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Abstract
This article reports on an Australian study of the emergence and development of leadership that
supports children’s rights and their access to high-quality early childhood education (ECE). The
qualitative study contributes to a growing body of research on ECE leadership practice; specifically,
the area of site-based leadership cultivation and development. Complexity leadership theory was
used to situate leadership within the Australian ECE context; accounting for the competing pur-
poses of high-quality education programs and for the complex array of practices required for
leadership to be effective. Additionally, the theory of practice architectures was employed as an
analytical tool. The theory of practice architectures helped to identify socially-just leadership
practices that uphold children’s rights, and to understand the organisational arrangements that
enabled and constrained those practices within each site. Study findings illuminate how leadership
can be cultivated and developed in ECE. As a result of the study, organisations are encouraged to
create the cultural-discursive, material-economic and social-political arrangements that shape
leadership within ECE sites. The paper argues for the development of ECE leadership as a socially-
just practice, that upholds the rights of children and their access to high-quality early childhood
education.
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Introduction

Leadership is enacted in Australian early

childhood education (ECE) settings within a

complex and constantly changing landscape.

In this complex environment positional leaders

are required to effectively lead and manage

people and to implement reforms in policy,

programs and practice (Alchin et al., 2019).

Leadership practice is further confounded by the

presence of competing agendas within individual

ECE sites. Such agendas include enabling par-

ents’ workforce participation, children’s pre-

paration for school, delivering a financial profit

for owners and shareholders of ECE businesses,

and most importantly, the delivery of high-

quality education and care to uphold children’s

rights. To be effective in their practice, positional

leaders require comprehensive preparation for

the multiple facets of the role (Coleman et al.,

2016; Siraj-Blatchford & Manni, 2007). Yet there

remain many barriers to holistic preparation for

emerging and positional leader roles and for the

practice of leading that is unique to ECE.

Key challenges identified within empirical

research, regarding the preparation and practice

of leaders, include: unclear qualification path-

ways for leader development, lack of systemic

professional learning, lack of clarity on the defi-

nition and purpose of leadership, and insufficient

theorising for leadership (Aubrey et al., 2013;

Torii et al., 2017; Waniganayake & Stipanovic,

2016). Should these challenges continue, the

supply of effective early childhood leaders may

be threatened. Without early childhood leaders,

the fundamental purpose of early childhood

education may be subjugated and therefore chil-

dren’s rights to high-quality early childhood

education could be compromised (Palaiologou &

Male, 2019; Penn, 2019).

This paper addresses the key challenges of

leadership cultivation and development. The

paper begins with a review of conceptualisa-

tions of leadership and argues for leading to be

theorised and developed as a socially-just

practice that is unique to ECE. The socially-

just practice of leading ensures expert site

operation and enables children’s rights for

protection, provision for, and participation in

high-quality ECE (Alderson, 2008). The paper

goes on to describe a mini-ethnographic case

study that considers the challenges for the

development of leading. Findings are examined

through the lens of practice architectures the-

ory. The conditions within organisations that

enable and constrain such leadership are sub-

sequently illuminated. Finally, a brief discus-

sion of leadership praxis, as a morally informed

practice, leads onto concluding thoughts on

implications and opportunities for organisations

to build leadership within ECE sites.

The changing conceptualisations
of leadership in ECE

Leadership in early childhood education was

originally linked to positional roles within ECE

sites, enacted through specific traits and defined

by centralised power (Waniganayake et al.,

2017). This conceptualisation reflected a mas-

culine, business orientation for leadership and

invested authority in a single leader who char-

ismatically inspired and independently drove

change to individual and organisational beha-

viour (Sinclair, 2008). ECE leadership was then

variously positioned as contextual, transfor-

mational and distributed. This chronology of

conceptualisations saw a transition from the

individual, ‘heroic’ leader to more dispersed and

inclusive approaches to leading (Nicholson &

Maniates, 2016). Collective leadership (O’Neill

& Brinkerhoff, 2018; Stamopoulos & Barblett,

2018), recently introduced to the ECE leadership

discourse, similarly advocates for an inclusive

approach that integrates shared visioning and

goal-setting, collective wisdom and emergence.

