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ABSTRACT 
Effective educational leadership takes shape in many ways, and yet understanding the 

complexities of leadership remains hindered by two challenges. First, leadership as a practice 

enacted collectively by teachers and positional leaders in open teaching spaces remains  

under-conceptualised. Second, a view of leadership as a formal, individual position of 

responsibility dominates the literature. This thesis contributes a response to both challenges by 

shifting the leadership lens from a formal, individual position to a more inclusive, collective 

practice. Through this lens, an original notion of leadership is conceptualised.  

The aim of this qualitative, interpretivist case study was to investigate how a notion 

initially termed “everyday teacher leadership” (ETL), devised after reviewing selected 

literature, was potentially enacted by two infant-toddler teaching teams within one             

high-quality early childhood centre in Aotearoa-New Zealand. Focus groups, field 

observations, semi-structured interviews, and centre documentation helped to generate rich 

data from 16 teachers (with and without formal leadership positions) and 10 families. The data 

were analysed in three layers: deductively, using the four principles of ETL; inductively for 

additional insights; and abductively, to further theorise and refine the ETL principles. Data 

analysis led to reinterpreting ETL as “everyday collective leadership” (ECL). Both leadership 

theory and cultural-historical activity theory (CHAT) informed the methodology, analysis, 

interpretation, and presentation of findings.  

A leadership-CHAT framework helped to both shift the leadership lens from the 

formal-individual to the inclusive-collective and highlight the enabling values-based norms 

and rules that underpinned the enactment of ECL identified in the study. This leadership took 

shape, not as individual acts, but as intentional and sustained, object-driven activity reliant on 

whole-team inquiry, relational dialogue, and relational agency-in-flow. The complex 

enactment of this leadership was reflected in the systemic tensions and knotworking nature of 

teachers’ joint activity within both infant-toddler rooms.  

Adopting leadership and CHAT theoretical perspectives to understand and theorise 

how teaching teams might enact leadership has potential to transform the nature of joint 

educationally-focused activity in open teaching spaces and improve the quality of education 

and care for children and their families in diverse settings. Implications for practice, policy, 

and teacher leadership are discussed, and research possibilities proposed to bring visibility to 

the potential ECL activity of teaching teams in education. 
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1. SETTING THE SCENE 
 

I mean leadership, what is leadership? There’s so many things that it could be.  

– Molly (Forest/TI) 

 

This thesis seeks to unsettle the dominant focus on educational leadership as an 

individual position by bringing visibility to the leadership of teaching teams as a collective 

activity. Such a task involves shifting the lens of leadership from a formal, individual position 

of responsibility to a more inclusive, collective practice in order to contribute a response to two 

current challenges in the broader educational leadership field. First, the idea that leadership can 

be enacted collectively by teacher colleagues, both with and without formal leadership 

positions, remains largely under-conceptualised in theory and research. This situation risks 

limiting perceptions of teacher leadership to an individual position only and disregarding the 

collective leadership potential of teaching teams. Second, a view of leadership as a formal, 

individual, and positional responsibility currently dominates the literature. Although there is a 

strong existing research base, such dominance obscures the potential emergence of a more 

inclusive theorising of leadership based on teachers’ joint activity. This study responds to both 

challenges of the broader educational leadership field by exploring the conceptualisation and 

enactment of teachers’ collective leadership within the context of early childhood education 

(ECE). 

This chapter introduces the problem space that this thesis occupies, and then situates it 

in relation to both ECE and profession-wide expectations for teacher leadership in NZ. The 

national early childhood curriculum Te Whāriki (Ministry of Education [MoE], 2017), which 

guides teaching and leadership practices in early childhood settings, is introduced, followed by 

discussion of the context of infant-toddler education and care in which the current research 

takes place. A rationale for the study is outlined. The final section concludes with an overview 

of the content of this thesis. 

The problem space: Teacher leadership in ECE 
Burgeoning calls exist internationally for research-based and theorised notions of 

leadership to be developed for the ECE sector (Hujala, Waniganayake, & Rodd, 2013; 
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Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2017; Thornton, 

Wansborough, Clarkin-Phillips, Aitken, & Tamati, 2009). Yet moving the ECE leadership 

agenda forward is problematic for several reasons. First, early childhood leadership as a 

phenomenon remains largely under-conceptualised (Krieg, Davis, & Smith, 2014; Rodd, 2013; 

Waniganayake, 2014). Second, much of the existing research on teacher leadership up to now 

has tended to focus on the schooling context (e.g., Wenner & Campbell, 2017; York-Barr & 

Duke, 2004), with a paucity of studies located in the early childhood context. This imbalance 

sits alongside evidence of a long-standing hesitancy from teachers to engage with the notion of 

leadership (Kagan & Bowman, 1997; Rodd, 2013; Waniganayake, Cheeseman, Fenech, 

Hadley, & Shepherd, 2017). Third, studies in ECE that are inclusive of teachers’ enactment of 

leadership, such as pedagogical leadership, are mostly restricted to a view of leadership as an 

individual or formal position of responsibility, even when leadership is considered to be a 

participative process (Murray & McDowall Clark, 2013) or enacted within a distributed 

framework (Heikka, 2014).  

Although ECE researchers have recently argued that views of leadership are moving 

from the formal, individual to the informal, relational, and distributed (Ryder et al., 2017), a 

view of leadership as a formal, individual position of responsibility continues to dominate 

thinking about educational leadership in general. This formidable stance threatens to eclipse 

the sector’s ability to recognise and support alternative forms of leadership that may exist 

beyond this individualistic view. Together, these concerns for the sector potentially complicate 

how the leadership of teaching teams might be understood. As such, these concerns reflect the 

problem space that this thesis seeks to investigate and respond to. Leaving these unaddressed 

may lead to widespread reliance on concepts and models derived from outside the sector that 

have no empirical grounding or strong resonance within ECE.  

This thesis reports a qualitative, interpretivist case study aimed at investigating the 

enactment and conceptualisation of a notion termed “everyday teacher leadership”, which was 

derived from an initial rigorous review of selected literature. This notion is explored in relation 

to the joint activity of two infant-toddler teaching teams within one high-quality early 

childhood education and care centre in Aotearoa-New Zealand (NZ). My study focuses on the 

notion of teachers’ collective enactment of leadership practice. Enactment refers to putting into 

action what matters to the self and others (Edwards, 2017).  

Two main theoretical bodies of work underpinned this study. First, a range of 
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leadership concepts informed the conceptualisation of teacher leadership as a collegial, shared 

practice. These concepts included leadership-as-practice (Crevani, Lindgren, & Packendorff, 

2010), leaderful practice (Raelin, 2003, 2005, 2011), distributed leadership (Gronn, 2000, 

2002), and teacher leadership (Crowther, 1996), alongside concepts relevant to leadership, such 

as relational dialogue (Drath, 2001; Drath et al., 2008), open-mindedness (Hare, 2006), and 

communities of practice (Sergiovanni, 2005; Wenger, 1998). Second, Engeström’s third 

generation cultural-historical activity theory (CHAT), including the concepts of systemic 

contradictions (Engeström, 2001, 2005), relational agency (Edwards, 2005, 2011), and 

knotworking (Engeström, 2008; Engeström, Engeström, & Vähäaho, 1999), informed the 

theorising of teachers’ joint activity. These concepts foregrounded leadership as a contextual 

phenomenon underpinned by multiple factors. 

Context of the study 
Early childhood education in NZ. ECE caters for children aged birth to school age 

(officially six years in NZ) and comprises a diverse range of services. These services include 

parent-led and teacher-led services. Parent-led services were initially established as a response 

to community needs, such as to promote Māori language and traditions (e.g., ngā Kohanga 

Reo–Māori language initiatives), or to enable parents to participate in their children’s early 

childhood experiences (e.g., Playcentre). Consistent with the term parent-led, parents both lead 

and run such services, and support the development of leadership for other parents as part of 

succession planning.  

Teacher-led services range from public kindergartens to education and care centres. In 

line with the Education (Early Childhood Services) Regulations 2008, qualified teachers must 

make up at least 50% of adults in each service. Education and care centres with infants and 

toddlers in attendance must also ensure a minimum ratio of 1 teacher to 5 children from birth to 

two years. My study took place in a centre that went beyond these minimum requirements for 

qualifications and ratios (Chapter 4, p. 97).  

The term teacher-led can be problematic, as it implies that only teachers provide the 

leadership of these services. Indeed, this thesis is predicated on the assumption that teachers 

have potential to do so. However, leadership in teacher-led services can also be enacted by 

those who do not have a teaching position. For example, kindergartens tend to have a 

hierarchical model of positional leadership that involves professional service/education 
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managers who typically have a teaching qualification, but are not in a teaching role. These 

positional leaders offer support to head teachers, who are qualified teachers with designated 

leadership responsibilities within their own kindergarten settings. In contrast to parent-led 

services, parents and families in teacher-led services do not take on formal leadership roles, but 

instead, may partner with teachers and positional leaders to support their children’s education 

and care.   

Education and care centres have, over time, become the most dominant service in the 

sector. For example, in 2015, at least 125,446 children were attending a centre in NZ, in 

comparison to the second largest service, Kindergartens, which had 30,996 children in 

attendance (Education Counts, 2018). As the most common form of early childhood service in 

NZ, education and care centres therefore seemed an appropriate context for empirical research 

on teacher leadership in ECE.  

Teacher leadership as a requirement in NZ ECE. Two professional bodies provide 

quality assurance for ECE provision and early childhood leadership in NZ. First, the Education 

Review Office (ERO) reviews and evaluates the quality of educational provision in ECE 

services and schools across the country. Second, the Education Council of Aotearoa New 

Zealand (EDUCANZ) endorses professional and ethical standards for initial teacher education 

programmes and supports the development of teacher registration and leadership across the 

profession. Having external bodies, such as ERO and EDUCANZ, monitor the quality of 

provision and leadership in educational settings ensures that minimum standards are met.  

Every newly qualified teacher seeking to be registered as a practising teacher is 

required by EDUCANZ (2017) to undergo a two-year supervision process and to evidence 

their enactment of leadership. This requirement assumes that teachers are capable of enacting 

leadership by influencing others and effecting change in practice. Yet, qualified teachers are 

typically educated about teaching, not leadership. Teachers may also feel undue pressure to 

take on leadership responsibility too early on in their teaching career (Aitken, 2006). It seems 

then, that without formal preparation or access to leadership knowledge and resources that 

pertain to teaching, the only type of leadership that may be expected from teachers is informal 

and based on experience. The term informal leadership is used in this thesis to refer to the 

enactment of leadership by those who are not in a formal leadership position. Positional or 

formal leadership is used to refer to the practices enacted and expressed by those who are 

appointed a formal leadership position or role. Given what appears to be minimal 
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research-based materials available to date accompanying this leadership requirement of 

teachers, it seems likely that teacher leadership in ECE may be left to chance. It may also 

become reliant on formal, outdated or ill-fitting notions that have little relevance to teachers’ 

everyday contexts and unique situations, which often involve sharing responsibility for the 

same group of children in shared, open teaching spaces.  

At the completion of my study, EDUCANZ were developing a national leadership 

strategy and research-informed resources for the whole teaching profession. Initial resources 

have been made available online, making them accessible to all sectors, teachers, and 

positional leaders. Views from early childhood teachers, positional leaders, academics, and 

specialists were being sought in the ongoing development of the strategy, as evidenced in the 

consultation material on the EDUCANZ website (https://educationcouncil.org.nz/). This 

ongoing work means that teachers and positional leaders in the NZ ECE sector may soon have 

access to support and guidance to support their enactment of leadership in practice. However, 

these efforts may be futile if they are not underpinned by current and relevant empirical 

research on teacher leadership grounded within the context of ECE.  

The NZ early childhood curriculum. The NZ MoE administers the licensing of all 

early childhood services. It also endorses the national early childhood curriculum Te Whāriki: 

He whāriki mātauranga mō ngā mokopuna o Aotearoa (MoE, 2017). The curriculum 

framework is inclusive of children aged birth to school age. It promotes an integrated view of 

education and care and emphasises that all children are “competent and confident learners and 

communicators” (p. 5). Te Whāriki is also founded on four main principles: relationships, 

holistic development, family and community, and empowerment. Teachers/kaiako are 

encouraged to draw on the principles, strands, goals and learning outcomes of Te Whāriki to 

underpin teaching, learning, and curriculum experiences. This process relies on teachers and 

positional leaders coming together to pool their professional knowledge and expertise in order 

to implement appropriate curriculum experiences for children.  

The Māori concept of kaiako is used in Te Whāriki to refer to teachers and other adults, 

including families, in both teacher-led and parent-led services (MoE, 2017). Arguably, such a 

broad term can be viewed as downplaying the specialised knowledge base that is needed to 

implement quality curriculum for very young children in teacher-led education and care 

centres. Hence my study retains the use of the term “teachers” in order to acknowledge the 
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need for specialised knowledge in ECE, while retaining the view that families (and their 

children) are valued, contributing members of ECE communities. 

The principle of family and community in Te Whāriki (MoE, 2017) encourages teachers 

to embrace families as an integral part of their children’s ECE experiences. Authentic 

teacher-family partnerships that go beyond casual interactions enhance teachers’ knowledge 

about individual children, and in turn, transform relationships and curriculum for everyone 

involved (Lovatt, Cooper, & Hedges, 2017). These ideas suggest that teachers ensure families 

are given a range of opportunities to contribute to and participate in the setting (Cooper, 2012). 

Consistent with the family and community imperative in Te Whāriki, my study therefore 

considers families as participants, alongside teachers and positional leaders, in order to elicit 

their perspectives of leadership in relation to their children’s teachers.  

The recently revised Te Whāriki outlines new considerations for leadership (MoE, 

2017). This feature was not apparent in the earlier version of Te Whāriki (MoE, 1996), and 

indicates increased, albeit implicit, attention on the enactment of leadership in the sector. The 

inclusion of sections titled “Considerations for leadership” highlight a number of 

responsibilities for kaiako, although make no mention of the term leaders or leadership. For 

example, “A culture is created that values and promotes the health and wellbeing of children. 

Kaiako model positive attitudes towards hauora [Māori health and wellbeing], healthy eating 

and activity” (p. 30). Such statements make no explicit mention of leadership, yet, could be 

viewed as promoting teachers as leaders. The term leadership is mentioned elsewhere in the 

document, albeit in relation to children’s leadership rather than the leadership of adults. For 

example, “Toddlers participate and learn through observation, exploration and social 

interaction. They take increasing leadership in cultural practices and everyday routines and 

activities” (p. 14).  

Te Whāriki also includes a statement that suggests teachers/kaiako are not leaders: 

“Promoting and supporting the ongoing learning and development of kaiako is a key 

responsibility of educational leaders” (p. 59). This emphasis on leadership as residing only 

with educational leaders may undervalue the idea that teachers can also enact leadership as part 

of implementing the curriculum. As leadership is not defined in the document, collectively the 

brief references to leadership may perpetuate the dominant view of leadership as only a formal, 

individual position while exacerbating teachers’ hesitancy to engage with leadership. These are 

challenges my study seeks to address. 
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The MoE’s website of Te Whāriki 

(https://tewhariki.tki.org.nz/en/early-childhood-curriculum/) also brings visibility to early 

childhood leadership, and similar to the document of Te Whāriki, reveals a concept that the 

sector is still making sense of. The online section on “Leadership” provides links to research 

material about communal leadership (Tamati, Hond-Flavell, Korewha, & Te Kōpae Piripono, 

2008) and teacher leadership (Bary et al., 2008), and to Thornton et al.’s (2009) report on 

“Conceptualising leadership in ECE” (which calls for more leadership development in the 

sector rather than conceptualises it per se). The underpinning message of these resources is that 

leadership can be a shared phenomenon inclusive of teachers. Also included in this section is a 

commentary about “leadership belongs to everyone”, a national report on “school leadership 

and student outcomes”, and a national ECE report (ERO, 2015a) on how individual positional 

leaders and managers support improvement in Pacific early childhood services. Hence these 

online resources are wide-ranging, acknowledge diverse approaches, and signal some 

recognition of leadership as a collective phenomenon. 

The new attention given to leadership in the curriculum, alongside the mixed messages 

both in text and online, reveal a concept the sector is currently grappling with within the 

confines of limited current literature and associated expectations. My study aims to contribute 

to the evolving knowledge base of leadership in ECE. This will involve theorising leadership 

as an inclusive, collective practice involving teachers, with respect to teaching teams who are 

guided by national curricula, such as Te Whāriki, and who engage in shared practice in open 

teaching spaces, such as in infant-toddler education and care settings.  

Infant-toddler education and care. The participation of infants and toddlers in ECE is 

a common feature of current society. Te Whāriki defines infants as children from birth to 18 

months, and toddlers from one to three years (MoE, 2017). These age groupings are broad and 

overlap to acknowledge differences in development. Between 2000 and 2015, numbers of 

infants and toddlers attending education and care settings in NZ significantly increased by 64% 

(from 30,182 to 49,478) (Education Counts, 2018). One main reason for this increase has been 

the social, economic and labour market policies, and dynamics that have encouraged both 

parents to seek out employment (Dalli & White, 2017).  

Children aged up to three years make up approximately half (47% as at 2015) of all 

children attending education and care centres in NZ (Education Counts, 2018). These statistics, 

alongside evidence endorsing the first three years of life as a time when children’s learning and 
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development benefit from warm, sensitive, and responsive adults, and nurturing environments 

(OECD, 2017; Rowley, 2016) require that teachers and positional leaders reflect on the quality 

of education and care they provide for all children, especially for infants and toddlers.  

Teachers in teacher-led education and care centres typically share responsibility for the 

same group of children. They also teach with colleagues who are part of the same teaching 

team (Denee, 2017) in shared, open teaching spaces. In an infant-toddler setting, the open 

space may include an indoor play area, a sleep area, bathroom/s, access to an outdoor area, and 

sometimes, an indoor area designated for infants who are crawling but not yet walking. The 

ability to teach alongside one another in an open space of this nature relies on highly relational 

ways of working whereby teacher colleagues, both with and without positional leadership 

roles, share pedagogical knowledge, problem-solving, and decision-making. How well these 

aspects are shared between teachers and positional leaders is likely to vary across settings. 

Consistent with Te Whāriki’s emphasis on both education and care, mounting evidence 

has highlighted the provision of care for infants and toddlers as a fundamental aspect of 

pedagogy and curriculum (Bussey & Hill, 2017; Dalli & White, 2017). Valuing education and 

care as integrated notions encourages teachers to view infants’ and toddlers’ care routines as 

rich curriculum opportunities and appropriate contexts for teaching and learning (Bussey & 

Hill, 2017). Care routines for very young children may include mealtimes, nappy changes, 

dressing, and sleep routines. Promoting care as curriculum assumes that teachers of infants and 

toddlers know about and are supported to enact effective care routines that foster children’s 

wellbeing and learning.  

The link between effective leadership and quality education and care provision for 

infants and toddlers is an international concern (OECD, 2017). For example, the nature of 

leadership in infant-toddler contexts was raised as an issue in two reports, one in NZ (Dalli et 

al., 2011) and one in England (Mathers, Eisenstadt, Sylva, Soukakou, & Ereky-Stevens, 2014), 

that focused on the quality of provision for infants and toddlers. Both Dalli et al. (2011) and 

Mathers et al. (2014) argued that effective leadership has potential to make a positive 

difference to outcomes for infants and toddlers, and therefore, deserves more attention than it 

was currently receiving. The arguments made in these reports highlight a current research gap 

in relation to the enactment of leadership aimed at improving education and care in 

infant-toddler settings. This study intends to occupy this space. 
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A similar research gap in the area of effective leadership is highlighted in national 

reports on the quality of education and care provision in infant-toddler settings in NZ. For 

example, ERO’s (2015b) report on the quality of provision in 235 ECE services across the 

country highlighted that only 12% of those services were highly responsive to infants and 

toddlers. A further 13% of services were highly unresponsive. 

Poor leadership in the unresponsive services was described as leaders who lacked 

knowledge of “good practice for the education and care of infants and toddlers” (ERO, 2015b, 

p. 14). High-quality leadership was emphasised as the main difference between the responsive 

and unresponsive services. Leadership in the responsive services was described as being well 

led, where expectations for teaching and learning were high. Teachers were part of a reflective 

culture, and formal support was offered to teachers, such as appraisal and self-review. 

However, this report endorsed a view of leadership as an individual position that resides with 

formal leaders, rather than an inclusive practice that teachers might collectively enact. More 

research on how teacher leadership might be enacted in effective infant-toddler settings, where 

teachers share responsibility for children in open teaching spaces, is therefore urgently needed. 

My study seeks to address this need. 

In summary, my discussion thus far highlights that more research is needed on the 

conceptualisation and enactment of leadership for the ECE sector, including in the 

infant-toddler context. The revised Te Whāriki curriculum and recently developed leadership 

resources of EDUCANZ highlight the value of leadership in ECE, but at the same time, expose 

a concept the sector is currently grappling with. The view of leadership as a formal individual 

position of responsibility remains dominant in curriculum and national reports. Such an 

emphasis may leave teachers side-lined in conversations about more inclusive notions of 

leadership despite being expected to enact leadership as part of their professional 

responsibilities and commitment to children.  

This thesis therefore aims to explore the conceptualisation and potential enactment of 

an alternative form of leadership that 1) is inclusive of teachers and positional leaders, 2) takes 

into account families’ perspectives, 3) considers both the individual and the collective, and 4) 

is grounded in the complex day-to-day realities of teaching and learning with infants and 

toddlers, which typically occurs where teaching teams have overall responsibility for the same 

group of children in shared, open teaching spaces. The term collective is used here to refer to a 

group as a whole, such as a whole teaching team. After outlining the problem space, 



 

 

 

10   

complexities and broader rationale for the importance of my study, I now introduce my 

background and personal interest in the topic of this thesis in order to position myself as the 

researcher. 

Researcher interest and motivation  
My interest in teacher leadership developed while I was an early childhood teacher 

leader based in Auckland, NZ. During this time, I experienced the complex role of being both a 

positional leader and a teacher who shared responsibility with three teacher colleagues for up 

to 16 toddlers in the same teaching space. I had inherited this teacher leadership position 

without formal preparation in leadership. I was aware that as a registered teacher I was 

expected to demonstrate leadership in practice, however, I still felt challenged by my lack of 

leadership knowledge and frustrated with the lack of support, materials, and resources 

available at the time.  

With little formal guidance, I paid close attention to other positional leaders in the 

centre. I observed many different approaches, some that relied more on power-over others than 

power-with others. My confusion with being a teacher leader deepened, while my discomfort 

with the idea of leadership as power-over others grew. I also heard comments such as “male 

leaders do this” and “female leaders do that”. These binaries were unhelpful, especially as I 

was seeing diverse practices from the female leaders around me. Clearly, my confusion and 

discomfort might have eased if I had had access to research-based leadership material, 

including the work of Gronn (2000), who has argued that categorising leadership into dualisms 

and binaries can hinder the ability to gain a full appreciation of leadership as it occurs in 

practice. This study allows me to reflect upon my prior experience with a view to appreciating 

and unravelling the complex nature of leadership as it pertains to teachers. 

I also started to see leadership as being many things to many people. This gave me the 

permission to enact leadership in ways that empowered others. I was aware that my teacher 

colleagues brought to their work a range of prior knowledge and expertise in various areas that 

differed from my own. I was keen to encourage my colleagues to share their knowledge and 

expertise with the rest of our team, especially to address challenges relating to our practice. 

However, motivating them to share for this purpose was not easy. Some teachers felt hesitant 

to lead in this way and I felt ill-equipped as their leader to change how they felt. Once our 

relationships had developed, they seemed more inclined to show initiative and to share their 
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expertise with the team for mutual benefit. I needed leadership knowledge and the support of 

my colleagues to help the team move forward. Concerningly, as evident earlier and in Chapters 

2 and 3 to come, the current under-conceptualisation of leadership beyond a formal individual 

position risks teacher leadership being left open to “anything goes”.  

My experience reflects a much bigger picture internationally. Recent concerns about 

ill-fitting notions and a dominant view of leadership as a formal, individual position of 

responsibility continue to plague the ECE sector. The MoE (2015) Report of the Advisory 

Group on Early Learning, which recommended improvements to implementing Te Whāriki 

and strategies for fostering children’s continuity in learning, argued “the need to move 

leadership concepts beyond individualised notions of charismatic, persuasive and positional 

leadership. The education and care sector needs to develop new forms of culturally and 

professionally relevant leadership that emphasise collective responsibility for enhancing 

practice” (p. 20). My study responds to this call by exploring teacher leadership as a collective 

phenomenon in order to challenge the idea that leadership is a formal, individual position of 

responsibility only.   

Such a task requires a shift in lens. Borko (2004) has argued that a multifocal lens can 

assist in understanding the situated nature of a phenomenon as being influenced by multiple 

factors. This lens may also help to ensure that both individual and collective perspectives 

regarding the phenomenon are kept in mind. Adopting Borko’s multifocal lens therefore 

informs my focus on teachers’ collective enactment of leadership and ensures that I 

acknowledge its interdependence with positional leadership. Although ECE researchers 

exploring collective leadership have argued in favour of rejecting positional leadership 

(Dowling, 2017), this is not my intention. A large body of empirical evidence already exists to 

suggest positional leaders are important and needed at all levels of education. However, given 

the shared nature of teaching spaces in ECE, and more recently, the modern learning 

environments of the schooling sector in NZ, it seems vital to explore alternative constructions 

of leadership; hence my focus on exploring leadership as an inclusive, collective practice that 

teaching teams might enact. In short, my previous experience and ongoing curiosity with how 

to enact teaching and leadership concurrently has brought me to this point. 
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Overview of thesis 
My thesis is composed of eight main chapters. This introductory chapter has: stated the 

problem space that my study seeks to address, situated this study in the broader context in 

which the investigation took place, and outlined the rationale for the study. In doing so, this 

chapter has set the tone for the study.  

A wide range of literature informs this study and is critically reviewed in Chapters 2 

and 3. Chapter 2 begins with the criteria developed to select the literature, then explores the 

literature relevant to conceptualising leadership within the context of ECE. This includes 

discussion of leadership concepts that teachers might enact and leadership as an everyday 

practice. Chapter 3 focuses on factors that can influence the enactment of leadership. This 

chapter concludes by bringing together the main themes, concepts, and justification for the 

study that were illuminated in Chapters 2 and 3 into a conceptual framing based on my 

working notion of everyday teacher leadership. This framing was underpinned by 

leadership-CHAT theory and guided the study.  

Chapter 4 explains and justifies the decisions that informed the design of this empirical 

study. These decisions foreground a CHAT-interpretivist paradigm which positions the 

researcher as central to the data generation process. The chapter justifies the use of case study 

methodology and relevant methods, and addresses the ethical issues that guided the study. It 

also outlines the multi-layered analysis procedures that were used to illuminate key findings. 

Chapters 5, 6, and 7 present findings and discussion together. Each chapter focuses on a 

major theme: Chapter 5 critically explores and theorises the conditions that were seen to 

underpin the joint activity of each teaching team and establish the context for everyday teacher 

leadership activity; Chapter 6 analyses and theorises the notion of leadership as an identity; 

focusing on findings related to teacher leader identities, both individually and collectively; 

Chapter 7 then analyses and theorises two illustrative examples of everyday teacher leadership 

activity that were identified as occurring within both infant-toddler rooms and explains how 

this initial working concept was refined as a result of the study, and subsequently reinterpreted 

as everyday collective leadership. 

The final chapter presents the conclusions and implications of the study. It justifies the 

argument in relation to both the findings and the theorising. The implications for practice, 

policy, and teacher leadership are identified and discussed. The significant contributions of this 

study, limitations, and possibilities for future research are also outlined. 
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2. CONCEPTUALISING LEADERSHIP IN 

EARLY CHILDHOOD 
 

The literature review spans two chapters; this chapter and Chapter 3. The review 

overall serves two main functions. First, it establishes the scholarly context of my study, which 

investigated teachers’ collective enactment of leadership in early childhood education (ECE). 

Second, it exposes gaps and establishes key concepts deemed pertinent to this investigation. 

This chapter critically explores pertinent literature regarding the conceptualisation of 

leadership in ECE. Chapter 3 explores literature focused on factors that are known to influence 

the enactment of leadership. It concludes the literature review by bringing together the main 

findings from both review chapters in order to develop a framing used to inform my research 

questions, methodology, analysis, and interpretation of data. 

Relevant literature was sourced from international and national sources from both 

within and beyond ECE. This included sourcing material from four education databases via the 

University of Auckland library: EBSCO, ProQuest, Google Scholar, and Education Complete. 

The search terms used were: “everyday leadership practice”, “teacher leadership”, “teacher 

leader”, “distributed leadership”, “pedagogical leadership”, “leadership early childhood”, 

“leadership early years”, “early childhood leadership”, “infants and toddlers early 

childhood” and “leadership leader identity”. This process raised other terms (e.g., dialogue, 

inquiry) and included tracing back to some theoretical influences and seminal literature (e.g., 

Crowther, 1996), and other relevant material beyond ECE (e.g., organisational leadership).  

The plethora of literature that emerged from the initial search led me to put parameters 

around what was reviewed for the study, which helped to refine the selection of literature for 

manageability. These parameters are outlined and justified in Table 1. As per Table 1, the 

literature was limited to material dated from the mid-1990s in order to acknowledge the time 

that leadership in ECE drew increased attention internationally. The mid-1990s was also a time 

when the introduction of Aotearoa-New Zealand’s (NZ) early childhood curriculum, Te 

Whāriki, helped to raise the professional status of teachers with infants and toddlers. The term 

“collective” was not part of the initial literature search. Its significance only crystallised when 

findings led me to reconsider my initial ideas about teacher leadership as a shared and 

distributed everyday practice. Also, I had previously reviewed literature and published some 
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early ideas to inform my thinking about the notion of everyday teacher leadership (Cooper, 

2014). However, since then I have reviewed more and different literature for the purpose of 

this thesis. For clarity, the literature reviewed in Chapters 2 and 3 is what underpins this 

current thesis. Finally, to ensure that my knowledge on the topic remained up to date for the 

duration of the study, the search process lasted until several months before this thesis was 

submitted. 
 

Table 1. Literature selection criteria 

 

An exploration of international and national efforts that have been made to 

conceptualise early childhood leadership to date will now be discussed. It illuminates the 

problematic nature of conceptualising leadership for a diverse sector. Concepts of leadership 
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that teachers might enact are then critically explored for shortcomings and possibilities in 

relation to my study. This discussion is followed by a review of theoretical ideas that promote 

leadership as an everyday practice, and a discussion of implications for leadership influence 

when leadership is viewed as a shared and distributed practice. The chapter concludes by 

emphasising the key ideas to emerge from my review of literature in this chapter. These ideas 

then inform the conceptual framing outlined at the end of Chapter 3. 

Conceptualising early childhood leadership 
Research-based evidence shows that effective leadership enhances the quality of early 

childhood provision (Rodd, 2013; Siraj-Blatchford & Manni, 2007). Effective leadership in 

early childhood involves “working towards creating a community of learners and providing 

quality service for children and families” (Rodd, 2013, p. 24). Leadership is deemed effective 

because it has a positive influence on children’s well-being and learning (Muijs, Aubrey, 

Harris, & Briggs, 2004; Siraj-Blatchford & Manni, 2007; Waniganayake, 2014). The positive 

effects of leadership may be most apparent when leadership is closely aligned with teaching 

and learning (Robinson, Hohepa, & Lloyd, 2009). A lack of leadership or poor-quality 

leadership, however, is also possible and can influence children’s outcomes in negative ways 

(Dalli et al., 2011). Together these ideas merit investigation into the efforts that have been 

made to conceptualise leadership for the early childhood sector, alongside issues that have 

likely hampered significant progress in this area.  

Broad efforts to conceptualise leadership for ECE occurred more than twenty years ago. 

In the mid-1990s, American scholars Kagan and Bowman (1997) brought together the work of 

more than 15 ECE scholars in order to consolidate ideas about leadership in the sector. They 

wanted to promote coherent understandings across the sector and to advocate for more 

empirically-based ECE leadership research. Kagan and Bowman also argued that leadership in 

ECE ought to be more collaborative than competitive, distinguished from management, and 

inclusive of teachers.  

The need for leadership to be distinguished from management remains relevant today. 

Confusion between these terms is one likely reason why teachers are reluctant to engage with 

leadership (Thornton, 2005). It is also claimed as a reason why the conceptualisation of 

leadership in the sector has been slow to progress (Hujala et al., 2013; Thornton et al., 2009). 

ECE researchers have sometimes referred to both concepts when describing individual 
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teachers’ leadership activity (Ebbeck & Waniganayke, 2003; Heikka, Halttunen, & 

Waniganayake, 2016). Even so, in some of these cases, there was recognition that management 

and leadership are not the same thing due to their different purposes and foci (Hujala et al., 

2013).  

To avoid conceptual confusion in my study, the notion of management will refer 

generally to the planning, organising and coordinating of day-to-day functions in the 

organisation to ensure it runs efficiently (Ebbeck & Waniganayake, 2003). This view of 

management allows for a clear distinction between teachers and managers. The notion of 

leadership will refer generally to problem-solving, influencing others, providing direction, and 

working towards a vision (Hujala et al., 2013). Unlike management, this view of leadership 

suggests that teachers, both with and without formal leadership positions, may be considered 

leaders if they enact such practices. Since it is possible for the same person to carry out both 

management and leadership responsibilities in ECE settings, these notions are treated as two 

different, but related concepts in my study. My study focused on leadership.  

International initiatives have sought to conceptualise leadership for the sector by 

exploring the nature of leadership in high-quality early childhood settings. For example, 

Siraj-Blatchford and Manni’s (2007) Effective Leadership in the Early Years Sector (ELEYS) 

project in England explored the qualities and practices of leadership in settings which were 

deemed to be effective. The researchers described effective settings as those where children 

made good all-round progress due to: adults having warm relationships with children and 

sound understandings of pedagogical content knowledge, managers having a teaching 

background, and most staff being qualified teachers. 

The study found that the conditions underpinning effective settings were the same 

conditions that underpinned effective leadership within these settings (Siraj-Blatchford & 

Manni, 2007). These conditions included a commitment to collaboration and to improving 

children’s outcomes, alongside a view of the educational setting as an evolving, dynamic 

organism. Leadership in their study was viewed as less about the title or position one held, and 

more about the values and knowledge that underpinned practices in the setting, alongside an 

ability to be intuitive to and knowledgeable about leadership in context. Siraj-Blatchford and 

Manni’s emphasis on the conditions of effective leadership informed the focus on both the 

practice and context of leadership in my study. 
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Effective practices of leadership were also identified in these effective settings       

(Siraj-Blatchford & Manni, 2007). The leadership practices included (but were not limited to): 

the ability to identify and articulate a child-centred collective vision, encouraging reflective 

practice, promoting distributed leadership by encouraging staff to be involved in the leadership 

and management of the setting, and building a learning community and open team culture 

based on trust. Such insights reveal important ideas about how effective leadership might 

evolve in ECE settings.  

Parents were involved in Siraj-Blatchford and Manni’s (2007) study as participants. 

Their participation was to assist with triangulating the data and clarifying any contradictions or 

accord in the perceptions of leadership generated in the study. Overall, the value that 

Siraj-Blatchford and Manni (2007) placed on exploring leadership practices in effective ECE 

settings, and their decision to include families as participants, informed my decision to 

consider research in high-quality ECE settings and to include families as participants. 

Other ECE research initiatives have also focused on conceptualising leadership for the 

sector, this time in different international contexts (Hujala et al., 2013; Waniganayake, Rodd, 

& Gibbs, 2015). For example, Hujala et al. (2013) brought together leadership studies from 

seven countries (not including NZ). The qualitative and mixed-methods studies reported in 

Hujala et al. revealed several themes. These themes included: leadership as a 

multi-dimensional construct, leadership as theorised and implemented in different ways, and 

leadership as enacted by teachers concurrently. These ideas suggest that teachers in ECE 

settings around the world are perceived to enact leadership as an everyday practice—a 

phenomenon which informed the focus on teacher leadership in my study.  

Leadership was described in Hujala et al. (2013) in various ways, with no consensus on 

how leadership could be defined for the sector. The lack of an overarching definition of 

leadership for the sector was possibly a reflection of the diversity of ECE contexts, which 

renders it difficult for leadership to be defined in one way (Waniganayake et al., 2017). 

However, descriptions included leadership as context-specific and dynamic, and as a joint 

learning process in which everyone in the organisation might be involved. Leadership was also 

described in Hujala et al. (2013) as no longer the “province of one positional and formal 

leader” but “a distributed, socially-constructed and contextualized role and responsibility” (p. 

29). The emphasis on leadership as a dynamic, contextual, and distributive construct based on 

the joint work of many inspired my focus on leadership as a contextual practice.  
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The involvement of teachers and families was visible, albeit minimally, in the studies 

reported in Hujala et al. (2013). For example, most of the studies focused on positional leaders 

who had a direct or indirect influence on teaching. Teachers were apparent as participants in 

two of the 10 studies reported, including Heikka’s (2013) study on distributed pedagogical 

leadership, in which teachers considered themselves leaders, and Logie’s (2013) study on 

shared leadership amongst Caribbean early childhood practitioners. In contrast, families were 

less visible as participants, although they were mentioned in one study (Hujala, 2013) as 

having important ideas to contribute to the interpretation of leadership in ECE settings. The 

minimal visibility of families overall contrasted with Siraj-Blatchford and Manni’s (2007) 

inclusion of families as participants in their leadership research. This suggests that families’ 

perspectives are not always considered in research-based studies of leadership in ECE, 

revealing a current gap that was considered in my study.   

 A similar cross-national research initiative also aimed to conceptualise leadership for 

ECE, this time across three countries: Australia, Finland, and Norway (Waniganayake et al., 

2015). As with Hujala (2013), few of the reported studies made reference to teachers’ 

enactment of leadership and families’ perspectives were hardly visible. Most studies focused 

on positional leaders, regardless of whether they held a teaching position. Families were 

highlighted as participants in only one study; Eskelinen and Hujala’s (2015) meta-analysis of 

leadership research in the Finnish context. In this study families were seen as having a unique 

perspective to offer, but only in relation to positional leadership and not to the informal 

leadership that may be inherent in the everyday practice of children’s teachers.  

A preference for distributed notions of leadership in ECE was apparent in 

Waniganayake et al.’s (2015) cross-cultural initiative. In her chapter, Rodd (2015a) explained 

that understandings of leadership in ECE were moving away from an emphasis on individual 

attributes and towards a focus on leadership as a distributed construct. This insight shaped the 

focus on distributed leadership inclusive of teachers in my study. Additionally, the 

methodological approaches reported in Waniganayake et al. (2015), such as case studies, focus 

groups, and individual interviews with leaders and teachers, assisted in illuminating some 

important ideas about leadership in diverse ECE contexts. These methods were therefore 

considered important to assisting the current investigation. 

