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Abstract

This research focuses on pre-school leadership and the influence this has upon
improving outcomes for disadvantaged children, situating it within a broader
framework of social inequality specifically in regard to the educational
achievements of disadvantaged children and their more advantaged peers. As the
study is comparative in nature the findings are discussed in relation to settings that

have been graded by Ofsted as ‘outstanding’ and ‘requires Improvement’.

The research takes into account that the social inequality associated with
childhood poverty has a negative impact on outcomes for children, particularly in
their earliest years. It is premised upon the known importance of good quality early
years provision as an effective means to ameliorate the effects of childhood
poverty on outcomes for young children and that effective leadership of early years

settings is a defining factor of good quality provision.

A mixed methods approach was adopted to explore the influence that pre-school
leadership has upon outcomes for disadvantaged children. Qualitative data
collated from four semi-structured interviews, along with each setting’s most recent
Ofsted report were analysed through a process of content analysis. School
performance data were analysed to provide the contextual background of the
participating settings. Descriptive statistics are used to situate the local authority’s
performance in the context of other local authorities regionally and nationally and

enable direct comparisons to be made between settings.



Key findings from this study indicate that, in settings deemed by Ofsted to be
‘outstanding’ less affluent children made good progress towards the early learning
goals, this demonstrates effective leadership within those settings. Where a setting
was deemed to ‘require improvement’ children did not make good progress, this

indicates that leadership in that instance was less effective.
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Glossary

BERA
BL
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CIF
CMPS
CPS
DCSF

Demographic data
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Refers to data collated by external agencies which is accessible to
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Department of Work and Pensions

Early Childhood Education and Care

Every Child Matters

Effective Leadership in Early Years Study

Early Learning Goals

Effective Pedagogy in Early Years

Effective Provision of Pre-school Education
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Early Years Foundation Stage

Early Years Pupil Premium
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SES Socio Economic Status
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TL Transformational Leadership

UNICEF United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund



Chapter 1

1.1 Chapter Structure

This Chapter outlines the rationale behind the research that is situated within a
framework of social inequality associated with childhood poverty. It provides the
context for the research in terms of the demographic location of participating
settings and the policy context guiding early years provision and practice.
Definitions of key terms relating to the various aspects of the research will be

discussed with a view of leadership being offered.

1.2 Rationale for the study

The purpose of this research is to explore pre-school leadership and the influence
this has upon improving outcomes for disadvantaged children. My interest in this
topic stems from my previous experience within early years both as a practitioner
and as a strategic manager for early years workforce development within a local
authority. As part of this role to determine the continuous professional
development needs of early years practitioners | conducted several training needs
analyses, that revealed that pre-school leaders/managers within the local authority
had not received any formal leadership training. These findings support the work
of Muijs et al. (2004) who identified that there was a lack of specific training in

early years leadership available to leaders within the sector.

Given my interest in the topic and in recognition of the fact that Sylva et al. (2004)
identified that strong leadership was an essential element of good quality provision
| began writing leadership programmes for pre-school leaders and managers at

both undergraduate and post-graduate level. The phenomenon of strong
10



leadership will be explored in more depth in Chapter 2. As a senior lecturer in
Education | teach leadership and management to leaders and managers from a
range of settings. Anecdotal evidence gained from conversations with students
has led me to believe that pre-school leaders in this instance were not fully aware
of the influence that their practice has upon improving outcomes for disadvantaged
children. Also, little consideration appeared to be given to the demographic
influences within their localities that also impact upon children’s outcomes. This
combined with my interest in, and experience of, early years practice acted as the
catalyst for my research. It is also hoped, that the findings arising from the
research will provide the basis for the development of a new conceptual

framework to guide early years leadership practice.

1.3. Defining key terms
To provide clarity for the reader it is necessary to define the key terms relating to
this research. The following sections will define and discuss definitions associated

with early years, leadership and childhood poverty.

1.3.2 Leadership

Coleman ( 2005) draws a distinction between management and leadership
suggesting that management refers to the operational aspects of an organisation
and is task orientated. Leadership however appears to be more abstract in nature
and is as Coleman (2005) explains more concerned with the development of an
environment where practitioners are motivated, and inspired to work cooperatively
to ensure that children receive the best possible care and education. Leithwood et
al. (2010) expand upon Coleman’s definition of leadership suggesting that within

11



their Organisational Pathway (p678) it is the organisational structures, policies,
and procedures that serve to motivate and inspire practitioners. Bush (2008)
suggests that the concepts of leadership and management are intertwined further
acknowledging that within educational leadership there is a tension between the
two. Leithwood et al.’s (2010) explanation of their Organisational Pathway
highlights the inter-connectivity between the concepts of leadership and
management, as organisational structures and policies are often tasks associated

with management as described by Coleman.

Within the field of early years the concept of leadership has proven difficult to
define. Rodd (2001) argues that this is attributed to the fact that it is interpreted
differently by different people and as such suggests that it is difficult to develop a
conceptual framework specifically relating to early years. More recently, Aubrey et
al. (2013) also highlight the difficulty associated with defining leadership
specifically in relation to early years suggesting that leadership within early years
is variable across provision, and is therefore difficult to define. Ofsted (2015b:11)
state that ‘excellent teaching needs strong leadership’ and suggest that strong
leadership is present when leaders are visionary and see the potential in both staff
and children. They further argue that strong leaders foster an environment where

‘learning flourishes’ (p11).

Within the context of this study the phrase ‘pre-school leaders’ is used to refer to
those who have responsibility for leading and supporting the learning and
development of children aged between birth and five years (see Appendix 2). For
the purpose of this research the term pre-school leadership will represent the way

in which leaders as identified in Appendix 2, ensure that the needs of children
12



within their settings are met. While this may appear to be a reductionist definition
of leadership it encompasses all aspects of practice, however variable, that

collectively contribute to improving outcomes for young children.

1.3.3 Early years

For the purpose of this research the term early years will be discussed in relation
to English pre-schools within the maintained, private, voluntary and independent
(PVI) sectors providing early education and care to children aged from birth to five
years. In England pre-school settings in receipt of government funding to deliver
early education and care to young children must have regard for the Early Years
Foundation Stage Framework (EYFS)(Department for Education (DfE) (2017) that
sets out the learning and development requirements for children aged from birth to
five years. Outcomes for less advantaged children will be discussed in relation to

the educational outcomes as identified in the EYFS.

In recognition that in the first five years of life children enter into a period of rapid
growth and development successive governments have, and continue to, invest in
the provision of early years education in England. In addition to pre-school
provision within schools, pre-school provision in the PVI sectors plays an important
role in supporting the government to achieve its aims to increase the provision and
quality of early education for children aged from birth to five years. It is worth
clarifying that within the context of English primary schools the term pre-school is
used in reference to three and four year old children accessing their entitlement to

free early education.

13



A further point of clarification concerns governing bodies. Within this study the
term ‘leaders’ is discussed in relation to those practitioners who have the main
leadership role within their settings. This excludes the role of the governing body
within maintained provision. The rationale for this exclusion is two-fold, firstly,
currently within England all State maintained schools are required to establish a
governing body that is constituted under the ‘School Governance (Constitution)
(England) Regulations 2012’ (DfE, 2017:3), this requirement does not apply to pre-
school provision within the PVI sectors. Therefore it was felt that to include
governing body representatives from the maintained settings in this study would

not give an accurate comparison across settings.

Secondly, the role of the governing body is, as stated by DfE (2014a:6), concerned
with setting the ‘strategic direction’ of the school this includes being held
accountable for the expenditure of school budgets, including the Early Years Pupll
Premium (EYPP) (DfE 2014a). Drawing upon my experiences as a Governor with
specific duties to monitor the expenditure of the EYPP, responsibility for the day-
to-day expenditure of this funding is devolved to the head teacher. My role as
responsible Governor is to ensure that strategies funded by the EYPP are linked to
identified priorities within the school improvement plan (SIP), and that staff monitor
and evaluate the impact that these have on outcomes for eligible children. Given
that this study is concerned with the day to day leadership practices within the
participating settings my experiences as responsible Governor for the EYPP
further support the rationale to exclude representatives of the governing body from

the sample in this this study.
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1.3.4 Therole of Ofsted

With regard to the quality of early years provision in England pre-school settings
registered to deliver early education and care to young children are regularly
inspected by Ofsted to determine the extent to which they meet the education and
care needs of children. Within the early years sector the role of Ofsted is to
regulate and inspect services to ensure consistency in the quality of provision for
children from birth to five years of age. In their article that explores the inspection
processes in Sweden, Scotland and England, Baxter and Clarke (2013) explain
that Ofsted is the mechanism through which quality improvement within the
English education system is maintained, especially since the return to a more

centralised governance of schools.

While it is acknowledged that Ofsted inspections are fundamental to the quality
assurance process Gaertner and Pant (2011), question the validity of Ofsted
inspections. They argue that Ofsted inspections merely provide a ‘snap shot’
(p90) of practice and in light of this question whether inspections accurately reflect
the everyday practices within schools. Gaertner and Plant also explain how
inconsistencies associated with the inspection process could impact upon the
reliability of inspection judgements. They contest the reliability of inspection
judgements on the basis that schools are ‘frarely revisited on the same day and by
the same inspectors to verify results’ (p90). In addition, they also suggest that
observations made throughout inspections could be influenced by an inspector’s
own bias. This then raises questions concerning the extent to which observations
of practice can be ‘generalised beyond the individual inspector’ (p90), and the

reliability of the inspection process.
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Another critique of Ofsted reports is explained by Case et al. (2000). In their study
they explored teacher perceptions of the value of Ofsted inspections as a means
to improve practice. Case et al. conducted a longitudinal study spanning three
years in which they interviewed teaching staff from ten schools across three LAs.
The findings within their study highlight how prior to the inspection, teaching staff
felt they had to ‘get ready’ (p612) for the inspection and that this often put
additional pressure on them as they felt that the process of readiness often

conflicted with the overall ethos of the school.

Anecdotal evidence gleaned from my work with pre-schools resonate with the
views of Case et al. as it has been observed that pre-schools also prepare for
Ofsted inspections. This then raises questions concerning the value of inspections
as Ofsted inspectors’ observations may not be an accurate reflection of the pre-
school’s everyday practice. This resonates with the findings of Gaertner and Plant
(2011) above. Case et al. (2000) also noted that one year after the inspection
teachers felt that the inspection process had ‘minimal or no impact’ (p617) on their
practice. However, it is worth noting that at the time of writing minimal time is
afforded to schools/settings to prepare for Ofsted inspections, therefore, this

reduces the time settings have to ‘prepare’ for the inspection.

It is also worth noting that another major limitation concerning the validity of Ofsted
reports is that they are not academically peer reviewed and therefore the integrity
of the data within the reports could be questioned. Furthermore, Ofsted does not
generally draw upon external data to inform judgements made within their reports
that is they do not take into consideration demographic data such as childhood

poverty that could impact upon children’s performance. Gaertner and Plant (2011)
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suggest that Ofsted inspections were to some extent target driven that is, the
quality of teaching and learning is determined by pupils’ progress towards
predetermined targets. Therefore it could be argued, that Ofsted reports that draw
upon school performance data alone do not provide explanations that lie behind
children’s performance in a given locality and, subsequently they may not be an
accurate reflection of progress made by children. Whatever perceptions of Ofsted
we have, it has to be noted that in England they are the force that drives quality
improvement in schools (Ofsted 2017). Therefore, we cannot ignore the

judgements made arising from the inspection process.

1.3.5 The early years inspection process

DfE (2017) advises that all children are expected to reach age-related early
learning goals (ELGS) by the end of their reception year in school. Pre-school
leaders have a statutory obligation to monitor and report children’s progress
towards the ELGs and provide this information to the DfE via their local authority
(LA). Atthe end of their reception year all children are assessed to determine their
progress towards the ELGs. All pre-school leaders must prepare a ‘Foundation
Stage Profile’ (FSP) (DfE 2017:14) for each child that accurately reflects the child’s
level of development. That is, whether they have met, exceeded, or not yet

reached the expected level of development.

Throughout the inspection process Ofsted inspectors consider five main aspects of
provision. These include overall effectiveness, the quality of teaching and learning,
personal development, behaviour and welfare, and outcomes for children. In

addition, Ofsted inspectors observe and assess the effectiveness of the leadership
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and management within the setting. Pre-school settings are judged against a four
point rating scale, the grade awarded represents the extent to which they are

meeting the needs of children, and the quality of their provision.

‘Grade 1- Outstanding, that is the quality of teaching and learning is deemed to be

outstanding along with all other aspects of provision.

Grade 2 — Good, that is the quality of teaching and learning is deemed to be good

along with all aspects of provision.

Grade 3 — Requires improvement, there are aspects of provision which require

improvement.

Grade 4 — Inadequate, that is all aspects of provision require improvement’.

(Ofsted 2015hb:28)

This study will explore how pre-school leadership influences outcomes for
disadvantaged children in pre-school settings that have been graded by Ofsted as
‘outstanding’ and ‘requires improvement’. However, in view of the concerns raised
above regarding the value and reliability of Ofsted inspection judgements, the
findings within the Ofsted inspection reports for the participating settings will be
triangulated with school performance data and participants’ responses. It is hoped
that this will enable comparisons to be made between settings to identify aspects

of good practice that will inform recommendations for practice.

1.3.6 Childhood poverty
For several decades, many definitions of poverty have been articulated, Townsend
(1979) defines poverty as a citizen’s lack of basic resources to enable them to live

healthy lives and participate fully in society. Unicef (2012:13) expands upon
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Townsend’s definition suggesting that ‘relative poverty occurs in households in
which the disposable income, when adjusted for family size and composition, is
less than 60% of the National median income’. Thus suggesting that poverty is
the direct result of the level of income a family receives, also that this is a relative
situation that may vary between families. Poverty can also be defined in terms of
absoluteness, that is, absolute poverty exists when families do not have the
means to meet their basic needs such as food, water, shelter or access to medical

care that can result in severe deprivation (Davis & Sanchez-Martinez, 2015).

Absolute poverty is generally discussed in relation to developing countries rather
than the United Kingdom (UK). However, Sen (1983) elucidates that absolute
poverty can be observed within the UK when families do not have the minimum
income to meet their basic needs over a prolonged period of time. FullFact

(2017) explain that, irrespective of the definition of poverty referred to, children are
more at risk of poverty than the general population. They state that the number of
children living in absolute poverty within the UK has declined since 1994 (see
Table 1 below). While the number of children living in relative poverty has also
reduced, the percentage of children in the UK living in relative poverty is greater
than those living in absolute poverty (see Table 2 below). While the levels of child
poverty appear to have fallen in both categories, it could be argued that table 1
does not accurately reflect the exact number of children living in absolute poverty.
The measure used to ascertain the level of child poverty in the tables below was
based upon the level of household income; this does not take into consideration

homeless children.

The Children’s Society (n.d.) identified that 100,000 children go missing every

year, of these, approximately 17% of children end up sleeping on the streets.
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These children are not included in the figures presented below. Therefore, it could
be argued that the level of children living in absolute poverty within the UK is
higher than that depicted in table 1. Data within tables 1 and 2 were provided by

the Department of Work and Pensions (DWP) (2016/17).

Table 1: Number of children living in absolute poverty in the UK

Absolute child poverty

Percentage of children in absolute poverty over time in the UK®
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Table 2: Number of children living in relative poverty in the UK

Relative child poverty

Percentage of children in relative poverty over time in the UK*
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Tables extracted from Full Fact (2017)

In recognition of the continued high levels of poverty within the UK, in 1999 the
Labour Government under the leadership of Tony Blair made a commitment to end
child poverty by 2020, and to halve this by 2010. However, Brewer et al. (2010) in
their review of the progress made towards the Government’s aspiration to reduce
income related child poverty to 10% by 2010, identified that this target had not
been met. Rather than reducing child poverty, they state that ‘child poverty rose in
three consecutive years after 2004- 05’ (p10). They further acknowledged that in
2010 the level of child poverty in the UK remained high. In response to the
continued high levels of child poverty, in 2010 the Labour Government, with the full
support of all Parties, enshrined the commitment to eradicate child poverty in
statute. The Child Poverty Act (2010) set out the Government’s commitment to
eradicate child poverty by 2020. It states that progress toward the eradication of

child poverty should be tracked using four measures, these are:

‘Relative low income,
Combined low income and material deprivation,
Absolute low income,

Persistent poverty (defined as being in poverty for 3 consecutive years)’
(pp 2-3).

The measures identified within the Child Poverty Act primarily focus upon
household income and family position within the economy. Economic theories of
poverty as described by Davis and Sanchez-Martinez (2015:24) seek to explain
poverty in ‘monetary terms’. However, Sen (1983) debates that poverty cannot be
solely explained in terms of income level. Field (2010), in his review of poverty
and life chances concurs with Sen, and argues that poverty is more than income,

suggesting instead that it is a combination of lack of opportunity, aspiration and
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stability, a view supported by HM Government (2011:12). Cooper and Stewart
(2013) argue that one cannot ignore the impact that income level has upon
children’s development stating ‘Low income affects direct measures of children’s
well-being and development, including their cognitive ability, achievement and
engagement in school, anxiety levels and behaviour’ (p2). However, they too
concur with the view of Sen (1989) that economic theories of poverty cannot

provide a holistic explanation of the root causes of poverty.

Sen (1983) proposed that poverty should be viewed in relation to ‘a deprivation of
basic capabilities’ (p159). The capability approach as proffered by Sen, suggests
that there are basic capabilities required to live a meaningful life such as: making
a positive contribution to society, living a normal healthy life, being treated as an
equal. It could be argued that viewing poverty through the lens of a capability
approach emphasises the inequalities associated with poverty, that is, those in
poverty are at risk of health inequalities such as premature mortality. Marmot and
Bell (2012:18), argue that health inequalities are aligned to social inequalities, that

is, the 'lower a person’s social position, the worse his or her health is’.

In recognition of the continued high levels of child poverty with in the UK in 2010,
the Government (H.M. Government, 2011) outlined a new approach to tackling
child poverty. In their Child Poverty Strategy (CPS) they recognise that income
measures alone do not reveal information concerning the origins of poverty, and
the impact that it has upon children’s lives. While it is acknowledged within the
CPS that income levels are central to the standard of living experienced by

families, it also outlines a ‘more co-ordinated effort to achieve social justice’ (p11).
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The aims identified within the CPS are clearly linked to the research questions

guiding this study. For example:

Aim 1: Is to have a stronger focus on supporting low income families who are
either, in employment, or in receipt of benefits to help them ‘overcome barriers to
work’ (p11). This links to research question 3 (RQ3) specifically in regard to how

pre-school leaders use policy to inform their practice.

Aim 2: The focus of aim 2 is upon early intervention to improve children’s
development and educational attainment. Allen (2011) recognises the need to
raise educational achievements as a means improve outcomes for young children,
particularly those in poverty. He advocates that early intervention in children’s
learning and development is crucial if children are to be ready for school (p46).
Research question 2 (RQ2) seeks to explore how pre-school leaders ensure that
the needs of disadvantaged children in their setting are met through effective

intervention strategies.

Aim 3: In this aim greater focus is placed upon the family in the context of their
communities. Research question 1 (RQ1) seeks to ascertain the extent to which
pre-school leaders understand the communities they serve. To be able to ensure
that the needs of disadvantaged children are met, pre-school leaders must identify

the issues associated with child poverty in their localities.

Evans and Schamberg (2009) recognise the impact that family income has upon
educational achievement, suggesting that there is a correlation between the length

of time children are exposed to childhood poverty and their continued educational
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achievement. The findings of Evans and Schamber are confirmed by the
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Education(OECD) (OECD, 2017),
that makes explicit the link between attendance at pre-school and academic
achievements. They argue that greater exposure to pre-school experiences had a
positive influence on outcomes at the age of fifteen years, and further explain that
early access to pre-school plays an important role in child development,
particularly among children from less affluent families. With this is mind, the
definition of poverty underpinning this research is that expressed within the CPS,
that is, ‘Poverty is about more than income; it is about a lack of opportunity,
aspiration and stability.” (HM Government, 2011:12) as articulated by Field (2010).
As stated at the beginning of this chapter, the research is situated within a broader
framework of social inequality that is underpinned by Davis and Sanchez-Martinez
(2015:24) notions of social exclusion and social justice. They acknowledge those
macro influences that are beyond the control of the individual that serve to limit the

opportunities available to those families living in poverty.

1.4 Conceptual framework

It has been acknowledged that the social inequality associated with childhood
poverty has a negative impact on outcomes for children, particularly in their
earliest years (Pugh, 2010, Ridge 2011, Engle et al. 2011). Research has also
acknowledged the importance of good quality early years provision as an effective
means to ameliorate the effects of childhood poverty on outcomes for young
children, and that effective leadership of early years settings was a defining factor
of good quality provision (Duncan, 1998; Melhuish, 2004; Taggart et al. 2015). It
is the intention of this study to build upon previous research and explore pre-

school leadership and the influence this has upon outcomes for disadvantaged
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children, and thereby provide greater insight into the inter-relationship between
outcomes for young children associated with social inequality and pre-school
leadership. Figure one below identifies the three main strands of the conceptual
framework underpinning this research that influence outcomes for disadvantaged
children. The strands are depicted in relation to Bronfenbrenner's (1986)
Ecological Theory. In his theory, Bronfenbrenner identifies factors that influence
children’s development, locating these within environmental systems in relation to
their proximity to the child. Within the microsystem one of the main factors that
directly influences children’s outcomes is their developmental level upon entry into
pre-school. Bronfenbrenner explains that there are also factors beyond the child’s
immediate environment that have an influence on their outcomes these, he
explains, are located within the mesosystem. Within the context of this research,
the primary factor that influences outcomes for young children located within the
mesosystem is pre-school leadership. Moving beyond the realms of the child and
pre-school, Bronfenbrenner identified that within the macrosystem there were
societal factors beyond the control of the child, and pre-school that influence
outcomes for young children, these include childhood poverty. This research
explores the interplay between childhood poverty, pre-school leadership and the

influence that this has upon outcomes for disadvantaged children.
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Figure 1: Conceptual framework locating child poverty, pre-school leadership and outcomes

for disadvantaged children within Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Theory.
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1.5 Research context

1.5.1 Demographic Context

This research was conducted within a local authority in the North East of England
that is situated within an area of economic disadvantage. The North East Child
Poverty Action Group (NECPAG) (2015) identified that the North East of England
had the fourth highest rate of child poverty in England. During 2016 -17 within the
participating LA out of 6097 children 31.6% were living in child poverty (End Child
Poverty 2017). HM Government (2011:42) identified that childhood poverty
negatively impacts upon the educational attainment of children from low income
families, highlighting a gap in educational achievements between them and their
more advantaged peers. This disparity is evident within the local authority, as
45% of disadvantaged children achieve five or more GCSEs grades A*- C,
compared to 77% of all other children. Children within the local authority in both
categories perform less well than the national average, that is, 42% of children

from less affluent families and 70% of all other children.
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Table 3: Percentage of Pupils Achieving 5 A*-C GCSE or Equivalent in the North East

% of Pupils Achieving 5 A*-C GCSE or Equivalent
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England
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County Durham
Darlington
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Hartlepool
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Northumberland
South Tyneside
Stockton-on-Tees
Sunderland

Newcastle upon Tyne
Redcar and Cleveland

Data retrieved from NECPAG (2015)

In terms of the educational achievements of children at the end of Key Stage 1
(KS1) figures demonstrate the gap between the educational achievements of
children classified as being disadvantaged and all other pupils. Within the North
East 80% of pupils eligible for free school meals (FSM) achieved level 2+ (L2+) at
the end of KS1, compared to 92% of all other children. With regard to
disadvantaged children achieving L2+ at the end of KS1 in the North East of
England 80% of children in receipt of FSM achieve L2+. This is below the national
average of 82%. This further demonstrates that the gap in educational
achievements between both groups of children exists across different educational
phases. Ofsted (2015a) confirms this view as they state that ‘there is no sign of the

gap narrowing’ (p6)
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Table 4: Education achievements of pupils at the end of key stage 1

Pupils at Level 2+ at Key Stage 1
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The data provided in Tables 1 and 2 provide the demographic background for this
research and highlight the inequality between educational achievements of
children classified as being disadvantaged and those more fortunate. The
performance data of young children at the end of the reception year will be

discussed in detail in Chapter 4.

1.5.2 Policy context

This section provides an overview of policy developments relating to early years
provision and practice. The National Audit Office (NAO) (2001:1) define policy as
being ‘the transformation of government’s political priorities and principles into
programmes and courses of action to deliver desired changes’. In England the
Centre for Management in Policy Studies (CMPS) was formed by the Cabinet
Office in 1999, the overarching aim of which was to provide a robust approach to
policy development. In their report Bullock, et al. (2001) identified that many

policies were informed by evidence based research and experts in the field. This
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is reflected within early years. Early years practice has, for example, been
informed by research such as the Effective Provision of Pre-school Education
(Sylva et al. 2004) and the review of the EYFS (Tickell, 2011) these studies will be

discussed in more depth in Chapter 2.

With regard to policy developments within education, the OECD is at the cutting
edge of education policy development globally and is instrumental in informing
policies relating to educational leadership within a school context in England.
While the OECD does not necessarily focus upon leadership within the context of
early years specifically, it could be argued that aspects of policy relating to school
leadership are transferrable and therefore can be applied to leadership within pre-
school provision especially as it is acknowledged that school leadership plays a
key role in improving school outcomes (Pont, et al. 2008). It is only recently that
the OECD has begun to focus on early years provision as a discrete phase of
education. This is recognition of the growing importance of early childhood

education and care (ECEC) as a policy priority (OECD 2017).

Over the last twenty years successive governments have increased their support
for early years which has resulted in a plethora of new policies being developed
along with the introduction of statutory curriculum guidance for early years
provision (see Table 5), the overarching aim of which was to improve outcomes for
young children. Brewer et al. (2010:9) recorded that in 1993 the United Kingdom
(UK) had its highest level of child poverty since 1961 with 29% of children living in
child poverty. When the Labour government came into power in 1997 this figure
had fallen to 26.1%, with the North East of England having the highest level of

child poverty in England, 37.2% of children in the North East of England were
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living in poverty at that time. In light of the continuing high levels of child poverty
the new Labour government introduced a range of policies to reform early years

services and improve the lives of the poorest families.

Table 5: Policy timeline relating to early years 1989 — 2017

1989 | The Children Act DfEE | Desirable learning 1989 Day care Inspections
1996 outcomes augmented by the L.A.
1998 | The National Childcare 2000 | The Curriculum 2001 Introduction of National
Strategy Guidance for the Standards — setting
Foundation Stage inspected by Ofsted

Every Child Matters: Change | DfEE | National Standards for 2013 Introduction of the Ofsted
2004 | for Children 2001 | day care and Common Inspection
childminding Framework

The Children Act

2005 | The Disability Discrimination DfES | Birth to Three Matters 2015 Common Inspection
Act 2002 Framework (1% revision)
2006 | The Childcare Act DfCSF | The Early Years 2017 Common Inspection
2008 Foundation Stage Framework (2nd revision)
The Equality Act DfE The Early Years 2018 Common Inspection
2010 2012 | Foundation Stage (1% Framework (3" revision)
The Child Poverty Act revision)

2011 | The Child Poverty Strategy

2014 | The Children and Families DfE The Early Years
Act 2014 | Foundation Stage (2™
revision)
The Welfare Reform and DfE The Early Years
2016 | Work Act 2017 Foundation Stage (3rd
Revision)

The Childcare Act

The policies identified in Table 5 highlight the fluidity of the early years landscape
as with each newly elected government or departmental minister, political
ideologies changed and subsequently, changes to statutes were made, which then

impacted on the way in which early years services were delivered.
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The Labour government, for example, in their National Childcare Strategy (NCS),
set out to reform early years services to support the development of affordable,
good quality childcare provision, the aim of which was to reduce unemployment
and improve the life changes of England’s poorest families (Department for
Education and Employment (DfEE) (DfEE 1998). An initiative arising from the
NCS was the development of Local Sure Start Programmes (LSSP), which
provided early years services to improve the life chances of disadvantaged
children and families. Four years after their inception and as a result of the 2002
Childcare Review (DfEE 2002) the Government made funding available to
support the development of Sure Start Children’s Centres (SSCC), which were
initially designated LSSP. Again services delivered through SSCC were targeted
at disadvantaged families as a means to address child poverty. However, over
time, changes within government resulted in a shift from services being targeted at
low income families only, to universal services for all children that resulted in
SSCC being established in every community, rather than solely in areas
designated disadvantaged. In an attempt to further address childhood poverty
when the Coalition Government came into power in 2010 services delivered via
SSCC were again targeted at less affluent families only. This example

demonstrates the dynamic landscape that pre-school leaders must work within.

With reference to curriculum guidance for early years, this too has been subject to
many changes over time. In recognition that the early years plays an important
role in young children’s learning and development the then Department for
Education and Employment (DfEE), introduced the curriculum guidance for the
foundation stage (DfEE 2000), which outlined the learning and development

requirements for children aged between three and five years old. Following the

31



Childcare Review (DfEE 2002) and in recognition that early years provision can
positively impact upon children’s outcomes, the DfEE introduced the curriculum
framework for children from birth to three years. Leading on from this, and in light
of the findings within the Effective Provision of Pre-School Education (EPPE)
report (Sylva et al. 2004), which highlighted the benefits of pre-school provision
on very young children’s learning and development, the EYFS(DCSF 2008)
curriculum framework was introduced to bring together both the Birth to Three
Matters Framework and the Statutory Guidance for the Foundation Stage, to

provide a curriculum framework for children from birth to five years.

Since it was introduced in 2008 the EYFS (DCSF 2008) has been revised three
times. The first revision was in response to the Tickell review in 2011 (Tickell
2011) which highlighted the complexity surrounding the language used within the
document and the early learning goals (ELGSs) within the guidance. Subsequently
the framework was modified to streamline the ELGs and simplify the language
used (DfE 2012) and to introduce the two year progress check for two year old
children (DfE 2014). The third revision in 2017 was in response to changes in
government policies around safeguarding and the qualifications of practitioners (

DfE 2017).

It could be argued that frequent revisions to both policy and curriculum guidance
can leave pre-school leaders feeling confused and can place additional burden on
resources. The EYFS (DfE 2017), for example, places a statutory responsibility on
pre-school leaders to ensure that staff who hold the new level 3 early years
educator (EYE) qualification also hold a level 2 qualification in English and Maths.

Anecdotal evidence gleaned from my discussions with programme leaders
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delivering the new EYE qualification explained how this shift in policy requirements
had repercussions for those staff that were recruited onto the programme that did
not previously hold the relevant level 2 qualifications in Maths and English.
Subsequently this impacted upon practice within those pre-school settings that
had employed newly qualified staff who did not hold the necessary underpinning
qualifications, in that they were unable to include these staff members in their staff
- child ratios. This example also reveals the fluidity of the early years landscape
and the implications that frequent policy changes have upon early years provision

and practice.

