wilkinson & Kemmis, 2014); 

3. The complexity of organisational practices and arrangements (Alchin 

et al., 2019; Kemmis et al., 2014; Thomas & Nuttall, 2013); and 

4. Explicit, measurable quality within exemplary EC settings (Australian 

Government, 2012; Livingstone, 2018).  
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Questions were designed to investigate organisational arrangements by first 

identifying the practices of leaders (emerging and positional) within 

exemplary sites, and then to understand the arrangements that made those 

practices possible. The primary research question and sub-questions for the 

study were described in Chapter Three and are restated below.  

Primary research question  

How do organisational practices enable and constrain the emergence and 

development of effective leading and leadership within exemplary early 

childhood education settings? 

Sub-questions 

What dispositions, made up of knowledge, skills and values, underpin the 

development of leading and leadership in high-quality ECE settings? 

What personal, professional, and organisational language and communication 

enhance the emergence and development of leading and leadership in high- 

quality ECE settings?  

What personal, professional, and organisational resources enhance the 

emergence of leading and leadership in high- quality ECE settings? 

What are the networks of professional relationships and communication that 

boost leading and leadership in high-quality ECE settings?  

The concepts of emergence and interdependence, and the aim to study the 

cultural phenomenon of leading, led to the selection of the methodology 

described as mini-ethnographic case study (Fusch & Ness, 2017).  

Mini-ethnographic case study 

Mini-ethnographic case study design is a methodology that aims to use both 

ethnography and case study whilst alleviating their individual limitations 
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(Fusch & Ness, 2017). This methodology is particularly suited to student 

researchers as the thorough completion of a study is enabled within a suitable 

time frame and cost. This design uses “data collection methods that are not 

bound in time and space, allows for causal links, and allows for the generation 

and study of theory” (Fusch & Ness, 2017, p. 926). 

Standard ethnography typically requires long-term engagement in the field. It 

seeks to explore the feelings, beliefs, and meanings of relationships within a 

cultural group. Ethnography takes place in the world of the participants and of 

the researcher-shifting between the two to make sense of observations (Fusch 

& Ness, 2017; Parthasarathy, 2008). Standard ethnography is particularly useful 

when the context or conditions for the phenomenon, commonly examined in 

case studies, are unknown. Mini-ethnographic case study methodology offers 

an alternative to pure ethnographic studies. It shortens the period spent in 

observation and explores a narrower field of interest. Parthasarathy (2008) 

notes, however, that a critical feature of ethnography is preserved – that is to 

make sense of the observed events and phenomena in a broader context. 

Multiple cases then expand the frame of reference and seek trends. 

Conversely, this approach seeks disruption to trends. The emergence of 

leadership may be enabled with a wide range of organisational practices. 

The characteristics of mini-ethnographic case study align with the 

characteristics of complexity leadership theory and the theory of practice 

architectures (Kemmis et al., 2014; Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2007). Complexity 

leadership theory is concerned with emergence and intersubjective dynamics. 

Similarly, the theory of practice architectures is concerned with 

intersubjective spaces and conditions that enable and constrain the practices. 

Fusch and Ness (2015) identified the limitations of ethnographic case study 

design as: 1) being embedded, 2) too few participants, and 3) validity/ 

reliability. ‘Being embedded’ involves becoming part of the culture to gain a 

comprehensive picture of the phenomenon. It may also result in researcher 
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bias. ‘Too few participants’ refers to the sample size with a low number of 

participants selected for specific skills and knowledge. This narrow selection 

may result in a lack of identifiable trends and themes (Fusch & Ness, 2017; 

Fusch & Ness, 2015). Commonly exercised strategies, as described by 

Parthasarathy (2008), were employed within this study to address the 

abovementioned limitations. For example: 

• Reflexive responses were recorded in a research journal.  

• The study size complied with the recommended ethnographic study 

size. 

• Individual participants were not selected on predetermined skills and 

knowledge. ECE sites were, however, preselected based on their 

exemplary quality as for the ARC study. The rationale for site selection 

is explained below.  

• Reliability was also somewhat assured through cross-checking of 

findings within different data sources.  

The mini-ethnographic case study research was conducted at three sites. 

Methods encompassed observation, unstructured interviews, reflective 

journaling, dialogic cafés, and document analysis. The methodology, methods, 

and the rationale for their selection are included in further detail within 

Papers Four, Five and Six (Gibbs, 2020a, 2020b; Gibbs et al., 2020). The 

research methods aligned with the theory and methodological principles 

described above (Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2011; Raelin, 2019). An explanation of the 

case study site selection and participant descriptions follows. 

Case study site and participant recruitment 

The study was nested within the Macquarie University led Australian Research 

Council funded Exemplary Educators at Work (ARC LP 160100532) project, a 

three-year study of early childhood educators across Australia. The ARC study 
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explores the complexity of educators’ roles in exemplary ECE settings. The 

Exemplary Educators at Work research study was described in the 

introduction (see p. 40). The research study, described within this thesis, 

makes a unique contribution to the larger project.  

A primary site selection attribute, therefore, complied with the larger study. 

Like the ARC project, Exemplary Educators at Work, this research study 

focused only on exemplary settings. ‘Exemplary’ indicates the participating 

ECE sites had achieved an Exceeding rating in every rateable element, of every 

standard within every quality area of the legislated accreditation system 

(Australian Children's Education and Care Quality Authority, 2017a). Practices 

are evaluated by the external assessment and rating process (Australian 

Government, 2012). Only a small number of ECE settings across Australia are 

rated at this level. Early childhood education settings rated at this level exhibit 

consistently high-quality practices as defined by the National Quality 

Standard.  

A list of exemplary centres from the national registers of the Australian 

Children’s Education and Care Quality Authority (Australian Children's 

Education and Care Quality Authority, 2017c) was provided through the 

Exemplary Educators Project. Exemplary centres were identified from the 

register in two states: NSW and Tasmania. The two states were selected for 

their diversity in ECE funding arrangements and convenience of location6. The 

register showed 171 eligible centres.  

The 171 centres were then categorised according to one of the typical 

governance arrangements found in Australian ECE7 (Waniganayake et al., 

 

6 Researcher costs could be managed by researching in these locations. 

7 Long day centres and pre-school centres are subject to diverse governance arrangements. 
Governance arrangements for ECE in Australia fall into the categories of not for-profit or for-
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2017). Centres were also reviewed for licenced numbers and presumed size of 

educator teams. To ensure a level of complexity for the research study, settings 

needed to be licenced for 40 to 60 children per day and employ a minimum of 

ten staff members. Websites of eligible settings within the six governance 

groups, with complying numbers of children and staff, were then scoped. Ten 

settings websites complied with another criterion. The ten settings referenced 

governance, leadership and educator development on their websites 

(Australian Children's Education and Care Quality Authority, 2016).  

Potential case study sites were additionally reviewed through an information-

oriented framework. The information-oriented approach advocates for the 

selection of sites or ‘cases’ based on characteristics, attributes of interest and 

theory as opposed to random selection (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2018). Hazy and Uhl-

Bien (2015) identify a case as a bounded entity: - a person, organisation, 

behavioural condition, event, or another social phenomenon. If the case is not 

a distinctive event it is important to define a compelling theoretical 

framework. Yin notes that the more compelling the framework, the more the 

research can contribute to the developing literature (Yin, 2012). Yin (2012) also 

emphasises the importance of theoretical frameworks in the development of 

case study selection. A site selection template, below, identified the attributes, 

a rationale for the inclusion of each attribute, and the observable 

characteristics of each eligible ECE site. The attributes considered the 

requirements of the larger ARC project, theory, methodology, and practical 

requirements of the research. 

  

 
profit. Not-for profit services may be governed by local and state government, benevolent 
societies, faith-based organisations, independent boards, employer organisations (e.g. banks, 
universities, hospitals), and parent management committees. For-profit services: individual 
owners, franchisers, companies and corporations. 
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 Attributes Site 

S
ta

tu
s 

Quality Rating. Level of Exceeding in all 

quality areas in all standards and 

elements. Overall rating Exceeding. 

Exceeding in all standards 

and elements. Exceeding 

overall rating 

Assessment and rating for QA 7 -

services explicitly identify the 

development of leading and leadership 

within the Quality Improvement Plan 

and in the Assessment and Rating Report. 

Element 7.2 in the Quality 

Improvement Plan 

mentions the development 

of leading and/ or 

leadership (Australian 

Children's Education and 

Care Quality Authority, 

2016) 

T
h

e
o

re
ti

ca
l 

a
li

g
n

m
e

n
t 

Governance Arrangements ECE 

settings have a diversity of management 

arrangements. Having a diversity in 

governance arrangements allows 

observation of a range of organisational 

practices and arrangements characterised 

by the allocation of resources, the 

relationships, and the approaches to 

communication. 

 

Setting 1-Medium 

sponsored organisation 

Setting 2-Medium sized 

municipal sponsor  

Setting 3-Not for profit 

community managed 

service 
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Size of service and staff team Similar 

sized services provide consistency in 

scope of positions, qualifications and 

leadership roles as required by law 

Sample size is guided by adherence to at 

least the minimum accepted size of an 

ethnographic study (20 plus participants) 

and the anticipated point of saturation 

 

Service size-40-60 children 

per day 

Site team-Minimum 10/ 

Educators 5 

Complexity of centre community 

Leading, within this research, is 

described as a socially just practice 

occurring as a relational activity within a 

collective. (Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2011). It is 

assumed that the complexity of the 

setting community will offer more 

opportunities to practice leading in both 

formal and informal leadership roles. 

 

Complex needs and 

characteristics of children, 

family, staff, and staff roles 

M
e

th
o

d
o

lo
g

ic
a

l 

a
li

g
n

m
e

n
t 

Methods of emergence and 

effectiveness. 

Ethnographic observation/unstructured 

interviews/ dialogic café/ document 

analysis 

Setting is receptive to 

researcher presence, 

educator engagement in 

professional development, 

and open to reciprocal 

benefits of the research 

O
th

e
r 

Reception to research 

Geographical location 

Metropolitan location x2 

Regional location x 1 

Responds positively to 

researcher presence 

Table 3. Site attributes 
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Gaining consent for participation 

Organisational leaders of the ten ECE organisations were approached, initially 

by phone, to request their participation in the study. Seven leaders expressed 

an interest but could not commit to the study due to time constraints and 

current challenges of the organisational environment. Three positional leaders 

(a CEO, a centre director/owner and a municipal manager) signalled initial 

agreement. Consultation with individual sites’ leaders was then carried out.  

The invitation flyer, letters to participants, Information Statements, and 

Participant Consent Forms (see Appendices A to F) were sent to the potential 

case study sites. Meetings with two of the centres’ teams were held. Rapport 

was built with potential participants. Clear explanations of the research 

project were provided. The aims of the study, commitment required of 

participants and potential outcomes of being involved were discussed. This 

gave some assurance that participants were well informed (Homan, 1991; 

National Health and Medical Research Council, 2007).  

A meeting was held, at a national conference, with several staff members of 

the third site. This was the most economical approach to recruitment of the 

third site, as the centre was interstate and would have required significant 

travel to recruit onsite. Other potential participants from this centre were 

recruited by email. This more distant approach was unavoidable and, as a 

result, rapport with some members of the team, was not optimal.  

Ethical considerations 

The National Statement on the Ethical Conduct in Human Research (National 

Health and Medical Research Council, 2007) ethically bound the study. It was 

reviewed by the Charles Sturt University Human Research Ethics Committee 

(HREC) under the values of respect, research merit and integrity, justice, and 
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beneficence. The Early Childhood Australia code of ethics (Early Childhood 

Australia, 2016a) and the European Early Childhood Education Research 

Association (EECERA) ethical code for early childhood researchers (Bertram et 

al., 2016) were additional frames of reference for addressing ethical aspects of 

the research. The ECA Code of Ethics, informed by the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (Unicef, 1989), is an aspirational 

framework for all actions in the early childhood education profession. This 

code encourages ECE professionals to base their “work on research, theories, 

content knowledge, practice evidence and understandings of the children and 

families with whom they work” (p2). The EECERA ethical code gave specific 

instruction on study design; - the safeguarding of the well-being of everyone 

involved and demand for the highest research scholarship and practice. Both 

the ECA Code of Ethics and EECERA ethical code were foundational to the 

high standards of ethical practice for the study within the ECE settings. 

The research study, planned as a collective process, aimed to share knowledge 

for the benefit of the ECE profession and practice. Such assumptions were 

addressed prior to the study’s commencement. If research is intended to be 

reciprocal, then participants must be respected and be informed of the ‘rules 

of engagement’. They must be made aware of the values driving the research 

project and the context for participation (Busher & James, 2012). It was 

important that participants understood that their involvement in a study of 

the emergence of leadership might stimulate changes to self-identity and 

power may shift within their places of work (Hard & Jónsdóttir, 2013; Sinclair, 

2008).  