The international studies and collaborations discussed thus far highlight that efforts to 

conceptualise leadership for the sector have been ongoing, but also raise gaps. First, teachers’ 
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voices are sometimes, but not always, heard in explorations of leadership in ECE. Second, 

families’ voices were largely invisible in previous research, which raises a question about the 

extent to which families’ perspectives have been considered in relation to supporting their 

children’s education and care in ECE. In the NZ context, the undervaluing of families’ 

perspectives is inconsistent with the principle of family and community in Te Whāriki (MoE, 

2017). These gaps justify my decision to include families’ and teachers’ perspectives in my 

study. 

Researchers continue to argue that early childhood leadership remains largely 

under-conceptualised for the sector (Krieg et al., 2014; Rodd, 2013). Scholars have contended 

that advancing understandings of leadership in ECE have been hindered by the complex and 

diverse range of organisational settings within the sector (Waniganayake, 2014). This slow rate 

of progress in conceptualising leadership for ECE also suggests that early childhood leadership 

is a low priority for government (Thornton et al., 2009). This serious situation calls forth 

researchers from within the sector to address the imbalance, albeit with some important 

considerations.  

Looking further afield for insights to inform the development of leadership in the sector 

is one consideration. It is important for new leadership research in ECE to draw inspiration 

from, rather than completely disregard, relevant theories and concepts from the broader 

educational leadership literature (Rodd, 2001). Given the slow evolving leadership research 

base in ECE, looking further afield is necessary, but requires caution. This caution includes 

acknowledging that because “leadership does not occur in a vacuum” (Kagan & Bowman, 

1997, p. 7), it is vital to understand leadership in relation to its context. This caution places 

responsibility on researchers of leadership in ECE to have an understanding of the context in 

which leadership is potentially enacted.  

Researchers might also look to research generated in other sectors such as schooling, or 

even other fields. However, “this does not remove the need for early childhood education to 

research its own practices, particularly given the distinctiveness of the sector” (Thornton et al., 

2009, p. 3). In order to avoid the risk of leaving leadership in ECE to chance or being 

dominated by notions or models derived from outside the sector (Hard & Jónsdóttir, 2013), my 

study was designed to explore leadership as a distributed, contextual phenomenon in the 

context of an education and care setting with infants and toddlers in attendance, as indicated in 

Chapter 1 (p. 4).  
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In summary, my review of literature in this section highlights that conceptualising early 

childhood leadership has been on the agenda of national and international leadership scholars 

for over two decades. However, progress in this area has been slow, potentially due to 

conceptual confusion between leadership and management, the diversity of the sector, and a 

lack of relevant ECE-specific empirical research to draw on. These reasons may similarly 

explain the lack of consensus on how leadership in ECE is defined. Also, teachers and families 

have not featured strongly in previous studies on leadership in ECE. This gap potentially 

undermines the value of families’ perspectives in ECE, as promoted by the NZ ECE 

curriculum Te Whāriki. Finally, Siraj-Blatchford and Manni’s (2007) findings that particular 

conditions and values can support the enactment of leadership, alongside the idea that 

high-quality ECE settings are well placed to give important insights into effective leadership, 

have particular relevance to my study. In order to explore these possibilities further, it is 

necessary to critically review the literature on current concepts of leadership that teachers 

might enact.  

Concepts of leadership that teachers might enact 
The literature reviewed in this section focuses on three main concepts of leadership that 

are inclusive of teachers, or that teachers might enact in ECE practice: teacher leadership, 

pedagogical leadership, and distributed leadership. Literature regarding each concept is 

critically reviewed in turn for meaning and relevance to my study. 

Teacher leadership. The international literature on teacher leadership is expansive 

(Wenner & Campbell, 2017; York-Barr & Duke, 2004), revealing a topic that has attracted a 

lot of research interest to date. Most of these studies however appear to have been carried out 

in the schooling context (e.g., Crowther, 1996; Frost & Durrant, 2003/2010; Lieberman & 

Miller, 2004; Wenner & Campbell, 2017), with few empirical studies in the context of ECE 

(e.g., Heikka et al., 2016; Ho & Tikly, 2012). This imbalance suggests that research on teacher 

leadership in relation to ECE is still evolving. 

Definitions of teacher leadership privilege teachers as providing more leadership than 

others (Gronn, 2002). For example, teacher leadership centres on “teachers’ actions to bring 

about change in their local contexts, to influence the actions and beliefs of others (teachers, 

administrators, parents, and policy makers), and to engage in actions that they believe 

contribute to the educational quality of their schools” (Sato, 2005, p. 57). Sato’s reference to 



 

 

 

21   

teachers’ influence on others and their ability to contribute to improving education reflects the 

focus of my study. The context of Sato’s definition, however, was about individual teachers 

who were already known for their leadership—this being their work in science education 

reform both within and beyond their school classrooms. This meant that they were already 

identified as individual leaders where leadership was based on individual acts, not on practices 

distributed across several teachers. 

Other references to teacher leadership refer to it as an explicit and obvious practice 

(Frost & Durrant, 2003/2010) and an undertaking of experienced teachers (Lieberman & 

Miller, 2004). While these references to practice and experience may acknowledge leadership 

beyond a designated position, teachers’ individual acts of leadership were again the 

underpinning focus in both cases.  

There are however other definitions of teacher leadership that draw on the notion of 

community and allude to leadership as a shared responsibility. For example, teacher leadership 

has been described as the actions of teachers who “lead within and beyond the classroom, 

identify with and contribute to a community of teacher learners and leaders; influence others 

towards improved educational practice; and accept responsibility for achieving the outcomes of 

their leadership” (Katzenmeyer & Moller, 2009, p. 6). This definition highlights the possibility 

that teachers, both with and without formal leadership positions, are leaders when they work 

collaboratively as part of a community and embrace shared responsibility for improving 

education. This idea supports the emphasis on teachers’ shared leadership in my study, as it 

resonates with the shared approach to teaching that is typical of ECE. Katzenmeyer and Moller 

also emphasised that teacher leadership is a role that individual teachers can decide to accept or 

not. While this idea highlights the role of teacher agency in embracing a leadership identity, it 

reiterates the idea of leadership as an individual responsibility, despite an orientation towards 

others and the community.  

Two studies that investigated teacher leadership, again in the schooling context, 

emphasised it as an orientation towards community (Collay, 2013; Crowther, 1996). In a 

seminal study on teacher leadership, Crowther (1996) explored the leadership practices of 15 

school-based teacher leaders from schools in Australia. Individual interviews explored the 

nature of participants’ decision-making and influence, while focus groups elicited their shared 

reflections about their work and leadership. Participants were selected because their teacher 

colleagues had identified them as leaders. Identification was therefore not based on having a 
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formal role or title, but on teachers’ positive influence towards school-wide decisions and 

significant contributions to enhancing the lives of others, both within and beyond their school. 

Crowther’s main argument was that a narrow view of leadership as residing only in a position 

had potential to disregard the advocacy and community-oriented work of teachers within and 

beyond their own classrooms. As such, Crowther emphasised that leadership work was 

inherent in some teachers’ day-to-day practice. My study was designed with these arguments in 

mind. 

Findings of Crowther’s (1996) study revealed that these teacher leaders were interested, 

not in leading through a position of authority or power, but in collaborating to achieve shared 

goals. The teacher leaders saw themselves as working with others, such as other teachers 

within the school and communities outside the school, to achieve common goals. Their 

goal-oriented practices were wide-ranging and included: advocating for children in particular 

situations, engaging confidently with those in a position of authority, informing the 

development of social justice policies, and promoting collaboration with others in teaching, 

planning, and decision-making. These teacher leaders demonstrated a goal-driven orientation 

and a strong collaborative approach to achieving goals with others. This orientation is 

consistent with the ethic of care that underpins the pedagogical work of many infant-toddler 

teachers in ECE (Rockel, 2009). The notion that care of others is a collective responsibility has 

relevance to my study.  

The goal-oriented practices of these teacher leaders were underpinned by core values. 

For example, all participants valued the importance of communication, supporting children and 

one other, building networks of support, and trust and security. Cognisant of these shared 

values, Crowther (1996, p. 317) defined teacher leadership as: 

An ethical stance that is based upon views of both a better world and the power of 
teaching to shape meaning systems. It is manifest in actions that involve the wider 
community … [and] reaches its potential in contexts where system and school 
structures are facilitative and supportive. 

Hence teacher leadership was emphasised, not as a designated position, but as an ethical stance 

underpinned by community-oriented values and orientations. These ideas resonate with 

Siraj-Blatchford and Manni’s (2007) finding that a commitment to collaborative work aimed at 

enhancing children’s outcomes constituted effective leadership in ECE settings.   

 The seminal study of Crowther’s (1996) was transformational for three reasons. First, it 

challenged a view of leadership as residing in an individual position based on power; rather 
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teacher leadership is based on both moral imperatives and collaboration oriented towards the 

community. Second, recognising the leadership inherent in teachers’ practices required a shift 

in lens from viewing leadership as an individual position of power to viewing leadership as an 

everyday, collaborative practice. Third, Crowther’s study illuminated a strong link between 

teachers, informal leadership practice, an orientation towards the community, and a climate of 

trust. These ideas informed the focus my study. However, Crowther’s work was located in the 

schooling sector and focused on teachers who taught in their own classrooms. These ideas 

influenced my decision to explore similar ideas in the ECE context, where teachers and 

positional leaders typically engage in shared practice open teaching spaces.  

The importance of teachers and positional leaders engaging in shared practice arose in 

one study on teacher leadership in the ECE context (Heikka et al., 2016). Heikka et al. 

investigated perceptions regarding teacher leadership from the viewpoints of ECE 

professionals, including childcare nurses, teachers, and directors, who were employed in three 

ECE settings in Finland. One main finding was that participants perceived teacher leadership to 

be a responsibility of ECE pedagogy at both the team level and the centre level.  

Teachers in Heikka et al.’s (2016) study were seen to enact leadership at the team level 

when they collaborated with colleagues to align curriculum processes and pedagogy with the 

goals of the setting. They enacted leadership at the centre level when they shared pedagogical 

leadership practice with the centre director and teachers from other teaching teams within the 

same centre. Hence teacher leadership involved knowledge of shared goals, and teachers and 

positional leaders collaborating with one another to progress important educational goals. 

Heikka et al., found, however, that due to their unique roles, teachers and positional leaders 

had different levels of contact with children and families; some more remote than others (e.g., 

centre directors). This difference meant that their understandings and knowledge about the 

day-to-day realities varied, and coming together to support pedagogy in the centre was 

difficult. This finding brings attention to the possibilities for leadership when teachers and 

positional leaders have similar contact with children and families, and engage in shared 

practice in the same open teaching space.  

Positional leaders were also essential in enabling the enactment of teacher leadership 

(Heikka et al., 2016). The centre director facilitated support for staff that included establishing 

peer support groups for teachers, guiding pedagogical development in the centre, organising 

work shifts and rosters, meetings, and supporting teachers’ professional learning. This finding 
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suggests that teacher leadership and positional leadership involve different responsibilities, but 

both are necessary to support teachers’ enactment of leadership. For example, positional 

leaders can foster teacher leadership, and in turn, teacher leadership can inform the work of 

positional leaders. For the purposes of my study it was therefore important to consider the 

involvement of teachers (both with and without positional leadership responsibilities) and 

centre positional leaders, as participants. Together, the findings of both Heikka et al. and 

Crowther (1996) bring attention to the contextual conditions of teacher leadership. 

Teacher leadership and contextual conditions. An emphasis on contextual values and 

conditions was evident in three empirical studies on teacher leadership in ECE (Bary et al., 

2008; Eskelinen & Hujala, 2015; Ho & Tikly, 2012). For example, in relation to ECE in Hong 

Kong, Ho and Tikly (2012) argued that conceptualising teacher leadership in Chinese contexts 

ought to take into account dominant cultural values, such as hierarchy, power, and 

collectivism, given that these values influence how teacher leadership is enacted.  

A supportive context can also influence teachers’ willingness to enact leadership. As an 

example, Eskelinen and Hujala’s (2015) qualitative meta-analysis of leadership research in 

Finland highlighted that even when Finnish ECE teachers were well educated and viewed as 

highly competent, they sometimes felt they lacked leadership capacity. Eskelinen and Hujala 

proposed that these concerns were due to: scant teacher leadership literature applicable to ECE 

that could help teachers, a lack of leadership training for teachers, and a lack of focus on 

structures that could cultivate teachers’ enactment in leadership as part of their day-to-day 

practice. Similarly, after an extensive literature review, Weisz-Koves (2011) concluded that a 

lack of relevant research and ECE-based models of teacher leadership were two main barriers 

to NZ teachers’ lack of engagement with leadership.  

Teachers may feel more inclined to embrace the concept of teacher leadership if there is 

collegial support. This argument is based on a NZ study with infant-toddler teachers. Bary et 

al.’s (2008) qualitative case study explored teachers’ shared enactment of leadership. The 

teachers, who collaborated within the same teaching space, viewed leadership as being 

distributed across themselves and positional leaders when they drew on their shared knowledge 

and embraced collective responsibility for enhancing infants’ and toddlers’ wellbeing and 

learning, while cultivating a trusting, supportive community of practice. Bary et al.’s findings 

highlight that teaching teams can enact leadership when contextual conditions encourage them 

to collaborate for the benefit of children, to be intentional about the goals that underpin their 
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shared practice, and to make use of their knowledge as a shared resource. Although Bary et al. 

did not conceptualise their notion of leadership using leadership theory, their research was 

carried out in a NZ-based teacher-led education and care centre with infants and toddlers in 

attendance. They also emphasised what teachers were able to accomplish together through 

distributed leadership in a supportive climate. These ideas suggest a shift in lens of leadership 

from an individual position and responsibility to a shared and distributed responsibility of 

teaching teams and raise the need to distinguish teaching from leadership.  

Distinguishing leadership from teaching. The term teacher leadership can be 

problematic if it leads to an assumption that teaching and leadership are the same thing. For 

example, one school-based study on teacher leadership (Collay, 2013) used the term “everyday 

teacher leadership” to highlight that teachers do not become leaders but “lead everyday by 

taking action where they are” (p. 15). Collay argued that teaching practice is inherently an act 

of leadership” (p. 2) and that teachers lead by “teaching well, collaborating with others, 

conducting well-designed inquiry, and forming partnerships” (p. 76). These ideas acknowledge 

that leadership may be inherent, and therefore embedded in an individual teacher’s everyday 

practice. This idea reiterates the focus on teachers’ everyday practice in my study, but 

promotes leadership as an individual act. There is also risk in assuming that every teacher is 

automatically a leader—a view which I do not ascribe to. 

Definitions of leadership frame how people, such as teachers, will participate (Lambert, 

2003). For example, viewing leadership as residing in a formal leadership position or 

responsibility excludes teachers who may enact leadership responsibilities but do not have a 

leadership title. Alternatively, if leadership is about working towards a community of learners 

and providing quality service for children and families (Rodd, 2013), and teaching is about 

“appropriate interaction with learners, using a number of strategies […] to enable learning to 

take place” (Siraj-Blatchford, Sylva, & Muttock, Gilden, & Bell, 2002, p. 26), then teaching 

and leadership are clearly not the same thing. Based on these definitions, leadership in ECE 

might involve teaching, but it can also involve responsibilities broader than teaching children, 

such as discussing, evaluating, and modifying teaching practice for the benefit of children and 

families. 

Teachers’ leadership capacity is also developed, rather than automatically assumed. In 

other words, each teacher is not automatically a leader but has a right, responsibility, and 

capability to be a leader in practice (Lambert, 2003). An educational context that encourages 



 

 

 

26   

shared visions, inquiry, dialogue, and reflection on and about teaching for improvement, has 

potential to evoke leadership from all teachers (Lambert, 2003). With these ideas in mind, 

leadership is not the same as teaching, but can develop in teachers’ practice when particular 

values and conditions are established; a view consistent with Crowther’s (1996) study. 

Although my study does not ascribe to a literal interpretation of Collay’s (2013) argument that 

teachers are leaders as they teach, it does embrace Collay’s idea that leadership can be 

embedded in some teachers’ everyday practice.  

In summary, my analytical review of the teacher leadership literature presents a 

multi-interpreted concept that means different things to different people. Based on the 

literature, teacher leadership in general refers to goal-driven and community-oriented teachers 

who willingly contribute to improving educational quality, and through their collaborative 

work, influence others to do the same. While the concept of teacher leadership is prevalent in 

school-based leadership literature, it has less attention in ECE research, which is indicative of 

the slow progress in conceptualising leadership in ECE. This gap in ECE research may be due 

to the lack of consensus on how teacher leadership is defined, alongside the dominance of 

school-based research, which make teacher leadership a less viable concept for exploration in 

ECE compared to other concepts, such as pedagogical leadership and distributed leadership (as 

discussed shortly). Although there were no concerns raised in the literature I reviewed about 

conceptual clarity between management and leadership, as highlighted earlier in this chapter 

(p. 16), the idea that teacher leadership may be embedded in teachers’ practice did raise the 

possibility of an erroneous assumption that all teachers are automatically leaders.  

My review also highlights that while teacher leadership can be enacted by ECE teachers 

both with and without formal leadership positions, the existing literature is mostly 

school-based and endorses teacher leadership as largely an individual act. Only two ECE 

studies (Bary et al., 2008; Heikka et al., 2016) indicated a shift away from teacher leadership as 

an individual act to a practice that could involve several teachers with shared visions, goals, 

and commitment to young children. These and several other studies (Crowther, 1996; 

Eskelinen & Hujala, 2015; Ho & Tikly, 2012) also emphasised the importance of contextual 

values and conditions, such as supportive positional leaders, in making a difference to teachers’ 

enactment of leadership, especially in contexts where teachers collaborate with one another and 

children in the same teaching space. The idea that teacher leadership may involve a focus on 

pedagogy indicates a need to also unravel the concept of pedagogical leadership. 
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Pedagogical leadership. Pedagogical leadership is another concept that ECE teachers 

might enact in practice. It is related to but not the same as teacher leadership. Similar to teacher 

leadership, views of pedagogical leadership vary. In the schooling sector, for example, 

pedagogical leadership is defined as the leadership required to improve schools through 

particular strategies, policies, and practices (Sergiovanni, 1998). From this view, pedagogical 

leadership may be enacted by teachers, who have the most direct relationships with children to 

guide them academically, socially, and spiritually through education, but also by senior 

positional leaders who facilitate this process and ensure that the interests of children are served 

well (Sergiovanni, 1998). Hence, pedagogical leadership has a broader scope than teacher 

leadership, which privileges teachers only in the enactment of leadership. A more recent view 

has posited that pedagogical leadership in schools is undertaken by individuals who are 

assigned responsibility for making decisions, problem-solving, developing pedagogy, and for 

mobilising the group to bring about positive student outcomes (Robinson et al., 2009). This 

argument suggests that pedagogical leadership is enacted by designated leaders, and therefore 

may exclude teachers.  

The role of pedagogical leaders in ECE appears to be broader than the role of teachers. 

Both roles are responsible for teaching and learning, but in different ways (Heikka & 

Waniganayake, 2011). Pedagogical leadership describes the work of those who engage in 

decision-making about teaching and learning at the level of the organisation (Heikka & 

Waniganyake, 2011). In this way, teachers are “essential decision-makers and designers of 

pedagogy for individual learners”, while pedagogical leaders build “the capacities of [these] 

teachers and students” (Heikka & Waniganyake, 2011, p. 506). Pedagogical leaders also 

typically focus on establishing the professional culture in a setting and ensure that positive 

outcomes for children’s learning and development underpin teaching and learning practices 

(Waniganayake et al., 2017). This role might involve motivating and convincing teachers to 

change their practices and helping them to realise the benefits of the change for children and 

their own learning (Clarkin-Phillips, 2009). These ideas suggest that positional leaders (who 

may or may not have a teaching role) enact pedagogical leadership, and that teachers will be 

influenced by it. This view differs from understandings of teacher leadership and reiterates the 

individual enactment of leadership. 

Two empirical ECE studies have referred to teachers’ enactment of pedagogical 

leadership (Heikka & Waniganayake, 2011; Murray & McDowall Clark, 2013). For example, 



 

 

 

28   

one of the studies (Murray & McDowall Clark, 2013) proposed that teachers can enact 

pedagogical leadership. Teachers might do this when they adopt a dual focus on supporting 

children’s learning and build capacity in the profession to promote the values of the 

community and wider society, such as an ethic of care, a community orientation, and 

collaboration (Murray & McDowall Clark, 2013). The second study (Heikka & Waniganayake, 

2011) highlighted that teachers can enact pedagogical leadership when they take 

“responsibility for the shared understanding of the aims and methods of learning and teaching 

of young children from birth to 8 years” (p. 510). Both views suggest that ECE teachers enact 

pedagogical leadership when they go above and beyond their day-to-day role with children. 

They can do this by taking responsibility for enhancing teaching and learning and embracing 

an orientation towards the community, including its goals and values.  

In ECE settings where teaching is typically team-based (Denee, 2017), it is therefore 

possible that teachers might enact pedagogical leadership as part of their everyday practice 

with children. However, as with teacher leadership, the views in Heikka and Waniganayake 

(2011) and Murray and McDowall Clark (2013) foregrounded the individual enactment of 

pedagogical leadership, rather than the potential for leadership to be distributed across many, 

as per the focus of my study. 

Two other empirical studies explored pedagogical leadership practice in the ECE 

context (Bøe & Hognestad, 2016; Heikka, 2014). For example, Bøe and Hognestad’s (2016) 

qualitative, interpretive study in Norway involved videoing the leadership practices of six early 

childhood pedagogical leaders, who also had teaching roles, in their respective settings for one 

week. Interviews and video-stimulated recall interviews were used to explore the nature of 

participants’ leadership practices. Findings revealed that the individual leadership practices of 

the pedagogical leaders were focused, not on great achievements and accomplishments, but on 

establishing a positive climate in their settings (Bøe & Hognestad, 2016). This finding 

resonates with previous studies focused on the role of pedagogical leaders (Heikka & 

Waniganayake, 2011; Waniganayake et al., 2017) and teacher leadership (Heikka et al., 2016). 

Also, while Bøe and Hognestad (2016) drew on a social practice view of leadership, they 

focused on leadership as an individual, rather than distributed, act of teachers who had formal 

leadership responsibilities.  

Another ECE study explored pedagogical leadership, but this time through a distributed 

lens. Heikka’s (2014) qualitative study investigated the views of different ECE stakeholders, 
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including early chidhood teachers, leaders, centre directors, and regional committee members 

from 10 Finnish municipalities (local regions) about the enactment of leadership in day-to-day 

practice within ECE settings. Leadership enactment was defined in the study as the activity, 

performance, and realisation of leadership. The use of focus groups helped to elicit 

“collectively constructed leadership perceptions” (Heikka, 2014, p. 73) of those who enacted 

leadership practice. Heikka drew on the concepts of pedagogical leadership and distributed 

leadership to inform the study, and explained that observations were not relevant because of 

the geographically dispersed participant groups. This meant that what participants said they did 

was not able to be confirmed with what they actually did in practice. This methodological gap 

in Heikka’s research informed my consideration to include observations of teachers’ leadership 

practice in my study. 

Pedagogical leadership was considered a shared responsibility in Heikka’s (2014) 

study. Findings revealed that all stakeholder groups perceived pedagogical leadership as their 

shared responsibility, but believed it was not shared sufficiently so therefore it remained 

undeveloped in practice. The groups also perceived pedagogical leadership to involve 

influencing the goal-oriented practices of others to support pedagogical development.  

One tension raised was that some stakeholders (e.g., regional community members) 

found it difficult to share responsibilities for pedagogical development with teachers because 

they did not have the direct contact with the day-to-day realities of practice that teachers did. A 

similar finding arose in Heikka et al.,’s (2016) study, as previously discussed in this chapter (p. 

23). The tension led to participants’ shared recognition that a shift in lens from a traditional to 

“a more collective way of leading” (p. 79) was needed to enhance pedagogical development in 

ECE services. Although a more collective way of leading was not conceptualised as part of the 

study, Heikka did argue that this collective way could include the distributed and 

interdependent enactment of leadership between stakeholders. Heikka added that this 

enactment could be achieved, for example, by enhancing stakeholders’ shared consciousness of 

visions and strategies, and by developing a culture of teacher leadership based on shared 

knowledge and expertise alongside teachers’ individual skills and interest.  

Three main ideas of Heikka’s (2014) study were deemed pertinent to my study. The 

first is that teachers’ leadership to enhance pedagogy was recognised. This recognition 

included a consideration for teachers’ shared and individual knowledge, skills, and interests. 

Second, pedagogical leadership involved goal-oriented practices; a finding which aligns with 
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Crowther’s (1996) and Bary et al.’s (2008) emphasis on goal-directed actions as central to the 

enactment of teacher leadership. Third, Heikka emphasised the need to consider more 

collective ways of leading in ECE practice. NZ MoE’s (2015) findings in the commissioned 

report on improvements to implementing Te Whāriki and strategies for fostering children’s 

continuity in learning argued for the same. Related to this third idea is that while everyone has 

different responsibilities that contribute to the improvement of teaching and learning in ECE 

settings, in practice people and intentions may not come together well. Particular processes and 

contextual conditions, as established earlier, may be needed to enable this coming-together.  

One NZ-based ECE empirical study focused specifically on the enactment of 

pedagogical leadership and associated processes and context were identified. Inspired by 

Engeström’s (1987, 2001) third generation activity theory, Ord et al.’s (2013) qualitative study 

involved at least two participants from each of the 16 participating ECE centres. These 

self-selected participants included designated pedagogical leaders of each setting, such as 

centre directors, team leaders, head teachers, and few teachers. Pedagogical leadership was 

defined as leadership for improving teaching and learning in educational settings, where the 

focus was on curriculum and pedagogy not on management and administration. Hence, 

management and leadership were not viewed as one and the same thing, as can sometimes 

occur (this chapter, p. 16).  

Engeström’s activity theory inspired the development of a CHAT-inspired expansive 

tool in Ord et al.’s (2013) study, and was introduced to each pedagogical leader through 

coaching and mentoring. This tool was introduced to encourage participants to view their 

centre as an activity system that involved multiple components. Its purpose was to help 

participants identify and highlight tensions within or between these components, and to inform 

how they established and engaged in change conversations with their teams.  

The use of a CHAT-inspired learning tool in this way supported pedagogical leaders to 

address and resolve tensions within their own settings in collaborative and constructive ways 

(Ord et al., 2013). This approach involved beginning with teachers’ thinking, understanding 

teachers’ contexts and issues, ensuring a trusting and caring environment, and challenging 

traditional, normative notions of development. The idea of viewing the centre as an activity 

system in order to understand the big picture of leadership aligns with the notion of leadership 

as contextual and situated. This CHAT lens therefore provides a useful tool for exploring the 

values, practices, and processes that might underpin teachers’ enactment of leadership in other 
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ECE settings. It was noted, however, that while Ord et al. included teachers in their study on 

pedagogical leadership, the focus was on pedagogical leadership as an individual and 

designated position and responsibility. This emphasis, once again, reinforces the notion that 

leadership resides only in an individual position of authority and responsibility. It was also 

noted that no other empirical studies in ECE using a CHAT lens to explore the enactment of 

leadership of teaching teams were located.  

In summary, my analytical review of the pedagogical leadership literature reveals a 

concept that, in general, refers to individuals who are assigned responsibility for 

decision-making, pedagogy, and facilitating a positive climate that encourages collaborative 

ways of working to enhance outcomes for children. In this sense, the work of pedagogical 

leaders is narrower in scope than for teacher leaders. However, unlike teacher leadership, 

pedagogical leadership is enacted by designated positional leaders, who may or may not have a 

teaching role, and who influence the work of teachers.  

My review also highlights that the concept of pedagogical leadership has been 

researched in the ECE context more extensively than teacher leadership. For example, two 

empirical studies (Heikka & Waniganayake, 2011; Murray & McDowall Clark, 2013) were 

located that referred to teachers’ enactment of pedagogical leadership. Two other studies (Bøe 

& Hognestad, 2016; Heikka, 2014) emphasised the role of the pedagogical leader in supporting 

teachers and fostering a positive climate for improved pedagogical quality. This insight 

resonated with other ECE studies on pedagogical leadership (Heikka & Waniganayake, 2011; 

Waniganayake et al., 2017) and teacher leadership (Heikka et al., 2016). In most of these cases, 

the individual enactment of leadership as a position of responsibility and authority was 

dominant. There was, however, some recognition in the literature that pedagogical leadership 

could be more collective than individual (Heikka, 2014), although this collective way of 

leading was not conceptualised, which paved the way for my study to explore such a 

possibility.  

Finally, emphasis has been given to the contextual processes and complexities of 

pedagogical leadership using CHAT theory (Ord et al., 2013). With the exception of one other 

ECE study on distributed leadership (Clarkin-Phillips, 2007, 2009), discussed in the next 

section, there appears to be a paucity of educational leadership studies that have drawn on such 

ideas; yet they seem significant in bringing attention to leadership as a multi-dimensional 

practice that teacher colleagues might enact. Therefore, the use of CHAT and collective ways 
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of leading, which assume a distributed lens to leadership, were considered relevant ideas for 

my study.  

Distributed leadership. Another concept of leadership that applies to teachers is 

distributed leadership. The idea that leadership can be distributed or “stretched over” (Spillane, 

Halverson, & Diamond, 2004, p. 16) the practice of many has been given serious research 

attention since the mid-1990s (Gronn, 2000, 2002; Timperley, 2005). Distributed leadership 

resonates with the team-based approach to teaching in ECE (Clarkin-Phillips, 2011), aligning 

with the intent of my study. However, as with the concepts of teacher leadership and 

pedagogical leadership, much of the long-standing literature on distributed leadership seems to 

favour the schooling context, with only recent attention being paid to the ECE context.  

One way of viewing leadership through a distributed lens is to understand leadership as 

“a group quality” (Gronn, 2000, p. 324). This idea was first conceived in the 1950s (Gibbs, 

1954, as cited in Gronn, 2000, p. 324) and proffered a way to think beyond the prevailing 

individualistic focus on the leader (Gronn, 2000; Spillane, Halverson, & Diamond, 2001). As 

my review of the literature thus far has ascertained, an individualistic notion of leadership has 

dominated much of the leadership literature to date, especially in the areas of teacher 

leadership and pedagogical leadership.  

Leadership as a group quality differs from viewing leadership as the aggregated 

leadership behaviour of multiple individuals (Gronn, 2000). Rather, it refers to the concerted 

action of multi-member groups where individuals come together to accomplish shared tasks 

and amalgamate their knowledge and expertise for the duration of these tasks, before 

disbanding (Gronn, 2002). The idea that multi-member groups come together only for a 

particular task suggests that this form of leadership has potential to be highly responsive to 

particular situations, but is perhaps, not ongoing. Rather, leadership takes shape when people 

interact and pool together their differing expertise and abilities in particular situations and 

create a synergy that can lead to greater benefits than what might be achieved individually in 

relation to those situations (Gronn, 2002; Spillane, 2005). These ideas highlight an intention to 

shift the paradigm of leadership from the prevailing emphasis on the individual to a focus on 

leadership across the group, albeit during times of need rather than as an ongoing feature of 

day-to-day practice. Even so, the shift in paradigm represents a significant contribution to the 

leadership literature and to my study. 
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Leadership scholars argue that a genuine sense of distributed leadership is not a form of 

leadership per se, nor a way of delegating positional leadership, rather a way of looking at the 

distribution of expertise that exists within a group (Gronn, 2002; Spillane et al., 2001; Spillane, 

2006). This argument signals that leadership can be enacted by those with and without formal 

leadership positions, providing the necessary expertise is present (Harris & Spillane, 2008). It 

does not suggest that leadership skills and expertise reside only in one person; rather it 

emphasises that skills and expertise can be found within a group, and that leadership develops 

out of the web of interactions, expertise, and activities stretched across a group (Spillane, 

2006). Hence, a genuine sense of distributed leadership is not about delegating leadership to 

individuals, or evaluating what one individual might bring to a situation; it is a lens for 

understanding the relational process that relies on the shared expertise and knowledge that 

exists within a group and manifests when particular situations arise. A consideration for the 

way knowledge and expertise might be shared amongst teacher colleagues and utilised for 

collective benefit in ongoing ways, was important to my study on teacher leadership.  

Advocating for a distributed perspective of leadership gives rise to tensions. For 

example, viewing distributed leadership narrowly as the delegation of positional leadership can 

lead to an increase in teachers’ workloads and accountability as part of the leadership 

distribution (Lumby, 2013). Also, if distributed leadership involves assigning decision-making 

capacity to individuals who act on behalf of the leader in particular situations, then this is 

problematic as power and authority may remain limited and the leader retains full 

accountability (Rodd, 2015b). Such narrow approaches to distributed leadership differ from 

leadership that is genuinely collective in the sense that it emerges from a group when the 

leadership potential of every teacher is mobilised (Rodd, 2015b). The notion that leadership 

can be genuinely distributed across teachers informed the focus of my study. 

Further tensions are possible when distributing leadership across the group results in 

either inaction or the distribution of incompetence (Timperley, 2005). Inaction might result if 

the one assigning leadership responsibilities to others is not well received (Timperley, 2005). 

This might happen in ECE when team leaders are not respected by the team. Distributing 

incompetence can occur when a whole team is expected to take on leadership by changing and 

evaluating their teaching practice but this process does not lead to improved outcomes for 

children; or at worst, results in poor outcomes for children. In ECE, for example, teachers 

might be asked to lead the implementation of a new approach to care routines for infants and 
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toddlers based on Western ideologies, but with little time or support to explore the potential 

impact on the cultural identities of children and families from non-Western cultural 

backgrounds.  

Promoting a distributed approach to leadership risks assuming that teacher colleagues 

always work together relationally and collegially, share their expertise, and exercise leadership 

collectively without tension (Hulpia & Devos, 2010; Nicholson & Maniates, 2016). Teacher 

colleagues in busy and complex environments, such as ECE settings, may require support to 

work collegially with one another. Investigating how leadership might be distributed in 

practice reiterates the value of investigating the nature of leadership practices and support for 

collegiality that exists in settings deemed to be effective, as earlier highlighted by 

Siraj-Blatchford and Manni (2007). These considerations are important given that a narrow 

interpretation of distributed leadership may undervalue the ongoing relational work that is 

needed to sustain the productive synergies mentioned. 

The enactment of leadership as a group quality relies on strong working relations 

between those who share the same space and/or have overlapping responsibilities (Gronn, 

2002). This implies that teachers who teach in open spaces (both with and without formal 

leadership positions), will have opportunities to develop close working relationships with one 

another, especially if they rely on one another during their shared practice. ECE settings reflect 

highly relational contexts as they are characterised by a myriad of relationships and 

interdependent interactions between teacher colleagues (Colmer, Waniganayake, & Field, 

2014). Engaging in high levels of relational work is complex but important in enabling 

individuals to develop "intuitive understandings" (Spillane, 2005, p. 657) of one other and of 

their shared work over time. These ideas merit investigation into the nature of interactions and 

ways teacher colleagues rely on one another in practice, especially in ECE contexts where 

multiple teachers typically engage in shared practice on a daily basis.  

There is consensus amongst ECE researchers that a distributed perspective of 

leadership is relevant to ECE (Bary et al., 2008; Clarkin-Phillips, 2007, 2009, 2011; 

Siraj-Blatchford & Manni, 2007; Tamati et al., 2008). This consensus aligns with a sector 

preference for more distributed notions of leadership as identified in Waniganayake et al.’s 

(2015) international initiative (this chapter, p. 18). The idea of distributed leadership is also 

consistent with the collaborative approach to sharing responsibilities, teaching, and curriculum 

implementation in ECE (Clarkin-Phillips, 2011).  
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The literature highlights that positional leadership can foster a distributed approach to 

leadership in ECE practice. For example, Siraj-Blatchford and Manni (2007) argued that the 

presence of positional leaders in ECE settings is not at odds with the emergence of distributed 

leadership, and that positional leadership may be needed to create the structures that help 

cultivate distributed leadership in any context. This point echoes Heikka et al.’s (2016) finding 

that the role of positional leaders was essential to fostering teacher leadership. It also infers that 

alternative forms of leadership, such as positional leadership and informal teacher leadership, 

may co-exist in practice. While this possibility was not discussed at length in Siraj-Blatchford 

and Manni’s report, previous studies in ECE (Heikka, 2014; Heikka et al., 2016) have 

considered ways teachers and positional leaders might come together to enact leadership. 

However, those studies found that this was difficult to do if teachers and positional leaders 

were not in the same shared teaching space. My study was designed to investigate ways 

teachers and positional leaders who are in the same teaching space come together in practice, 

and in turn, potentially enact leadership.  

Two studies carried out in NZ ECE settings (Clarkin-Philips, 2007, 2009; Tamati et al., 

2008) explored leadership through a distributed lens. Tamati et al.’s three-year Centre of 

Innovation (COI) research project, inspired by Kaupapa Māori principles (Māori ways of 

knowing and being with an emphasis on Māori knowledge, language, and culture) (MoE, 

2017) and case study, promoted leadership as a collective responsibility of the whole centre 

community. A capacity to enact leadership was based on knowledge of Māori culture and a 

view that anyone has potential to take on and share leadership responsibilities as a member of 

the community. A framework of responsibilities, termed Ngā Takohanga e Wha o te Mana 

Tangata: The Four Responsibilities of Leadership, guided practice in this way by encouraging 

everyone to have, share, and take responsibility, and to be responsible for ensuring effective 

educational experiences for Māori children and their families. These ideas suggest that a 

distributed perspective of leadership in Māori ECE settings involves acknowledging the 

specialised and culturally valued knowledge that exists in the community. The idea of 

leadership being accessible to anyone appears contingent on those within the group having 

knowledge and expertise appropriate to the situation and context, and resonates with the view 

of leadership as a group quality that informs my study.  

A distributed lens of leadership was also promoted in Clarkin-Phillips’s (2007, 2009) 

study about the influence of professional development on teachers’ shared leadership practices. 
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Clarkin-Phillips (2007) utilised Engeström’s (1999) activity theoretical perspective to inform 

the study’s focus on leadership activity. This reference to CHAT theory was also seen in Ord et 

al.’s (2013) study on pedagogical leadership in ECE. Interviews and narrative inquiry were 

tools Clarkin-Phillips (2007) employed to explore the stories of teachers in three early 

childhood settings who had been involved in a model of professional development focused on 

pedagogical change.  

Clarkin-Phillips’ (2007) use of Engeström’s perspective helped to frame the 

professional development model as an intervention where teachers were able to develop their 

own tools (e.g., technology, reflection) to achieve their goals and, in turn, transform their 

practices. The study highlighted that the tools and artefacts enabled teachers to develop shared 

leadership practices, for example, utilising each other’s strengths, working towards a shared 

vision, and balancing power relations with children and families (Clarkin-Phillips, 2009). 

Similar to Heikka (2014), observations of teachers’ practices were not part of 

Clarkin-Phillips’s (2007, 2009) study, as the emphasis was on participants’ in-depth stories of 

their experiences. The method of observation is, however, another tool researchers might use to 

help verify teachers’ reports of their practice.  