Another area of policy change concerns the regulation of day care provision,
including pre-schools in England. In 1989 the regulation of day care provision
came under the auspice of the LA, however following the introduction of the
National Standards for Day care in 2001, in 2002 the regulatory system was and
continues to be driven by Ofsted. In 2013 the Common Inspection Framework
(CIF) was introduced which meant that for the first time early years provision
across all sectors (PVI, and maintained) was inspected against a common set of
standards. Since its inception the CIF has been revised three times (see Table 5
above). One of the proposed changes to the regulatory system was to end the
duplication of inspections (DfE 2013:11), that is the DfE sought to remove the
need for LAs to inspect early years providers to determine their eligibility to receive
early education funding. In doing this the DfE proposed that Ofsted would become
the ‘sole arbiter of quality’ (p11). While it is recognised that the changes to the
framework are minimal (Ofsted 2015a) they do, again, highlight the fluidity of the

early years landscape.
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Robertson and Hill (2014) in their extensive review of education policy and
practice argue that the incongruence between policy initiatives and practice
highlights the complexities faced by pre-school leaders as ‘the translation of
ideology into action is by no means assured or straightforward’ (p170). Embedded
within the EYFS (DfE 2017) for example, is the notion of equality for all children,
that is, the EYFS advocates that less fortunate children have access to the same
opportunities as their more advantaged peers. Robertson and Hill (2014) make
the distinction between equality of opportunity and equality of outcomes (p167), as
such it could be inferred that the ideology on which the EYFS is premised is to
ensure that all children have the same outcomes at the end of their reception year,
that is they all achieve the ELGs at the end of their reception year. Therefore, it
could be argued that rather than improving outcomes for disadvantaged children,
pre-school leaders must ensure that all children achieve the same outcomes at the
end of their reception year. Robertson and Hill exposed the pressure that leaders
felt when trying to ensure that all children achieve the same outcomes irrespective
of their S.E.S., especially as it is acknowledged that children from low income
families enter pre-school with lower levels of development than their more
advantaged peers (Ridge 2011). Therefore, rather than promoting equality, it

could be argued that the EYFS promotes an ethos of ‘social elitism and inequality

(Robertson and Hill, 2014:167).

The discussion above illustrates the tension between early years policy and
practice. The frequent changes to policy and curriculum guidance, as identified
above support the view of Mukherji and Dryden (2014) who argue that frequent

changes to policy or curriculum initiatives do not always result in the desired
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changes as they are not always given sufficient time to embed before evaluations

are commissioned.

1.6 Research questions

There has been much research exploring the influence that educational leadership
has upon improving outcomes for disadvantaged children, for example, Leithwood
and Mascall 2008, Leithwood 2010, Day et al. 2011, Sun and Leithwood 2012,
however there appears to be a little research that specifically focuses upon pre-
school leadership and the influence this has upon improving outcomes for young

children. Therefore, this research aims to:

- Clarify how pre-school leaders look to ensure that the needs of the most
disadvantaged children in their settings are met

- Draw out wider implications for debate and discussion in relation to
childhood poverty policy and practice specifically in relation to pre-
school leadership and the influence this has upon improving outcomes
for disadvantaged children

- Ildentify how national policy is used to inform early years practice and
provision in relation to creating parity between disadvantaged children

and their more advantaged peers

The research aims will be addressed through the following research questions.

1) To what extent are pre-school leaders aware of the outcomes relating to
child poverty in the communities they serve?
2) What measures do pre-school leaders take to ensure that the needs of the

most disadvantaged children in their settings are met?
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3) How is pre-school leadership enacted in a range of pre-school settings?

1.7 Overview of Chapters

The following Chapters provide an insight into my learning journey as an education
doctoral research student. They outline the theoretical discussions that have
informed my approach to the research and expanded my knowledge in an area of

practice about which | am passionate.

Chapter 2 begins by discussing childhood poverty and the impact this has upon
outcomes for young children and recognises the importance of early years
provision as a means to ameliorate the effects of childhood poverty on young
children. The literature review reveals a gap in both knowledge and research
specifically relating to pre-school leadership and the influence this has upon
improving outcomes for young children. As a result of the apparent gap in
knowledge it has been necessary to explore literature relating to various domains
of educational leadership more broadly and the influence this has upon improving
educational outcomes of children, including disadvantaged children. This Chapter
also provides a theory focus that identifies the complexities associated with the

application of theoretical frameworks to pre-school leadership.

Chapter three outlines the key debates that have helped to justify the
methodological approach taken and research methods adopted to ensure that
participants’ views are accurately captured, concluding that a feminist approach as
described by Limerick, (1996)’ Gubrium and Holstein (2003) and Sprague (2016)
was the most appropriate approach to adopt. As this study is comparative in
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nature | argue the case for a mixed methods approach to data collection to ensure
that direct comparisons between settings can be made. Johnson and
Onwuegbuzie (2004:14) argue that ‘methodological pluralism’ enables a higher
level of understanding to be gained than when adopting a single methodological
approach. When carrying out the field work to ensure that | conducted my
research in a professional and ethical manner | was ever mindful of the ethical

guidelines as outlined in British Educational Research Association (BERA) (2011).

Chapter 4 presents the findings arising from an analysis of the various data sets,
that is performance data demonstrating progress towards the early learning goals
as outlined in the EYFS, the content of the most recent Ofsted reports for each
setting, and participants’ responses. The Chapter is framed by the research
questions, presenting the data in this manner | feel, enabled me to begin to make
sense of the research questions and provided an opportunity for me to begin to
make comparisons between settings as suggested by Johnson and Onwuegbuzie

(2004).

Chapter 5 discusses the findings in relation to the research questions identified
above and makes connections between the findings presented in Chapter 4 and
the literature discussed in Chapter 2. Implications for practice arising from the
research will be identified and discussed both in terms of the content of leadership
programmes | teach and also in relation to informing leadership practices within

pre-school settings to ensure that the needs of disadvantaged children are met.
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Chapter 6 begins by discussing the term strong leadership and proposes the
development of a conceptual framework highlighting the relationship between
outcomes for disadvantaged children and strong leadership. Issues relating to the
limitations of the three data sets will also be discussed. This chapter concludes by
acknowledging the complexity associated with early years leadership and argues

that this is inextricably linked to outcomes for disadvantaged children.
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Chapter 2. Literature Review

2.1 Context and Rationale for the Literature Review

A Literature review is as Hart (1998:13) describes

‘The selection of available documents (both published and unpublished) on the
topic, which contain information, ideas and evidence written from a particular
standpoint to fulfil certain aims or express certain views on the nature of the topic
and how it is to be investigated, an effective evaluation of these documents in

relation to the research being proposed’

When considering the inclusion of unpublished material in literature reviews, Egger
and Smith (1998) explain that only studies that are statistically significant are ever
published and that this results in publication bias. Egger and Smith suggest that
including unpublished material in the literature review helps to minimise against
publication bias. Burgess et al. (2006:24), citing Hammersley advise that,
irrespective of document type, it is the ‘reliability’ of literature to be included in the
literature review that is important and researchers should adopt a ‘flexible
approach’ to the selection of literature to ensure that the literature to be reviewed
is pertinent to the research topic. When considering the inclusion of Ofsted
documents in the literature review, despite the fact that Ofsted reports are not
academically peer reviewed it was felt appropriate to include these in discussions

as they provide an insight into the quality of leadership in the participating settings.
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2.2 Structure of the Literature Review

To ensure that the literature was apposite and sufficient in content to inform the
research questions, | followed the recommendations of Hart (1998:31) and
developed a fiterature map’. This enabled me to corral appropriate resources to

give structure to the literature review. Three primary areas were identified:

[. Childhood Poverty
II. Educational leadership - A theory focus
lll. Educational leadership and pupil achievement
Each primary area was then broken down in subsections each covering different

aspects of the topic; see diagram 2 below — literature map.

Figure 2: Literature Map (Hart 1998)

Ecological theories of

/ poverty

Childhood Poverty and

outcomes for children

Literature Review

Educational leadership Theories of Educational

Leadership

and pupil achievement

School Leadership Pre-school leadership
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In developing the literature map, | was also mindful of the recommendations of
Burgess et al. (2006) to remain open minded about the relevancy of literature and

ensure that literature selected was appropriate to my research questions.

A central focus of this literature review will be upon educational leadership and the
influence this has upon improving outcomes for disadvantaged children,
specifically in relation to leadership in pre-schools. Research articles and text
were retrieved from search engines such as Academic Search Complete, British
Education Index, and Google Scholar using key word searches including
leadership, pre-school leadership, educational leadership, leadership and
improving pupil outcomes, poverty and or disadvantage, or social inequality and
school achievement. The initial literature search revealed an apparent paucity of
literature specifically relating to pre-school leadership and the influence this has
upon outcomes for young children. This resulted in an additional key word search
that included the terms school leadership and or educational leadership,
educational leadership and outcomes for older children, but not further or higher
educational leadership. Hart (1998) highlights the problems associated with
selecting literature from across disciplines, arguing that it can be problematic as
other disciplines may contextualise ideas and theories differently, suggesting that
this may result in valid arguments being overlooked. To minimise this, the
literature review was carried out within a framework of relevance that is, literature
pertaining to leadership within a further education and higher education context
was disregarded as | felt that this was too distant from the aims of my study. The
following section will explore literature that investigates the influence that

disadvantage has upon outcomes for young children.
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2.3 Disadvantage and the influence of this on outcomes for young
children

The purpose of this research is to explore pre-school leadership and the influence
this has upon improving outcomes for disadvantaged children. The research is
situated within a framework of social inequality, specifically in relation to childhood
poverty and the educational achievements of children from low income families
and their more affluent peers. Ridge (2011) conducted a meta-analysis of
qualitative research with disadvantaged children spanning across a ten year
period. Research included in the study was identified by following a ‘pragmatic
and iterative’ process (p74) with explicit exclusion criteria guiding the selection of
documentation. That is, following an initial key word search, Ridge excluded

studies she deemed to be methodologically weak.

Ridge (2011) highlights, that all areas of cognitive ability are negatively affected by
the effects of childhood poverty especially among children in their early years.
Therefore, this suggests that less affluent children enter pre-school at a lower
developmental level than their more advantaged peers highlighting that social
inequality exists among children in their earliest years. Ridge’s findings appear to
suggest that it is unrealistic to expect disadvantaged children to reach age-related
early learning goals especially if they are starting their learning journey at a

developmental disadvantage to their more advantaged peers.

The findings from Ridge’s study also focus upon the ‘child’s voice’ specifically in
relation to their schooling. Ridge reported that children from disadvantaged

backgrounds were dissatisfied with their teachers and felt poorly served by their
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school’ (p80). The significance of this study to my own research is that it
demonstrates the negative impact poverty has upon children’s holistic
development, and emphasises the importance of effective leadership in pre-school
settings. If pre-school leaders are to influence outcomes for children from low
income families my experience suggests that they should firstly, identify the issues
relating to child poverty in their own localities and secondly, ensure that the needs

of the most disadvantaged children in their settings are met.

Another study that highlighted the influence that disadvantage has upon outcomes
for young children is that of Engle et al. (2011). Like Ridge, they assert that
economic disadvantage negatively impacts upon children’s holistic development.
Engle et al. conducted a systematic review of intervention strategies aimed at
improving developmental outcomes for young children aged between 2 and 5
years of age attending pre-school in low and middle income countries. Forty-three
intervention strategies from across the globe were reviewed, including those within
Central and Eastern Europe, South Asia, East Asia and Pacific, the Caribbean,
Sub-Saharan Africa and the Middle East. In their review Engle et al. highlight that
the developmental inequalities that existed between disadvantaged children and

their more advantaged peers were a global issue.

With specific regard to Engle et al.’s (2011) review of pre-school provision as an
intervention strategy leading to improved outcomes for disadvantaged children a
comparison was made between attendances at improved pre-schools against
attendance at non-improved pre-schools. While definitions of improved and non-
improved’ pre-schools were not explicitly stated, it can be assumed that the terms

refer to those schools that met the expected standards of quality and those that
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did not within the selected countries. Also, it is worth noting that while Engle et al.
refer to pre-school provision within a range of countries, they concluded that in all
participating pre-schools it was the quality of provision that had the greatest
influence upon outcomes for young children, and that the greatest benefits were
seen in disadvantaged children compared with non-disadvantaged children. The
findings within Engle et al.’s study affirm those of previous studies within the UK,
for example Sylva et al. (2004), which also acknowledged the influence that good

quality provision has upon outcomes of children from low income families.

Within Engle et al.’s study several aspects of practice were identified as
contributing to good quality provision. These included effective supervision of
staff, and leadership of pre-school settings. However, given that Engle et al.
reviewed a range of intervention strategies, including parenting programmes and
health intervention strategies, aimed at improving outcomes for disadvantaged
children, pre-school provision cannot be viewed as the panacea to ameliorate the
impact that childhood poverty has upon children’s outcomes. Rather they argue
that, when integrated with a range of strategies aimed at improving outcomes,
good quality pre-school provision can mitigate the impact that child poverty has on
outcomes for less affluent children. The relevance of Engle et al.’s study to my
own research is that they make explicit the link between good quality pre-school

provision and improved outcomes for young children.

Other studies have identified the impact that child poverty has on outcomes for
children for example, Pugh (2010) claims that children from disadvantaged
backgrounds are at greater risk of poor outcomes. Pugh’s study focused upon

children aged from birth to thirteen years and the extent to which they achieved
44



the Every Child Matters (ECM) outcomes (Department for Education and Skills
2004), and as such has a much broader focus than my research. Rather than
conducting primary research, Pugh reviewed policy developments relating to the
child poverty agenda and literature associated with Narrowing the Gap Project
(Springate, et al. 2008). It is not clear within the article how the reviewed literature
was selected, that is the exclusion and inclusion criteria are not clearly articulated.
Thomas et al. (2004) recommend that in order to ensure that the literature
selection process is rigorous, quality selection criteria must be established prior to
the document selection and that these should be clearly stated. The relevance of
Pugh’s study to my research is that it is concerned with social inequality
associated with children who achieved the ECM outcomes well and those who did

not.

Pugh also acknowledges that strong leadership in early years settings is required
to ensure that the needs of the most disadvantaged children are met. However, it
is not made explicit within the report as to what is meant by strong leadership,
consequently the reader is left to draw their own conclusions as to what this
means. Therefore, it can be suggested that Pugh assumes that the reader
associates high quality provision with strong leadership and understands how this
is reflected in practice. The research fails to make the link between pre-school
leadership and outcomes for disadvantaged children explicit. That said, Pugh
acknowledges that high quality early years provision can help to ameliorate the
negative effects of childhood poverty. Not only is Pugh’s work of topical relevance
to my own study it has to some extent helped to inform my research questions,
specifically in relation to leadership practice in pre-school settings and how this

influences outcomes for young children.
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Research question 1: To what extent are pre-school leaders aware of the influence

that child poverty has upon outcomes for children?

This study is particularly relevant as it demonstrates the positive influence high
quality early years services exert upon improving outcomes for young children. It
is hoped that the current research will expand upon the findings of Pugh (2010) by
exploring specifically the influence that pre-school leadership within pre-school
provision has upon outcomes for young children and thereby contribute new

knowledge to an area that continues to be at the forefront of academic discourse.

The following sections will discuss literature relating to the influence that early
years provision has upon outcomes for less affluent children and will identify
elements of practice that will help to define what is meant by strong leadership in

this instance.

2.4 Early years provision and the influence this has upon outcomes
for disadvantaged children

Melhuish (2004) emphasises the importance of high quality early years provision
as an intervention to improve outcomes for children from disadvantaged
backgrounds, a view supported by Taggart et al. (2015) who identify that effective
pre-school leadership is a defining factor of good quality provision. Melhuish
(2004) conducted a literature review of international research exploring the impact
of early years provision on children from disadvantaged backgrounds. A meta-
analysis of 7 intervention programmes from across the globe identified that there

was ‘strong evidence of the lasting benefits of pre-school education’ (p22). The
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analysis also revealed that while the benefits were apparent for several years, by
the age of 19years any cognitive benefits had diminished. The findings within
Melhuish’s (2004) study illustrates how the gap in educational achievements of
disadvantaged children present at the end of KS2 and at GCSE (see Tables 1 and
2) widens over time. Melhuish’s study highlights that the negative effects of
childhood poverty are universally consistent in that it impacts on all areas of
children’s development. It is hoped that this research will build upon the work of
Melhuish and provide further evidence to demonstrate the influence that early

years leadership has upon outcomes for young children.

Another study exploring the influence that pre-school provision has upon
outcomes for young children is that of Taggart et al. (2015). They conducted the
first major longitudinal study The Effective Provision of Pre-school and Secondary
Education (EPPSE), researching the influence of pre-school provision on
children’s development over time. The development of 2,800 children from 141
settings in England was documented across the different phases of their
educational journey. The findings of the study support the findings of Melhuish
(2004) identifying that good quality, well led pre-school provision has a positive
impact on children’s development. Taggart et al. (2015:11) argue that the positive
benefits are still apparent at the age of 16years as these pupils were predicted
better grades at GCSE, although overall educational achievements of
disadvantaged children at GCSE were lower than their more advantaged peers
(see Table 5). However, unlike Melhuish, Taggart et al. suggest that beyond the
age of 16years the positive effects of attendance at, and duration in, pre-school

indicated a ‘greater likelihood’ (p14) of success beyond GCSEs.
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With reference to children from disadvantaged backgrounds Taggart et al. (2015)
highlight that these children achieved lower GCSE grades at the age of 16years
than their more advantaged peers, concluding that pre-school education should
not be viewed as the panacea for social inequality. Duncan, et al. (1998),
analysed data from a longitudinal study of household data in the United States
(US), including that relating to income and family circumstance. In their study they
claim that early years education plays a valuable role in militating against the
effects of childhood poverty as it equips children with the skills necessary for a
smooth transition into formal education. While Duncan et al.’s research involved
analysing household data from the United States the study is deemed appropriate
especially as the negative influence of childhood poverty upon children’s

development is universally recognised (Melhuish, 2004, Engle et al. 2011).

With reference to the relevance of Taggart et al.’s (2015) study, | felt that given
that this was the first major longitudinal study exploring the impact that pre-school
provision in England has upon child development and school achievement in the
long term it would not have been prudent of me to exclude the study from the
literature review. The study has made a major contribution to early years
discourse and has influenced policy development, specifically concerning the
professionalisation of the early years workforce, recognising the need to have
graduate early years professionals leading early years provision. The study has
also influenced curriculum development in early years degree programmes,
justifying the inclusion of modules of study in pre-school leadership. Taggart’s
study along with other research discussed above, have in conjunction with my

teaching on leadership modules of study acted as the catalyst to my research.
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2.5 Researching Pre-school leadership

Literature relating to pre-school leadership is as Heikka, et al. (2013:31) describe it
‘sparse and difficult to locate’. Previous discourses in pre-school leadership have
primarily focused upon the characteristics and skills associated with leaders and
have identified tasks associated with leadership practice within early years
settings. In addition, they have provided an overview of leadership theories,
recognising the importance of underpinning knowledge and understanding of
leadership theory as a means to improve practice. The following discussion will
provide a review of previous leadership discourse specifically relating to early

years.

In her early studies Rodd (1996, 1997, 2001), Rodd investigates the perceptions of
childcare co-ordinators to identify the characteristics and attributes relating to
effective leadership. Rodd draws the distinction between educational leadership in
a school context and leadership of childcare provision, arguing that managers and
leaders of childcare provision have a much broader remit than that of head
teachers in schools. This distinction forms the basis for the selection of studies
reviewed that is the studies were drawn from the childcare sector only and as such
could be deemed apposite to my research. However, given that the focus of
Rodd’s earlier studies was upon skills and attributes of leaders rather than upon
the strategic leadership of settings, it could be further argued that they are not
pertinent to this research. That said Rodd’s studies do highlight a gap in
knowledge concerning pre-school leadership and the influence this has upon
improving outcomes for disadvantaged children and is, therefore, pertinent to this

study.
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The findings from Rodd’s study (1996) were informed by childcare co-ordinators’
responses to questions from a questionnaire that was emailed to them. It is stated
within the report that the response rate to the questionnaire was poor and that the
quality of the responses received was shallow (p120) that is, the responses
collated did not provide opportunity for in-depth analysis. Therefore it could be
argued that this was a limitation of the study as llieva et al.(2003), suggest this
could affect the validity of the study because it is difficult to determine the extent to
which the sample size, and responses given, are representative of the original
sample of childcare co-ordinators. The findings of the study identify aspects of
leadership, such as the skills required of leaders, and roles and responsibilities of
leaders, rather than focusing upon leadership enactment within settings and how
this influences outcomes for young children. While not being directly relevant to
my research Rodd’s studies highlight the gap in research pertaining to leadership
in pre-school settings and the influence this has upon improving outcomes for
young children. That said, Rodd concludes that, leadership within early years at

that time was an emerging concept, this could account for the gap in research.

In response to the limitations of Rodd’s study in 1996, Rodd conducted a further
study to explore practitioner perceptions of their role as leaders, (Rodd, 1997).
Rather than emailing practitioners a questionnaire she conducted structured
interviews involving 76 childcare practitioners from a range of settings. While the
interviews yielded more elaborate responses to questions, as with her previous
study Rodd identified aspects of practice that practitioners associated with
leadership, such as managing and supervising staff and managing budgets (p42).

In addition, practitioners identified skills and attitudes associated with effective
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leadership, including the ability to influence others and being responsive to the
needs of parents (p43). As with Rodd’s previous work, this study identifies a gap
in research that seeks to explore the influence pre-school leadership has upon
improving outcomes for young children and as such justifies its inclusion in the

literature review.

Expanding upon her previous studies (1996, 1997) Rodd (2001) explores the
concept of leadership in early years. Within her article Rodd conceptualises pre-
school leadership in relation to the range of skills and attributes leaders must
acquire to be effective classifying these in terms of the technical, conceptual and
interpersonal skills’ leaders must develop in order to be successful (pp 10-12).
Rodd’s 2001 study highlights the limitation of pre-school leadership research as a
means to inform professional practice within pre-school settings, insofar as it
merely identifies the skills required of leaders, rather than exploring how leaders
use these skills to improve practice. It is deemed necessary to include a
discussion of Rodd’s early studies in this literature review as they provide the
historical context to academic discourse relating to pre-school leadership. | hope
to expand upon Rodd’s study and actively seek to explore how pre-school leaders
use their skills to ensure that the needs of the most disadvantaged children are

met in their settings.

In their systematic review of literature relating to leadership in early years Muijs et
al. (2004) identified that, at that time, there was a paucity of research specifically
relating to leadership within the early years sector, explaining that previous
leadership discourse was dominated by ‘a relatively small number of researchers’

(p158) such as Rodd (1996. 1997, 2001). Muijs et al. also identified that previous
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research into early years leadership primarily focused upon traits of, and tasks
associated with leadership, such as those identified in Rodd’s earlier studies. In
addition, they also acknowledged the importance of leadership as a contributing

factor to good quality provision.

Given the identified paucity of early years research, Muijs et al. (2004) included a
review of evidence from international research studies that adopted both
qualitative and quantitative methodologies. They also reviewed more general
books and professional journals that discussed the topic more broadly, although
the quantity of each type of document was not explicitly stated within the study.
Muijs et al. concluded that leadership within early childhood was multifaceted and
thereby complex and difficult to define. They also recognised that if early
childhood leaders were to be effective, continuous professional development
opportunities to enable leaders to be more effective in their role were required.
Muijs et al. (2004) also identified the need for further research to explore ‘what is
meant by effective leadership in early childhood and by association, how leaders
could be equipped to be more effective’ (p167). As the aim of this comparative
study is to explore the influence leadership in the sample of pre-schools has upon
outcomes for disadvantaged children, it is hoped that the findings will contribute to
the growing body of early years leadership discourse and thus provide greater
insight into the notion of effective leadership and subsequently build on the work of

Muijs et al. (20014).

The Effective Leadership in Early Years Study (ELEYS) (Siraj-Blatchford and
Manni 2006) expands upon previous research studies exploring effective

pedagogy in the early years, that is the Effective Provision of Pre-school Education
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(EPPE) study and Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years (EPEY) study. Using
qualitative methodologies Siraj-Blachford and Manni revisited pre-school settings
within both the EPPE and EPEY studies in which strong leadership was identified.
The focus of the ELEYS study was to identify different leadership approaches
adopted by leaders within good quality provision. As with previous studies that
contribute to the notion of strong leadership including, developing a shared vision,
shared understanding and effective communication. In addition, the study made
explicit the link between leadership theory and practice, identifying that distributed
leadership was evident in good quality provision. However, Siraj-Blatchford and
Manni make the distinction between distributed leadership as deployed within a
school context and that within private day care provision. They highlight that,
within a school context distributed leadership is common practice, however, this
was less so in private day care provision, citing lack of experience and lower levels
of qualifications as some of the reasons why distributed leadership was not
practiced. This will be discussed in more depth in the section 2.8 below. While the
ELEYS was a very comprehensive study exploring leadership in early years the
limitation of this study is that does not explore how effective leadership influences
outcomes of disadvantaged children, which is the focus of this research. As with
Rodd’s studies, the ELEYS provides the historical context of, and contributes to
the growing knowledge of, pre-school leadership and is therefore apposite to this

literature review

Woodrow and Busch's (2008) discussion paper heralded a change in the focus of
discourse relating to pre-school leadership. They argue that strong leadership of
early years settings is crucial if the social inequality that exists between less

fortunate children and their more fortunate peers is to be addressed. With regard
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to the term strong leadership, it is not clear in the study what is meant by the term,
rather the reader is left to assume what this is and how it is enacted in practice.
Woodrow and Busch claim that teachers view leadership as being different from
the act of teaching as a result opportunities to ‘make a difference’ (p87) within
localities are missed. This claim directly relates to my research, as anecdotal
evidence gleaned from discussions with pre-school leaders studying on degree
programmes | teach, suggests that pre-school leaders are, in this instance, not
fully aware of the influence that their practice has upon improving outcomes for
disadvantaged children. If pre-school leaders are to make a difference and
improve outcomes for young children within their settings then the link between
effective leadership in early years and improved outcomes for children should be
made explicit, this then will inform effective leadership practice in pre-school
settings. It is the intention of this research to explore the influence that pre-school
leadership has upon improving outcomes for young children and thereby, make

explicit the link between the two.

More recent research undertaken by Aubrey et al. (2013) builds upon previous
research exploring leadership within early years provision. Aubrey et al.
acknowledge the limitations of previous research suggesting that it is not well
informed by theory and research in educational leadership in the broadest sense
(p6), and that it merely identifies the roles and characteristics of leadership from
the perspectives of leaders, as well as aspects of leadership practice such as
developing a shared vision. Aubrey et al. adopted a case study approach to
investigating leadership in twelve settings across a range of provision, including
children’s centres, private and voluntary day care, and foundation stage provision

with maintained schools. All of the selected settings were deemed by the LA to
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be offering high quality provision, as identified in each setting’s Ofsted report. A
mixed methods approach to both data collection and analysis was adopted. To
provide multiple perspectives data were collected from 194 questionnaires,
interviews and video vignettes of everyday practice within settings. The data were
then analysed using a range of inferential statistical techniques. The methodology
adopted within Aubrey et al. (2013) influenced my decision to adopt a mixed

methods approach within this study, albeit on a much smaller scale.

As with previous studies Aubrey et al. identified that effective leadership was a
prevailing factor that influenced organisational performance. They also highlight
similar aspects of leadership such as the roles and responsibilities of leaders, and
the characteristics of effective leaders. However, in addition to previous studies,
Aubrey et al. identified how the decision making process in the various settings
was carried out and how every day leadership was enacted in settings and in that

respect extended the discourse relating to leadership in early years settings.

While being very comprehensive in terms of its methodology and breadth of
findings, Aubrey et al.’s research did not address the issue | wanted to explore,
which was the influence that pre-school leadership has upon improving outcomes
for young children. However, given that Aubrey et al. are leading exponents in the
field of early years research it was deemed pertinent to include a review of their
research as it further exposes a gap in knowledge relating to pre-school leadership

and the influence this has upon improving outcomes for young children.
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Similarly, Hard and Jonsdottir (2013) reviewed two qualitative studies of leadership
in early childhood, education and care (ECEC) settings in Australia and Iceland.
The findings within their review are based upon in depth discussions with the
original authors of both studies. As with previous research their findings highlight
themes previously discussed that were associated with pre-school leadership.
Hard and Jonsdottir explained that in both studies early years practitioners did not
view leadership as a formal aspect of their practice, rather they viewed leadership
within ECEC as an optional extra that was associated with notions of power and
authority. As such it could be inferred that leadership within ECEC in this
instance reflects aspects of bureaucratic leadership. In addition, the findings
highlight various characteristics of leaders, including personality traits such as

‘niceness’ (p320) and collaborative working between leaders and teams.

Hard and Jonsdottir identified similarities in the way that leadership was perceived
in both studies and conclude that leadership is an important element of ECEC
provision that should not be Yeft to chance’ (p322) or viewed as an optional extra.
While acknowledging the importance of leadership in ECEC provision, a limitation
of Hard and Jonsdottir's review is that it does not appear to make explicit the link
between effective leadership and improved outcomes for children, rather they
argue that ‘strong’ (p323) leadership is required and suggest that this will lead to
improved quality provision. As with previous studies, the phrase strong
leadership is coined, yet the phrase does not appear to be clearly defined. This
lack of specific definition leads the reader to imagine that the authors assume that
the reader has a vision of how this is reflected in practice. Also the term strong
leadership could be said to reference notions of power and authority as identified

above.
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The relevance of Hard and Jonsdottir's review to my research is that it also
exposes the gap in research exploring the influence pre-school leadership has
upon improving outcomes for young children whilst also providing the background
context to my study. As Hard and Jonsdottir's review reflects similar findings to
previous studies carried out in England, such as ELAY and EPPE, they highlight
the international interest in academic discourse relating to pre-school leadership.
The following discussion focuses specifically upon pre-school leadership and how

this improves outcomes for young children.

2.6 Pre-school leadership: improving outcomes for disadvantaged
children.

Whilst it is acknowledged that research exploring pre-school leadership and the
influence this has upon improving outcomes for disadvantaged children is limited,
the focus of the following discussion is upon leadership and the influence this has
upon improving outcomes for children specifically within the context of Sure Start
Children’s Centres (SSCC). Coleman, et al. (2016) undertook a review of
literature relating to Children Centre leadership, combined with a study of 25 case
studies of SSCC. The case study selection was informed by Ofsted inspection
reports that judged SSCC to be ‘high performing’ (p776). This aspect of Coleman
et al.’s study relates directly to my study as | too draw upon the findings within
Ofsted reports to inform comparisons between settings graded as ‘outstanding’ or

‘requires improvement’.
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Following the selection of case studies Coleman et al. carried out a series of
interviews with professionals from a range of contexts associated with the centres.
They conducted 158 interviews involving a range of professionals including SSCC
leaders, Local Authority personnel, centre staff and parents thus providing multiple
perspectives to responses to questions. The findings of the study identify
elements of effective leadership behaviours that collectively contribute to
improving outcomes for children. It is not clear within the study how the literature
and interview transcripts were analysed and, as such, one is left to assume that a
discourse analysis technique was applied to identify leadership challenges and

behaviours.

The findings within Coleman et al.’s study identify the challenges faced by
Children’s Centre leaders, along with the skills, knowledge and attributes required
for successful leadership, these are similar to the findings of Rodd (1996, 1997,
2001). In addition, Coleman et al. make a tenuous link between leadership theory
and practice, suggesting that contingency theory (Feildler 1978) underpins
leadership within SSCC, insofar as the leaders effectiveness is determined by the
way they respond to the complex nature of their role. While several aspects of
leadership were identified, those of particular interest are, firstly, making
leadership visible and valued, and, secondly, using information and data to inform

practice.