The research design and theory also raised specific ethical issues. The study 

design, comprising field observations, unstructured interviews, the dialogic 

café, and document analysis, placed the researcher in close contact with the 

research participants. This close contact signalled a commitment to a long-

term relationship built on trust and could have led to the revelation of 
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sensitive information. The researcher could, therefore, become an informal 

guide and adviser in the setting (Wyse et al., 2016). There was also a chance 

that unethical behaviour could be observed. At the outset of the study the 

long-term experience of the researcher within the ECE profession combined 

with a personal capacity to reconcile issues of integrity and ethics for a greater 

purpose assisted in addressing ethical challenges. Reflexivity in response to 

such matters was consistently documented in the reflective journal. Reflective 

questions were recorded in the journal. These questions interrogated 

researcher positioning as an investigator as opposed to an experienced ECE 

adviser—helping to maintain study integrity.  

In addition to these considerations, two primary ethical issues existed 

regarding the ontological orientation of the research-complexity leadership 

theory. Complexity leadership theory does not advocate for personal 

leadership power but instead focuses upon emergence and the establishment 

of networks of leading through self-organisation and interactions. Marion and 

Uhl-Bien (2002) argue that the focus on networks as opposed to hierarchical 

control may cause disruptions to everyday practice and could lead participants 

to question authority. The equilibrium of participant organisations could be 

disturbed when educators challenge standard practices and positions (Jorde 

Bloom, 1988). 

A second issue was that complexity leadership research may not conform to 

the ethical boundaries that regulate traditional leadership research (Uhl-Bien 

& Arena, 2017). The study of networks and emergence, rather than the 

individual, can reveal relationships and roles that are inconsistent with an 

individual’s perceptions of themselves and others. Luft and Ingham (1961) 

describe these conceptually as the Johari window—known and unrevealed 

selves, or unknown and revealed selves. The knowledge that is inadvertently 

gained by individuals in the process of revealing those selves, whilst valuable, 

may be confronting and personally disquieting, and this could potentially 
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destabilise the organisation. Uhl-Bien and Marion (2011) argue formal leaders 

could also use the results of research with a “misplaced certainty (and) do 

damage to the organisation” (p394). As an example, informal leaders may have 

revealed, in public discussions, practices by formal leaders that inhibit 

emergence. Such statements could be misinterpreted and subsequent 

restrictions on educators could further inhibit emergence. Brooker and 

Cumming (2019) describe this phenomenon in their work on the ‘dark side of 

leadership’.  

Ethical issues were regulated, during the participant recruitment process, by 

the theory of practice architectures. This regulating effect came through the 

communication of the research study with the participants. Participants came 

to understand the organisation was bound by the ‘sayings’, ‘doings’ and 

‘relatings’ of practice architectures that enable and constrain leading ( 

Rönnerman et al., 2017). Some participants, therefore, came to experience the 

study as a transformative collaborative process rather than as a precis of power 

within the setting. Salamon (2017b) who used practice architecture theory 

productively in research, reflected that the issues of power and powerlessness 

emerge even in the most collaborative research that has the most inclusive 

intentions.  

The case study sites and participants are described below. 
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Case study sites and participants 

Case study sites were recruited according to the site selection protocol, 

described above. A summary of the attributes of participating sites8 and their 

governance structures appears in the ‘snapshot’ Table 4 below and in site 

descriptions that follow. Site attributes were ascertained during the 

recruitment process—through a review of ACECQA National Registers, centre 

websites, initial conversations with positional leaders and in discussion with 

potential participants. 

Attributes Site characteristics Site 1 

Robson 

Site 2 

Discovery 

Site 3 

Rondure 

S
ta

tu
s 

 

Quality Rating 
Exceeding 

✓ ✓ ✓ 

Governance 

 

Not-for-profit, 
community 
managed, 

medium sized 
organisation 

Long day care 
centre 

For-profit, 
franchise 
managed, 

medium sized 
organisation 

Long day care 
centre 

Not-for-profit, 

Local govt. 
managed 

Preschool 
centre 

Assessment and 
Rating 7.2 mentions 
development of 
leadership 

✓ ✓ ✓ 

T
h

e
o

re
ti

ca
l 

a
li

g
n

m
e

n
t Size (40-100 children) 

✓ ✓ ✓ 

Employees-great than 
10 

✓ ✓ ✓ 

 

8 All participating sites and individual participants are identified by pseudonyms.  



                                                                                                Chapter Five: Methodology  

  

 

120 

 

Complexity of centre 
community 

✓ ✓ ✓ 

Receptive to research 
✓ ✓ ✓ 

Receptive to 
researcher presence 

✓ ✓ ✓ 

M
e

th
o

d
o

lo
g

ic
a

l 
a

li
g

n
m

e
n

t 

Value reciprocal 
benefits of research 

✓ ✓ ✓ 

Values professional 
development 

✓ ✓ ✓ 

Website shares insight 
into values, vision, 
and policy documents 

✓ ✓ ✓ 

Access to training and 
resources 

✓ ✓ ✓ 

L
o

ca
ti

o
n

 Regional (Tasmania) 
✓   

Metropolitan (NSW)  
✓ ✓ 

Table 4. Participating sites attributes. 

 

Site 1: Robson Early Childhood Education Centre 

Robson Early Childhood Education Centre is a community-based long day 

care centre located within an urban area of a large Australian regional city.  

Governance 

The centre is one of thirty services of an incorporated association. The not-for-

profit association has a long history of operation. A voluntary Board of 

Directors is responsible for the functions, roles, duties, and obligations of 

organisational governance. The centre is licensed from 7.30 am to 6.30 pm for 
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up to 40 children, per day, from birth to five years. The centre qualifies for 

Australian government childcare subsidies and inclusion support funding to 

support the inclusion of children. The site publishes a ‘chain-of-command’ for 

employees of the association. The ‘chain-of-command’ is included in policy 

documents, and employees are required to adhere to this structure. 

Quality Rating 

The centre was assessed and rated by the state regulatory authority in April 

2017. The centre achieved an Exceeding rating overall with an Exceeding rating 

in all standards and elements (Australian Children's Education and Care 

Quality Authority, 2017c). Robson’s Quality Improvement Plan (QIP)9 

contributes to quality improvement within the centre and is developed by 

collaboratively by the educational and operational team (Robson Early 

Childhood Education Centre, 2017). The QIP (Australian Government, 2012) 

cites Robson’s strengths within Quality Area Seven (Australian Children's 

Education and Care Quality Authority, 2016) as centre philosophy, induction 

processes and support for educators to achieve ECE qualifications. Robson’s 

Assessment and Rating Report (Robson Early Childhood Education Centre., 

2017) notes the attention dedicated to educator performance improvement 

and leadership development. 

The physical site 

Robson operates in an architecturally designed refit of a factory building. The 

site incorporates the ECE centre and the association’s operational offices—

accommodating the leadership team and project staff, and professional 

development facilities. The ECE centre is set over four levels with stairs and 

lifts between floors. Each playroom has an attached outdoor space and there is 

 

9 The Quality Improvement Plan is a plan developed by ECE settings for self-assessment and 

improvement on quality standards (Australian Education and Care Quality Authority, 2016). 



                                                                                                Chapter Five: Methodology  

  

 

122 

 

a central, covered ‘outdoor’ space for all children. The site has several 

consultation rooms plus a central room for staff gatherings. The site identifies 

as an integrated service - incorporating allied health services for families using 

the centre.  

Children and families 

Children attend the centre in full-time and part-time patterns. According to 

the Australian Early Development Census (AEDC) (Australian Government, 

2020a) 22.6 % of children in this part of Australia are vulnerable on one or 

more developmental domains of the AEDC and 11.3 % are vulnerable on two or 

more developmental domains10. Approximately 20 percent of children 

attending the centre have inclusion needs for language, physical, cognitive, 

and social development. Families either live or work in the area where the 

centre is located. Family structures are diverse and families who use the centre 

have complex needs. 

The centre team 

The centre workforce comprises seventeen members. Full and part-time 

educators, a cook, inclusion support staff, and administrators are qualified 

according to the requirements of the national regulations (NSW Government, 

2011). The nominated supervisor of the centre is the educational leader and 

operational manager. 

 

Site 2: Discovery Early Learning Centre 

Discovery Early Learning Centre is a privately owned centre in an inner-city 

suburb of a large Australian city.  

 

10 According to the AEDC (Australian Government, 2020a), 20.1 % of children in Australia are 
developmentally vulnerable on one or more domains of the AEDC and 11.0 % are 
developmentally vulnerable on two or more domains. 
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Governance 

The centre is one of thirty services that are privately owned and operated by 

franchisees. The ECE franchise was established twenty years ago. In this 

governance model, individual franchisees take responsibility for the functions, 

roles, duties, and obligations of organisational governance. The franchise 

operator requires all owners to be present in their centres 50% of the time. 

This means no single operator can own more than two services. 

A program of development supports franchisees to operate at a high level 

under the National Quality Standard. The centre is licensed for fifty-six 

children from birth to five years. It operates from 7.30 am to 6.00 pm. The 

centre qualifies for Australian government subsidies and inclusion support 

funding. 

Quality Rating 

The centre was assessed and rated by the state regulatory authority in July 

2016. The centre achieved an Exceeding rating overall with an Exceeding rating 

in all standards and elements. Discovery’s Quality Improvement Plan (QIP) 

contributes to quality improvement within the centre. The QIP (Australian 

Government, 2012), policy and philosophy are developed collaboratively 

within the centre community. The leadership team continually reflects upon 

the goals and vision within their own values and philosophy.  

The physical site 

Discovery is situated above a supermarket. The centre has a simple design 

with three playrooms opposite an outdoor space, and a small kitchen, office 

and staff room are located at the entry to the centre. The program makes 

extensive use of the public parks and recreation areas around the centre and 

all ages of children are included in excursions.  
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Children and families 

Children attend the centre in full-time and part-time patterns. According to 

the Australian Early Development Census (AEDC) (Australian Government, 

2020a), 9.9 percent of children in this part of Australia are vulnerable on one 

or more developmental domains of the AEDC and 4 percent are vulnerable on 

two or more developmental domains11. Approximately 5 percent of children 

attending the centre have inclusion needs for language, physical, cognitive, 

and social development. Most Discovery families either live or work in the 

local area. Due to the inner-city location, however, some families travel from 

outer suburbs and bring children to Discovery on their way to work in the city.  

The centre team 

The centre workforce comprises 23 members. Full and part-time educators, a 

cook, inclusion support staff and administrators hold qualifications exceeding 

the requirements of the national regulations (NSW Government, 2011). By law 

at least 50 percent of educators working with children must hold a Diploma in 

Children’s Services. At the time of the study, Discovery had 66 percent of 

educators qualified at this level. An early childhood teacher is employed 

additional to regulatory requirements, and three educators are studying for 

early childhood teaching degrees. The Director manages the operations of the 

centre and disperses leadership to other members of the team. The Director’s 

main training is in another discipline and she has additional qualifications in 

early childhood and leadership. The centre employs a ‘non-teaching’ 

Educational Leader whose role is to coach and mentor staff on educational 

program and practice. An ‘outdoor teacher’ works on the outdoor area and 

 

11 According to the AEDC (Australian Government, 2020a), 20.1 % of children in Australia are 
developmentally vulnerable on one or more domains of the AEDC and 11.0 % are 
developmentally vulnerable on two or more domains. 
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implements an extensive excursion program designed to give children access 

to the community. 

 

Site 3: Rondure Pre-school  

Rondure is a local government, managed pre-school in a suburb of a large 

Australian city.  

Governance 

The centre is one of fifteen services operated by the local government 

authority. The general manager, of the local government authority, is 

responsible for the functions, roles, duties, and obligations of organisational 

governance. They delegate these activities to local government officers. The 

centre is licensed for fifty-four children, aged from three to five years. It 

operates from 9 am to 3 pm, from Monday to Friday. 

Quality Rating 

The centre was assessed and rated by the state regulatory authority in April 

2017. The centre achieved an Exceeding rating overall with an Exceeding rating 

in all standards and elements. The centre was subsequently rated as Excellent 

in December 2017 for a second time. The centre was recognised for its 

“collaborative partnerships with professional, community or research 

organisations, commitment to children that respects, reflects and celebrates 

culture, including place of origin, and practice and environments that enhance 

children’s learning” (Rondure Pre-school., 2018).  

 

Physical site 

The centre is located within the grounds of a public school. There is no 

governance connection between the sites. The site also accommodates an 
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Outside School Hours Centre that operates before and after the hours of the 

preschool. Four rooms are opposite a natural outdoor play space and the 

program uses the extensive natural environment beyond the centre fence.  

Children and families 

Children attend the centre in full-time and part-time patterns. According to 

the Australian Early Development Census (AEDC) (Australian Government, 

2020a) 17 percent of children in this part of Australia are vulnerable on one or 

more developmental domains of the AEDC and 7.1 percent are vulnerable on 

two or more developmental domains12. Approximately 30 percent of children 

attending the centre have inclusion needs for language, physical, cognitive, 

and social development.  

Most Rondure families either live or work in the local area. They may have 

older children attending the school where the pre-school is located.  