In summary, my critical review of the literature on distributed leadership led me to 

ascertain that it is a lens to understand how leadership might be stretched across a group. A 

central tenet is that leadership develops out of the web of interactions, expertise and activities 

that exist within a group and are utilised when particular situations arise (Gronn, 2002; 

Spillane, 2006). A distributed leadership lens therefore acknowledges the concerted efforts of 

many, including teachers, in specific leadership experiences. It also directs attention away from 

the dominant view of leadership as an individual position of responsibility, which was apparent 

with the concept of teacher leadership and pedagogical leadership, and foregrounds the 

potential of the collective. My review also shows that narrow interpretations of distributed 

leadership as a delegation of positional leadership or the distribution of incompetence are 

possible, and if not addressed, may lead to overburdened teachers, poor outcomes for children, 

and a disregard for the complex relational work that is required to sustain the productive 

synergies that result from a genuine approach to distributed leadership. 

The concept of distributed leadership has held the attention of researchers in education 

for several decades, however, it has only recently become a focus in ECE research despite 

strongly resonating with the team-based approach to teaching that is typical of the sector. One 
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ECE study on effective leadership highlighted the central role of the positional leader in 

cultivating distributed leadership (Siraj-Blatchford & Manni, 2007), revealing the potential for 

formal and informal leadership to co-exist. Two ECE studies on distributed leadership found 

that teachers’ engagement in professional learning (Clarkin-Phillips, 2007, 2009) and a 

whole-centre approach to embracing responsibility and acknowledging the Māori cultural 

expertise and knowledge of the group (Tamati et al., 2008) enabled shared leadership practices 

to come into being. One of these studies (Clarkin-Phillips, 2007, 2009) revealed the value of 

CHAT theory as a means to understanding leadership as a multi-dimensional facet. However, 

aside from Clarkin-Phillips (2007, 2009) and Ord et al. (2013), there appears to be scant 

empirical research-based literature on leadership in ECE settings using CHAT theory. 

To conclude this section on concepts of leadership, several significant implications are 

identified for my study. Both teacher leadership and pedagogical leadership focus on 

improving educational practice, but teacher leadership centres on teachers only (who may or 

may not have a designated leadership position), while pedagogical leadership typically 

involves designated leaders (who may or may not have a teaching position). In contrast, a 

distributed leadership lens acknowledges everyone, irrespective of position, involved in the 

web of interactions, expertise, and knowledge that exist within a group. Leadership is, 

therefore, enacted when people come together in response to particular situations, rather than in 

more ongoing ways.  

Educational leadership researchers across sectors (Crowther, 1996; Gronn, 2000; 

Heikka, 2014; Spillane et al., 2001) have also called for a shift in lens from leadership as an 

individual position, towards more collective, distributed ways of leading. Studies supportive of 

a contextual view of leadership in ECE also highlight the potential of CHAT theory to 

understanding the complex nature of leadership within the sector. To date, there appears to be 

no empirical study on leadership in ECE that draws on CHAT theory to assist in the 

conceptualisation of teachers’ collective enactment of leadership. My study takes up this 

challenge in its exploration of teacher leadership as an everyday practice. 

Leadership as a leaderful, everyday practice 
The idea of leadership as a shared and distributed practice, rather than an individual 

position, was discussed in the previous section, which critically reviewed pertinent literature on 

teacher leadership, pedagogical leadership, and distributed leadership. This section explores 
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this idea further by discussing two theoretical concepts, leadership-as-practice and leaderful 

practice, and their relevance to my study. Both perspectives can assist in shifting the lens of 

leadership from an individual position of responsibility to a collective practice inclusive of 

teachers. This section also includes discussion of the implications for leadership influence 

when leadership is viewed in these ways. 

Leadership-as-practice. A practice perspective of leadership (Crevani et al., 2010) 

draws attention to leadership as a practice rather than a position. From this perspective, 

leadership is constructed within the unfolding of “processes and practices organized by people 

in interaction” (p. 78) and is reflected in people’s collaborative exchanges aimed at achieving 

shared aims (Raelin, 2014). Hence a complex view of leadership is foregrounded, which 

challenges a simplistic view of leadership as reliant on a dyadic relationship between a leader 

and follower, or between two individuals who take on co-leader roles (Crevani et al., 2010). A 

practice perspective also suggests that leadership is reflected in “the activity of all those who 

are engaged, to their social interactions, and to their reflections and adjustments to their 

ongoing work” (Raelin, 2014, p. 134). Such ideas shift attention towards the everyday activity 

of teacher colleagues and what they might do together. This lens is relevant to exploring the 

enactment of leadership in settings that are characterised by high levels of interaction and 

collaboration between teachers and positional leaders, such as infant-toddler settings in NZ. 

 Understanding leadership as embedded in teachers’ everyday practice assumes that 

leadership is part of, rather than separate from, teachers’ day-to-day practice. This idea 

positions people as not separate from leadership but deeply embedded in the practice of 

leadership, where their collaborations with others are based on astute awareness of their own, 

and others’, perspectives, justifications, and narratives (Raelin, 2016). Leadership in this sense 

is de-centred from individuals, and instead located in the emerging processes, practices, and 

interactions of leadership activities and tasks (Crevani et al., 2010; Raelin, 2011). In ECE 

settings for example, these leadership experiences, activities, and tasks, or the practices of 

leadership (Raelin, 2011), might include the ways teachers engage in dialogue with one another 

and share knowledge as part of their day-to-day practice in the interests of enhancing teaching 

and learning. 

 Tensions may arise when this complex view of leadership-as-practice is adopted. First, 

it can lead to the assumption that everyone in the organisation has horizontal and equal 

relationships with each other and is willing to collaborate in such ways (Crevani et al., 2010). 
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This way of working may not be the case in all situations. However, it is still possible that 

some effective practices are present within many teaching teams. Exploring the nature of 

interactions within teaching teams can potentially clarify this point and highlight possibilities 

for how teachers’ effective interactions with one another might manifest as leadership.   

 There is a paucity of empirical research studies that have drawn on a practice 

perspective to explore educational leadership. However, two ECE studies were located. One 

study, mentioned earlier, referred to leadership as a participative process (Murray & McDowall 

Clark, 2013). The other study referred to leadership as a democratic, collective practice 

(Dowling, 2017). Both studies included reference to teachers’ enactment of leadership practice. 

The first study (Murray & McDowall Clark, 2013) was carried out in the English ECE 

context and reported on two qualitative studies exploring how the participants, Early Years 

Professionals (EYP), interpreted their leadership practice. The title EYP was given to qualified 

early childhood teachers in education and care centres in England up until 2013. Since then, 

they have been referred to as Early Years Teachers (Murray & McDowall Clark, 2013). 

Semi-structured interviews were used to elicit participants’ stories of leadership. These stories 

revealed a notion of leadership practice founded on passionate care for the education and 

well-being of young children.  

Findings revealed that leadership could be exercised regardless of positional role and 

did not necessarily operate through authority, but with moral purpose and trusting relationships 

(Murray & McDowall Clark, 2013). This moral underpinning of leadership aligned with 

Crowther’s (1996) finding regarding the moral and ethical orientation of teacher leaders in 

schools. Leadership was therefore emphasised in the study as a participative process inclusive 

of teachers. Murray and McDowall Clark aligned this process with the nature of ECE where 

teachers might co-construct learning, engage in shared dialogue, and also share knowledge. 

However, despite the emphasis on leadership as a participative process, the starting point for 

the study was a focus on teachers who already held an individual leadership position, and the 

individual enactment of leadership. My study explored the collective leadership of teachers 

irrespective of their position. 

The second study (Dowling, 2017) was carried out in the NZ ECE context and explored 

leadership as a jointly constructed, emergent practice underpinned by notions of democracy. 

Dowling’s qualitative, interpretivist case study was conducted in the context of five community 

excursions involving teachers and children. Sociocultural perspectives, alongside notions of 
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democracy, and Raelin’s (2005, 2011) notion of leaderful practice (discussed in the next 

section), informed data analysis. Participants included three teachers, up to eight 3 to 

4-year-old children, and at least one family. A main aim of Dowling’s (2017) was to reject the 

notion of the individual leader in order to explore and acknowledge more democratic ways of 

working; “by rejecting the taken for granted heroic, single strong leadership model, I am freed 

up to investigate alternative possibilities, deconstruct traditional notions” (p. 3). A focus on 

group interactions during community excursions led to the finding that leadership practice 

could be enacted beyond the frame of individual leader. In other words, teachers, children, and 

families were found to collectively enact leadership during their excursions through ongoing 

participation in dialogue and collaboration, co-construction of knowledge, and sharing ideas in 

ways that progressed their inquiries. These ideas were similar to what Murray and McDowall 

Clark (2013) emphasised when discussing leadership as a participative process. Dowling 

(2017) pointed out that this collective form of leadership practice was not easily recognisable 

because it was located in the “complex interplay between individuals, contexts, dialogue and 

activity” (p. 74).  

The intent of my study aligns with Dowling’s (2017) call for a more expansive view of 

leadership in ECE. Dowling’s intention reflects the aim of other leadership scholars (e.g., 

Crowther, 1996; Gronn, 2000; Heikka, 2014; Spillane et al., 2001) to shift the lens of 

leadership from the individual to the collective. It is also consistent with the MoE’s (2015) 

recommendation for more expansive notions of leadership. However, rather than rejecting the 

value of positional leadership, I propose that shifting the leadership lens from the 

formal-individual to the inclusive-collective, while retaining the view that multiple forms of 

leadership may co-exist in ECE practice, as Siraj-Blatchford and Manni (2007) has 

highlighted, can assist in exploring more collective ways of leading. 

In summary, my review of literature on a practice perspective of leadership highlights 

that this theoretical perspective focuses less on the individual leader and more on the meaning 

and enactment of leadership, either by individuals or multiple individuals. A practice 

perspective moves us closer to a view of leadership as a collective phenomenon but is not in 

itself a conceptual notion of collective leadership in education, which my study was designed 

to explore. Research drawing on such ideas, including in ECE, remains scarce, reiterating the 

slow progress regarding the conceptualisation of leadership for the sector. Dowling’s (2017) 

study, which drew on a practice perspective of leadership and leaderful practice (discussed 
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shortly), makes an important contribution to empirical research in this area, although was 

limited to collaborations between children, teachers, and families during community 

excursions in ECE. The apparent gap in the research and the potential of exploring leadership 

as a practice that teachers (both with and without formal leadership positions) might enact 

concurrently to improve teaching and learning, highlights the need to explore concepts, such as 

leaderful practice, to assist with this potential conceptualisation.  

Leaderful practice. Closely aligned with a practice perspective, the notion of leaderful 

practice derives from the organisational work of Raelin (2003, 2005, 2011). Leaderful practice 

describes leadership, not as an individual property or individual traits and behaviours, but as a 

collective practice based on the democratic participation of multiple individuals in leadership 

activity (Raelin, 2005). Leaderful practice extends on a practice view by focusing on the 

collective and considering the nature of people’s exchanges and diverse views as they interact 

and co-create a community. Hence, leadership is situated in and develops from teachers’ 

day-to-day practice and occurs when teacher colleagues engage with one another in “leaderful” 

ways (Raelin, 2003, p. xi, 2005). This perspective is therefore pertinent to my focus on 

teachers’ collective enactment of leadership in everyday practice. 

A framework of leaderful practice underpins Raelin’s (2003, 2005) ideas and has 

relevance to the context of ECE. In this framework, leadership is concurrent, as many 

individuals choose to engage in leadership practice at the same time; leadership is collective, as 

it emerges from the collective activity of multiple individuals who work together to generate 

leadership; it is collaborative, as everyone has some control, participates in shared dialogue, 

embraces responsibility for others in the community; and it is compassionate, as a commitment 

to maintaining the dignity of others in the community is emphasised, irrespective of each 

person’s background or perspectives.  

The notion of leaderful practice as concurrent, collective, collaborative, and 

compassionate emphasises leadership as a collective practice that derives not necessarily from 

designated leaders, but from the collaborative practices of colleagues (who may or may not 

hold a positional leadership title). Although Raelin’s ideas do not stem from the context of 

education, they have value for the ECE context, where teachers share responsibility for 

children and interact in open teaching spaces, such as infant-toddler settings. 

Leaderful practice however does not just happen. This inclusive practice needs to be 

developed and relies upon a shared commitment to adapting leaderful practice (Raelin, 2005). 



 

 

 

42   

It also requires someone to be the “leaderful change agent” (Raelin, 2005, p. 26), which in 

ECE, seems to suggest a potential role for positional leaders in fostering a leaderful culture that 

mobilises teacher leadership aimed at improving teaching and learning. This view of positional 

leaders aligns with the findings of previous studies (Heikka et al., 2016; Siraj-Blatchford & 

Manni, 2007) that illuminated the role of positional leaders in creating the structures and 

climate for both teacher leadership and distributed leadership. 

Leaderful practice is also not about abdicating leadership responsibilities, rather it is 

about sharing power and working together in mutual ways (Raelin, 2005). Particular contextual 

factors may, however, act as a barrier to the emergence of a leaderful approach, even when 

everyone supports it. For example, a leaderful context may be difficult to realise when a team’s 

decisions compete with external control and pressures (Raelin, 2011). In ECE, this difficulty 

might occur when the values and beliefs of one teaching team within a single centre are 

incongruent with the values and beliefs that are promoted at the broader centre level. These 

ideas reiterate the importance of exploring: the values and beliefs promoted within a centre, 

how these values and beliefs manifest in teachers’ shared practice, and how they might enable 

or hinder teachers’ collective enactment of leadership. 

Two empirical studies in ECE, both in the NZ context, made reference to leaderful 

practice in relation to teachers’ opportunities to enact leadership. The first was a qualitative 

case study on leadership (Thornton, 2005) which referred to Raelin’s (2003) notion of leaderful 

practice to describe the leadership in one of three COI services. Thornton’s study focused on 

how leadership was defined and enacted in the context of the Centres of Innovation (COI) 

programme. The COI programme was established and funded by the MoE to improve quality 

in the sector in response to the Government’s 2002 Strategic Plan for ECE. Centres who 

applied to be part of the COI were described as high-quality ECE services that had the ability 

to engage in research (Thornton, 2005). The leadership in this service was described as: 

concurrent because several people demonstrated leadership at the same time, as collective 

given that leadership was seen to emerge from all centre staff, as collaborative given that 

everyone’s opinions and contributions mattered, and as compassionate because everyone’s 

views were considered and respected.  

The exploration of leadership in the COI led Thornton (2005) to define leadership as 

working in collaborative ways within a learning community towards a shared vision. This 

required courage to share practices and ideas with others, which Thornton felt was important 
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because teachers often felt hesitant to engage with leadership if it meant standing out from the 

group. It also involved a commitment to the community and collaborative decision-making. 

Thornton argued that it was designated leaders who were key to maintaining a collaborative 

culture that supported and fostered the leadership experiences of others. She also argued that 

collaborative leadership of this kind needs to be acknowledged and articulated beyond the COI 

programme, be inclusive of the way leadership is enacted in diverse settings and must 

acknowledge that everyone can be part of leadership. These ideas aligned with the aim of my 

study to explore a more collaborative and inclusive form of leadership than an individual 

position of authority and responsibility. 

The second study on distributed leadership (Clarkin-Phillips, 2007), discussed in an 

earlier section, did not mention leaderful centres in the original reporting of the study; the 

focus on how leaderful centres were developed as a result of teachers’ participation in a 

professional development programme was only clarified later (i.e., Clarkin-Phillips, 2011). In 

this later paper, the leaderful concept was mentioned briefly, highlighting a possibility for my 

study to explore the relevance of this concept in more detail.  

In summary, my review of literature on Raelin’s (2003, 2005, 2011) notion of leaderful 

practice draws attention to collective ways of working that manifest as leadership in everyday 

practice. This notion is not about abdicating responsibilities but about sharing power and 

mutual respect. It is not easy to develop as it requires congruence between the team and the 

overall organisation. While it is a concept derived from the organisational leadership literature, 

it has strong relevance to the relational approach to teaching and leading in the ECE context. 

However, there is scant literature on leaderful practice in ECE. Only two empirical studies 

were located (Clarkin-Phillips, 2007, 2011; Thornton, 2005) that referenced Raelin’s notion of 

leaderful practice, but did not explore this notion in depth, revealing further possibilities for my 

study. Only one located empirical study in ECE (Dowling, 2017) has focused on both a 

practice perspective of leadership and a framework of leaderful practice to explore the 

collective enactment of leadership in ECE. Given the gap in the research literature, and the 

relevance of the practice perspective of leadership and leaderful practice, I decided to draw on 

both views in my exploration of teacher leadership as a collective practice. Drawing upon these 

perspectives relies however on understanding the relational, fluid, and organic nature of 

influence that may characterise the dynamics of those involved in the collective practice.  
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Leadership influence as relational, fluid, and organic. Influence is an essential 

feature of leadership enacted by teachers (Sato, 2005; York-Barr & Duke, 2004), yet the ways 

in which it is understood varies. For example, leadership influence can be based on  

power-over practices, which suggests that those with formal leadership positions use this 

assigned authority to act upon others (Salovaara & Bathurst, 2018). Other descriptions 

emphasise influence as reciprocal, interactional, and relational; “leadership is constructed as 

each person interacts and influences another while contributing to a shared vision” 

(Stamopoulous, 2012, p. 41). Similarly, leadership can be viewed as a social process of 

influence, foregrounding the relationship and social context (Bolden, Hawkins, Gosling, & 

Taylor, 2011). These descriptions together highlight that influence can reflect relationships of 

power over others or can be shared by all participants for mutual benefit, as a leaderful 

perspective suggests. These descriptions also raise the issue that teachers’ motivation and 

willingness to embrace leadership may depend on the nature of influence that characterises 

their relationships with others.  

Leadership influence is not always positive. For example, it can promote or spoil 

harmony in relationships, it can empower or disempower others, and it can be embraced or 

rejected by those being influenced. Scholars such as Raelin (2011) have argued that influence 

can be less than desirable and at times contested as leadership influence, for example, influence 

that leads to greater personal gains.  

Other scholars have argued that for influence to be viewed as leadership, it needs to be 

based on moral intentions, that is it needs to come from within a trusting and collegial context 

(Gronn, 2002), and be accepted by others who are being influenced (Karp, 2013). These ideas 

reiterate the importance of trusting relationships if influence is to be empowering and make a 

positive difference for and to others. Power-with leadership describes the ability to liberate 

people: “enabling them to cooperate actively together for the betterment of society” (Salovaara 

& Bathurst, 2018, p. 185). In this sense, exercising power and influence that liberate others is 

possible when the shift from thinking about power over others is replaced by thinking about 

sharing power with others (Salovaara & Bathurst, 2018). Power-with relationships within a 

collective suggest a particular type of influence.  

When leadership is viewed as a dynamic group practice, then leadership influence is 

more likely to be empowering, organic, and fluid (Crevani et al., 2010). This view of influence 

foregrounds the dynamic interplay between teacher colleagues, their day-to-day practice, and 
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leadership (Karp, 2013; Sato, 2005). With a practice perspective of leadership in mind, Drath 

et al. (2008) argued that it may be more appropriate to talk, not of influence, but of 

relationality, mutual adjustment, and collective sense-making. This relationality may be 

apparent in multi-member teaching teams during shared practice, where teachers talk and 

interact with others, orient the group’s attention to a particular issue or situation, respond to the 

cues of one another, and/or rely on the actions of others to inform their next moves.  

Influence that is fluid and relational highlights intersubjectivity and challenges the idea 

of power over others. Intersubjectivity, or a sense of coming together with shared 

understandings, can be present in the dynamic that exists between people (Raelin, 2016). 

Knowledge is not situated within the mind of individuals, but in the intersubjective processes 

that characterise people’s interactions and lead to their shared practice (Raelin, 2011). In 

relation to ECE, for example, sharing responsibility for children in infant-toddler settings can 

provide opportunities for teachers to achieve intersubjectivity in their joint work, in addition to 

their relationships with children. This is because teachers typically work in close proximity 

with one another and with children in the same teaching space. In this way, they learn to 

recognise and respond to the communicative cues of one another in the flow of practice.  

Achieving intersubjectivity in practice requires a commitment to working 

collaboratively with others. For example, Raelin (2011) argued that the intersubjective space 

can be enabling, but also constraining if individuals form a “splinter group” (p. 198) by 

working in ways that counter the achievement of the group’s mission. In ECE, a splinter group 

might occur when teachers within the same team avoid contributing their points of views, 

values, and interests to team discussions regarding practice or disagree openly and do their own 

thing. For Raelin, these unhelpful actions and reactions may become embedded within the 

situation and lead to a derailing of efforts to achieve shared missions and goals. It is possible 

that such actions and reactions occur in cases when teachers’ motivations differ, which 

suggests that achieving intersubjectivity is not easy as tensions and differences may hinder its 

progress. Analysing the collective activity of teacher colleagues for any tensions and 

disturbances was therefore an important consideration for my study. 

In summary, my review of the literature on leaderful influence highlights that exploring 

the enactment of leadership practice requires an understanding of the dynamic nature of 

influence and its possible manifestations. My review suggests that adopting a practice 

perspective of leadership necessitates a shift in focus away from who is enacting the leadership 
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and power-over relationships, and towards the practice of leadership and power-with 

relationships. Therefore, in order to explore an alternative form of leadership beyond an 

individual position of responsibility and authority, it appears vital to adopt a complex view of 

influence as relational, fluid, and organic. This complex view is based on the idea that within 

teaching teams there are multiple individuals coordinating and reconfiguring their practices in 

response to what they see, sense, and learn of others, and thus, influencing one another in 

highly relational and fluid ways. Therefore, a view of influence as linear and one-sided 

becomes less relevant when thinking about leadership as a dynamic, collective practice. 

Chapter conclusion  
In this chapter, I have synthesised and critiqued literature focused on international and 

national efforts that have been made to conceptualise early childhood leadership to date. I have 

illuminated the problematic nature of conceptualising leadership for a diverse sector such as 

ECE. Concepts of leadership that teachers might enact were then critically explored and teased 

out for meaning and relevance to my study. I then reviewed relevant theoretical ideas that can 

assist with shifting the lens of leadership from an individual position of responsibility to 

leadership as an everyday collective practice. The implications of these ideas for leadership 

influence were also discussed. I now conclude this chapter by emphasising the main ideas that 

were identified in my critical review of literature. These ideas will inform the development of 

the conceptual framing of my study, outlined at the end of the Chapter 3. 

Calls to shift the lens away from the dominant view of leadership as an individual 

position and towards a more distributed, shared, and collective practice have been forthcoming 

from leadership scholars across the sectors (Crowther, 1996; Dowling, 2017; Gronn, 2000; 

Heikka, 2014; Spillane et al., 2001). Efforts have also been made to conceptualise the notion of 

leadership for the diverse sector of ECE. Yet there was no literature located that conceptualised 

the leadership of teaching teams in the context of ECE where teachers share responsibility for 

young children in shared, open teaching spaces. This gap in the research literature is significant 

because it suggests that the dominant view of leadership has eclipsed the potential for more 

inclusive, collective forms of leadership to be theorised in this context. It also opens the way 

for my thesis to explore possibilities for a new conceptualisation of leadership beyond the 

dominant view.   
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My review of literature on conceptualising leadership in ECE highlighted important 

insights. These insights include the idea that the conceptualisation of leadership in the sector 

has been on the agenda for several decades, but significant progress has been hindered by the 

diversity of the sector, the conceptual confusion that still exists between management and 

leadership, and the slow, yet, evolving empirical research-based literature on leadership in 

ECE. The idea that effective leadership and positive outcomes for children are linked 

(Siraj-Blatchford & Manni, 2007; Waniganayake, 2014) makes it imperative that the 

under-conceptualisation of leadership be addressed with urgency. Thus, the exploration and 

conceptualisation of a collective form of leadership that is empirically-grounded in the context 

of ECE, and resonant with the relational approach to ECE, is warranted.  

The review also highlighted the undervaluing of families and teachers in studies of 

leadership in ECE. Teachers were considered as participants more than families. Only one 

study on leadership in ECE included families as participants for triangulation and clarification 

purposes. Given the emphasis on teacher-family partnerships in the NZ ECE curriculum Te 

Whāriki (MoE, 2017), the gap in the research literature merits the inclusion of both teachers 

and families in my study. 

The next section of this chapter focused on concepts of leadership that teachers might 

enact. It argued that teacher leadership, pedagogical leadership, and distributed leadership are 

related, but different, concepts. These concepts are also viewed in various ways, revealing no 

consensus in their definitions. My review found that scant literature exists on teacher 

leadership in ECE, with more attention given to research on pedagogical leadership. However, 

in the teacher leadership and pedagogical leadership literature, a view of leadership as an 

individual position dominates. Furthermore, only one ECE study (Heikka, 2014) argued that a 

more collective way of leading ought to be considered, although this notion was not 

conceptualised in that study. Research on distributed leadership in ECE revealed a lens that can 

assist in understanding how teachers and positional leaders might enact leadership collectively, 

although the research base is more recent than for teacher leadership and pedagogical 

leadership, and is evolving.  

Two studies (Clarkin-Phillips, 2007, 2009; Ord et al., 2013) on ECE leadership 

highlighted the potential of CHAT theory to explore the complexities of leadership as a 

contextual practice. Two additional studies (Dowling, 2017; Murray & McDowall Clark, 2013) 

focused on teachers’ leadership as an everyday practice and process. Furthermore, observations 
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of teachers’ leadership practices were under-utilised as a method in ECE studies, yet offer 

potential in making teachers’ perspectives visible. Together, these insights are important as 

they support the use of CHAT theory, and its associated methods, to underpin my empirical 

investigation of a form of leadership that is more inclusive than teacher leadership and 

pedagogical leadership, through exploration of perspectives and observations of teachers (both 

with and without formal leadership positions) who might enact informal leadership as a 

collective, rather than an individual and positional practice.  

The final section of this chapter focused on theoretical perspectives of leadership; a 

practice view and the notion of leaderful practice. These perspectives were argued as assisting 

the shift in lens of leadership from the formal-individual to the inclusive-collective. The 

implications of taking up these perspectives for leadership influence were explored and 

highlighted that dynamic forms of leadership involve a relational, fluid, and organic influence 

to reflect the complex dynamics of collaboration within a group. A paucity of ECE-based 

literature on this topic was apparent.  

In Chapter 3, I review pertinent literature focused on potential factors that may 

influence the enactment of leadership. I then draw on the insights of Chapters 2 and 3 to 

develop the conceptual framing of my study.  
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3. INFLUENCES ON LEADERSHIP 

ENACTMENT 
 

This chapter presents my critical review of selected literature about factors that have 

potential to influence teachers’ enactment of leadership in early childhood education (ECE). It 

builds on Chapter 2, which focused on reviewing selected literature about the conceptualisation 

of leadership in ECE. In this chapter, I review literature focused on teacher leader identities, 

exploring factors that might influence how these identities take shape in practice. I review 

literature about teachers’ hesitancy to engage with the concept of leadership, before discussing 

the significance of trusting, collegial communities of practice, and their potential role in 

supporting teachers’ enactment of leadership. Following this, I explore the notions of relational 

agency, dialogue, and inquiry that can facilitate teachers’ enactment of leadership. I conclude 

this chapter by highlighting the main themes, concepts, and research gaps identified, before 

turning my attention to the development of my conceptual framing that draws from the main 

findings of both review chapters. This framing provides conceptual guidance for the rest of this 

study. 

Teacher leader identities 
Teacher leader identities are shaped by a range of factors. These factors can either 

motivate or demotivate teachers’ willingness to embrace leadership as part of their day-to-day 

practice with others. This section explores themes in the literature that I found and illuminates 

several factors and their relevance to my study.  

Teacher identity develops in fluid and dynamic ways. This means that teachers can hold 

multiple identities at the same time (Maclure, 1993; Sachs, 2001). For example, a teacher may 

be a teacher of infants, a mentor to adults, and a colleague to many, all at the same time. As 

teacher identity is a reflection of the multiple, disparate dimensions of a teacher’s life, such as 

her/his unique values, ideals, principles, and experiences, this identity may not always be stable 

or coherent (Maclure, 1993). This changeable nature suggests that any attempt to understand 

teacher identity in relation to leadership needs to consider the beliefs that underpin a teacher’s 

teaching and leadership practices. 
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The beliefs of teachers and their approaches towards leadership are connected. Teacher 

beliefs are messy concepts that can be hard to articulate and difficult to change (Pajares, 1992). 

Beliefs are both related to and different from knowledge as beliefs are based on evaluation and 

judgement while knowledge, according to Pajares (1992) is “based on objective fact” (p. 92). 

Beliefs can be emotive, especially if they are based on past experiences, and are often 

determined early on in life (Pajares, 1992). Moreover, beliefs and leadership practices are 

entwined; a belief reflects a disposition to behave in a certain way, and a practice is the 

enactment of that disposition (Drath et al., 2008). My study aimed to access teacher beliefs, as 

a potential influence on teachers’ approaches, attitudes towards, and expectations of leadership. 

Teachers’ interpretations of a belief, or perspective, may guide practice more than the 

belief itself. Accessing teacher beliefs therefore involves eliciting teachers’ perspectives 

(Pajares, 1992). This insight informed the emphasis in my study on eliciting teachers’ 

perspectives and views of their own and others’ leadership, as a way to access underlying 

beliefs. Employing observations of teaching practice, as justified in Chapter 2 (p. 48), and 

engaging teachers in conversations about their practice, seemed relevant to this task. 

ECE teachers have been known to hold different images of leadership, which influence 

their developing identities as leaders. For example, Thomas and Nuttall’s (2014) qualitative 

exploration of leadership in ECE in Australia held semi-structured interviews and focus groups 

with 19 positional leaders and experienced teachers to explore their perceptions and 

expectations of their “educational leader” role. This role was a regulatory requirement for all 

early childhood services in Australia at the time. Thomas and Nuttall found that participants 

viewed leadership in two main ways: “leadership for learning” and “leadership for 

management” (p. 101). The researchers argued that the participants’ ability to merge both 

views into one identity of leadership, which they were comfortable to weave in and out of, was 

a strength. This ability reflected teachers’ sense of empowerment to construct a leadership 

identity that they desired. Such agency aligned with Katzenmeyer and Moller’s (2009) 

emphasis on the enactment of teacher leadership as a choice.  

The findings of Thomas and Nuttall’s (2014) study highlight that some teachers and 

positional leaders have knowledge of alternative forms of leadership, including views of 

leadership that are not limited to a formal, individual position. The use of interviews and focus 

groups to access teachers’ and positional leaders’ views of leadership were methods that I 

considered appropriate for eliciting teachers’ perspectives about leadership in my study. 
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ECE researchers have highlighted that the shared values of a centre community also 

influence teachers’ identities as leaders (Hard, 2006; Sachs, 2001). For example, particular 

values underpinning practice in some ECE settings, such as democracy, respect, reciprocity, 

and collaboration, foster the conditions needed for teachers to develop an activist identity and 

motivation to enact leadership (Sachs, 2001). Alternatively, values that align with a 

managerialist culture, such as “accountability, economy, efficiency and effectiveness” (Sachs, 

2001, p. 159), can also shape teachers’ views and approaches to teaching and leadership, but as 

individual, isolated, and private activities, rather than shared practices. The idea that values can 

shape teaching and leadership practices in contrasting ways emphasises the need to explore the 

underlying values of teachers’ practices in my study. 

The group-oriented nature of ECE can be a significant influence on teachers’ 

willingness to take on a leadership identity. For example, ECE leadership researcher, Hard 

(2006), used individual semi-structured interviews and focus groups with 26 early childhood 

staff members in Australia to explore their understandings of leadership. Staff members, which 

included teacher leaders, held a range of positions and responsibilities. Hard found that their 

teacher leader identities were shaped by several factors: their own interpretations of their 

identity, their shared views of leadership as dispersed across several staff, their perceptions of 

remuneration levels, and their attitudes toward the social kudos of the early childhood 

profession.  

Hard (2006) also found that while many staff members expected leadership to be 

enacted in a non-hierarchical manner, being part of an early childhood team was not always 

collegial. For example, at times teacher leaders felt pressured to conform to what their group 

wanted, even if this agreement went against what they individually felt was right. The 

possibility raises a tension that teacher leaders may feel in relation to their personal ideas and 

the ideas of the group—reinforcing the importance of identifying the shared values that might 

foster or inhibit teachers’ enactment of leadership.  

In summary, a critical analysis of the literature on teacher leader identities foregrounds 

some main ideas. First, the entwined nature of teacher perspectives, beliefs, and practice means 

that teacher beliefs about leadership must be inferred from their views and perspectives. 

Second, teachers who take on leadership identities may hold alternative views of leadership to 

that of leadership as a formal, individual position. Third, centre values and teachers’ 

orientation towards the group, can both positively and negatively affect teachers’ enactment of 
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leadership. My study was designed to observe and interview early childhood teachers, both 

with and without formal leadership positions, which may highlight what factors influence their 

willingness to take on leadership identities in their own communities of practice. The literature 

reveals that teachers’ own hesitancy towards leadership is widespread, and therefore may 

reflect a significant influence on teachers’ motivation to enact leadership in practice.  

Teacher hesitancy regarding leadership 
Privileging teacher leadership in research and practice strengthens the potential for 

teachers’ work to be acknowledged as a contribution to improving educational provision 

(Crowther, 1996). It is important then to consider how teachers might feel about their own 

leadership, especially given the wide-spread hesitancy of teachers to engage with leadership in 

general (Fairman & Mackenzie, 2015; Sato, 2005), including in ECE (Krieg et al., 2014; Rodd, 

2013). Unravelling these hesitancies can assist in understanding teachers’ motivation to 

embrace leadership identities in their own settings. 

Reasons for ECE teachers’ hesitancy regarding leadership vary. Some teachers view 

themselves as a teacher first and foremost, and thus avoid engaging with the concept of 

leadership (Muijs et al., 2004). Some teachers reject leadership as their responsibility because 

they argue they are qualified to teach, not to lead (Heikka & Waniganayake, 2011; Rodd, 2013; 

Thornton et al., 2009). Teachers might also feel that if they are not assigned formal 

responsibilities or titles of leadership, they are not recognised for taking it up and so may resist 

it (Grarock & Morrissey, 2013; Ryder et al., 2017). Alternatively, teachers may feel hesitant to 

enact change if it means accessing power (Mevawalla & Hadley, 2012). These wide-ranging 

reasons signal the possibility that some teachers in my study could reveal similar hesitancies.  

Teachers might also conflate management with leadership, thereby confusing one type 

of activity for another (Grarock & Morrissey, 2013; Waniganyake et al., 2012). Although both 

management and leadership are relevant to the activity of any organisation (Dowling, 2017), 

treating the two concepts as interchangeable may complicate how teachers recognise leadership 

in relation to their own practice (Murray & McDowall Clark, 2013). Together these varying 

ideas suggest that teacher hesitancy towards leadership is a complex topic, which requires 

careful exploration to avoid assuming that teachers are hesitant for the same reason. 

An empirical ECE study showed that early childhood teachers may perceive that a 

leadership title affords a sense of authority if they already view leadership as a formal, 
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individual position. This situation was evident in Grarock and Morrissey’s (2013) qualitative 

study in Australia, which investigated the perspectives of 11 qualified early childhood teachers 

regarding their abilities to be educational leaders in Victorian education and care settings. 

Three out of the 11 teachers held positional leadership titles. Semi-structured interviews were 

employed to elicit these teachers’ perspectives and feelings about changes they had introduced 

in their settings. The most commonly-cited changes were informal and ad hoc, and related to: 

enhancing children’s freedom of choice and autonomy, flexibility in mealtime and sleep 

routines, changes to the physical layout, and to centre documentation.  

Teachers in that study (both with and without a positional leadership title) were able to 

make changes, but still felt it was difficult to initiate widespread change based on their 

perception that they were qualified to teach, not to lead (Grarock & Morrissey, 2013). The 

teachers also cited barriers, such as a lack of time and a lack of authority that they felt a 

positional leadership title would offer. These findings suggest that if teachers align leadership 

with a formal, individual position of authority only, they are likely to be deterred from 

pursuing widespread change if they believe they are expected to abandon their teaching roles in 

order to do so.  

In summary, my review of literature on early childhood teachers’ hesitancy to engage 

with leadership suggests that leaving this hesitancy unaddressed may hinder progress in 

developing the notion of teacher leadership in the sector. Teachers who are hesitant may shy 

away from opportunities to enact leadership, even if leadership is inherent in, or part of, their 

day-to-day practice. Examples of teacher leadership, as per Crowther’s (1996) study, can 

include advocacy for whole-centre change and serving the education community. To address 

this hesitancy, it seems important for teachers to understand how their joint efforts to improve 

the quality of education and care may constitute leadership. It is also important to acknowledge 

that the ways teachers enact leadership may not be immediately obvious to teachers 

themselves; access to more knowledge in this area could assist them to recognise their acts of 

leadership as such. These ideas merit the current focus on teachers’ views, attitudes, and 

practices regarding leadership, alongside a focus on the context of leadership, specifically the 

role that a trusting, collegial community of practice might play in influencing teachers’ 

willingness to enact leadership. 
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Trusting, collegial communities of practice 
The context shapes how and by whom leadership is enacted (Hujala, 2013). This 

section explores the literature that promotes collegial, trusting communities of practice as 

potential supportive contexts for the emergence of teacher leader identities in ECE. My 

literature search revealed limited research-based material focused specifically on communities 

of practice in relation to teacher leadership in ECE. This gap in the literature required drawing 

on other relevant material beyond teacher leadership and/or ECE. 

The term community derives from the Latin communis meaning common and 

communitas meaning fellowship, and describes a group of people who share something 

important in common that it is worth banding together for (Sergiovanni, 2005). The notion of 

communities of practice (CoPs) (Sergiovanni, 2005; Wenger, 1998) resonates with the 

team-based approach to teaching in ECE.  

A CoP refers to how a social group of individuals share knowledge and engage with 

one other in practices that reflect the educational interests of that group (Wenger, 1998). A CoP 

is self-defining, meaning it is the community itself that defines what practices and engagement 

in those practices are meaningful and valued to its participants. Some key premises 

underpinning the concept of CoP include participation, meaning (making), practice, 

community, and identity (Wenger, 1998). Being involved, and developing a strong leadership 

identity, in the infant-toddler context are prerequisites for advocating for the interests of very 

young children and their families, particularly in times of uncertainty and political change 

(Woodrow & Busch, 2008). One of several CoPs teachers might identify with is the teaching 

team they are part of. This team CoP involves coming together based on shared interests and 

responsibilities for children within an open teaching space. In this way, the CoP notion 

provides a useful lens for understanding the team-oriented context in which teacher leader 

identities might be fostered in practice.  

Participation in CoPs is more than just engaging with others (Wenger, 1998). It 

involves active participation in the practices of the social community and developing an 

identity that binds individuals to that community. In ECE, for example, teachers might actively 

participate in the established yet evolving pedagogical practices valued by their team, and in 

doing so develop a sense of identity to that team. Practices evolve when participants make 

sense of, negotiate, and renegotiate the meaning of those practices (Wenger, 1998). For 

instance, teachers of infants and toddlers might come together to make sense of the nature of 
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children’s care routines in practice. Rather than be guided by external prescription, they may 

take time to negotiate and explore possibilities for their shared practices. In doing so, they 

potentially develop an affinity to their shared interest in care and, in turn, strengthen their 

connections with one another. 