When considering the value and visibility of leadership, Coleman et al. (2016)
suggest that professionals within the study felt that leadership in SSCC was not
afforded the same level of professional identity as leadership of schools. While

there is a growing acknowledgement that pre-school leadership is important,
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evidence suggests that pre-school leaders do not feel valued in the same way as
other educational leaders (Department for Education and Department of Health,
2011). The lack of research concerning pre-school leadership would affirm this
view. Coleman et al. state that the perceived devaluing of pre-school leadership
can have ‘significant consequences for organisational effectiveness and the

impact that services have upon children and families supported’ (p7).

Secondly, Coleman et al. (2016) identified that, where Centres were successful in
improving outcomes for children and their families, Centre leaders used evidence
and data from a range of sources to help inform the services they provide to
families. This directly relates to my own research as it seeks to explore the types
of data pre-school leadership use to improve outcomes for children. With regard
to improving outcomes for children, SSCC have a much broader remit than that of
early years providers, that is they are concerned with providing a range of support
services for disadvantaged children and their families rather than focusing solely

upon educational outcomes.

A more recent study conducted by Mistry and Sood (2017) focused upon the skills
of pre-school leaders and explored how these might indirectly improve outcomes
for pupils by supporting other leaders in the same setting. Mistry and Sood
conducted interviews with twenty practitioners in primary school settings in
England, ten of whom were not formally employed in a leadership role, although
they led early years practice, and ten designated pre-school leaders within the
same primary schools. It could be argued that, while not being formally employed
in a leadership role, all early years practitioners who are responsible for the

learning and development of the children in their setting are leaders of children’s
59



learning and are, therefore, by virtue of this, pedagogical leaders albeit that
remains unacknowledged in their job title. This could be the reason why they
included early years practitioners not in formally recognised leadership roles in

their interview sample.

The findings of their study identified characteristics associated with good pre-
school leaders similar to those identified in previous studies (Rodd 1996, 1997,
2001, and Aubrey 2011). However, rather than focusing solely on the skills of pre-
school leaders, Mistry and Sood expanded upon these earlier studies to highlight
how informal pre-school leaders used their skills to support other designated
leaders in the same setting to collectively improve outcomes for pupils. One of the
strengths of this study, | feel, is that the findings highlight the collaborative nature
of leadership within the context of early years that resonate with the principles of
distributed leadership as explained by Spillane (2005) this will be discussed in

more depth in section 2.8 below.

While Mistry and Sood (2017) focused upon pre-school leadership within the
context of primary schools, a tenuous link was made between pre-school
leadership and improved outcomes for children and thus gives justification for its
inclusion in this literature review. They acknowledge the complexity associated
with measuring the impact of leadership on ‘others or learning or on pupil
attainment’ (p130). Therefore, rather than attempting to measure the impact that
pre-school leadership has upon outcomes for disadvantaged children, my study
aims to explore the influence that this has upon outcomes for less fortunate
children. It is hoped that this research will provide greater insight into the link

between pre-school leadership and improved outcomes for young children
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particularly disadvantaged young children, within the context of pre-school

settings.

Given the paucity of research concerning pre-school leadership and the influence
this has upon improving outcomes for young children, the focus of the following
section will be upon educational leadership within a school context and the
influence that this has upon improving educational outcomes for children in the
broadest sense. It is envisaged that exploring educational leadership more
broadly will provide greater insight into the influence that leadership has upon

outcomes for young children.

2.7 The complexity of pre-school leadership: atheory focus

The day to day leadership and management of schools, including pre-schools, is
as Day et al. (2011) highlight complex, as such they identified many challenges
faced by school leaders (p9). Not only are leaders and governors responsible for
the strategic vison and management of school/pre-school resources, they are also
accountable for the quality of teaching and learning, workforce development, and
behaviour management. Leaders also have a statutory responsibility as set out in
the 2014 Children and Families Act (HM Government 2014) to establish effective
partnership with parents. All of these tasks are central to effective school/pre-
school leadership and, as such, highlight its complexity. Bolden (2011) also
highlights the complex nature of leadership, arguing that it is a social process and
not just the remit of one person. Given the complexity of educational leadership
the following discussion seeks to explore theories of educational leadership and

their relevance to leadership in pre-school settings.
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2.7.1 Theories of educational leadership

The Open University (2001:24) explains that the relationship between educational
theory and practice is highlighted by the way a theory ‘is acted out in practice’.
While it is acknowledged that there is a range of leadership theories that deal with
educational leadership, the following section will focus upon bureaucratic,
transformational, distributed and instructional theories of leadership and their

application to educational leadership within pre-school settings.

2.7.2 Bureaucratic theories of Leadership

Within bureaucratic theories of leadership as described by Bush (2011) leadership
practices focus upon power relations within the organisation, in that there exists a
formal chain of command that is hierarchical in nature where accountability and
decision making are held by those at the apex of the hierarchy. Bureaucratic
theories of leadership can be applied to educational leadership as overall
accountability for school improvement lies with the governing body and head
teacher or with the pre-school leader/manager. Central government oversees
curriculum content, assessment strategies and identify generic pupil progression
targets, thus further highlighting the bureaucracy of school leadership. With
regard to early years specifically, as mentioned previously, all early years
providers in receipt of government funding must have regard to the statutory
guidance for the EYFS and as such are accountable to the Department of

Education via their LA.
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It would appear that the underpinning ethos within bureaucratic theories, such as
those described by Western (2013), for example, ‘controller leadership’ (p158) and
‘authoritative leadership’ (p74) emphasise the notions of control and autocracy.
This suggests that within bureaucratic theories leadership occurs in isolation of

those who are led.

In his paper presented at the American Educational Research Association
Symposium, Greenfield (1973) outlined one of the weaknesses associated with
bureaucratic theories of leadership and their application to educational leadership.
Greenfield suggested that, within bureaucratic theories of leadership, the beliefs
and influence of the individuals within the organisation are not taken into account,
and, by virtue of this, do not take into consideration the impact that individuals
have upon goal achievement. Within an early years context one cannot ignore the
influence that teachers, support staff, parents and pupils have upon the setting’s
performance. Hallinger and Heck (1996) in Chapter 21 of Leithwood et al. (1996:
723 — 783) argue that educational leadership cannot be wholly explained in
isolation of the interaction between leaders and other members of staff this further
illustrates the complexity of educational leadership and acknowledges the

importance of effective communication between leaders and those they lead.

2.7.3 Transformational Leadership
In addition to bureaucratic theories of leadership, transformational leadership
practices focus upon the process of influence and the impact that this has upon

improving organisational outcomes. Rather than focusing upon power relations,
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Bass (1990) suggests that transformational leaders gain commitment to the

organisational aims, vision and culture through influence and personal appeal.

Within the context of educational leadership it can be assumed that within an
educational organisation that adopts a transformational style of leadership, it is the
head teacher/pre-school leader who influences teachers and pupils and through
this influence improves overall performance. Sun and Leithwood (2012) in their
study of 79 unpublished thesis and dissertations identified that there were factors
that were beyond the control of the leaders that had a consequential impact on
pupil achievement. Of these factors, the S.E.S. of families had the largest
association with pupil achievement and was beyond the control of leaders. If the
S.E.S. of families is, as Sun and Leithwood suggest, beyond the control of leaders,
then pre-school leaders must be aware of the influence this has upon outcomes
for children in their care. In this regard, the views of Sun and Leithwood (2012)
have to some extent helped to inform the development of my research questions,
specifically research question 1 that seeks to explore the extent to which pre-
school leaders are aware of the outcomes relating to child poverty in the
communities they serve. Perhaps it is worth noting that although Sun and
Leithwood studied unpublished thesis and dissertations, these will have been
thoroughly reviewed as part of the examination process and thus they are apposite

to this study.

Another factor that was deemed to be beyond the control of leaders is the
influence that individual teachers have upon pupil achievement. Darling-
Hammond, (2000) adopted a mixed methods approach to both data collection and

data analysis to explore factors that influence student achievement. In their study
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of 50 state surveys of policies, school and staffing surveys, state case studies, and
the National Assessment of Educational Progress , they argue that this influence
cannot be ignored and that this, to some extent, is beyond the control of the
leaders. However, in their book Caldwell and Spinks (1992:49) propose that
transformational leaders gain the respect and commitment of those they lead to
such an extent that followers become morally obliged to give of their best.
Therefore, it could be argued that by adopting a transformational approach to
leadership, leaders have the capacity to influence teaching and learning within

their organisations to ensure that the best outcomes for children are achieved.

2.7.4 Distributed Leadership

It has been observed in practice that leadership roles and responsibilities are not
the sole responsibility of the head teacher or pre-school leader, rather these are
delegated across the school senior leadership team (SLT) or organisation.
Delegating areas of leadership responsibility underpins the concept of Distributed
Leadership (DL) (Spillane, 2005). However, Spillane argues that the focus of DL
is not merely concerned with sharing leadership roles across an organisation,
rather it is concerned with leadership practices, that is how those with delegated
responsibility interact with each other and with the staff they lead stating
leadership takes the form of the interactions between leaders and followers, rather
than as a function of one or more leaders’ (Spillane 2005:147), a view supported
by Bolden (2011), who argues that leadership is a social process and not just the
remit of one person, that is DL is collegial and operates within an ethos of
democracy. Bolden warns that DL may not always result in effective leadership

especially when there is discord between those who lead. The views of Bolden
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(2011) were drawn from his review of literature relating to the concept of DL,

however, Hallinger and Heck (2010) contest this view.

In their longitudinal study Hallinger and Heck examined the effects of collaborative
leadership in 192 elementary schools in the United States of America over a four
year period, concluding that DL practices can draw upon the expertise of a range
of staff that can benefit both the organisation as a whole and the pupils within it.
The view of Hallinger and Heck is reflected in current practice within my institution,
insofar as, teaching on modules of study is allocated to those with subject
expertise. This benefits the institution in that we have a knowledge rich and
diverse team, that positively impacts upon the quality of teaching and learning

experience students receive.

Within the context of early years, DL in pre-school settings is based upon valuing
the knowledge and expertise of staff (Heikka and Waniganayake 2011). In their
commentary of pedagogical leadership through a DL lens, Heikka and
Waniganayake identified that areas of the curriculum responsibility are delegated
to those with subject expertise, for example, the role of Special Educational Needs
Coordinator is allocated to a member of staff with a specific interest in and
knowledge of special educational needs. It could be argued that distributing
leadership responsibilities, as described above, merely provides a functional
explanation of DL and, as Hallinger and Heck (2010) infer, this does not always
result in effective leadership as DL is only effective if those with delegated
responsibilities have the skills and expertise to fulfil their roles. Also functional

explanations of DL do not take into consideration the social dimension of
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leadership as described by Bolden (2011) which as Spillane (2005) explains, is

concerned with the interactions between leaders and followers.

When considering the relevance of DL to leadership within pre-school settings,
Heikka et al. (2013) in their meta-analysis of 12 papers from across different
countries identified that research regarding this is limited and, as such, reveals
the inherent difficulties in defining DL and calls for a ‘reconceptualising’ (p39) of
DL specifically within the context of early years. Therefore, with the views of
Bolden (2011), Spillane (2005) and Hallinger and Heck (2010) in mind, it could be
proposed that within early years there are three components to DL: functional,
social, and cognitive, that together provide ‘conceptual clarity’ (Heikka et al.
2013:39) when discussing DL in relation to leadership in pre-school settings. On a
practical level, it could be argued that all those involved in the care, learning and
development of young children are leaders of learning and therefore, within this

context, leadership is a collaborative process.

2.7.5 Instructional Leadership

The final theory to be discussed is instructional leadership. Heck, et al. (1990)
investigated several variables relating to IL that they felt influenced student
outcomes. A total of 332 teachers and 56 principals participated in Heck at al's
study. Conclusions drawn from it indicate that IL has a positive influence upon
educational outcomes. Blasé and Blasé (2000) suggest that the primary focus of
IL is to equip teachers with the skills and knowledge to enable them to deliver
good quality teaching and learning. From their study of 800 teacher’s perceptions

of characteristics associated with IL they argue good quality teaching and learning
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is achieved through structures that support and guide teacher practices. Blasé
and Blasé emphasise that through staff supervision and appraisal teachers learn
to become reflective and reflexive practitioners. It could be argued that during
these processes leaders adopt the role of critical friend and encourage teachers to

critically reflect on their learning and professional practice.

Another characteristic associated with IL as explained by Blasé and Blasé, is
direct assistance, that involves ‘providing feedback, making suggestions,
modelling good practice’ (p133) and asking probing questions. In their study Blasé
and Blasé report that participants valued direct assistance when communicated in
a nonthreatening manner. In addition, they highlighted that staff development was
a salient feature of IL as this provides teachers with opportunities to develop their
curriculum knowledge and learn new teaching strategies. It could be argued that
when taken to the extreme, rather than encouraging innovative teaching IL in this

instance could stiffle innovation as too much direction and guidance may be given.

In their study Mestry et al. ( 2014) highlight the complex nature of educational
leadership and the impact this has upon the practice of IL. Given the diverse
range of tasks associated with educational leadership as previously identified by
Day et al. (2011), headteachers in Mestry et al.’s (2014) study highlight the
challenges associated with the practice of IL. In their qualitative study Mestry et
al. interviewed six primary school headteachers in a South African context, the
findings of which suggest that headteachers experienced conflicting demands on
their time, that impacted upon the way in which IL was practised, insofar as,
greater emphasis was placed upon continuous professional development (CPD)

and peer learning than upon direct headteacher instruction. It was deemed
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appropriate to include the findings of Mestry et al.’s study in this literature review
as it explored IL specifically within the context of primary schools, albeit it within a
South African context and | felt the findings were transferrable to the context of my

research.

Anecdotal evidence gleaned from conversations in my professional practice
suggests that many of the characterisitics associated with IL as identified above,
form part of every day leadership practice in pre-school settings. Although it could
be argued that within pre-school settings, leaders are charged not just with the
responsibility for the education of young children, but also with their care and
development and, as such, it could be suggested that leaders in this instance have
a much wider remit than those within the studies discussed, this highlights the
complex nature of leadership within pre-school settings as explored by Mestry et

al. (2014).

With regard to the theoretical perspectives discussed above it would appear that
no one theory of leadership alone can provide a holistic explanation of pre-school
leadership, rather they, as Western (2013:59) states, ‘work alongside each other
and often merge’to provide greater insights into leadership within an early years
context. In his book ‘Leadership: A Critical Text’ Western focused upon four
discourses in leadership, that are drawn from his experiences and observations in
a diverse range of context. Western (2013) presents an innovative approach that
reconceptualises leadership theories. He introduces, for example, the notion of
‘Controller Leadership’ (p158), that resonates with the tenets of bureaucratic
leadership as described in Bush (2011) above also his discourse on ‘Messiah

Leadership’ (p216) is conversant with the underpinning principles of
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transformational leadership as discussed by Bass (1990) above. Although not
specifically discussed in relation to educational leadership, throughout his book
Western (2013) acknowledges the limitations of each approach when applied to
educational contexts, and in doing so it could be argued that this provides further

insights into the complexity of leadership within an early years context.

The theoretical perspectives discussed have influenced the development of my
third research question that seeks to explore how leadership is enacted in a

sample of pre-school settings.

2.8 Educational Leadership and Pupil Achievement

There is much research that acknowledges the influence that educational
leadership has upon improving outcomes for pupils for example (Mulford et al.
2007, Day et al. 2011, Sun and Leithwood 2012, West 2010). During 2006 and
2009 an extensive research project was undertaken by Day et al. (2011) on behalf
of the then Department of Children Schools and Families (DCSF) and the National
Centre for School Leadership (NCSL). The Impact of School Leadership on Pupil
Outcomes (IMPACT) study was a major longitudinal research project involving a
total of 20 primary and secondary schools. While the IMPACT research project did
not specifically explore leadership within an early years context, given the paucity
of research within this field it was deemed relevant to the proposed research as
the findings of the study identified leadership that had the greatest influence upon

pupil achievement.

Day et al.’s research was undertaken in schools that were deemed to have

existing high levels of pupil attainment in the short term, therefore it could be
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argued that Day et al.’s study is not applicable to the proposed research as the
participating settings pupils enter pre-school with lower than expected levels of
development. However, Day et al. also acknowledged that many of the case
studies were 1ocated in areas of disadvantage with lower than expected levels of
attainment’ (Day et al. 2011:153) therefore it is suggested that they are
demographically similar to those within this study and as such are worthy of
inclusion in this literature review. The IMPACT study is pertinent to this research
as it identifies the correlation between pupil achievement and educational

leadership.

With reference to the methodology used to inform the IMPACT study, a mixed
methods approach was adopted, drawing upon both qualitative and quantitative
data. Qualitative data were collected from case studies and interviews, while
quantitative data were collated from an analysis of pupil performance data. Within
my research qualitative data were collected from semi-structured interviews,
however, rather than analysing individual pupil performance data, quantitative data
was derived from an analysis of school performance data and presented using
descriptive statistics. Given that the IMPACT study was a large scale research
project, it could be assumed that the findings from the study can provide valuable

insights into the impact that educational leadership has upon pupil outcomes.

Leithwood et al. (2010) also explored how educational leadership influenced pupil
achievement, suggesting that there were several underlying factors associated
with leadership that when taken into account collectively provide a more holistic
understanding of successful educational leadership. This study situates

leadership practices within a framework of four pathways with each pathway
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focusing upon a specific aspect of leadership, for example, the ‘Rationale
Pathway’ (p 373) focused upon the knowledge and skills required of leaders for
successful school leadership to occur. Leithwood et al. use the Pathways Model
to test a series of hypotheses to explore the extent to which leadership variables
within each pathway influence aspects of student behaviour and outcomes. They
concluded that pupil achievement was influenced by a range of factors, including
family circumstance and the school environment, and was not solely attributed to

the leadership of the head teacher.

This study also adopts a quantitative methodology, that is, the data were collated
from an online survey using a 5 point Likert Scale of agreement. A limitation of
this is that the overall response rate to the survey is not known, although it is
estimated by the authors that three teachers from each participating school (199
schools) responded to the survey. Given that within the study the head teachers
within each school acted as gatekeepers of the survey, it is difficult to ascertain
how many teachers actually had access to the survey. Running et al. (1999)
suggest this could affect the validity of the research because it is difficult to
determine the extent to which the sample size is representative of the entire
population of teachers within the participating schools. That said, approximately
597 responses were received therefore it could be argued that the sample size

was large enough to overcome this challenge to its validity.

The central focus of Leithwood et al.’s study was upon leadership in elementary
schools in Canada, where the age of entry is between five and 6 years, rather than
upon early years education in pre-schools, where the age of entry is the term after

the child’s third birthday. With regard to the relevance of Leithwood et al.’s study
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to my research, Leithwood et al. studied educational leadership and the impact
this has upon pupil achievement. In addition, the sample of case studies used to
inform the study included those located in areas of disadvantage, highlighting that
within the Family Pathway’ (p 693) the S.E.S. of families accounted for 47% of the

variation in pupil achievement.

When considering the inclusion of unpublished literature within the literature
review, Egger and Smith (1998) recommend that this helps to minimise against
publication bias. In their study Leithwood and Sun ( 2012) conducted a
systematic review of unpublished doctorial theses exploring the impact that
transformational leadership has upon improving student achievement. It could be
argued that the reliability of the study can be compromised in that the chosen
theses have not been academically peer reviewed. That is they have not been
reviewed by experts within the field of study and, as Weller (2001) cautions, this
could question the academic integrity of the study. That said, it could be debated
that the unpublished thesis have been reviewed as part of the examination

process and therefore the academic integrity of the study is protected.

All of the selected theses adopted quantitative methodologies, the findings of
which were analysed using ‘meta-analytical techniques’, and ‘narrative review
methods’ (Sun and Leithwood, 2012:391), that is they used inferential statistics to
analyse studies that provided evidence of TL in practice (p390). In addition,
narrative reviews were used to identify practices associated with TL within the
sample of studies. Sun and Leithwood’s study is based upon the findings arising
from both data analysis techniques. Denzin and Lincoln (2003) argue that studies

that adopt quantitative methods of data analysis do not allow the perceptions of
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individuals to be explored. As this study seeks to explore the extent to which pre-
school leaders are aware of the issues relating to disadvantage, and the influence
these have upon outcomes for young children, it could be deemed that Sun and
Leithwood'’s study is of little relevance to my research. Flick (1998) explains that
the primary objective of statistical analysis is to establish cause and effect
relationships between variables to allow generalisations to be made. In this
instance, generalisation refers to the extent to which leadership practices
associated with transformational leadership can be applied to the context of early
years and, in this regard, it is deemed that Sun and Leithwood’s study has
something to add to my study. The focus of Sun and Leithwood’s study is upon
pupil performance in Maths and English in elementary and secondary schools in
the United States, therefore, one could argue that it is not context specific. As
previously stated, the age at which children enter elementary education is 6 years

and this again highlights a gap in research focusing upon pre-school leadership.

In their study Leithwood and Mascall (2008) explore the impact that collective
leadership or distributed leadership, as discussed in section 2.7.4 above, has
upon pupil achievement in a sample of Canadian schools. They suggest that
within collective leadership, leadership practices are distributed across the school
team thereby empowering teachers to be innovative in the way they respond to,
and pre-empt the needs of those they teach in-line with school priorities.
Leithwood and Mascall (2008: 543) argue that the effectiveness of distributed
leadership on improving pupil achievement is dependent upon the characteristics
of individual teachers, that is, the more capable and motivated teachers are the

more effective they are in their teaching practices, which then positively impacts
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upon pupil achievement. Distributed leadership will be discussed in more depth in

the following section.

In Leithwood and Mascall's study a mixed methods approach to data collection
was adopted, that is 2,570 teacher’s perceptions of collective leadership practices
were sought using an online survey. Student performance data in English and
Maths (available from the public domain) was analysed across a three year period.
Given that the performance data from a range of schools, including Elementary
Schools in Canada, was analysed it could be argued that this study is not pertinent
to the proposed research as it did not specifically explore the educational
achievements of disadvantaged early years pupils as the age of entry into
Elementary school is normally 6 years. However, as the study identified
leadership practices associated with collective leadership, it could be further
argued that the findings are transferable and, therefore, of relevance to leadership

in pre-school settings.

Teacher perceptions were analysed using a quantitative methodology that is, they
were subject to statistical analysis. Given that teacher perceptions are subjective
in nature potentially the ‘measurement validity’ (Punch and Oancea, 2014) of the
survey tool can be questioned insofar as it could be argued that statistical analysis

does not capture the true feelings and thoughts of the teachers’ responses.

When exploring the impact that two leadership types has upon student outcomes
Robinson et al. (2008) concluded that instructional leadership (IL) was context

specific and linked to under achieving schools where more directive leadership
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was required. However, it could be argued that the effectiveness of IL is context
specific Blasé and Blasé (2000) highlight that if too much direction and guidance is
given IL can have a detrimental impact upon teaching insofar as it can stifle
creative teaching. Robinson et al. conducted a meta-analysis of the findings within
published material exploring the relationship between educational leadership and
student outcomes. In their study Robinson et al. highlight the tension between the
rhetoric of policy and the reality of policy implementation, specifically in regard to
educational leadership. They argue that previous quantitative studies have
suggested that the link between educational leadership and student performance

is somewhat tenuous.

In view of the tenuous link between leadership and student outcomes Robinson et
al. (2008) question whether expectations to improve educational outcomes placed
on leaders by policy makers are too ambitious, they also question whether
previous research has underestimated the impact that leadership has upon
student outcomes. Mistry and Sood (2017) also outline a caveat against claims of
the impact leaders have on outcomes, arguing that the complexity associated with
notions of leadership make it difficult to determine the impact that specific
leadership practices have upon improving outcomes of children. In view of the
inherent difficulties associated with claims of impact in relation to leadership,
Robinson et al. (2008) use these questions to form the basis of the rationale for
their study that is, rather than exploring the impact leadership has upon improving
outcomes, they focus upon the different leadership practices adopted by leaders
that collectively contribute to improved outcomes for students. Robinson et al.
identified 5 dimensions of leadership that are required if leaders are to improve
outcomes, these are:

1. ‘Establishing goals and expectations
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2. Resourcing strategically

3. Planning, co-ordinating and evaluating teaching and the curriculum
4. Promoting and participating in teacher learning and development
5. Ensuring an orderly and supportive environment’

(Robinson et al. 2008: 659-664)

In selecting material to be included in their study Robinson et al. argue the
case against the inclusion of unpublished theses and conference papers on
the basis that these have not been academically reviewed. However, as
discussed above, it could be argued that unpublished thesis have been
academically reviewed as part of the doctorial examination, therefore claims
of publication bias as suggested by Egger and Smith (1998) maybe
applicable to Robinson et al.’s study. Within this study Ofsted reports have
been analysed to enable comparisons to be made between settings that
have been graded as being either ‘outstanding’ or requires improvement’.
Ofsted reports are not academically peer reviewed, therefore their inclusion

in this study minimises any claims of publication bias.

With regard to the sample size, Robinson et al. (2008) conducted a meta-
analysis of 27 studies that highlight the link between educational leadership
and student outcomes from across the globe, although the majority of their
studies were located within the Unites States of America (USA). Given the
global context of their study it could be argued that Robinson et al.’s study is
relatively small in scale, therefore, the findings within cannot be generalised.

However they argue that their study is robust on the basis that the

7l



‘thoroughness of the research can be assessed by comparing it with the
number of studies included in two recent literature reviews... which yielded
fewer than a dozen publications’ (Robinson et al. 2008:641). Participating
schools were selected from different educational phases therefore Robinson
et al.’s study is much broader in scope than this study and as such it could
be argued that it is not relevant for inclusion in this literature review.
However, it could be debated that the findings are transferable and as such
germane to leadership within the sample of pre-schools and, therefore,

worthy of inclusion in this literature review.

2.9 Educational leadership and resource management

Successive governments have introduced initiatives to address the educational
achievement gap associated with social inequality. The following discussion
provides an overview of the various funding initiatives available to support
disadvantaged children. Within England, primary schools receive the Pupil
Premium (PP) (Department for Education (DfE) 2018) to support children from low
income families, for each eligible child the school receives £1,320. Abbott (2015),
in their study of the use of the PP in outstanding schools highlight how effective
use of the PP led to improved outcomes for less affluent children. From
September 2015 the EYPP (Department of Education 2014a) was introduced to
support all disadvantaged three and four year old children attending nursery
school, including pre-schools in the PVI sectors. For each eligible child schools
receive approximately £284, this is considerably less than the per capita allocation
associated with the pupil premium. In addition, to encourage more parents back
into employment, and in acknowledgement of the known influence that access to
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pre-school has upon outcomes for young children the government has also made
funding available to settings to support the care and learning of disadvantaged two
year olds (Department for Education (DfE) 2010). Given the relatively small
amount of funding per capita available to settings via the EYPP, and
disadvantaged two year old funding ,and in view of financial constraints placed on
schools today, pre-school leaders must decide how best to use this funding to
ensure that children’s learning and development progresses in a meaningful way

to improve their educational outcomes.

In determining how best to use the EYPP pre-school leaders must identify those
children deemed as disadvantaged using the indicators of disadvantage as
outlined in the conditions of grant. This can, at times, be difficult especially when
the indicators of disadvantage are not consistent across the different funding
streams as is the case with the funding to support disadvantaged two year old
children and the EYPP as discussed above. Gibb et al. (2010) were
commissioned by the then DCSF to evaluate the initial pilot programme
implementing the disadvantaged two year old funding project. Gibb et al. identified
that in addition to the primary eligibility criteria within the funding guidance for
disadvantaged two year olds secondary criteria were also identified that afforded
LAs some flexibility when identifying eligible children. However, they also highlight
how this level of flexibility was not transferred to the eligibility criteria within the
EYPP guidance subsequently some children accessing the two year old free

entitlement were not eligible to receive support from the EYPP.

School leaders, including pre-school leaders must decide whether specific funding,

for example, the EYPP should be treated as a discrete funding stream and used to
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implement specific interventions to support only those eligible to access the
funding. Monk (1990) describes this process as ‘vertical equity’ and suggests that
beneficiaries of the funding are limited to those who are eligible to receive support.
An alternative approach to the expenditure of funding would be to combine specific
funding streams with the general school budget to address school improvement in
a more holistic way. Monk (1990) advocates that when applying the principle of
‘horizontal equity’ to funding expenditure all children benefit from the interventions

provided by the funding whether they meet the eligibility criteria or not.

With reference to the expenditure of the EYPP, if horizontal equity was applied, all
early years children would benefit from interventions provided by the funding
irrespective of their eligibility to receive support. When making decisions regarding
budget expenditure, governing body and head teachers and pre-school leaders
must ensure that they do not contravene the conditions of the grant as this will

form part of the education inspection framework (Ofsted, 2015).

In respect of the various approaches to managing school budgets and school
improvement, several studies offer different perspectives concerning the link
between funding and school improvement. Caldwell (1998), for example, in his
study draws upon the findings from several research projects that explore school
improvement in relation to the management of school budgets. Set within the
context of decentralised budgets in Australian schools, Caldwell highlights the
tenuous link between school improvement and the effective use of school budgets
stating that there appear to be few if any direct links between school-based
management and gains in learning outcomes for students’ (Caldwell 1998, p8).

Given that the English education system is based upon decentralised budgets, it
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was deemed necessary to include an overview of Caldwell’s study in this literature

review.

Conversely, Baldi et al. (2007) refute Caldwell’'s suggestion. In their study for the
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) they report that devolved
budget responsibilities have a positive impact on school improvement. Baldi et
al.’s study is premised upon a comparison of the educational outcomes of children
at the age of fifteen years between the United States and 57 international
countries, including England. It could be argued that it is of little relevance to my
study, however, given that Baldi et al.’s study outlines the long term impact of
effective resource management upon school improvement it was felt that it was
appropriate to this study. Levaci¢ (2008) supports the findings of Baldi et al.
(1997) in her study exploring the evolution of the English school finance system
spanning across a nineteen year period. Levaci¢ acknowledges that school
improvement should be central to decision making as this facilitates more effective

use of funding.

With regard to the expenditure of specific budgets such as the EYPP, Carpenter et
al. (2013) acknowledge that strategic decisions to determine the most effective
use of the PP vary from school to school and are dependent upon the type of data
schools used to define disadvantage. Given that head teachers have a level of
autonomy in the use of PP Carpenter et al. were commissioned by the DfE to
evaluate the use of PP in English primary, secondary and special schools.
Carpenter et al. identified that where schools use local demographic data to

identify the needs of their local community a greater number of children benefited
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from the funding, thus confirming the view of Levaci¢ that school improvement

should be central to the expenditure of school budgets.

Abbot et al. (2015) conducted qualitative research in 11 English schools graded as
‘outstanding’ by Ofsted to explore participants’ perceptions of the rationale in
determining the most effective use of the PP. In their study Abbott et al. (2005)
highlight that in most outstanding primary schools the pupil premium was used to
support the employment of additional support staff, arguing that this would be the
most efficient use of the funding enabling more children to benefit. From this it can
be inferred that again, school improvement is central to effective resource

management.

In terms of the expenditure of the EYPP, Roberts, et al. (2017b) were also
commissioned by the DfE to conduct a detailed qualitative study to explore how
30 early years providers in England used the EYPP to support disadvantaged
children and how they perceived it to impact on their outcomes. Roberts et al.
(2017) also explained that some settings used local demographic data to identify
the specific needs relating to children in their care and used the EYPP to
commission specialist staff to support eligible children this concurs with the
findings of Carpenter et al. (2013). They also found that some settings would
invest in continuous professional development of staff to provide them with
additional skills to support specific needs such as language and communication,
explaining that in these instances staff were able to support all vulnerable children
whether eligible or not. Roberts et al. (2017) also identified that settings used the
funding to directly support parents to give them the skills to be able to ‘support

their children’s learning and involve them in the settings’ activities’ (p29). Roberts
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et al. study also acknowledges the link between school improvement priorities and

effective resource management.