The centre team 

The centre workforce is made up of ten full and part-time educators, 

administrative staff, and support staff at the local government authority. The 

educator team holds qualifications exceeding the requirements of the national 

regulations (NSW Government, 2011). The Director is the nominated 

supervisor. They manage the operations of the centre and disperse leadership 

to other members of the team. An early childhood teacher, additional to 

regulatory requirements, is named as the educational leader.  

 

12 According to the AEDC (Australian Government, 2020a), 20.1 % of children in Australia are 
developmentally vulnerable on one or more domains of the AEDC and 11.0 % are 
developmentally vulnerable on two or more domains. 
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Individual participants within the three ECE sites 

Written informed consent was provided by twenty-eight participating 

educators, directors, and senior leaders prior to the study commencement. 

Twenty-four participants, in the three sites participated in subsequent 

interviews and field discussions. Eighteen participants, from two study sites, 

participated in two separate dialogic conversations described below. 

Participants from the third site were unable to participate due to time 

constraints. The total cohort of participants comprised ten early childhood 

teachers (ECT), three diploma qualified educators who were studying a 

Bachelor of Early Childhood Teaching (greater than fifty percent of the 

qualification achieved at the time of the research), eight diploma qualified 

educators and three certificate qualified educators. Some participants held 

additional qualifications in areas such as primary teaching, fine arts, 

management, and sports management. All participants are identified in the 

thesis, chapters and articles with pseudonyms; however, participants 

attributes are linked to a participant number in Table 5 below. A total of 28 

individuals within the three ECE sites initially participated in the study and 24 

participants subsequently took part in interviews. 
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Table 5. Study participants  
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Data collection and generation 

Data collection was carried out within the three sites for six days each, over six 

months. Dialogic cafes were conducted at two sites. The collection was 

planned around centre schedules and requirements for travel. At Robson Early 

Childhood Education Centre, data were gathered three consecutive days per 

week, plus one evening event for two weeks in a period of two months. At 

Discovery Early Learning Centre data were gathered one day and two other 

consecutive days per week for four weeks in a period of eight weeks. There was 

one evening event (E). At Rondure Pre-school data were gathered for two 

consecutive days per week for three weeks in a period of six weeks. The 

pattern of data gathering appears in Table 6 below. 

Month Robson Discovery Rondure 

Month 1      1  2        

Month 2      1  2       2 

Month 3            2  2  

Month 4    3             

Month 5    3E            

Month 6       E         

Table 6. Schedule of data gathering 

 

Methods 

Methods for data gathering were selected and designed for their theoretical 

and methodological alignment and their capacity to generate rich and thick 

data on the research questions (Briggs et al., 2012). Methods were selected to 
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reflect the characteristics of the questions, and the philosophical 

underpinnings of complexity leadership theory and the theory of practice 

architectures. Data generation and collection methods included field 

observations, unstructured interviews, dialogic café, and document analysis. 

These methods are described briefly below and within Papers Four, Five, Six 

and Seven. 

Field observations 

Emerging and positional leaders were identified for their effective practices of 

leading, according to a field observation table (see Appendix G) and reflective 

field notes. This aspect of ethnography gave an insight into how the cultural 

group within the setting worked, and how language, relationships and power 

were enacted (Parthasarathy, 2008). The first stage of data gathering was spent 

as an observer, interacting as little as possible with participants, and collecting 

information on the context and organisational characteristics (Bryman, 2011). 

This approach enabled the observation of emergence of leading by identifying 

effective leading characteristics and actions within a framework of ‘sayings’, 

‘doings’ and ‘relatings’ of practice architectures (Kemmis, et al., 2014; Siraj-

Blatchford & Manni, 2007; Waniganayake et al., 2015). The framework, a field 

observation table was an interpretive map that integrated the research 

questions, complexity leadership practices (Uhl Bien & Arena, 2017) the theory 

of practice architectures and observable ‘effective’ leadership practices drawn 

from empirical research and the Australian National Quality Standard 

(Australian Children’s Education and Care Quality Authority, 2016). The field 

observation table focused attention on the language and communication used, 

the allocation of resources and the pattern of relationships. The aim was to 

observe the practices of all research participants, not just the actions of 

participants in formal leadership roles. Dooley and Lichtenstein (2008) argue 

leading is practised through small creative actions that lead to transformation 
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and change. Field notes, recorded by long hand in notebooks, added richness 

to the observation data.  

The perspectives of participants were subsequently identified through 

unstructured interviews to understand the enabling and constraining practices 

and influences on the enactment of leading. 

Unstructured interviews 

Field discussions led to unstructured interviews with 24 participants who were 

identified as exhibiting effective leadership practices according to the field 

observation table (Appendix G). The interviews ran for a period of forty-five to 

sixty minutes and followed a typical unstructured format where sessions have 

a focus rather than predetermined questions (Bryman, 2016). Study questions, 

the theory of practice architectures, observations and field notes guided the 

emergent questions within the unstructured interviews. Each participant was 

interviewed once. Unstructured interviews revealed rich personal and 

professional stories (Bogotch & Shields, 2014). The stories yielded rich data for 

the subsequent analysis of the arrangements and conditions that made 

practices of leading possible (Wilkinson et al., 2010). Follow up interviews with 

three positional leaders Follow up interviews included clarifying questions. 

Clarification on enabling and constraining arrangements for leadership 

cultivation was sought to ensure integrity of the data (Bogotch & Shields, 

2014). 

The Dialogic Café  

The Dialogic or World Café is a collaborative method that engages 

participants in dialogue around critical questions. It is participatory. Emergent 

conversation democratically creates knowledge for collaborative learning 

(Fouché & Light, 2011; Jorgenson & Steier, 2013). In the dialogic café 

participants pose questions that form the basis for critical dialogue. This 
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approach contrasts with interviewing techniques that place the power in the 

hands of the interviewer. The event is hosted rather than ‘facilitated’. In the 

dialogic café, themes are emergent, power is shared, and learning is 

collaborative (Steier, Brown, & Mesquita da Silva, 2015). The dialogic café 

method, therefore, aligns with theoretical frameworks of complexity 

leadership and practice architectures theories.  

Dialogic cafes were conducted at two of the three case study sites. Both events 

were hosted by the researcher. The first event, held in the training room of 

Robson, was attended by 10 participants. The second event, held in the play- 

room of Discovery, was attended by 12 participants. All study participants 

(including participants from Rondure) were invited to attend the dialogic 

cafes. Attendance was, however, constrained by personal commitments and an 

advocacy action occurring at the same time within one site. Recording of the 

event was undertaken by the participants and at the second site by a graphic 

illustrator (Gibbs et al., 2020c). 

The use of dialogic café method, for this research study, is explored in depth 

Paper Four: Innovative Methods for Researching Leadership Emergence (Gibbs 

et al.,2020c) below. 

Document analysis 

Document analysis was used to add richness to the study. Documents in ECE 

settings are valuable sources of data. They transmit messages, frame policy, 

organise and direct staff, record development, determine culture, uphold 

governance, and can empower and disempower (Waniganayake et al., 2017). 

Documents also provide evidence of quality in Assessment and Rating reports 

for the National Quality Framework and give information on the 

characteristics that contribute to quality in the setting through a detailed 

report on seven ECE quality areas (Australian Children's Education and Care 

Quality Authority, 2011). The documents reviewed and analysed in this study 



                                                                                                Chapter Five: Methodology  

  

 

133 

 

included: staff communications, policy, staff meeting agendas and minutes, 

rosters, role descriptions, notice boards, assessment and rating reports, quality 

improvement plans, professional development plans and records of routines 

and rosters. Document analysis, of approximately 30 pages per setting, was 

also used to cross check the data and observe trends in emergence and 

interdependence within the ECE setting context (Bowen, 2009; Guest, 2012). 

Documents were analysed using a ‘table of invention’ (see Figure 7) that was 

completed for each site and additionally incorporated unstructured interviews 

and dialogic cafés. The table of invention is an interpretive tool used to 

consider practices and the arrangements that make practices possible 

(Kemmis et al., 2014). Documents provide evidence of quality in assessment 

and rating processes for the abovementioned reports. Documents are also 

used to orient educators to the ECE setting. By using the table of invention, it 

was possible to identify administrative and governance arrangements that 

imbued educators with knowledge, skills and confidence to lead. 

Reflective research journal 

A reflective research journal was maintained throughout the research project. 

The journal was used to record the process of the research as well as the 

researcher’s thoughts, feelings, and personal observations, acknowledge 

researcher values and biases (Ortlipp, 2008). The journal was also used to 

facilitate reflexivity. Ortlipp (2008) argues this reflexivity may change the role 

of researcher as generator rather than as an interpreter of data but the sharing 

of thoughts, opinions and feelings provides a map of change and growth.  

Paper Four: Innovative Methods for Researching Leadership Emergence now 

follows. This article examines approaches to the study of emergence and 

development of leadership and comprehensively describes two of the methods 

used in the research study, the field observation table, and the dialogic café. A 

detailed explanation on analysis of data follows this article.
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Paper Four 

Gibbs, L., Press, F., Wong, S., & Cumming, T. (2020). Innovative methods for 

researching leadership emergence. The Qualitative Report, 25(8). 2026-

2043. https://nsuworks.nova.edu/tqr/vol25/iss8/2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This paper is open access and is included with the permission of NSUworks. 
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Data management 

The study data, field observation tables and notes, interview recordings and 

transcripts, dialogic café illustrations and records and site documents were 

managed according to Charles Sturt University Research Data Management 

Policy (Charles Sturt University., 2020b). The policy recognises data as a 

valuable product of research activity that supports enquiry and debate and 

provides transparency and veracity of research outcomes.  

Interviews were recorded, with participant permission, on the Voice Record 

Pro Application. Interview recordings were professionally transcribed in 

accordance with Charles Sturt University guidelines (Charles Sturt University., 

2020c). Interview transcripts were returned to participants for review. No 

redactions or changes were requested. A small number of participants 

responded with reflective comments on the value of reading the interview 

transcripts, for their continuing leadership development. Voice recordings and 

interview transcripts were stored in password protected folders within a One 

Drive application during the research study. Voice recordings were 

subsequently destroyed. Data and data analysis artifacts were uploaded to the 

NVivo 12 Application for analysis. The application was password protected on 

a local personal computer.  

Participant privacy was protected by the deidentification of the data and the 

use of pseudonyms in publications and presentations (Holmes, 2004). The use 

of data extracts, for publications and presentations was broached in 

participant information advice. Permission was, however, subsequently sought 

to use specific data extracts publicly. All data, excluding voice recordings, will 

be retained in a durable and retrievable format for a period of five years from 

the last access date as per the University ethics protocols (Charles Sturt 

University., 2020b).  
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Data analysis 

Paper Four gave an insight into data analysis for two methods of the study. 

Papers Five, Six and Seven also describe the analysis of the data. This part of 

the thesis now discusses the analysis in further detail. Analysis followed each 

occasion of data gathering. Figure 5, below, shows the ongoing cycle of data 

gathering and analysis throughout the life of the research project. 

 

Figure 5. The ongoing cycle of data gathering and analysis.  
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Stages of analysis 

The first stage of analysis comprised listening to audio recordings of the 

interviews and, reading field observation tables, field notes, interview 

transcripts, dialogic café data and documents.  

In the second stage of analysis, Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic review 

process was followed. Braun and Clarke (2006) developed principles for 

thematic analysis. The first four steps in this approach comprise: becoming 

familiar with the data through transcribing and rereading data and then 

noting down initial ideas; generating initial codes across the data set and 

systematically collating information applying to those codes; searching for 

themes by collating codes and gathering data together in these themes; 

defining and naming themes (Braun et al., 2019).  

Complexity leadership theory (Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2011) and the theory of 

practice architectures (Kemmis et al., 2014) provided a framework for the 

second stage of the analytical process. The lens of complexity theory was used 

to understand the intersection of compliance with innovative pedagogy (Gibbs 

et al., 2019b). This stage included a cross-checking of the link between the 

administrative, adaptive and enabling components of complexity leadership 

theory (Marion & Gonzales, 2013) and pedagogical innovation and the 

emergence of leaders. The outcome of this analysis is described in Paper 

Three. The analysis resulted in a mapping of the practices of an emerging 

educational leader highlighting the convergence of regulation, creativity, and 

professional identity. This analysis gave an insight into the possibilities for the 

emergence of effective leadership set within the context of the ECE setting.  

An additional layer of analysis, within stages two (above) and three (below), 

explored leading as a socially just practice, specifically in the area of children’s 

rights. In this layer of analysis, the identification of practices was enabled 

using NVivo 12 software. The TPA was subsequently used as a lens to 
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illuminate the arrangements that made those practices possible. The analysis, 

and subsequent discussion, is detailed within Paper Five (Gibbs 2020b). 

In the third stage, analysis was carried out using the theory of practice 

architectures. Further explication of this analysis can be found below and 

within Papers Five, Six and Seven where the theory of practice architectures 

serves as an analytical device. The theory of practice architectures is discussed 

in Chapter Four, and above, in this chapter. The theory is both a lens and a 

framework for examining “what practices are; how practices happen; how they 

are shaped, constrained and enabled; and what practices do” (Mahon et al., 

2017, p. 17). As noted in Chapter Four, the theory is founded on 

intersubjectivity, dynamics and emergence thus coalescing with the study’s 

ontological frame of complexity leadership theory. Drawn from Schatzki’s 

practice theory, practice architectures see transformation come through the 

dynamic relationship of cultural-discursive, material economic and social-

political arrangements (Kemmis et al., 2014). 