This collective way of being can give rise to tensions. For example, the sustainability of 

a CoP is at risk if teacher instability or transient participants, such as having frequent relieving 

teachers who are not familiar to/with the children, are a consistent feature of the ECE setting. 

CoPs may suit some individuals, especially those who believe that enhancing provision is a 

shared responsibility, while some individuals may prefer opportunities to explore individual 

interests and/or not to be apprenticed into the CoP. A preference for individual interests might 

occur when a teacher attends a professional learning opportunity on her/his own initiative and 

brings ideas back to the team to inform their work with colleagues. In turn, their colleagues 

may not be keen to pursue any change, highlighting a potential challenge for how individual 

teachers might enact change to their practices with confidence, especially if these changes sit at 

odds with what is valued by the CoP overall.  

CoPs also reflect historically valued approaches to participation and knowledge 

(Edwards, 2007). Therefore, they may not address how new practices are developed in 

response to changing foci of professional activity (Edwards, 2007). To this end, understanding 

practice at the collective level must leave room for personal interests, especially as the latter 

are often constructed in practice and socially negotiated in people’s work with others (Sachs, 

2001). These ideas are important to my study as they suggest a consideration for how teachers 

might collectively enact leadership with colleagues within the same CoP while retaining their 

sense of individuality. 

Effective CoPs have potential to foster teachers’ willingness to enact leadership. This 

potential relies on having enough support from individuals within the collective who share an 

interest in leadership to hold the group together (Sergiovanni, 2005). Hence not everyone in a 

CoP needs to support teacher leadership for this practice to emerge. What seems important is 

for most teachers and positional leaders who identify with shared leadership to “feel a moral 

obligation to help each other as connected members of the same practice” (Sergiovanni, 2007, 

p. 100). Furthermore, a shared identity and sense of belonging can lead to high levels of 

collegiality and encourage teachers and positional leaders to share responsibility for leadership 

and the overall success of the community (Sergiovanni, 2007). Based on these ideas, it seems 
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that most, but not all, participants of a CoP need to share a commitment to and support one 

another, in order to foster teachers’ willingness and ability to enact leadership. 

Understanding how CoPs might support teacher leadership requires that a distinction be 

made between productive and unproductive “niceness”. Fostering a culture of niceness appears 

to be an aim of teachers in the ECE and schooling contexts (Elmore, 2004; Hard, 2006). Yet a 

culture of niceness has advantages and disadvantages in relation to teacher leadership. For 

example, Hard’s (2006) qualitative study on leadership in ECE found that a “pervading culture 

of niceness” (p. 44) encouraged a shared approach to leadership but raised issues. This culture 

in the centre involved being nice to one another, not pointing out the shortcomings of 

colleagues, and a shared preference for a team-based approach to leadership. At the same time, 

this culture of niceness was seen to inhibit some teachers’ willingness to enact leadership 

practice, let alone to simply confront problems. Hard found that individual efforts to enact 

leadership were constrained by the expectation to conform to norms, such as remaining part of 

the team, which in turn, marginalised these individuals and made leadership enactment difficult 

and problematic.  

A discourse of niceness can therefore be positive, but it can also demand from 

individuals a certain degree of compliance with a group’s particular ways of being, thinking, 

and doing. This compliance may leave little room for varied ideas and critical discussions, and 

over time, may stall progress and inhibit teacher leadership (Hard, 2006). These ideas informed 

my study by emphasising the importance of exploring teachers’ interactions and potential 

tensions that may manifest in relation to these interactive practices.  

A culture of niceness brings attention to congeniality and collegiality, conditions of 

which can support teachers’ enactment of leadership. Congenial relationships are described as 

warm and friendly, and necessary for getting along with others (Barth, 2006). Congeniality is 

similar to, but not the same as, collaboration. Collaboration, when expected between teachers, 

can lead to “contrived congeniality” (DuFour, 2011, p. 58). Collaboration on its own is also 

insufficient to improving practices focused on enhancing children’s learning. The nature of 

collaboration within a toxic culture is also likely to be negative, focused on complaints, and 

dominated by talk that has little to do with improving children’s learning (DuFour, 2011). 

Similarly, congenial relationships are insufficient on their own to strengthen practice in an 

educational setting, although they are a precondition of collegiality, which is known to effect 

change and transform practice (Barth, 2006). These ideas suggest that CoPs that can effectively 
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support teachers’ enactment of leadership are those that value, create opportunities for, and 

foster collegiality between colleagues. 

Teacher leadership and sustained change are not possible without a culture of 

collegiality (Barth, 2006). Collegial relationships involve teachers talking at length with one 

another about their practice, sharing knowledge and ideas, making their practice visible to 

others, and supporting one another when needed (Barth, 2006). These ideas resonate with the 

close working relationships early childhood teachers are encouraged to develop, given they 

typically share the same teaching space and aim for quality education and care for children. 

They also concur with the notion that effective leadership for quality ECE provision relies on a 

commitment to high levels of collaboration and teamwork, as highlighted by Siraj-Blatchford 

and Manni (2007). Overall, the importance of collegial cultures reiterates the earlier point that 

close attention needs to be paid to the nature of teachers’ collaboration with others, and any 

potential constraints, such as a lack of relational trust, on their willingness to enact teacher 

leadership. 

As with collegiality, the presence of relational trust in a CoP can improve the quality of 

interactions between people as they strive to achieve their shared goals (Bryk & Schneider, 

2003). Relational trust is also central to the enactment of effective leadership and rests on four 

principles (Bryk & Schneider, 2002, 2003): interpersonal respect, personal regard for others, 

competence in role, and personal integrity. Interpersonal respect involves listening to others 

and valuing their input. Personal regard involves providing support and caring for others in 

both their personal and professional roles. Acting with competence is an essential aspect of 

demonstrating trustworthiness, and integrity, involving consistency between words and actions, 

is an important quality for all those in formal positions of leadership. 

Relational trust is particularly important in infant-toddler settings where teachers often 

advocate for very young children and their families. Teachers who work closely with one 

another have opportunities to form close working relationships and shared knowledge about 

each child. However, this close proximity and intense relational work in ECE can be a barrier 

to the “robust and passionate debate about ideas and regular critique of teaching practice” 

(Thornton, 2010, p. 5) that is integral to a critical team culture. It is possible that if relational 

trust between teachers is strong, then this barrier may not exist. With these ideas in mind, I set 

out to explore the nature of teacher colleagues’ interactions to better understand the context of 

teacher leadership in settings characterised by highly relational work. 
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In summary, my review of literature on CoPs has identified a gap in relation to teacher 

leadership in ECE. Even so, the wider literature highlighted that CoPs can help to foster 

teacher leadership when particular conditions are in place. These conditions include 

collegiality and relational trust, which cannot be assumed to be present in all CoPs. Even if 

congeniality is firmly in place, it does not seem to be sufficient on its own to motivate teachers 

to enact leadership in order to transform practice. There is a need for teachers and positional 

leaders to understand that not all teams get along all the time and that congeniality can lead to, 

but does not guarantee, collegiality, which takes skill, knowledge, and time. What also seems 

important to understanding the context of teachers’ enactment of leadership, yet was not 

evident in the CoP literature, is the underpinning motivations of teacher colleagues who come 

together to improve practice. Exploring the notion of relational agency may be helpful in this 

regard. 

Relational agency 
Relational agency is described as the capacity to align one’s thoughts and actions with 

those of others to improve practice (Edwards, 2005, 2011). This notion can foster 

understandings in relation to the underlying motivations of teachers who come together for 

collective purposes. However, guided by my literature selection criteria in Chapter 2 (p. 14), no 

studies on relational agency and teacher leadership, including in the ECE context were located. 

I set out to explore this gap in the research in relation to teachers’ collective enactment of 

leadership in ECE. 

Agency is vital to leadership interactions with others, the enactment of leadership, and 

the negotiation of teacher leader identities (Murray & McDowall Clark, 2013; Sachs, 2001). 

Teacher agency can be understood as both an individual and collective capacity exercised by 

teachers. Individual teacher agency is the ability for teachers to make professional judgements 

and decisions about their own work. Recognising the importance of teacher agency 

acknowledges that teachers contribute to the overall quality of education (Biesta, Priestly, & 

Robinson, 2015).  

As well as individually, teacher agency can be exercised collectively to improve the 

overall progress and learning of the organisation. CHAT theorist Engeström (2008) has argued 

that a group’s collective capacity to transform and innovate within their organisations is a 

strength that reflects “a new, dynamic content” (p. 199) of collaborative work. Engeström’s 
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argument brings attention to what teachers might accomplish together, rather than alone, when 

everyone’s knowledge, expertise, and interpretations are considered.  

The CHAT-inspired concept of relational agency was first introduced in Edwards and 

Mackenzie’s (2005) qualitative study drawing on sociocultural and activity theory. The study 

focused on how women who sought support from a women’s centre developed the capacity to 

take control of their lives. Edwards and Mackenzie found that collective capacity-building was 

evident when practitioners with different areas of expertise came together to work with these 

women to help them deal with their unique situations. This collaborative way of working, or 

relational agency, was defined as the “capacity to work with others to expand our 

interpretations of the world and take action” (p. 291), whereby the way people engage with the 

world is enhanced when they do so with others. However, a collective capacity assumes that 

people have the ability to both seek out and offer help when engaging with their world, and 

that being supported in this way enables them to then offer support to others in similar ways. 

The notion of relational agency is therefore relevant to my study on teacher leadership as it 

explains how teachers seek out the support of others within their CoP to understand their 

shared practice and collaborate in ways to help improve that practice.  

Relational agency proffers a way to understand the collaborations of teacher colleagues. 

This collaborative capacity is based on engaging one’s prior knowledge, and recognising and 

drawing on the prior knowledge of others, to respond to a common purpose. It is a capacity that 

teachers can learn through practice (Edwards & Mackenzie, 2005), when professionals come 

together, each with their own valued and unique knowledge, to construct and negotiate the 

knowledge they need to address their shared concerns of practice (Edwards, 2011). Bringing 

together different forms of expertise and understandings into a shared practice relies on 

responsive collaboration and the ability to read multiple interpretations of responses to 

complex issues (Edwards, 2011). In ECE, different forms of knowledge and expertise might 

involve different pedagogical knowledge and skills required to engage with infants and 

toddlers in warm, sensitive relationships (Rowley, 2016). This includes utilising specialised 

subject knowledge from prior experiences and careers (such as nursing), and particular skills 

(such as inquiry and dialogue), that may have been developed in collaboration with others.  

Two key features characterise relational agency (Edwards, 2007). First, it involves 

mutual responsibility, which involves listening to and respecting the purposes and intentions of 

others, and the ability to see another’s viewpoint, in order to understand from where their 
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interpretations stem, and what they might need. This mutual responsibility recognises that 

people interpret problems through their own histories but can come together with others to 

develop shared understandings and align their responses to the purposes of their joint work.  

A second feature of relational agency is object-oriented activity, which refers to the 

motives that shape teachers’ actions and practices. These motives are what activity theorist 

Leont'ev (1978, as cited in Edwards, 2007) referred to as object motives, or the task or focus 

that people work on, that direct the attention and actions of teachers in the activity (Edwards, 

2017). For example, if the object of teachers’ activity, or the task they have decided to work on 

together, is education and care for children, then teachers will view children and their families 

as being at the centre of their work and collaborate in ways that respond to this object in the 

most appropriate way. This way of working can also describe teachers’ enactment of 

leadership. 

Tensions are possible regarding how relational agency might play out in practice. For 

example, if teachers within the same CoP have diverse cultural backgrounds, they may read 

and interpret the object of activity differently, according to their own histories and to what 

matters to them individually (Edwards, 2017). Yet this tension may be productive, as it can 

expand understanding by raising teachers’ awareness of other aspects of the object, while 

revealing its complexity. Teachers may then engage with the object accordingly. In this sense, 

the object of activity takes on what matters to individuals.  

Other tensions may hinder the exercise of relational agency. For example, teachers may 

be unable to clearly articulate their knowledge, values, and skills. They might also have little 

time to come together to negotiate knowledge and practice in these ways. Furthermore, if 

strong relational trust is not present in their CoP, or individuality is threatened, then teacher 

colleagues may resist sharing their knowledge, expertise, and interpretations for collective 

benefit. Hence, although relational agency can serve to provoke new interpretations of a shared 

focus (Sannino & Engeström, 2017), it requires that teachers have time and support to come 

together to negotiate their shared understandings and align their responses in relation to their 

shared practice. These ideas informed my study’s focus on teachers’ collaborative work to gain 

insights into how teachers might negotiate the improvement of teaching and learning.  

In summary, my review identified a gap in literature regarding the CHAT-inspired 

notion of relational agency as it pertains to teachers’ collective leadership, including within the 

context of ECE. Despite this gap, the notion of relational agency appears useful for exploring 
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teachers’ underlying motivations and objects of practice. While relational agency was not 

promoted in the literature as a leadership concept per se, it proffers a useful lens for 

understanding how teachers’ relational agency might mediate their practice of leadership. 

Exploring the nature of collegiality and relational trust that exists within some teacher CoPs is 

also important to this idea. Additionally, my review shows that exercising relational agency as 

a collective capacity is not easy; it requires that particular processes and conditions be 

established for exercising relational agency to be possible. In order to understand what factors 

might help to mediate teachers’ capacity to exercise relational agency, I now review the 

literature on dialogue as an important process of leadership.  

Dialogue 
Dialogue between teachers can facilitate their learning and enactment of leadership. 

Dialogue stems from the Greek dialogos where dia means through, and logos means the word 

or meaning. Dialogue is about developing shared understandings and providing people with 

opportunities to expand their knowledge. Teachers might do this by listening to one another for 

alternative possibilities, and reflecting upon how and what they might change as a result of this 

new learning (Palus & Drath, 2001). Any dialogue that helps to foster mutual learning, and is 

inclusive of everyone’s perspectives, describes an underpinning process of leaderful practice 

(Raelin, 2012). This process suggests a need for teachers to think beyond the self and towards 

what shared meanings might be achieved when listening to colleagues with an open mind. It 

also requires that participants know how dialogue can enhance effective decision-making about 

improving practice. 

Dialogue that involves deliberation can enhance the process of decision-making 

(Raelin, 2012). Deliberation refers to collective and collaborative decision-making through the 

use of critical thinking and reasoned argument. Those in this deliberative dialogue seek to 

understand the values, perspectives, and interests of their peers, and to “reframe their interests 

and perspectives in light of a joint search for common interests and mutually acceptable 

solutions” (p. 828). In infant-toddler settings, time set aside for teachers to engage in dialogue 

about improving aspects of practice can potentially set the scene for deliberative 

decision-making as a joint process. This possibility assumes, however, that those facilitating 

dialogue understand the conditions that are needed to establish and sustain this way of 

engaging with one another. 
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The conditions of trust, mutual understanding, and open-mindedness are central to 

deliberative dialogue. Research on organisational leadership (Raelin, 2012) emphasises these 

conditions as being vital to enabling participants to draw on each other’s knowledge and 

experiences as they deliberate decisions about their shared concerns. Approaching dialogue 

and decision-making in this way can be considered a form of collective leadership, as all 

participants come together to accomplish shared goals for improving practice (Raelin, 2012). 

These ideas informed my consideration for the nature of teachers’ and positional leaders’ 

shared dialogue in relation to their shared enactment of leadership.  

Tensions may arise in relation to collective dialogue. For example, learning and 

practising meaningful dialogue is difficult for some, and not always undertaken well (Palus & 

Drath, 2001). Dialogue may also be unproductive if those involved avoid bringing issues to the 

surface and examining why those issues exist. It is crucial to establish relational trust and 

openness between teachers. As was established in Chapter 2 (p. 24), positional leaders are key 

to creating such a climate.  

Dialogue that involves people mediating meaning, deliberating decisions, and having 

open minds resonates with Drath’s (2001) leadership concept of relational dialogue. Relational 

dialogue explains “how people who share work in collectives produce direction, alignment, 

and commitment” (Drath et al., 2008, p. 636). Central to this view is that the practice of 

collective leadership relies on three interrelated notions: direction, which refers to a collective 

agreement on the overall goals, aims, and mission of a group that gives shape to a shared 

direction; alignment, which refers to how work and knowledge are organised and coordinated 

within the collective; and commitment, which refers to people’s willingness to subsume their 

own interests into the interests of the collective. Relational dialogue is broader than dialogue 

per se, and like dialogue, may help to facilitate teachers’ relational agency and leaderful 

practice. 

Two empirical studies on leadership in education highlight benefits of teacher dialogue 

(Deakins, 2007; Marsh, Waniganayake, & De Nobile, 2016). The first study (Deakins, 2007) 

was carried out in NZ ECE and explored how meaningful dialogue could be used to transform 

teachers’ attitudes and beliefs, foster mutual learning, and implement and sustain change in an 

early childhood centre. Deakins investigated the interactions between positional leaders and 

teachers as they went about creating whole-centre change. Positional leader support of teacher 

dialogue was central to these efforts, a point which resonated with Ord et al.’s (2013) finding 
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that change conversations were a main task of pedagogical leaders. The study highlighted that 

some teachers found professional dialogue difficult if they had never engaged in this way of 

talking before, while other teachers felt that dialogue was time-wasting as changes to the centre 

overall were not their responsibility. However, Deakins found that once the positional leader 

made explicit the purposes of dialogue, teachers were more open to participating, and in turn, 

felt a sense of ownership about potential change. These insights emphasise the need for 

positional leaders to support teachers’ participation in meaningful dialogue, to value teachers’ 

contributions to change in the centre, and to encourage whole team participation in meaningful 

dialogue to ensure it has momentum and leads to positive outcomes for all involved. 

The second study (Marsh et al., 2016) was a qualitative exploration of how teaching 

teams in four schools in Australia established goals and expectations for improving student 

learning. Marsh et al. found that teams could foster shared understandings through rich 

dialogue, and that encouraging dialogue across the school community could strengthen the 

capacity of the whole organisation to support student learning. Marsh et al. emphasised the 

need for trusting relationships to underpin these dialogues, and for leadership to be less 

bureaucratic, more flexible, and viewed as a collective activity. The researchers found that 

when both factors were evident in the school setting, teachers' confidence to talk about 

teaching and learning was strengthened.  

Relevant to my study, Marsh et al.’s (2016) study highlighted that when leadership was 

less authoritarian and more collective in nature, and trust was established, teachers’ dialogue 

enhanced children’s learning more effectively. The positive link between an inclusive, 

collective form of leadership, trust, and enhanced learning justifies the call of several authors 

(Crowther, 1996; Dowling, 2017; Gronn, 2000; Heikka, 2014; Spillane et al., 2001), and of my 

study, to shift the lens of leadership away from the formal-individual, and towards the 

inclusive-collective. This shift may assist in bringing visibility to a more inclusive notion of 

leadership that may lead to similar outcomes.  

To summarise, my review of literature on dialogue highlights that, like relational 

agency, dialogue can play an important role in facilitating teacher leadership. However, this 

may not happen on its own and requires a less authoritarian and more collective form of 

positional leadership to support it. The review shows that dialogue based on deliberation 

reflects relational dialogue, and when trusting conditions are established, has potential to effect 

positive change for children and adults within ECE settings. My review also shows that 
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engaging in meaningful dialogue does not come naturally to everyone; participants may need 

support from positional leaders to know how dialogue can enhance decision-making and 

facilitate change in the setting. Dialogue of this nature involves listening to others with an open 

mind, developing shared understandings, and ensuring all participants have opportunities to 

learn and contribute to decision-making.  

The two empirical studies reviewed (Deakins, 2007; Marsh et al., 2016) emphasised the 

important role of whole-team dialogue in contributing to change in the setting overall. Both 

studies suggest that positive outcomes for all involved are possible when positional leadership 

is less authoritarian and more inclusive of teachers in decision-making. Only one of these 

studies (Deakins, 2007) focused on dialogue in relation to teacher leadership in ECE. Even so, 

the insights of this section reinforce the call from several authors to shift the lens of leadership 

from an individual position and responsibility to an inclusive, collective practice in order to 

realise potential benefits for children and everyone involved. To further substantiate this 

argument, I now explore the literature on inquiry as another important process related to 

leadership. 

Inquiry 
Fostering deep and purposeful inquiry into practice is another important process of 

leadership (Grey, 2011; Le Fevre, Robinson, & Sinnema, 2015; Smardon & Charteris, 2014). 

As with dialogue, inquiry involves being open to alternative points of view even when a view 

has been established, and the ability to avoid being dogmatic about one particular way of 

addressing issues (Hare, 2006). However, inquiry of this nature does not guarantee that deep 

inquiry, learning, and change will occur. This may be so when inquiry is plagued with attempts 

to suppress conflict and achieve a sense of group consensus. These ideas highlight the potential 

for inquiry to support teacher leadership in ECE, but with consideration to possible tensions. 

My literature search located only one empirical study focused on inquiry, dialogue, and teacher 

leadership in ECE (Grey, 2011). In response to this gap, I draw on other relevant material 

beyond ECE.  

Inquiry as a stance in leadership therefore begins with an open mind. Open-mindedness 

describes the process of being “critically receptive” (Hare, 2006, p. 7) to possible ideas, 

including those that differ from personal ideas. This description assumes that people are 

willing to listen to, and consider without bias, the viewpoints of others for the duration of the 
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inquiry, and pay attention to the evidence and rationale that support those views (Hare, 2006). 

Being critically receptive does not mean an anything goes attitude. Instead, it means that if 

deficit views are presented, these will be critiqued and challenged, albeit in collegial ways. In 

order to do this, people need to accept that their own ideas and beliefs may be revised, set 

aside, or even abandoned if warranted (Hare, 2006). Yet suspending assumptions, where 

assumptions refer to how individuals think and feel, or “the layers of meaning underneath the 

conversation” (p. 28), is complex and hard to grasp as it requires participants to talk and make 

their thinking explicit for the group (Palus & Drath, 2001). Such ideas indicate that deep and 

purposeful inquiry involves skills that teachers cannot be assumed to have, and thus may need 

to be taught, to support their enactment of leadership. Engaging in collective inquiry may also 

be challenged by teachers within the group who view inquiry in different ways. Through my 

study, I considered how teaching teams might be supported to engage with inquiry into their 

practice as an important aspect of exploring teacher leadership. 

Two main approaches to inquiry appear in the literature and have implications for 

teachers’ enactment of leadership in ECE. First, a strengths-based approach to inquiry, such as 

Cooperrider’s appreciative inquiry for organisational behaviour (Bushe, 2012), involves people 

collaboratively identifying the sources of an organisation’s success as a basis for determining 

possibilities for the future. This approach focuses on what is already going well and 

emphasises the generation of possibilities with little focus on addressing issues of practice. 

While an appreciative approach may have emancipatory potential for the collective, it also runs 

the risk of ignoring any negativity people may have, overlooking real concerns of the 

organisation, and not leading to profound change if inquiry always begins with what is already 

working well (Bushe, 2012). These risks are possible in NZ ECE, where teachers are 

encouraged through Te Whāriki (MoE, 2017) to focus on an asset-based approach by 

recognising children’s strengths, abilities, and competence as starting points for curriculum 

planning.  

A second approach to inquiry is problem-based (Robinson, 1993), which identifies 

problems within the organisation as a starting point for improvement. This approach focuses on 

what is failing and emphasises problem-solving and rescuing, with little focus on generating 

new possibilities. To avoid creating unhelpful binaries between inquiry orientations, it is useful 

to consider inquiry as involving both orientations. In this sense, teachers who contribute to 

both possibility-thinking in line with the overall vision and problem-solving aspects of practice 
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can be described as enacting leadership through inquiry. However, embracing both approaches 

in this way assumes that teachers and positional leaders view challenges as productive 

tensions, rather than problems, and the improvement of teaching and learning as a collective 

responsibility.  

Fostering inquiry with others may give rise to several tensions. For example, one NZ 

empirical study in schools (Le Fevre et al., 2015) explored the inquiry practices of 13 

positional leaders and highlighted three potential barriers to deep and purposeful inquiry. These 

barriers included: 1) cognitive biases that promote a closed rather than open-minded approach 

to inquiry conversations; 2) perceptions of risk, where people avoid issues or resort to 

non-disclosure if they believe inquiring into particular issues will raise negative emotions, 

upset the relationship, or challenge their beliefs and assumptions; and 3) limited skill in 

genuine inquiry, where people lack the interpersonal communication skills to inquire into 

others’ points of view beyond advocating their own. With these barriers in mind, Le Fevre et 

al. argued that for inquiry to be genuine, it needs to be motivated by an open-minded stance 

and a desire to learn. 

The findings of Le Fevre et al.’s study offer useful insights for understanding potential 

barriers and enablers to inquiry in ECE. However, the study was based on a contrived situation, 

with an actor playing the role of a teacher whose practice positional leaders were asked to 

comment on. It was also clear that these leaders were preparing for inquiry as a dyadic 

conversation, rather than for inquiry with a teaching team as a collective practice, as per the 

focus of my study. 

Two empirical studies in education investigated teachers’ engagement in inquiry, 

highlighting ways that inquiry might facilitate teacher leadership (Grey, 2011; Smardon & 

Charteris, 2014). Both studies found that teachers’ engagement in inquiry and dialogue 

reflected their enactment of leadership when supportive conditions were established. The first 

study (Smardon & Charteris, 2014) was a qualitative case study involving 13 teachers from 

nine peer-coaching groups in five schools in Australia. In that study, teachers were found to 

engage in leadership when their school leaders afforded them opportunities to facilitate 

dialogue and inquiry with their colleagues for mutual learning. This practice relied on a shared 

belief in teachers’ capability, the establishment of relational trust, and teachers’ willingness to 

lead professional inquiry through co-leadership. These findings of Smardon and Charteris align 
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with Day, Gronn and Salas’ (2004) argument that leadership can emerge from teamwork 

processes, such as inquiry, but specific conditions are needed to cultivate these processes.  

The emphasis on supportive conditions during inquiry to foster the emergence of 

teacher leadership also arose in the second study. Grey’s (2011) NZ-based qualitative study in 

ECE explored how one teaching team’s approach to inquiry enhanced professional learning for 

the whole team, and in turn, fostered teacher leadership. The study focused on how teachers 

negotiated their shared values through professional dialogues during the inquiry process. 

Professional dialogues were described as the intentional ways teachers came together to 

negotiate decisions related to teaching and learning. Grey found that teachers’ engagement in 

inquiry dialogues that encouraged shared thinking about teaching practice and problem-solving 

to generate change, could foster leadership amongst the team. When teachers negotiated some 

initial ground rules based on trust, respect, and listening to one another during these dialogues, 

they felt comfortable to participate and share their points of view. Overall, Grey’s findings 

highlight that inquiry-based dialogue, underpinned by supportive conditions, serves to mediate 

teachers’ collaborative efforts to improve teaching and learning, and in turn, foster their 

enactment of leadership.  

There is a risk, however, that ground rules during inquiry that are too rigid and 

prescriptive may erode trust between individuals (Groundwater-Smith & Sachs, 2002). Room 

for flexibility and conflict resolution within the group are therefore needed during 

inquiry-based dialogue. Without this support, a culture of silence may eventuate. This culture 

inhibits dialogue, assumes that teaching is a private, individual activity, and encourages 

teachers to be more compliant than reflective (Grey, 2011). These insights reinforce the idea 

that teachers may need support to engage in deep and purposeful inquiry, including to feel 

competent and capable to articulate their practice.  

In summary, my review of literature on inquiry shows there is limited literature on 

inquiry for teacher leadership in ECE. Even so, the literature that was available and relevant to 

my study highlights inquiry as an important process that can facilitate teacher leadership, but 

only if it is deep and purposeful, and is underpinned by open-mindedness and a willingness to 

learn. It can involve teachers and positional leaders engaged in both possibility thinking and 

problem-solving, but requires acknowledgement that teachers may not be critically receptive to 

their colleagues’ points of view, even if they identify with the same CoP. For inquiry to foster 

teacher leadership, positional leaders need to recognise that engaging in deep and purposeful 
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inquiry is a skill that needs to be developed and requires supportive conditions, such as trust, 

flexibility, and support with conflict resolution, to be established.  

Chapter conclusion 
In this chapter, I have synthesised and critiqued selected literature focused on factors 

and processes that have potential to shape teachers’ enactment of leadership in ECE. In doing 

so, I have extended on the critical review in Chapter 2, which focused on the conceptualisation 

of leadership in ECE. In this chapter, I explored literature focused on teacher leader identities, 

and highlighted factors that might influence how teacher leader identities take shape. I 

reviewed literature about teachers’ hesitancy to embrace a leadership identity, before exploring 

the notion of trusting and collegial CoPs in supporting teachers’ enactment of leadership. I then 

reviewed literature on three notions that have potential to mediate teachers’ leadership: 

relational agency, dialogue, and inquiry. I now conclude Chapter 3 by highlighting the main 

ideas that were identified. I will then draw on the significant themes, concepts, and research 

gaps identified in Chapters 2 and 3 to inform the development of the conceptual framing that 

will be used to guide the rest of this study. 

The first section of this chapter focused on multiple factors that enable teacher leader 

identities to emerge. These factors include teachers’ perspectives and associated beliefs about 

leadership, the values of the centre community, and an orientation towards the group. ECE 

scholars (Hard, 2006; Sachs, 2001) highlighted that a group-orientation can lead some teacher 

leaders to feel pulled between their teaching role and leadership responsibilities.  

The second section on teacher hesitancy shows there is wide-spread hesitancy amongst 

teachers in relation to leadership. Teachers are hesitant for a number of reasons, such as when 

leadership is perceived as involving power, management, or abandoning their teaching 

responsibilities. These ideas are important to my study because they suggest that teachers’ 

perspectives, beliefs, and hesitancies regarding leadership can either support or hinder their 

willingness to enact leadership; an area that requires investigation in ECE. 

The third section focused on the potential of effective CoPs in fostering teachers’ 

enactment of leadership. The discussion drew on the theoretical ideas of Wenger (1998) and 

Sergiovanni (2005). Effective CoPs are underpinned by conditions of collegiality and relational 

trust. A congenial climate, or a culture of niceness, can demand conformity to the group, and in 

turn, hinder teacher leadership. Minimising this requires that trusting, collegial CoPS are 
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established, with room for both individual and collective interests. Based on the insights of 

Chapter 2, it is evident that positional leaders are key to establishing such conditions. There is, 

however, scant literature on CoPs in relation to teacher leadership in ECE. Research in this 

area is therefore needed. 

The fourth section focused on the CHAT-inspired notion of relational agency 

(Edwards, 2005, 2011); a collective capacity of teachers that can mediate teachers’ enactment 

of leadership within their CoPs. This concept acknowledges that individuals do not know, and 

cannot do, everything on their own, therefore teachers need to work with others to progress 

their shared aims. The research-based literature on relational agency and teacher leadership, 

including that in ECE, is scarce, highlighting a concerning gap in the literature. Therefore, I 

have adopted Edward’s notion of relational agency as a capacity to inform my study, which 

will research how teachers in ECE potentially share knowledge, align their intentions, and 

mutually adjust and coordinate their practices, as they interact and respond to one another to 

achieve shared aims. 

Dialogue as a mediating process of leadership was the focus of the next section. This 

section argues that whole-team engagement in meaningful dialogue is beneficial for mutual 

learning. Positional leaders who are less authoritarian and inclusive of the collective play an 

important role in fostering dialogues that involve listening, open-mindedness, shared 

understandings, collective decision-making, and mutual learning. Only one relevant empirical 

study in ECE (Deakins, 2007) was located in support of the role of dialogue and teachers’ 

contributions to whole-centre change. There is therefore a need to address this research gap. 

The final section focused on inquiry into practice as a mediating process of leadership 

activity. It argued that inquiry can support teachers’ enactment of leadership if it is deep and 

purposeful, and participants express open-mindedness and a desire to learn. An important role 

of positional leaders is to support teacher inquiry with knowledge about inquiry processes, and 

establish supportive conditions, such as trust, flexibility, and conflict resolution. Only one ECE 

study on inquiry in relation to teacher leadership was located (Grey, 2011). Hence, the notion 

of inquiry is an idea needing further investigation in ECE. 

These Chapter 3 findings are now brought together with the findings of Chapter 2. 

Together, these review findings are considered in relation to the main themes, concepts, 

research gaps in developing the conceptual framework for my study. 
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Overall findings of the review: Towards a conceptual framework 
This section highlights and explains the main themes, theoretical concepts, and research 

gaps based on my critical review of the literature in Chapters 2 and 3. These pertinent ideas are 

used to inform the development of the conceptual framework for the study. 

Key themes. Four significant interrelated themes can be ascertained from the main 

findings of my literature review overall. These themes are presented and explained in turn:   

(1) Teacher leader identities can emerge from effective communities of practice. 

(2) Leadership can be embedded in teachers’ everyday practice.  

(3) Leadership influence is relational and empowering. 

(4) Teachers’ leadership activity is leaderful and underpinned by inquiry, dialogue, and 

relational agency.  

Theme (1) reflects the literature review finding that teacher leader identities can emerge 

as a result of multiple factors and processes that underpin teachers’ shared practice. Although it 

seems many teachers hesitate to embrace leadership for several reasons, my review establishes 

that CoPs (Sergiovanni, 2005; Wenger, 1998) underpinned by notions of congeniality, 

collegiality, and relational trust can support the emergence of teacher leadership from within 

the group (Gronn, 2000, 2002).  

Theme (2) addresses the finding that, from a practice perspective (Crevani et al., 2010), 

teacher leadership (Crowther, 1996) constitutes a practice that teachers might be deeply 

embedded in as they interact with one another to improve teaching and learning. In this 

manner, leadership is located not in a formal position of responsibility but in the emerging 

processes, practices, and interactions that underpin teachers’ shared practice.  

Theme (3) reflects the finding that influence between teacher colleagues who engage in 

shared and highly interactive practices and develop close working relationships within open 

teaching spaces is likely to be relational, fluid, and organic. This positive influence on others, 

as opposed to power over others, is likely to be accepted by colleagues as they work 

collaboratively to improve teaching and learning.   

Theme (4) addresses the finding that teachers collectively enact leadership when they 

are engaged in leaderful interactions (Raelin, 2003, 2005) with positional leaders to bring about 

positive change in their settings. The processes of inquiry, dialogue, and the collective capacity 

of relational agency (Edwards, 2005, 2011), have potential to mediate teachers’ leaderful 

practice.  
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Leadership and CHAT theoretical concepts. Relevant leadership theoretical 

concepts, also identified in the overall literature review as significant to my study, underpin the 

four themes. For example, the concept of leadership-as-practice (Crevani et al., 2010) adds 

value because of its emphasis on leadership as an unfolding, emergent practice. Raelin’s (2003, 

2005, 2011) concept of leaderful practice is important because of its focus on leadership as 

enacted concurrently and collaboratively by multiple leaders. A genuine sense of distributed 

leadership as a group quality (Gronn, 2000, 2002) supports the idea that leadership is stretched 

across and emerges from a group, rather than from an individual. The concept of teacher 

leadership (Crowther, 1996) emphasises the leadership practices of teachers with and without 

formal leadership positions. The CHAT-inspired notion of relational agency (Edwards, 2005, 

2011) places value on the varied expertise, knowledge that matters, and intentions that may 

exist amongst professional colleagues. Finally, the notion of CoPs (Sergiovanni, 2005; 

Wenger, 1998) contributes by foregrounding a potentially supportive context for the 

emergence of teacher leadership identities.  

The leadership and CHAT theoretical perspectives that were identified in the literature 

review, and that have the potential to shift the leadership lens as intended by my study, were 

not considered well in the ECE context. These perspectives include the concept of leaderful 

practice (Raelin, 2003, 2005) and a practice-perspective (Crevani et al., 2010), both from the 

broader leadership literature beyond education, and Engeström’s (1987, 2001) third-generation 

CHAT perspective (discussed in more detail shortly). Three empirical ECE studies I reviewed 

(Clarkin-Phillips, 2007, 2009; Dowling, 2017; Thornton, 2005) had drawn on the concept of 

leaderful practice, but did not explore this concept in depth. One of these studies (Dowling, 

2017) also drew on a practice-perspective to explore the notion of collective leadership, but in 

relation to outdoor excursions—not teacher colleagues’ shared practice in open teaching 

spaces. Furthermore, Engeström’s (1987, 2001) CHAT perspective was highlighted in two NZ 

ECE studies on leadership (Clarkin-Phillips, 2007, 2009; Ord et al., 2013) as a relevant theory 

for understanding the enactment of teacher and pedagogical leadership in ECE. The apparent 

gap in the ECE literature in these areas, and their potential to support my study, warrants their 

inclusion. 

Research gaps. Significant gaps in the literature justify the need for additional study. 

The view of leadership as a formal, individual position of responsibility, which dominated the 

leadership literature in Chapter 2 (p. 46), was not altered by the review of literature in Chapter 
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3. While some studies in Chapter 3 referred to school teachers’ enactment of co-leadership 

(Smardon & Charteris, 2014) and leadership amongst the early childhood teaching team (Grey, 

2011), these ideas were not theoretically conceptualised within these studies. This situation 

compels the shift in leadership lens from an individual position of responsibility to a more 

distributed and shared practice, so as to recognise and explore teachers’ shared leadership in 

ECE. Overall, there was no literature located to suggest that a theoretical conceptualisation of 

teacher leadership has occurred in relation to the shared practices of early childhood teachers 

and positional leaders who teach in open teaching spaces. It is time to take action to address 

this gap through my study. 

Several gaps in the literature about processes of leadership also require urgent 

investigation in ECE. For example, the processes of inquiry, dialogue, and the need to develop 

congenial, collegial and trusting CoPs (Barth, 2006; Sergiovanni, 2005; Wenger, 1998), were 

all justified in the review as supporting teacher leadership. However, I only located one 

relevant empirical study in ECE on inquiry, and one on dialogue. Scant literature was also 

evident in relation to establishing CoPs for the purpose of teacher leadership in ECE. These 

gaps led to my reliance on literature from beyond ECE, and therefore signals an urgent need 

for relevant research in the ECE context. 

Research on leadership in the infant-toddler context in particular is critically needed. 

Concerns were raised in Chapter 1 (p. 7) about the quality of leadership in infant-toddler 

settings. It was also identified in Chapter 3 (p. 24) that teacher leadership is fostered when 

teachers work collegially in trusting conditions to support children’s well-being and learning. 

Aside from the one NZ study (Bary et al., 2008), reviewed in Chapter 2 (p. 24) on teacher 

leadership in the infant-toddler context, there was no other literature found that related to this 

context. This gap is concerning given the increasing participation rates of children aged up to 

three years in education and care settings, and the need for teachers to pay attention to the 

quality of early childhood provision for young children, as outlined in Chapter 1 (p. 8). 

Therefore, my study will respond to the gap by investigating the topic in relation to 

infant-toddler education and care. Furthermore, two empirical studies I reviewed on effective 

leadership in ECE endorsed the value of studying the teaching practices of teachers and 

positional leaders in high-quality early childhood centres (Siraj-Blatchford & Manni, 2007; 

Thornton, 2005). This insight and the prevalence of education and care centres in NZ (Chapter 
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1, p. 4), inform my decision to explore the topic within the context of high-quality education 

and care. This purposive site selection process is explained in Chapter 4 (p. 88). 