With reference to the decision making process in the participating settings,
Roberts et al. (2017b) explained that as there were no explicit guidelines outlining
how the EYPP funding should be used other than to support outcomes for
disadvantaged children. This afforded a degree of flexibility for leaders that
subsequently influenced decision making in their settings. They observed that
decision making regarding EYPP expenditure varied depending upon setting type,
identifying that in smaller settings responsibility for funding expenditure was
delegated to those staff directly involved with eligible children. Whereas in larger
settings rather than delegating responsibility for funding expenditure to
practitioners, decision making regarding the use of the funding lay with senior

managers.

While it is not the intention of this study to evaluate the impact that specific funding
streams such as the EYPP has upon outcomes for disadvantaged children, it was
considered relevant to include a discussion of Roberts et al.’s research in this
literature review as it explored an aspect of leadership within the context of early
years. Also the participating settings were all located in areas of disadvantage
and therefore they are demographically similar to those in this study. This section

of the literature review has helped to inform my second research question:

What measures do pre-school leaders take to ensure that the needs of the most

disadvantage children in their settings are met?
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2.10 Influences on outcomes for disadvantaged children: a theory
focus

As discussed above, Leithwood (2010), and Sun and Leithwood (2012) explored
the relationship between educational leadership and pupil achievement, identifying
factors that were beyond the control of leaders that influenced educational
outcomes. Bronfenbrenner (1986) locates these factors within environmental
systems in relation to their proximity to the child. In his ecological theory,
Bronfenbrenner recognises that while children primarily develop within the context
of the family, he argues that there are influences external to the family that
collectively impact on outcomes for children either directly or indirectly (see Figure

3 below).

Figure 3: Factors influencing outcomes for disadvantaged children beyond the control of

pre-school leaders located within Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Theory

- Characteristics of
the locality

Macrosystem

- Intergenerational
poverty

- High level of
unempolyment

Mesosystem

Microsystem
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Those factors that directly influence children’s outcomes are located within the
microsystem and include interactions occurring within pre-school, that is,
interactions between children and pre-school practitioners, and children and pre-
school leaders. As indicated by Leithwood (2010) interactions between children
and pre-school practitioners are, to some extent, beyond the control of pre-school
leaders. Children will establish relationships with practitioners that are often based
on individual personalities, outside the realm of the pre-school leader. Moving
beyond the immediate environment of the microsystem, Bronfenbrenner (1993)
explains that within the mesosystem there are structures and processes that occur
between different contexts ‘one of which does not involve the child’ (p40), that
indirectly influence outcomes for young children. Within the context of this
research these relate to the S.E.S of the family (in which the child is directly
involved), and education policy that guides pre-school practice, this indirectly
involves the child. The third ecological system as described by Bronfenbrenner,
relative to this study, is the macrosystem. This refers to those societal factors that

influence young children’s development such as those identified in figure 3.

Rimm-Kaufman and Pianta (2000) in their exposition of four ecological models
framing transition to kindergarten, expand upon Bronfenbrenner’s ecological
systems model to include a dynamic dimension to children’s interactions. In their
‘ecological and dynamic model’ (p449), Rimm-Kaufman and Pianta assert that
outcomes for young children are not only influenced by the context of their
relationships, rather, they argue that over time these connections form patterns’
(p500) that affect outcomes. While Rimm-Kaufman and Pianta explain these
connections in relation to children’s transition to kindergarten, they can be

explained within the context of childhood poverty. For example, Wagmiller and
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Adelman (2009) assert that children from low-income families are ‘more likely to
face multiple family transitions’ (p1) than their more affluent peers. In addition, they
explain that relationship connections formed during childhood transfer into adult
hood. That is, children who experience child poverty are more likely to be poor in

later life this, they claim, can result in ‘generational poverty’ (p5).

Reflecting upon the ecological theories discussed above in relation to child poverty
has, to some extent, influenced the title of this study. My initial title was ‘Pre-school
leadership and the impact’ this has upon outcomes for disadvantaged children’.
However, after consideration of the range of environmental influences as identified
above, and given that Mistry and Sood (2017) highlight the complexity associated
with making claims of the impact in relation to leadership, | felt that it would be
naive of me to assume that pre-school leaders could impact children’s outcomes in
isolation of all other environmental influences. Subsequently, to give a more
accurate title for this study | replaced the word ‘impact’ with ‘influence’that is, ‘Pre-
school leadership and the influence this has upon outcomes for disadvantaged

children’.

2.11 Chapter summary

In determining what literature to include in this literature review | first considered
the purpose of my study, that was to explore pre-school leadership and the
influence this has upon improving outcomes for disadvantaged children. | thought
that if | deconstructed the purpose of my study this would then guide my reading
and give structure to the literature review and help to inform my research

questions so to this end, as recommended by Hart (1998), | developed a literature
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map (see figure 2 above). This provided a framework for the literature review that

| feel resulted in a sensible approach to my reading.

Before exploring the influence that pre-school leadership has upon outcomes for
less fortunate children it was deemed necessary to consider literature that
demonstrates the impact childhood poverty has upon children’s learning and
development. The review of literature in this regard revealed that childhood
poverty has a profound and lasting negative impact upon outcomes for
disadvantaged children. In addition the literature review demonstrates how early
years provision can help to ameliorate the negative effects of childhood poverty
(Springate 2008, Pugh 2010, Engle et al. 2011, Ridge 2011, and Taggart et al.

2015).

Literature relating to pre-school leadership focused primarily upon the
characteristics associated with leaders and as such | feel did not provide an insight
into how leadership within pre-school settings influenced outcomes for
disadvantaged children. Previous studies (EPPE, REPAY and ELAY) highlighted
that strong leadership was evident in good quality provision, although this term
was not clearly defined or explained. Given the limitation of research into the
influence that pre-school leadership has upon outcomes for young children it was
deemed necessary to focus on educational leadership and the influence this has
upon educational outcomes in the context of school leadership. Reading literature
in this context helped to inform the methodological approaches to be adopted for

this study.
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When reviewing literature relating to educational leadership, all of the studies
discussed suggest that educational leadership influences children’s educational
outcomes. The literature reviewed has highlighted a gap in research specifically
relating to pre-school leadership and the influence this has upon improving
outcomes for young children and as such provides the context for my research.
The final section of the literature identified the range of environmental influences
through the application of Bronfenbrenner’s (1986) ecological systems theory and
Rimm-Kaufman and Pianta’s (2000) ecological and dynamic theory in relation to

childhood poverty.

This literature review has helped to inform the development of three research

questions that together will help to address the overarching research aim that is:

‘To explore pre-school leadership and the influence this has upon improving

outcomes for disadvantaged children’
Research questions:

1. To what extent are pre-school leaders aware of the outcomes relating to
child poverty in the communities they serve?

2. What measures do pre-school leaders take to ensure that the needs of the
most disadvantaged children in their settings are met?

3. How is pre-school leadership enacted in a sample of pre-school settings?

The following chapter will present a critical discussion of the methodological
approaches that were considered prior to conducting the field study. It will also

describe the practical research methodology employed in this study.
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Chapter 3: Methodology

3.1 Chapter structure

This chapter will discuss the various aspects of the research process and will
present a justification for adopting the most appropriate approach to enable the
research questions to be addressed. Reflections on the learning gained from
implementing the initial pilot study will be integrated into each discussion and will

provide further justification for the chosen methodological approach adopted.

3.2 Explanations of social phenomena

A research paradigm is as suggested by Brundrett and Rhodes (2014) a set of
beliefs and assumptions that guide research. These assumptions can be
described as being ontological and/or epistemological. Cohen et al. (2011:5)
explain that ontological assumptions concern the nature of the social phenomenon
being explored and the social interactions that exist within that phenomenon.
Cohen et al. (2011) further debate the essence of a given social phenomena, that
is whether it is objective or subjective in origin. With regard to the current
research, the ontological assumptions are concerned with the interactions
between educational leadership in pre-school settings, pupil achievement and the
current political agenda in regard to social inequality. The current political agenda
to narrow the achievement gap between disadvantaged children and all other
children underpins school improvement. The political agenda is imposed upon
educational leaders, including pre-school leaders, as it is through the regulatory
process (Ofsted 2015c) that judgements are made upon the effectiveness of
school leadership in narrowing the achievement gap associated with social

inequality. One could argue that the ontological assumptions in this instance are
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externally driven, that is, they are the result of external political ideologies that are
imposed on both pre-school and school leaders. It could be further argued that
the ontological assumptions underpinning the research are subjective in nature, as
they are as Cohen et al. (2011:5) suggest ‘the result of individual cognition’ as they
are determined by the underpinning beliefs and assumptions held by the political
leader in power at a given time and also by me as a researcher. Foucault, &
Deleuze (1977) assert that political ideologies can perpetuate social inequalities,
as through their position of power and authority politicians elicit policy changes
that can impact negatively upon disadvantaged groups and thereby exacerbate

social inequalities between the two groups.

As stated above, the ontological assumptions underpinning this research are
concerned with the interaction between pre-school leaders and outcomes for
young children. To provide greater insight into this phenomenon consideration
was given to a phenomenological approach to research as described by Cohen et
al. (2011), that is, participants’ descriptions of their leadership practice were
explored. Finlay (2009) explains that this exploration will provide greater insight
into participants’ everyday experiences of leadership. However, Selvi (2008) as
cited in (Tymieniecka 2008:40) claims that descriptions of actions and experiences
alone do not provide explanations or reasons behind behaviour. Therefore, to
elicit greater insight into the influence that pre-school leadership has on outcomes
for disadvantaged children this study also seeks to explore how the lived
experiences of pre-school leaders are interpreted by others that is, by me as a

researcher and from the perspective of Ofsted inspectors.
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Cohen et al. (2011) explains that an individual’s understanding of behaviour is
premised upon their own experiences in a similar context and that these
experiences can be perceived differently by different people. That is, my
experiences of pre-school leadership may differ slightly from those of Ofsted
inspectors, subsequently Finlay (2009:9), states that the ‘phenomenon in question
varies slightly’. The variation in this instance could be attributed to the way in
which |, as a researcher, and Ofsted inspectors view the phenomenon in question.
As a researcher | am not observing leadership behaviours to inform judgements in
the same way as Ofsted inspectors, rather | am using participants’ descriptions of
their practice to gain a better understanding of the influence pre-school leadership

has upon outcomes for less affluent children.

Cohen et al. (2011) acknowledge that as a researcher one must be aware of the
knowledge that is used to inform the research. That is, as a researcher | must be
aware of my own knowledge of educational leadership and the influence this might
have on both the research and the outcomes of the research. The knowledge
used to inform my research has been gained from my experiences of educational
leadership in the context of my lecturing role, previous employment, previous
research, and by theoretical knowledge gained from previous study. Hellawell,
(2006) argues that subjective knowledge can determine the researcher’s position
within the research and how they may be viewed by their participants. As a
researcher | could be viewed as being either internal or external to the research,
however as | am not involved in the day to day management of the settings or
curriculum delivery, | am external to the research and as such | may be viewed as

an outsider by participants.
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In relation to Hellawell’s (2006) argument concerning researcher positionality, |
would suggest that my position along the insider-outsider continuum will change
depending upon the research questions being asked and whether participants
perceive me to have insider knowledge relating to specific questions. Given my
knowledge and experiences of leadership within early years, participants may view
me as an insider irrespective of my own views. In this instance Marshall and
Rossman (2016) question the dependability of participants’ responses and as such
I must consider whether these accurately reflect their views or whether they are
based upon the perceptions they have of me as an academic working with pre-

school leaders.

If participants’ responses to questions do not necessarily reflect their views this
could have an impact on the findings within the research, insofar as concerns
regarding the truth and accuracy of the findings may be raised. Kincheloe and
McLaren (2002) explain how in this instance the validity of the research may be
capricious as participants may not share their true perspectives. To ensure that as
far as possible responses to questions are accurate, where appropriate, | asked

participants to describe aspects of their practice to illustrate the points they made.

3.3 Research Paradigms

In order to determine the most appropriate methodology and research methods to
enable the research questions to be addressed, Cohen et al. ( 2011) suggest that
consideration must first be given to the research paradigm in which the research
will be situated, as this will influence the methodology and methods to be used. It

is evident within each research paradigm that different frameworks are used to
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offer explanations of social phenomena, and that each is governed by
predetermined underpinning assumptions that guide the research and method of

enquiry.

3.3.1 The interpretivist approach

When considering the current research, my initial thoughts were that the research
should reside within an interpretivist paradigm. The rationale for this is as
explained by Denzin and Lincoln ( 2003) who suggest research that explores a
given social phenomena such as pre-school leadership and the influence this has
upon improving outcomes for disadvantaged children, should reside within an
interpretive research paradigm. They emphasise that within an interpretive
paradigm research questions seek to explore the interpretations, meanings and
reasons associated with participants’ actions. The aim of this research is to
explore leadership behaviours in an attempt to understand how these influence
pupil achievement. Cohen et al. (2011) further suggest research that
acknowledges the subjective nature of human behaviour in given contexts should

reside within an interpretive paradigm.

A limitation aligned to interpretative research concerns the truth and accuracy of
human behaviour. Rex (1974) questions this, suggesting that researchers can
never be absolutely sure that what is observed or explained is a true and accurate
account. This links to Hellawell’s (2006) notion of an insider-outsider perspective,
in that participants may, depending upon their perception of the researcher,
respond in a manner that they perceive to be expected of them rather than giving

a true and accurate account of what they believe. Similarly, interpretations of
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responses or behaviours may be influenced by researcher bias, that is as a
practitioner researcher my prior knowledge and understanding of educational
leadership within early years may influence how responses to questions are
interpreted. Schotak (2002:77) argues that validity in qualitative research can be
measured in terms of its application to reality that is, the extent to which
descriptions of educational leadership are true of all cases of educational
leadership in a given context. As this research is small in scale, questions
concerning the validity of the findings could be raised, insofar as, it could be
argued that descriptions of leadership in the participating settings may not be a

true representation of leadership in all pre-schools.

Another limitation associated with the interpretivist approach to research concerns
the power relations between participant and researcher. Bernstein (1974) advises
that power relations and perceptions of inequality between participant and
researcher could adversely impact upon the views held by participants, that is,
participants may adopt the views of the researcher based upon their subject
expertise. With regard to my position within the research, | was aware of the
influence this may have had upon participants’ responses to research questions,
as a result | made a professional judgement and took responses to questions on

face value and trusted that these reflect participants’ views.

3.3.2 The positivist approach
Taking into consideration the limitations associated with adopting a purely
interpretivist approach to the research and to enable a more comprehensive

understanding of the contextual factors associated with the participating settings,

94



the research also involved an analysis of the settings’ data. To further
contextualise the participating settings’ performances in relation to
demographically similar settings in the locality and nationally, performance data
within the public domain was retrieved and analysed. Punch and Oancea (2014)
argue that analysing quantitative data allows direct comparisons to be made in
what they argue to be, a logical and objective way. Therefore it was thought that
the research should also reside within a positivist paradigm. However, it could be
argued that there are several tenets associated with positivism that do not wholly

apply to this research.

Firstly, Denzin and Lincoln (2003) suggest that within positivism it is assumed that
reality is constant, observable and can only be understood in empirical terms, a
view supported by Brundrett and Rhodes (2014) who suggest that within
positivism reality can only be explained in an objective, scientific and rational way.
Within the domain of early years, rather than being constant, reality is an ever
changing landscape driven by political and curriculum changes therefore in this
regard the ontological assumptions underpinning positivism cannot be applied to

this research.

Secondly, when considering my position within research, within a positivist
paradigm researcher positionality is as Brundreth and Rhodes (2014) explain
viewed as being external to the research. This suggests that the researcher is
required to be devoid of personal opinion, values and knowledge as these are
seen to compromise the integrity of the research. It would be imprudent of me to
disregard the epistemological knowledge that informs this research as Cohen et al.

(2011) advise, to ensure research transparency this knowledge must be
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accredited and that |, as researcher, must be aware of the influence that it could
have upon both the research and research outcomes. Therefore with regard to my
position within the research | am, as Hellawell (2006) suggests, both internal and
external to the research process this is contrary to researcher positionality within

positivism as suggested by Brundreth and Rhodes (2014).

With regard to data analysis aligned to positivism, data is subject to rigorous
statistical analysis the primary objective of which is to, as Flick (1998:3) states,
‘establish cause and effect relationships to allow generalisations to be made’.
With regard to my research, | could argue that cause and effect relationships are
explained in relation to the extent leadership behaviours (cause) impact upon pupil
achievement (effect). Establishing cause and effect relationships between
leadership and pupil achievement should according to Flick enable a consistent
approach to educational leadership. However, given the complexity associated
with the subjective nature of human behaviour it could be argued that simple
cause and effect relationships cannot fully explain the influence educational
leadership has upon outcomes of disadvantaged children. Leithwood and Sun
(2012) explain that within educational leadership there are factors that are beyond
the control of leaders such as environmental factors associated with the socio-

economic status of families and individual differences in pupil abilities.

While this research will include an analysis of settings’ data rather than applying
inferential statistical techniques to the data, descriptive statistics were used to
situate the participating settings in the context of other settings at local, regional
and national levels. The research draws upon qualitative data gained from

participants to explore the meanings, interpretations and reasons associated with
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their actions. Denzin and Lincoln (2003), argue that positivist researchers do not
concern themselves with meanings and interpretations assigned to actions,
therefore in this regard the research is not conversant with the tenets of positivism.
Contrary to the opinion of Denzin and Lincoln, Silverman (2007) argues that alll
research is interpretive irrespective of the type of data collected and level of
analysis applied, suggesting that even data that is analysed by the most complex

inferential statistical methods is subject to researcher interpretation.

To further my knowledge and understanding of research paradigms and to explore
the possibility of locating the research within a single research paradigm

consideration was given to a critical theory approach to research.

3.3.3. Critical Theory: An alternative Approach

Unlike interpretivist and positivist paradigms critical theory is as explained by Trip
(1992), an idealised perspective wherein social inequalities are acknowledged
suggesting that the ontological assumptions underpinning a critical theory
approach are premised upon the ‘principles of social justice’ (p13). Cohen et al.
(2011) concur suggesting that the aim of critical theory research is to change
some aspect of society to redress social injustice. With regard to this research,
situating the research within a critical theory approach has enabled me to explore
the extent to which educational leadership influences outcomes for disadvantaged
children in order to create parity between them and their more advantaged peers.
Creating parity between these two different social groups would transform the lives
of children from low income families to enable them to eventually make a positive

contribution to society. However optimistic this naive view suggests that education
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is the panacea for social inequalities, and while Field ( 2010) would agree,
Berstein (1970) in Cohen, et al. (2011:35) argues that ‘education cannot

compensate for society’.

Tripp (1992) also advises that the epistemology used to inform research within a
critical theory approach is ‘socially constructed’ (p13) that is, the epistemology
used to inform research is culturally determined and as a result of changing
political ideologies is variable over time. As such, Kincheloe and McLaren
(2002:89) argue that the discontinuity associated with changing political ideologies
highlights a limitation of critical theory approaches insofar as they ‘ack specificity’.
The epistemology used to inform critical theory differs from that associated with
positivism insofar as, within positivism reality is assumed to be constant and can
only be explained in an objective and empirical way. Tripp (1992) further suggests
that within a critical theory approach alternative perspectives are developed to
explain social phenomena. Kincheloe and McLaren (2002:88) suggest that critical
theory can therefore be explained in terms of a ‘discourse of possibility’. One
could argue that in order to develop an alternative perspective the social
phenomena explored must be interpreted differently therefore in this regard critical

theory can also be aligned to an interpretivist paradigm.

The ontological assumptions underpinning critical theory are as Cohen et al.
(2011) suggest externally determined, as the drive to create parity and reduce
social inequalities is politically driven. In addition, the underpinning assumptions
of critical theory can be described as being subjective in nature as they are as
Cohen et al. (2011) further explain determined by the beliefs and values held by

the political leader in power at a given time. Therefore, it would appear that the
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ontological assumptions associated with critical theory resonate with an
interpretive research paradigm, as it could be argued they are dependent upon a

politician’s interpretation of society.

With reference to researcher positionality within critical theory, Brundreth and
Rhodes (2014: 17) assert that the researcher can never adopt a ‘neutral’ stance to
the research. On the basis of their involvement in the research the researcher is
either internal or external to the research. That is, whether an observer or
interviewer, the presence of the researcher may influence the behaviours and
responses of participants. As with researcher positionality within an interpretivist
approach this then questions the reliability of the research findings. Habermas
(1984) argues that participant’s verbal utterances and observed behaviours can be
guestioned as these are dependent upon how they are interpreted by the
researcher. Kincheloe and McLaren (2002) also claim that within critical theory
validity can be capricious as participants may not share their true perspective.
When applied to the current research the epistemological knowledge held by
myself can influence how | interpret responses to questions. For example, if a
participant does not respond to questions in a manner that | expect of them | could
then question the accuracy of the response given. However, in this instance
participants were encouraged to illustrate the points they made by providing
anecdotes from practice that would hopefully elicit new insights into leadership
within pre-school settings and how this influences outcomes for disadvantaged

children.
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3.3.4. A Feminist approach to qualitative research

Given the limitations associated with interpretivist, positivist and critical theory
approaches to research | sought to explore the possibility of locating my research
within what Denzin and Lincoln (2003) describe as the ‘fourth paradigm’(p33).
Feminist approaches to qualitative research as explained by Usher (2000), argue
that feminist researchers seek to remove social inequalities such as those
associated with economically disadvantaged families and are therefore, by virtue,
committed to ‘social change’ (p28). In addition, Burgess, et al. (2006) assert that
feminist approaches seek to provide a more holistic explanation of social
inequalities by challenging social issues such as the achievement gap between
children classified as disadvantaged and their more affluent peers. One could
argue that in seeking to remove social inequalities the aims of feminist approaches
are in alignment with those within critical theory. It could also be assumed that
explaining social problems in relation to social inequalities rather than in terms of

social injustice, feminist explanations merely redefine social issues.

With regard to the subject matter of my research and its relation to feminism, it is
widely acknowledged that the early years workforce is a feminised workforce with
less than 5% of the workforce being male (Laerve, et al., 2014), and that
traditionally the care and education of very young children is seen to be the
domain of women (Peeters 2013). In addition, as discussed previously in the
literature review, Rodd, (1996,1997, 2001) reports that leaders of pre-school
settings do not perceive themselves as being leaders, a view supported by
Coleman et al. (2016), who assert that pre-school leaders are not afforded the

same level of professional status as leaders of other educational institutions.
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Grarock, and Morrissey (2013) suggest that the perceived lack of professional
credibility held by leaders of pre-school settings was, in part, attributed to the fact
that they felt that their early years qualifications were not valued in the same way
that perhaps qualified teacher status was valued. These claims highlight
inequalities of power, position and professionalism associated with the education
and care of young children in pre-school settings and therefore resonate with the

underpinning tenets of feminist research.

With regard to the ontological and epistemological assumptions underpinning this
research and way these are enacted throughout the study, Mauthner & Doucet
(2003) argue that as a researcher | cannot remain completely detached from the
research process, as such, epistemological and ontological assumptions cannot
be viewed in isolation from the research. They posit that the researcher, methods
of data collection and subsequent data are both ‘interdependent and

interconnected’ (p144) and that this relationship provides meaning to the data.

Within feminism, the focus of the ‘research relationship’ (Holloway 1997:70), that
is, the relationship between the researcher and female participants is upon
equality and professional parity. Holloway exalts that female researchers are, by
virtue of their gender, in a better position to empathise with their female
participants. Taking into consideration the views of Holloway (1970), to elicit open
and honest responses to areas for discussion, | strived to create an ethos of
professional parity between myself and my participants. This was achieved by
having an informal discussion with participants prior to the interviews being
recorded. During this informal exchange we shared our experiences of working

within early years as both practitioners and leaders. This, | feel, enabled me to
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empathise with participants and create a more relaxed atmosphere. Throughout
the interview process | was mindful of the requirement to have mutual regard and

respect for the participants (BERA, 2011).

Campbell & Wasco (2000) proclaim that within feminist research the link between
emotion and knowledge is made explicit. As a researcher | can draw upon my
emotions, and those of my participants, and openly acknowledge how these might
help to provide greater insights into the experiences of pre-school leaders. During
the informal exchange it was acknowledged by participants that my passion for
leadership within early years was tangible. Similarly, the participants were openly
passionate about their role and the influence they felt this had upon improving the

lives of children, particularly as they served very disadvantaged localities.

The sharing of experiences helped to create a sense of belonging, as | was able to
identify with some of the issues experienced by my participants and thereby
hopefully dispel any power differences between the researcher and participants.
However, it could be argued that while | made every attempt to create a research
relationship based upon professional parity, in reality, it is argued this can never
be fully achieved. Foucault and Deleuze (1977) suggest that this is because often
academics are, by virtue of their specific area of expertise, viewed as being in a
position of power. Hunter (2010) explains that interviewees may assume that as a
researcher | have the power to ‘help’ (p45), this view was echoed by one of the
participants. During our informal exchange they explained that through this
research, they felt | would have the ‘power’ to influence professional perceptions of
pre-school leaders, and that this was her reason for participating in the research.

This placed upon me, as researcher, a ‘moral and ethical dilemma’ (Foucault and
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Deleuze 1997:45), that left me no choice other than to explain to the participant,
that at that time, | could not promise that this would be the case and hoped that

this would not deter her from participating in the research.

One of the aims of this study was to explore how leadership was enacted in a
range of pre-school settings from the perspective of the participants. The
underpinning ontological assumptions guiding this study are premised upon the
notion that reality is constantly changing, as such it is accepted that the realities of
pre-school leaders differ depending upon the context in which leadership occurs.
The research questions, methods of data collection and subsequent data analysis,
were all informed by my previous experiences and belief that, pre-school leaders
have the power to influence outcomes for young children. These experiences and

belief were the catalyst to this research.

3.3.5 Paradigm dilemmas

My initial indecision regarding the choice of research paradigm appropriate to this
research was, in part, fuelled by the controversies surrounding the debates
concerning mixed methods approaches to research design. Howe (1988:10)
identified the ‘incompatibility’ previously associated with the integration of
gualitative and quantitative approaches within a single research study. Previous
schools of thought as identified by Howe, appear to suggest that they cannot be
integrated as they are two distinct and separate approaches, and that research will
utilise either a qualitative or quantitative approach. Silverman (2007) argues that

all research is interpretive, irrespective of the type of data collected and level of
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analysis applied, suggesting even data that is analysed by the most complex

inferential statistical methods is subject to researcher interpretation.

If all research is, as Silverman suggests interpretive, it could be argued that there
IS no distinction between qualitative and quantitative research. Morgan (2018)
concurs, arguing that there is no distinction between the two and that quantitative
and qualitative methods are inseparable. Morgan further argues that ‘no study can
be classified exclusively as quantitative or qualitative on the basis of data’ (p270).
Hammersley (2018) vehemently refutes this position and exalts that the two
approaches are distinguishable, although he acknowledges that there ‘is some
overlap in the features of some of the research in both categories’ (p257).
Hammersley believes that combining methods can serve to strengthen the validity
of a study as a greater level of triangulation can be applied. With regard to the
current research, the views of Hammersley have influenced the approach taken
insofar as the different data sets were treated as being distinct from each other.
Subsequently, collectively they aim to strengthen the validity of the study and
ensure that, as far as possible, the research was conducted without bias (BERA

2011).

3.3.6 An integrated approach to research methods

Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004) acknowledge the complementarity associated
with a mixed methods approach suggesting that ‘methodological pluralism’ (p14)
yields a higher level of understanding than a single methodological approach. Far
from being complete polar opposites Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004:15) assert

that positivist and interpretivist approaches have commonalities, both paradigms
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seek to provide explanations arising from data. Plowright (2011) further suggests
that integrating methodologies allows the researcher to adopt a more reflective
and reflexive approach to the research. Kington et al. (2011) concur and further
suggest that integrating data sets helps to provide a more holistic explanation of

the phenomenon explored.

To resolve my dilemma over which paradigm to situate my research in, | decided
that adopting a topology of pragmatism would identify the most appropriate
paradigm in which to situate the research concluding that a mixed methods
approach would best suit my purpose. The following discussion provides
justification for this decision. Cohen et al. (2011) acknowledge the limitations of
adopting a single approach to research suggesting that integrating both positivist
and interpretive approaches to research can provide greater depth to research
data. Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004:18) argue that an integrated approach to
research builds on the strengths of both approaches and thereby mitigates the
weakness associated with an individual approach. Denscombe (2008:272) in his
research into communities of practice cites many advocates of a mixed methods
approach to research. Denscombe also supports a dualist approach to research
suggesting that integrating both qualitative and quantitative data provides a more
holistic explanation of the research topic. Integrating participants’ responses with
an analysis of the settings’ data and Ofsted reports has provided greater insight
into the contextual factors that may influence outcomes for disadvantaged
children. With regard to the current research, adopting a practical and problem
based approach to paradigm selection has enabled me to select the most
appropriate paradigm/s in which to situate the research that resulted in a mixed

methods approach to the research.
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To guide the research design, consideration was given to Creswell's (2009)
sequential exploratory strategy (p209) (see Figure 4 below). In this strategy
qualitative data are, as explained by Creswell, used to assist in the exploration of a
given phenomenon. Quantitative data in this instance was used to assist in the
interpretation of qualitative data, to enable comparisons to be made between
settings. Each data set within Creswell’'s sequential exploratory strategy is, in line
with Hammersley’s (2018) recommendation, treated as distinct and separate from
each other. Adopting a mixed methods approach to data collection and analysis
has enabled me to garner evidence to ensure that the research questions are

thoroughly addressed.

Figure 4: Sequential Exploratory Strategy

P h a Se Qualitative data Analvsis of
collection- Partigi'pants'
Participants’ narratives
one narratives
P h a Se Quialtiative data .
collection - Ofsted Analysis of Ofsted
‘ A ' Reports Regeit
P h ase Quantitative data Analysis of school
collection - school preformance data
th re e performance data

interpreation of
all data sources

Adapted from Creswell (2009)

Holloway (1970) asserts that, in feminist research, the personal experiences of
female researchers are important as they help to shape the way interviews are
conducted and influence the way in which data is interpreted. Previously in

section 3.3.4, | acknowledged how my subjective experiences influenced the
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development of the research questions, data collection methods and interpretation
of participant’s responses. To minimise the influence that the different data sets
might have on the way | conducted the interviews and the subsequent
interpretation of the data arising from these, a phased approach (see Figure 4

above) to data collection and analysis was adopted.

In phase one qualitative data arising from semi-structured interviews were
collected and analysed. Following this, in phase two each Setting’s Ofsted report
was retrieved and analysed. Phase three involved retrieving school performance
data from the DfE website, analysing this to enable comparisons to be made
between settings. In the final phase, to inform the discussion of the findings, all
data sources were integrated to provide a holistic response to the research
questions. It is worth noting that throughout the data collection and analysis
process equal weighting was assigned to each data set. Adopting an integrated
approach to data collection has, in the words of Kington et al. (2011:122), led to a
‘reliable, thorough, meaningful and warranted’ approach to the study of pre-school

leadership and the influence this has upon outcomes for disadvantaged children.