Stamopoulos and Barblett (2018) argue that a

collective leadership model encourages all edu-

cators to take personal responsibility and that:

“aspects of leadership, no matter the position

held, should be practiced by all in the profession
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in their shared mission to improve outcomes for

children and their families” (p. 23).

Another recent conceptualisation views lead-

ership as pedagogical praxis defined by the key

features of knowledge, theory, practical wisdom,

craftsmanship and action (Palaiologou & Male,

2019). Praxis is morally informed and comprises

empirically determined effective leadership

practices such as good communication, critical

reflection, collective vision-building and devel-

opment of learning communities (Coleman

et al., 2016; Siraj-Blatchford & Manni, 2007).

Furthermore, praxis ideally integrates admin-

istrative obligations with ‘socially just’ lead-

ership practice to ensure children’s right to

high-quality ECE (Palaiologou & Male, 2019).

Conceptualisation is important to
the development of leadership

Amongst this complex array of models and con-

cepts, scholars argue that the profession should

resist a single definition of leadership. They

believe a single definition could limit originality

and may interfere with theorising for ECE lead-

ership (Murray, 2013; Waniganayake et al.,

2017). Whilst definitions can be limiting, the lack

of a shared definition and theoretical foundations

of early childhood education may constrain the

emergence and development of leadership as a

unique ECE proposition and socially-just prac-

tice. Such leadership practice makes children’s

rights central to the provision of high-quality

early childhood education. Without an ECE

profession-led conceptualisation of leadership,

the emergence and development of leadership in

a complex environment of dynamic and con-

stantly transforming policy may be compro-

mised. The original history and traditions of ECE

could be undermined and therefore children’s

rights overlooked. Additionally, a predicted

growth in ECE centres, and a shortfall in degree-

qualified teachers, may further exacerbate the

problem of educators unwilling and unprepared

to assume positional leadership roles (Irvine

et al., 2016). A research challenge therefore exists

regarding ways that emerging and positional

leadership is encouraged and developed within a

framework that ensures high-quality early child-

hood education and the preservation of children’s

rights.

Although there is an increasing research focus

upon ECE leadership, to date, the primary focus

has been on the individual leader and methods

for upskilling. Whilst some studies have focused

upon programs of leadership development (for

example, Stamopoulos (2012), Thornton and

Cherrington (2014) and Rodd (2013)), questions

remain on who and how to prepare ECE leaders

for the complex and unexpected challenges of the

role. Recent Australian research explores some

of these challenges and highlights the continuing

barriers to effective leadership. For example,

research considers the tensions of balancing

innovation with neo-liberal drivers for ECE

(Sims et al., 2014), complicated human resource

issues (Alchin et al., 2019) and the ‘dark side’ of

leadership that limits the potential of leading in

ECE (Brooker & Cumming, 2019). Yet the

issue of social justice, central to early child-

hood education, receives little attention in

leadership research and scholarly discourse.

Indeed, Nicholson et al. (2018) highlight in an

extensive literature review that there is an

impressive body of work addressing issues of

social justice in the field of early childhood edu-

cation but little scholarship exists that explicitly

discusses social justice in connection to ECE

leadership. The authors argue that more inten-

tional links between leadership and goals that

address social injustices for children, families and

the early childhood workforce are needed to

ensure the development of effective leadership in

ECE. In this context, ECE leadership theorising

and enactment must include social justice and the

preservation of children’s rights.

Although ECE has experienced an increased

focus on leadership research, there is a gap in

the existing research regarding the development

of site-based ECE leadership – specifically,

leadership as a practice that ensures children’s

rights. The primary question for the study was:
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How do organisational practices enable and

constrain the emergence and development of

effective leading and leadership in educators

within exemplary early childhood settings?

Theoretical framing for the study

Two theoretical frames were used for the study:

complexity leadership theory and the theory of

practice architectures. The theories are similarly

concerned with emergence, self-organisation in

complex environments, universal leadership

development and interdependence of practices

(Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2017; Wilkinson & Kemmis,

2015). Complexity leadership theory was used to

initially position ECE leadership as a dynamic

and emergent practice within a complex envi-

ronment (Hazy & Uhl-Bien, 2015). A genre of

complexity leadership theory, used in educational

environments and also for this study, comprises

administrative, adaptive and enabling practices

(Marion & Gonzales, 2013). Such practices are

typical within early childhood environments

where administration and compliance with reg-

ulations must be balanced with pedagogical

innovation and the development of educators

(Gibbs, Press & Wong, 2019).