The invisibility of families as participants in research also merits increased attention. 

The under-consideration of families’ perspectives in leadership studies, as identified in Chapter 

2 (p. 47), was reinforced by a lack of mention of families in any of the leadership literature 

reviewed in Chapter 3. The positive influence that families have on teachers’ practice and their 

own children’s wellbeing and learning in ECE, as established in Chapter 1 (p. 6), alongside the 

important input they had on a research project focusing on effective leadership in ECE 

(Siraj-Blatchford & Manni, 2007), makes this gap even more concerning. This study will 

therefore include families as important participants.  

In general, a qualitative study can be helpful for exploring a topic in depth (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2011). For example, qualitative methodology may be useful for exploring teachers’ 

hesitancies with leadership, eliciting teachers’, positional leaders’, and families’ perspectives 

of leadership in order to access their underpinning beliefs, and finding out how teacher 

leadership might emerge as a group practice. Two empirical studies in ECE regarding the 

leadership of teachers (Clarkin-Phillips, 2007; Heikka, 2014) did not make use of observations 

of teachers’ practice. Yet observations of practice may help to enrich data based on teachers’ 

(and positional leaders’) reports of their practice. The use of observations of teaching practice 

in this study was an important consideration. 

With these gaps and theoretical perspectives in mind, the four themes identified from 

the literature review contribute four principles to the development of a notion I term everyday 

teacher leadership. This work-in-progress notion can be defined as the following: 

Everyday teacher leadership is a relational construct that emerges from effective 
communities of practice. A central feature is its empowering influence on children, 
families, and teachers aimed at improving educational provision. It is embedded in 
teachers’ leaderful practices and underpinned by inquiry, dialogue, and relational 
agency. 

This theorised notion of everyday teacher leadership (ETL) forms the basis of the rest of my 

study, which focused on the potential enactment and conceptualisation of this notion within the 

context of infant-toddler ECE. Engeström’s (1987, 2001) CHAT theory was utilised to help 

inform this exploration.  

CHAT as a main theoretical underpinning. Engeström’s (1987, 2001) 

third-generation activity theory, or cultural-historical activity theory (CHAT), has potential to 
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challenge the dominant norm of leadership as an individual position of responsibility by 

bringing visibility to leadership as a collective activity. It therefore provides a significant 

theoretical lens to underpin this study. This section introduces CHAT and explains how CHAT 

informs the development of the conceptual framing. Aspects of CHAT not detailed in this 

section are explained in other sections of this thesis. 

CHAT is a social practice theory focused on understanding the social, historical, and 

cultural nature of human activity. Its classical roots can be traced back to Vygotsky’s work in 

the 1920s–1930s in Russia—referred to as first-generation activity theory (Barab, Evans, & 

Baek, 2004). Vygotsky sought to understand how, as part of developing particular 

understandings and outcomes, people use conceptual tools to act on their world and shape it. 

Vygotsky proposed that learning is a mediated activity involving active subjects, objects of 

cognition, and mediating tools—either material (e.g., pencils) or psychological/conceptual 

(e.g., language and signs)—within a cultural-historical context (Barab et al., 2004; Engeström, 

1987). These tools were said to embody cultural significance for the people who acted upon 

them in the world (Roth & Lee, 2007). In NZ ECE, an example of a material tool is the 

national early childhood curriculum Te Whāriki, and a conceptual tool might be the dialogue 

between teacher colleagues.  

Drawing on CHAT requires an understanding of the concept of mediation. Mediation 

emphasises the link between the individual mind, culture, and society (Vygotsky, 1978), and 

can be represented visually as a triangular model connecting the subject, object, and a 

mediating artefact or tool. In this model, speech was emphasised as the key mediating tool 

(Roth & Lee, 2007). Vygotsky’s subject was the individual or dyad of people engaged in a 

shared endeavour, the object was the subject’s focus and target of the activity, and mediating 

artefacts were the tools used to achieve the outcomes of the activity (Barab et al., 2004). These 

ideas are represented in Figure 1. 

 
Figure 1. A model of mediated action (adapted from Vygotsky, 1978, p. 40). 
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This notion of mediated activity can be adapted for ECE. Mediated activity acknowledges 

teachers’ sociocultural contexts and agency to use cultural artefacts to mediate their activity 

with colleagues. 

Critique of Vygotsky’s work led to the development of second-generation activity 

theory. Leont’ev (1978) further explored mediated activity by situating action as part of a 

broader system of activity and emphasised the collective nature of learning (Bakhurst, 2009; 

Barab et al., 2004; Lektorsky, 2009; Roth & Lee, 2007). The focus on the individual subject, as 

Vygotsky endorsed, shifted to the object (motive) of activity situated within a broader system 

(Barab et al., 2004). Rules and historical divisions of labour were emphasised as key features 

of this system and helped to distinguish individual actions from collective activity (Engeström, 

1987).   

Activity theory evolved further through the development of third-generation activity 

theory, based on the work of Engeström (1987, 2001). Although Leont’ev wrote about 

broadening the concept of mediation, Engeström (1987) followed through by expanding 

Vygotsky’s model of mediation. He did this by highlighting the “complex interrelations 

between the individual subject and his or her community” (p. 5) and activity as a central 

concept. In this way, Engeström foregrounded collective mediation as the system of activity.  

Engeström (1987, 2005) adapted and revised Vygotsky’s triangular model of mediation 

in order to describe the structure of activity as being made up of several components. 

Understanding this structure includes identifying the subjects (the individuals/group engaged in 

the activity) who interact (actions) with particular goals in mind in order to transform an object 

(the motive for the activity system) for a particular outcome (what subjects hope to achieve by 

engaging in the activity). This activity is mediated using tools (the material or psychological 

means to carry out the activity) that embody cultural-historical meaning for the subjects (Barab 

et al., 2004). Activity from this view is dynamic, in flux, reflexive, and transformative 

(Bakhurst, 2009). These ideas give shape to the conceptual framing discussed shortly. 

Engeström (1987, 2001) also emphasised the idea of interacting activity systems, a 

distinguishing feature of his third-generation activity theory. This idea proposes that activity 

systems have partially shared objects (motives), tensions, and contradictions, and draw 

attention to diversity, identity, and multiple perspectives (Bakhurst, 2009; Lektorsky, 2009). 

This notion of interacting activity systems and interrelated components can assist in 

understanding leadership as a “jointly performed and tool-mediated activity” (Gronn, 2000, p. 
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318). In effect, leadership becomes a cultural-historical event mediated by people’s 

perspectives, beliefs, attitudes, actions, interactions, dialogue, and their object-driven activity 

focused on enhancing practice. The idea of interacting activity systems is taken up in Chapter 4 

(p. 87) to explain the relationship between the teaching teams, the centre leadership team, and 

more indirectly, the families in this study. 

A conceptual framing of everyday teacher leadership (ETL) 

The conceptual framing now developed for this study (Figure 2) draws upon 

Engeström’s (1987, 2001) ideas and schematic representation of mediated activity to bring 

together the themes, theoretical concepts, and justification for the present focus on teacher 

leadership. This framing also incorporates my underpinning assumptions about the topic of 

teacher leadership and my relevant prior experiences, as clarified shortly. These notions, and 

the relationships between them, informed my decisions about what to focus on, what to 

include, how to address my research question, and how to make sense of my findings and 

conclusions.  

Underpinning assumptions. Three assumptions underpin my study. The first 

asusmption is that leadership in ECE is not only an formal, individual position of responsibility 

but can also be a collective practice inclusive of teachers. This stance acknowledges that 

teachers are not passive followers of others, but active and knowledgeable contributors to 

education who can negotiate, make sense of, and direct change within their own settings.  

The second assumption is that converging the values, perspectives, beliefs, knowledge, 

and strengths of teacher colleagues has potential to create a group synergy that can assist in 

achieving shared goals more effectively than one person might do alone. When this synergy is 

oriented towards improving the quality of teaching and learning, these teacher colleagues are 

potentially co-enacting agency and leadership.  

The third assumption is that if designated positional leaders believe in teacher agency 

and shared leadership, then teachers are likely to have a range of opportunities to contribute to 

improving the quality of teaching and learning in their setting. The current pervasive view in 

the literature of leadership as an individual act is not helpful because it creates an unnecessary 

binary of leadership as one thing and not another (Thomas & Nuttall, 2014). Educational 

leadership in general is more likely to be a graduated continuum of varying practices that are 
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inclusive of teachers (both with and without formal leadership positions). This is the space I 

am interested in exploring in my thesis. 

Concepts based on prior experiences. My prior experiences also shape the 

development of the conceptual framework. This acknowledges that my social and theoretical 

understandings and observer lens shape my study (Maxwell, 2013). My prior experiences as an 

early childhood teacher and teacher leader, as indicated in Chapter 1 (p. 10), and my current 

role as a teacher educator of early childhood student teachers provide insights relevant to the 

study. These insights include: the idea that professional care of infants and toddlers is a 

fundamental aspect of pedagogy; many teachers tend to inherit, rather than choose to take up, 

formal, individual leadership positions of responsiblity; and teaching teams are typically made 

up of teachers (both with and without formal leadership positions) who teach the same group of 

children in a shared, open teaching space. This space may constitute several rooms, as was the 

case for the research site in my study (Chapter 4, p. 94). 

I draw upon CHAT theory, the relevant themes, leadership theoretical concepts, 

research gaps, underpinning assumptions, and my relevant prior experiences in order to give 

shape to my conceptual framing based on ETL. My framing is illustrated in Figure 2, followed 

by an explanation of the components.  

 

 
Figure 2. The ETL framing (adapted from Engeström, 2001, p. 135). 
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The model in Figure 2 highlights ETL activity as a multi-dimensional process made up of 

several components: 

§ Subjects - the teaching teams, involving both teachers and positional leaders, who 

potentially enact ETL. 

§ Community - the social group that subjects identify with (Yamagata-Lynch, 2010). 

This idea aligns with Wenger’s (1998) notion of a CoP, where the subject’s identity is 

based on their affiliation and interest in the shared practice. For my study, the 

community includes teacher colleagues, the centre leadership team, infants and 

toddlers, and families. 

§ Established norms and rules - the formal or informal conventions that can support or 

hinder activity and provide subjects with guidance on interactions with others involved 

in the activity (Yamagata-Lynch, 2010). For my study, the established norms and rules 

are the supportive conditions of relational trust (Bryk & Schneider, 2003), congeniality, 

and collegiality (Barth, 2006), and CoPs (Sergiovanni, 2005; Wenger, 1998). 

§ Conceptual tools – the tools that were found to mediate teachers’ leadership in the 

literature review tended to be conceptual in nature. The conceptual tools in my study 

include the processes of inquiry, dialogue, and the collective capacity of relational 

agency (Edwards, 2005, 2011).   

§ Division of labour - refers to how responsibilities and tasks are shared amongst the 

group (Yamagata-Lynch, 2010). For my study, the division of labour includes the 

team-based approach to teaching, leaderful practice (Raelin, 2003, 2005), and 

leadership-as-practice (Crevani et al., 2010).  

§ Object of activity – this is a concept central to CHAT (Sannino & Engeström, 2017) 

and gives direction and meaning to collective activity. The premise is that all activity is 

underpinned by an object (Engeström, 2008). Sannino and Engeström (2017) cited the 

work of Leont’ev (1978) to describe the object as the underpinning driver that orients 

subjects to connect and work together (people’s engagement and participation are 

oriented towards the object). The subjects are, in turn, shaped and transformed by the 

object (Engeström, 2008; Sannino & Engeström, 2017). For my study, as will be seen 

in Chapter 7 (p. 168), the quality of teaching and learning with infants and toddlers was 

what brought the teaching team together in their object-driven activity. 
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My ETL framing proposes that teachers and positional leaders within the same CoP connect 

and work with one another, and interact with their community, on a shared object. Their joint 

activity is situated in their open teaching space, and mediated through the use of their tools, 

guidance from their established norms and rules, and division of labour. I proposed that this 

collective mediation of teaching teams has potential to bring ETL activity into being. While not 

depicted here, I acknowledge that each teaching team’s activity intersects with the activity 

systems of families and the centre leadership team. This means that the development of ETL 

activity will take into account the complex intersecting systems of activity. The framing gives 

shape to the research questions to guide the investigation.  

The research questions. The rigorous review of selected literature and the resulting 

framing inform my research questions. The purpose of my study was to investigate the nature 

and potential enactment of everyday teacher leadership in relation to the joint activity of two 

teaching teams providing infant-toddler education and care. The following research question 

and supporting subsidiary questions were used to frame this investigation: 

How might ETL be perceived and enacted within the context of infant-toddler education 

and care? 

To address this overarching research question, three subsidiary questions guided my study:  

1. What contextual conditions might help to bring ETL into being? 

2. How might teachers and positional leaders understand leadership in relation to the 

self? 

3. How might teachers, positional leaders, and families understand leadership in 

relation to the collective? 

4. What kinds of collective activities evolve as expressions of ETL?   
 

My ETL framing, which has informed these research questions, emphasises a view of 

leadership as a complex contextually-bound practice underpinned by multiple processes and 

systems. This framing fits well with my interpretation of leadership as a multi-dimensional 

phenomenon, and as a social and cultural event situated in teachers’ joint activity. I draw on 

this framing and research questions to inform the design of the study, which is explained in 

detail in the next chapter.  
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4. DESIGNING THE STUDY 

 

Qualitative research is a well-established field of inquiry (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). It 

enables discerning researchers to make sound and ethical decisions as they explore important 

social phenomena based on a wide range of subjects, methodology, and methods. This richness 

means qualitative research can be difficult to define with clarity, although it has particular 

characteristics and principles that shape its direction and potential outcomes (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2011). A qualitative approach to inquiry can assist in illuminating the complexities of 

real-life phenomena. The phenomenon of my study is everyday teacher leadership (ETL). 

My cultural-historical activity theory (CHAT)-inspired framework developed at the end 

of Chapter 3 guides my qualitative, interpretive investigation on the nature and potential 

enactment of ETL within one high-quality early childhood centre in Aotearoa-New Zealand 

(NZ). In this chapter, I first describe the interpretive paradigm of my study through a CHAT 

lens, including ways CHAT had shaped my ontological, epistemological, methodological, and 

axiological approach. I justify my case study design and address my positioning as researcher. 

I also discuss ethical considerations and issues of validity and trustworthiness. Details of the 

research centre, two case sites, and participants are provided. I then explain the techniques used 

to generate rich data to address the overarching research question: How might ETL be 

perceived and enacted within the context of infant-toddler education and care? Finally, my 

deductive-inductive-abductive approach to data analysis is outlined, followed by key points to 

illuminate the significance of this chapter. 

A CHAT-interpretive paradigm 
Interpretive research requires a willingness to see connections “between ideas and 

observations, between theory and practice, [and] between interpretation and action” (Ezzy, 

2002, p. xiv). This stance fits well with my interpretation of leadership as a multi-dimensional 

phenomenon, and as a social and cultural event situated in teachers’ joint activity. An 

interpretive view also resonates with CHAT concepts that emphasise a similar view of activity. 

For example, Edwards’ (2005, 2011) concept of relational agency and Engeström’s (1987, 

2001) concepts of activity systems and object-oriented activity informed the design of this 

inquiry into the social, cultural, and historical nature of teachers’ joint activity for potential 

evidence of ETL and additional insights. The CHAT concepts of systemic contradictions 
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(Engeström, 2001, 2005) and knotworking (Engeström, 2008; Engeström et al., 1999) only 

became prominent later during the formal data analysis and, where relevant, are highlighted at 

the end of the findings and discussion chapters (Chapters 5, 6 & 7). The use of CHAT helped 

to orient my attention to the dynamic exchanges between teacher colleagues, including the 

interchanges of knowledge, practices, and thinking that manifested in the dialogue between 

teacher colleagues. It also helped me to see ways the values underpinning each team 

community of practice (CoP) fostered opportunities for teacher colleagues to enact leadership 

as a shared practice.  

Viewing ETL as situated and of a social nature aligns with both an interpretive research 

paradigm (Lincoln, Lynham, & Guba, 2011) and a CHAT transactive perspective (Roth & Lee, 

2007). My research paradigm was informed by the findings of my rigorous review of the 

literature (Chapters 2 & 3) and shaped by the underlying assumptions and worldview that 

Denzin and Lincoln (2011) argued researchers naturally bring to their research. These 

assumptions and worldviews may concern the research process, each researcher’s place in it, 

and the relationships between participants and researchers (Guba & Lincoln, 1994).  

Understanding the assumptions that I brought to my research, as outlined at the end of 

Chapter 3 (p. 76), required me to reflect on how my lens was likely to shape my inquiry in 

several ways. These ways included: ontologically (my subjective views about the nature of 

ETL in reality); epistemologically (how I understood this reality to be constructed); 

methodologically (how I would explore my topic using an interpretive paradigm); and 

axiologically (the values that underpin my interpretive paradigm) (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; 

Heron & Reason, 1997).  

These four paradigmatic dimensions and my ETL framing (Chapter 3, p. 77) enabled 

me to deduce four additional, interconnected assumptions to inform the design of the study. 

These assumptions were that: multiple and diverse views of ETL exist (ontology); my beliefs 

and assumptions about ETL are unable to be separated out from, and therefore influence, what 

is being investigated (epistemology); my decisions about the methods used to interpret ETL are 

subjective and naturalistic (methodology); and my values about how ETL is potentially enacted 

in practice suggests I will take an ethical approach to relating to my research participants 

(axiology). 

An ontological position for an interpretivist-activity theoretical paradigm emphasises 

multiple perspectives of reality (Lincoln et al., 2011; Stake, 1995). The idea of multiple 
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perspectives resonates with Engeström’s (2001) notion of multi-voicedness, which suggests 

that multiple viewpoints, interests, and ideas give shape to the community, and can be both a 

source of challenge and a source of innovation for any system. My view of leadership as 

contextual (Hujala, 2013) was therefore underpinned by several ideas: an emphasis on diverse 

points of view over an objective, single truth; an understanding that the research evidence 

generated is unique to the relevant setting; and viewing my participants as people who bring 

with them unique previous experiences, educational histories, strengths, and personal values to 

our interactions. My interpretive paradigm and emphasis on making sense of particularities and 

complex meanings regarding ETL informed my relational approach with participants. It also 

ensured I understood that knowledge and the research data would be generated during our 

interactions and my time in the centre, rather than discovered (Stake, 1995). 

My ontological view of leadership as contextual (Hujala, 2013) and “constructed in 

interactions” (Crevani et al., 2010, p. 77) was based on a key understanding; that the ways ETL 

manifested in practice was potentially dependent upon the interrelated nature of the subjects 

and processes of the community. The idea that leadership is shaped by context suggests that 

leadership is always in motion, and which both influences, and is influenced by, the social 

activity of its context (Hujala, 2013). With these ideas in mind, I acknowledged that any 

patterns of leadership to emerge from my exploration would represent patterns of a particular 

time and place. 

Adopting an epistemological stance involved embracing the idea that the nature of 

knowing and knowledge in an interpretivist-activity theoretic paradigm is collective, 

transactional, and subjective (Barab et al., 2004; Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). This idea meant 

acknowledging that a certain degree of subjectivity was inevitable in my case study and that 

my assumptions and beliefs about ETL would shape my interpretations of the data generated 

from and about participants in the centre.  

Given CHAT’s epistemological assumption that knowledge emerges from practice, my 

approach involved high levels of interaction with participants during the process of data 

generation. For example, during the focus groups and interviews, I encouraged in-depth 

discussions with participants in order to capture their individual and shared tacit knowledge, 

perspectives, and historical accounts of and about teaching activity. I also directly observed 

teaching practice to get a sense of what shaped teachers’ shared understandings, and for the 

ways they collaborated, negotiated, and participated in their joint activity. My interactive 
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approach was a likely influence on the direction and findings of my study, consistent with 

Guba and Lincoln’s (1994) views of the qualitative researcher.  

The methodological position for my interpretivist paradigm involved how I went about 

discovering knowledge and reality in a systematic way (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Guba & 

Lincoln, 1994). My approach to interpretation involved seeking out participants’ perspectives 

regarding their shared practice, then engaging analytically with multiple forms of data from 

sources such as field observations and interviews for meaning and sense. The data were also 

examined closely for contradictions and opposing views, in order to illuminate patterns, logic, 

and reasoning. This approach to analysis assists the researcher to identify perspectives that 

draw consensus from several participants and data sources (Lincoln et al., 2011). 

My methodological position also involved employing a qualitative, interpretivist case 

study methodology. This decision enabled me to gather evidence from and within naturalistic 

settings where the realities of teaching, learning, and potentially leadership, were constructed. 

It also helped me to uncover teachers’, positional leaders’ and families’ perceptions of this 

reality. My focus on interactive and joint activity within naturalistic settings resonated with 

Engeström’s (1987, 2001) emphasis on the same. I also explored opportunities to gain 

knowledge pertinent to my inquiry through interactive dialogues with participants, which 

required me to acknowledge the potential for ambiguity and flexibility during the research 

process (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). Therefore, I went into my study with assumptions and a 

work-in-progress notion of ETL, but was careful to still allow for “built-in flexibility” (Denzin 

& Lincoln, 2011, p. 244) in order to account for new ideas and unanticipated insights that 

would inform the refinement of ETL. There was a need to remain open to meaning and to see 

and think about data in different ways (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012).  

My axiological stance was about how I related to my participants for the purpose of 

uncovering complex understandings and unique realities. My approach was guided by a CHAT 

transactive perspective (Roth & Lee, 2007), which sees knowledge as something distributed 

across people and their material environments. It was also inspired by Heron and Reason’s 

(1997) emphasis on considering the values placed on knowledge creation and relating to 

participants. These ideas guided me to interact with teachers, positional leaders, and families in 

person, and then to analyse the observations of teachers’ joint activity in order to determine 

how the reported knowledge and meaning about teachers’ joint activity was expressed in 

real-life practice (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Neuman, 2003). I also invited teachers to approach 
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me any time during the research process with queries and invited them to edit and verify their 

transcripts and choose their own pseudonyms. These strategies ensured that participants had 

opportunities to contribute to the decision-making of the research process, as consistent with 

my ethical stance on research with rather than on participants.  

Case study methodology 
Case study design (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Stake, 1995, 2005; Yin, 2014) offered an 

appropriate methodology for gaining an in-depth understanding of how ETL was potentially 

enacted in naturalistic settings from the perspectives of teachers, positional leaders, and 

families involved in infant-toddler provision. This section outlines the design of, and 

justification for, case study methodology that influenced the findings of my study. 

Case study has been used internationally to explore teachers’ enactment of leadership in 

a variety of educational contexts. For example, case study supported the exploration of 

teachers’ co-engagement in leadership through dialogue and inquiry in the schooling context 

(Smardon & Charteris, 2014), and of leadership as a context-specific phenomenon in 

cross-national research in the ECE context (Waniganayake et al., 2015). Case study has also 

been employed in NZ-based research to generate thick descriptions of teachers’ experiences of 

distributed leadership (Bary et al., 2008; Tamati et al., 2008), and to facilitate in-depth 

investigation into the emergence of democratic, collaborative forms of leadership inclusive of 

teachers and children in ECE (Dowling, 2017). These insights informed my decision to use 

qualitative case study for this in-depth exploration of teachers’ everyday leadership in a 

real-life early childhood context in NZ. 

The work of case study scholars Yin (2003) and Stake (2006) was relevant to my focus 

because they orient researchers’ attention to the contextual factors that may underpin a 

particular phenomenon. An emphasis on context and what may underpin activity is central to 

adopting a CHAT lens. Yin (2003) defined case study as “an empirical inquiry that investigates 

a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context” (p. 13). Similarly, Stake (2006) 

defined case study as an in-depth, bounded, and context-dependent inquiry. I drew on both 

definitions to inform my understanding of in-depth case study. 

My investigation was based on a multi-site case study design to explore teachers’ joint 

activity (the case) for evidence of ETL (the phenomenon) in two separate but conjoining case 

sites (the two infant-toddler rooms). Defining the case and the phenomenon in these ways were 
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inspired by Stake’s (2006) argument that a “case” is not necessarily the phenomenon or setting 

per se, but can be the “specific entity” (p. 2) that acts as the arena in which a phenomenon 

occurs. In my study, this case was teachers’ joint activity, which is linked closely to the unit of 

analysis discussed shortly.  

The nature of case study resonates with CHAT’s emphasis on understanding human 

activity in complex learning environments. Complex learning environments are “situations in 

natural settings where multiple individuals are involved in shared activities within a single or 

multi-organizational context” (Yamagata-Lynch, 2010, p. vii). The two infant-toddler rooms 

that were selected as case sites were considered complex learning environments, as they 

involved multi-member teaching teams who were teaching and interacting with the same group 

of infants and toddlers, and with each other, at the same time. This teaching also took place in 

shared open teaching spaces. 

Investigating a case in different case settings aligns with Stake’s (1995) reference to 

collective case study, which involves an intensive study of a single case in two or more sites. 

This approach differs from both Stake’s (2006) later work on multicase study and Yin’s (2014) 

multiple-case design, both of which involve multiple single cases forming part of a larger, 

integrated system, which allows for both individual-case and cross-case analysis. My study 

involved exploring the nature of ETL across both case sites together to reflect a holistic case 

study. This meant that the key findings of this study were developed from insights regarding 

both sites, and are illuminated in Chapters 5, 6 and 7. 

Case study foregrounds depth, detail, context, and real-life settings—notions which 

resonate with CHAT. Therefore, I remained aware that exploring and analysing teachers’ 

collective activity would be challenging. Stake (2006) points out that a case is complex to 

study because it is dynamic, continually shaped by interactions, and faces challenges, tensions, 

and changes. Acknowledging this complexity influenced me to capture only what I could 

experience, while allowing participants to describe in detail their unique experiences. This 

approach helped me to foreground the unique historical, cultural, and social nuances of 

teachers’ joint activity and potential leadership, consistent with the intent of CHAT. 

Teachers’ joint activity as the unit of analysis. Given the complexities of capturing 

social phenomenon in empirical research, it was vital for me to define my case with thoughtful 

consideration of the unit of analysis. This strategy allows for manageability in capturing the 

complex nature of social, cultural, and historical activity (Engeström, 1987, 2001). Drawing on 
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Stake’s (1995) ideas, the unit of analysis in my multi-site case study was established as the 

joint activity of teaching teams that occurred within their shared, open teaching space, which 

provided a potential arena for the occurrence of ETL. This unit of analysis aligned with a 

CHAT unit of analysis as the mediated collective activity of a broader activity system. It was 

also consistent with Stake’s (1995, 2006) view that because a case has working parts it is 

therefore a system of activity, regardless of how well it is organised.  

The unit of analysis was subsequently broadened during data generation. This occurred 

when it became apparent that teachers’ joint activity in real-life practice was interdependent 

with the activity of both the centre leadership team and families. This change was consistent 

with Engeström’s (2001) third-generation activity theory where the primary unit of analysis is 

the historically located “collective, artifact mediated and object-oriented activity system” (p. 

136) seen in connection with other activity systems within the community. These intersecting 

activity systems represent a multi-voiced social formation of cooperating groups connected by 

a shared object (Engeström, 2001). In my study, the intersecting activity systems of the 

teaching teams, the three-member centre leadership team, and the families reflected 

multi-voicedness in the sense they each had their own routines, practices, ways of being and 

knowing, as well as potentially shared an interest in effective care and education.  

As the inclusion of families in this study was focused on eliciting their views about the 

leadership activity of their children’s teachers, rather than on families’ own activity per se, I 

provide a schematic representation of each teaching team and the centre leadership team as 

intersecting activity systems. Figure 3 depicts these interacting activity systems; their unique 

interrelated components of subjects, established norms and rules, community, tools as 

mediating artefacts, division of labour, and their partially shared object of education and care 

for children and families. 
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Figure 3. Each teaching team and the centre leadership team as intersecting activity systems 

(adapted from Engeström, 2001, p. 136). 
 

The use of an activity system model is not necessarily representative of actual activity 

per se, rather it offers a way to identify the interrelated components that may give rise to the 

activity (Gronn, 2002). The intersecting activity systems model helped me to represent my 

understanding of the components that underpinned the activity of both the teaching teams and 

the centre leadership team, and the way these systems converged with a partially shared 

object—a motivating drive that underpinned their unique activity.  

Bounding the case. Specific criteria related to time, place, and physical limitations 

were needed for my case to be considered a viable entity (Merriam, 2009; Stake, 1995; Yin, 

2014). The boundary criteria outlined in Table 2 supports the purposive selection of the 

education and care centre of this case study (Stake, 2005). My criteria for centre selection 

aligned with Siraj-Blatchford and Manni’s (2007) argument that indicators of effective settings 

signal the presence of effective leadership practices and a high number of qualified staff in the 

setting. Keystone Early Childhood Centre (pseudonym, hereafter referred to as “Keystone”) 

met the criteria of being a high-quality centre as it had received the highest quality rating 

possible from the Education Review Office (ERO) as being “very well placed to promote 

positive learning outcomes for children” (ERO, 2016, n. p.). Keystone also met all other 

boundary criteria. 
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Table 2. Boundary criteria for the case 

 
 

Case study characteristics. Case study can be described as being particularistic, 

descriptive, and heuristic in nature (Merriam, 2009). My case study was particularistic in the 

sense it focused specifically on my work-in-progress notion of ETL. It was descriptive in the 

sense that rich descriptions were sought of the unique historical, cultural, and social situation 

that underpin the potential emergence of ETL from teachers’ joint activity within two different, 

but similar, sites. The case study was also heuristic due to its potential to contribute new 

understandings of teacher leadership practice in ECE to the literature.    

Case study can also be exploratory and instrumental in nature (Stake, 1995, 2006). My 

topic was under-researched at the outset of the investigation, as justified by the overall findings 

of the literature review (Chapter 3, p. 70). My case study can be described as exploratory in 

nature (Stake, 1995), which meant positioning myself as the key tool for generating data about 

the idiosyncrasies and complexities of ETL within both case sites. My study was also 

instrumental in nature (Stake, 2006) as my aim was to test my initial conceptualisation of ETL, 
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then refine it by drawing on interpretations of the data. As will be discussed in Chapters 5, 6 

and 7, the ETL principles were subsequently modified to reflect the findings of my study and 

what mattered to the participants. These modifications were brought together in a refined 

notion termed everyday collective leadership (ECL), as highlighted in Chapter 8 (p. 220). 

Positioning the researcher 
Qualitative research assumes that the researcher will have an interest in the subject 

matter, in the relationships with people that will be established during the research, and in 

being part of people’s lives for a period of time (Ezzy, 2002). This statement fits well with why 

this study reflects my personal curiosity with teacher leadership (as outlined in Chapter 1, p. 

10). However, this situation also requires me to be transparent about how my professional 

experience and subjective lenses acted as potential influences on the findings of my study. 

Qualitative research involves interpretive thinking and is naturally “guided by a set of 

beliefs and feelings about the world and how it should be understood and studied” (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2011, p. 13). My supervisors’ rigorous oversight of my research work helped to make 

my personal biases more explicit and encouraged me to look more deeply at my data. 

Consequently, I have become more aware of my personal biases, idiosyncrasies, motives, and 

filters for the research that were likely to influence the direction and approach regarding my 

data (Yin, 2016).  

This self-awareness encouraged me to be mindful of how my previous role as a teacher 

of toddlers in ECE, and my current position as an academic teaching student-teachers in early 

childhood programmes, has likely positioned me as an expert in the area. To minimise the risk 

that participants’ perceptions of my position would significantly influence how they usually 

engaged with children and their colleagues in my presence, I was careful not to comment on, or 

share any unfair judgements about teachers’ practices with them at any time.  

The ways that my researcher lens potentially influenced my inquiry overall have been 

acknowledged and explained earlier in this chapter (p. 89). I remained aware of the potential 

influence that my transactive approach with participants would have on the data generation 

process (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). Furthermore, I wrote reflective memos (Mulhall, 2003) 

throughout the study as a means to seeing possibilities beyond my subjective lens, and to 

remain aware of my potential biases at all times. Selected excerpts of these memos are 

included at different points in my thesis. 
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Ethical considerations 
Research is ethical work (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011); a point which implies that any 

inquiry is approached with a strong sense of ethical rigour at all times. Ethical considerations 

guided my decisions throughout the duration of the research project (Cullen, Hedges, & Bone, 

2009). My multi-site case study was approved by the University of Auckland Human 

Participants Ethics Committee. It involved close interview encounters with teachers, positional 

leaders, and families, and in-depth probing of their practices, personal thoughts, views, values, 

and understandings. Such a personal and relational nature made it vital for me to be guided by 

sound ethical principles during the study. These principles included informed consent, 

voluntary participation, confidentiality, minimisation of harm, benefits for participants, and 

social and cultural sensitivity.  

Informed consent. Informed consent was needed to ensure that all participants 

received full information about what the study entailed, in order to make an informed decision 

about participation (Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 2014). As Keystone was a teacher-led 

service governed by a parent-run committee, details about my study were first offered to the 

committee in writing (Appendix B), in consultation with the centre manager as my first point 

of contact. The committee supported the project taking place in the centre, which led the centre 

manager—one of the three members of the centre leadership team—to sign the consent form 

(CF) giving me access to the centre (Appendix B).  

The centre manager then emailed Participant Information Sheets (PIS) with fuller 

details of the study to all teachers and positional leaders in both infant-toddler rooms 

(Appendix B) to alert their attention to the research opportunity, and to give them a chance to 

read the information for themselves. I also provided the centre manager with a general notice 

of the study to pin up on the parent noticeboard (Appendix C). On the recommendation of the 

centre manager, I attended the beginning of a usual staff meeting with each infant-toddler 

teaching team. At each meeting, I re-introduced details of the project, answered general 

questions, and then left each group with copies of the PIS and CF forms (Appendix B) along 

with a clearly labelled and secure return box to place in their centre staff room. The 

consultation process with the centre manager and both teaching teams occurred over one week. 

Once I had the consent of at least two teachers, the centre manager advised that the team leader 

of each room would be the most appropriate person to distribute the PIS and CF to children’s 
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families (Appendix B), given each team leader’s previously-established trusting relationships 

with families. Both team leaders supported this idea.  

Voluntary participation. It was vital that all participants were fully aware of the 

voluntary nature of their participation in the study (Miles et al., 2014; Neuman, 2003). 

Voluntary participation was outlined in the PIS given to the centre manager, teachers, 

positional leaders, and children’s families. It was also reiterated verbally during my initial 

contact with both teaching teams. All CFs contained statements about voluntary participation 

and the right to refuse to participate or to withdraw up to the end of data collection.  

Confidentiality. Complete anonymity was not able to be guaranteed given the 

extended period of time I planned to spend with the participating members of each team and 

the shared nature of the focus groups. To foster a sense of security and safety amongst all 

participants, pseudonyms were used for each participant and the centre in an attempt to protect 

their identity from being discoverable to anyone outside the study. I asked participants at the 

beginning of each focus group to keep the content of these conversations confidential to 

themselves. As both teachers and positional leaders were part of the same focus groups, I asked 

questions about potential tensions within the team during their individual interviews (e.g., 

What do you think your working relationship with your room leaders is like?) 

Minimisation of harm, sensitivity, and benefits for participants. There was a slight 

possibility that inviting participants to articulate their views about teachers’ practice—views 

which can be value-laden (Miles et al., 2014)—may cause them to feel uncertain about the 

consequences for their employment and/or professional relationship with their positional 

leader(s) and colleagues. To minimise potential harm to my participants (Cullen et al., 2009), I 

obtained assurance from the centre manager that whether or not staff and families chose to 

participate, there would be no consequences for participants’ existing relationships with the 

centre (in the case of families) and their employer (in the case of teachers and positional 

leaders). This assurance was stated in their relevant PIS and CFs (Appendix B). I also invited 

each participant to select a pseudonym as a way to keep their identity confidential. To ensure 

that participants would feel supported to act on the findings of the study (Cullen et al., 2009), I 

gave them an opportunity to receive a copy of the findings, and to discuss the findings and 

potential benefits for their practice at the conclusion of the study. 

The principle of sensitivity meant that during individual interviews, the audio recorder 

was only turned on after participants had reiterated they were comfortable to be 
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audio-recorded. During observations of teachers’ joint activity, I remained near the outer edge 

of the room so as to minimise direct intrusion on teaching and learning activity. I paused 

note-taking when children approached me, so that we could interact briefly, and then I resumed 

once children moved away. At all times during these observations, I remained alert to times 

that seemed inappropriate to continue observing and taking notes, such as during morning 

drop-off times when children were visibly upset. This required making professional 

judgements on the spot about what was pertinent to my study.  

I remained alert to how participants could benefit from participation. The individual 

interviews enabled each participant focused time to articulate their practice with a willing 

listener. Focus group discussions highlighted constructive ideas some participants informally 

revealed they had not heard before. One example was how peers felt inspired by colleagues 

within the team, as will be identified in Chapter 6. 

Validity and trustworthiness 
Strengthening the validity of, and ensuring trustworthiness in, qualitative research can 

enhance reader confidence in the design, approach, and findings of the study. Trustworthiness 

can be explained in terms of credibility, transferability, confirmability, and dependability for 

interpretivist qualitative research (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). I was guided by these criteria to 

ensure my interpretations of the findings would be reliable as well as sufficiently reflect my 

participants’ realities. 

Credibility. Credibility refers to authenticating the reliability of a study’s findings 

(Guba & Lincoln, 1989), and may be done by converging evidence based on multiple sources 

of evidence (Yin, 2014). In my attempt to generate credible and trustworthy findings, I adopted 

Ellingson’s (2009) qualitative technique of crystallisation, which encouraged me to make sense 

of my data through more than one way of knowing. Ellingson acknowledged that the term 

crystallisation had derived from the work of sociologist Richardson (1994, 2000) who 

introduced the notion to qualitative researchers as a capacity to disrupt traditional, more rigid 

forms of validity, to allow for a deeper understanding of a topic.  

Crystallisation is a complex form of triangulation and aims to achieve deep and thick 

descriptions by combining multiple and different ways of representing the phenomenon 

(Ellingson, 2009). In my study, the range of data sources included direct observations of 

teachers’ joint activity, individual interviews using video-recall, focus groups, and analysis of 
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teaching and centre documentation, supported by analytical field notes. The involvement of 26 

participants and a wide range of data sources for this in-depth case study enabled the 

achievement of deep and thick descriptions.  

Crystallisation also relies on researcher reflexivity about her/his role in the research 

process, and an understanding that knowledge is “situated, partial, constructed, multiple, 

embodied, and enmeshed in power relations” (Ellingson, 2009, p. 10). Therefore, I aimed to be 

self-reflexive about my role in the research process and acted ethically and responsibly in 

making decisions regarding the research process. Consistent with an interpretivist-CHAT 

paradigm, I recognised that the potential enactment of ETL would be influenced by context, 

making it subjective, situated, and meaningful to the participants.   