Given that social phenomenon is socially constructed, often complex, multifaceted
and prone to interpretation, Cohen et al. (2011) argue that the rigours of empirical
statistical analysis associated with quantitative methodologies cannot adequately
explain social phenomena in a given context. As a result, inadequate explanations
arising from the application of inferential statistics to social phenomena can
compromise the validity of the research. Denzin and Lincoln (2003) argue that
validity as applied in quantitative methodologies can be overstated and therefore

confusing when applied to qualitative methodologies. In qualitative research
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validity is as Schostak (2002:77) suggest measured in terms of its application to

reality.

With regard to external validity, Cohen et al. (2011) explain that this refers to the
extent to which the research findings can be generalised. If the external validity of
the research is compromised this could impact upon the extent to which the
findings can be applied to other settings in similar contexts. Denzin and Lincoln
(2003) suggest that in positivist research external validity is determined by the
extent universal generalisations can be made in a broader context. Within the
context of my research, it could be argued that external validity can be
compromised as it is small in scale with a limited number of participants therefore
this limits the extent to which the findings can be generalised. Within qualitative
methodologies external validity is as Cohen et al. (2011) suggest determined by
the extent to which research findings are transferrable and allow comparisons to

be made.

Given the interpretive nature aligned to qualitative methodologies external validity
can be threatened as it could be influenced by researcher bias. That is, as a
researcher my own views and opinions may influence how | interpret participants’
responses to questions. Similarly, if the truth and accuracy of participants’
responses is questioned this too could negatively impact upon the external validity
of the research. To minimise against the extent to which external validity can be
compromised Punch and Oancea (2014) advocate the use of both qualitative and
guantitative methodologies. If the validity of the research is compromised it can be
assumed that this would negatively impact upon the reliability of the research.

This is further justification for adopting a mixed methods approach.
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Reliability and validity as applied to this research are best explained in relation to
Lincoln & Guba's (1985) notion of ‘trustworthiness’ (p290). This they explain in
relation to the extent to which the findings arising from research make a valuable
contribution to the research topic, in this instance, to the field of early years
leadership and are, as Lincoln and Guba posit, ‘worthy of paying attention to’
(290). In order to determine whether the findings arising from the research are
trustworthy Lincoln and Guba advocate that as a researcher | must take steps to
ensure that the research findings are ‘credible’ (p301). One of the techniques used
to increase the likelihood that the findings within research are credible is, as

acknowledged by Lincoln and Guba, data triangulation.

My reason for using data triangulation was informed by the concerns regarding the
reliability and validity of Ofsted inspections as discussed in Chapter 1.3.4,
specifically those raised by Gaertner and Plant (2011). They argue that Ofsted
inspections merely provide a ‘snap shot’ (p90) of practice and question the
reliability of observations made by Ofsted inspectors on a given time and day. It
was also suggested that Ofsted inspections do not take into consideration those
external influences that provide the context for learning, influences such as
childhood poverty and the impact this has upon children’s development. Had |
used the findings within Ofsted reports as the sole data source, the same
concerns regarding the reliability and validity of Ofsted inspections might be raised
against this research. Furthermore, given that | have openly acknowledged how
my own subjectivities have influenced this research, it was felt that using several
data sources would strengthen the validity of the research and bring added value

to the study.
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Data triangulation was applied to this research in two ways. Firstly, various data
sets were used to provide a more holistic response to the research questions.
Participants’ responses provided an insight into the way in which leadership was
enacted in the settings. The analysis of Ofsted reports provided a professional
judgement on the effectiveness of leadership within each setting. | felt, that using
Ofsted’s judgements would give a more unbiased and objective view of leadership
within the settings. Data regarding children’s progress towards the ELGs was
used to provide ‘contextual validity’ (Lincoln and Guba 1987:305) to the study, the
assumption being, if leadership was deemed by Ofsted to be good or outstanding
this would be reflected in the setting’s performance data. Secondly, the data
collection process and subsequent data analysis was carried out sequentially (see
Sections 3.3.6 and 3.4.4), this was to minimise any influence that each data set
might have on my interpretation of participants’ responses and thereby increase

the validity of the research.

In respect of reliability, this is discussed in reference to the freplicability’ of the
research as explained by Cohen et al. (2011:199). That is, when replicated in a
similar context the research would yield similar results. Within quantitative
methodologies reliability is determined by the rigour associated with inferential
statistical procedures that are consistently applied. Within qualitative
methodologies reliability cannot be so easily determined. According to Marshall
and Rossman (2016) reliability is measured in terms of the truth and accuracy of
participants’ responses and the extent to which research can depend upon this.
To be assured of the reliability of this research, as a researcher | must be
confident that the responses given by participants have not been influenced by my

own knowledge and opinions. Rex (1974) advises that researchers must be
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mindful of the caveats associated with the reliability within qualitative research as

such, suggests that reliability can never be assumed.

Lincoln and Guba (1987) assert that reliability is a ‘precondition for validity’ (p292)
and as such further supports the trustworthiness of the research. The application
of Creswell’s (2009) sequential exploratory strategy to data collection and analysis
ensures that the research methodology is reliable and replicable. Lincoln and
Guba’s concept of ‘stepwise replication’ (p317), as applied to this research
ensures that the research is reliable, insofar as, each data set is treated separately
and distinct from each other in a sequential order to minimises the influence that
each has on the other, and upon my interpretation of the participants’ responses.
Furthermore, initial judgements concerning the effectiveness of the leadership
within the settings are made independently of the researcher, that is, they are
determined by Ofsted inspectors and as such provide an element of objectivity to

the research.

3.4 Methods adopted within the research

3.4.1 Sampling: Pre-school settings

Given that the research is situated within a feminist approach adopting mixed
methods several strategies to select participating settings and participants were
utilised. Firstly, the participating settings were purposefully selected. Cohen et al.
(2011) describe purposeful sampling as a method used to target specific settings
against a set of predetermined criteria. As the research aims to explore the
influence that leadership within pre-school settings has upon pupil achievement in
disadvantaged children it was necessary to select pre-school settings located in
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disadvantaged communities. Cohen et al. (2011) explain that in this instance non-
probability sampling could also be applied as settings could not be randomly
selected in case they were not demographically similar. If participating settings
were not demographically similar Punch and Oancea (2014) suggest that this
could compound the research outcomes as it would be difficult to measure the
extent to which the Dependent Variable of disadvantage influenced pupil

achievement.

The settings selected were also in receipt of government funding to deliver early
years education to three year old and four year old children, and to support
disadvantaged two year olds. In addition, settings were selected on the basis of
their accessibility to the researcher. For the purpose of this research four pre-
school settings were selected on the basis of their relevance to the research topic.
Cohen et al. (2011) suggest that a critical case selection process can be applied
as it is necessary to ensure that the selected settings are demographically similar,
that is they are located within areas of disadvantage. Furthermore, as the aim of
this research was to explore leadership practices and how these influence
outcomes for less affluent children, | felt that the most effective way to
demonstrate this would be to make a comparison between leadership within pre-
school settings that had been assessed by Ofsted to be either ‘outstanding’ or

‘requires improvement’.

It could be argued, that to present a true comparison the setting sample should
have been equally weighted. However, within the specific locality selected for this
research, the opportunities to gather counter-weight evidence were limited, with

only one pre-school setting being assessed as requires improvement’.
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Nonetheless, | felt that the inclusion of this setting in the sample would, hopefully,
provide valuable insights into those elements of leadership that might be missing
from practice. Following this decision, | considered reducing the number of
‘outstanding’ settings to give a more balanced sample. However, given that
previous literature (Aubrey, 2011 and Aubrey et al. 2013) acknowledges that
leadership is variable across settings, to provide greater insights into the influence
that pre-school leadership has upon outcomes for disadvantaged children, |
decided to explore the ontological and epistemological assumptions underpinning

practice across the four settings.

3.4.2 Setting contexts

Setting A

This setting offers full day care provision to children aged from nought to five years
and receives funding to support the care, learning and development of
disadvantaged two year olds and delivery of early education to all three and four
year old children. They are registered with Ofsted to offer 52 full time equivalent
places with 85 children on roll. As the setting is in an area of high disadvantage
they are also in receipt of the early years pupil premium for all three and four year
old. The provision was formally under the auspice of the LA and was part of the
integrated services offered by the adjoining Children’s Centre. However, in
response to the LA’s need to streamline services offered by the Children’s Centre
the day care provision was decommissioned. Subsequently, the provision is now
delivered by a national charity and as such all formal connections with the
Children’s Centre have been severed. The Setting continues to be co-located on

the same site as the Children’s Centre and was last inspected by Ofsted in May
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2015 under sections 49 and 50 of the 2006 Childcare Act (HM Government 2006)

and received an overall grading of ‘outstanding’.

Setting B

Setting B is registered with Ofsted to deliver full day care provision to two, three
and four year old children. It is in receipt of funding to support the care, learning
and development of disadvantaged two year olds. The Setting is currently in
receipt of funding to support 54 disadvantaged two year olds. Historically, the day
care provision was, as with Setting A, under the auspice of the LA. It is co-located
on the same site as a maintained nursery school (Setting C). In 2011, a new head
teacher was appointed to the maintained nursery school. To address concerns
regarding the previous quality of the day care the new head teacher in consultation
with the LA, established a service level agreement (SLA) between the day care
provision and the nursery school. As a result of the SLA, the day care provision
only offers care, learning and development to disadvantaged two year olds. The
delivery of early education to three and four year old children is the sole

responsibility of the maintained nursery school.

Over time, the ownership of the day care provision has changed several times with
the current provision being delivered by the same national charity as Setting A.

The Setting was last inspected by Ofsted in April 2016 under sections 49 and 50 of
the 2006 Childcare Act (HM Government 2006) and received an overall grading of

‘outstanding’.
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Setting C

Setting C is the only maintained nursery school within the LA that provides nursery
education to 91 three and four year old children. The school recently received
Government funding to support the delivery of the two Year Olds in Schools
Project and works in partnership with a national charity (Setting B) to deliver care
and learning to disadvantaged two year old children. The school works in
partnership with the national charity to provide the core offer of integrated
education and care for children aged from two to five years. The school is
designated as a National Support School and offers training and continuous
professional development to schools across the LA. The school was last
inspected in 2013 under Section 5 of the Education Act 2005 (HM Government

2005) and received an overall grading of ‘outstanding’.

Setting D

Setting D is a nursery class offering nursery education to three and four year old
children as part of a maintained primary school offering education to children aged
between three and eleven years. The school has 261 children registered on roll
and offers 25 nursery education places to three and four year old children. Within
the nursery (pre-school) 50% of children are eligible to receive support from the

EYPP.

The school is led by a governing body that supports the head teacher in the
strategic leadership of the school. Following the resignation of the previous head
teacher in June 2016 a new head teacher was appointed in January 2017. The
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new head teacher was previously the deputy head teacher and early years lead
overseeing both nursery and reception class provision. The school was last
inspected in January 2017 under Section 5 of the Education Act 2005 (HM

Government 2005) and received an overall grading of ‘requires improvement’.

All settings are located in areas of high disadvantage within the LA.

3.4.3 Sampling: Participants

Participants within the settings were selected on a critical case basis. Cohen et al.
(2011) suggest that, critical case selection can be applied, as it is necessary to
ensure that participants within the selected settings were in a leadership position
and have the appropriate knowledge to enable research questions to be
answered. Selecting participants on a critical case basis can be problematic
especially within a small setting where the anonymity of participants could be
compromised. In the participating settings leadership teams are relatively small
subsequently it will be obvious to the team who will be participating in the

research. Participants selected were:

- Nursery manager of a PVI day nursery (Participant 1A)
- Nursery manager of PVI day nursery located on the same premises of the
maintained nursery school identified below. (Participant 2B)
- Maintained nursery school head teacher (Participant 3C)
- Deputy head teacher with responsibility for pre-school provision in a
maintained primary school (Participant 4D)
All of the aforementioned participants are responsible for leading pre-school

provision within their setting.
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3.4.4 Data collection

During semi-structured interviews qualitative data in the form of participants’ verbal
responses to areas of discussion identified in the interview guide (see Appendix 3)
was collated using a Dictaphone. Gubrium and Holstein (2003:26) explain that
interviews inform us of the ‘nature of social life’ suggesting that responses
collected during interviews provide us with an insight into how individuals perceive
their environments. In this instance, participants’ responses provided an insight
into how leadership within pre-school settings influences the educational
achievements of less advantaged children. This may appear to be a relatively
simple process. However, Gubrium and Holstein emphasise the importance of
interviewer objectivity throughout the interview, they argue that the validity of the
interview findings can be compromised if the interviewer unwittingly influences
participants’ responses. Hellawell (2006) explains this in terms of interviewer
positionality within the research. While | may be viewed by the participants to be
external to the research, my prior knowledge and experience of early years
practice could influence both my interpretation of the responses given and to some
extent, the responses given by the participants. Kincheloe and McLaren (2002)
suggest that as a researcher | must be mindful of the fallibility of participant

responses.

With regard to researcher positionality within feminist research specifically in
regard to power relations between the researcher and their interviewees,
Limerick, et al. (1996) recommend that rather than trying to maintain a neutral
stance as suggested by Brundeth and Rhodes (2014), throughout the interviews
power relations are reversed. That is, throughout the interviews feminist

researchers strive to create parity between the researcher and their interviewees
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as such, every effort is made to break down perceived barriers of power and

authority held by the interviewee.

Gubrium and Holstein (2003) argue that as the interviewee has the knowledge to
inform the research they, rather than the researcher, should hold the power. In
addition, Gubrium and Holstein suggest that when in the role of interviewer the
researcher should be sensitive to the feelings and opinions of the interviewee.
Sprague (2016:151) concurs, suggesting that within feminist research interviewees
should not be objectified, that is, researchers should not view the interviewee as
merely a repository of answers to questions. Also, Sprague explains how the
interviewee’s perception of the interviewer might influence the way in which they
articulate their responses, suggesting that they may speak differently depending
upon whether they view the interviewer as being on the same professional level as

themselves or not.

In addition, to create a relaxed and informal atmosphere in which to conduct the
interviews in line with the views of Limerick et al., when visiting the private day
care provision my attire was very informal as | felt that to attend the interview in
smart business dress could possibly fuel perceptions of power and status between

myself and the interviewees.

Interviews were conducted on the premises of the participating settings at a
predetermined mutually convenient date and time. As the interviews took place
during normal working hours to minimise disruption to service delivery, the

interviews were held in the sensory room and in order to create a more relaxed
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and informal atmosphere in keeping with the tenets of feminist approaches to
interviews | sat on the sofa with the interviewee. To ensure that participants’
responses were relevant to the research questions, | decided to follow the format
associated with semi- structured interviews and developed an interview guide (see
Appendix 7). Participants were still given the opportunity to recall their experiences
in their own words and in their own time, this resulted in more discursive

responses to areas for discussion.

The sequence of data collection and analysis as identified in Figure 4 (see section
3.3.6.) was, | felt, integral to the validity and reliability of the research design. |
wanted to minimise any influence that Ofsted judgements and school performance
data might have upon the data analysis process. | did not want prior knowledge of
the effectiveness of the leadership within the settings as judged by Ofsted, and as
demonstrated by children’s performance toward the ELGs, to influence the way in
which the interviews were conducted or my subsequent analysis and interpretation
of the participants’ responses. It was for this reason that a phased approached to
data collection and analysis was adopted within this study. Developing a phased
approach to data collection enabled me to prioritise the order in which data was
collected and analysed (see Figure 4, section 3.3.6). Creswell (2009:207)
explains that the priority assigned to each data type is dependent upon the
motives of the researcher. In this instance, my motive was, to minimise the
influence that Ofsted judgements and school performance data had upon both the
interview process and interpretation of participant’s responses to areas for

discussions.
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Prior to commencing the data collection process | considered the use of
observation as means to further triangulate the findings within the research.
However, after careful consideration | decided against this method of data
collection. My reasons for reaching this decision are three-fold. Firstly, | felt that
being an observer of practice within the settings would be too intrusive. Holloway
(1997) explains that to be a ‘complete observer’ (p111) the researcher must
become invisible to their participants. Becoming invisible in pre-school settings is
difficult to achieve. In my experience, as a visitor to settings, | found that children
were often drawn to me, as they are to all visitors. They wanted to engage me in
conversation, say what they see and ask what | was doing. This often distracted
me from the job in hand and drew attention to me thus making it difficult for me to
remain inconspicuous. Also given that leadership within early years is complex
(Day et al. 2011), | thought that it would be difficult to capture every aspect of

leadership without carrying out multiple observations.

Secondly, and more importantly, | did not want to give the impression that | was
yet another professional judging practice within the settings. | was concerned that
participants might view my motives for observing their practice with scepticism,
and feel that | was judging their practice. Furthermore, | questioned whether |
would able to refrain from making professional judgements while observing
practice, however unintentional this was. Thirdly, as | was drawing upon the
findings within the setting’s most recent Ofsted inspection report, | felt that this
aspect of data collection had been addressed, albeit it from the perspective of
another professional. Throughout their inspections, Ofsted inspectors observe all
aspects of pre-school practice and make professional judgements regarding the

effectiveness of leadership within the settings. However, it could be argued, that
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judgements are highly subjective as they are informed by the subjective
experience of individual inspectors and their interpretation of pre-determined
criteria. Furthermore, they do not take into consideration contextual factors, such
as childhood poverty that could influence children’s outcomes therefore, it could be
suggested, that they are not a true reflection of leadership with in the settings.
Nonetheless, as discussed in Chapter 1.3.4 they are the force that drives quality

improvement in schools (Ofsted 2017).

Brundreth and Rhodes (2014) suggest that good research practice involves
sharing the interview guide with participants prior to conducting the interview.
However, when carrying out the interviews for my initial study participants’
responses to areas for discussion were often tangential that is, participants were
pre-empting the response to the subsequent question rather than staying focused
on the question at hand. This | felt that was the result of sharing the interview
guide with participants prior to the interviews taking place. In view of this, |
decided that for this research rather than share the interview guide prior to the
interviews taking place | allowed each participant a few minutes prior to recording
their responses to read the interview guide and consider their responses to

questions.

3.4.5 Adopting a feminist approach to data collection

In adopting a more discursive approach within the interviews | am, in essence,
allowing interviewees to tell their own story. Fraser (2004), suggests that adopting
an ‘interviewee orientated’ (p185) approach to interviews redresses any

perceptions of power inequalities held by the interviewee explaining that in this
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instance, the interviewer adopts a more passive role throughout the interview.
Gubrium and Holstein (2003) describe this as a ‘redistribution of power’ (p37) that

serves to elicit more honest and open responses to discussion areas.

More traditional approaches to interviews advocate researcher objectivity
throughout the interviews. However (Gubrium and Holstein, 2003) explain that
within feminist research researcher subjectivity is encouraged. Cotterill and
Letherby, (1993) caution that ‘conscious subjectivity’ (p75) can be problematic
especially when the researcher shares similar experiences to those of the
interviewee. While sharing similar experiences will enable me to demonstrate
empathy | must ensure that this does not cloud my judgement. As the interviewer
| subsequently become the narrator of the interviewee’s views that is, | construct
what Borland (2013:63) describes as a ‘second level narrative’, and as such | am
charged with the responsibility to ensure that my narrative is closely aligned to the
original piece. Hunter ( 2010:44) advises that every effort should be made to
ensure that interviewee views are presented in a ‘coherent and meaningful way’
rather than being tailored to meet the researcher’s agenda. Therefore, as a
researcher | must be aware of my knowledge and experience and the influence
this might have upon my interpretation of participants’ in-depth responses to areas

for discussion.

3.4.6 Data Analysis

Phase one: Participants’ in-depth responses

Initial thoughts concerning data analysis ebbed and flowed from thematic analysis,

content analysis and grounded theory approaches. Finally, following much
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deliberation | decided that ‘content analysis’ (Cohen et al. 2011:428) of interview
transcripts was the most appropriate technique to apply. However, before this
could occur audio recordings of the semi-structured interviews were transcribed
verbatim. It was thought that using an audio recorder would be the most efficient
way to record participants’ responses as it allowed me time to concentrate on the
interview rather than being distracted by note taking. Before recording the
interviews | explained to the interviewees that | was going to use a Dictaphone to
record their responses to questions and asked if they were comfortable with this.
Each participant explained that they were happy for me to record the interview
nevertheless | discreetly placed the Dictaphone out of sight so as not to inhibit the

conversation.

Phase two: Ofsted Reports

In addition to the participants’ in-depth responses to areas for discussion, the
settings’ Ofsted reports were also scrutinised to highlight any differences in the
leadership practices within each of the settings. Despite the fact that all early years
settings are inspected against a common assessment framework, the way in which
information concerning the judgements made during the inspection is presented
within the reports varies, depending upon setting type (see Appendix A and C).
While the headings within the reports differ in terms of the phraseology used, the
content of the reports address common areas. For the purpose of this study, the
findings within the Ofsted reports were recorded against three main headings;
leadership and management, quality of teaching and learning and meeting the

needs of children, see figure 5 below.
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Figure 5: Content of Ofsted reports aligned to common headings
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Governance

Each Ofsted report was read and examples from practice, as identified by Ofsted,
were highlighted against each of the three headings (see Appendix 3b). It is worth
noting that for the purpose of this study judgements made regarding the
Governance of maintained settings were not considered. The rationale for this is,
as discussed in Chapter 1.3.3, because pre-school provision within the PVI

sectors is not required to establish a constituted governing body.

Phase three: Setting performance data

With reference to the analysis of settings’ performance data retrieved from the DfE
website, Punch and Oancea (2014) explain that analysing quantitative data
enabled direct comparisons to be made in a logical and objective way. Descriptive
statistics are used to situate the participating settings performance in the context
of other settings locally and nationally. In line with the tenets of a mixed methods
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approach to research numerical data were, where appropriate, integrated with
participants’ in-depth responses to, as Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004) suggest,

provide a greater level of understanding of the context of the participating settings.

3.5 Role of the pilot study

Prior to carrying out this study | conducted a pilot study, the role of which was, as
Holloway (1997) explains, to test the research methods and iron out any potential
problems associated with these. This proved to be a very valuable part of the
research process. The main influence that the pilot study had upon this study was
upon the data collection process and the findings arising from this. Following the
initial interviews | found that Participant 4D’s responses to areas for discussion, as
identified on the interview guide, to be stilted and scant. Given that | wanted to
adopt a more discursive approach to data collection specifically in regard to
participants’ responses as is conversant with feminist approaches to data
collection, | modified the interview guide for the main study in the hope that it
would elicit more meaningful responses from the participants, (see Appendices 6

& 8).

Despite the limitations of Participant 4D’s data, the decision was made to integrate
the findings from the pilot study into the main study, this decision resulted in a re-
analysis of the participant’s interview transcript. While it is acknowledged that the
weight of evidence within this research, is primarily based on the commonalities in
practice across the three settings judged as being outstanding by Ofsted, | argue
that including the findings gained from Participant 4D has provided valuable
insights into those elements of practice that might be missing from settings judged
by Ofsted to ‘require improvement’. Integrating the findings from the pilot study

into the main study has added another dimension to the research, insofar as, it
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has enabled comparisons to be made across settings classified by Ofsted as
being outstanding and requires improvement. The contribution that the findings
from the pilot study have made to this research, is that they have helped to provide
greater insights into the influence that leadership has upon outcomes for

disadvantaged children across a range of settings.

3.6 Ethical Considerations

Within each paradigm consideration is given to the various aspects of good
research practice that ensure that the research undertaken adheres to the British
Educational Research Association (BERA, 2011) ethical guidelines. The following
discussion will address various aspects of good ethical practice in relation to this

research.

BERA (2011) requires that researchers have mutual respect and regard for
individuals participating in research and that every attempt should be made to
ensure that the research is conducted without bias, discrimination and maintains
the dignity of all involved. Every attempt should be made to ensure that the
anonymity of participants is retained. However as discussed previously, where
participants are part of a small team in a relatively small setting anonymity can
sometimes be difficult to maintain. Additionally, as | will be drawing upon the
content within each setting’s most recent Ofsted report | am mindful that this too
can compromise the anonymity of both the settings and participants. Ofsted
reports are in the public domain that is they are published on both the school’s
website and via the DfE and therefore accessible to all. To ensure that as far as

possible the anonymity of both the settings and patrticipants is retained, an alpha-
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numeric coding system has been used in reference to both settings and

participants.

Another ethical issue that needs to be addressed is that concerning confidentiality.
BERA (2011:5) states that ‘voluntary informed consent’ must be gained from
participants prior to their participation in the research. With regard to this research
informed consent was sought from each participant prior to the interviews being
carried out. Documentary evidence was collated from each participant and
retained on file, (see Appendix 6). Documents will be stored electronically in a
password protected file accessible only by me. The file will be deleted once the

final thesis is published.

When considering the confidentiality of participant responses all participants were
informed that their responses to questions would remain confidential and that any
direct quotations used from interview transcripts would be anonymised. However,
as discussed previously should participants wish to discuss their responses with
other participants this is again beyond the control of the researcher and as such it
must be assumed that each participant entered into the exchange voluntarily.
Participants were also informed that their responses to interviews would be made

available to University examiners.

In line with BERA (2011) guidelines participants were informed of their right to
withdraw from the research within a given timescale. This was made clear in

research documentation provided to each participant, (see Appendix 4). Ethical
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clearance was sought from the university ethics committee prior to the research

being progressed, (see Appendix 1).

3.7 Chapter summary

The ontological assumptions underpinning the research and epistemology used to
inform the research were taken into consideration to determine the research
paradigm in which to situate the research, concluding that the most appropriate
paradigm for my research is as Denzin and Lincoln (2003:33) describe the ‘fourth
paradigm’ a feminist approach. As identified in the discussion above this
research resonates with several tenets associated with feminist research. That is,
it is concerned with social inequalities in regard to outcomes of disadvantaged
children and those more fortunate and identifies issues regarding power relations
within a feminised workforce associated with early years. Furthermore, it exposes
a possible tension between the lived experiences of participants and those held by
the researcher and the way this might influence the interpretation of qualitative
data. Therefore, | felt that adopting a feminist approach to my research would help
to provide a deeper understanding of pre-school leadership and the influence this

has upon outcomes for disadvantaged children.

The approach adopted informed the methodologies to be used and subsequent
methods to be deployed. The methodologies utilised within this study enabled
qualitative data to be collected from participants during semi-structured interviews.
In addition, school data were analysed to contextualise the participating settings in

relation to other settings locally and nationally.
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Writing this chapter also provided an opportunity for me to reflect upon the
learning gained from implementing my initial study that resulted in revisions to the
interview guide to give more discursive responses and the timing of interviews to
minimise any possibility for corroboration between participants. Also, in line with
the tenets within feminist approaches to research | ensured that when carrying out
the interviews a more relaxed and informal approach was adopted. This, | felt,
would yield more in-depth responses to areas for discussion that would hopefully
provide valuable insights into how leadership within pre-school settings influences

outcomes for young children.

Perhaps it is worth noting that leading experts in the field of educational research
include Louis Cohen, Lawrence Manion and Keith Morrison, who together have
written extensively on the subject of research methods used in educational
research and, as such, | felt that this chapter could not be written without talking

their views into consideration.

The next chapter will present a phenomenological exploration of pre-school
settings leaders’ core values, in conjunction with an analysis of performance data
and the settings’ latest Ofsted reports to clarify how pre-school leaders ensure that

the needs of the most disadvantaged children are met within their setting.

Chapter 4: Analysis and Findings

4.1 Chapter structure
In this chapter the main findings arising from the analysis of; participants’ in-depth
responses, Ofsted reports, and performance data, are presented. Each data set is
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analysed and presented separately although as the data analysis progressed
where appropriate, in line with the tenets of a mixed methods approach to
research, the findings are discussed in an integrated manner. That is, numerical
data is integrated with qualitative data to as Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004)
suggest provide a greater level of understanding of the context of the participating

settings.

4.2 Data analysis

Qualitative data were analysed in accordance with the principles of content
analysis (CA). Cohen et al. (2011) define CA as a data analysis technique that
enables researchers to make sense of written data in a systematic way to allow
inferences to be drawn from participants’ responses and Ofsted reports in a
meaningful context. This was carried out by the application of a coding system
that ensures transparency, is replicable and reliable. Gray (2014) explains that the
coding system allows for greater levels of analysis to be applied to the text. When
conducting the initial study | trialled the use of NVO10 as a means to identify
themes within the transcripts. However, | found this process to be time consuming
and generally felt that analysing the content of participants’ responses manually
was more productive as it presented an opportunity for me to reflect upon the
interviewee’s responses. As a result, | was able to begin to relate the findings

back to the research questions discussed in chapter one.

Halcomb and Davidson (2006) outline the benefits of verbatim transcription
arguing that it facilitates researcher proximity with the data and provides an audit
trail of analysis. Fasick (2001) counters this argument warning of difficulties
inherent within verbatim transcriptions such as inaccurate transcription and
problems with coding information. Transcribing audio recordings of participants’

responses to areas for discussion does not take into account non-verbal
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communication that as Argyle (2013) explains can often influence how responses
are interpreted. To minimise against this Flick (1996) recommends that where
possible verbatim transcriptions should be cross-referenced with actual recordings.
To check the accuracy of the recordings Participants were given a copy of their
interview transcript and recorded interview. As no feedback was received from the
participants | was confident to assume that each transcript was a true and

accurate record of the interview.

Hunter (2014:44) recommends that the ‘researcher’s agenda must not take
precedence and influence the interpretation of research data’. Therefore, in order
to protect the integrity of the participants’ responses | was fastidious in ensuring
that | transcribed every word verbatim. However, this proved to be a very lengthy
process especially as | had decided to adopt an ‘interviewee orientated’ approach
to the interviews (Fraser, 2004:185), allowing participants the time to tell their
stories that | felt was in keeping with the principles of feminist interview techniques
as described by Gubrium and Holstein (2003) in chapter 3. While the transcription
of participants’ in-depth responses proved to be time consuming undertaking this
task provided me with an opportunity to reflect upon the interviews. This reflection
also aids researcher’s proximity to the data (Halcomb and Davidson, 2006). In the
following section the findings from all data sets are presented under discrete

headings.

4.3 Analysis of participants’ in-depth responses

As discussed in section 4.2 above, in line with the principles of content analysis as
described by Cohen et al. (2011) a coding system was applied to the participants’

responses , this allowed inferences to be drawn from the data in a meaningful
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context. Prior to analysing the content of participants’ responses | prepared a grid
(see Appendix 3) to identify key components of each research question these
were then coded. As | analysed each transcript the codes were used to identify
content. The grid also served as an aide memoir when analysing the transcripts.
When completed, the grid then provided an opportunity for me to observe
commonalities between settings and make links to theory and literature this will be

discussed more fully in chapter 5.

As | was drawing upon data from one of the participants in my initial study
(Participant 4D), | found that | had to re-analyse her interview transcript. In my
initial study | used a transcription service convenient as this was at that time.
Doing so confirms the views of Halcomb and Davidson (2006) that manual
transcription of participants’ responses aids researcher proximity with the data.
Also, it soon became apparent that this Participant’s responses to topics for
discussion were not as in-depth as those of the participants within this study(see
Appendix 6). This, | feel, was the direct result of modifications made to the
interview guide following the initial study and also from adopting a more feminist
approach to conducting the interviews as suggested by Gubrium and Holstein
(2003). | did consider re-interviewing Participant 4D but felt that as she was
familiar with the topic areas this would influence her responses to areas for

discussion.

The focus of the next section is upon the analysis of the participants’ in-depth
responses arising from semi-structured interviews. The findings will be discussed

in relation to the three research questions as identified above.

132



4.3.1 Research question 1 (RQ1) - To what extent are pre-school leaders
aware of the outcomes relating to child poverty in the communities they
serve?