A second theory – the theory of practice

architectures – was used as an analytical lens for

the study. The theory of practice architectures

posits that: “human life is conducted in practices”

(Kemmis, 2018, p. 11). Practices are made up of

sayings, doings and relatings that hang together to

form a distinct practice with a particular intention

(Kemmis et al., 2014). In this study the intention

is identified as ‘leading’. The practices of leading

are therefore shaped, enabled and constrained by

the cultural-discursive, material-economic and

social-political conditions within the site of the

practice. Practices act like living entities in that

they are adaptable, malleable and changeable in

relation to changing times and contexts. In this

context, practices are foundational to a type of

leadership ‘praxis’ that is driven by ethics, is

morally committed and founded by traditions and

history of a profession (Kemmis, 2010). This type

of leadership praxis is foundational to high-

quality early childhood education where chil-

dren’s rights are paramount.

Research design

Mini-ethnographic case study methodology

was employed to investigate the emergence and

development of leadership practice that ensures

children’s rights for access to high-quality

education. This blended methodology sup-

ported the in-depth study and used data col-

lection methods that promoted causal links, and

for the study of theory (Fusch & Ness, 2017).

Theoretical and methodological alignment

were prioritised where multiple perspectives

within the study were constructed through

dynamics, emergence and interactions within a

complex landscape (Lichtenstein et al., 2006;

Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2011).

Participants

Following the granting of ethics approval for the

study by (Charles Sturt University) Human

Research Ethics Committee, three ECE sites

were recruited. All sites had achieved a National

Quality Standard rating of Exceeding in all ele-

ments of all quality areas, indicating that the

highest level of practice was achieved within the

legislated accreditation system (Australian

Children’s Education and Care Quality Author-

ity, 2017). Sites were also of a similar size

(between 40 and 60 children), operational

models (long day care or pre-school) and com-

plexity; with an array of funding, policy and

program arrangements, and enrolled family

profiles. All sites were compliant with Aus-

tralian laws, regulations and funding policy.

Sites were, however, diverse in their govern-

ance arrangements, potentially contributing to

variations in approaches to leadership devel-

opment. The diversity represented a cross-

section of Australian ECE management mod-

els. The first site was a ‘for-profit’ franchise

model long day care centre located in a major
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city. The second was a ‘not-for-profit’ pre-

school, in an urban area of a major city,

under local government sponsorship. The third

site was a ‘not-for profit’ long day care centre,

in a regional city, governed by a board of

directors and located in a large regional city.

Governance arrangements determined varia-

tions in sites’ policy for operation, receipt and

allocation of funding and fiscal resources, and

protocols for decision-making (Waniganayake

et al., 2017).

After recruiting the ECE sites, the researcher

met with participants in each centre to explain the

study and the approach to engagement. It was

important to communicate to participants that the

study of leadership emergence and development

might influence power relationships within the

ECE site and, as a result, self-identity could

change. Written informed consent was subse-

quently received from 28 participating educators,

directors and senior leaders prior to the study

commencement. Twenty-four participants in the

three sites were eventually involved in the study.

The participants comprised 10 early childhood

teachers (ECT), three diploma educators who

were studying a Bachelor of Early Childhood

Teaching (greater than 50% of the qualification

achieved), eight diploma educators and three

certificate educators. Some participants held

additional qualifications in areas such as primary

teaching, fine arts, management and sports

management. Participants are identified in this

paper with pseudonyms.

Data collection

Data collection was undertaken over six days

within each site. Theoretically and methodolo-

gically aligned data collection methods were

selected or designed to identify leadership

emergence, practices of effective leadership and

subsequently the organisational conditions that

enabled and constrained leadership. In the first

instance an observation tool was developed to

identify participants who were displaying effec-

tive practices of leadership. The tool mapped

empirically determined practices of effective

leadership, with practices of complexity leader-

ship and Quality Area 7 of the National Quality

Standards (Australian Children’s Education and

Care Quality Authority, 2016; Coleman et al.,

2016; Hazy & Uhl-Bien, 2015; Siraj-Blatchford

& Manni, 2007). According to the facilitated

observations and annotated field notes, 24 parti-

cipants were found to be practising effective

leadership. Field discussions were also a foun-

dation for unstructured interviews. Follow-up

unstructured interviews investigated emerging

themes relating to leadership. Interviews were

guided by study questions and the theory of

practice architectures (Bryman, 2011; Kemmis

et al., 2014). Another emergent method, the dia-

logic café, was conducted with groups of parti-

cipants on two sites. The dialogic café is a type of

free-form focus group where participants direct

the conversation (Agger-Gupta & Harris, 2017).