Transferability. Case study research encourages readers to make decisions about the 

relevance of research findings for their own situations (Merriam, 2009). This form of 

transferability refers to the degree to which findings can be applied to other contexts (Guba & 

Lincoln, 1989). Case study does not aim for the actual findings to be generalisable to the rest of 

the population, although some studies may offer the ability to develop and discuss the 

implications of the findings at a more conceptual level (Yin, 2011). Indeed, the aim of case 

study is to stay focused on attention to detail, not how easily or well findings can be transferred 

to other settings or populations (Stake, 1995). 

With this guidance in mind, I acknowledged that the rich descriptions in this study 

might be useful for teachers and leaders outside my study who could reflect on the findings in 

relation to their own settings and joint activity. The personal accounts, emphasis on time, place 

and people, and range of personal perspectives documented as part of my study might also 

encourage readers to generate their own insights about the potential nature of collective 

leadership in their unique settings. These processes evoke a particular kind of transferability 

for those readers, appropriate for case study research.  

Confirmability and dependability. The trustworthiness of a study depends on 

confirmability. Confirmability is an assurance that the data is credible and that analyses and 

interpretations maintain the integrity of participant voices (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). This 

assurance also ensures that the research has dependability by maintaining a trail of evidence or 

documentation that can be confirmed (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). To enhance the confirmability 

and dependability of my study, I provide clear explanations of the research methodology and 
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data gathering methods to enable readers to make links between the raw and analysed data. I 

maintain this transparency by introducing the research setting and participants. 

Keystone Early Childhood Centre 
The first centre approached that met the boundary criteria established earlier in this 

chapter agreed to participate in the study. Keystone is a well-established community-based 

education and care centre located in Auckland, NZ. At least one parent of each child in each 

room worked nearby. At the time of the study, Keystone was run by an executive committee 

made up of parents/guardians and the centre leadership team.  

Keystone exceeded current Ministry regulations by employing over 80% qualified 

teachers. For example, most of the 30 teachers across the centre were qualified to teach 

children from birth to school age and included a couple of staff members whose studies were 

in-progress. Centre staff were also expected to underpin their practices with Te Whāriki, 

including its bicultural values and principles, as outlined in the centre Philosophy Statement 

(CD, 2014). Staff stability was a notable feature of the centre. For example, one staff member 

had worked in the centre for 29 years, two staff had been employed for over 20 years, two for 

over 15 years, and another six staff members employed for up to 10 years (FN, 18.3.15).  

Cultural diversity across the centre was represented by over eight ethnic backgrounds 

amongst the children, including Māori, Chinese, Cook Island Māori, Sri Lankan, and South 

East Asian, with the majority identifying as NZ European/Pākehā (a Māori term for a non-

Māori NZer). Reflecting this diversity, the teachers were also from diverse backgrounds, 

including Māori, Tongan, Malaysian, Sri Lankan, Indian, Japanese, and NZ European/Pākehā.  

The physical environment of the centre comprised three large open teaching spaces, 

each made up of several rooms and a designated outdoor area. Two of the three open teaching 

spaces were for a total of 50 children aged up to three years and their teachers. The third, larger 

teaching space was for a total of 50 children aged over three years and their teachers. 

Reflecting national statistics regarding attendance rates in education and care centres (Chapter 

1, p. 4), these numbers meant that half of the 100 children the centre was licensed for were 

children aged up to three years—infants and toddlers. My study is focused on the two 

infant-toddler teaching spaces. 

The centre leadership team supported a culture of research in the centre. For example, 

the centre had a history of being involved in whole-centre research, which resonated with the 
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centres of the COI programme in NZ (Thornton, 2005). One recent project staff had 

participated in explored personal identity, understanding and working with others (FN, 

27.5.15). Recent teacher professional development included both the curriculum manager and 

education manager introducing a systematic approach to inquiry into teaching (as discussed 

shortly). The centre’s Philosophy Statement (CD, 2014) acknowledged the centre as a 

research-active place and working closely with the education community. Course fees were 

paid for any staff studying or on practicum placement as part of that study (FN, 1.5.15).  

A three-tiered hierarchy of leadership existed in the centre. This hierarchy included the 

executive committee, the centre’s leadership team—made up of the centre manager, the 

curriculum manager and the education manager—and the room positional leaders, who were 

qualified practising teachers situated in each room. Table 3 summarises the centre leadership 

team responsibilities, based on the Job Descriptions (CD, 2015). While the centre leadership 

team members were described as managers in their official titles, the job descriptions of two of 

them; the curriculum and education managers, revealed they were qualified to teach ECE and 

had leadership responsibilities across the centre. The centre manager was not expected to teach, 

but rather to enact both leadership and management.  
 

Table 3. A summary of centre leadership team responsibilities 
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As Table 3 shows, the curriculum manager was also responsible for implementing and 

supporting teachers’ inquiry-based learning. Inquiry is a process of “robust processes to 

systematically inquire into and evaluate the effectiveness of policies, programmes and 

practices. […] to inform decision-making, improve the quality of practice and promote positive 

outcomes for all children” (ERO, 2013, p. 11). The emphasis in the centre on inquiry aligned 

with ERO’s mandate that all early childhood services undertake an ongoing process of inquiry 

or self-review. As will be evident in Chapter 7 (p. 180), teaching teams were encouraged to 

present their inquiry findings once a year to the centre community.  

The leadership hierarchy was also inclusive of teachers with formal positional 

leadership responsibilities. Each room had a team leader—a qualified teacher who led the 

teaching team, and a lead teacher—also a qualified teacher who supported the team leader and 

the teaching team. Table 4, also based on Job Descriptions (CD, 2015), outlines the 

responsibilities of the team leader, lead teacher, and teachers.  
 

Table 4. A summary of responsibilities of teachers and room positional leaders 
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Table 4 shows that the two formal teacher leader positions share teaching responsibilities with 

teachers, but are the only two expected to enact leadership as part of their job. The distributed 

nature of teaching suggests the potential to explore leadership as something less hierarchical 

and more collective. 

Two case sites: Infant-toddler rooms 
The two separate but interlinked infant-toddler teaching spaces (hereafter “rooms”) of 

Keystone were selected as the case sites for my study. Across both rooms, all teachers except 

one were registered and qualified to teach ECE in NZ (Appendix A). The high qualification 

level of staff implied that teachers shared similar professional knowledge and an understanding 

of Te Whāriki. Both teaching teams met fortnightly for their individual staff meetings. They 

also had access to the whole-centre staff room, and were able to leave the centre for individual 

breaks. 

Staff rosters and non-contact time influenced which teachers were with the children 

each day and when. Teachers’ work days were guided by a roster that the centre’s education 

manager was responsible for. Aside from the nappy change routine and cleaning, teachers were 

not assigned any specific indoor or outdoor responsibilities but were instead, able to decide on 

their own positioning within the room and their interactions with children (FN, 1.7.15; 

24.5.15). Teachers took turns to take mealtime breaks one at a time or more when most of the 

children were asleep after lunch. Most days, at least one teacher, sometimes two, was rostered 

on non-contact time. Each teacher was given three hours, and lead teachers and team leaders at 

least four hours, of non-contact time fortnightly to complete teaching and learning 

documentation (FN, 5.6.15; 27.4.15). A computer/study room positioned adjacent to the 

whole-centre staff room was provided for this purpose (FN, 1.5.15). This provision allowed an 

average adult:infant ratio of 1:4 to be maintained at all times in both infant-toddler rooms, 

more than the minimum standard of 1:5 for children aged up to two years. The Staff Handbook 

(CD, 2014) outlined that the aim of the centre was “to maintain ratios which are better than the 

minimum requirements” (p. 5), which revealed congruence between the expected and practised 

ratios. 

The two infant-toddler rooms were separate and adjacent to each other linked via a 

shared door inside their rooms and a shared gate in the play area outside. Both rooms were 

physically located at the front of the centre, giving infants, toddlers, and their teachers a 
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prominent place overall. Families were able to enrol their infants and toddlers for full day 

attendance, either part-time (two to three days per week), or full-time (four to five days per 

week). One infant-toddler room was dedicated to the part-time children (hereafter “Room 

Plum”) and the other was dedicated to the full-time children (hereafter “Room Forest”).  

Room Plum. Case site one, the part-time room, included eight permanent teachers and 

25 children-up-to-three (FN, 18.5.15). While a group size of 25 in each room seems large in 

light of Carroll-Lind and Angus’ (2011) recommendation that group size be limited to a 

maximum of 8 for children under-two years, it is possible that the high teacher qualification 

level, the high teacher-to-child ratios, the large open spaces with indoor-outdoor flow, and the 

way teachers collaborated with one another (as will be discussed in Chapter 7), mitigated any 

negative effect that may be assumed from having a large group-size for very young children.  

The physical layout of Room Plum is depicted in Figure 4, which highlights the open 

teaching space that the teachers and children shared, and the interlink with Room Forest and 

the reception area at the front of the centre.  

 
Figure 4. Physical layout of Room Plum 

 

All teachers in Room Plum practised as one team and interacted with each other and children 

throughout the day. Apart from the adult-only storage room, children and teachers could utilise 

any part of the room indoors and outdoors without restriction unless they were preparing for 

sleep or a mealtime. The team’s approach to care was based on a whole-team approach (FN, 

18.3.15), where all teachers shared responsibility for all the infants and toddlers. On occasion, 

a more individualised system, which the participants referred to as a primary caregiving 
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approach, was offered to children and families, if teachers felt this was needed or families 

preferred it (FN, 18.3.15). The current teaching team had been together for at least one and a 

half years.  

Room Forest. Case site two, the full-time room also included eight permanent teachers 

and 25 children aged up to three years (FN, 18.5.15). Three of these teachers and up to nine 

infants had their own area in the room with a low wooden barrier separating this area from the 

rest of the room. The infant teachers regularly opened the barrier in order to join the five other 

teachers and 16 toddlers for mutual support, especially to assist the transition of children from 

the lunchtime routine to the sleep room. The three infant teachers utilised a primary caregiving 

approach, where each teacher had main responsibility for at least three infants, their care 

routines, and communication with their families. The infant teachers also collectively decided 

when to take the infants outdoors. In the other part of the room, five teachers (including the 

team leader and lead teacher) supported the toddlers. Similarly, these teachers and toddlers 

were able to choose whether to be indoors or outdoors unless they were preparing for sleep or a 

group mealtime. At the beginning of my study, this particular teaching team had been together 

for at least one month due to having a new team leader.  

The physical layout of Room Forest is depicted in Figure 5. This visual highlights the 

dedicated infant area and the large open teaching space that all teachers and children regularly 

shared. It also highlights the spaces dedicated to all the infants and toddlers and the interlink 

with Room Plum and the third room for older children at the far end of the centre.   

 
Figure 5. Physical layout of Room Forest 
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Participants 
All teachers and positional leaders from both infant-toddler rooms, and up to 10 

families/parents across both rooms, were invited to participate in my research. A total of 26 

participants in total agreed to participate, which included 16 teachers and positional leaders, 

and 10 families/parents.  

Subjects: Teachers and positional leaders. I invited all teachers and positional 

leaders from both infant-toddler rooms who had direct contact with children and families to 

participate, and who were in a permanent or fixed-term position to ensure they would be 

available for the duration of the study. This invitation included the education manager and 

curriculum manager who were qualified teachers and supported teachers in both rooms. I 

excluded permanent relief teachers in order to focus on participants who were a consistent 

influence on teachers’ joint activity in either room. The profiles of both teaching teams are 

summarised in Appendix A. 

Room Plum. All eight teachers from Room Plum agreed to participate. This included 

the team leader/education manager (Lena), lead teacher (Kim), and teachers (Alex, Doris, 

Linda, Melissa, Angela, and Ana). The participants reflected a diversity of experience and 

knowledge. All teachers except one were registered and qualified to teach ECE with at least a 

University-degree or Diploma qualification. The unqualified team member, Doris, had 

completed two-thirds of a University-degree in teaching ECE, and discontinued studies for 

personal reasons. For the purposes of this thesis, and to recognise her prior knowledge and at 

least 15 years teaching experience in the centre (Appendix A), Doris will be referred to as a 

teacher. 

Room Forest. Seven out of eight teachers from Room Forest agreed to participate. This 

included the team leader (Molly), lead teacher (Kate), and teachers (Zara, Rose, Evie, Anita, 

and Olivia). The staff profile mirrored the diversity of experience and knowledge of teachers in 

the part-time room. All teachers were registered and qualified to teach ECE with either a 

University-degree or Diploma qualification.  

Community: The centre leadership team. Lena had a dual role in the centre; she was 

the team leader of Room Plum and also the centre’s education manager. For the purposes of 

this thesis, Lena will be coded according to her room and education manager role (i.e., 

Plum/CL - see Table 6). Lena was qualified to teach ECE. Natalie was the centre curriculum 

manager and supported both teaching teams, but was not based in either room. She also agreed 
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to participate. Natalie was qualified to teach ECE and held a postgraduate qualification in 

educational leadership.  

Community: Family members/parents. Ten individual parents of infants and toddlers 

agreed to participate in the study. This included five parents from Room Plum and five parents 

from Room Forest. I had indicated to both team leaders that I was seeking approximately five 

families from each room. As recommended by the centre manager, the team leader of each 

room distributed the family/parent PIS and CF forms (Appendix B) by approaching individual 

parents one at a time when they were in the centre. Once the team leaders had received the 

written consent of at least five parents each, they ceased approaching other parents. All 10 

responses happened to come from mothers. All mothers were employed either full-time or 

part-time in professional roles within the local area, which assisted with the manageability of 

data generation.  

Data generation techniques 
Generating data for qualitative case study requires that researchers knows what type of 

data is appropriate in addressing the questions guiding the research (Yin, 2016). I was the 

primary instrument for data generation; therefore, my aim was to get as close as possible to 

participants’ realities through the use of in-depth observations and interviews (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2011), in order to access rich, thick descriptions. I acknowledged that individual 

methods of data generation would both produce their own kinds of data and have limitations if 

employed on their own (Yin, 2011). Guided by case study methodology, I employed multiple 

methods of data gathering (Yin, 2016). This decision ensured my data reflected a range of 

sources and perspectives, as consistent with Engeström’s (2008) multi-voicedness and 

Ellingson’s (2009) notion of crystallisation.  

Several main techniques were used to obtain rich data for and strengthen the validity of 

my study. One focus group was held with each team and video-recorded to assist individual 

participants with later recall and clarification during their individual interviews (Bøe & 

Hognestad, 2016; Lyle, 2003). Semi-structured individual interviews were held with teachers, 

positional leaders, and parents and audio-recorded to assist with my later recall. The use of 

these methods was consistent with previous studies (Bøe & Hognestad’s, 2016; Crowther, 

1996; Grarock & Morrissey, 2013; Hard, 2006; Heikka, 2014; Thomas & Nuttall, 2014) that 

focused on eliciting collective and individual perspectives about leadership from teachers and 
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positional leaders in both school and ECE settings internationally. I also spent one to two 

half-day sessions per week in each room, for a period of five months observing teachers’ joint 

activity. I analysed a range of centre documentation relevant to the focus of the study. I also 

attended and video-recorded one of each team’s usual staff meetings to get a sense of their 

day-to-day interactions when away from children. Table 5 provides a summary of the data 

generation process, which is explained more fully in the rest of this section.   
 

Table 5. The data generation process 
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Familiarisation. I spent up to three half-days per week in each infant-toddler room 

over a two-week period to familiarise myself with the people and centre environment. This 

strategy was consistent with my CHAT-interpretivist epistemology, which assumes that 

knowledge emerges from practice and requires getting close to participants. It also aligned with 

the idea that case study fieldwork involves entering participants’ space and time and 

establishing and maintaining relationships with real people in real-life settings (Yin, 2016). 

This approach also exposes the researcher to real-life constraints faced by participants in their 

real social world (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). Some staff in the centre were not new to me as I 

had visited initial teacher education students there on practicum placement several years 

earlier. Therefore, the familiarisation period enabled me to establish new relationships with the 

centre manager, the education and curriculum managers, and teacher participants in the role of 

a researcher but also gave children and families an opportunity to accept me as a curious and 

friendly guest.  

To respect the established routines of each room and avoid unnecessary disruption, I 

maintained my researcher stance as observer by observing from the periphery of each room. 

During this familiarisation period, I avoided making any formal observation notes in their 

presence, waiting until after each visit to note down my impressions. Exploring each room in 

this way exposed me to their realities and complexities as they occurred, such as how they 

engaged in shared practice. This time assisted me to visualise each team as a system of activity 

with multiple interacting components that I would learn more about as my study progressed.  

Focus groups. The familiarisation process was followed by a one and a half hour focus 

group with each team. These interactive group discussions served to give participants a chance 

to articulate their collective views, perspectives and beliefs about the topic of my study in front 

of their colleagues. They also gave me access to some of the recent history of each team’s 

collaborative activity, such as how long teachers had been part of the team and what strengths 

they had developed over time. This data reflected some of the history of their practices, ideas, 

tools, and changes that had potentially shaped their activity over time—historical information 

of which is essential to understanding their current activity through a CHAT lens (Engeström, 

2001). 

Focus groups are focused because of the shared views and experience, however, the 

shared nature makes focus groups challenging to facilitate, so they require practice and 

experience (Yin, 2011). My previous research experience of facilitating focus groups with 
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teachers and positional leaders (Hedges & Cooper, 2014) meant I felt well prepared. During 

each group discussion, I outlined the main purpose, which was to access their shared 

understandings about leadership, and opened the conversation by asking a general question 

about their everyday role (e.g., “Tell me about your everyday roles and responsibilities”). 

These early steps were important as I wanted participants to feel comfortable to share their 

views about their own and others’ leadership in front of their colleagues. 

The two focus groups were carried out on different days in the whole-centre staff room, 

after work hours. This decision was negotiated with the participants and centre leadership 

team, and afforded each group a sense of belonging because it was in a familiar space, avoided 

the risk of interruption from others in the centre and meant that any views shared would remain 

confidential to us. In line with my CHAT-interpretive approach, I facilitated the discussion and 

guided the conversation along using prepared semi-structured questions (Appendix E). This 

approach allowed the conversation to flow. When needed, I used probes to elicit more detail 

from participants for clarity and my understanding. I had considered the possibility that not 

everyone would contribute, however, this was not the case in both focus groups. Everyone 

contributed at least once during our conversation. It seemed to me that being part of the group 

interview and my gentle facilitation encouraged participants to contribute in some way.  

Each focus group was video-recorded. With participants’ verbal and written permission 

(Appendix B), video-recording was used to capture the dynamics between teacher colleagues 

as they engaged in their shared dialogue. I drew on Bøe and Hognestad’s (2016) approach to 

the use of video by recording each focus group discussion, and then edited these for one to 

two-minute excerpts of situations that I needed more detail on or clarification with. Examples 

included when someone reacted, through verbal and/or non-verbal means, to a colleague’s 

comment about her/his own strengths. These brief excerpts were played during the interviews 

and followed by a participant-specific question to assist with clarification. I used the video 

excerpts not as a source of data in themselves, but as prompts for recall and clarification. The 

data elicited from these prompts are incorporated into the interview data. In total, 180 minutes 

of audio/video-recording and 80 pages of transcript were generated from these meetings. A 

University-approved transcriber prepared the transcript of both focus groups before I revisited 

each one carefully while watching the recordings.  

Field observations. Field observations allowed me to capture and experience teachers’ 

joint activity as it was happening (Stake, 2006). This strategy aligned with a practice-based 
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perspective of leadership, which assumes that practice will be observed as it occurs (Raelin, 

2016). The use of direct observations of teachers’ practices have been used in qualitative 

studies on early childhood leadership (Bøe & Hognestad, 2016; Heikka et al., 2016). However, 

the observations in both studies were short and lasted less than one week, which suggests that 

patterns in these interactions over time were not able to be explored. Highlighted as a research 

gap at the end of Chapter 3 (p. 73), ECE studies on teacher leadership (Clarkin-Phillips, 2007, 

2009; Heikka, 2014) did not make use of observations, despite the potential for observations to 

assist with corroborating the findings. These ideas led to my decision to include field 

observations of teachers’ joint activity in my study, for a period longer than one week to allow 

patterns to emerge. 

My field observations involved spending one to two half-days per week in each room 

over a five-month period observing teachers’ interactions, responses to one another, and 

decision-making. This frequency and consistency allowed me to witness teachers’ realities 

first-hand in the flow of practice. The earlier familiarisation process had assisted me to discern 

times of the day when teachers’ joint activity would be most apparent, and where my focus 

needed to be. These times included the mealtime routines, specifically morning and afternoon 

tea times and lunchtimes, as this was when most of the teachers and children were together and 

there was a high level of interaction.  

During these formal observations, I seated myself at the outer edges of each room, at 

times perching on a small chair so as to avoid disturbing the usual functioning of the room. I 

documented my observations on a small laptop computer, which offered me a quiet and fairly 

discreet tool with which to document my observations close to the practice I was observing. 

My aim was to maintain an accurate record of the events from my perspective, which meant 

capturing what was presented, not what I thought should be occurring. I also described as much 

of the mealtime routine I could capture, while keeping in mind that abstracting real-life 

experience from reality was not easy to articulate (Raelin, 2016). Two vignettes of mealtime 

routines described for the purpose of analysing the potential enactment of ETL are presented in 

Chapter 7. I also made decisions on the spot about what data was useful and relevant to my 

inquiry topic, guided by my research questions. 

Alongside observations of teaching practice, I attended, observed, and video-recorded a 

regular team meeting of both teams (without children) to get a sense of the nature of their joint 

activity in another naturalistic situation. I negotiated how I would go about this with each lead 
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teacher. Following this, the lead teachers distributed PIS and CF forms to their team members 

outlining the reasons for my attendance/video-recording and seeking their consent (Appendix 

B). This strategy was important as one student teacher and a non-participant teacher were in 

attendance alongside participants of the study. Everyone in attendance consented to being 

included in the video-recording.  

The meeting with Room Forest took place in the older children’s room and the meeting 

for Room Plum took place in the whole-centre staff room. Both meetings were two hours in 

duration. To minimise disruption to their regular meetings, which is important when videoing 

staff in “natural environments” (Fletcher, Price, & Branen, 2010, p. 219), I recorded Room 

Forest’s meeting as I sat at the back of the room. This helped to create some distance between 

us and to avoid being too much of an influence on the flow of their discussions. As I was 

unable to make the planned meeting with Room Plum, their team leader video-recorded this on 

my behalf without me in attendance. My impressions of these recorded meetings were included 

in my field notes, some examples of which are included in this thesis. 

Semi-structured interviews. Semi-structured interviews, a common qualitative study 

method (DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006), were utilised with teacher, positional leader, and 

family participants to elicit personal insights, views, and perceptions about the topic of the 

study. Before the interviews, I carried out a pilot interview with an academic colleague—also a 

fully registered early childhood teacher. This strategy assisted me to test and refine my 

indicative questions and probes. A few questions were subsequently reworded for clarity, while 

others were removed as they proved redundant during the pilot conversation.  

Nine of the 10 parent interviews, and all 16 of the teacher and positional leader 

interviews occurred at the centre in a small interview room close to the centre leadership 

team’s office. This space allowed for privacy, and enabled parents in particular to be out of 

view of their young child, as they had requested. The tenth parent interview occurred at one 

mother’s home, as she preferred.  

In addition to written consent, each participant verbally agreed to my recording of their 

interview. I used a small hand-held digital recorder. Also, while the initial interviews were 

shaped by the semi-structured nature of the questions, the later interviews became more 

free-flowing and conversational in style, which allowed for a less scripted approach in order to 

mirror the natural two-way flow and candid nature of everyday conversations to foreground the 

participant’s voice (Yin, 2011).  
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Individual interviews with parents. I began the semi-structured interview process with 

the parents first. Each interview lasted up to one hour. After receiving their consent forms, I 

emailed each of them to negotiate an appropriate interview date and time. Semi-structured 

questions (Appendix G) were used to focus parents’ attention on teachers’ interactions with 

them and their child and parents’ observations of teachers’ teamwork. These insights proffered 

another unique perspective to complement my observations and what teachers had shared 

during the focus group discussions. The interview discussions also included questions such as 

“What changes, if any, have you made to your parenting based on teachers’ knowledge?” in 

order to determine any teacher influence on families, and ways families had influenced 

teachers’ practices. Since observations of families’ interactions with teachers were not a main 

focus of mine, the interviews with parents had potential to reveal how they perceived teachers’ 

interactions with one another and with them, and how they viewed teachers’ leadership. Their 

nuanced ideas about teachers’ leadership are incorporated throughout the three 

findings-discussion chapters of this thesis (Chapters 5, 6, & 7). Family interviews were 

completed within a three-week period. 

Individual interviews with teachers and positional leaders. When the family 

interviews were near completion, I approached the education manager who was responsible for 

the teachers’ rosters to assist with the scheduling of interviews for teachers and positional 

leaders. She helped arrange appropriate times during sessions when teachers would be able to 

attend the interview with a permanent reliever in place. Changes were made along the way to 

accommodate for participant preference.  

Each interview lasted up to one and a half hours. Interviews were guided by 

non-specific participant questions (Appendix F) to draw out participants’ views about their 

teaching and learning environment, the nature of their collaboration with colleagues and 

families, and their understandings of the terms leadership and everyday leadership. Each 

conversation also included participant-specific questions which were informed by either the 

relevant focus group, my observations of their joint activity, my recall of situations during their 

usual staff meeting, or my interactions with them up to that point. An example of such 

questions included: “Ana, during one of my recent observations in your room, you mentioned 

that you used to have messy transitions and so had to come up with some game plans. Can you 

tell me more about these?” 
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In order to evoke personal responses about particular issues, two material probes 

(Stake, 2006) were used during the interviews with teachers and positional leaders. First, in 

keeping with CHAT, these participants were invited to bring a cultural artefact that they 

believed represented their identity as a teacher or leader. This invitation acted as a warm up 

technique but also enabled me to get a sense of how they perceived their current roles through 

cultural-symbolic representation. Second, at the end of each interview, I played the prepared 

one to two-minute excerpt of video footage specific to the interviewee and asked them to 

explain the piece with reference to a particular question, while encouraging them to be specific 

with their response. One example of questions included: “Kim, you talked about you are never 

sure if you are doing enough [as a leader] or sometimes you want to know from your team 

members that you are doing enough. What kind of feedback do you get from your team 

members?” (In the video, Kim was sharing her viewpoint with the team). Another example 

included: “Zara, can remember what you were trying to say about how the team works together 

using this metaphor?” (In the video, Zara was waving hands in a circular motion to describe 

how she perceived their teamwork). Overall, 13 individual teacher/positional leader interviews 

were completed within a two-week period and the last three were completed in subsequent 

weeks. 

Qualitative interviews are not without their challenges. Conversational style interviews 

require enhanced listening skills and focus (Yin, 2011). They may take more time than 

anticipated, raising a potential issue considering the importance of respecting participants’ 

time. A researcher’s presence and probing naturally becomes part of the dialogue. While it is a 

researcher’s ethical responsibility to minimise any researcher bias in the interviews, it is 

accepted that some subjectivity will always exist and can influence the findings (Yin, 2011). 

After all of the parent and most of the teacher/positional leader interviews had been completed, 

I captured the following reflective memo to highlight some of the challenges I had faced 

regarding the interview process: 

Despite my reminders and changes to teachers’ rosters in order to accommodate the 
interviews, a couple of teachers forgot when their interview was scheduled. Lena 
also told me not to expect all interviews to start on time, even when planned a few 
weeks in advance. I sensed that children came first. This was evident when 
teachers who were scheduled for morning interviews told me they felt hesitant to 
leave ‘their’ children at that time. (FN, 19.6.15) 
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Another challenge for me concerned the emotional experience of qualitative interviews 

(Ezzy, 2002). While I had acknowledged the potential for my researcher bias given my 

experience in ECE, I did not anticipate the affective dimension of the individual interviews. 

Writing about emotion in qualitative interviews, Ezzy has pointed out that interviewees and 

interviewers come to their interviews with their own emotional stances. Emotion may be 

generated within the interview itself due to the nature of the interviewer-interviewee dynamic, 

the topic of discussion, and how this topic is discussed. Therefore, I should have expected that 

emotion would be present in our interview context. At least three teachers and two families 

were visibly affected emotionally, albeit positively, while they shared their perspectives. I 

sensed that their emotional feelings emerged from having a rare opportunity to speak about 

themselves with a willing listener, and having those ideas affirmed by someone who was 

interested in hearing them.  

These times made me feel a little emotional and uncertain about pausing the interview 

or allowing it to continue and just embrace the embodied experience as it was occurring. 

Emotion is human expression and I felt that my time in the centre up to that point had laid the 

groundwork for trusting relationships to be established with many of participants. In fact, 

attempting to be emotionally neutral can be a denial that sharing and listening to personal 

narratives is an emotional experience (Ezzy, 2002). Despite explaining in writing that teachers 

could ask the recording to stop for a while, no participant indicated this need. Therefore, each 

interview continued while I paid close attention to their comfort levels and willingness to 

continue.  

All semi-structured interview and focus group transcripts were prepared by a 

University-approved transcriber, who had signed a confidentiality form (Appendix D). After I 

had read, re-read and checked each transcript (against the recordings for accurate 

transcription), and before beginning the formal analysis process (this chapter, p. 110), I invited 

each participant to verify the accuracy of their transcripts to avoid misrepresentation. Three 

parents and one teacher returned their transcripts with suggested minor edits. Selected excerpts 

of participants’ verified transcripts are presented in my findings without significant 

modification—with the exception of the use of pseudonyms and minor editing—as supporting 

evidence of my assertions and findings.  

Analysis of centre documentation. Collecting documented artefacts related to the 

topic of my study, such as centre policies, written communication between people, and 
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documentation of teachers’ work, served to provide me with access to data that was 

unobservable but had potential to complement interview information (Yin, 2011). As the 

identification of such items can be time-consuming, it was important to decide which items I 

would need to focus on and for how long (Yin, 2011). I therefore obtained the centre 

manager’s assistance to access relevant centre policy documents (e.g., Staff Handbook), the 

Philosophy Statement (CD, 2014), and generic job descriptions by email. This process allowed 

me to familiarise myself with the broader context of teachers’ joint activity and the centre 

norms and routines, and division of labour, that had been established. This information assisted 

me in building a picture of the context for the potential enactment of ETL. 

Field notes and analytic memos. My field notes and analytic memos were records of 

my observations, thinking, feelings, and insights about the research process as it was occurring 

(Mulhall, 2003). These notes were recorded on my password-protected computer at the end of 

each centre visit, conversation, and interview, and informed my developing understandings of 

my study and the context along the way. My analytic memos reflect my informal analysis of 

particular situations or events that resonated with leadership or CHAT theoretical notions 

related to my ETL framing (Chapter 3, p. 77). This informal analysis enabled me to make 

decisions about what to focus on during the inquiry. Excerpts of my field notes and analytic 

memos are included in places throughout this thesis. I also maintained a researcher journal, 

which captured my changes in thinking along the way and enabled me to get a sense of 

progress in my conceptualisation of ETL and the inquiry over time.  

In summary, the methods utilised in the study to generate data and explained in this 

section highlight several main techniques that assisted my inquiry into the conceptualisation 

and enactment of ETL and allowed for a deepened understanding of this topic. Each method 

served a different purpose, and required me to make careful decisions throughout the journey. 

This decision-making continued when the rigorous data analysis process took shape.    

Analysis procedures 
Analysing empirical data is a process that often involves studying written and visual 

research materials for meaning through “close consideration, reflection, and interpretation” 

(Ellingson, 2011, p. 595). In my study, data were analysed as a holistic case study focused on 

analysing teachers’ joint activity as it was shaped, and in turn, shaped the context in which it 

occurred, for potential evidence of ETL. This process involved analysing data from both 
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infant-toddler rooms together in light of the four ETL principles and leadership-CHAT 

theoretical concepts. Once the data was prepared for formal analysis, a 

deductive-inductive-abductive (D-I-A) methodological approach (Åsvoll, 2014) was employed 

to guide the process to enhance rigour, accuracy, and robustness of data analysis. The rest of 

this section details this careful process. 

Revisiting my ETL principles. The four principles that were ascertained at the 

conclusion of Chapter 3 (p. 70) assisted with my data analysis. These principles are:  

(1) Teacher leader identities can emerge from effective communities of practice.  

(2) Leadership can be embedded in teachers’ everyday practice.  

(3) Leadership influence is relational and empowering.  

(4) Teachers’ leadership activity is leaderful and underpinned by inquiry, dialogue, and 

relational agency.  

These principles also contributed to a work-in-progress definition of ETL:  

ETL is a relational construct that emerges from effective communities of practice. 
A central feature is its empowering influence on children, families, and teachers 
aimed at improving educational provision. It is embedded in teachers’ leaderful 
practices and underpinned by inquiry, dialogue, and relational agency. 

Positioning any theoretical perspectives, such as my notion of ETL, at the beginning of 

an inquiry can help to shape decisions about the design of the case study early on and establish 

the groundwork for analytic generalisations (Yin, 2014). However, the idea of highlighting the 

theoretical preference too early on, such as prior to field observations, can colour the lens of 

the researcher so much so, that his or her integrity, patience and creativity may be challenged 

or hampered unnecessarily (Åsvoll, 2014). As the aim of my research was to test out and 

explore my ETL framing in two infant-toddler rooms of a high-quality education and care 

centre, a D-I-A strategy was deemed essential to avoid a rigid theory-driven process. This 

strategy would instead, encourage me to foreground fluidity in the research process, allow for 

shifts in my analytic thinking, and minimise the chance that my creativity and complexity 

would be hindered. This meant seeing my ETL principles as guiding rather than dominating 

analysis and interpretation, so as to leave room for unanticipated insights and variations in my 

interpretations of teachers’ joint activity, motives, intentions, and strategies.  

I understood that the leadership and CHAT-inspired thinking that I drew on in my 

analytic memos remained open to challenge. This was especially so if ideas no longer seemed a 
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good fit for my inquiry, or if they merited more serious consideration in the formal data 

analysis process. The CHAT concepts of systemic contradictions (Engeström, 2008) and 

knotworking (Engeström, 2008; Engeström et al., 1999), for example, only took on 

significance and crystallised once I had started to analyse the data and look for ways to 

describe the forces that were shaping the patterns of teachers’ joint activity. Systemic 

contradictions, for example, informs my theorising at the end of Chapters 5, 6, and 7.  

Preparing the data. To prepare for formal data analysis (Yin, 2011), I organised my 

data— the focus group transcripts, verified individual transcripts, observation notes, field 

notes, and centre documentation—systematically on my own computer. I then read, re-read, 

and reviewed the materials as part of the data familiarisation process (Braun & Clarke, 2006), 

doing so with consideration for my ETL principles, conceptual framing, emerging insights, and 

the research questions guiding my inquiry:  
 

1. What contextual conditions might help to bring ETL into being? 

2. How might teachers and positional leaders understand leadership in relation to 

the self? 

3. How might teachers, positional leaders, and families understand leadership in 

relation to the collective? 

4. What kinds of collective activities evolve as expressions of ETL?   
 

This careful process supported my familiarisation with the data and enabled me to 

develop initial impressions of what the data was revealing. It also contributed to a more 

rigorous data analysis preparation process. 

When I was satisfied with this preparation process, I then uploaded all data forms (i.e., 

word documents and pdf files), with the exception of the audio files and video footage, into a 

qualitative computer software programme QSR NVivo (version 10) according to three 

categories. These categories were “Full-time room” (now Room Forest), “Part-time room” 

(now Room Plum) and “The Centre” (now Keystone). The large amount of data generated 

from the study required me to consider the use of this software to assist with the management 

of the data and analysis process. I remained clear that even with computer software to help, I 

still had to do “the analytic thinking” (Yin, 2011, p. 180). NVivo software provided me with a 

platform for organising and coding the data electronically, and more efficiently than manual 

methods could.  
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A deductive-inductive-abductive (D-I-A) approach. The multi-layered approach of 

D-I-A helped to clarify the relationship between the theory, empirical data, and new insights 

generated as a result of the inquiry (Åsvoll, 2014). The D-I-A approach involved coding the 

data against the four ETL principles (deduction), analyzing the data for key findings against 

those principles and new insights (inductive), and then drawing on CHAT concepts as another 

analytical lens to illuminate insights about ETL that emerged during the process. The third 

process involved refining the principles and their theoretical assertions with insights that were 

not stated explicitly at the outset of the research but were identified as a result of the study 

(abduction). A representation of this multi-layered analysis process is provided in Figure 6 and 

explained in the following section.  
 

 
Figure 6. My D-I-A analysis process 

 

Deductive analysis using ETL principles. To explore the potential nature and 

enactment of ETL in teachers’ joint activity, the data were analysed deductively according to 

the four principles of ETL as concept-driven themes (Gibbs, 2007). This involved categorising 

similar data from multiple sources under the same ETL Principle. I then reviewed the data 

under each of the ETL principles as themes and sub-organised the data into additional 

categories in order to deepen analysis (Gibbs, 2007). This step involved looking closely at the 

data for common features and details. I used NVivo’s query function to search and explore 
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common word occurrences and patterns to assist me with this analytic process. This strategy 

led to the illumination of keywords, such as leadership perceptions, inquiry, practice, support, 

influence, children, and families.  

While using my ETL principles as concept-driven codes, it was vital for me to leave 

room for potential new insights during this stage (Gibbs, 2007). Therefore, my deductive 

analysis of the data using ETL principles was somewhat fluid and general at this point so as to 

remain open to identifying, analysing, and noting both anticipated and unanticipated patterns in 

the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Gibbs, 2007; Merriam, 2009). A snapshot of a particular stage 

of this analysis process is presented in Figure 7, which illuminates the three main themes to 

emerge from the deductive analysis based on the ETL principles. To get to this point, I used 

NVivo’s nodes feature to add, order, and edit the themes. The resultant thematic framing 

informed my inductive analysis for additional insights.  
 

 
Figure 7. Deductive analysis - ETL principles as concept-driven codes 

 

Inductive analysis: Emergent themes. The inductive analysis involved analysing and 

interpreting the data within each theme for significance with reference to the ETL framing, the 

guiding research questions, and the research literature. This stage involved disassembling the 

data (Yin, 2011) by re-organising the compiled data into smaller parts and/or with different 

sequencing, using new thematic labels for key ideas, and considering the significance of the 

data in relation to previous work. This process of “playing with the data” (Yin, 2011, p. 191) 

involved different iterations of these themes and sub-themes, thinking about the story that was 

being told each time and how that story helped to address the research questions guiding the 



 

 

 

115   

inquiry. Being systematic with how I considered the data was intended to strengthen the rigour 

of my analysis process and provide different ways I could familiarise myself with the data. The 

themes identified during this process, highlighted earlier in Figure 7, then became the basis for 

the major findings of my study. These themes included enabling contextual conditions, teacher 

leader identity, and joint object-driven activity.  

Abductive analysis: Refining theoretical assertions of ETL. The deductive-inductive 

process informed the abductive analysis of the data, the subsequent refinement of ETL, and led 

to the reinterpretation of ETL as everyday collective leadership. Once I had analysed the data 

deductively, and interpreted the initial findings inductively through theoretical analysis, I 

modified my initial conceptualisation of ETL to incorporate the new insights gained during the 

multi-layered analysis process. The new and unanticipated insights are detailed at the end of 

Chapters 5, 6, and 7, and brought together in Chapter 8 (p. 220). Incorporating new conceptual 

insights and refining original theoretical assertions in these ways reflects a post-theoretical 

abduction, which "can act against a strong and static, theory-directing research practice in the 

case study” (Åsvoll, 2014, p. 303), allowing for deeper theoretical interpretation.  