In the early stages of the study, the emergence of ‘leading’, enacted as creative 

actions in the intersubjective spaces was analysed. These actions were 

expressions of leadership embodied in the ‘sayings’, ‘doings’ and ‘relatings’. 

Themes were identified in the cultural-discursive arrangements, material 

economic arrangements and socio-political arrangements that enable and 

constrain leading praxis (Wilkinson & Kemmis, 2014). A key focus of the 

analysis was the contribution of the participants who offered their 

perspectives on the enablers and constraints on the practice of leading. This 

contribution is characteristic of praxis-related research where an inquiry 

culture is developed in the process of the investigation (Mattsson & Kemmis, 

2007). In this process, participants develop a critical approach, become 

empowered and express a sense of solidarity, with each other, in identifying 

enablers and constraints.  
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Illustrations and rationale for approaches to analyses  

The practices of the individual emerging and positional leaders, and 

subsequently the arrangements that make those effective leadership practices 

possible were identified through the analysis of the data. Analyses of the data 

are described within Papers Four, Five, Six, and Seven.  and are summarised 

and illustrated below. The illustrations of of data analysis are preceded by a 

Table 7 (below) that summarises  approaches to data analysis and the links to 

the research questions. 

Primary Question: How do organisational arrangements enable and constrain the 
emergence and development of leading and leadership within exemplary early 
childhood education settings? 

Sub-questions Data Analysis 

What dispositions, made 
up of knowledge, skills, 
and values, underpin 
leading and leadership? 

 

Field observation table and 
field notes 

Unstructured Interviews 

Reflexive journal 

Coding of field observation 
table 

Thematic review 

NVivo Coding 

Table of Invention 

What personal, 
professional, and 
organisational language 
and communication 
enhance the emergence 
and development of 
leading and leadership in 
ECE settings? 

Field notes 

Unstructured Interviews 

Reflexive journal 

Dialogic Café 

 

Thematic review 

Table of invention 

Exemplary Educators 
Materials 

Education Complex 

What are the networks of 
professional relationships 
and communication that 
boost leading and 
leadership?  

Field notes 

Unstructured Interviews 

Reflexive journal 

Dialogic Café 

 

Thematic review 

Table of invention 

Exemplary Educators 
Materials 

Education Complex 
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What personal, 
professional, and 
organisational resources 
enhance the emergence of 
leading and leadership in 
ECE settings? 

 

Field notes 

Unstructured Interviews 

Reflexive journal 

Dialogic Café 

 

Thematic review 

Table of invention 

Exemplary Educators 
Materials 

Education Complex 

Table 7. Summary of data, methods and approaches to analysis 

Illustrations of analyses 

The practices of leading 

In this study, leading was conceptualised as a socially just practice occurring 

as a relational activity within a collective (Wilkinson et al., 2010). To identify 

the practices of leading, data were therefore analysed to examine how effective 

practices of leadership and leading emerged and developed within each ECE 

site. NVivo 12 software was used as a tool to identify practices through the 

‘sayings’, ‘doings’ and ‘relatings’ of emerging and positional leaders within 

each site. The practices were identified though a children’s rights frame of 

protection, provision for, and participation of children in ECE (Alderson, 

2008). The process and its value to the identification of leading as a socially 

just practice is explored within Paper Five. A visual representation of leading is 

contained within Figure 6. Figure 6 contains an infinity symbol that represents 

the dialectical relationship between the sayings, doings and relatings of the 

individual and the cultural-discursive, material-economic and social-political 

arrangement of the site (Mahon et al., 2017). The concepts of Figure 6 are 

explored in depth within Paper Five - “That's your right as a human isn't it?" 

The emergence and development of leading as a socially-just practice in early 

childhood education (Gibbs, 2020c). 
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Figure 6. Leading as a socially just practice within ECE sites 
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The enabling and constraining arrangements 

Further analysis of dispositions of emerging and positional leaders was carried 

out. According to the theory of practice architectures, dispositions are 

comprised of knowledge, skills and values (Kemmis et al., 2014). Here again, 

the NVivo software program was used, and data were coded under the areas of 

knowledge, skills, and values. A codebook and guiding materials developed 

specifically for the theory of practice architectures analysis in ECE were also 

used. These guiding materials were developed in partnership with Amanda 

Cooke, another doctoral candidate. The materials comprising: Key Terms and 

Concepts Summaries, Quick Reference Guides, Sample Tables of Invention and 

an Annotated Bibliography (Appendix M) were originally intended to support 

the analysis of data for the Exemplary Educators at Work Study (Press et al., 

2020). The materials also proved to be a useful tool for data analysis within 

this study of emerging leadership.  

With these materials, the analysis of the organisational arrangements that 

enabled and constrained the emergence and development of leadership on 

each site were examined (Kemmis, et al., 2014). At this stage of analysis, a 

‘table of invention’ (see sample in Figure 7) was completed for each site and 

used to analyse unstructured interviews, dialogic cafes, and documents. The 

table of invention was developed by TPA theorists for use with the theory of 

practice architectures, and thus has concepts from the theory embedded 

within it. The table  is formed from Aristotle’s notion of topoi (Kemmis et al., 

2014,) and guides the analysis of practices. The table of invention is an 

interpretive tool that includes a “set of topics or viewing platforms” (Kemmis 

et al., 2014, p. 224) to consider dispositions, practices, the arrangements, the 

traditions, and the culture.  

The table of invention, below, reflects the site of early childhood education. 

The table was initially completed, to analyse individual emerging and 
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positional leaders. Additional tables, similar to Figure 7, were then built to 

establish an understanding of each ‘case’ or site. 

 

Figure 7. Sample table of invention 

 

Ecologies of practices and the Education Complex 

In the third stage of analysis, the theory of practice architectures was used as 

an analytical device to strengthen an understanding of individual emerging 

and positional leader practices of leading, and the organisational 

arrangements on those sites that made those practices possible. Practices and 
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arrangements were conceptualised as an ecology of practices, within the 

education complex to reveal how each site shaped and reshaped practices 

through a dynamic scaffolding and interchange of arrangements. Paper Seven 

describes this process in depth and two representations of the process and 

data analysis are provided in Figures 8 and 9 below.  

Figure 8 is an illustration of the findings relating to the interdependence of 

dispositions, practices and arrangements that create the generative conditions 

for leading and leadership. 

 

 Figure 8. The interdependence of dispositions, practices and arrangements 

Figure 9 (below) provides another lens for analysis and is explained in more 

detail in Paper 7. The components of Figure 9: The interrelated core practices 

and arrangements of ECE are an adaptation of the education complex 

(Kemmis et al., 2014). The education complex refers to five educational 

practices that have arisen in response to mass schooling. Similarly, the five 

interrelated core practices and arrangements, emerge in response to the rise of 

ECE and the context within which ECE occurs. Therefore, the original 
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educational practices identified as learning practices, teaching practices, 

professional learning practices, leading practices, and researching (Kemmis et 

al., 2014) are translated into the ECE space as children’s learning and practice, 

pedagogy, professional learning, education policy and administration, 

leadership and research and quality assessment (Gibbs et al., 2020). 

 

Figure 9. Interrelated core practices and arrangements of ECE  

 

This chapter has explained the methodology and the study design. The 

chapter has provided an overview of the implementation of the study and has 

included a summary of data collection methods along with illustrations of data 

analysis techniques through complexity leadership theory and the theory of 

practice architectures lens. The summaries and illustrations foreground Part 

Four: Findings and Discussion. 
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Part Four: Findings and Discussion 

 

Introduction to Part Four 

In Part Three I presented the theory and methodology for the study. Part 

Three included Papers Two, Three and Four-exploring complexity leadership 

theory and two methods of the study. In Part Four, I present the findings, 

analysis, and discussion for the research study. Part Four comprises three 

chapters that respond to the research questions and contribute to new 

knowledge on the emergence and development of leadership within ECE 

settings. 

Chapter Six comprising an introduction and Paper Five - “That's your right as a 

human isn't it?" The emergence and development of leading as a socially-just 

practice in early childhood education (Gibbs, 2020c), predominantly focuses 

upon the socially just practices of emerging and positional leaders’ and gives 

an insight into the organisational arrangements that make those practices 

possible. New ways of thinking about practices of leading in early childhood 

education, as an enabler of children’s rights, are revealed.  

Part One 
Foundations 
for Studying 

ECE 
Leadership

Part Two 
Rationale for 

the Study

Part Three 
Theory and 

Methodology

Part Four 
Findings and 
Discussion

Part Five 
Conclusion

Figure 10. Part Four 
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Chapter Seven comprising an introduction and Paper Six: Leadership 

emergence and development. Organizations shaping leading in early childhood 

education (Gibbs, 2020a) identifies the practice of leading as foundational to 

positional leadership roles. It examines the organisational practice 

architectures—cultural-discursive, material-economic, and social-political 

arrangements. These arrangements encompass cultures of trust, use of 

professional knowledge and language, collaborative development of 

philosophy, democratic allocation of resources, sharing of power and openness 

to activism, disruption, and creativity. These arrangements play an important 

role in the emergence and development of leading and therefore offer 

organisations alternative ways to consider leadership.  

Chapter Eight comprises an introduction and Paper Seven - Ecologies of 

leading and leadership in Australian Early Childhood Education (Gibbs & Press, 

2020). This final chapter, of Part Four, illustrates how early childhood 

education sites or ‘places’ cultivate and shape leadership practices. It 

demonstrates the potential of the theory of practice architectures, as a device, 

to illuminate organisational arrangements that support leadership emergence 

and development. 

Part Four concludes with a reflection on the findings. 
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Chapter Six: The emergence of leading as a socially just 

practice 

Paper Five describes and examines the first findings of the investigation into 

ECE leadership emergence and development. This journal article makes three 

main contributions to the overall research study. First, it conceptualises 

leading and the potential it holds for ECE leadership; second, it identifies the 

practices of leading and the dispositions of emerging and positional leaders; 

and the third contribution is an introduction to the enabling arrangements for 

leadership development within ECE sites. Whilst steps are taken toward 

responding to the primary research question - How do organisational practices 

enable and constrain the emergence and development of effective leading and 

leadership in educators within exemplary early childhood settings?, it is the sub-

question What dispositions, made up of knowledge, skills and values, underpin 

the development of leading and leadership in high-quality ECE settings? that is 

thoroughly explored within this article. 

Leading and leadership is conceptualised in the study as a socially-just 

practice (Wilkinson, 2017). The conceptualisation holds two purposes for this 

paper - to highlight the influence of ECE leadership as an enabler of children’s 

rights, and to advocate for the practice of leading as a foundation for positional 

leadership roles. ‘Socially-just’ leading contributes to expert site operation and 

enables children’s rights for protection, provision for, and participation in high-

quality ECE (Alderson, 2008). These practices are interdependent.  

Practices of leading are embodied in the ‘sayings’ realised in the semantic 

space; the ‘doings’ realised in the space of action and ‘relatings’ realised in the 

space of power and solidarity (Kemmis et al., 2014). The identification and 

examination of practices, within the article, gives an insight into the array of 

knowledge, skills, and values enacted by emerging and positional leaders and 

helps to create a portrait of those leaders. Knowledge skills and values hang 
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together in the practicing or enactment of a practice in which they are 

relevant and play a part within a field (Wilkinson & Kemmis, 2014). In this 

study, it was within the site of the ECE field that socially just leadership 

practices were seen to be interdependent and constantly reshaping to generate 

morally informed, purposeful leadership praxis (Palaiologou & Male, 2019; 

Wilkinson et al., 2010). The organisational arrangements in the form of 

cultural-discursive, material-economic, and social-political arrangements both 

enabled and constrained those practices of leading within sites.  
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Gibbs, L. (2020b). “That’s your right as a human isn’t it?” The emergence and 

development of leading as a socially-just practice in early childhood 
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Chapter Seven: Organisations enabling leadership 

Paper Six - Leadership emergence and development: Organizations shaping 

leading in early childhood education examines the organisational conditions for 

leadership emergence and development. While this journal article identifies 

the practices and dispositions of emerging and positional leaders, the primary 

contribution is the examination of organisational arrangements that make 

possible the practices of leading within ECE sites. This work, therefore, 

responds to the primary research question - How do organisational practices 

enable and constrain the emergence and development of effective leading and 

leadership in educators within exemplary early childhood settings? 