After an initial provocation on leadership, parti-

cipants posed questions of interest and then dia-

logued to create new ideas. They made graphic

records of conversations and ideas for leadership

development. In the final stage of the study,

documents such as site policies, philosophy and

vision, job descriptions and material from rating

and assessment reports of Quality Area 7 (Aus-

tralian Children’s Education and Care Quality

Authority, 2016) were collected and analysed.

Analysis

Data were analysed to examine how leading as a

socially-just practice emerged and developed

within each ECE site. Interview data was pro-

fessionally transcribed and then interviews, field

notes and participant records of two dialogic

cafés were analysed with the assistance of NVivo

12 software. The first stage of data analysis

identified the practices through the ‘sayings’,

‘doings’ and ‘relatings’ of emerging and posi-

tional leaders within each site. Practices were

identified, for this paper, through a children’s

rights frame of protection, provision for, and

participation of children in ECE (Alderson,
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2008). Following the identification of practices,

the theory of practice architectures was used to

examine the cultural-discursive, material eco-

nomic and social-political arrangements that

shaped the socially-just leadership practices –

upholding the rights of children – within each site.

Findings

The findings of the study are presented here in

two parts. First, the emerging and positional

leaders’ practices of leading are identified and

described through a children’s rights lens. Then

the organisational arrangements that make

those practices possible are illuminated.

Practices of ‘socially just’ leadership that
uphold children’s rights

The practices of socially-just leadership were

evident in the ‘sayings’, ‘doings’ and ‘relatings’

of emerging and positional leaders on each site.

The practices were identified contextually as

effective leadership enactment within the

abovementioned organising themes of chil-

dren’s rights. These are the children’s right to:

protection – to be safe from abuse, exploitation,

injustice and conflict; provision – the right to

access education, physical care, family life,

play, recreation, culture, leisure and welfare;

and participation – civil and political rights and

the right to be active in decisions and matters

that affect them; freedom of speech (Alderson,

2008).

Leadership practices for the protection of children
within ECE sites. All emerging and positional

leaders involved in the study expressed an

interest in children’s protection and welfare.

Emerging leaders prioritised children’s agency

in dealing with issues of conflict and used their

pedagogical knowledge to prepare children to

act with confidence. Leaders used professional

language to advocate for children’s rights to

protection from harm. For example, staff meet-

ing conversations were framed and led with “the

capable and competent child” at the forefront.

This language underpinned curriculum decision-

making (see under Participation, below). Site

conversations and actions were informed by

knowledge gained in pre-service training and

qualifications, mandated child protection

training and professional learning on the

National Quality Standards and the Early

Years Learning Framework (Department of Edu-

cation, Employment and Workplace Relations,

2009). Knowledge of the United Nations Con-

vention on the Rights of the Child (UNCROC)

(Unicef, 1989) also supported informal mentoring

conversations. Emerging and positional leaders

shared understandings of UNCROC. In one

instance an emerging leader cited the UNCROC as

a reference point to advocate for a child’s right to

food and drink.

Leadership practices for provision for children within
ECE sites. Children’s access to high-quality

early childhood education was an important

focus of discussions for all emerging and

positional leaders and related to knowledge-

informed practices regarding funding and reg-

ulatory arrangements. For example, leaders

argued for the equal inclusion of children in the

ECE program with a sophisticated understand-

ing of regulations and approval systems. In an

interview, Theresa, an emerging leader, talked

about enabling access for a child to the centre:

Before the budget cuts and the funding shifts, we

were at full capacity and we had a parent come

and her child had a disability. We were full but

she was vulnerable. She was sitting at that table

crying and of course that child started the very

next week . . . we made the phone calls (to the

regulatory authority) and we went over numbers.