The three components identified within RQlare:

Key component - RQla Key component - RQ1b Key component - RQlc

Data and information settings How data informs practice, Outcomes of poverty.
use to identify issues relating
to child poverty,

The findings are presented for each key component.

Key component RQ1la: Data and information used to identify issues relating
to disadvantaged children

Within each setting a range of information and data was used to identify issues
relating to disadvantaged children. This includes children’s personal data gleaned
from parents during home visits, information from the integrated two year old
checks carried out by health visitors and baseline assessment data. Participant
3C stated that they “... glean information about the children, say their speech,
about the home environment, siblings, and problem issues within the family that
might impact upon the children.” In addition, Participant 1A stated that “we use
information from other professionals, such as children centre staff, social workers,

Special Educational Needs Coordinator (SENCO), early years team”.

Participants 2B and 3C also explained that they used demographic data retrieved
from the Acorn data base. Acorn data is compiled by analysing important social
factors such as; housing, employment, crime and behaviour, and family
composition. This data is then used to develop community profiles that can be

133




used to identify issues relating to specific communities as explained by Participant
2B “because we’re in an area of high disadvantage we look at area data, the
Acorn data and things like that.” Participant 4D further explained that “we look at

the families’ circumstances, work circumstances, what benefits they’re on”.

To ensure that the needs of the most vulnerable children are met two participants
made reference to the LA vulnerability audit as a means to identify those children
who, although not deemed to be economically disadvantaged , were identified as
being vulnerable for example children from single parent families. Participant 3C
explains that the “vulnerability audit which identifies anything that might impact on
the children. If they score highly on the list we look to see what interventions we

need to put in place.”

Key component RQ1b: How data informs practice

Section 2 of the EYFS (DfE 2017) acknowledges the value of on-going
observation and assessment as a means to provide a holistic view of children’s
development and plan their next steps in learning. This places a statutory duty on
pre-school leaders to ensure that ‘on-going assessment (also known as formative
assessment) is an integral part of the learning and development process’ (p13).
An analysis of the participants’ responses regarding this aspect of practice
revealed that in settings A, B and C leaders explicitly stated that they use

observation and assessments to monitor children’s progress...

“Using this data we can see where the dips are, and that works really well for the

children.” Participant 1A

“We analyse the baseline data every six weeks.” Participant 3C
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“We have an on-line tracking system and every child is analysed termly.”

Participant 2B

These responses correspond with the observations made during Ofsted
inspections where Ofsted inspectors stated that ‘Assessment is thorough and used
as a tool to measure pupil performance’ (Ofsted 2013:5) and that ‘Assessments
are precise and checked closely to ensure that gaps in learning are quickly

identified’ (Ofsted, 2016:3).

With reference to Setting D, while it was stated that “We look at when they come in
their on-entry data with gaps and how, how wide the gap is.” (Participant 4D), no
explicit reference is made to observations and assessments being used to
measure children’s progress and plan next steps in learning. From this it can be
assumed that the use of observation and assessment as a tool to inform children’s
progress is not embedded within practice as recommended by Ofsted (2014), this
could be the reason why it was noted that ‘leaders were unable to provide an
accurate picture of assessment and a detailed analysis of outcomes for the

different groups of children in nursery...’ (Ofsted 2017:8).

Figure 6 below identifies the range and type of information settings used to identify
the issues relating to child poverty in their localities. Drawing upon information
from a range of sources as identified below, provides a more holistic view of the
outcomes of poverty and facilitates the identification of the most vulnerable

children.
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Figure 6: The range of data and information used by settings to identify issues relating to

child poverty

Key Component RQ1lc: Outcomes of disadvantage

To ensure that the needs of disadvantaged children are met at the earliest
opportunity pre-school leaders should be aware of the outcomes relating to child
poverty in the communities they serve. All settings identified a range of issues

relating to poverty these include:

Developmental delay: Participant 1A stated that “Children aged 2 and 2 and a
half years came in presenting as 18months.” In addition, Participant 2B stated that
“They have a much lower baseline particularly in communication and PSE
[personal, social and emotional development].” Participant 3C stated that “By far
the lowest achievers are the pupil premium.” Participant 4D stated “They have low

starting points.”

Social and Emotional development: This area of developmental delay was not

only noted by Participant 2B above, it was also noted by all other participants that
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“Another area for these children is managing relationships and emotions and

feelings,” Participant 3C.

Poor Educational Attainment: In all settings participants explained that
disadvantaged children do not achieve at the same rate as their more advantaged
peers “Even though they progress there is always that gap, obviously we try to
close that gap but we find it very difficult to close it completely” Participant 3C.

“You often find that the gap is, is quite vast in some cases” Participant 4D.

Lack of Opportunity: All participants identified that children from disadvantaged
families did not have the same opportunities as their more advantaged peers.
Participant 1A stated that “A lot of children don’t have the experiences to build on,
for example some families have never been to the seaside.” Participant 2B also
confirmed that “A lot of our children lack experiences, not only the children but the
parents too.” This relates to the views of Field (2010) and Ridge (2011) (chapter
2) who argued that disadvantaged children were at risk of social exclusion
because families cannot afford enrichment activities such as visits to the seaside

or theatre.

From the responses given all pre-school leaders in this instance identified a range

of issues associated with childhood poverty in their setting.

4.3.2 Research question 2 (RQ2) - What measures do pre-school leaders
take to ensure that the needs of the most disadvantage children in their
settings are met?

The two components identified within RQ2 are:

137



Key component — RQ2a Key component — RQ2b

RQ2a — Resources to support disadvantaged RQ2b- Strategies used to improve outcomes for
children disadvantaged children

The findings are presented for each key component.

Key Component RQ2a: Resources to support disadvantaged children

All four settings are registered to deliver early education to three and four year old
children and as part of this provision they are eligible to receive the Early Years
Pupil Premium (EYPP) to address the gap in educational achievements between
disadvantaged children and all other children. When asked what resources the
settings had to support children from low income families, leaders in settings A, C,
and D stated that they were in receipt of the EYPP. However, participants also

identified that the allocation received per capita was relatively small.

Participant 1A “...we get the EYPP money — so the pupil premium that comes in

for the three and four year olds”

Participant 3C “We have the EYPP which is about £300 which isn’t a lot.”

Participant 4D “The EYPP funding is less than the ordinary pupil premium”.

It is interesting to note, Setting C is registered with Ofsted to deliver early
education to three and four year old children and by virtue, eligible to receive an
allocation of EYPP to support disadvantaged children. However, the delineation of
service provision as identified in the SLA agreement between Setting C
[maintained nursery school] and Setting B [private day nursery] is such that “The
nursery school are the sole provider of the nursery education, they receive the
funding for this” Participant 2B. This was confirmed by Participant 3C “the nursery
school is the sole provider of nursery education | mean we are teachers and that is

our area of expertise.”
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In addition to the EYPP, settings A and B receive Government funding to support
the care and learning of disadvantaged two year olds. However, while Setting B is
in receipt of funding to support disadvantaged two year olds, this funding is
allocated to the maintained nursery school as the registered provider for the two
year olds into schools project and as such the funding is devolved to the day care
provider. Both participants explained that they did not view the two year old
funding as additional funding in the same way as the EYPP. Participant 2B stated
that “With regard to the two year old funding for disadvantaged children, this is not
additional funding as such it is funding for them to attend the nursery.” Participant
1A also confirmed that “We literally just get the funding for them to attend nursery

for 15 hours a week.”

Participant 1A also explained that they were able to utilise funding from the LA to
support children under 5 years. However given that there are a large number of
children within the LA requiring additional support accessing this funding was
“difficult”. This supports the findings of NECPAG (2015) who reported that the LA
ranked seventeenth out of twenty wards in the North East with the lowest level of
relative child poverty rates, with 35.6% of children within this particular ward living
in poverty. Participant 3C explained how she often had to make decisions to
support children irrespective of a child’s eligibility to receive support from the

EYPP and stated,

“We have a young mum who is a single mum and doesn't tick all the boxes for
early years pupil premium, but allowing her children to access full day provision
with a free school meal has enabled that mum to go to college and better herself.

Her child was previously a funding two year old”
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In this instance it would appear that the head teacher has aspirations for both the
children and parents alike that is conversant with the traits of transformational

leadership as identified by Bass (1990).

Given the high level of disadvantage in this particular ward Participant 1A
highlighted the frustrations and difficulties associated with the limited availability of
funding to support disadvantaged children, stating “/ don’t see why one child’s

needs should be prioritised over another”.

Figure 7: Resources to support disadvantaged children

Early Education for all 3
and 4yr old chidren

Resources to
support
outcomes
children

Funding to support Funding to support the Local Authority Funding
disadvantaged 3yr old care, learning and to support
( EYPP) development of disadvantaged children
disadvantaged 2yr olds under Syrs of age.

Key component RQ2b: Strategies used to improve outcomes for
disadvantaged children.

During discussions regarding the strategies used to improve outcomes for
disadvantaged children, Participants identified a range of strategies and
approaches to maximise the most efficient use of the funding to improve outcomes

for children from low income families these included:

Human resources - With regard to the funding to support disadvantaged two year
olds, in all cases this funding was used to contribute to staff salaries to ensure that

the setting adheres to the statutory child- staff ratios that as Participant 1A
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explained “Is 1:4 one member of staff to four children.” In settings C and D
Participants explained that a portion of the EYPP funding was also used to employ
additional staff to support all children. Similarly, Participant 1A explained “We
don't identify say communication (although it is an issue with our children) or
maths as an area, rather we contribute towards the cost of an additional teaching
assistants to support those children”. In Setting D Participant 4 stated that “We
put a lot of money into adults.” Given that one of the main areas of developmental
delay identified was language and communication leaders felt that investing in
additional staff was the most efficient way to support children’s language

development as it was felt that adults model best practice

Aligned to the employment of staff was training and development. Continuous
professional development (CPD) of staff was also given priority, “We look to
training, CPD, colleges to ensure that staff know what they are doing is right”
(Participant 2B). Participant 4D also stated that staff access specific training such
as “Early Talk Boost” so that they could support language and communication

development.

Targeted Support: To further support children’s development the EYPP was used
to purchase intervention strategies that focus on specific areas of development

such as communication and language such as Early Talk Boost.

Supporting families: In addition to supporting specific areas of children’s
development patrticipants in settings A, B, and C explained that families do not
necessarily have the resource to provide children with enriching life experiences
such as going on outings or to the theatre, therefore felt justified in using the

funding to support extra-curricular activities as explained by Participant 3C “we
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find that a lot of our children lack experiences and not only the children but the
parents too”. So we have visits to the theatre or the art gallery and we do that
regularly and don’t charge”. Similarly Participant 1A explained that they “Take

children to the seaside”.

Regarding the expenditure of the EYPP, contrary to the views of Participant 1A,
who stated that “It is not about buying resources for all the children, it is about
meeting that child’s needs with their allocation.” Participant 3C explained that they
used the EYPP to support vulnerable children who were not necessarily
economically disadvantaged and therefore not eligible to receive EYPP stating that
“We use the pupil premium to fund lunches for those children, so we don’t have to

charge for lunch and that helps the families massively ...”

In addition, parenting programmes were also delivered to disadvantaged families
for example Participant 3C stated “We ran parenting programmes like the school
and family nurture programme targeted at EYPP children and their families”.
Participant 3C explained that to encourage those parents who did not have the
confidence to participate in formal parenting programmes to engage in their child’s
learning, they also “thought out of the box to deliver fun activities to get the parents

engaging with the nursery”.

4.3.3 Research question 3 (RQ3): How is leadership enacted in the sample of
pre-school setting?

Research question three (RQ3) seeks to explore how leadership is enacted in a
sample of pre-school settings. Given that Bush (2011) ascertains that professional

practice can be enhanced by our understanding of leadership theory RQ3 is
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concerned with the relationship between leadership praxis and practice that is, it
examines how pre-school leadership is underpinned by theories of leadership and

how these are ‘acted out in practice’ (Open University 2001:24).

The two components identified in RQ3 are:

Key component — RQ3a Key component — RQ3b
RQ3a Leadership approaches adopted within the RQ3b- Policy informed practice
settings

Key component RQ3a: Leadership approaches adopted within settings
The analysis of responses to RQ3a revealed that four main approaches to

leadership were adopted within the settings. These are:

Bureaucratic leadership

In line with the principles of bureaucratic leadership as previously discussed by
Bush (2011) (chapter 2.8.1), each setting has a hierarchical structure in place
although these differ according to setting type (see Appendix 2). Within each
structure overall accountability and responsibility for the organisation is held by
those at the apex of the hierarchical structure that is, in settings A and B this lies
with the nursery managers, and in settings C and D accountability lies with the
governing body. Not only do the organisational structures differ between settings,
it is also apparent that leadership is enacted differently in each setting. Participant
1A stated that “I'm the manager and lead the nursery and I’'m responsible to make
sure the service is safe.” However while elements of bureaucracy are evident
within Setting A, at times a more collegiate approach to leadership is adopted that
is, Participant 1A actively encourages her staff to challenge her practice by telling

staff that “/’'m your manager but don’t be afraid to challenge me either.”
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Within Setting D it is evident that a more bureaucratic approach to leadership is
adopted. Participant 4D acknowledged that “The Head teacher closely monitors by
looking at the data all the time to check that what we're doing has had, had impact
and things.” Also with regard to identifying children who require additional support,
this too is the domain of the head teacher. This information is then shared with
other members of the team “And then obviously that's then filtered to the teams
that we have, so it would then be fed back to, for example, the reception team
that's made up of the teacher and two HLTAs [Higher Level Teaching Assistants]”
(Participant 4D). With regard to Setting C, the comments made by Ofsted
Inspectors, specifically those relating to decision making suggest that elements of
bureaucracy are also evident as ‘pertinent decisions made by the head teacher...
(Ofsted 2013:6). The fact that staff do not appear to be involved in decision
making within these two settings is in keeping with the tenets of bureaucratic
leadership, that is, decision making is identified as being a top down process

(Bush 2011).

Distributed leadership

As discussed in the literature review (chapter 2.9), delegating responsibility for
specific subjects or educational phases underpins the principles of distributed
leadership (Spillane, 2005). In all settings characteristics associated with
distributed leadership as described by Spillane (2005) are evident that is, in all
settings responsibility for specific areas of practice are delegated to members of
staff with appropriate expertise. Participant 1A states, “/ use the staff’s’ knowledge
cos they’re on the floor all of the time” further stating “that is the main thing, that
the staff take ownership of the nursery.” Similarly Participant 2B acknowledged

that “I have a full time deputy who is room based she line manages the staff in the
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baby room. | also have other members of staff who are room leaders.” Also,
Participant 3C explained she employed an additional member of staff who has an
additional responsibility as early years lead practitioner “who isn’t a qualified
teacher (QT) but she does have considerable experience of managing nurseries...
we each bring something different to the table both have strengths and together
we have in-depth knowledge”. As discussed in the literature review (chapter 2.9)
Heikka et al. (2013) acknowledge that distributing leadership practices based on
staff’'s expertise within pre-schools specifically instils in staff a sense of

empowerment and value.

With regard to Setting D, within the Ofsted report (Ofsted, 2017:3) reference to
‘phase leaders’ is made, therefore this suggests that leadership responsibilities
are delegated across the staff team in keeping with the tenets of DL. However, as
identified above, Ofsted Inspectors also reported “leaders do not check that their
actions are making a difference” (p3). As discussed in chapter 2.9 Hallinger and
Heck (2010) imply that distributed leadership is only effective if staff with delegated

leadership responsibilities have the skills and expertise to fulfil their roles.

Ofsted Inspectors also identified within Setting D, that there was an apparent lack
of challenge from leaders that is not conversant with the principles of distributed
leadership as identified by (Spillane, 2005), who acknowledges the importance of
interactions between leaders and those they lead. With regard to distributed
leadership specifically in relation to leadership within pre-school settings Heikka et
al. (2013) also emphasises the importance of interactions between leaders as

contributing to effective leadership within pre-school settings.
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Instructional leadership

The third leadership theory evident within the responses to RQ3a was that of
instructional leadership. Blasé and Blasé (2004) as discussed in chapter 2.9
highlight the importance of continuous professional development (CPD) as a tool

to enhance teacher performance, they argue that this improves student outcomes.

In all settings the value of CPD was acknowledged for example, Participant 1A
stated that “we look to training, CPD, and colleges to ensure that staff know what
they are doing is right.” Similarly Participant 2B explained that she valued CPD as
a means to improve staff performance stating “/ believe in continuous professional
development, staff are always on training.” In view of the integrated service
delivery associated with Setting B and Setting C, the nursery head teacher
(Participant 3C) explained that joint training involving both staff teams was
important. She felt that this was a way to ensure that the pedagogical ethos within
the nursery school was mirrored in the day care provision “We have joint training
etcetera to ensure that as far as the pedagogy is concerned this comes from the
teaching staff which is then carried through into the day care via the Day care
manager” (Participant 2C). Within Setting D, CPD was viewed as a high priority
that leads to improved pupil outcomes “...we spend a lot on staff training we see
that as a real way of improving children’s outcomes and progress. Um, so staff

training is a massive part...” (Participant 4D).

Another salient feature associated with instructional leadership is as Bush (2011)

explains staff supervision. Participants 1A and 2B explained that while they like to
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distribute leadership responsibilities based upon the expertise of staff they ensure
that as managers they are kept appraised of progress within the delegated areas
of responsibility. They explained that together the supervision and regular team
meetings provide a communication framework that serves a dual purpose. Firstly,
it provides an opportunity for staff to keep managers appraised of progress
towards targets and day-to-day organisational objectives and secondly, it provides
an opportunity for staff to receive support, advice and guidance. “We have regular
one to ones and supervision sessions, team meetings and room meetings”
(Participant 1A). “On a day to day basis it is about being available, being
sympathetic, managing staff effectively by doing peer observations and one—to-

one supervisions” (Participant 2B).

In settings C and D there was no evidence within the participants’ responses to
suggest that supervision formed part of the communication framework to support
staff. Rather, in Setting C the emphasis was placed upon daily reflection meetings
and joint meetings with the day care staff to ensure continuity of quality across the
two provisions, “Downstairs [said in reference to the day care] she has a member
of staff who leads on the wrap-around care and when we have daily reflection she

is released to attend these meetings” (Participant 3C).

Transformational leadership
In addition to the three main leadership theories identified above the findings
within the Ofsted reports for settings A and B highlight characteristics associated

with transformational leadership as described by Bass (1990) (in chapter 2). In
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these two settings leaders were described as being ‘inspirational and visionary’

(Ofsted, 2015b:3, Ofsted 2016:1).

From the findings presented for RQ3a it would appear that in this instance no
single theory of leadership can adequately explain leadership within the
participating settings. Rather, the findings suggest that several theories
collectively provide a more holistic explanation of leadership within the sample of
pre-school settings. The findings also support the views of Bolden (2011) who
suggests that leadership is a social process and not just the remit of one person.
As such it could be argued that leadership enactment in pre-school settings is

complex, this will be discussed more fully in chapter 5.

Key component RQ3b: Policy informed practice

In settings A and B, Participants 1 and 2 described how national policies were
interpreted by those in a strategic position within the voluntary organisation and
then disseminated to settings. “All of our policy guidance documents are generic
documents compiled by Head office which are disseminated to settings across the
country they are based on national policy” (Participant 2B). Also Participant 1A
explained that “ Head office also works for the Department for Education so she
keeps us informed of what is happening, of the trends and initiatives, and Serious
Case Reviews”. Both settings also receive advice and guidance from the Local
Authority “‘we also follow guidance by the Local Authority’s early years advisors

...S0 we are really well informed” (Participant 2B).
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In Setting C all policies regarding practice were read and understood, “We do
consider national policies but it is about what works for early years pedagogy and
ethos” Similarly, with regard to practice initiatives “sometimes it is not appropriate
for children at this age”. In Setting D, Participant 4’s response to RQ3b was
simply “No”. My reaction to the stark response from Participant 4D was to explore
how good practice was shared. Participant 4D explained that social media was a
more effective medium through which to share good practice than policy guidance
documents stating “Twitter is another good one, and... Facebook, you know, you
like a page so then you get the notifications and it comes up this article...” The
apparent lack of engagement with policy and practice guidance documents
demonstrated by Setting D could contribute to the reported inconsistencies in the

quality of teaching and learning as noted by Ofsted (2017b:2).

The analysis of participants’ responses to RQ3b suggests that in this instance
early years policies are not consistently applied to practice. Also, it would appear
that within the participating settings at times there is a dissonance between policy
and practice. Rather than consistently using policy documents to inform practice,
leaders in this instance modify their practice to ensure that the children in their
care receive education and care that is appropriate to them and their

circumstances and that a realistic approach to practice is adopted.

4.4 Findings within Ofsted reports

This section will present the findings within the Ofsted reports for each setting. As
this research seeks to explore how pre-school leadership influences outcomes for
disadvantaged children the Ofsted reports for settings graded as ‘outstanding’ and
‘requires improvement’ were scrutinised. This enabled comparisons to be made

and aspects of good practice to be identified. The findings within the reports will
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be presented against three main headings, leadership and management, quality of

teaching and learning, and meeting the needs of children.

4.4.1 Leadership in Pre-school Settings

The following discussion relates to research question 3 that is how is pre-school
leadership enacted in a range of pre-school settings? Within the context of this
study the way leadership is enacted refers to, those actions pre-school leaders
take to ensure that the needs of children within their settings are met, and the
systems they have in place to monitor and evaluate children’s progress towards

the ELGs.

In settings A, B and C this aspect of the nursery provision was deemed by Ofsted
inspectors to be ‘outstanding’. In Setting A it is reported that ‘managers and
leaders are inspirational’ (Ofsted 2015c:3). Ofsted inspectors also suggested that
staff demonstrated a passion for their work and that they had a ‘clear and focused
vision’ (Ofsted 2015c:1). This was also reflected in Setting B where it is recorded
that the management team ‘ensure that the excellent staff team share their vision’
(Ofsted 2016:1). As noted in the literature review (chapter 2.5) this confirms the
findings of Siraj-Blatchford and Manni (2006) who assert that a key characteristic

of strong leadership is the development of a shared vison.

With regard to Setting C, it is noted that ‘pertinent decisions made by the head
teacher have raised staff expectations’ (Ofsted, 2013:6). There is no reference
made to the senior leadership team being involved in decision making in this

instance. Therefore this suggests that the head teacher in this regard, adopts a
150



bureaucratic (Bush 2011) approach to her leadership as she appears to exercise a
unilateral approach to decision making. This is also conversant with the principles

of instructional leadership as described by Robinson et al. (2008).

It is also reported that leaders within settings A, B, and C ensure that peer
observations are carried out regularly to identify staff's strengths and weaknesses
and that continuous professional development (CPD) is given priority. In addition,
the reports state that the staff teams are ‘highly qualified’ (Ofsted 2015c:1’ Ofsted
2016:2). This relates to the work of Leithwood and Mascall (2008) (chapter 2:9)
who suggest that the more capable staff are the more effective they are in their

teaching and that this has a positive impact upon pupil achievements.

It is interesting to note that in Setting D the leadership and management were
deemed to ‘require improvement’ (Ofsted 2017c:1). It is recorded that Teaders do
not check that their actions and those of subject and phase leaders are making a
difference’ (Ofsted 2017c: pl). If leaders do not check that the actions of subject
and phase leaders are making a difference this can negatively impact upon
outcomes for children. This is confirmed by Ofsted inspectors who reported that
‘too few pupils, in particular the most able and disadvantaged are challenged or
supported effectively’ (pl). In Setting D it was also noted that the process for
monitoring the use and effectiveness of intervention strategies was the domain of
the head teacher and deputy head teacher “...the Head teacher and I, look
together at what, you know, what our allocation is, then we use our data” and that
“...Um, we identify groups of children, um, and then we look at where, where's

best to target the money and what we can use it for” (Participant 4D).
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To summarise, an analysis of the leadership and management element of Ofsted
inspection reports for the participating settings highlighted that the way in which
pre-school leadership improves outcomes for disadvantaged children is largely
dependent upon the way that leadership within pre-school provision is enacted.

This will be discussed more fully in chapter 5.

4.4.2 Quality of teaching and learning

The following discussion will present an analysis of the quality of teaching and
learning in all settings as identified within their respective Ofsted reports. This
section relates in part to the research question 2 ‘What measures do pre-school
leaders take to ensure that the needs of the most disadvantaged children in their

settings are met?’

With reference to settings A, B and C, the quality of teaching and learning was
noted by Ofsted to be ‘outstanding’ (Ofsted, 2015b, Ofsted 2016, Ofsted 2013). In
all three settings the importance of assessment as a tool to both measure
children’s progress and plan next steps in learning was acknowledged. Ofsted
stated that ‘Assessment is thorough and used as a tool to measure pupil
performance’ (Ofsted 2013:5), and that ‘Assessments are precise and checked
closely to ensure that gaps in learning are quickly identified’ (Ofsted, 2016:3). The
ability to assess children’s learning effectively contributes towards improved

outcomes particularly among children from low income families (Ofsted, 2013:5).
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Unfortunately, this was not the case in Setting D where the quality of teaching and
learning was deemed to ‘require improvement’ (Ofsted 2017c). In this instance it
was observed that ‘leaders were unable to provide an accurate picture of
assessment and a detailed analysis of outcomes for the different groups of
children in nursery...’ (p8). This negatively impacts upon outcomes for children as
leaders are unable to effectively plan for next steps in learning. Subsequently this

‘prohibits some children from reaching a good level of development’ (p8).

With regard to children’s learning, the learning environments in settings A, B, and
C were observed to be conducive to learning. It is reported that they are well
resourced with a range of exciting activities that serve to ‘ignite children’s curiosity
and desire to learn’ (Ofsted 2015c:1). In Setting D it is recorded that while the
learning environment provides opportunities to build children’s confidence and
develop their gross and fine motor skills it is ‘not rich in literacy and numeracy

opportunities as a result children are unable to fully flourish’ (Ofsted 2017c:8).

4.4.3 Meeting the needs of children

Ridge (2011) suggests that poverty negatively impacts upon all areas of cognitive
development especially among children in their earliest years. A result of this is,
as Ofsted (2015a) highlight, children from disadvantaged backgrounds enter pre-
school at a lower developmental age than their more advantaged peers. The
Ofsted reports for all settings identified that children start pre-school with lower
than average development. In Setting D it is reported that ‘a sizeable proportion of
children start the early years with skills and knowledge that are lower than typically

expected for their age’ (Ofsted 2017c:8). Therefore if pre-school leaders are to
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ensure that the needs of the most disadvantaged children in their settings are met
they must be aware of the outcomes relating to child poverty in their localities.

The following section examines the extent to which each setting meets the needs
of children from low income families as identified in their respective Ofsted reports.
Consistently, in settings’ A, B, and C, this aspect of practice was judged to be

‘outstanding’. Ofsted inspectors reported that:

‘All children make excellent progress in all areas of learning’ (Ofsted, 2015b:1).

‘All children achieve extremely well’ (Ofsted 2016:3).

‘Achievement of children is outstanding they make excellent progress in all areas

of learning’ (Ofsted, 2013:1).

In addition, it is reported that in these settings children are well prepared for
transition into the next phase of their learning that is, they are “...well supported to
be ready for their next steps in learning, including the move to school’ (Ofsted
2016:3). With regard to outcomes for children in Setting D, Ofsted inspectors
identified that this aspect of practice requires improvement’ (Ofsted 2017c:7).
Within the early years specifically it is recorded that ‘too few make rapid progress

enough to catch up with their peers’ (p8).

Within Setting D, children transition into the reception class within the primary
school subsequently it is interesting to note that children’s progress towards the
ELGs at the end of their reception year when compared to all children nationally,
regionally, and locally, is appreciably lower (see Table 9 below). The gap in
children’s performance is even more apparent for disadvantaged children at all
levels. However, the disparity between the performances of children from low

income families nationally and those within the primary school in which Setting D is
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located is even more noticeable, with only 33.3% of disadvantaged children
reaching a good level of development compared with 54.4% nationally. The gap in
the educational performance of children from low income families could be
attributed to the influence that poverty has upon children’s development as
confirmed by Ridge (2011), who asserts childhood poverty impacts upon all areas

of cognitive development.

Table 6: Progress towards the ELGs in the primary school in which Setting D is located

80
70 - and
60 - ® Englan
50 +
m North East
40 -
30 1 Local Authority
20 -+
10 - ® Primary School
0 - w w w (Setting D)
All FSM
Children Children

Taggart et al. (2015) explains that there is strong evidence to suggest that the
benefits of early years provision particularly on children from disadvantaged
backgrounds is long lasting. This is confirmed by Ofsted (2017c:7) who stated
that ‘In key stage 2, the proportion of disadvantaged pupils reaching age-related
expectations in all subjects was well below others nationally’. Children’s progress
towards the ELGs is assessed at the end of the reception in their respective
primary schools. As children within settings A, B and C transition into a range of
primary schools it has not been possible to compare their performance with those

in Setting D.
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4.5 Findings: performance data

In reference to the analysis of performance data, analysing quantitative data will
as Punch and Oancea (2014) highlight enable direct comparisons to be made in a
logical way. Descriptive statistics were used to situate the local authority’s
performance in the context of other local authorities regionally and nationally. In
the final term of the year in which children reach the age of five years (reception
class), each school must complete a Foundation Stage Profile (FSP) for each child
and submit this to the Local Authority (LA). This information is then submitted to
the Department for Education and published annually. Given that children’s
progress towards the ELGs is not formally assessed until the end of the term in
which they reach the age of five years it is not possible to make a performance
comparison at the pre-school setting level. Therefore for the purpose of this
research a comparison has been made between children’s performance towards

the ELGs within the LA against regional and national performance.

Table 7: Early Years Foundations Stage Profile results 2016 showing the percentage of

children achieving a good level of development at the end of reception.

73
72 A
71 A
70 -
69 -
68 -
67 -
66 -

T 1

England North East Local Authority

Adapted from Ofsted (Ofsted 2017b)

Table four illustrates the percentage of children achieving a good level of

development across all ELGs in England, the North East of England and within the
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LA. A good level of development as described by DfE (2016) relates to those
children achieving expected levels of development. While it appears that
performance towards the ELGs within the local authority is lower than that at both
regional and national levels the differential between the LA’s performance and
regional performance is less than half a percentage point (0.4%) therefore the LA’s
performance could be deemed to be broadly in line with regional performance.
Similarly, the differential between the LA’s performance and national performance
is only 1.3% therefore while the LA’s performance is comparably lower it could be
argued that the differential is not appreciable, therefore the LA’s performance can
be deemed to be also broadly in line with national performance. Alternatively, it
could be argued that even though children’s performance towards a good level of
development within the LA is relatively comparable to the national performance it

is still not in line with expected levels of development (Ofsted 2015b).

With respect to disadvantaged children and their progress towards the ELGs
within schools, including pre-schools, disadvantage is measured in relation to a
child’s eligibility to receive free school meals (FSM). The North East Child Poverty
Action Group (NECPAG, 2015) highlight the educational achievement gap
between less advantaged children and their more advantaged peers. It is evident
from the table below that by the end of the reception year when children are aged

between 4 and 5 years old the achievement gap exists.
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Table 8: Percentage of Children achieving a good standard of development at the end of

reception including children eligible to receive FSM (2016)

80
70 -
60 -

50 -
40 - m England

30 - = North East

20 - Local Authority
10 -

All FSM
Children Children

Adapted from Ofsted (2017b)

When compared with all other children those in receipt of FSM do not make the
same level of progress towards the ELGs. This is reflected at national, regional
and LA levels. Within England 72% of all other children achieve a good level of
development compared to 54% of children eligible to receive FSM. This
differential is apparent regionally, that is 68.4% of all other children compared with
53.7% of FSM children and 68% of all other children compared with 52.9% of FSM
children within the local authority. When compared with national statistics for all
other children, disadvantaged children within the LA perform notably lower than
the national average with a differential of 17.4%. Therefore the number of children
from low income families achieving a good level of development across all the

ELGs is not comparable with all other children.