The article contextualises leadership within the early childhood environment 

through the theoretical frame of complexity. Complexity leadership theory, 

explored in Chapter Three of the thesis, provided the ontological frame for the 

study. The theory conceptualises leadership as an emergent and developing 

practice in a continually transforming environment (Gibbs et al., 2019a; 

Lichtenstein, Uhl-Bien et al., 2006; Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2011). In this article, 

complexity leadership theory is interwoven with the theory of practice 

architectures (Kemmis et al., 2014). A picture is revealed of ECE sites as a 

complex landscape where leadership practices emerge and develop. The 

article, therefore, presents a detailed description of the findings. The practice 

of leading was found to underpin positional leadership roles, and emerged and 

developed in response to the organisational practice architectures (Kemmis et 

al., 2014). The practice architectures, made up of cultural-discursive, material-

economic, and social-political arrangements encompassed cultures of trust, 

use of professional knowledge and language, collaborative development of 

philosophy, democratic allocation of resources, sharing of power and openness 

to activism, disruption, and creativity. These arrangements played an essential 
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role in the emergence and development of leading and therefore offer 

organisations alternative approaches to leadership development.  
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Chapter Eight: Ecologies and complexes 

The final chapter of Section Four, containing Paper Seven illustrates how early 

childhood education sites or ‘places’ cultivate and shape leadership practices. 

This chapter also demonstrates the potential of the theory of practice 

architectures as a device to illuminate organisational arrangements that 

support leadership emergence and development. Paper Seven presents the 

research study findings and discussion specifically through the practice 

architectures theoretical components of the ecologies of practices and the 

education complex (Kemmis, 2018a; Kemmis et al., 2012). By using the theory 

of practice architectures, individual emerging and positional leader practices 

of leading were identified along with the organisational arrangements on the 

sites that made those practices possible. Additionally, the conceptualisation of 

an ecology of practices, within the education complex allowed the 

consideration of the interdependence of practices and how each site shaped 

and reshaped practices through a dynamic scaffolding and interchange of 

arrangements. 
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Conclusion to Part Four 

In Part Four, I presented the findings of the research. Findings were presented 

within Papers Five, Six and Seven. These papers described the research study 

and addressed the primary questions: 

What dispositions, made up of knowledge, skills, and values, underpin 

the development of leading and leadership in high-quality ECE settings? 

How do organisational practices enable and constrain the emergence and 

development of effective leading and leadership in educators within 

exemplary early childhood settings? 

In Chapters Six, Seven and Eight, introductions to articles, and the articles 

themselves, delivered unique insights on the emergence and development of 

leading. These articles first revealed the dispositions and practices of emerging 

and positional leaders within exemplary early childhood settings. The 

practices, conceptually framed as socially just and enacted within a collective, 

are performed by both emerging and positional leaders. Practices provide a 

foundation for positional leadership within complex and effective ECE 

environments. The second set of insights comprise the illumination of the 

administrative, adaptive, and enabling practices, as elements of complexity 

leadership theory, that contribute to the performance of leading within 

exemplary ECE sites. The organisational practice architectures—cultural-

discursive, material-economic, and social-political arrangements that make 

those practices possible were also revealed. These arrangements play an 

important role in the emergence and development of practices of leading 

within sites with different governance structures. The third set of insights 

illustrates how early childhood education sites or ‘places’ cultivate and shape 

leadership practices. The potential of the theory of practice architectures to 

illuminate organisational arrangements that support leadership emergence 

and development is examined.
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Part Five: Conclusion 

 

 

Introduction to Part Five 

In Part Four, I presented study findings on leadership emergence and the 

practices of leading. I also presented findings on enabling organisational 

arrangements and the ecologies of practices that support leadership 

development within ECE sites. In the study findings, therefore, I identified the 

practices of emerging and positional leaders and most importantly, the 

organisational arrangements that made those practices possible, within ECE 

sites. The three chapters of Part Four, therefore, responded to the original aim 

of the study - to understand how leadership emerges and develops within a 

high-quality ECE setting. In Part 5, Chapter Nine goes on to summarise the 

findings, outline the contributions and implications of the study, and to 

consider future research possibilities. Part Five concludes by advocating for 

the cultivation of sustainable ECE leadership through a personal story.

   

Part One 
Foundations 
for Studying 

ECE 
Leadership

Part Two 
Rationale for 

the Study

Part Three 
Theory and 

Methodology

Part Four 
Findings and 
Discussion

Part Five 
Conclusion

Figure 11. Conclusion 
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Chapter Nine: Findings, contributions, and conclusion 

Chapter Nine begins with a restating of the aims of the study and includes a 

summary of the findings. The chapter highlights the original contributions to 

knowledge and explains the limitations of the study. The future directions for 

research and a personal reflection conclude this chapter and the thesis. 

The aim of the research 

The central concern of the research study was the identified lack of 

preparation for leadership within early childhood education settings and the 

resulting lack of a leadership pipeline from within the sector (Australian 

Children’s Quality Authority, 2020b; Australian Productivity Commission, 

2011; Torii et al., 2017). This concern signalled a potential loss of ECE 

orientation to leading ECE settings and developing the field. Despite the 

interest in leadership within the sector, this problem has persisted as an 

under-researched area within the research literature (Hard & Jónsdóttir, 2013; 

Nicholson et al., 2018; Penn, 2019).  

As leadership is understood to influence the quality and effectiveness of 

process quality (Douglass, 2019; Harrison et al., 2020), research in the area of 

leadership emergence and development, offered an opportunity to address 

workforce challenges relating to leadership in Australian ECE. The workforce 

challenges include the lack of systemic and organisational preparation for 

leadership (Australian Productivity Commission, 2011; Mistry & Sood, 2012; 

Torii et al., 2017); workforce attrition leading to a lack of leadership contenders 

( Irvine, Thorpe et al., 2016; McKinlay et al., 2018); and the growing complexity 

of the environment within which leadership is enacted (Alchin et al., 2019; 

Halttunen et al., 2019). These challenges affect the cultivation of leadership 

and may, therefore, jeopardise the process quality and effective delivery of 

early childhood education (Douglass, 2019). 
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Summary of findings 

The research study investigated the emergence and development of leading 

and leadership within Australian ECE settings using the primary question: 

How do organisational practices enable and constrain the emergence and 

development of effective leading and leadership within exemplary early 

childhood settings? The study examined how organisational practices enable 

and constrain the emergence and development of effective leading and 

leadership within exemplary early childhood settings. This was, therefore, a 

study of leadership practices, the complex environment where leaders engage 

in practices, and the organisational arrangements that shaped those practices 

(Kemmis, 2018b; Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2007; Wilkinson & Kemmis, 2014). The 

findings, presented in Papers Four, Five, Six and Seven are additionally 

summarised, below, as four sets of insights that respond to the primary and 

sub-questions of the study.  

Dispositions and practices of emerging and positional leaders 

The first insights reveal the dispositions and practices of emerging and 

positional leaders within exemplary early childhood settings. These insights 

respond to the study sub-question What dispositions, made up of knowledge, 

skills and values, underpin the development of leading and leadership in high-

quality ECE settings? Findings of the study illuminated the array of leadership 

knowledge, skills and values enacted by emerging and positional leaders. 

Dispositions and practices of emerging leaders and positional leaders are 

examined within Papers Five and Six and are summarised below.  

Knowledge, skills, and values, evident in the ‘sayings’, ‘doings’ and ‘relatings’ 

make up the dispositions and are informed by the practices that are 

characteristic of the discipline of early childhood education. By participating 

in the discipline as an educator, dispositions are transformed in a dynamic 

environment where others practice leading. Knowledge, skills and values hang 
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together in the practising or enactment of a practice in which they are relevant 

and play a part (Kemmis et al., 2014; Wilkinson & Kemmis, 2014).  

All emerging and positional leaders were interested in children’s rights and 

well-being. Emerging leaders prioritised children’s agency in their pedagogical 

decision making. Leaders used their professional knowledge to lead. 

Conversations, actions, and professional language were informed by pre-

service training and qualifications, mandated child protection training, and 

professional learning. The Australian National Quality Standard and the Early 

Years Learning Framework informed mentoring and coaching conversations.  

Emerging and positional leaders were skilled in balancing innovation, change, 

disruption, and compliance. Skilful practices surrounded the management of 

funding and regulations. For example, funding and policy guidelines were 

interpreted by leaders in ways that enabled inclusive practice. Leaders were 

also adept in promoting cultures of trust and equality. Emerging and 

positional leaders’ practices were shaped by critical reflection and a desire to 

improve their practice. 

As Theresa, an emerging leader at Rondure, noted:  

I think it’s that constantly wanting to do things better. We talk about 

greatness but there is no such thing as greatness. There is, just for me, that 

drive to want to evolve and make changes and do things better and how 

can we evolve this practice and what can we look at to make things better 

for ourselves, to have that passion not die for the children and families 

within our service, and for the wider community. 

Emerging and positional leaders’ values underpinned their practices. They 

expressed a personal alignment with the vision and philosophy of the ECE 

settings they worked in. All participants showed empathy for families and 

children. Advocacy actions were linked with the professional identity as an 
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early childhood leader. Advocacy was considered to be an important 

responsibility within everyday practice. In this study, socially just leadership 

practices were seen to be interdependent and constantly reshaping to generate 

morally informed, purposeful leadership praxis (Palaiologou & Male, 2019; 

Wilkinson et al., 2010).  

Administrative, adaptive, and enabling practices  

The second insights comprise the illumination of the administrative, adaptive 

and enabling practices, characteristic of complexity leadership theory within 

the education space, that contribute to the performance of leadership within 

exemplary ECE sites. These insights additionally respond to the sub-question 

What dispositions, made up of knowledge, skills and values, underpin the 

development of leading and leadership in high-quality ECE settings? 

Administrative, adaptive, and enabling practices are examined within Papers 

Three, and Six and are summarised below.  

Within the study sites, emerging and positional leaders’ dispositions informed 

their administrative, adaptive and enabling practices (Marion & Gonzales, 

2013; Plowman et al., 2007). Leadership was rooted in understandings of 

pedagogical quality, and this concept was supported by the presence of 

regulations. Yet, compliance was balanced with creativity. All educators were 

empowered in their pedagogical leadership. Leaders harnessed educators’ 

understandings of pedagogy to ensure compliance with ECE regulations and 

standards. It was only possible to be compliant with the regulation and 

standards by activating and enhancing the knowledge and skills of the 

educators within the setting. The activation of knowledge and skills led to 

creativity, innovation, and the emergence of leading. Collective approaches to 

leadership facilitated high-quality pedagogy. Within the settings, all educators 

had a right and responsibility to lead the educational program and practice – 

not just those in formal leadership roles. This responsibility prepared 
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educators for formal leadership roles. As Frida, a positional leader at 

Discovery, noted: 

Regulation has helped us to develop a culture of inquiry-one where we 

work together for the children. This allows us to keep educational 

program and professional practice at the centre of our work. (Gibbs et al., 

2019b). 

The arrangements of ECE sites cultivate and shape leadership practices  

The third set of insights from the findings, illuminate the organisational 

practice architectures—cultural-discursive, material-economic, and social-

political arrangements. The common arrangements, within each participating 

ECE site, are described below. It is these arrangements that make the 

abovementioned practices possible.  

These findings responded to the sub-questions: What personal, professional, 

and organisational language and communication enhance the emergence and 

development of leading and leadership in high- quality ECE settings? What 

personal, professional, and organisational resources enhance the emergence of 

leading and leadership in high-quality ECE settings? What are the networks of 

professional relationships and communication that boost leading and leadership 

in high-quality ECE settings?  

The organisational arrangements are examined within Papers Five, Six and 

Seven and are summarised as follows. The practice architectures, made up of 

cultural-discursive, material-economic, and social-political arrangements, 

encompassed cultures of trust, use of professional knowledge and language, 

collaborative development of philosophy, democratic allocation of resources, 

sharing of power and openness to activism, disruption and creativity. These 

arrangements are shown to play an important role in the emergence and 



                                                         Chapter Nine: Findings, contributions and conclusion 

  

 

258 

 

development of leading and therefore offer organisations alternative ways to 

consider leadership.  

As Theresa, from Rondure noted, the arrangements are tangible. 

I think you’ll see it in the spaces, you’ll see it as you walk around, you’ll 

see it in the philosophy, you’ll see it in the work that is being done. We 

are all able to have leadership in the work that we do. We are all able to 

have our own ideas, our own personalities, our own interests, our own 

passions, and desires. We are the ones making that happen. I can run 

that program with the trust to go and lead it. 

Constraints for the emergence and development of leading and leadership 

were scarce within this study. There were, however, two notable 

organisational arrangements that constrained the cultivation within one case 

study site. These arrangements included: the material-economic arrangement 

of physical space, and the cultural-discursive arrangement of hierarchy. The 

first of these arrangements, the physical space, limited regular access, by 

educators, to positional leaders within the site. The second arrangement, a 

structural hierarchy, constrained emerging leaders’ aspirations for leadership. 

The cultivation of leading within a complex ecology 

The final insights illustrate how early childhood education sites or ‘places’ 

cultivate and shape leadership practices as a complex ecology of practices 

within the education complex. These insights add further depth in response to 

the study questions, above. The concept of ecologies and the education 

complex are explored within Paper Seven and are summarised below.  

The findings revealed a complex ecology of practices and arrangements 

continually shaping the practices of leading. The interdependent practices and 

arrangements reside in the education complex comprised of professional 
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learning, children’s learning and practice, education policy and 

administration, leadership, research and quality assessment, and pedagogy. 