Within each site emerging leaders with the

most comprehensive knowledge of each child

were present in meetings to influence the edu-

cational provisions those children. In this con-

text, emerging and positional leaders’ practices

of reflection shaped their actions regarding
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educational provisions for children. A small

number of study participants had a personal

experience of exclusion from education sys-

tems and they used this personal knowledge

to inform their actions. All participants

showed empathy for families. They commonly

expressed a desire to learn more to advocate

for children’s equality within early childhood

education sites and the community. Leaders

consistently viewed themselves as advocates

for children’s rights. This advocacy was

expressed as an important responsibility within

everyday practice. Theresa, here again, spoke

about “going the extra mile” to promote equal-

ity and uphold children’s rights.

That’s what families and communities deserve. I

will go that extra mile for you, and you don’t need

to give me anything. I’m going to do it because

that’s what you deserve. That’s your right as a

human, isn’t it?

Other leaders helped parents to navigate

complex administrative systems for new fund-

ing arrangements. Within one setting, for exam-

ple, a family under extreme financial duress

was supported by both emerging and positional

leaders to gain emergency funding so that a

child’s access to ECE was not disrupted. This

action required a comprehensive knowledge of

funding systems and persistence to ensure the

needs of the child and family were met.

Leadership practices for children’s participation
within ECE sites. Children’s right to participate

in issues that affected them was a primary peda-

gogical focus of emerging and positional leaders

within all study sites. Emerging and positional

leaders consistently supported children’s right to

express themselves and took children’s devel-

oping activism seriously. They were alert to

children’s concerns about the future (for example

climate change) and therefore shaped educational

programs to authentically explore these concerns.

Within one site, the children were empowered to

explore approaches to food storage and shopping

bags as an environmental concern. Leaders

expressed trust in educators’ decision-making

and provided resources and funding to support

curriculum planning with the children. On one

site, leaders dealt authentically with children’s

concerns about an industrial action carried out by

educators. In this instance, emerging and posi-

tional leaders supported all educators’ right to

strike and responded to children’s questions

about the action. Children’s participation in

political discourse was consistently enabled by

the actions of leaders with the provision of time,

material resources and professional learning to

support pedagogical and strategic decisions.

Descriptions of practices, above, give insight

into the array of knowledge, skills, and values

enacted by emerging and positional leaders to

navigate complex ECE environments and

uphold children’s rights. The paper now goes

on to examine the organisational arrangements

that shaped these leadership practices within

the participating ECE sites.

The organisational arrangements that
shaped leadership

The organisational arrangements within each site

shaped the practices of emerging and positional

leaders described above. Cultural-discursive,

material-economic and social-political arrange-

ments created the conditions for leadership

practices and subsequent praxis that was morally

committed and informed by the traditions of the

field (Mahon et al., 2017).

Cultural-discursive arrangements. According to

the theory of practice architectures, cultural

discursive arrangements shape leadership prac-

tices within each site. Arrangements can include

culture, shared professional language, specialist

discourses within the discipline and implicit

beliefs about the strengths and competencies of

children and also the vulnerabilities (Salamon

et al., 2015). A culture of trust within each par-

ticipating ECE site encouraged emerging and

positional leaders to take responsibility and to
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confidently make decisions that upheld chil-

dren’s rights. Cultures of trust were also under-

pinned by recruitment strategies that incorporated

questions on values and behaviours. As one posi-

tional leader, Shannon, noted:

We have been able to recruit educators who can

work within these values and our core behaviours.

This enables the consistency of values within the

team and allows educators to make informed

decisions. It allows the team to function

successfully.

A narrative on children’s rights was

embedded within organisational philosophies,

visions and professional language across all

sites. Philosophies equipped emerging and

positional leaders with language to advocate for

children’s rights. For example, the words

“Children first” were consistently used by

emerging and positional leaders, within one

site, as a description for what drove their

actions and decision-making. On another site,

positional leader Isla’s values and principles

served as a benchmark for educators. Isla noted:

There are these little sparks in the way I manage

or lead that always drive my practice or my prin-

ciples as well. They are very much a values orien-

tation, which is around equity and social justice.