Whilst the progress towards achieving expected levels of development is lower
among disadvantaged children there is less variation between disadvantaged
children at all levels. Within England 54% of FSM children achieve a good level of
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progress compared to 53.7% at regional and 52.9% at LA level. The differential
between national performance and LA performance for disadvantaged children is
1.5% therefore the performance of less advantaged children within the LA is
comparable with national levels. Alternatively, it could be argued that even
though disadvantaged children’s performance towards a good level of
development within the LA is relatively comparable to the national performance it

is still not in line with expected levels of development (Ofsted, 2017b)

As identified in Table 8 the gap in educational achievements between less
fortunate children and their more fortunate peers still persists. However, during
the period 2013 to 2016 the achievement gap narrowed by 5.2% (DfE, 2016) as

illustrated in Table 9 below.

Table 9: Narrowing of the achievement gap between 2013 and 2016

37

36 -
35 A
34 -
33 A
32 -
31
30 -
29 -
28 A w x x x

2013 2014 2015 2016

1

Adapted from Department for Education (2016)

4.6 Chapter summary

To conclude, this chapter presents the findings arising from an analysis of the

content of three data sets, EYFS performance data, Ofsted reports of the latest
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inspection for each setting, and participants’ responses obtained through semi-
structured interviews. From the findings three main areas for further discussion

have been identified:

I. Leadership as a means to mitigate the impact of childhood poverty
on young children’s development and learning

Il. Meeting the needs of disadvantaged children

Ill. Leadership enactment in pre-school settings
The following chapter discusses the outcomes of the findings above within the
context of the three research questions framing this study and within a broader
framework of social inequality especially in relation to outcomes for young
children. The findings will also be discussed in relation to previous literature

discussed in chapter 2.
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Chapter 5: Discussion

5.1 Chapter structure

This chapter will discuss the research findings in relation to the research questions
to determine the extent to which these have been answered. This will be done by
making connections between the findings identified in chapter 4 and the literature
discussed in chapter 2. This discussion does not aim to hypothesise that effective
leadership of pre-school settings is the panacea to ameliorate the impact of child
poverty on children’s outcomes, rather it is to provide greater insight into the
influence that pre-school leadership has upon outcomes for disadvantaged
children. In order to provide this greater insight Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004)
advocate that the findings are discussed in an integrated manner. Therefore,
where appropriate, reference will be made to all data sets performance data,

Ofsted reports and participants’ responses.

The ensuing discussion will be framed against the three research questions
underpinning this research. As the study is comparative in nature the findings will
be discussed in relation to settings that have been graded by Ofsted as
‘outstanding’ and ‘requires improvement’. This will enable comparisons to be
made and examples of good practice identified that collectively contribute to
improving outcomes for young children. In addition, any implications for practice

will be identified and recommendations made.
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5.2 Discussion of findings

5.2.1 Research Question 1: To what extent are pre-school leaders aware of
the outcomes relating to child poverty in the communities they serve?

As discussed in chapter 2, Pugh (2010) asserts that children from disadvantaged
backgrounds are at greater risk of poor outcomes. To ensure that the needs of
disadvantaged children are met Carpenter et al. (2013) recommend that schools
(including pre-schools) should collect a range of data and use this data to
influence outcomes for vulnerable children. Therefore a key strand of this study
was to identify the information and data pre-school leaders used to help highlight
the issues relating to child poverty in their localities. This research question links
to the third aim within the CPS, that is, to understand the child/family in the
broader context of their communities. This forms the basis of the first research
question. While at first sight the research question appears slightly reductionist,
there are three key components embedded within. When explored collectively
these provide a comprehensive response to the question. The three components

embedded in the first research question relate to:

a. The types of information and data consulted to identify issues
relating to disadvantaged children

b. The use of information to inform practice

c. The impact that disadvantage has on outcomes for children.

The following discussion will address each component identified above.

Information and data used to identify issues relating to child poverty.

An analysis of participants’ responses revealed that those leaders in settings rated
as ‘outstanding’ by Ofsted (Ofsted 2013, 2015b, 2016) consulted a range of
information and data to help identify the issues associated with child poverty in

their localities (see Figure 6, chapter 4). Also, it was identified that in these
162



instances pre-school leaders used this data effectively to plan next steps in
children’s learning and development (Ofsted, 2013, 2015b, 2016). This relates to
the findings of Coleman et al. (2016) who explained that where Children Centres
were successful in improving outcomes for children and their families, centre
leaders used evidence and data from a range of sources to help inform the
services they provided to families. Rather than using information, data and
funding to inform a range of services pre-school leaders within this research only

use these to help inform next steps in children’s learning and development.

Setting D was graded as ‘requires improvement’ by Ofsted (Ofsted 2017c). From
the responses given and observations made by Ofsted Inspectors it could be
argued that while leaders collect appropriate data to identify issues relating to
disadvantage, they do not appear to use this data in a meaningful way to plan next
steps in learning. An analysis of the Setting’s performance data (Table 7, chapter
4) supports this argument. It was identified that in Setting D disadvantaged
children performed less well than other disadvantaged children within the local
authority, regionally and nationally. Ofsted (2017c) reported that the quality of
teaching and learning within Setting D ‘requires improvement’that is, it did not
provide opportunities for ‘children to flourish’ and that leaders were unable to
‘provide an accurate picture of assessment and a detailed analysis of outcomes
for the different groups of children in nursery...” (p8). It could be argued that this is
a contributing factor to disadvantaged children in Setting D performing less well

than other less fortunate children.

The use of information to inform practice

To ensure that learning and development is progressed in a meaningful way to

improve outcomes for young children pre-school leaders have a statutory
163



responsibility as set out in the EYFS (DfE 2017), to ensure that assessment forms
an integral part of their provision. To ensure that children are ready for school
leaders must use information and data gleaned from observations and
assessments to plan next steps in children’s learning. Ofsted (2013) posit that the
effective assessment of children’s learning contributes to improved outcomes
particularly for disadvantaged children. This highlights the importance of good

quality teaching and learning.

When considering the quality of teaching and learning in the participating settings
an analysis of the content of the Ofsted reports for each setting revealed a
variance in quality between settings. In settings A, B and C the quality of teaching
and learning was deemed by Ofsted to be ‘outstanding’ and as such
disadvantaged children made good progress towards the ELGs. In Setting D the
quality of teaching and learning was deemed to ‘require improvement’ (Ofsted,
2017c) and as such it was highlighted that children did not make good progress
towards the ELGs. These findings support the views of Melhuish (2004)
(discussed in chapter 2.4), who advocates that good quality early years provision
can be an effective intervention strategy to improve outcomes for children living in

poverty.

It was also reported that in Setting D leaders did not make effective use of
information collated through observations and assessments subsequently this
‘prohibited some children from making good progress’ (Ofsted 2017c:8). This
relates to the work of Leithwood and Mascal (2008) discussed in chapter 2.7

wherein they claim that the characteristics and capabilities of leaders can
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negatively impact upon outcomes for pupils. If leaders are unable to effectively
observe and assess children and then use this information to plan next steps in
learning this could leave children at risk of poor outcomes. The performance data
for Setting D (see Table 7 chapter 4) confirms this view as children’s performance
towards the ELGs at the end of their reception year was lower than disadvantaged

children locally, regionally and nationally.

When trying to make the link between the impact of leaders on outcomes for
children one must exercise an element of caution. While Leithwood and Mascal
argue that the characteristics and capabilities of leaders can negatively impact
upon outcomes for children, Leithwood (2010) highlights difficulties in making this
link. Leithwood reported that there were extenuating factors such as the S.E.S. of
families, and characteristics of individual teachers that were beyond the control of
leaders that collectively impacted upon outcomes for children, a view supported by
Mistry and Sood (2017). One could argue that a limitation with Ofsted reports is
that they do not make reference to some of those extenuating factors as explained
by Leithwood (2010) that are beyond the control of leaders that may influence
outcomes for children. In light of the inherent difficulties associated with making
claims of impact as outlined by Leithwood and Mascal (2008), rather than making
claims of impact the aim of this research was to explore the influence pre-school

leadership has upon outcomes for disadvantaged children.

The impact of poverty on children’s development

All settings irrespective of their Ofsted grading used information gleaned from a
range of professionals to identify issues relating to child poverty that is, all settings

identified that disadvantaged children entered pre-school with lower than age
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related developmental expectations. For example, Participant 1A stated that
children enter pre-school with “lower starting points” a view confirmed by
Participant 2B who stated that “They have a much lower baseline particularly in
communication and P.S.E. (personal, social and emotional development).” These
findings concur with previous research discussed in chapter 2.3. For example,
Ridge (2011) identified that child poverty negatively impacts upon all aspects of
children’s cognitive development. Engle et al. (2011) expanded upon this arguing
that child poverty negatively impacts upon children’s holistic development that
includes not only their cognitive development but their social and emotional
development, health and well-being, and that these impacts were evident from a

very early age.

With reference to the impact that child poverty has upon the educational
achievements of disadvantaged children specifically in relation to their
performance towards the ELGs as identified in the EYFS (DfE 2017), an analysis
of performance data revealed that child poverty negatively impacts upon children’s
educational outcomes. These findings are in line with evidence from previous
research discussed in chapter 2 (Duncan et al. 1998, Noble et al. 2006,Cheung et
al. 2007). The findings also highlight that the gap in educational achievements
between children living in poverty and all other children is evident from an early
age. Table 6 (chapter 4) illustrates that in 2016 the percentage of disadvantaged
children achieving a good standard of development at the end of their reception
year was lower than more advantaged children. It could be argued that the
continued gap in educational achievements between children classified as being
disadvantaged and their more advantaged peers is attributed to the fact that,

children from low income families enter pre-school at lower starting points than

166



their more affluent peers and also children achieve at different rates as was

identified by all Participants.

To summarise, if pre-school leaders are to influence outcomes for children from
low income families they must be aware of the impact that child poverty has upon
children’s learning and development. More specifically, they must be aware of the
impact of child poverty on the outcomes for children in their localities. With regard
to research question 1, it would appear that in those participating settings graded
as ‘outstanding’ by Ofsted pre-school leaders were extremely aware of the impact
that poverty has on disadvantaged children in their localities. They identified and
used a range of data to inform their practice to plan for next steps in children’s
learning and development. In Setting D that was graded as frequires
improvement’ (Ofsted 2017c), this was less so. While leaders identified germane
information regarding the outcomes of child poverty in their localities they did not
appear to use this information effectively to plan next steps in children’s learning
and development. As a result, it was reported that disadvantaged and the most

able children were not supported effectively in their learning (Ofsted 2017c).

From the discussion above, it has been identified that pre-school leaders draw
upon a range of evidence and data to identify the issues relating to child poverty in
their localities as recommended by Carpenter et al. (2013). If pre-school leaders
are aware of the issues relating to child poverty they can then positively contribute
to outcomes for children from a very early age. However, to ensure that the needs
of disadvantaged children are met pre-school leaders should not merely be aware

of the issues relating to child poverty they should use evidence and data
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effectively to plan next steps in learning to improve outcomes for children from low

income families in their setting.

5.2.2 Research question 2: What measures do pre-school leaders take to
ensure that the needs of the most disadvantaged children in their setting are
met?

As highlighted earlier in this study, the gap in educational achievements between
the different groups of children continues to persist (see chapter 4 Tables 3, 4, 5
and 6). As such this discrepancy continues to be at the forefront of political
discourse to the extent that successive governments have, in an attempt to narrow
the achievement gap, continued to invest financial resources to improve outcomes

for disadvantaged children.

Research question 2 (RQ2) explores how pre-school leaders in the participating
settings ensure that the needs of disadvantaged children are met. There are two

key components of practice identified within RQ2, these relate to:

a. The use of resources to support disadvantaged children
b. Strategies used to improve outcomes for disadvantaged children.

Each of these components will be addressed in the following discussion.

RQ2a: The use of resources to support disadvantaged children
All schools, including pre-schools, in England registered with Ofsted to deliver
early education to three and four-year-old children are eligible to receive funding to

improve outcomes for disadvantaged children. Figure 7 in chapter 4 shows the
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various funding streams accessed by the participating settings. To ensure funding
contributes to improved outcomes Levaci¢ (2008) recommends that funding
expenditure is linked to school improvement. While it is not a statutory
requirement for pre-school settings within the private and voluntary sector to have
a School Improvement Plan (SIP), they must demonstrate through the settings
Self- Evaluation that they are improving outcomes for children living in poverty
through the effective use of specific funding such as the EYPP, and place this

information in the public domain.

In relation to the use of the EYPP, it was discussed in chapter 2.9 that Roberts et
al. (2017) identified differences in the way settings made decisions regarding the
expenditure of the funding. They identified that in smaller settings front-line staff
were involved in decision making. The findings within this study concur with
Roberts et al. as Participant 2B considered the views of her staff when determining
how best to utilise the funding. In larger, more formal settings, Roberts et al. found
that the decisions regarding funding expenditure were the domain of the senior
leadership team. The analysis of the participants’ responses support the findings
of Roberts et al. as senior leaders in settings C and D adopted a more strategic
view when making decisions about funding expenditure linking this to the SIP, this
also supports the views of Levacic¢ (2008). In addition to linking funding
expenditure to the SIP, Carpenter et al. (2013) highlighted that where schools
used local demographic data to identify the needs of children more children
benefited from specific funding. The analysis of participants’ responses revealed
that in those settings graded as ‘outstanding’ by Ofsted pre-school leaders used
local demographic data to establish the needs of disadvantaged children in their

localities. This supports the findings of Carpenter et al.
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In determining how best to utilise specific funding streams settings can opt to
either use the funding for the most eligible children only or they can combine the
different funding streams with the general school budget. An analysis of the
participants’ responses highlighted that the way in which settings used the
different funding streams varied. Those settings in receipt of funding to support
disadvantaged two year olds subsumed this funding into the overall budget and in
all cases this was used to support the employment of staff. An explanation for this
could be that the allocation of funding for disadvantaged two year old children was
relatively small as such it did not cover the staffing costs to enable them to meet
the statutory adult child staffing ratios for children of this age, “because the ratio
for two year olds is 1:4” (Participant 1A). Therefore, it could be argued that
combining this funding with the overall budget was the most effective use of the

funding.

Regarding the most effective use of the EYPP, an analysis of the findings revealed
that settings adopted a two-pronged approach to ensure that disadvantaged
children receive the most appropriate support to improve their outcomes. Firstly,
leaders used the funding to support the specific needs of eligible children that is,
they used information from their observations and assessments of target children
to identify gaps in their learning and development. Using funding in this way
enables only those eligible to receive support from the funding and benefit from it.
This relates to the notion of vertical equity as explained by Monk (1990) in chapter
2.9. Secondly, leaders also used the funding to employ additional staff who would
support all children irrespective of their eligibility to receive support. This concurs

with the findings of Roberts et al. (2017) and also relates to Monk’s (1990) notion
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of horizontal equity. Monk explains that rather than limiting support provided by
the funding solely to eligible children horizontal equity is applied when all children

irrespective of their eligibility benefit from the funding.

It would appear that when making decisions regarding the most appropriate use of
resources such as the EYPP to improve outcomes for disadvantaged children,
pre-school leaders may be faced with a moral dilemma. When two year old
children from low income families reach the age of three they become eligible to
receive their entitlement to free early education. However, Roberts et al. (2017b)
identified that not all disadvantaged two year old children are automatically eligible
to receive support provided by the EYPP when they reach the age of three years,
even though they may require additional support to bring them in line with age-
related expectations. Given the high level of disadvantage in this particular ward
Participant 1A highlighted the frustrations and difficulties associated with the
limited availability of funding to support disadvantaged children stating “/ don’t see

why one child’s needs should be prioritised over another’.

Melhuish (2004) and Taggart (2015) explain that impacts of child poverty such as
educational attainment can be long lasting. This suggests that the impacts of child
poverty may continue to be present when children transition from one educational
phase to another. If children at two years of age are identified as being
disadvantaged and subsequently are eligible to access care and learning funded
by the disadvantaged two year old funding, Melhuish and Taggart’s views suggest
that those early impacts of child poverty could still be present when children reach
the age of three years. Therefore, rather than subjecting pre-school leaders to the

potential moral dilemma of having to “prioritise one child’s needs over another”
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(Participant 2B), to ensure continuity of support indicators of disadvantage should
be consistently applied to the various funding streams to ensure that outcomes for
disadvantaged children continue to improve in line with their more advantaged

peers.

The findings within this study contradict those of Roberts et al. (2017) who
established that early years providers would have liked more explicit guidelines
regarding the expenditure of the EYPP. Participants in this study felt that the
guidelines for expenditure of the EYPP afford leaders some flexibility in its use. To
make funding guidelines more explicit would remove this flexibility and perhaps
place more of a moral burden on leaders insofar as, they would have to prioritise
funding expenditure to those eligible children only. Also, more explicit guidelines
may stifle leaders’ creativity and innovation when trying to meet the diverse range
of children’s needs. Currently the flexibility within the funding guidelines enables

leaders to think “out of the box’ (Participant 3C).

From the discussion above, it would appear that rather than adopting a single
approach to determine the most effective use of the EYPP leaders used a dual
approach, that is, they used the funding to support eligible children and also to
support all vulnerable children irrespective of their eligibility to receive support.
Pre-school leaders in this instance felt that they had a moral obligation to ensure
that the needs of all vulnerable children were met and explained how at times this
subjected them to a moral dilemma when prioritising the use of funding. The
discussion above not only identifies implications for both policy and practice, it also
revealed a moral dimension to leadership specifically in relation to the influence

this has upon outcomes for young children thus contributes to the growing body of
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discourse associated with pre-school leadership, thereby helps to ‘shape how we

think about leadership’ Western(2013:150).

It has been identified that all settings, irrespective of their Ofsted grading used the
EYPP to support both eligible children and all those identified as vulnerable
irrespective of their eligibility to received support from the funding. Having
determined how best to use the EYPP that is, whether to apply vertical or
horizontal equity (Monk 1990), pre-school leaders must then decide what
strategies they should commission to ensure that the needs of disadvantaged

children are met, this is the focus of the following discussion.

RQ2b: Strategies used to improve outcomes for disadvantaged children

To ensure that children are ready for school, Allen (2011:46) emphasised the
importance of early intervention in children’s learning and development as a
means to improve outcomes for children living in poverty. Therefore, to achieve
good outcomes, intervention strategies used in pre-schools must be effective.
Abbott et al. (2015) suggest that the needs of disadvantaged children are met
through a range of strategies that focus upon raising attainment. An analysis of
the findings relating to the second component of RQ2 highlight how different
strategies were used to ensure that the needs of children from low income families
were met, and support the views of Abbott et al. (2015). Many of the strategies
used to improve outcomes for children living in poverty were informed by the
information and data leaders used to identify issues relating to disadvantage in
their communities and by the effective use of data obtained through observations

and assessment of children.
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It is worth noting that it is beyond the scope of this research to measure the impact
of specific strategies used to improve outcomes for disadvantaged children.
However, as | have used the settings’ Ofsted inspection grading to make
comparisons between settings it could be argued that in those settings where the
guality of teaching and learning has been deemed to be ‘outstanding’ (Ofsted,
2013, 2015b, 2016) the specific strategies used were considered to be effective in
improving outcomes for less affluent children. Similarly, it could be argued that in
Setting D as the quality of teaching and learning was deemed to ‘require
improvement’ (Ofsted 2017c) the strategies used were ineffective as ‘children did
not make good progress’ (p8). With this in mind, it could be inferred that | am
inadvertently making a judgement about the impact of specific strategies on
outcomes for children from low income families. That said, it is not the intention of
this research to offer an impact evaluation of specific strategies. Rather, the
ensuing discussion will identify the strategies used and explore the extent to which
the findings in this research relate to previous research and add to the growing

knowledge of pre-school leadership.

Human resources as a strategy to improve outcomes

One of the main strategies used to improve outcomes for disadvantaged children
was the employment of additional staff. A primary area of developmental delay
identified by all participants was communication and language this echoes the
findings of Engle et al. (2011) and Ridge (2011). Leaders in this instance felt that
using EYPP to fund additional members of staff would be the most efficient way to
address this issue. They felt that staff would be able to engage in meaningful

interactions with children, and facilitate interactions between children, and thereby
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help to improve children’s communication skills. This resonates with the findings
of Roberts et al. (2017) who identified that leaders used the funding to support the
employment of additional staff as they felt that language and communication

difficulties often ‘prohibited some children from learning’ (p25).

However, Leithwood and Mascall (2008) explain that if responsibility for specific
intervention strategies is distributed to staff the effectiveness of the intervention is
dependent upon the skills and capabilities of those staff employed. Therefore it
could be argued that if staff did not have the underpinning skills and knowledge to
effectively support children with speech and language difficulties this could have a
negative impact on children’s outcomes in this area. An analysis of participants’
responses identified that an element of the EYPP was used to support the
continuous professional development (CPD) of staff. For example, when specific
interventions such as ‘Early Talk Boost’ (Participant 4D) were used staff training
was commissioned to ensure that staff had the necessary skills and knowledge to
effectively implement the strategy and thereby provide more effective support to all
vulnerable children irrespective of their eligibility to receive support. It could be
argued that when faced with restricted funding criteria investing in staff
development could be viewed as a means to help alleviate any instances of moral
dilemma experienced by leaders when trying to meet the needs of all vulnerable

children especially where children have similar needs.

Targeted support
In addition to using funding to support the employment of human resources, it was

identified that the participating settings also used funding to commission
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intervention strategies to target specific areas of developmental delay such as
language and communication. As identified above, Setting D funded the
implementation of ‘Early Talk Boost’ (ICAN, 2017) that is an intervention strategy
aimed at three and four year old children with language and communication
difficulties. This involved funding staff training however, despite the fact that staff
in Setting D received training specifically to support the implementation of Early
Talk Boost it was noted by Ofsted (2017c¢:8) that too few children ‘make rapid
progress enough to catch up with their peers’. It could be inferred from this
judgement that perhaps in this instance attendance at training alone did not
necessarily equip staff with the skills to ensure children progress in this area of
their development. Interestingly, it was also noted that in Setting D Teaders do not
check that their actions and those of subject and phase leaders are making a

difference’ (Ofsted 2017c:1).

With regard to monitoring children’s performance, in Setting D the responsibility for
this lies with the head teacher (HT) and deputy head teacher (DHT). While class
teachers enter data onto the tracking system, it would appear that the analysis of
this and subsequent target setting for individual children remains the domain of the
HT and DHT. The outcomes of the analysis are then shared with the necessary
staff “And then obviously that's then filtered to the teams that we have, so it would
then be fed back to, for example, the reception team that's made up of the teacher
and two HLTAs. But then that conversation is then shared. This is what we've
noted, the headlines from the data, this is what we've noticed, ... this is what the
barriers are, this is what's working well and what we need to improve, and these
are our next steps and then that's shared with the rest of the team” (Participant

4D). Therefore, in light of Participant 4’s comments it could be argued that senior
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leaders in this instance do check that the actions of subject and phase leaders are
making a difference. If appropriate staff are not directly involved in the analysis of
tracking data and subsequent target setting for individual children, they are not
being given the opportunity to develop these skills or understand how their actions
are making a difference, and it is this element of practice that Ofsted refer to when
making their judgements. This further emphasises the point Leithwood and
Mascal (2008) make regarding the capabilities and skills of leaders and the impact

that they have on outcomes for disadvantaged children.

It would appear that the actions of senior leaders as identified above resonate with
the principles underpinning ‘controller leadership’ (Western 2013:158), in that they
do not appear to be providing staff with sufficient knowledge to implement
intervention strategies effectively. Withholding knowledge whether intentional or
not, could as demonstrated above, prohibit staff from making valuable
contributions to school improvement. Rather than creating a knowledge sharing
ethos it could be debated that leaders’ actions in Setting D perpetuate perceptions
of power and control insofar as, those with the knowledge are perceived to have
the power to control. Subsequently it could be argued that leaders in Setting D are
not motivating staff to take ownership of intervention strategies as they are not
distributing full responsibility for the implementation of intervention strategies to

teaching staff.

If staff and leaders do not have the necessary skills to be able to monitor and
evaluate the impact of strategies on children’s learning this could negatively
impact on children’s outcomes Ofsted (2017c), confirms this view. They report

that in Setting D ‘leaders were unable to provide an accurate picture of
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assessment and a detailed analysis of outcomes for the different groups of
children in nursery...” as a result children ‘did not make good progress’ (Ofsted
2017c:8). In settings A, B and C Ofsted observed that ‘Assessment is thorough
and used as a tool to measure pupil performance’ (Ofsted 2013:5) and that
‘Assessments are precise and checked closely to ensure that gaps in learning are
quickly identified’ (Ofsted, 2016:3), as a result in those settings deemed as
‘outstanding’ by Ofsted (2013, 2015b, 2016) all children made excellent progress.
This relates to the work of Mulford et al. (2007), Robinson et al. (2008), Day, et al.
(2011), Sun and Leithwood, (2012), and West, (2010) discussed in chapter 2 who

acknowledge the influence that leadership has upon outcomes for children.

In view of this discussion it could be recommended that rather than focusing solely
on equipping staff with the skills and knowledge to enable them to implement the
strategy, training to support specific strategies should also provide staff/leaders
with the necessary skills to enable them to effectively assess and monitor
children’s progress pre and post implementation. That said, the Early Talk Boost
programme incorporates a tracking system to monitor children’s progress
throughout the implementation of the programme. Leaders can use the tracking
system to assess children before they commence the programme, throughout the
programme and at the end of the programme. However in view of Ofsted’s findings
it is questionable as to whether in this instance staff had a sound understanding of

how to use the tracking system that further supports the recommendation above.

Supporting families
Leithwood (2010) as discussed in chapter 2.7 identified a range of factors that
influenced educational outcomes some of which he argued, were beyond the

control of head teachers (leaders). Leithwood explained how family circumstances
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such as the S.E.S. of the family could negatively influence educational outcomes
for children from low income families. Participants recognised that disadvantaged
children’s family circumstances often prevented them from accessing enrichment
activities enjoyed by their more advantaged peers. While leaders acknowledged
that the family’s S.E.S. was beyond their control they felt that they were justified in
using the EYPP to provide opportunities to children that would benefit their
schooling that their families would otherwise be unable to afford. For example
Participant 3C explained “we find that a lot of our children lack experiences and
not only the children but the parents too. So we have visits to the theatre or the art

gallery and we do that regularly and don’t charge’.

It was also identified that in some instances the EYPP was used to support
vulnerable children who were not eligible to receive support from strategies funded
by the EYPP, even though they had previously been eligible to receive support
from the disadvantaged two year old funding. Participant 3C explained how she
offered a free lunch to non-eligible children whom she considered to be vulnerable
despite the fact that their families were technically not deemed to be economically
disadvantaged when measured against the EYPP eligibility criteria. It could be
argued that using the EYPP to support the family as a whole was not appropriate
use of funding as it is not targeted at the specific learning and development needs
of eligible children as Participant 1A explained “It is not about buying resources for
all the children, it is about meeting that child’s needs with their allocation”. That
said, Participant 1 appeared to contradict her own view as she also stated that

“We deliver intervention groups for both targeted groups and all parents”.

With reference to Participant 1A’s contradictory view discussed above, this could

have been the direct result of my enquiry into the use of the funding to support non
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eligible children with similar needs as eligible children insofar as, the Participant
may have felt obliged to provide the response she thought | would like to have
heard, rather than providing a more truthful response. This directly relates to
Grubrium and Holstein’s (2003) view as discussed in chapter 3.4 concerning the
fallibility of the interviewee’s responses especially when as a researcher | may
have unwittingly influenced the participant’s responses. Given that Participant 1A
had previously expressed her frustrations and dilemma at having to “prioritise one
child’s needs over another” perhaps she felt that she needed to respond to my

guestion in a manner that reflected this dilemma.

In relation to supporting parents, pre-school leaders have a statutory responsibility
as outlined in the EYFS (DfE 2017) to establish effective partnerships with

parents. To facilitate this, it was identified in settings A, B, and C that EYPP
funding was used to directly support parents. Participant 3C stated “We ran
parenting programmes like the school and family nurture programme targeted at
EYPP children and their families”. Participant 3C explained how she felt that
supporting parents in this way helped to instil confidence in parents to enable them
to engage with their child’s learning, this concurs with the findings identified in
Roberts et al. (2017:29). Also, it could be argued that using the EYPP directly to
support parents and families positively contributes to improving outcomes for

disadvantaged children and subsequently improves their educational outcomes.

From the discussion above, it would appear that settings in this instance used a
range of strategies to support children living in poverty compatible with the findings
of Roberts et al. (2017), and confirms the view of Abbott et al. (2015) discussed at

the beginning of this section. The discussion also explains how pre-school leaders
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extended this support to other vulnerable children and families who were not
eligible to receive support on the basis that they felt this would contribute to
improved outcomes for those children in the longer term. Supporting both children
and their families in this way, is in line with recommendations with in the CPS
(H.M. Government, 2011), specifically those regarding the need to support families
to enable them to overcome barriers to employment, or training leading to

employment.

While there were commonalities between settings regarding the type of strategies
used, there appears to be variance in the extent to which the needs of
disadvantaged children were met across the settings. That is, in those settings
deemed by Ofsted to be ‘outstanding’ pre-school leaders put in place appropriate
measures to ensure that strategies were effective and that children’s learning
progressed in a meaningful way to secure improved outcomes at the end of the
EYFS. This relates to the work of Robinson et al. (2008) (chapter 2.7) who
suggest that effective leaders have appropriate resources in place to ensure

improved outcomes for children.

The discussion highlights that in settings A. B. and C, observation and assessment
formed an integral aspect of practice. Leaders in these settings used the
information gleaned from observation and assessments to effectively plan next
steps in learning. They also ensured that the effectiveness of intervention
strategies was regularly monitored and evaluated, as a result Ofsted observed that
in these settings children made ‘excellent progress’ (Ofsted 2013, 2015b, 2016).
Unfortunately, this was not the case in Setting D, as they received an Ofsted

grading of requires improvement’ (Ofsted 2017c). It could be argued that in this
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Setting observation and assessment was not embedded within practice and
intervention strategies were not monitored or evaluated effectively as a result,
children ‘did not make good progress’ (Ofsted 2017c:8), this suggests that it is
naive to assume that intervention strategies will automatically improve outcomes
for disadvantaged children. Therefore, leaders should ensure that training to
support specific strategies also equips staff/leaders with the necessary skills to
enable them to effectively assess and monitor children’s progress pre and post
implementation. This relates directly to the notion of instructional leadership as
discussed by Blasé and Blasé (2000) in chapter 2.9 as it acknowledges the value
of continuous professional development as a means to improve professional

practice.