Shannon, a positional leader at Discovery, explained this interdependence and 

the transformation of her leadership through the centre’s pedagogy. 

I have developed a greater sense of social justice and anti-bias views 

through our investigation into perspectives and particularly the 

education I have undertaken into learning about Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander people and their culture. I feel saddened to have not 

learned more about this beautiful culture growing up, and so I feel my 

responsibility to right this wrong with the children in our care. 

Taken as a whole, the findings support the re-conceptualisation of leadership-

as-practice (Raelin, 2016); explicitly leading as a socially just practice within a 

collective (Gibbs, 2020b; Wilkinson et al., 2010). The findings support the 

importance for leadership development to be open to many, rather than to a 

few (Rodd, 2012; Sims et al., 2018). This approach to leadership development 

expands opportunities for educator growth and the potential for process 

improvement to quality within ECE settings (Douglass, 2019). Furthermore, 

the findings highlight the critical role of ECE organisational arrangements in 

the cultivation of leadership.  

Original contributions of the research 

The research study makes an original contribution to the developing field of 

ECE leadership research. Throughout this research study, it has been inspiring 

to see an increase in scholarly research and writing on leadership. See, for 

example, research on the complex nature of positional leadership Alchin et al., 

(2019); Nicholson et al., (2018); Varpanen (2020); and Penn (2019). Critical 

aspects of leadership and its development, however, remain unexplored. This 

research responded to the call for more research on the development of ECE 
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leadership and the relationship to process quality within ECE settings 

(Douglass, 2019). The study both affirms the findings of past studies and 

creates new knowledge and contributions. Original contributions are 

summarised below in Table 8 and explained under the areas of leadership 

conceptualisations, theory, research design, methodology and findings.  

This qualitative study contributes to a growth in knowledge of ECE leadership. 

The findings of the study disrupt the narrative on ECE leadership that focuses 

on the development of the individual, confident and heroic leader (Sinclair, 

2008). Contributions comprise unique methodological and theoretical 

approaches to studying leadership, and new knowledge on the emergence and 

development of leadership within ECE sites. 

The study design embodied disruption, emergence, and growth. Foundational 

conceptualisations devolved the centrality of heroic, inspirational leadership 

to a dispersed democratic model, although individual enactment remained 

important (Raelin, 2016; Sinclair, 2008; Wilkinson, 2020). The theoretical 

perspectives were oriented to complex environments where leadership 

practices took precedence over the characteristics of the positional leader  

(Raelin, 2016; Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2011). Study methods were subsequently 

aligned to disruption, emergence, and complexity (Dooley & Lichtenstein, 

2008; Raelin, 2019). Furthermore, methods were designed to capture the fine-

grain detail within organisations to identify the unique nature of exemplary 

organisations and their approach to leadership development. 

The findings of the study offer ways to disrupt familiar narratives, to shape the 

way leadership is developed within ECE organisations. Whilst the actions of 

individuals contribute to leadership development, the findings of this research 

demonstrate how the complex ecology of practices within organisations can 

encourage and shape the emergence of leading and leadership. Furthermore, 

the research findings contribute to an argument for the socially just practice of 
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leading as a foundation for the enactment of positional leadership, and for its 

contribution to the quality of education within ECE sites. The findings of the 

research do not suggest organisations should address leadership development 

in a formulaic manner. Findings do, however, offer an opportunity for ECE 

organisations to reflect upon who to develop, and how to develop leadership. 

This reflection could lead to diverse approaches to the development of 

leadership that encompass all aspects of site operation such as organisational 

culture, professional language, material resources, physical spaces, policy, 

regulations and relationships (Gibbs, 2020a). Contributions to new knowledge 

on researching and developing leadership in ECE, are noted in Table 8 and 

explained below.  
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Area of 
Contribution 

Contribution 

Conceptualisations 
of leadership 

A re-conceptualisation of leading and leadership, moving 
away from centralised, heroic characterisations, to socially 
just, collective and dynamic practices.  

Theoretical 
orientation 

The first use of complexity leadership theory and theory of 
practice architectures in an Australian doctoral study of 
leadership in ECE. 

Research design The use of exemplary ECE sites was unique in a study of 
workforce and offered an opportunity to examine model 
practices of highest performing educators and organisations.  

Methodological 
originality 

The first use of mini-ethnographic case study, in an 
Australian study of leadership in early childhood education. 
Original methods were used to capture emergence, disruption 
and innovation.  

Implications of the 
findings 

A re-conceptualisation of leadership contributed to the 
cultivation of leadership and encouraged emerging and 
positional leaders in their practices. 

Practices of leading are enacted by emerging and positional 
leaders and were found to contribute to the quality of the 
setting. 

Findings offer organisations opportunities to reflect on 
arrangements and practices and therefore alternative ways to 
consider leadership development. Organisational 
arrangements shape the development of leadership within 
ECE sites. Cultural-discursive arrangements (trust, 
professional knowledge and language, development of 
philosophy), material-economic arrangements (allocation of 
resources), and social-political arrangements (sharing of 
power and openness to activism, disruption, and creativity) 
play an important role in the emergence and development of 
leading.  

Table 8. Summary of original contributions 
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Conceptualisations of leadership in early childhood education 

Leadership has been traditionally linked with a formal role in a setting and 

framed by three elements - person (traits, values, personality), the place (ECE 

settings) and the position (formal leader) (Rodd, 2013; Waniganayake et al., 

2017). In this study, leadership was instead conceptualised as the practice of 

leading. This conceptualisation offers greater possibilities for both emerging 

and positional leaders to enact practices of leadership, thus amplifying the 

mission of the early childhood setting. Furthermore, leading is performed as a 

socially just practice within a collective, not limited to those in formal 

leadership roles. Leading is therefore practised for the shared responsibility of 

educational development of children (Wilkinson et al., 2010), and respects the 

traditions and origins of the early childhood education profession. Such a 

conceptualisation was found to contribute to the cultivation of leadership and 

encouraged ‘reluctant’ leaders to engage in the leadership discourse within 

ECE sites and more broadly, the field. 

Theoretical orientation 

At the beginning of the study, it was important to understand the origins of 

leadership theory in early childhood education. The investigation into 

theoretical frameworks, discussed at length in the literature review, revealed 

an application of generalist leadership theory to ECE environments 

(Waniganayake et al., 2017). But the application of generalist theory 

subjugated the early childhood story. What began in the 19th century: early 

childhood education for children’s advancement led within a social justice 

framework (Brennan, 1998; Press & Wong, 2015) did not align well with theory 

conceptualised for business environments, nor for the formal school sector. An 

investigation into the various leadership theories within the literature review, 

demonstrated both the inability and even absence of theory to provide for 
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sustained change in organisations, for the emergence of leadership and for the 

well-being of positional leaders. In response to a persistent ‘lack of fit’ the 

search for theories considered the environment within which they were set. 

This approach went beyond contextual or situational leadership theories. 

Contextual theory requires a leader to ‘read’ the environment and discern 

trends. The responsibility lies with them to adapt their ‘style’ and to apply this 

to reach outcomes (Stamopoulos & Barblett, 2018; Waniganayake et al., 2017). 

Such a theory continues a narrative of the individual leader, heroically 

adapting and intuiting the situation to achieve great results. 

The approach for this study, was to first consider the environment, rather than 

the positional leader, and understand the conditions for the emergence, 

enactment and development of leadership. This approach also aligned with 

contextual literacy, an important element of leadership practice in effective 

centres (Siraj-Blatchford & Manni, 2007). Such an approach was an original 

way to theorise leadership in ECE. Early leadership scholars mentioned the 

complex environment within which ECE leadership was enacted, (for example 

Jorde Bloom, 1991), and there has been a continuing reference to complicated 

work, complex environments, and challenging workplaces (Alchin et al., 2019; 

Aubrey et al., 2013; Hard, 2008; Waniganayake et al., 2017). Complexity was a 

consistent theme when talking of the ECE environment for leadership 

enactment. Complexity, therefore, was a prudent starting point. 

Complexity leadership theory set within complex adaptive systems aligned 

well with the ECE environment. The theory was exemplified within the 

dynamic, complicated, and disruptive nature of sites shaped by complex 

policy, people, and practices. The theory of practice architectures (Kemmis, et 

al., 2014) coalesced with complexity leadership theory and offered a unique 

way to theorise leadership that was characterised by disruption, innovation, 

creativity, dynamic emergence and sustainable practices. 
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A unique contribution was therefore made with the theoretical positioning of 

the study and presents opportunities for new ways to think about leadership 

and its emergence. This was the first use of complexity leadership theory and 

the theory of practice architectures in an Australian doctoral study of 

leadership in ECE. 

Research design 

The research was nested in a larger Australian Research Council funded 

workforce study Exemplary Educators at Work (Press et al., 2020). The use of 

exemplary ECE sites was unique in a study of workforce, and specifically 

leadership, and offered an opportunity to examine model practices of a sample 

of the highest performing educators and organisations within Australia.  

Methodological originality 

Mini-ethnographic case study has not formerly been used for leadership 

studies within ECE, although there exists numerous research projects with 

case study methodology (see, for example, Clarkin-Phillips (2011); Coleman et 

al., (2016); Thornton and Cherrington (2014)). Mini-ethnographic case study 

offers an opportunity to combine ethnography with an in-depth study of a site 

or case. This approach increased the rigour of the study by confirming 

perceptions and reflections of participants. Researcher bias associated with 

this methodology is noted by Fusch and Ness (2017).  

Methods were, however, used to ameliorate bias in this study, specifically a 

unique field observation table and the dialogic café method. Furthermore, 

these methods made original contributions to the field of ECE leadership 

research. The field observation table is described in depth under Methods and 

within Papers Four, Five and Six. This method sharpened the focus upon the 

practices of leadership within effective sites and the phenomena of emergence 

of leading. Additionally, the dialogic café method generated valuable data on 
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leadership emergence and the organisational practices that enable such 

emergence. The dialogic cafe method embodied theoretical and philosophical 

alignment. The method created the conditions in which emergence could be 

expressed and observed in a democratic process where power was shared and 

there was an equality of contribution by participants (Agger-Gupta & Harris, 

2017).  

Implications 

The findings of the study were summarised above. The implications of those 

findings are described here as ‘new ways’ for ECE leadership conceptualisation, 

research and cultivation. The first is the opportunity to consider new ways of 

conceptualising leadership within early childhood education. The second is to 

consider new and innovative ways to study leadership in ECE. The third is to 

consider new approaches to the cultivation of leadership in ECE.  

New ways of conceptualising leadership 

The study theory and design revealed new ways to conceptualise leadership. 

The conceptualisation of leadership, not just as practice, but as one driven by 

social justice and the unique context of ECE, allows for more educators to 

aspire to leadership roles. This conceptualisation positions leadership more 

favourably for ‘reluctant’ and emerging leaders and aligns with the traditions 

and culture of early childhood education. A re-conceptualisation of leadership, 

therefore, contributed to the professional identity of participants, the 

cultivation of leadership, and to encouraging emerging and positional leaders 

in their practices. 

New ways to study leadership 

A study of the emergence and development of leadership demanded creative 

approaches. Emergent methods illuminated the cultivation of leadership and 

contributed to the democratisation of the research space. The study 
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stimulated possibilities for innovation, with methods that were theoretically 

aligned. The study design generated new thinking on collaborative research. 

The study design, therefore, demonstrates the potential innovative methods 

hold for the study of leadership in the future. 

New approaches to cultivating leadership 

Findings of the study suggest ECE organisations should consider approaches 

beyond individual development programs for leadership growth. Collective 

approaches to leadership preparation could build on existing knowledge and 

create innovative thinking on funding, policy and practice for leadership 

praxis. Training and professional development should be accessed by both 

emerging and positional leaders and would ideally include a balance of 

administrative, adaptive and enabling approaches to leading to reflect the 

complexity of ECE environments. 

The study findings also offer an insight into organisational arrangements, 

common to exemplary early childhood sites, that shape the emergence and 

development of the practice of leadership. The study highlighted how 

governance arrangements can influence leadership development. Despite 

differences in governance arrangements and the availability of resources, all 

organisations should focus on the development of positional and emerging 

leaders. Leadership development strategies should ideally focus on the cultural-

discursive, material-economic and social-political arrangements and must 

comprise a range of methods designed to build both individual and collective 

capacity on ECE sites (O'Neill & Brinkerhoff, 2018; Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2017). 

Arrangements include “cultures of trust, use of professional knowledge and 

language, collaborative development of philosophy, democratic allocation of 

resources, sharing of power and openness to activism, disruption, and 

creativity…and therefore offer organisations alternative ways to consider 

leadership” (Gibbs, 2020b, p. 1).  
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The study, therefore, gives a unique insight that serves as a source of reflection 

for organisations as they undertake the important project of leadership 

development.  

Limitations of the study 

The findings, and resulting publications of the study, make an original 

contribution to research on ECE leadership. To contextualise the 

contributions and provide direction for future research, the limitations of the 

study are highlighted. The limitations of the research study include the 

characteristics of mini-ethnographic case study methodology, researcher bias 

in methods, the range of ECE sites and participants, considerations regarding 

ECE workforce characteristics in the conceptualisation of leadership, and the 

silence on gender and power issues. 