Data source annotations. In order to identify the source of data, Table 6 outlines the 

annotations that are used in the three findings-discussion chapters that follow (the names in the 

examples are for illustration purposes only). All names used to refer to participants in this 

study are pseudonyms, and the data from both case sites is presented and discussed together 

rather than separately.  
 

Table 6. Data source annotations 
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Chapter conclusion 
In the previous chapters, I have described the ETL framing that shaped the design of 

my study, which was aimed at exploring an alternative form of leadership beyond an individual 

position of responsibility. Chapter 4 has outlined the careful and ethical decisions I made to 

explore the social phenomena of ETL as a collective practice based on case study 

methodology. It unpacked the CHAT-interpretivist methodology that underpinned my inquiry 

of ETL in two infant-toddler rooms of one high-quality education and care centre in Auckland, 

NZ. I discussed the range of methods consistent with interpretivist case study that enabled me 

to draw on multiple perspectives from different sources to contribute to the rich description of 

this study. I then explained my rigorous, multi-layered analysis and interpretation process. This 

chapter overall has therefore justified the decisions that influenced the direction and findings of 

my study. Consistent with my view of leadership as a contextual, collective, and complex 

practice, the following three chapters present findings together with discussion of the literature 

that was critically explored in Chapters 2 and 3.  
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5. VALUES-BASED NORMS AND RULES 
 

I think everyday leadership is about motivation, inspiration, and support, […] 

not asking for it, but being supportive.  

— Melissa (Plum/TI) 

 

The aim of this thesis was to shift the lens of leadership from a formal, individual 

position of responsibility to a more inclusive, collective lens in order to investigate teachers’ 

potential enactment of everyday teacher leadership (ETL) in two infant-toddler rooms where 

teachers and positional leaders share responsibility for children in open teaching spaces. The 

ETL framing developed after my critical review of selected literature in Chapters 2 and 3 (p. 

77), guided this investigation. Chapters 5, 6, and 7 report and discuss the key findings based on 

data generated from both infant-toddler rooms together as a holistic case study. The three 

chapters together address all four research questions and the four original ETL principles 

outlined at the end of Chapter 3 (p. 70). More specifically, Chapters 5 and 6 focus specifically 

on ETL Principle 1, given the complexities that arose in relation to this principle, while 

Chapter 7 focuses on all four ETL principles. 

Melissa’s words at the beginning of this chapter foreground the importance of 

supportive conditions to underpin effective leadership. This message aligns with the aim of 

Chapter 5, which is to address the research question: What contextual conditions might help to 

bring ETL into being? Another aim of Chapter 5 is to unravel the meaning of “effective" 

within ETL Principle 1: Teacher leader identities can emerge from effective communities of 

practice. My analysis of the data led to identifying particular values-based conditions that 

underpinned collective activity in both infant-toddler rooms and had potential to bring ETL 

into being. These values-based conditions include: the presence of congeniality, collegiality, 

and relational trust in team dynamics; an emphasis on whanaungatanga and manaakitanga; and 

positional leaders empowering teachers. I discuss these findings and theorise them using 

CHAT concepts of established norms, rules and systemic contradictions. I also discuss 

subsequent refinements to the initial assertion of ETL Principle 1. This chapter concludes by 

highlighting the significance of Chapter 5 to address the above-mentioned research question.  
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Values-based conditions 
Several values were identified as underpinning the practices and views of teachers, 

positional leaders, and parents in the study. The values of congeniality and collegiality, 

relational trust, whanaungatanga and manaakitanga, and empowering teachers encouraged 

participants to come together and relate to one another in positive ways. The values contributed 

to the contextual conditions that had potential to support teachers’ enactment of leadership. 

These values-based conditions are discussed in detail in this section.  

Congeniality and collegiality. Congeniality and collegiality were identified in the 

study as two significant notions that underpinned teachers’ and positional leaders’ interactions 

with one another, and in turn, had potential to foster teachers’ enactment of leadership. This 

section reports and discusses the nature of these conditions based on pertinent data. 

A strong sense of congeniality was present within both teaching teams. For example, 

teacher colleagues often smiled, laughed, and helped each other as they interacted with one 

another and with children. One of my analytic memos, captured after one meal-time 

observation in Room Plum, highlighted my recurring thoughts: 

I leave the room to the sound of Ana’s laughter and children giggling as they sat 
next to teachers at the table. […] I continued to think about the friendliness and 
humour that seemed to characterise the interactions between teachers – do teaching 
teams in other centres foster a similar sense of cheerfulness during similar times? Is 
this the congeniality that Sergiovanni wrote about? How does this ‘feed’ into 
collegiality? (FN, 04.06.15) 

The same friendly climate was evident when I attended a usual team meeting of Room Plum 

(FN, 24.05.15) and observed a video-recording of a usual team meeting of Room Forest. I had 

arranged to attend both meetings as a means to capture a sense of each team’s shared dialogue 

and interactions, during a situation when they came together without children. Each team 

meeting followed a pre-determined agenda and was facilitated by their respective team leader. 

The content of their dialogues revealed a shared interest in children, families, and each other. A 

strong sense of congeniality was evident in both teams’ talk about their: shared practices, 

willingness to share ideas and knowledge, and positive references to one another. I captured 

my impressions of this friendly dynamic soon after observing both meetings: 

Every team member, including a student-teacher who was welcomed to one team’s 
meeting, had a chance to speak and contribute to the dialogue without being “shut 
down”. The positional leaders were respectful towards others and validated 
teachers’ ideas while sharing their own. The wide range of topics discussed were 
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focused on teaching, learning and philosophy, infants’ and toddlers’ care routines, 
relationships with children, families, and with each other. A sense of humour was 
apparent in both team meetings, stimulated by multiple members of each team, not 
just one person. (FN, 30.03.15) 

My impressions highlighted similarities across both teaching teams. Each team included 

teachers and positional leaders with diverse views and personalities, and yet the teams reflected 

similar ways of being. These ways of being were: each team leader allowing time for anyone to 

speak and to be heard; a whole-team interest and willingness to talk about teaching practice, 

children’s learning, and development; a consideration for families’ situations; and a sense of 

camaraderie where laughter and humour peppered their dialogue.  

These ways of being aligned with how teacher colleagues described their own teams 

during the focus groups I facilitated after the usual staff meetings. Table 7 provides a summary 

of these descriptions.  
 

Table 7. Descriptions of each team during the focus groups 

 
 

The comments in Table 7 indicate positive group dynamics. For example, the notions of trust, 

relationships, friendships, connections, and support were emphasised by both teams. These 

notions aligned with the written reference to relationships with colleagues in the Staff 

Handbook (CD, 2014, p. 13): “Staff are expected to treat each other with courtesy and respect 

at all times” and “Staff agree to work positively in a team”. It seemed then that this staff 

expectation was being realised in practice, given the comments of both teaching teams and my 

observations. 

Families also noticed the friendly and positive interactions between teacher colleagues. 

For example, two parents mentioned this positive climate and their willingness to spend time in 

the centre. They stated: 
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I sit and chat. I feel it is, I don’t know, the staff and everyone are just so friendly 
and easy to chat to and things. (Harriet, Plum/FI) 
 

I get the impression that they enjoy their day, you know. They enjoy hanging out 
with the kids but also with each other. Sometimes I’m jealous. I think that would 
be awesome, you get to hang out with your mates and chat. (Laura, Forest/FI)  

These positive impressions of team dynamics concurred with another parent’s comment. For 

example, Ruth (Plum/FI) had three children attend the centre over a period of six years. She 

commented on teachers’ friendliness and getting along with one another: 

I must have had a child there continuously for six years now and I’ve never walked 
in and thought oh! […] they always seem to be friendly and getting on together. 
[…] I always feel they really genuinely enjoy the children and the stuff they do.  

Three other parents from Room Plum also emphasised the warm and friendly climate of the 

room. For example: 

I feel very welcome and I feel the warmth here. I don’t feel like it’s a cold, sterile 
environment. I feel like there is easy laughter and caring words and interest and 
inclusion. (Shona, Plum/FI) 
 

It’s a very calm, easy going, lovely environment. And my sister is an early 
childhood teacher. She’s just getting her registration at the moment and finding it 
hard to click. (Anne, Plum/FI) 
 

They are really warm, helpful, funny, just the whole atmosphere. (Celine, 
Plum/FI). 

These comments from parents across both rooms, including Ruth (Plum/FI) who had been 

involved with the centre for at least six years, highlighted an atmosphere that was friendly, 

welcoming, warm, and calm. Such insights were consistent with the friendly and nurturing 

climate I had interpreted based on my observations.  

 This strong presence of congeniality indicated strong relationships and connections 

between teacher colleagues across both teams. These features describe Barth’s (2006) 

congenial communities of practice (CoPs) which are characterised by warmth, friendliness, and 

getting along with each other. Connectedness and belonging are necessary features of effective 

CoPs (Block, 2009), and were evident in the way teachers and positional leaders got along with 

one another as they collaborated in dialogue and shared practice. It is possible that this strong 

sense of congeniality meant that teacher colleagues viewed one another as having valuable 

contributions to make to their team based on a commitment to one other (Sergiovanni, 2005; 

Wenger, 1998). With respect to the usual team meetings, teacher colleagues were given time 
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and space to express their views and to contribute to the dialogue. This approach reflected a 

CoP based on a strong sense of togetherness, trust between teacher colleagues, mutual respect 

and support, and an interest in their shared practice. These features are consistent with 

Wenger’s (1998) notion of what binds people together in an effective CoP.  

The positive descriptions indicated that trust and reciprocal relationships underpinned 

how each team viewed their collective work. They also implied that learning with and from 

one another was a feature of their interactions. When congeniality and relational trust are 

present (Bryk & Schneider, 2002, 2003), and there is support for one another in the CoP 

(Sergiovanni, 2007), teachers’ willingness to enact leadership as a means to transform practice 

is possible. This possibility seemed to be the case for teacher colleagues in my study. 

The presence of congeniality and being part of a friendly team are not, however, 

sufficient on their own to motivate teacher colleagues to enact leadership to enhance teaching 

and learning (Barth, 2006). For example, a culture of niceness is a barrier to growth and 

teachers’ enactment of leadership if it leads some individuals to conform to the norms of the 

group while disregarding their own personal preferences (Hard, 2006). Therefore, it is possible 

that some individuals in the teaching teams felt obliged to agree with the majority view that all 

was well. One example from teacher Alex, as discussed shortly, verifies this was the case. 

While congeniality was well established between both teams, collegiality must also be present 

for each team CoP to foster teacher leadership that leads to transformation. 

Collegiality was indeed identified as being present within each teaching team. For 

example, teacher colleagues within each team participated in dialogue about teaching and 

learning, sharing of knowledge and ideas, and support for one another, during the usual staff 

meetings and focus groups (Plum FG; Forest FG). These features of their shared dialogue 

described Barth’s (2006) notion of collegiality—a condition that can support teacher leadership 

and sustained change.  

As with congeniality, evidencing collegiality in the centre was also expected of all staff. 

For example, the centre’s Staff Handbook (CD, 2014, p. 5) stated: “A strong collegial culture is 

evident at [Keystone] with teachers providing support, mentorship and feedback for one 

another”. This explicit statement indicated an understanding of a collegial culture as broader 

than interactions between peers; a culture that needs to be fostered with support, mentoring, 

and feedback. This understanding resonates with Siraj-Blatchford and Manni’s (2007) 

argument that effective leadership relies on a commitment to high levels of collaboration and 
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teamwork. In this way, collegiality does not just happen but requires appropriate support and 

dialogue.  

There were times, however, when collegiality amongst the teams was not sustained. For 

example, one teacher alluded to this concern during an individual interview, rather than during 

the focus group with colleagues. Alex explained a situation that had led him to compromise his 

own ideas in favour of the ideas of others. He drew upon a family metaphor to describe his 

“long time” employment and connections in the centre as a reason for why others did not 

always listen to him. Alex (Plum/TI) stated: 

Working in the same place for a long time with the same people. It’s close to that 
situation of, I wouldn’t say marriage, but a family situation. There is respect there 
but they also don’t listen to you that much. […]. If I say something they totally 
understand, then again, they have their own ideas. So, it’s hard to [always] 
convince [others that my ideas are important]. 

Alex’s revelation that collegiality was not always sustained was reiterated when he pointed out 

there was sometimes “drama” between teachers. Alex (Plum/TI) further commented: 

 Sometimes they fight each other at some point, it’s like [I think to myself] “okay, 
I’ll go change kids now”. 

Although congeniality across both teams was strong, Alex’s comments suggest that the 

dynamics of his team, at least, were not always positive. However, he chose to avoid drama by 

accepting that it was hard to convince others about his ideas. While Alex’s case is a single 

example, the concern is that if not being listened to was commonplace within both teams, and 

not raised during participants’ individual interviews, then the positive interactions evident 

between colleagues could reflect contrived collegiality (DuFour, 2011). Contrived collegiality 

focuses on complaints, and is dominated by talk that has little to do with supporting children’s 

learning. This climate fosters a toxic culture that can negatively affect teachers’ willingness to 

enact leadership, especially if teachers fear being exposed to negativity from their colleagues. 

Paying attention to concerns such as Alex’s is therefore important if the context is to foster 

teacher leadership amongst the teams. 

Parents perceived that strong collegiality existed within teaching teams. While other 

experiences like Alex’s were likely, their occurrence in the study was not consistent enough to 

signal the presence of a toxic centre culture. Evidence of a more positive, rather than toxic, 

culture came from four parents across both rooms. For example: 
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I think they have a lot of support for each other and that there’s a lot of support 
built into their jobs and time that they can have away from the children if it gets too 
much. (Laura, Forest/FI)   
 

They all seem to work really well together. (Emily, Forest/FI) 
 

They support each other. I think they work together really well. (Anne, Plum/FI) 
 

They seem to get on very well. I haven’t heard anything to the contrary. (Jacky, 
Forest/FI) 

These parents’ comments highlighted the supportive conditions that they perceived 

underpinned the work of both teams, reiterating an important feature of a collegial culture. My 

impressions about these supportive conditions were consistent with parents’ impressions. One 

of my reflective memos, written shortly after an observation of a morning tea routine, 

emphasised teachers’ communication and willingness to support one another. For example: 

Lots of talking with children during routine times. Organised. Teachers remain 
calm, appear to know what to do next by observing other teachers and talking with 
them. Talk between teachers is focused on children a lot of the time, and their 
current roles, particularly when need to support each other. (FN 01.07.15) 

Teacher colleagues in both rooms were therefore supportive of one another as they shared an 

interest in their practice, children, and one another.  

The centre leadership team expected teacher colleagues to face issues with other staff 

members. Staff were encouraged to resolve issues amongst themselves first, and then to seek 

support from their positional leaders if needed. These expectations were made explicit in the 

Staff Handbook (CD, 2014): “When problems arise between staff, a direct approach to the 

person concerned is used. Problems unresolved by this approach may be brought to the 

attention of the team leader or ultimately the Manager for mediation” (p. 13). 

Lead teacher Kate (Forest/LI) explained that when issues arose between colleagues, 

their strategy was to address them as a team, wherever possible. Kate explained: 

Sometimes we will have discussions about things that are bothering us but things 
get fixed pretty quickly or we bring them up at meetings. We just try and do our 
best to solve a problem. It’s all done as part of a team. It’s not somebody standing 
at the top and saying this is what you should be doing and you need to do that. 

Further clarification on the nature of these issues was not given. Even so, the evidence suggests 

that: tensions between staff were acknowledged as part of working together, tensions did occur 

in the centre, and tensions were potentially addressed either one-to-one or by the team. Such 
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ideas suggest that teachers and positional leaders, with the support of the centre leadership 

team, worked at maintaining a collegial climate rather than assuming it would just happen. 

In summary, the strong presence of congeniality and collegiality within each team CoP 

reflected Siraj-Blatchford and Manni’s (2007) notions of commitment and teamwork, and 

Barth’s (2006) emphasis on collegiality as a basis for motivating teachers’ enactment of 

leadership. Congeniality and collegiality were seen to bring teacher colleagues together in 

dialogue and in shared practice. These notions were: experienced by teachers, perceived by 

families, and expected of all staff in the centre. This congenial-collegial climate, identified as 

underpinning teaching activity in both rooms, also had potential to foster teachers’ enactment 

of ETL, thereby contributing to what made each team CoP effective. Congeniality and 

collegiality alone, however, may not motivate teachers to enact leadership in their everyday 

practice unless teacher colleagues also feel a strong sense of trust in others.  

Relational trust. Relational trust between teachers, positional leaders, and parents was 

ascertained as a strong underpinning of their relationships, reflective of the congeniality and 

collegiality of both teams. This trust had potential to foster teachers’ enactment of ETL in the 

centre, and thus, contributed to the meaning of an effective CoP regarding ETL Principle 1.  

Similar to congeniality and collegiality, the expectation to foster “parental trust” was 

written into the centre’s Philosophy Statement (CD, 2014). Some teachers felt however that 

building trust with some parents needed time. Teacher Zara (Forest/TG) and her colleagues 

from Room Forest shared this view during their focus group: 

Zara (Forest/TG): […] some parents are very comfortable [with what we do] from 
first go, but some parents you build that trust over a period of time … 
 

[Group consensus “Yeah”] 

Despite teacher colleagues feeling this way about parental trust, many parents revealed strong 

trust in the teaching teams. For example, two parents from Room Plum shared:  

Before [my child] started, I came down and looked around and it just felt cosy and 
I was like “oh yeah” because [I had] doubts leaving my kids with other people but 
[the centre] put my mind at ease. (Shona, Plum/FI) 
 

They are people I would like to hang out with outside of here, do you know what I 
mean? And I like that those barriers are down now. It’s kind of like [we can use] 
nicknames and have a laugh about things. (Anne, Plum/FI) 

These comments of parents highlighted that teachers were not only approachable and friendly, 

but the centre was a place in which they were happy to spend time. Anne’s comment about 
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barriers being down suggested that trust was present in her relationships with the team.  

The idea of trusting amongst the teams was reflected in how the teams viewed 

themselves. For example, Table 8 (this chapter, p. 119) illustrates that three teachers from 

Room Forest and two teachers from Room Plum used the term trust to describe their team. In 

addition, teacher Evie (Forest/FG) had her own child attending the room in which she taught. 

During Room Forest’s focus group, Evie stressed her full confidence and trust in her 

colleagues. This trust was, in turn, felt by her colleague Anita (Forest/FG). For example:  

Evie: I trust the teachers with all my heart […].  
 

Anita: […] she really has shown that trust in us. 

While Evie shared her feeling without reservation, teachers in Room Plum felt that learning to 

trust their colleagues sometimes took time. During the focus group for example, Melissa 

(Plum/FG) stated: 

I think [we are] also trusting each other [more], that if a teacher is there and 
something is happening that they’ve got a handle on it and that if they’re not 
stepping in, there is probably a reason for it.  

Melissa therefore indicated that she and others were learning to trust one another. She felt that 

colleagues did not always “step in” to situations as she expected, although she was willing to 

understand rather than judge their inaction.  

Similar views were shared by Melissa’s colleagues during the focus group. When asked 

what assists them with their everyday work with others, one teacher (Doris, Plum/TG) and lead 

teacher Kim (Plum/LG) agreed that trust and relationships were important. Team leader Lena 

(Plum/CLG) explained that her trust in the team had not always been as strong as it was now. 

Lena explained: 

There were times when as a team leader I wouldn’t like walking out of the room 
and leaving a team because I didn’t have that trust that this wasn’t going to happen 
or this will happen. I now have no problem walking in and out of [the room]. And 
it’s not just depending on one, like Kim is the lead teacher. I can go to anybody and 
you know things [will] just happen.  

This comment highlighted Lena’s view that everyone, rather than just the positional leaders, 

was dependable and trustworthy to make things happen. This trust had developed over time. 

Lena’s willingness to share her view openly in front of the team also modelled trustworthiness 

and integrity. She had modelled the same during the usual staff meeting I reviewed. In that 
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meeting, Lena invited her colleagues to talk about their challenges as part of the dialogue and 

invited them to provide ideas about how to address those challenges. For example, she asked 

the team: 

Any more challenges before we go on or have you got any inspirational ideas on 
how to improve? 

Lena’s guiding question was seen to stimulate discussion amongst the team regarding how to 

improve teaching and learning.  

In these ways, members of Room Plum modelled interpersonal respect (Bryk & 

Schneider, 2002, 2003) by listening to one another and valuing their input. They demonstrated 

a collegial commitment to share ideas and support one another within their team CoP. Team 

leader Lena modelled personal integrity (Bryk & Schneider, 2002, 2003) by speaking the truth 

about her journey towards learning to trust others in the team. This situation involving the team 

resonates with Murray and McDowall Clark’s (2013) finding that when trusting relationships 

and moral purpose, rather than authority, are foregrounded, leadership can be exercised by 

teachers without the need to have a formal leadership position. Lena’s modelling of relational 

trust, and her invitation and reliance on the knowledge and expertise of the team to address 

their shared challenges, supported a genuine view of leadership as being distributed across the 

group (Gronn, 2002; Spillane, 2005). It also reinforced teachers’ potential to enact ETL as part 

of their collegial everyday practice.  

In summary, relational trust was seen in the dynamics of relationships between teacher 

colleagues, and manifested as a notion entwined with congeniality and collegiality. Relational 

trust was also interrelated with the notions of whanaungatanga and manaakitanga—additional 

values-based conditions that were seen to underpin teaching activity in both rooms. 

Whanaungatanga and manaakitanga. Whanaungatanga and manaakitanga transpired 

as interrelated notions in this study and encouraged teachers, positional leaders, and parents to 

connect with and look out for one another. While these Māori concepts were not identified in 

the literature on leadership reviewed for this thesis, my study shows that they contributed to a 

context conducive to teachers’ enactment of leadership. The Māori term whanaungatanga is 

defined in the early childhood curriculum Te Whāriki as kinship and connections between 

peers, shared experiences, and working together in ways that afford a sense of belonging 

(MoE, 2017). Closely related is the notion of manaakitanga, also a Māori term that Te Whāriki 

defines as approaching others with respect, hospitality, and care (MoE, 2017). 
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Whanaungatanga and manaakitanga were reflected in the activity of both teaching 

teams, and inherent in the descriptions of the centre as family-like and supportive. Examples of 

these descriptions surfaced during the focus groups of both teaching teams. For example, 

teacher Anita (Forest/TG) spoke to her team about how the centre and her colleagues had 

played a significant role in her transition to a new country and job. She referred to her 

colleagues as “like family”, a comment which elicited agreement from others. For example: 

Anita (Forest/TG): The support that I got from here is a memory that will stay with 
me forever. […]. I talk to my mum and dad for hours about this place, about all the 
people here, they are like family here.  
 

Evie (Forest/TG): Same here!  
 

Rose (Forest/TG): I talk about them too and they’re [my family are] like “we don’t 
even know these people!” [group laughing …] It’s like a home away from home.  

These comments from the team revealed positive views and feelings about the centre, but also 

implied there was a high level of care and support from colleagues—something Anita, Evie, 

and Rose felt was important enough to share with their own families.  

Colleagues from Room Plum also felt supported, revealing this positive view in their 

focus group discussion. One excerpt of that discussion follows: 

Lena (Plum/CLG): We feel supported. I feel supported […] 
 

Researcher: Do you all feel that? 
 

Kim, Angela, Linda (Plum/TG): Mmmm [nodding in agreement]. 

The general consensus from both teams therefore was that the climate of the centre was 

supportive and for some felt “like family” and “a home away from home”. This consensus 

revealed a strong sense of connection to the centre and belonging amongst teacher colleagues, 

reflective of the notion of whanaungatanga. It was also clear that many teacher colleagues felt 

cared for and supported by others, reflective of the notion of manaakitanga. However, not all 

teacher colleagues verbalised their agreement with these views, and so it is possible that some 

individuals felt differently and, due to the group situation, chose not to share. 

One team highlighted that fostering connections with families, an important aspect of 

whanaungatanga, was important but not always easy and came easier to some teachers than to 

others. For example, three teachers from Room Plum shared during the focus group:  

I feel that we have got really good relationships with our families, maybe not every 
single teacher with every single parent (Melissa, Plum/TG) 
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It’s not a strength of mine forming relationships with the parents. I used to focus 
way too much on the child and since I’ve had my own children I’ve noticed that 
there’s parents there as well […]. I’ve got better at that but it doesn’t come 
naturally to me. I do tend to step back during that middle part of the day if there’s 
parents coming in and out. There’s usually someone else stepping in so I step back, 
but in the morning I can’t, so I’ve actually formed some really nice relationships 
with those morning parents. (Doris, Plum/TG) 
 

I think I need to work on relationships with the parents as well. I just started full 
time. (Angela, Plum/TG) 

These teacher colleagues seemed to value relationships with parents. Even though Doris and 

Angela found this area of practice challenging, they indicated a willingness to address it. While 

Doris’s comment could be interpreted as letting her colleagues address an area she struggled 

with, she revealed that spending time with parents in the mornings had enabled her to form 

relationships with families. It is possible that the presence of whanaungatanga and 

manaakitanga in her team also helped Doris to feel supported in overcoming this challenge.  

Five parents shared similar sentiments about the warm and welcoming climate of the 

centre. This finding resonated with the notions of whanaungatanga and manaakitanga. These 

parents described the centre in several ways, for example: like the “family” they wanted to be 

part of (Anne, Plum/FI; Laura, Forest/FI; Lisa, Forest/FI; Sarina, Forest/FI); as a “second home 

for our kids” (Emily, Forest/FI); the teaching team was described as one child’s “five mums” 

(Laura, Forest/FI); and the teachers were “loving” towards their children (Emily, Forest/FI; 

Laura, Forest/FI). These comments concurred with the comments from both teaching teams 

about their colleagues and the centre. In this way, whanaungatanga and manaakitanga were 

reflected in a widely-shared belief that the centre was warm, welcoming, and family-like. 

These notions were also reflected in the strong connections evident between teachers, 

positional leaders, and families.  

Parents’ experience of tension with the centre and staff was minimal. For example, 

when asked about any potential tension, only one parent (Jacky, Forest/FI) mentioned they had 

experienced this, although it was in relation to being overcharged fees for her child’s 

attendance, rather than in relation to teaching and learning. Another parent (Anne, Plum/FI) 

insisted that the centre was “utopia” because of how much the teaching team had supported her 

as a solo parent when her daughter started at the centre. She also believed: “I feel like we are 

family now”, revealing a strong connection with her child’s teachers. 

One of my reflective memos captured the positive interactions between teachers, 
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positional leaders, and families. This memo focused on parents spending time with their 

children and teaching team in the centre. Some parents visited either before or after their work, 

often for up to 30 minutes at a time. I noted: 

The notion of [parents] ‘hanging out’ [for short periods of time] seemed to resonate 
with the idea of visiting friends in familiar place and suggested a culture of 
camaraderie between teachers but also between teachers and parents. (FN, 
02.06.15) 

My memo highlighted that parents likely spent time in the centre because of the welcoming 

climate. Parents’ willingness to be with their child and the teaching team indicated a shared 

commitment to children and a willingness to nurture their relationships and communication 

with teachers. Their choice to “hang out” in the rooms denoted some parents’ sense of 

belonging to a welcoming and trusting place. By making parents feel welcome to spend periods 

of time in the centre, teacher colleagues positioned families as valued members of their CoP. 

All of the parents’ views and actions reported thus far are consistent with the views and 

actions of teacher colleagues in both rooms. These views and actions illuminate the 

family-like, warm and welcoming atmosphere of the centre, and imply that caring relationships 

are a focus for both teaching teams.  

As with congeniality, collegiality, and relational trust, both whanaungatanga and 

manaakitanga were made explicit as centre values. For example, whanaungatanga was defined 

in the Staff Handbook as a value of “interconnectedness and relatedness” (CD, 2014, p. 4), 

which emphasises maintaining and fostering relationships, and connections with others. This 

definition resonated with the definition in Te Whāriki and placed emphasis on strong, positive 

relationships with parents and one another. Manaakitanga was described in the handbook as a 

value concerned with “uplifting, fostering and nurturing the mana of the person” (CD, 2014, p. 

4) where “mana” was explained as “the presence of the spirit within the person which […] 

expresses itself in their ability to do certain things, in their skills and talents. […] and these 

offer a person a sense of authority” (CD, 2014, p. 4). This description was also consistent with 

the definition in Te Whāriki and positioned people’s well-being at the centre of everyday 

practice, where the mana of children, families, and teachers was assumed to be nurtured in 

ways that upheld their potential.  

All in all, the centre values of whanaungatanga and manaakitanga were alluded to by 

teacher colleagues and parents as conditions that characterised their interactions and 

relationships with others. These conditions were seen to motivate teachers, positional leaders, 
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and families to: come together; share a commitment to children and one another; and develop 

their sense of belonging to the CoP they were part of. Developing a sense of belonging is 

central to fostering a sense of community, where belonging refers to being related to and a part 

of something, and having a sense of “being at home in the broadest sense of the phrase” 

(Block, 2009, p. xii). In my study, families and teachers took up opportunities to engage with 

one another with respect, and, in doing so, contributed to a community that felt warm, 

welcoming, and family-like.  

Fostering a sense of community is also important leadership work (Block, 2009). 

Therefore, teacher colleagues enacted informal leadership when they supported one another in 

practice and afforded opportunities for families to develop their sense of belonging in a context 

of hospitality. In turn, both of these activities were seen to strengthen community. Through a 

leadership lens, hospitality is about: welcoming guests as if they belong, regardless of their 

past; inviting others to participate in what the host is committed to; creating new possibilities 

together; and honouring a guest’s choice to participate (Block, 2009). In my study, teacher 

colleagues respected parents’ choice to spend time in the centre and welcomed them with the 

view that they belonged. This show of hospitality and manaakitanga helped to uphold the mana 

of families and teachers by enabling them to contribute to the centre community in ways they 

preferred, such as spending time with their child in the centre. Nurturing people’s mana in this 

way is central to empowerment, another value that was established in the study. 

Empowering teachers. An emphasis on empowering teachers was identified in the 

study. This emphasis was evident in: centre documentation, the view of leadership that was 

endorsed in the centre, the visibility and accessibility of the centre leadership team, and the 

promotion of power-with, rather than power-over relationships. These ideas resonate with the 

notion of whakamana/empowerment in Te Whāriki, which refers to a process of recognising 

and enhancing the mana and potential of others (MoE, 2017). These notions had potential to 

enhance teachers’ commitment to their CoP and their capacity to share decision-making and 

leadership with others.  

A positive image of all staff as thinking, valued professionals was written into centre 

documentation. For example, the centre’s Philosophy Statement (CD, 2014) clarified the vision 

of the centre, which included a reference to adults (and children) “as a valuable part of our 

learning community” (paragraph 3) who are “encouraged to be, think, inquire, and to learn” 

(paragraph 3). Complementing this vision, the centre’s Performance Appraisal for Teachers 
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policy (CD, 2015) stated that staff would be “recognised, valued and empowered to be, 

develop and progress as professionals” (p. 3). Similarly, the Staff Handbook (CD, 2014) 

included the statement that “leadership is distributed throughout the centre with key positions 

of Team Leader and Lead Teacher” (p. 5). These statements reflected an emphasis on teachers’ 

potential and a desire to empower, rather than direct, teachers’ decision-making capacities. 

They also reflected a value to create a place where teachers could: contribute a range of ideas, 

make decisions, show initiative, and feel and be supported. An intention for leadership to be 

distributed across teacher leaders was also made explicit. 

The intention to distribute leadership across the centre endorsed the view that 

improving teaching and learning was a collective responsibility and that leadership could be 

shared across several individuals; albeit with positional titles. This understanding of distributed 

leadership differs from a more genuine, and inclusive notion where leadership is stretched 

across the group irrespective of position (Gronn, 2000). From this perspective, leadership relies 

on expertise and knowledge derived from within the group, rather than only on those who hold 

a formal positional leadership title (Gronn, 2002; Spillane, 2005). The intention to empower a 

few individuals risks the assumption that decision-making capacity lies only with those who 

have a positional leadership title, rather than in all those who enact leadership irrespective of 

position (Lumby, 2013). Such an assumption has potential to undermine the decision-making 

capacities of teachers without formal leadership positions. 

Despite the limited definition of distributed leadership endorsed in centre 

documentation, acknowledging teachers’ potential was still deemed important. For example, 

team leader Lena (Plum/CLI) stressed the importance of everyone viewing teachers in the same 

way that they viewed children—with potential: 

That’s what excites me - knowing that everyone has got potential, just like our 
children. How we […] view our children is how we should view our teachers.  

This positive view of teachers was reflected in their positive interactions with the centre 

leadership team. For example, during their individual interviews, three teachers from Room 

Forest described the approachability of the centre positional leaders and their willingness to 

engage in dialogue with teachers. For example:  

Here the leadership is different [compared to my previous workplace …]. They 
know who you all are, whereas […] in a place like that, they didn’t know who you 
were. (Olivia, Forest/TI) 
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Even the management are so good […], you talk to them in your breaks, [and] 
when you come in, they will ask how have you been? (Anita, Forest/TI) 
 

They are always there to listen to you. […]. They’ve got a boss hat, but I’ve never 
seen that. They are very approachable […]. I have seen back home what hierarchy 
is. (Zara, Forest/TI) 

These comments revealed that some teachers’ interactions with the centre leadership team 

made teachers feel good about their place in the centre. This was due to the centre leadership 

team being visible and accessible to them. It may be that these teachers felt valued because 

they perceived their relationships with positional leaders to be relatively equal. Teachers 

feeling valued is important as it enhances teachers’ commitment to their CoP. A school-based 

study found that when positional leaders empowered teachers, such as through participative 

decision-making, teachers’ commitment to the school was enhanced (Hulpia & Devos, 2010). 

That study was based, however, on a setting where teacher commitment was initially very low; 

yet my finding that whanaungatanga and manaakitanga had been established at Keystone 

indicates that teachers in my study had high levels of commitment to one another and to the 

centre. 

 The comments of Olivia, Anita, and Zara also suggest that having personable positional 

leaders who are visible and accessible to staff had not always been the case for these teachers. 

For example, Olivia’s and Zara’s comments contrast their positive current experiences of 

leadership with their less positive previous experiences of leadership in other settings. Zara 

implied that she had experienced leadership as being bossy (having “a boss hat”), and 

authoritative (“I have seen … what hierarchy is”). Anita’s exclamation that “even the 

management are so good” indicated surprise that this was possible.  

The teachers’ recurring use of the term “they” to refer to the centre leadership team 

resonated with the way many other teachers in the study referred to them. This common 

reference seemed to suggest that teachers viewed the centre leadership team through an “us and 

them” stance. This was despite the intentions of the centre leadership team to empower 

teachers in a context of distributed leadership. This “us and them” stance mirrored the findings 

of a qualitative case study exploring how teachers led practice (Fairman & Mackenzie, 2015). 

Fairman and Mackenzie found that teachers were ambivalent towards leadership, even when 

they were seen to enact leadership practices. Those teachers equated leadership with formal 

roles and hierarchy, which they did not want to be associated with, and therefore adopted an 
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“us against them” mentality where “being seen as part of the administration [was] risky” (p. 

78) to their relationships and trust with colleagues.  

The comments of Olivia, Anita, and Zara suggest that some teachers had adopted an 

“us and them” stance. However, the references to talking with the centre leadership team, and 

about the team being accessible and approachable to teachers, suggested that this stance was 

not equivalent to the us against them mentality that arose in Fairman and Mackenzie’s (2015) 

study. In my study, teachers’ references to the centre leadership team were instead positive, 

even when the term “management” was used. Teachers seemed to use this term to distinguish 

them as a group separate from the teaching staff. 

The use of the term management was also likely influenced by the positional titles 

assigned to the centre leadership team, as per their job descriptions and the Staff Handbook 

(CD, 2014). For example, the centre manager had main responsibility for “the day to day 

policy implementation, management and educational leadership” (Job Description, CD, 2015, 

p. 1), the education manager had main “responsibility for leadership/development of teaching 

and learning” (Staff Handbook, CD, 2014, p. 5), and the curriculum manager had main 

“responsibility for leadership/development of curriculum and pedagogy” (Staff Handbook, CD, 

2014, p. 5). Including the term management in the titles recognised the management 

responsibilities each role held but, risked confusing teachers about the distinction between 

management and leadership.  

Using the terms management and leadership to refer to the same individuals is 

problematic. As discussed in Chapter 2 (p. 16), these concepts are related but involve different 

activities, so therefore mean different things (Ebbeck & Waniganayake, 2003; Hujala et al., 

2013). The centre leadership team members were officially assigned the title of manager but 

were also expected to enact leadership as part of their roles (Job Descriptions, CD, 2015). 

Having individual roles focused on both management and leadership may be confusing for how 

teachers come to understand their own leadership practices. This situation might also 

exacerbate teachers’ hesitancy to engage in leadership (Murray & McDowall Clark, 2013), 

including as a collective practice. Although teacher hesitancy is a widespread issue in 

education (Fairman & Mackenzie, 2015; Sato, 2005), at least five teachers in my study were 

not averse to engaging with the notion of leadership, as will be discussed in Chapter 6. It may 

be that the positive way positional leaders interacted with teachers and shared power with them 
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encouraged teachers to see themselves in equal relationships with others, in line with the 

centre-wide intention to empower teachers. 

Power-with relationships. My impressions of the activity in both rooms were that 

power-over relationships and the control of others were not an obvious feature of interactions 

between teacher colleagues. The idea of equal relationships between colleagues was more 

prominent to me, as noted in my fieldnotes during my familiarisation period: 

I don’t feel any sense of power play amongst the teachers. No sense of hierarchical 
positioning. (FN, 18.03.15) 

During subsequent observations of mealtime routines, I was alerted to the decision-making 

capacity of teachers (both with and without leadership positions). During their shared practice, 

I observed teachers making decisions on the spot that influenced their shared practice. These 

decisions were often made without checking in with others in any explicit way. I documented 

one example after observing a lunchtime routine in Room Plum: 

I found it interesting to witness the swift changes in teacher roles, and decision 
making that happens on one's feet. These things would be neither easy nor come 
naturally to all. I think being able to get to this point in one's teaching requires a 
sense that "I can make these decisions, I have the power" for it to work. Without 
such agency, perhaps one would be checking in with another person who has some 
authority before decisions are made, thus leaving practice to be stilted and lacking 
in fluidity? (FN, 11.06.15) 

My observation highlighted a situation where, without being asked or needing guidance, 

teacher colleagues (both without and without leadership positions) exercised their agency in 

ways that contributed to their shared practice. Their actions and interactions seemed to suggest 

a situation of power-with relationships, whereby teacher colleagues were able to make 

decisions about their shared practices as they worked collaboratively in their open teaching 

space.  