5.2.3 Research question 3: How is pre-school leadership enacted in the
sample pre-school settings?

As previously discussed in chapter 2, Duncan et al. (1998) suggest that early
years education mitigates the effects of childhood poverty however, Melhuish,
(2004) expands upon this and argues that it is the quality of early years education
that determines the extent to which outcomes for young children are improved.
Sylva et al. (2004) acknowledged that strong leadership was a defining factor of
good quality provision Woodrow and Busch (2008) concur, suggesting that strong
leadership in pre-school settings was crucial if the social inequalities between
disadvantaged children and those more fortunate were to be addressed. While
both Sylva et al. and Woodrow and Busch make reference to the phrase strong
leadership this does not appear to be clearly defined within their studies.
Therefore it could be suggested that the authors assume that perhaps there is an

unspoken common understanding of the phrase. The third research question
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(RQ3) builds upon the work of Duncan et al., Melhuish and Woodrow and Busch
and seeks to explore the way in which leadership is enacted in the participating
settings. In line with the approach taken for RQ1 and RQ2, two elements of

practice have been identified in RQ3 these are;

a. Leadership approaches adopted within the settings,

b. Policy informed practice.

RQ3a: Leadership approaches adopted within the participating settings

As discussed in chapter 2 (2.9.1) the Open University (2001:24) suggests that the
relationship between education theory and practice is highlighted by the way a
‘theory is acted out in practice’. From the findings identified in chapter 4 it is
apparent that within the context of the participating settings more than one theory
of leadership is acted out in practice. An analysis of the participants’ responses
and Ofsted reports identified characteristics associated with four main leadership
theories. The following section will discuss each of these theories and the extent

to which they can be applied to leadership within the sample pre-schools settings.

Bureaucratic Leadership

The analysis of the participants’ responses and Ofsted reports revealed that
characteristics associated with bureaucratic leadership as described by Bush
(2011) (chapter 2.9) were evident within the settings. Each setting’s organisational
structure is hierarchical in nature that is, those with the highest level of
responsibility and accountability are positioned at the apex of the structure as is
conversant with bureaucratic theories of leadership. However the organisational

structures differ according to setting type. With regard to settings A and B, the
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overall accountability for these settings was held by the voluntary organisation.
However, the day to day management of these settings was the responsibility of
the setting managers. Within settings C and D, overall accountability for the
provision resided with the governing body, with the day to day management of the

school being delegated to the head teacher and senior leadership team.

In addition to the hierarchical organisational structure of each setting, the findings
also revealed that at times leaders adopted a bureaucratic approach to their
leadership. For example, Participant 4D explained how the head teacher and
deputy head teacher took sole responsibility for identifying the needs of
disadvantaged children and for monitoring the use and effectiveness of
intervention strategies, and that this information was then “filtered to the teams
that we have, so it would then be fed back to, for example, the reception team
that's made up of the teacher and two HLTAs [Higher Level Teaching Assistants]”
(Participant 4D). Adopting a bureaucratic approach in this instance appears to
have had a detrimental influence on pupil achievement as Ofsted (2017:1) report
that ‘too few pupils, in particular the most able and disadvantaged are challenged
or supported effectively’, Ofsted also report that ‘phase leaders were unable to

provide an accurate picture of assessment and a detailed analysis of outcomes for

the different groups of children in nursery...” (p8).

As discussed in chapter 2.9, Greenfield (1973) argues that a weakness associated
with bureaucratic approaches to leadership is that leaders in this instance do not
take into account the impact that individuals within the organisation have upon
goal achievement. This would appear to be the case in Setting D as senior

leaders did not take into consideration the views of leaders and practitioners within
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the pre-school when identifying the needs of disadvantaged children, nor did they
appear to involve pre-school leaders in the monitoring and evaluation of
intervention strategies. As a result it was identified that ‘too few [children] make
rapid progress enough to catch up with their peers’ (Ofsted 2017:8). An analysis
of children’s performance at the end of the reception year confirms these findings
as children in Setting D performed less well than other less fortunate children
locally and nationally (see Table 7, chapter 4.5). If responsibility for children’s
performance is not delegated to those working directly with children this can
negatively influence children’s performance as identified above. This view
resonates with that of Hallinger and Heck (1996) (chapter 2.9) who highlight that
effective leadership cannot take place in isolation of the interaction between
leaders and other staff members. This was confirmed by Ofsted (2017c) as the
leadership and management in Setting D was deemed to ‘require improvement’,

this affirms the view of Hallinger and Heck (1998).

It has been argued above that adopting a bureaucratic approach to leadership as
identified in Setting D can negatively impact upon children’s outcomes and render
leadership less effective. However, the findings also suggest that adopting a
bureaucratic approach to leadership can at times have a positive influence upon
staff. In Setting C, Ofsted (2013:6) noted that ‘pertinent decisions made by the
head teacher have raised staff expectations’. The head teacher’s apparent
unilateral approach to decision making is conversant with the traits of bureaucratic
leadership as described by Bush (2011) insofar as, decision making in this
instance appears to be top down. It could be argued that raising staff expectations

can, in turn, have a positive impact upon outcomes for children as in Setting C
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‘Achievement of children is outstanding they make excellent progress in all areas

of learning’ (Ofsted, 2013:1).

With regard to the extent to which a bureaucratic theory of leadership can be
applied to leadership in pre-school settings within the context of this research, it
would appear that elements of bureaucracy are evident, within each setting the
organisational structure is hierarchical in nature with those at the apex of the
structure having overall accountability for the provision. While it has been
demonstrated that adopting a bureaucratic approach to leadership can negatively
influence outcomes for children the findings also suggest that the effectiveness of
bureaucratic leadership is context specific, and therefore it is acknowledged that
when the need arises a more bureaucratic approach to leadership is both

appropriate and necessary.

Distributed Leadership

Further analysis of the findings within participants’ responses and Ofsted reports
revealed that characteristics associated with distributed leadership (DL) as
described by Spillane (2005) were evident within the participating settings. In all
cases leadership responsibilities were distributed across the senior leadership
teams. Within settings A and B these were delegated to the deputy manager and
room leaders with some members of staff taking responsibility for specific areas of
the curriculum. Similarly, in settings C and D leadership responsibilities were
delegated to phase leaders or curriculum leaders. However, as previously
discussed in chapter 2.9 Spillane (2005) argues that DL is not merely concerned

with the distribution of leadership tasks rather, it is argued that DL is underpinned
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by effective communication between leaders and those who are led that is,
effective DL is dependent upon the interaction between leaders and between
leaders and staff. Within Setting D, Ofsted reported that “leaders do not check
that their actions are making a difference” (Ofsted 2017c:3), subsequently this
apparent lack of interaction between leaders had a negative influence on
outcomes for children as Ofsted (2017c:8) report that ‘too few [children] make
rapid progress enough to catch up with their peers’, subsequently the leadership
within Setting D was deemed by Ofsted to be less effective. This resonates with
the views of Hallinger and Heck (2010) who argue that DL is only effective if those
with delegated responsibilities have the skills and knowledge to fulfil their roles
effectively, Heikka et al. (2013) concur, arguing that this is specifically apropos
within pre-schools. The reason for this could be attributed to the fact that, it is not
a mandatory requirement for pre-school leaders to hold a leadership qualification
and therefore it could be assumed that perhaps leaders in this instance may not

have the necessary skills to fulfil their roles effectively.

Within settings A, B and C leaders were confident that those with delegated
leadership responsibilities had the underpinning skills and knowledge to fulfil their
roles effectively. Participant 3C explained that the early years lead practitioner
had “considerable experience of managing nurseries... we each bring something
different to the Table both have strengths and together we have in-depth
knowledge”. As a result leadership in these settings was ‘outstanding’ (Ofsted,
2013, 2015a and 2016). Within Setting D this was not the case as Ofsted
recorded that ‘leaders were unable to provide an accurate picture of assessment

and a detailed analysis of outcomes for the different groups of children in
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nursery...” (Ofsted 2017c:8), as a result the quality of teaching and learning within

Setting D was also deemed to ‘require improvement’.

With reference to the extent to which DL can be applied to leadership within the
context of this research, it is evident that all aspects of DL can be equally applied
to leadership within the participating settings. That is, it has been demonstrated
that in those settings graded by Ofsted to be ‘outstanding’, leadership
responsibilities were delegated across the leadership teams, also leaders ensured
that those with additional responsibilities had the underpinning skills and
knowledge to effectively fulfil their roles, and that the interaction between leaders
and between leaders and other members of staff was based upon effective

communication.

Within Setting D this was less so, while leadership responsibilities were delegated
across the leadership team the interaction between leaders and other staff was not
considered by Ofsted to be as effective as it could be. In addition, it was noted
that staff with delegated responsibilities did not have the underpinning skills and
knowledge to effectively fulfil their roles. Heikka and Waniganayake (2011)
emphasise that in the correct circumstances DL serves to empower staff and that
this empowerment instils in staff a sense of value. Therefore, by virtue, it could be
argued that delegating leadership responsibilities to those who do not have the
skills or underpinning knowledge to fulfil their roles effectively only serves to
disempower and demotivate staff and therefore in these circumstances leaders

should ensure that interactions between staff and other leaders are meaningful.
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Instructional Leadership

Characteristics associated with instructional leadership (IL) were also evident
within the participating settings. Blasé and Blasé (2000) explain in chapter 2.9
that the primary focus of IL is to equip teachers (practitioners) with the skills and
knowledge to enable them to fulfil their roles effectively. This they explain is done
through a framework of support and guidance through which leaders adopt the
role of critical friend to provide constructive feedback, model good practice and
offer suggestions for improvement. Other features of IL as identified by Blasé and

Blasé include CPD and staff supervision.

In reference to CPD, all participants acknowledged the importance of CPD as a
means to improve outcomes for children and all invested time and financial
resources to ensure staff had access to training to improve their skills and
knowledge. Participant 4D stated “we spend a lot on staff training we see that as
a real way of improving children’s outcomes and progress...”. It is interesting to
note that in Setting D despite this investment Ofsted (2017c:8) report that ‘children
did not make good progress’ subsequently the teaching and learning within Setting
D was deemed by Ofsted to ‘require improvement’. In view of this, it could be
argued that attendance at training alone does not always guarantee that staff will
have the skills and knowledge to enable them to fulfil their roles effectively and

that if IL is to be effective other support systems must also be in place.

Blasé and Blasé (2000) also explained that in addition to staff training, regular
supervision between leaders and staff was an important feature of IL, as it is

through this process that leaders and staff become reflective and reflexive
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practitioners. Participant 1A explained that supervision had a dual purpose and
that it involved two-way communication that is, it provided an opportunity for staff
to keep leaders appraised of the day-to-day operational aspects of their role and to
seek advice and guidance when required. The analysis of participants’ responses
highlight that while regular supervision formed an integral part of leadership
practice within the PVI settings there was no evidence to suggest that supervision
was embeded within the maintained settings (settings C and D). However, while
there was no evidence that supervision formed part of leadership practice within
Setting D, Participant 3C explained that they had “daily reflections” that provided
an opportunity for staff to come together to reflect upon the days events to ensure

continuity in quality of provision.

All participants explained that they had annual appraisal and performance
management processes in place. However, it could be argued that these do not
provide an opportunity for meaningful reflection to take place as issues may arise
throughout the academic year that might impact upon practice and therefore need
to be addressed in the here and now. Also children’s progress may vary
throughout the academic year therefore this needs to be discussed on a regular
basis. If children’s progress is not regularly monitored this could negatively
influence their performance as identified in Setting D (Ofsted 2017c¢:8). Heck, et
al. (1990) argue in chapter 2.9 that IL has a positive influence on educational
outcomes however, as demonstrated in the discussion above the effectiveness of
IL is dependent upon the necessary systems and processes being in place to
ensure that the correct guidance and support is given and that staff have the skills

and underpinning knowledge to fulfil their roles effectively.
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Day et al. (2011) highlight the complexity associated with educational leadership
attributing this to the diverse range of tasks that it encompasses. Mestry et al.
(2014) concur and argue that the complex nature of educational leadership poses
many challenges for leaders particularly those within pre-school settings. One of
the challenges identified by head teachers within Mestry et al.’s study that
influenced the practice of IL was the conflicting demands placed upon their time.
Head teachers in this instance explained that this prevented them from dedicating
time to instruct and directly support staff and other leaders. It could be argued that
it is for this reason that there appears to be certainly within Setting D, an over
reliance upon training as a means to improve practice and subsequently improve

outcomes for disadvantaged children.

Transformational Leadership

Characteristics associated with transformational leadership were also evident
within the participating settings. Bass (1990) as discussed in chapter 2.9, explains
that leaders adopting a TL approach to their leadership inspire and motivate their
teams through a process of influence and that it is through this influence that
leaders gain commitment from their teams. Ofsted noted that in settings A, B, and
C leaders were ‘inspirational and visionary’ (Ofsted 2013:1, 2015b:3, 2016:1), as a
result as identified above, the leadership and management in these settings was
deemed to be ‘outstanding’. In setting D, while Ofsted (2017c:1) noted that
leaders have successfully created a positive ethos for the school with children’s
well-being firmly at the core’ this does not appear to translate across all aspects of
the school as the leadership and management, quality of teaching, learning and
assessment, outcomes for children and early years provision were all deemed to
‘require improvement’ (Ofsted, 2017c). That said, Ofsted also noted that in Setting
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D the head teacher ‘has shared her vision with staff and governors’ (2017c:1)
however, as Ofsted suggested that the leadership in Setting D was not as good as
it should be, it could be argued that the leader’s vision in this instance has yet to

be realised.

When considering the quality of teaching and learning in Setting D, as identified
above this has been deemed by Ofsted (2017c:8) to ‘require improvement’ as it is
considered to be ‘too variable’ across the key stages this includes the early years
provision. TL as described by Bass (1990), is premised upon the process of
influence however, Darling-Hammond (2000) argue that one factor that is beyond
the control of leaders is the influence that individual teachers have upon pupil
achievement. Therefore, it could be debated that the variability of teaching within
Setting D is beyond the influence of the head teacher. Caldwell and Spinks (1992)
disagree they argue that it is through the process of influence that leaders gain the
respect and commitment from those they lead to such an extent that they feel
morally obliged to give of their best. That said, it is worth noting that at the time of
the Ofsted inspection the head teacher in Setting D was relatively new to post and
subsequently it could be suggested that her influence had not yet permeated
across the whole staff team and that this accounted for the variation in the quality

of teaching, learning and assessment.

The discussion of TL above has highlighted the influence that leadership has upon
outcomes for children insofar as, it has been noted that in Setting D children do
not make good progress towards the ELGs. Ofsted (2017c) stated that this lack of
progress was a result of inconsistencies in the quality of teaching, learning and

assessment. They further noted that this was a reflection of leadership within the
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Setting in that they deemed it to require improvement. It is recommended that to
ensure improved outcomes for disadvantaged children, leaders adopt a TL
approach, as it is through this that they will develop the capacity to influence the
teaching, learning and assessment in their settings and thereby help to ameliorate

the impact that disadvantage has upon outcomes for young children.

With regard to RQ3a, it would appear that pre-school leadership is enacted in a
variety of ways in the participating settings this confirms the view of Aubrey et al
(2013). This variation could be attributed to the complexity of educational
leadership as explained by Day et al. (2011) and as such it could be argued that
no one theory of leadership can adequately explain the leadership practices
adopted within the participating settings. For example, state funded pre-schools
must adhere to the curriculum frameworks determined by Central Government
therefore to some extent a bureaucratic theory of leadership can be applied. It has
been observed that leadership responsibilities for curriculum areas are distributed
across the senior leadership team in alignment with the leadership practices
identified in Spillane’s (2005) theory of DL. In addition, a TL style can also be
applied to pre-school leadership as leaders can through their influence appeal to
children, staff and parents, and influence school performance. Therefore it could
be argued that the combination of leadership theories identified provide a more
holistic explanation of leadership in early years and further emphasises its

complexity as identified by Mestry et al. (2014).
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RQ3b Policy Informed Practice

The final aspect of leadership to be discussed concerns the way in which pre-
school leaders use policy to inform their practice. As identified in chapter 1.4.2,
over the last two decades successive governments have, in an attempt to
eradicate child poverty and improve outcomes for disadvantaged children,
considerably increased their focus on the early years, resulting in a wide range of

policies and curriculum guidance being introduced (see Table 5 in chapter 1.4.2).

The ever changing political landscape associated with early years practice has
according to Robertson and Hill (2014) highlighted the complexities faced by pre-
school leaders in the 21 Century. These complexities they argue arise because
the ‘translation of ideology is by no means assured or straightforward’ (p170).
Participant 3C confirms the view of Robertson and Hill as she explained that
“sometimes it is not appropriate for children at this age”. An analysis of the
participants’ responses reveal that leaders in those settings deemed by Ofsted to
be ‘outstanding’ (Ofsted 2013, 2015b and 2016) were well informed of polices and
curriculum guidance however, the extent to which leaders used the policies to
inform their practice varied across the settings. In settings A and B it appears that
national policies are interpreted by the organisation’s head office and then
disseminated to all settings. Participant 2B explained that “All of our policy
guidance documents are generic documents compiled by Head office which are
disseminated to settings across the country they are based on national policy”
This suggests that in this instance policies are unified and used in a consistent
way across all of the organisation’s provision. However, Participant 3C explained
“‘we do consider national policies but it is about what works for early years

pedagogy and ethos” therefore in recognition that the needs of children differ in
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the different settings, in Setting C policies are modified to ensure that children
receive the correct support to ensure their needs are met. It would appear that in
these settings national policy is used to some extent to inform practice and as a
consequence it could be argued that this contributed to improved outcomes for

children in those settings.

With regard to Setting D, it appears that leaders in this instance have little or no
regard for national policy, when asked if they use national policy to inform their
practice the response given was simply “no” (Participant 4D). Participant 4
explained how she and her staff used various forms of social media to share good
practice and glean new ideas “Twitter is another good one, and... Facebook, you
know, you like a page so then you get the notifications and it comes up this
article...” As noted previously, children in Setting D ‘do not make good progress’
(Ofsted 2017c) and all aspects of practice are deemed to require improvement.
The apparent lack of engagement with national policy and practice guidance
documents and over reliance upon social media could, account for the variability in
the quality of teaching and learning as observed by Ofsted, as information
retrieved from social media may not be from a reliable or credible source. While it
is recognised that the DfE use twitter and FB as a platform to inform providers of
the various policies and practice guidance documents it was not made clear within
Participant 4D’s responses that social media was used in this way. If it was, it
could be inferred that practitioners in Setting D did not recognise that they were

using policy to inform their practice.

With reference to curriculum guidance, as explained in chapter 1.4 all state funded

pre-schools have a statutory obligation to have regard to the EYFS curriculum
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guidance (DfE 2017) and ensure that all children (including disadvantaged
children) achieve the ELGs at the end of their reception year. Sun and Leithwood
(2012) identified that there was a correlation between the S.E.S. of families and
educational achievement insofar as, they argue that the S.E.S. of families can
negatively impact upon pupil achievement. An analysis of school performance
data confirms this correlation as it has been demonstrated that the gap in
educational achievements at the end of the reception year between children
classified as disadvantaged and their more affluent peers still exists (see Table 6

in chapter 4.5.3).

All of the participants identified that children living in poverty enter pre-school at
lower starting points than their more advantaged peers Ofsted confirms, stating ‘a
sizeable proportion of children start the early years with skills and knowledge that
are lower than typically expected for their age’ (Ofsted 2017c¢:8). Yet, despite this
difference, the EYFS advocates that all children achieve the same outcomes at the
end of their reception year. It could be suggested that the persistent gap in
educational achievements is exacerbated because of the low starting points of
disadvantaged children, in that, children from low income families have a greater
distance to travel than their more advantaged peers to achieve the ELGs at the
end of their reception year. This further exposes the tension between the rhetoric
of policy and the reality in practice and as such it could be argued that because of
this tension, a sensible and rational approach to teaching, learning and
assessment, that is context specific, should be adopted across all settings to

ensure improved outcomes for disadvantaged children.
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The previous discussion highlighted a tension between the rhetoric of policy and
the reality in practice in that there is an expectation that all children irrespective of
their backgrounds achieve the ELGs at the end of their reception year. However,
as discussed in chapter 1.4 embedded within the EYFS is the notion of equality for
all children in that it is acknowledged that all children have access to the same
opportunities. As discussed in chapter 1.4, Robertson and Hill (2014) draw the
distinction between equality of opportunity and equality of outcomes, arguing that
rather than promoting equality of opportunity the EYFS promotes an ethos of
‘social elitism and inequality ‘ (p167) as the loci of leaders attention is upon EYFS
outcomes rather than equality of opportunity. Robertson and Hill further highlight
the pressure that an outcome based approach to curriculum delivery places upon
leaders as they strive to ensure that all children, irrespective of their starting

points, achieve the ELGs at the end of their reception year.

In addition to the pressure placed upon pre-school leaders identified above, in
section 5.2.2 | discussed how the EYPP was introduced to narrow the
achievement gap between disadvantaged children and their more advantaged
peers, highlighting the moral dilemma experienced by leaders when determining
how best to use the funding to support vulnerable children. It was explained how
this dilemma was the result of inconsistencies in the indicators of disadvantage
identified in the various funding streams and by the lack of clear guidelines
regarding its expenditure (Roberts et al. 2017b). These inconsistencies in policy
criteria further highlight the tension associated with policy implementation and
further support the view of Robertson et al. (2014:170) that ‘the translation of
ideology is by no means assured or straightforward’ this in turn further highlights

the complexity of pre-school leadership.
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It could be further debated that, the complexity of pre-school leadership is
exacerbated as a result of the many influences that impact upon children’s
outcomes that are beyond the control of leaders. Influences such as those located
within Bronfenbrenner’s (1986) ecological model (see Figure 3, Chapter 2.10)
have a long lasting effect on children’s future prospects as they 7imit opportunities
for children in later life’ (Davis and Sanchez-Martinez , 2015:24). Given that,
societal influences such as child poverty, and frequent changes to early years
policy are beyond the control of leaders, it could be assumed that these factors
only serve to demotivate pre-school leaders. However, leaders in this study
demonstrated a passion for their role and felt that they were not only morally
obliged to meet the needs of all children but they also had aspirations for their
families as a whole. Participant 3C explained how, in an attempt raise the
aspirations for one particular family, she provided free school meals for the

children.

“We have a young mum who is a single mum and doesn't tick all the boxes for
early years pupil premium, but allowing her children to access full day provision
with a free school meal has enabled that mum to go to college and better herself

(Participant 3C).

In addition, pre-school leaders also provided opportunities for children and their
families to participate in enrichment activities that they would not normally be able
to afford. For example Participant 1A explained how they took children to the
seaside or as Participant 3C stated “we find that a lot of our children lack
experiences and not only the children but the parents too. So we have visits to the
theatre or the art gallery and we do that regularly and don’t charge”. The actions

of Participants 1A and 3C resonate with the definition of poverty underpinning this
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research that is, ‘Poverty is more than income; it is about a lack of opportunity,

aspiration and stability.” (HM Government, 2011:12) as articulated by Field (2010).

Table 5 in chapter 1.4.2 identifies the numerous policy developments and changes
to curriculum guidance that have been introduced by different governments.
These changes highlight the fluidity of the early years landscape, and the ever
increasing demands placed upon pre-school leaders as they strive to
accommodate these changes in their practice. Given the ever changing political
landscape associated with early years, it is recommended that all pre-school
leaders ensure that they are kept appraised of policy developments relative to their
practice. However, Mukherji and Dryden (2014) caution that frequent changes do
not always result in the desired outcome as they are not given sufficient time to be
embedded in practice and therefore it is recommended that a business like and
rational approach to policy implementation is taken. The frequent changes to
policy and practice identified in Table 5 further highlight the tension betwixt early

years policy and practice.

5.4  Chapter summary

From the discussion above it would appear that the extent to which the needs of
children, including disadvantaged children, are met is strongly linked to leadership
within pre-school settings. The discussion also reveals the moral dilemma faced
by leaders when trying to meet the needs of all vulnerable children within the
confines of restrictive funding criteria. It also has drawn out the tension between
the rhetoric of policy and policy implementation within the sample of pre-school

settings, and locates the findings within the context of the Child Poverty Strategy
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(H.M. Government, 2011) and the definition of poverty as articulated by Field

(2010) underpinning this research Comparisons have been made between

leadership practices within settings that have been deemed by Ofsted as,

‘outstanding’ and ‘requires improvement’. In making these comparisons the

following recommendations for practice have been identified.

5.5

1)

2)

3)

4)

5)

6)

7

Recommendations for practice

Pre-school leaders should consult a range of information and data to
identify issues relating to child poverty and then use this data to effectively
plan for next steps in children’s learning and development.

Indicators of disadvantage should be consistently applied across funding
streams to support disadvantaged children.

Leaders/practitioners should attend training to equip them with the skills to
enable them to effectively evaluate intervention strategies and monitor
children’s progress throughout the implementation of strategies.

Leaders should ensure that interactions between them and their staff are
meaningful and be aware of the impact that their leadership style has upon
their staff.

In recognition that no one style of leadership suits every situation, leaders
should modify this according to the context of their practice.

Leaders should ensure that their vision for good quality teaching and
learning is clearly articulated and understood by all staff.

Leaders should ensure that they and their staff are well informed of policy
developments relative to their practice and use this information to inform

practice.

200



8) Leaders should adopt a practical and realistic approach to policy

implementation and not assume that a one size fits all.
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Chapter 6: Conclusions

6.1 Chapter structure

Given that feminist research as described by Usher (2000) seeks to redress social
inequalities such as those associated with the achievement gap between
disadvantaged children and their more advantaged peers, it was hoped that my
research would provide new insights into pre-school leadership and the influence
this has upon outcomes for young children from disadvantaged backgrounds,
thereby contribute to the growing body of discourse relating to leadership within
pre-school settings. In addition, it was hoped that new insights would help to
improve the professional status of pre-school leaders to create parity of esteem

between them and leaders of other educational establishments.

This chapter is organised into three main sections that discuss various aspects of
this study. Firstly, it will explore the extent to which pre-school leadership
influences outcomes for disadvantaged children and offer a vision of strong
leadership within the context of pre-school settings. Secondly, | will reflect upon
the methodological issues | encountered throughout the data collection process
and the limitation of the sample size. The final section will discuss the

dissemination of the research findings.

6.2 Defining pre-school leadership

The intention of this study was to explore the influence that pre-school leadership
has upon outcomes for disadvantaged children, and thereby provide greater
insights into the possible link between leadership in a sample of pre-school

settings and improved outcomes for young children. The findings arising from the
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analysis of participants’ responses to the three research questions underpinning
this study, along with the content of the most recent Ofsted inspection reports for
the participating settings, and the settings’ performance data have revealed that
there is a strong link between improved outcomes for disadvantaged children, and
indeed all children, and leadership in in the participating settings. It has been
established that where leadership was deemed by Ofsted to ‘require improvement’
children performed less well than in those settings where leadership was
considered to be ‘outstanding’. Therefore, it can be concluded that within the
context of this research, the extent to which outcomes for children living in poverty
are improved is dependent upon the effectiveness of leadership in the participating

pre-school settings.

Throughout this study | have made reference to the term ‘strong leadership’ as
identified in previous literature for example Sylva et al. (2004), Aubrey (2013),
Ofsted (2015a). However as noted, within literature this term does not appear to
have been defined or discussed other than to suggest that it is synonymous with
good quality pre-school provision and difficult to define. Ofsted (2015a:11) cited
that ‘excellent teaching needs strong leadership’ and explain that strong leaders
are visionary. However, the findings within this study suggest that visionary
leadership does not always result in good quality teaching or improved outcomes
for disadvantaged children. Rather, it has been demonstrated that if visionary
leadership is to be effective leaders must articulate their vision for good quality
teaching and learning, and ensure that it is clearly understood and shared by all
staff. Where this has not been the case, Ofsted identified that the quality of
teaching was variable between staff and subsequently children did not make good

progress (Ofsted 2017c).
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With reference to the term pre-school leadership, many well-known early years
researchers have explained how the term pre-school leadership is difficult to
define, see for example Rodd (1996 - 2001), Saraji-Blatchford and Manni (2006),
Woodrow and Busch (2008), Pugh (2010), Aubrey (2013), Heikka et al. (2013) and
Coleman et al. (2016) to name but a few. The difficulty in reaching an agreed
definition of leadership could be hampered because the term itself is abstract in
nature and therefore difficult to visualise. This relates to comments made by Rodd
(2001) who argued that leadership was difficult to define because it was
interpreted differently by different people and subsequently it was difficult to
develop a conceptual framework. Moreover, Aubrey et al. (2013) argued that the
variability of leadership within settings also rendered the term difficult to define. If
a general consensus of opinion concerning definitions of pre-school leadership
has not been reached and a shared vision for pre-school leadership agreed and
disseminated, this could account for the variability of leadership practices within
settings as identified by Aubrey et al. (2013), and possibly explain why within
existing literature the term strong leadership does not appear to have been clearly
defined or explained. If, as has been demonstrated within this study, albeit small
in scale, that there is a strong link between pre-school leadership and improved
outcomes for young children surely this justifies the need for an agreed definition

and vision of strong leadership among professionals and academics alike.

In recognition that an agreed definition of pre-school leadership has not yet been
established | will return to the working definition proffered in my introduction. Here
| defined pre-school leadership as representing the way in which pre-school

leaders ensure that the needs of all children are met. Rather than identifying a
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single aspect of practice for me, the phrase encompasses all aspects of practice,
however variable, that collectively contribute to improving outcomes for young
children. Aubrey et al. (2013) acknowledge the variability of practice within early
years settings, therefore for me, the definition of pre-school leadership proffered in
my introduction celebrates this diversity and acknowledges that one size does not
fit all. The findings within this study have highlighted how within those settings
graded as ‘outstanding’ by Ofsted (2013, 2015c and 2016) leadership practices
varied between settings. For example, in all settings there was variation in the
way in which policies were used to inform practice, that is, in settings A and B a
uniform approach was adopted. In Setting C in recognition that settings have
unique features a more practical and rational approach was used. Similarly, there
were differences in the way funding was used to support children from low income
families. Despite this variability disadvantaged children in those settings made

good progress resulting in improved outcomes.

Whilst this study has highlighted the variability of leadership practices within the
participating settings it has also identified commonalities of practice within settings
deemed by Ofsted to be ‘outstanding’, that collectively contribute to improving
outcomes for young children. The ensuing discussion will focus upon those
commonalities in practice that will provide the basis for a proposed conceptual

framework for pre-school leadership.

6.3 Contribution to new knowledge: A conceptual framework

Given that existing early years literature acknowledges that good quality early

years provision is underpinned by strong leadership, one of the primary aims of
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this study was to generate further debate and discussion within the field by
proposing a conceptual framework that identifies essential aspects of practice
associated with the notion of strong leadership. As identified within chapter 2
research surrounding the phenomenon of pre-school leadership is scarce and
difficult to locate (Heikka et al. 2013:31). Earlier research relating to early years
leadership primarily focused upon the characteristics associated with leaders,
rather than, upon the influence that early years leadership has upon outcomes for
disadvantaged children. Subsequently, it could be argued, that the literature stock
relating to early years leadership was not rich enough to provide the foundation for
the development of a conceptual framework specifically relating to leadership
within early years. This small scale comparative study set out to provide greater
insight into the phenomenon surrounding pre-school leadership and the influence
this has upon outcomes for disadvantaged children that would provide the basis

for the development of a conceptual framework for early years leadership.

The conceptual framework below highlights those aspects of practice that have
been informed by the findings arising from this research. An explanation for each
component of the framework is offered below. However, it is worth noting that
there is no hierarchical order associated with the components within the proposed
conceptual framework. Each aspect of practice identified is equally important if

leadership is to influence outcomes for children living in poverty.
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Figure 8: A conceptual framework depicting the relationship between ‘strong leadership’

and improved outcomes for disadvantaged children
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