Limitations of mini-ethnographic case study 

The mini-ethnographic case study, described in this thesis, included a small 

number of cases for the investigation into leadership emergence and 

development as a socially just practice (Fusch & Ness, 2017; Wilkinson et al., 

2010). As Stake (1995) argues, case study research is not generalisable and 

findings may be influenced by the researcher’s perspective and depiction of 

the cases. The study was carried out in ‘exemplary’ ECE settings only. Locating 

the study within exemplary settings narrowed the focus of the investigation 

and eliminated the opportunity to make comparisons across sites with 

different quality ratings.  

A recent study measured quality improvement for ECE settings and gives an 

insight into leadership practices in non-exemplary settings (Harrison et al., 

2020). An opportunity may, therefore exist, for a comparative study through 

an examination of data sets.  
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Limited range of governance arrangements of ECE sites 

Another limitation was the absence of one key governance arrangement of the 

participating ECE settings. Whilst the three study sites operated within one of 

the typical governance arrangements found in Australian ECE (Waniganayake 

et al., 2017), a key governance arrangement, the single approved provider, was 

not included. Eighty one percent of ECE sites within Australia are managed by 

a single approved provider (Australian Children's Education and Care Quality 

Authority, 2020a) and therefore represents a significant number of settings. 

Attempts to recruit a site managed by a single approved provider were 

unsuccessful. Positional leaders, within these sites, consistently cited 

overloaded work schedules as a barrier to participation. This is a critical 

consideration for research and development of single site leadership. 

Participant characteristics 

Additionally, the study did not consider the participant characteristics of 

remuneration, years of experience and time in roles with effective leadership 

practice, as this was not a study of the leaders themselves. These factors were 

considered within the analysis but were not subject to further scrutiny. For 

example, Taniah, an emerging leader at Robson explained why she wanted to 

move from the ECE setting to the school setting: 

I guess there’s the hours but there’s also the money side as well, because 

the wage goes up quite a lot in the school and some people think that 

sometimes working in a team isn’t that great all the time, that you do 

have your problems, you do not agree with everyone’s beliefs, knowledge 

and practices, so I guess at a school you’re solo and it’s really up to what 

you believe and what you think is best. 
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Power and identity 

The final limitation mentioned here is the study’s relative silence on issues of 

gender and power. The study of leadership is also a study of power and 

identity (Carroll et al., 2015). Feminist theory is concerned with power and 

identity. Participants in previous ECE leadership research identified issues 

relating to power, oppression and identity (Davis et al., 2015; Hard, 2005; Hard 

& Jónsdóttir, 2013; Sims et al., 2014). Waniganayake et al., (2017) highlight the 

tensions that exist for leaders in a highly feminised field where gender issues 

can be silenced in the enactment of leadership. These themes were briefly 

explored within Chapter Three. The issues were not explored in depth 

throughout the study. It is important to address this issue in further studies of 

practices and arrangements.  

Despite the abovementioned limitations, this research study offers an in-depth 

insight into the practices of emerging and positional leaders and the 

organisational arrangements that cultivate and shape leadership.  

Future directions for research 

This study provided an insight into the practices of emerging and positional 

leaders and illuminated the organisational arrangements that made those 

practices possible. The research study joins the conversation and growing 

interest in research on leadership in early childhood education with its 

potential to influence the quality of programs for children (Douglass, 2019; 

Heikka et al., 2019; Nicholson & Kroll, 2015; Nicholson et al., 2018; Penn, 2019). 

A commitment to a leadership research agenda creates important 

opportunities for workforce development and the improvement in the quality 

of ECE settings. A recent report from the Australian Children’s Education and 

Care Quality Authority demonstrates the potential for studies that investigate 

the positive influence of effective governance and leadership on educational 

program and practice (Harrison et al., 2020). Throughout the research study 
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described within this thesis, new themes arose, and these themes presented 

opportunities for future research. The opportunities are described below. 

Large scale study 

The study is the first of its kind to investigate the conditions that enable 

leadership emergence in ECE. The study provides a foundation for a large-

scale study that tests the generalisability of the findings. Such a study could 

provide some direction for organisations in their leadership development 

programs-resisting a formulaic approach and programs of development that 

target only positional leaders.  

This study of complexity and practices could lead to a study of time-use of 

positional leaders (akin to that of the time use diary within the Exemplary 

Educators (Bittman et al., 2019; Press et al., 2020) that measures the allocation 

of time to effective practices.  

Perceptions of leadership 

During the study, participants were asked “What does a good leader look like 

to you?” Responses were diverse, however most participants positioned ideal 

leaders as heroic, charismatic people who were involved in all aspects of site 

operations. For example: 

I feel a good leader will be involved in most aspects of the work. Whether 

it is the director, educational leader, educators or even the children for 

that matter. I do not think you can successfully lead if you are not 

involved in parts of the work. And, 

Good leadership looks effortless, mindful, inspirational, kind, brave, 

positive, innovative, and trusting.  

A difference exists between the practices of effective leadership, sustainable 

leadership, and how educators favourably view leaders. A study of the 
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perceptions of leadership and enactment of effective leadership could provide 

insights into how leadership is practiced and developed.  

Collaborative action research study 

A final opportunity could be a collaborative action research study to develop 

leadership within an organisation, through reflections on practices of effective 

leadership, arrangements that make those practices possible and interventions 

within an organisation to shape the ecology of practices within ECE sites.  

 

Advocating for the cultivation of sustainable leadership for ECE 

ECE settings and the field of early childhood education are complex 

environments. Leadership enactment in these environments is also complex 

and challenging. Furthermore, arguably, leadership is unsustainable with the 

focus upon the development of the individual, heroic leader. This research 

study demonstrates the critical importance of cultivating leading as a socially 

just practice amongst emerging and positional leaders. The study also 

illuminates the organisational arrangements that shape that leadership within 

high-quality ECE settings.  

Organisations need to offer genuine opportunities for growth and 

leadership, and the journey needs to be fostered with regularity and 

purpose. Any support for leadership development needs time allocated so 

that skills, ideas, and scenarios can be fleshed out. Educators need 

encouragement and appropriate challenge from their leaders; they need 

their leaders to walk side-by-side with them across known and unknown 

territories. Shannon, Discovery Early Learning 
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A closing story 

This thesis began with a story of leadership - of being stirred into the practices 

of leading whilst feeling confused, perplexed, and disoriented. As an 

inexperienced positional leader, I longed for a collective way to lead that could 

result in positive outcomes for children and families. Over time my ideas 

changed, but the complexity remained.  

The privilege I had, therefore, to step away from a key role to study ‘leading’, 

became an opportunity to learn about my own leadership practices. I 

discovered my practices were inefficient and consumed with the burden of 

overwhelming responsibility. Such practices constrained my own and others 

self-determination as individuals within a collective (Kemmis., 2014). The 

research study generated new knowledge and transformed my practices—

creating a changed disposition for leadership. I understand this to be the 

double purpose of education described by Kemmis et al., (2014) to help people 

live well in a world worth living in. 

Over the years of the research study, I shared my learning and worked 

collaboratively with ECE leaders13. We developed our knowledge and skills 

together. I presented unfamiliar conceptualisations of leadership and leading 

and observed how these transformed the perceptions of reluctant emerging 

leaders. The notion that leading could be a socially just practice helped 

educators understand that leadership could influence rather than control. I 

breathed a sigh of relief collectively with positional leaders when we learned 

together that ECE leaders did not have to perform heroic actions and be 

endlessly decisive and certain (Sinclair, 2008). Through the analytical lens, I 

saw that organisational structures and arrangements could facilitate 

leadership cultivation and development. I came to understand that complexity 

 

13 These leaders were not study participants. 
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was the natural state of an early childhood organisation, where disruption 

leads to creativity, innovation, and emergence. With newfound knowledge, I 

stepped into another positional leadership role.  

Then came Covid-19. If I needed an environment in which to test new 

knowledge and skills, this was it! The environment was complex, disruptive 

and constantly changing. Starting my new role and the onset of the pandemic 

coincided. I, therefore, had inadequate knowledge of the organisation’s regular 

operation and practices of leading. Instead of lamenting the past, together as a 

team, we adapted and transformed together. The team shared the value of the 

pursuit of high-quality early childhood education. Our hopes for workforce 

sustainability, and educator and child well-being, drove our collaborative 

efforts. Our work was shaped by the traditions and culture of the organisation 

and by the conditions of the pandemic and environmental disasters close by. 

This work was also shaped by my own new knowledge and transformation. 

In this ever-changing world, things do not stand still, frozen in a social-

tableaux. As we are equally well-aware, change is happening all the 

time-in a dance between identity and otherness, a dance between the 

reproduction of some things alongside the transformation of others 

(Kemmis et al., 2014, p2). 

This research taught me to value disruption and complexity. Complexity 

generates innovation, creativity and the potential for leadership emergence. I 

am no longer as decisive and certain. The lack of certainty creates new 

opportunities for others and for the direction of our work within early 

childhood education.  

Alice: Would you tell me, please, which way I ought to go from here?  

The Cheshire Cat: That depends a good deal on where you want to get 

to. (Carroll, 1939).
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Appendix B  Letter to positional leaders inviting participation 

A study of practices that support the emergence and development of leading 

within exemplary early childhood education settings 

Dear Director/ Manager, 

I am seeking your interest in your centre’s participation in a research project on leading and 

leadership in early childhood settings. The study will explore how organisational practices support 

the emergence and development of effective leadership in early childhood education and care 

settings. The research is my PhD research project and is nested in the Charles Sturt University led 

ARC LP160100582, Exemplary Early Childhood Educators at work. A multi-level investigation.  

Leadership makes an important contribution to the quality of early childhood settings. 

Research on leadership tends to explore leaders-their behaviours, traits, and actions. This research 

takes an alternative approach. It hopes to build an understanding of the way leading and leadership 

emerges and develops. This research is designed to study the practice of organisations and the 

emergence and practice of leading rather than a study of ‘the leader’. The purpose of the project is to 

study specific practices that support the emergence and development of leadership within centres 

amongst people who hold formal roles and those who don’t.  

By participating in this research, your centre will be contributing to the development of 

knowledge and potentially to the growth of leadership and quality in early childhood education 

settings. 

This letter along with the Information Statement provides you with the relevant information 

to decide about whether or not to allow educators at your Centre take part in the project. Please read 

the information carefully and discuss it with others if you wish. I am also able to attend a meeting with 

your team to discuss the project and respond to any questions you or centre educators may have. 

Please contact me with any questions you have at this stage (my details are below). 

The study requires: 

• The researcher to work in the service for up to a week collecting data, observing educators, 

and taking video and photographs.  

• Researcher access to documents that are generally used to provide evidence for Quality 

Area 7 (e.g., rosters, policy, professional development plans). 

• Staff participation in a workshop exploring and discussing leadership emergence and 

development. 

Leanne has over 30 years of experience in the early childhood education profession and is 

very interested in leadership and management in early childhood education settings. Professor Fran 
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Press and Associate Professor Sandie Wong of the School of Teacher Education at Charles Sturt 

University are Leanne’s supervisors. 

The research study involves four components.  

Component one – educator permission, initial observation and information gathering 

Educator permission to participate is gained through the sharing of information about the 

study. The Educator participant information letter could be shared in a staff meeting and I am 

available to attend and discuss the project if you feel this is helpful.  

I need to ensure that you understand that centre and educator participation must be 

completely voluntary, and all will be free to withdraw from the project up until the end of the data 

collection period at their service, without having to provide an explanation and without any adverse 

consequences. I will ensure that each educator is clear about what the project entails so that 

consent to participate is fully informed. 

Second component – Observations Observations will be collected over a period of a week. 

This will mean having someone in your space collecting data and taking video. 

Third component-The Dialogic or World Café; World Café is a type of professional 

development session- a structured conversation that creates knowledge for collaborative learning. 

The plan is to host two sessions drawing participants from each of the settings that are participating. 

All staff of each of the four research settings will be invited. The sessions will be grouped and held in 

geographically suitable locations such as a local community hall or professional development space.  

Fourth component-Document analysis; Documents will be analysed as sources of data. 

These may include (but are not limited to); organisation policy-that directs processes relating 

to Educators and Directors, rosters-that allocate shifts for Educators and Directors,Professional 

Development Plans-that assess performance and stipulate training for Educators and Directors, 

and Assessment and rating reports-that document performance in the National Quality 

Standard by Educators and Directors.  

Please find on the following pages the Information Statement for the study. This will provide 

more guidance on the project. I look forward to talking with you further about the research study. 

 

 Leanne Gibbs
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Appendix C  Letter to educators inviting participation 

A study of practices that support emergence and development of leading 

within exemplary early childhood education settings 

Dear Educator, 

I am seeking your interest in participation in a research project on leading and leadership in 

early childhood settings. The study will explore how organisational practices support the emergence 

and development of effective leadership in early childhood education and care settings. The 

research is my PhD research project and is nested in the Charles Sturt University led ARC 

LP160100582, Exemplary Early Childhood Educators at work. A multi-level investigation.  