Theresa, an emerging leader, identified this

influence on her own practices of leading when

she said:

It’s become engrained in me; this idea of social

justice, this idea of equity, this idea of . . . actually

we owe it to these children and these families.

Principles of social justice were further sup-

ported by specialist discourses surrounding the

National Quality Standards (Australian Chil-

dren’s Education and Care Quality Authority,

2016) and the Early Years Learning Framework

(EYLF) (Department of Education, Employ-

ment and Workplace Relations, 2009). Princi-

ples of these frameworks were embedded in the

everyday language within all sites and the

familiarity of the discourse, within educator

teams, ensured children’s rights were included

in curriculum planning and meeting procedures.

Material-economic arrangements. According to

the theory of practice architectures, the material-

economic arrangements that enable and con-

strain practices are the physical spaces, material

and financial resources, policy, regulations

and qualifications (Kemmis & Mahon, 2017,

p. 111).

The use of physical spaces within the study

sites enabled the generation of new knowledge

and ideas. On two of the sites physical spaces

were used for both children’s play and as a

space for coaching conversations. Whilst chil-

dren’s play was prioritised within all sites,

leaders encouraged conversations to build

educator knowledge and creativity. On one site

the lunchroom was a place to share information

about provisions for children. Program support

staff were co-located with educational staff and,

as Aponella, a positional leader noted, the

cross-fertilisation of people and ideas created

an unplanned benefit for children:

The richness of the conversations across pro-

grams . . . the training. People could be having

their lunch with the inclusion support worker or

the cluster manager from outside school hours

care. That’s one of the unintended consequences

of this model, that the conversations are rich and

there are opportunities for learning.

Material and financial resources were com-

mitted to professional learning on leadership

and management. Professional learning incor-

porated transmission of technical knowledge on

regulations, policy and funding (Rodd, 2013),

and also innovation in leadership practice (Kle-

vering & McNae, 2018). This learning enabled

independent decision-making and flexible

approaches to funding and policy to improve

children’s access to ECE.
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Organisational leaders considered qualifica-

tions to be fundamental for high-quality practice.

They noted that highly qualified emerging and

positional leaders performed roles with greater

confidence and reflective practice helped to avoid

an unquestioning observation of compliance and

policy. There were, however, financial limita-

tions to the employment of more qualified staff.

Some leaders were also concerned with the

quality of qualifications for diploma and degree

levels and believed that training was not as thor-

ough as it had been in the past. They saw that

robust qualifications were foundational to lead-

ership development.

Social-political arrangements. Social-political

arrangements encompass power and solidarity

and make possible the practices of relating

(Kemmis et al., 2014). Within the research sites,

social-political arrangements were exemplified

in educators’ equal right to lead and to contrib-

ute, the embedding of formal leadership roles

and the honouring of social-justice histories of

organisations.

All organisations in the study encouraged

team members to enact leadership with little

restraint. They valued contributions to decision-

making and advocacy for children and this was

combined with respect for individual approaches

to leadership practice. Opportunities for leader-

ship development were extended to both emer-

ging and positional leaders, thus establishing a

collective of leaders. Within one organisation

this had led to a realisation of succession plans.

Governance structures influenced how parti-

cipating organisations used formal leadership

titles. The formality of titles both enabled and

constrained leadership development. For exam-

ple, whilst some emerging leaders felt encour-

aged to aspire to a formal role or title, others felt

excluded from leadership by hierarchical lead-

ership designations.

Finally, social-justice perspectives influenced

the conceptualisation and practice of leadership

within participating organisations. The admin-

istrative, adaptive and enabling enactment of

leadership was founded on principles of equality

and compassion (Marion & Gonzales, 2013;

Nicholson et al., 2018). This appeared to reflect

organisational histories – organisations were

originally established to uphold children’s rights

– either as a benevolent duty for child well-being

or to provide education to the community

(Brennan, 1998). As a result, cultural and polit-

ical histories were embedded within philosophy

and policies of the sites.

‘What is all this leadership for?’

Study findings show that the cultural-discursive,

material-economic and social-political arrange-

ments within early childhood education sites

created the conditions for the emergence and

development of effective leadership. Such

effective leadership, according to empirical

studies, influences the quality of early child-

hood education. The research study confirmed

that positional leaders influenced the quality of

early childhood sites when they built collec-

tive visions, communicated well, were con-

textually literate and strategically competent

(Australian Children’s Education and Care

Quality Authority, 2016; Siraj-Blatchford &

Manni, 2007).