Leadership makes an important contribution to the quality of early childhood settings. 

Research on leadership tends to explore leaders-their behaviours, traits, and actions. This research 

takes an alternative approach. It hopes to build an understanding of the way leading and leadership 

emerges and develops. This research is designed to study the practice of organisations and the 

emergence and practice of leading in all educators rather than a study of ‘the leader’. The purpose of 

the project is to study specific practices that support the emergence and development of leadership 

within centres amongst people who hold formal roles and those who don’t.  

By participating in this research, you will be contributing to the development of knowledge 

and potentially to the growth of leadership and quality in early childhood education settings. 

This letter along with the Information Statement provides you with the relevant information 

to decide about whether or not you would like to take part in the project. Your Director has given me 

permission to approach you. Please read the information carefully and discuss it with others if you 

wish. I am also able to attend a meeting with your team to discuss the project and respond to any 

questions you have, and this would be arranged by your centre Director. Please contact me with any 

questions you have at this stage (my details are below). 

The study requires: 

• The researcher to work in the service for up to a week collecting data, observing educators, 

and taking video and photographs.  

• Researcher access to documents that are generally used to provide evidence for Quality 

Area 7 (e.g., rosters, policy, professional development plans). 

• Staff participation in a workshop exploring and discussing leadership emergence and 

development. 

Leanne has over 30 years of experience in the early childhood education profession and is 

very interested in leadership and management in early childhood education settings. Professor Fran 
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Press and Associate Professor Sandie Wong of the School of Teacher Education at Charles Sturt 

University are Leanne’s supervisors. 

The research study involves four components.  

Component one – Centre and educator permission, initial observation and information 

gathering 

Centre and Educator permission to participate is gained through the sharing of information 

about the study.  

I need to ensure that you understand that centre and educator participation must be 

completely voluntary, and all will be free to withdraw from the project up until the end of the data 

collection period at their service, without having to provide an explanation and without any adverse 

consequences. Your consent to participate must be fully informed. 

Second component – Observations Observations will be collected over a period of a week. 

This will mean having someone in your space collecting data and taking video. 

Third component-The Dialogic or World Café; World Café is a type of professional 

development session- a structured conversation that creates knowledge for collaborative learning. 

The plan is to host two sessions drawing participants from each of the settings that are participating. 

All staff of each of the four research settings will be invited. The sessions will be grouped and held in 

geographically suitable locations such as a local community hall or professional development space.  

Fourth component-Document analysis; Documents will be analysed as sources of data. 

These may include (but are not limited to); organisation policy-that directs processes relating 

to Educators and Directors, rosters-that allocate shifts for Educators and Directors,Professional 

Development Plans-that assess performance and stipulate training for Educators and Directors, 

and Assessment and rating reports-that document performance in the National Quality 

Standard by Educators and Directors.  

Please find on the following pages the Information Statement for the study. This will provide 

more guidance on the project. I look forward to talking with you further about the research study. 

 

 Leanne Gibbs 
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Appendix D  Information Statement 

Information Statement-A study of practices that support emergence and 

development of leading within exemplary early childhood education settings 

Who is leading this research? This research is being led by Leanne Gibbs and it is Leanne’s 

PhD research project. Leanne has over 30 years of experience in the early childhood education 

profession and is very interested in leadership and management in early childhood education 

settings. Professor Fran Press and Associate Professor Sandie Wong of the School of Teacher 

Education at Charles Sturt University are Leanne’s supervisors. 

What is the research study about? This study will investigate how organisational practices 

support the emergence and development of effective leadership in early childhood education and 

care settings. This is a study of the practice of organisations and the emergence and practice of 

leading rather than a study of ‘the leader’.  

Why study leadership in this way? Research on leadership usually focuses upon people who 

are in formal leadership roles (for example the Director of the centre or the room leader). This study 

focuses instead on how leadership emerges and develops and how organisations support this 

development. It looks at the development of leading and leadership in all educators, including 

formal leaders and how the organisation makes this happen. 

Why should you be involved? Leadership makes an important contribution to the quality of 

early childhood settings. This research hopes to build an understanding of the way leading and 

leadership emerges and develops. By participating in this research, you will be contributing to the 

development of knowledge and potentially to the growth of leadership and quality in early 

childhood education settings. 

What does the research involve? The research uses a few different methods-all with a focus 

on Quality Area 7-Leadership and Management. If you participate this is what you can expect. 

Leanne will base herself at your centre for a week and spend time observing. She will also talk with 

participants, take photos and videos. As a follow-up to the observations Leanne will lead a workshop 

called a World Café for your centre. At this workshop, that will run for approximately 2 hours, you 

will talk about leading and leadership in your centre with other research participants. You’ll express 

views and opinions at this workshop and talk about ways your organisation can encourage your 

leadership. In this study, documents from your centre are also analysed. Documents all relate to QA 

7 and might include rosters, staff meeting agendas, and policy and procedures. 
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What is in it for you? Are there any risks in being involved in this research? Participation in 

this research won’t guarantee you anything. You may however learn more about leadership, about 

yourself and about how your organisation can support your development. All of these are valuable 

contributions to the well-being of your centre community-children, educators, and families. 

There is a risk that an increase in knowledge and a study of emergence may disrupt the 

current functioning of leadership within the setting but benefits relating to self-awareness and 

leadership development are likely to offset the risks. 

What if I don’t want to be involved but other educators in my team want to? You will not 

be required to be involved. Other educators in your team may wish to be involved but please be 

assured any observations, workshops and document analysis will only include you with your 

permission. If you feel uncomfortable at any stage let Leanne know. 

What if I participate but then I want to withdraw? That is no problem. Once again-please 

let Leanne know. 

How can I be sure that the research is ethical? Will I be psychologically safe, and will my 

reputation be protected? The research project has been given ethics approval. The research is 

ethically bound by the National Statement on the Ethical Conduct in Human Research (Health & 

Medical Research Council, 2015) and has been approved by the Faculty Human Ethics Committee, 

Charles Sturt University.  

If you have any complaints or reservations about the ethical conduct of this project, you may 

contact the Committee through the Executive Officer (02) 6338 4628 or ethics@csu.edu.au. Any 

issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated fully and you will be informed of the 

outcome. 

How will the data be used? 

I will be using the data gained through my research project for my PhD thesis. This involves 

publishing six articles or chapters in Australian and international peer-reviewed journals within the 

next three years. I will also be producing three podcasts and two professional development 

workshops, and I may use the data in conference presentations in the future. Participant’s names 

will not be used in any publication or presentation. I would like to use a visual record/ graphic 

recording of the World Café sessions. If any participant is identifiable in this record, I will seek their 

consent before publication or presentation.  

 

mailto:ethics@csu.edu.au
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What about confidentiality? 

Participants will be known to each other through their work together at the centre. As part 

of participation, I would ask that we all respect each other’s confidentiality by not sharing 

identifiable details outside the group.  

Any recordings made during the observations will not identify you by name.  

How will the data and information be stored after the study has concluded? 

The storage of data will follow the CSU Research Data Management (RDM) policy and 

practices available for review here: 

https://www.csu.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/2155226/Research-Data-Storage-

Framework_v0-1.pdf  

Can I discuss the research with Leanne? Definitely! Leanne will be delighted with your 

interest in the research project and in leadership development in ECE. 

How should I contact Leanne? Please be in touch with Leanne preferably via email 

lgibbs@csu.edu.au or by phone on 0408 255 679. 

Finally, please note that as a researcher I am not a mandatory reporter in relation to issues 

of child protection, however, if a disclosure is made that causes me serious concern for the 

wellbeing of a child, after consultation with my supervisors, it may be possible that a report be made 

of suspected neglect/risk of harm according to the procedures of the relevant State or Territory. 

 

 Leanne Gibbs 

 

 

 

  

https://www.csu.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/2155226/Research-Data-Storage-Framework_v0-1.pdf
https://www.csu.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/2155226/Research-Data-Storage-Framework_v0-1.pdf
mailto:lgibbs@csu.edu.au
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Appendix E  Consent form 

Date 

CONSENT FORM 

A study of practices that support emergence and development of leading within exemplary early childhood 

education settings 

Researcher Supervisor Supervisor 

Leanne Gibbs 

Doctor of Philosophy 
Candidate 

Professor Frances Press 

School of Teacher 
Education 

Assoc. Professor Sandie 
Wong 

School of Teacher 
Education 

I agree to participate in the above research project and give my consent freely. 

I understand that the project will be conducted as described in the Information Statement, a copy of which I 

have retained.  

I understand I can withdraw from the project at any time and do not have to give any reason for withdrawing.  

I consent to (please tick the boxes); 

 Being observed in my centre environment; 

 Being filmed and photographed in my centre environment; 

 Having conversations with the researcher on leadership; and 

 Participating in a workshop on leadership. 

I agree with the following statements (please tick boxes); 

 I understand that my personal information will remain confidential to the researchers. 

 I have had the opportunity to read the Information Statement 

 I have had questions answered to my satisfaction. 

Name  

Position  

Centre  

Signature  
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Appendix F  Information for families 

A study of practices that support emergence and development of leading within exemplary early 

childhood education settings 

Dear Families, 

My name is Leanne Gibbs, and I am a PhD candidate at Charles Sturt University. I am undertaking a 

research study at your child’s/ren’s long day care centre on leading and leadership in exemplary 

early childhood settings. The study will explore how organisational practices support the emergence 

and development of effective leadership in early childhood education and care settings. Leadership 

makes an important contribution to the quality of early childhood settings. Research on leadership 

tends to explore leaders-their behaviours, traits, and actions. This research takes an alternative 

approach. It hopes to build an understanding of the way leading and leadership emerges and 

develops. The purpose of the project is to study specific practices that support the emergence and 

development of leadership within centres amongst people who hold formal roles and those who 

don’t.  

Your child/ren will be present in the centre whilst I undertake the study, but they will not be 

identified in any data collected. The study requires me to be present in the centre for up to a week 

collecting data, observing educators, and taking video and photographs. You may see me around the 

centre over the week and I would be most happy to discuss my research with you or respond to any 

questions you may have. Please be in touch with me preferably via email lgibbs@csu.edu.au or by 

phone on 0408 255 679. 

I have over 30 years of experience in the early childhood education profession and will conduct my 

research activities with the highest level of integrity and respect. Professor Fran Press and Associate 

Professor Sandie Wong of the School of Teacher Education at Charles Sturt University are my 

supervisors. Charles Sturt University’s Human Research Ethics Committee has approved this project. 

If you have any reservations about the ethical conduct of this project, you may contact the 

Committee on (02) 6338 4628 or ethics@csu.edu.au. Any issues you raise will be treated in 

confidence and investigated fully, and you will be informed of the outcome. Thank you for the 

opportunity to conduct this study in your child’s/ren’s centre as I hope it will contribute to a greater 

understanding of leadership in early childhood settings. 

Leanne Gibbs  

mailto:lgibbs@csu.edu.au
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Selected additional contributions from the research 

Appendix H  Data, democracy, and the dialogic cafe 

Gibbs, L. (2019) Data, democracy and the dialogic café The Spoke, Early 

Childhood Australia Retrieved 31st May 2020 

http://thespoke.earlychildhoodaustralia.org.au/datademocracy-dialogic-cafe/  

 
 

http://thespoke.earlychildhoodaustralia.org.au/datademocracy-dialogic-cafe/
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Appendix I  Leading the future of early childhood education 

Gibbs, L. (2019) Leading the future of early childhood education The Spoke, 

Early Childhood Australia Retrieved 31st May 2020 

http://thespoke.earlychildhoodaustralia.org.au/leading-future-early-

childhood-education/  

 

http://thespoke.earlychildhoodaustralia.org.au/leading-future-early-childhood-education/
http://thespoke.earlychildhoodaustralia.org.au/leading-future-early-childhood-education/
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Appendix J  The rise and rise of early childhood leadership 

Gibbs, L. (2019) The Rise and Rise of Early Childhood Leadership Rattler Issue 

127, July 2019 Community Early Learning Australia  
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Appendix K  We don’t need another hero 

Gibbs, L. (2020) We don’t need another hero Rattler Issue 130, March 2020 

Community Early Learning Australia  
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Appendix L  Box of leadership provocations 

Stonehouse, A., Semann, A., Irvine, S., Hydon, C., Gujer, M., & Gibbs, L. (2019) 

Ethical Inquiry - Box of leadership provocations. 

http://www.earlychildhoodaustralia.org.au/our-publications/eca-special-

titles/box-of-provocations/  

 

 

 

http://www.earlychildhoodaustralia.org.au/our-publications/eca-special-titles/box-of-provocations/
http://www.earlychildhoodaustralia.org.au/our-publications/eca-special-titles/box-of-provocations/
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Appendix M  Exemplary educators theory of practice 

architectures framework materials 

Cooke, M. & Gibbs, L. (2019) Exemplary educators’ theory of practice 

architectures framework materials. Unpublished manuscript. 
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