The study, however, revealed new insights

into the emergence of leading and the practices

of socially-just leadership that upholds chil-

dren’s rights. Socially-just leadership practices

were found to be interdependent and were con-

stantly reshaping to generate morally informed,

purposeful leadership praxis (Palaiologou &

Male, 2019; Wilkinson et al., 2010). Figure 1

illustrates the interdependence of the practices of

emerging and positional leaders and the organi-

sational arrangements that continually shaped

those practices.

In 2008, leadership scholar Sinclair, whilst

interrogating the fundamental purpose of lead-

ing, asked: “what is all this leadership for?” This

question is even more important more than a

decade later. As environments become more

complex and political tensions create competing
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agendas, profit can displace the quality of ECE.

It was clear, however, that all participating

organisations in this study had rationalised the

reasons for leading. Organisations created the

conditions for purposeful leadership that

reflected the values, history and traditions

foundational to their purpose and the historical

motivations for the provision of ECE. Leader-

ship development and enactment was driven by

the pursuit of high-quality early childhood edu-

cation that upheld children’s rights. Adminis-

trative practices – associated with compliance,

with regulations and funding policy – were

considered an imperative. Yet these practices

were believed to be most important for enabling

access to high-quality early childhood education

for all children regardless of their circumstances.

Although leaders’ practices ensured financial

viability, the overriding purpose of organisa-

tional continuity was to enable the protection

and participation of children. Fasoli et al. (2007)

describe this type of leadership practice framed

by a belief in social justice and action that stra-

tegically “contributes to the well-being of chil-

dren, families, community and colleagues” (p.

244). Furthermore, these sites were characterised

by leadership praxis: practice enacted in

“morally, ethically and politically responsible

ways” (Mahon et al., 2016, p. 2) in light of what

is wisely and properly considered ‘best’ for both

individuals and society as a whole (Kemmis &

Smith, 2008).

Figure 1. The theory of practice architectures and leading as a socially-just practice. (Adapted from Kemmis
et al., 2014).
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Limitations

The mini-ethnographic case study described in

this paper provided insights into a small number

of cases on leadership emergence and develop-

ment as a socially-just practice (Fusch & Ness,

2017; Wilkinson et al., 2010). Case study

research is, however, not generalizable, and as

Stake (1995) argues, findings may be reliant on

the researcher’s perspective and depiction of the

cases. Despite these limitations, the study offers

an in-depth insight into organisational arrange-

ments that cultivate and shape leadership within

organisations. Organisations could therefore be

encouraged to reflect on the important project of

leadership development and the purpose of early

childhood education for children and families

that informs this development.

Implications for organisations and
conclusion

In the complex landscape of ECE, individual

sites are characterised by a diversity of team

structures, approaches to implementation of

educational programs, funding and policy along

with varying agendas for operation. Yet, orga-

nisations within and beyond this study represent

their purpose fundamentally as mission to hon-

our children’s rights through the provision of

high-quality early childhood education (Press &

Wong, 2013). To ensure the centrality of social

justice within high-quality ECE, organisations

could embed cultural-discursive, material-

economic and social-political arrangements to

shape leadership that promotes the rights of

children.

The findings of the study suggest ECE orga-

nisations should look beyond individual leader-

ship preparation for organisational success.

Collective approaches to leadership preparation

could instead build on social justice knowledge

to promote innovative thinking on funding,

policy and practice for leadership praxis. Train-

ing and professional development should be

accessed by both emerging and positional

leaders and would ideally include a balance of

administrative, adaptive and enabling approa-

ches to leading. Such an approach would

encourage emerging and positional leaders to

balance streamlined site operation with the

principles of social justice in ECE. Furthermore,

an organisational culture that promotes trust and

informed decision-making could be underpinned

by language of site policy, practice guidelines

and strategic plans. Such trust would encourage

leaders to advocate for children’s rights to high-

quality ECE. Overall, organisations could resist

development that instructs emerging and posi-

tional leaders on unquestioning application of

policy and standards and could instead prioritise

the development of leadership praxis to build

upon the social justice imperative of early

childhood education.
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