The idea of power-with relationships was also reflected in parents’ perceptions about 

the positive communication and teamwork they perceived between teacher colleagues. For 

example, three parents stated: 

If one of them goes off and does something they always communicate they are 
going or I am taking a child. Just the hand-over communication seems to be very 
good. (Jacky, Forest/FI) 
 

I see them communicate about the different kids. It’s teamwork. (Anne, Plum/FI) 
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They seem to communicate well. I’ve only really heard positive comments about 
each other and those that aren’t around. (Emily, Forest/FI) 

These comments from parents revealed that the power-with relationships I noted were also 

observed by them in relation to teachers’ hand-over communication, teamwork, and good 

communication.  

Positional leaders and teachers used the term power to describe the formal positional 

leadership at the centre level. For example, lead teacher Kim (Plum/LI) shared her view of 

leadership as shared power during her individual interview. She stated: 

The way we work together is how I think we lead the way of how an early 
childhood education team should work. […] sharing of power, so sharing of 
leadership. 

Kim’s comment therefore revealed a belief that leadership and power are synonymous, and that 

leadership, and therefore power, ought to be shared with colleagues. The context of her 

comment and her consideration for her team, implied that her reference to sharing power was 

akin to liberating others to exercise their agency rather than delegating power to others.  

The idea of power being attributed to leadership is not an uncommon idea. One view of 

leadership is that it is imbued with power, whereby leaders engage in power relations and draw 

on this power to exert influence over others (Bolden et al., 2011, p. 72). Kim’s (Plum/LI) view 

of power was in terms of sharing and distributing power, rather than exerting influence over 

her colleagues. Kim’s view concurs with Salovaara and Bathurst’s (2018) emphasis on  

power-with relationships that have potential to liberate others and promote collaboration. This 

view also aligns with Crowther’s (1996) study, which found that teacher leaders were more 

interested in collaborating with colleagues to achieve shared community-oriented goals, rather 

than leading through a position of power. In this way, Kim’s willingness to share power with 

others reflects an orientation towards collaboration with her colleagues.  

The use of the term power can exacerbate teachers’ reluctance to enact change. For 

example, Mevawalla and Hadley’s (2012) Australian study on professional advocacy in ECE 

found that teacher participants were ambivalent with discourses about power if they believed 

that enacting change required accessing power. In fact, those teachers believed that accessing 

power was the domain of senior positional leaders. In my study, Kim’s (Plum/LI) reference to 

power was more about empowering, rather than controlling others, and evident in her use of 

inclusive language, such as “we” and “sharing”; terms which implied power-with relationships. 
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The term power also arose during Room Forest’s focus group discussion about 

experiences of leadership. Teacher Olivia (Forest/TG) talked about her past experiences of 

leadership, and explained that she took issue with managers who acted like “so-called leaders”. 

What I also noted during this particular conversation was how Olivia and her colleagues were 

able to complete each other’s sentences, as if they were in tune with one another and able to 

anticipate what others were about to say. An excerpt of this conversation follows: 

Olivia (Forest/TG): I’ve been in many places […] and met so many managers, so 
many so-called leaders and I’ve learned from that, and I know that when I come 
here I can fit in here because the people … 
 

Zara (Forest/TG): And as a role model as well … 
 

Olivia (Forest/TG): I don’t see the nastiness or the… 
 

Rose (Forest/TG): Power … [Colleagues nod heads in agreement] 
 

Olivia (Forest/TG): The power thing happening. 
 

Rose (Forest/TG):  I think that’s old-school thinking, that leadership is someone 
who has got power over you. 

Olivia’s comment about managers as “so-called leaders” revealed a belief that notions of 

leadership, management, and power are connected, and that managers are not automatically 

leaders. Here she did not equate leadership with management, but related leadership to the 

broader notion of management. She also referred to a potentially dark side of leadership with 

regard to nastiness and power over others. This idea prompted teacher Rose to share her belief 

that power-over leadership was old-school thinking and an outdated notion. The shared 

dialogue about leadership practices and completing each other’s sentences reiterated the 

presence of congeniality, collegiality, relational trust, whanaungatanga and manaakitanga, as 

established earlier. The comments also revealed that their current experiences of leadership 

were different to Olivia’s negative experience. This insight implied that the positive manner of 

the centre leadership team had likely fostered a positive, empowering environment in which 

teachers like Olivia felt a sense of belonging. 

The notion of power-with relationships amongst teacher colleagues was therefore 

obvious to some teachers, positional leaders, and parents. An emphasis on sharing power and 

working together in mutual ways contributes to leaderful practice (Raelin, 2005). The evidence 

of leaderful practice identified in the interactions between teachers and positional leaders in 

Chapter 7 suggests that these power-with relationships were significant to the potential 



 

 

 

137   

enactment of ETL. Although a hierarchy of individual positional leaders was firmly in place, 

this hierarchy did not seem to hinder the leaderful ways teachers and positional leaders 

engaged in shared decision-making, exercised agency for the benefit of others, and worked 

collaboratively on their shared practice.  

In summary, the notion of empowering teachers in the centre was evident in several 

ways. For example, it was: stated as an explicit intention in centre documentation; evident in 

teachers’ views that the centre leadership team were visible and accessible; and reflected in the 

power-with relationships that were exercised between teachers and positional leaders. 

Leadership was also endorsed as a distributed notion but across a few individuals with formal 

leadership positions; yet this did not deter teachers from working collaboratively with 

positional leaders during shared teaching practice. 

To conclude this overall section, it was clear that these values-based conditions 

encouraged teachers, positional leaders, and parents to converge by coming together, rather 

than diverge by moving away from one another. Congeniality, collegiality, relational trust, 

whanaungatanga, manaakitanga and empowering teachers indicates respectful and reciprocal 

relationships as being central to all activity in the centre. This idea is central to the enactment 

of Te Whāriki (MoE, 2017) and suggests a context where centre values, people, and practices 

are understood as being interrelated. 

These values-based conditions also had potential to support teachers’ enactment of 

ETL. For example, the strong presence of congeniality, efforts to sustain collegiality, and 

established relational trust nurtured an environment that motivated teachers to enact informal 

leadership by supporting one another, sharing their knowledge and expertise in dialogue, and 

addressing issues of practice together during dialogue. The presence of whanaungatanga and 

manaakitanga in the setting fostered strong connections between teachers and parents (and 

potentially children), enabling all to develop a sense of belonging to their CoP and contribute 

to their CoP as important leadership work. A positive view of teachers led to teachers feeling 

valued, heard, supported, and potentially motivated to improve teaching and learning as a 

collective responsibility. 

Significant to these ideas was the apparent congruence between the centre’s espoused 

values and the enactment of values in practice. This congruence was seen to assist in fostering 

a context that was conducive to the enactment of ETL (as will be discussed in Chapter 7).  
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Congruence between espoused and lived values 

Positional leaders from Room Plum alluded to the influence of the centre’s values on 

staff identity and way of being in the centre. For example, Lena and Kim during the focus 

group stated: 

Lena (Plum/CLG): […] I think that the [centre’s] philosophy underpins who we are 
here, our way of being and it’s alive […]. 
 

Kim (Plum/LG): I agree. 

Similarly, teacher Zara (Forest/TI) revealed during her individual interview a belief that the 

centre climate was linked to the vision of the centre. She expressed: 

Having [an inspiring] environment has a lot to do with the vision that management 
has seen or how they want this place to be, that’s how we are. [… I agree with this 
vision] a hundred per cent. It’s been filtered through in a very subtle way. It’s not 
about this is what you are going to achieve. It just flows like water and gets 
everybody to come and join.  

Zara’s metaphor of flowing water revealed a perception that she and her colleagues had felt 

empowered rather than forced to take on the overall vision of the centre. The use of the flowing 

water metaphor suggests that the values that were promoted by the centre leadership team and 

made explicit in a range of centre documentation were well established, invisible but 

ever-present, and had influenced staff in indirect, but powerful ways. This metaphor conveyed 

that the centre values had been embraced in subtle and inspiring ways.  

This situation brings to light a link between leadership and the actualisation of shared 

values. A previous NZ ECE study (Thornton, 2005) on leadership in the Centre of Innovation 

project (Chapter 2, p. 42) defined leadership as working collaboratively in a learning 

community towards a shared vision. In my study, Zara’s comment about the centre vision 

enabling “everybody to come and join” inferred that teachers and positional leaders were 

supported rather than inhibited to come together and engage collectively in achieving the 

overarching vision of the centre. Given Thornton’s definition, teachers and positional leaders 

in my study were therefore engaged in leadership work. The apparent congruence between the 

espoused and lived values was conducive to a leaderful context, which is significant given 

Raelin’s (2011) argument that a leaderful context can be difficult to realise when there is little 

congruence between expectations of the overall organisation and the work of teams. 
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This situation resonates with both distributed leadership and pedagogical leadership. 

First, working towards a vision aligns with a genuine notion of distributed leadership, which is 

not about delegating responsibilities, but about members of a team coming together in ways to 

help address the overall goals of the group (Gronn, 2002; Spillane, 2005). In Zara’s case, she 

believed that everyone had come together to support the vision of the centre. Second, the role 

of the pedagogical leader has been emphasised as vital to establishing a positive climate in the 

centre (Bøe & Hognestad, 2016); yet this idea disregards the potential of the collective in 

contributing to such a climate. In my study, Zara inferred that the positional leaders had 

established a positive climate in the centre, but that everyone within the centre, rather than just 

a handful of individuals, was connected to and potentially helped to sustain the overarching 

vision.  

This idea of congruence between espoused and lived values, and an emphasis on 

coming together to achieve particular goals, draws attention to the nature of leadership 

influence. The comments of Lena, Kim, and Zara in this section suggest that staff members 

were positively influenced by the centre values. This type of influence seemed to be more fluid 

and mutually empowering than direct. As will be discussed in Chapter 7 (p. 199), indirect, 

fluid, and mutually empowering influence was evident at times in the dynamics between 

teacher colleagues as they engaged in their shared practice or during inquiry dialogues.  

These ideas raise questions about the complex interrelationship between centre values, 

teachers, and positional leaders and their ways of being, the context in which those values may 

be realised, and the potential for leadership to be understood as a collective responsibility. The 

findings illuminated in this chapter are now theorised using the CHAT concepts of established 

norms and rules and systemic contradictions for deeper insight. 

CHAT theorisation 
In this section, I discuss the values-based conditions in relation to the CHAT concepts 

of established norms and rules, and then identify the primary and secondary systemic 

contradictions that were evident in both infant-toddler rooms. This allows me to bring fuller 

meaning to my findings, and informs the refinement of ETL Principle 1.  

Established norms and rules. The CHAT concept of established norms and rules, 

explained at the end of Chapter 3 (p. 78) suggests that activity in any context is influenced by, 

and in turn influences, the established norms and rules or conventions that exist within a group 
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or setting. This chapter has established several significant values that underpinned the 

interactive activities of teachers, positional leaders, and parents in both infant-toddler rooms. 

These interrelated values included congeniality and collegiality, relational trust, 

whanaungatanga and manaakitanga, and empowering teachers. In CHAT terms, these 

values-based norms and rules reflected some of the socio-historical conditions of the centre 

that potentially supported, rather than hindered, ETL activity. These conditions encouraged, 

and also reflected, the way teachers and positional leaders came together to collaborate, 

support, and connect with one another and with parents, while engaging in shared practice and 

the conceptual tool of dialogue. In this manner, these values-based norms and rules, which 

were endorsed by being written into centre documentation, represent mediating influences on 

how ETL might come into being by shaping, and being shaped by, the actions and interactions 

of the active subjects involved in joint activity.   

Identifying systemic contradictions. Engeström’s (2001) concept of systemic 

contradictions was not emphasised during the development of the ETL framing at the end of 

the literature review (Chapter 3, p. 77). The data analysis process of the study foregrounded its 

significance in understanding the complexities associated with bringing ETL into being. The 

concept is therefore used to theorise the main findings in each of the three findings-discussion 

chapters (Chapters 5, 6, & 7).  

Contradictions refer to the historically located structural tensions that appear within and 

between components of an activity system, and within and between the interacting activity 

systems (Engeström, 2001). Contradictions are different to problems and issues in that they 

reflect system-level disturbances and conflicts between or within components, but they can 

also encourage positive change within and between activity systems (Engeström, 2001, 2005). 

These tensions provide a source of learning when they become the focus of collective actions. 

In other words, identifying and addressing contradictions can lead to new practices and 

alternative ways that artefacts might be used to mediate interactions and actions within the 

collective (Carroll-Lind et al., 2016). Failure to respond to these tensions can constrain how the 

activity system evolves over time. 

Contradictions occur at different levels, and include primary level contradictions, 

which arise within each node of activity systems, and secondary level contradictions, which 

arise between the constituent nodes. Several systemic contradictions were identified in relation 

to the values-based norms and rules of the teaching team’s activity systems together. These 
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contradictions are outlined as follows:  
 

Primary-level systemic contradictions 

§ Established norms and rules (supportive conditions) 

o Relational trust was established as an important shared value but in practice, 

some teacher colleagues needed time to establish it with others.  

o Collegiality was promoted as a shared value but not always sustained.  
 

Secondary-level contradictions in between constituent nodes: 

§ Established norms and rules (values) – Subjects (teachers and positional leaders) 

o Each teaching team as an effective CoP faced its own ebbs and flows, 

specifically in relation to the relationships between colleagues and team 

dynamics.   

o The use of the terms leadership and management to describe individual leaders’ 

roles had potential to confuse teachers and exacerbate their hesitancy towards 

leadership. 

o An “us and them” stance developed during discussion was used to distinguish 

the centre leadership team from teachers. 

§ Community (the centre leadership team) - Division of labour (leadership) 

o Leadership was espoused as being distributed across formal leadership 

positions, which excluded teachers without formal leadership positions. 

Evidence revealed the potential for teachers to enact informal leadership. 

Refining the initial assertions of ETL  
Engaging abductively with the insights discussed in this chapter highlight several key 

values that were enforced in centre documentation and also experienced in practice. This 

chapter discussion has justified how the values-based conditions identified had potential to 

enable ETL to come into being. As such, these conditions gave meaning to what was effective 

about the team CoPs. These insights led to refining the ETL Principle 1 as per Table 8. 
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Table 8. Refining ETL Principle 1 (in relation to effective communities of practice) 

Initial Principle 1 Refined Principle 1 
Teacher leader identities can emerge from 
effective communities of practice.   

Teacher leader identities can emerge from 
enabling communities of practice that are 
underpinned by shared values, such as 
congeniality, collegiality, relational trust, 
whanaungatanga, manaakitanga, and 
empowering teachers; values which encourage, 
rather than inhibit, collective activity. 

 

This refinement to ETL Principle 1 is subsequently built on in Chapter 6, and is brought 

together with all other refinements to ETL in Chapter 8 (p. 220). 

Chapter conclusion 
The aim of this chapter was to report and discuss the key findings that helped address 

the research question: What contextual conditions might help to bring ETL into being? and 

helped explain the meaning of effective communities of practice as part of ETL Principle 1: 

Teacher leader identities can emerge from effective communities of practice. This chapter has 

explained in detail the significant findings, which centred on several values-based conditions 

that underpinned activity in both infant-toddler rooms, and had potential to bring ETL into 

being. These findings were theorised in relation to the CHAT concepts of established norms 

and rules and systemic contradictions, and informed the refining of ETL Principle 1.  

In relation to the research question, What contextual conditions might help to bring ETL 

into being? the contextual conditions identified included the values-based norms and rules of 

congeniality and collegiality, relational trust, whanaungatanga and manaakitanga, and 

empowering teachers. These values-based norms and rules encouraged teachers and positional 

leaders to come together to address practice underpinned by respectful and reciprocal 

relationships, rather than diverge from one another. Congruence was apparent between the 

espoused shared values and the enactment of these values in practice. These ideas are revisited 

in Chapter 6, which also addresses ETL Principle 1, but focuses specifically on the complex 

nature of negotiating teacher leader identities.  
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6. NEGOTIATING TEACHER LEADER 

IDENTITIES 
 

Everyday leadership is not having a leader telling you what to do or 

saying that this needs doing, and that needs doing. It is about leading 

 through being an example.  

– Linda (Plum/TI)  

 

Linda’s comment reflects what mattered personally for many participants in the study; 

that leadership was less about one person having power over others and more about colleagues 

inspiring one another. The aim of this chapter is to report and discuss key findings based on 

what mattered to participants in relation to teacher leader identities. In doing so, this chapter 

addresses the research questions: How might teachers and positional leaders understand 

leadership in relation to the self? How might teachers, positional leaders, and families 

understand leadership in relation to the collective? ETL Principle 1 that was explored in 

Chapter 5: Teacher leader identities can emerge from effective communities of practice is also 

explored in this chapter, specifically to unravel the complexities of teacher leader identities, 

including teachers’ willingness to embrace leadership, their hesitancies with it, and their need 

to be supported. 

Three main sections make up the structure of this chapter. The first section discusses 

two significant findings: first, that many teachers and positional leaders understood leadership 

in relation to the self as an accessible, everyday identity and practice; and second, that a 

teacher leader identity was complex to negotiate. The second section explores the finding that 

many teachers, positional leaders, and families understood that everyday leadership could be a 

collective identity and practice. The third section theorises these findings in relation to the 

CHAT concept of subjects and identities as one component of the teachers’ activity systems. 

Subsequent revisions to the initial assertions of ETL Principle 1 are explained, before I 

conclude the chapter by drawing on the insights gained from my analysis to address the two 

research questions. As parents’ views were sought specifically in relation to the leadership of 

their children’s teachers, rather their own leadership actions, their views are reported and 

discussed in the second section of this chapter regarding leadership in relation to the collective.  
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Understandings of leadership in relation to the self 
This section focuses on two findings: that many teachers (both with and without formal 

leadership positions) understood that leadership could be an accessible and everyday identity 

and practice, and that negotiating a teacher leader identity was a complex task. The term 

accessible means that teacher colleagues were confident to align their practices with the notion 

of leadership. The term everyday means that they viewed leadership as a practice they could 

choose to enact as part of their day-to-day activity. The term complex reflects the idea that 

some teacher colleagues hesitated to fully embrace a leadership identity, while others felt 

hesitant at first and then less so when given time to talk and reflect on their views. In this 

section, I first discuss views from teachers and positional leaders who embraced a leadership 

identity, and understood they could access leadership opportunities and enact these in their 

own practice. I then discuss the complex nature of negotiating teacher leader identities.  

A teacher leader identity as an accessible and everyday construct. Many teachers 

without a formal leadership position believed that leadership was an identity that was both 

accessible to them and could be enacted as part of their everyday practice. These teachers 

explained they were either currently enacting leadership or willing to enact leadership in the 

future.  

Two teachers, Rose (Forest/TI) and Anita (Forest/TI), spoke during their individual 

interviews about leadership in relation to their current practice. For example, Rose mentioned 

she had “always seen” leadership within herself. She commented on exercising leadership in 

her room without a formal leadership position: 

I am a leader in some ways in my room, even if I don’t have the position I do have 
skills […] confidence.  

Rose therefore believed she had the necessary skills to enact leadership as part of her everyday 

practice. Her confidence in her own leadership identity and practice was reiterated when she 

explained that soon after being employed in the centre as a qualified teacher, her then team 

leader asked her to be “in charge” of overseeing children’s portfolios—a responsibility Rose 

revealed she was keen to take on. Rose (Forest/TI) stated: 

I was in charge of making sure that children’s portfolios were up to date, so that 
was a type of leadership and [my lead teacher] asked me to do that […] when I was 
quite a new teacher. I was quite excited that I was able to get that role and that was 
delegation on her part. 
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The willingness of the team leader to share this responsibility with Rose implied she had trust 

in Rose’s ability to take on this responsibility, which is possible given the relational trust that 

was identified as being present between teacher colleagues (Chapter 5, p. 124). Rose’s reported 

excitement revealed an interest in leadership that was likely inspired by having the opportunity 

to lead practice in this way, especially as a new teacher.  

A teacher’s interest in leadership might not be expected early on in their career. As 

emphasised in Chapter 1 (p. 4), an early childhood teaching qualification in NZ typically 

focuses on teaching rather than leadership. Many teachers are also hesitant to take on a 

leadership identity, as Chapter 2 established; yet Rose revealed she was more confident than 

hesitant to take up the opportunity to lead as a new teacher. Such confidence countered 

Aitken’s (2006) argument that newly qualified ECE teachers may feel pressured to enact 

leadership early on in their teaching career. The enabling conditions explicated in Chapter 5, 

including the emphasis on power-with relationships in the centre (Chapter 5, p. 134), were 

reflected in the role the lead teacher played in fostering Rose’s confidence and willingness to 

enact informal leadership early on in her teaching career.  

While Rose believed she had leadership in her naturally, and therefore embraced the 

opportunity to take on responsibility, teacher Anita (Forest/TI) believed that her confidence 

related to “stepping up [and] taking the lead” had evolved over time. She attributed her 

progress to a supportive team leader and opportunities to observe colleagues in practice. Anita 

stated: 

I used to step back when I started and then [my team leader] encouraged me […]. 
Observing everyone, how they are communicating with each other […] has really 
influenced my practice. 

Anita’s comment revealed that her leadership practice did not develop just because she had the 

willingness to lead. Rather, self-confidence, the opportunity to lead, and trusting she would be 

supported were all important considerations. Her team leader’s support and her observations of 

colleagues were key to realising her leadership potential.  

The situation of these two highlighted important points. Both teachers had opportunities 

to enact leadership early on in their teaching career, believed that a leadership identity was 

accessible to them, chose to enact leadership as part of their everyday practice, and were 

supported by positional leaders. However, both teachers also focused on the individual 

enactment of leadership—an emphasis that is inconsistent with the team-oriented context in 
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which they taught and the focus of my study. This individualistic focus may have come from 

being asked to comment on leadership during their individual interviews. It is also possible that 

the general lack of reference, during research interviews and focus groups, to leadership 

materials or resources in the centre meant that teachers perceived positional leaders to be their 

main source of support for developing their individual leadership potential. 

This evidence highlights that teachers can develop an informal leadership identity early 

on in their career when it is nurtured through trusting and supportive relationships with 

positional leaders. This process relies on the presence of relational trust, which binds people 

together for a shared purpose when it is established as an essential feature of relationships and 

institutional culture (Bryk & Schneider, 2002, 2003; Groundwater-Smith & Sachs, 2002). The 

relational trust that was established as an enabling condition of both infant-toddler rooms 

(Chapter 5, p. 124) likely influenced both teachers to embrace these leadership opportunities 

without feeling scrutinised (Groundwater-Smith & Sachs, 2002). It was also possible that these 

teachers’ opportunities to show they were willing and trustworthy to lead with confidence 

nurtured their reciprocal relationships with their respective team leaders.  

Three other teachers (also without formal leadership positions) mentioned during their 

individual interviews a willingness to take on leadership responsibilities in the future. These 

teachers revealed a shared goal to support student teachers who were studying to be ECE 

teachers. For example: Melissa (Plum/TI) wanted to support student teachers to “see some 

more [leadership] within myself”; Olivia (Forest/TI) was keen for the same in order to “do 

some more leadership in the room”; and Ana (Plum/TI) wanted to support students to develop 

“a collaborative, reciprocal relationship with someone who [was] not from the centre” and 

have the opportunity to “teach them” new things. These teachers therefore regarded the support 

of student teachers as a leadership opportunity that was accessible to them, and an identity and 

practice they could choose to take up in the future. 

Similarly, Rose (Forest/TI) had mentioned her willingness to support student teachers. 

However, unlike Melissa, Olivia, and Ana, Rose had already supported a student teacher in her 

current practice. Rose explained: 

I just thought I should start mentoring teachers more and know what to do […] and 
[supporting] students is a great way to do it.  
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Rose had already mentored a student teacher as part of her current, everyday practice. This 

leadership experience contrasted with the other teachers’ goal to enact leadership in the future. 

It also reinforced the emphasis all five teachers had on leadership as an individual act.  

Teacher Ana (Plum/TI) also mentioned during her individual interview that she was 

being supported by her team leader to develop her leadership potential. She further added that 

leadership was her “next step”: 

My next step is leadership so we are working through goals […] and how we can 
work those skills up. 

Ana’s references to leadership as her “next step” and working “those skills up” implied a view 

of leadership as an incremental responsibility that involved support to develop particular skills 

and capabilities. Given the length of time that Ana had been a teacher in the centre (5+ years, 

Appendix A), the hierarchical structure of positional leadership enacted in the centre and 

promoted in centre documentation (Chapter 5, p. 131) had potentially influenced her 

perception of leadership as a formal, individual position of responsibility to progress into. This 

insight of my study is inconsistent with research that suggests teachers hesitate to take on 

leadership work if they associate it with a hierarchy or believe that only those with leadership 

titles have the ability to make change (Fairman & Mackenzie, 2015). Instead, Ana was willing 

to develop her leadership potential with support, based on her perception of leadership as an 

individual, positional responsibility involving particular skills.  

The comments of these five teachers revealed they were willing to embrace a leadership 

identity, either currently or in the future, without needing a formal leadership position. This 

insight contrasts with Grarock and Morrisey’s (2013) study in which teachers preferred a 

leadership title to gain the authority they felt they needed to enact change in their settings. The 

teachers in my study, however, did not need a leadership title to consider their current or future 

leadership practice. While Rose believed that her leadership identity existed a priori, Ana and 

Anita understood that their teacher leader identity could be developed over time with support 

from positional leaders. This latter situation concurs with Flores and Day’s (2006) notion of 

identity as a dynamic and fluid process and Thomas and Nuttall’s (2014) emphasis on 

leadership identity as a constantly evolving form, rather than a fixed set of behaviours 

associated with a designated formal position. Pertinent to my study, these five teachers 

understood leadership to be an individual identity and practice. This finding sits at odds with a 

view of teacher leadership as a collective practice. It also raises a question about opportunities 
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teachers are afforded to talk and think about their own leadership actions in relation to their 

team. 

Particular social and cultural factors had influenced these teachers’ views of their own 

leadership. These factors included: supportive positional leaders, what the centre afforded 

teachers in terms of leadership opportunities, and representations of leadership based on the 

hierarchical leadership structure promoted in the centre. Paying attention to the social and 

cultural influences on teacher leader identities acknowledges that leadership activity is 

underpinned by several interrelated components, consistent with a CHAT lens. One of the 

components I ascertained was the values-based conditions that underpinned teachers’ joint 

activity in both rooms (Chapter 5, p. 117). Supportive positional leaders and having 

opportunities to enact leadership as part of everyday practice seemed key to teachers’ 

willingness to embrace a teacher leader identity without the need for a designated leadership 

position. What remained unclear was the support, other than positional leaders, teachers had 

access to in the centre regarding their leadership potential.  

Negotiating teacher leader identities as complex. Three teachers were either 

ambivalent about embracing or hesitant to embrace a teacher leader identity; the two teachers 

who were initially hesitant became less so when they had a chance to talk about and reflect on 

their views. In addition, two positional leaders embraced their formal leadership positions, but 

revealed hesitancy with their dual role when considering how they were perceived by their 

teacher colleagues. Both findings reveal the complex nature of negotiating teacher leadership 

identities.  

Three teachers (without formal leadership positions) did not fully embrace leadership as 

an identity, but for different reasons. For example, during her individual interview, Evie 

(Forest/TI) talked about an experience where she had positively influenced a father’s parenting 

practice. When asked if she had considered this influence to be an example of leadership, Evie 

responded she had not given it much thought:   

I never thought about it. I looked at it as team work because I wouldn’t have 
actually […] stepped up and done something like that [… without my team leader] 
telling me you can do it [… and so I] thought I should do it. 

Here, Evie expressed she had viewed this experience as teamwork, rather than leadership, 

despite mentioning she had “stepped up” after her team leader had encouraged her to do so. 

Leadership influence is apparent in this scenario in relation to Evie’s team leader encouraging 
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her to take action, and in how Evie’s support led to the father changing his parenting practices 

(Evie, Forest/TI).  

Evie’s goal-directed actions in this situation constitute teacher leadership. My argument 

aligns with Crowther (1996) and Bary et al. (2008), who highlighted that teachers’ 

goal-directed actions are central to their enactment of teacher leadership. Evie’s enactment of 

informal leadership was also exercised alongside her team leader’s formal leadership. This 

concurrent and collaborative leadership practice constitutes an example of leaderful practice 

(Raelin, 2003, 2005) and reflects the co-existence of informal and formal leadership.  

Evie’s reference to not thinking about this experience in terms of leadership implies 

some ambivalence towards her leadership actions. Aligning the experience with teamwork, 

rather than leadership, suggests she did consider the work of many in bringing this situation to 

fruition. It also indicates, however, further ambivalence towards the differences between 

leadership and teamwork, alongside the possibility that she did not recognise her own actions 

as leadership. The notions of leadership and teamwork are related, but leadership relies on 

effective teamwork (Siraj-Blatchford & Manni, 2007) and is broader than teamwork (Day et 

al., 2004).  

Leadership influence was clearly a feature of Evie’s reported experience, meaning the 

experience was more than just teamwork. A practice perspective of leadership also assumes 

that teachers will be aware of how leadership is located in their actions and interactions with 

others (Crevani et al., 2010); yet Evie was unaware of how her practice constituted leadership 

until the idea was raised in her interview. This ambivalence can be explained by research 

evidence that highlights some teachers view themselves as a teacher first and foremost, and 

therefore avoid engaging with ideas about leadership (Muijs et al., 2004). However, teachers’ 

inability to recognise their own leadership actions raises the earlier question about the 

opportunities they have to talk and think about leadership with regard to their everyday 

practice. 

A second teacher was hesitant to embrace a leadership identity, but gave it some thought 

during her individual interview. For example, Angela (Plum/TI) stated: 

I think I’m not a leader […] Yeah maybe I’m not confident. I need more time to get 
more confident.  

Angela highlighted a lack of time and confidence as reasons for her hesitancy with leadership. 

When probed which of her practices might constitute leadership, Angela gave examples of her 
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teaching practice. She also asked “Is that leadership?” four times during her interview. One of 

her examples included: 

If I am at the play dough table, and I’m going to create my own thing […] and then 
the children do the same […] is that a kind of leadership or not? I’m not sure. […] 
Because somehow maybe I don’t know the kind of leadership that I do every day.  

Unlike Evie, Angela was prompted to consider leadership in relation to her role as a teacher. 

However, her examples served to equate leadership with teaching. Her attempts to seek 

clarification indicated she was uncertain about leadership as it pertained to being a teacher, but 

also highlighted that she was keen to know more. Despite her uncertainty, Angela indicated she 

was willing to embrace leadership if she had more time to develop her confidence. In this way, 

she understood that leadership was an identity that she perceived was accessible to her and, 

with more confidence, one she could enact in the future.  

Equating leadership with teaching is a misinterpretation. As discussed in Chapter 2 (p. 

25), effective leadership that is embedded in teachers' everyday practice (Collay, 2013; 

Crowther, 1996) can support children's learning to take place (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002); 

yet it also involves responsibilities much broader than teaching. Examples of leadership 

include contributing to and fostering a sense of community, enhancing the quality of ECE 

provision overall (Rodd, 2013), and advocating for and influencing change oriented at the 

school/centre community (Crowther, 1996). Leadership actions that are inherent rather than 

overt in teachers’ everyday practice may be harder to recognise without an understanding of 

their possible manifestations. Angela’s uncertainty with her own leadership actions reiterates 

the need to question what opportunities teachers have to talk and think about their leadership 

actions. 

A third teacher without a leadership position was similarly hesitant to embrace a 

leadership identity, although later modified her views. Linda (Plum/FG) stated during Room 

Plum’s focus group: 

My background was [that] a leader commands, and I follow. That’s just not me and 
I am a bit shy so I don’t want to be in that position.  

Linda’s apparent aversion to leadership stemmed from her experience of a leader as an 

individual who commands others. Recalling this experience had led Linda to equate leadership 

with a formal, individual position of responsibility. Room Plum’s lead teacher Kim disagreed 

with Linda’s hesitation towards her own leadership, and explained why: 
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Kim (Plum/LG): I think you lead by your language as well, the way you talk to the 
children. Even that, just listening to how you talk to them. 
 

Linda (Plum/TG): That’s funny because that’s one that I need to work on. 

Linda’s response to Kim’s feedback revealed leadership as a current professional goal of hers. 

This goal highlighted a belief that she could develop her potential in this area, despite feeling 

hesitant towards it. During her subsequent individual interview, Linda restated her hesitancy 

towards leadership. Linda (Plum/TI) expressed: 

I don’t think I’m a leader. I always see myself as a support person, as a team 
player. 

This comment highlighted a belief that leadership did not involve being supportive or part of a 

team. However, additional time to talk about these ideas during the interview eventually 

influenced her thinking; Linda (Plum/TI) added that she had a “narrow interpretation of the 

meaning of the word leader”. Her previous experience of a commanding leader had tainted her 

current view of leadership, leading her to feel hesitant about embracing a leader identity. This 

situation concurs with Hard and Jónsdóttir (2013), who argued that in the context of ECE, 

interpretations of leadership may be tainted by notions of traditional models that do not fit a 

field that emphasises the “care and nurturing of others” (p. 313). Linda found herself in this 

situation; yet she modified her views after having time to think and talk about them. 

The views of these three teachers—Evie, Angela, and Linda—highlight that a teacher 

leader identity is not always embraced, and for different reasons. Reasons in this study 

included an ambivalence towards leadership, teachers’ inability to recognise their own 

leadership actions, and the dominant influence of a view of a leader as a commanding and 

unsupportive individual. This finding concurs with the literature that highlights teacher 

hesitancy towards leadership as a wide-spread concern across the ECE and schooling sectors 

(Fairman & Mackenzie, 2015; Krieg et al., 2014; Rodd, 2013; Sato, 2005). The idea that 

teachers in my study were not always able to recognise their own leadership actions 

illuminated an insight not previously discussed in the literature reviewed for this thesis. 

Moreover, having opportunities to talk about leadership led to two of them thinking more 

about leadership in relation to their teacher role. 

Teachers’ hesitancy towards their own leadership manifested in other ways. For example, 

some teachers during the focus groups were confident to describe the leadership actions of 

their colleagues, rather than their own (Forest/FG, Plum/FG). Teachers’ inability to recognise 
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their own actions as leadership was one possible reason for this difference. An excerpt of 

Room Plum’s focus group discussion follows: 

Lena (Plum/CLG): I absolutely see leadership in all of them, in all of us, different 
areas of leadership. 
 

Melissa (Plum/TG): One of the hard things that I can’t do in my teacher 
registration, my leadership section is empty. 
 

Linda (Plum/TG): Yeah, I am struggling with it. 
 

[…] 
 

Lena (Plum/CLG): […] Angela would never say I am a leader herself, but she’s 
inspirational. We’ve all got inspiration in us. 
 

Researcher: Do you agree with that Ana? That you have inspiration in you? 
 

Ana (Plum/TG): Yeah. I don’t know. […] I like talking about myself personally, 
just not [in relation to] work. It’s awkward. I don’t like it.  

Lena revealed a belief that everyone in the team was inspirational and therefore had leadership 

potential. Appreciating what each person brought to their work reflected the strong sense of 

congeniality and relational trust that was identified between colleagues (Chapter 5, p. 121-

126). Despite Lena’s expressed appreciation for her colleagues, teachers remained hesitant to 

embrace a leadership identity. Melissa and Linda also made explicit during the focus group 

their struggle to articulate their leadership actions in relation to teacher registration. Ana also 

hesitated to talk about her own strengths because she felt uncomfortable bringing attention to 

herself. Therefore, Lena’s explanation of seeing leadership in everyone, alongside Kim’s 

challenge to Linda regarding Linda’s leadership actions, involved bestowing a teacher leader 

identity onto teachers, despite at least five teachers (Evie, Angela, Linda, Melissa, and Ana) 

not fully embracing one. This situation is problematic; if teachers are not able to recognise 

their own actions as leadership, or they avoid focusing on their own leadership strengths, then 

the potential for teachers’ everyday leadership is compromised.  

Expecting teachers to evidence leadership as part of their teaching practice (EDUCANZ, 

2017), against a backdrop of minimal support or even opportunities to think and talk about 

their potential leadership actions, risks leaving teacher leadership to chance. It also risks 

teacher leadership being shaped by images that promote individualism and control over others, 

as Linda’s situation highlighted. Such images, which resonate with the values of a 

managerialist culture (e.g., accountability, competition, and efficiency) (Sachs, 2001), can 
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potentially shape teachers’ approaches to leadership as an individual, isolated, and private 

practice (Sachs, 2001). These risks call for more support and opportunities for teachers to talk 

about and reflect on their constructions of leadership and how these align with centre-wide 

intentions. Otherwise, attempts to empower teachers to enact leadership may prove fruitless. 

Positional leaders (who also had a teaching position) embraced their designated 

leadership role, but revealed that this dual identity was complex to negotiate if it meant being 

viewed differently by teacher colleagues. For example, Lena’s (Plum/CLI) comment 

illuminated this complexity:  

I felt that leadership was crossing a bridge and […] on one side I am a leader and 
on the other side I am a teacher and I was struggling to differentiate the two, 
feeling like I just want to be a teacher but knowing that I do have leadership in me 
as well, trying to see it as one […] meaning that I don’t have to be different to be a 
leader and be a teacher. 

This comment highlighted that while Lena embraced her leadership and teaching 

responsibilities, she struggled to reconcile both identities. She used the metaphor of a bridge to 

illustrate her understanding that teaching and positional leadership were two different, but 

connected notions. Her use of a bridge metaphor also revealed how she had made attempts to 

move in between the two identities, but had struggled to bring them together.  

Lena (Plum/CLI) added that at the time her leadership role was formalised, she felt 

concerned about how she would be perceived by her teacher colleagues. She stressed the 

importance of being a leader who does what they say they will do, and highlighted that being 

in her office made her feel disconnected from the team:  

I thought I might be viewed differently. […] It was always about those leaders who 
are in there, who are constantly walking the talk […]. If I was in the office I felt I 
was too official, I felt detached. 

Lena was concerned that her formal leadership responsibilities meant her colleagues would 

view her as being different to them. This concern may explain why, in her earlier comment, she 

was keen to bring the two roles together as a holistic identity. Lena’s struggle to reconcile her 

dual identity is not surprising. Negotiating competing identities that are experienced as part of 

everyday work is a challenging task for anyone (Bolden et al., 2011). Indeed, conflict in 

leadership is a key part of learning and essential for growth (Toole & Seashore Louis, 2002). In 

her case, Lena likely accepted this tension as part of learning to be a teacher leader; a stance 

which aligns with positional leader Natalie’s reference to the centre leadership team as being 
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open to learning, as will be discussed in the next section.  

Another positional leader raised a similar tension. Lead teacher Kim (Plum/LI) 

expressed that being a positional leader might be perceived negatively as not contributing to 

shared practice by others in the team. Kim shared: 

I hope they feel like I pull my weight around and don’t use lead teacher as an 
advantage. 

Kim’s hope was that she would continue to be viewed in the same ways as her colleagues, 

without having any perceived advantage over them because of her leadership position. While 

she raised this tension, similar to Lena, Kim seemed to accept it as part of learning to be a 

teacher leader.  

The views of both positional leaders highlight that a teacher who also holds a formal 

leadership position may be viewed by the team as being disloyal to them. Despite the evidence 

that there was a strong presence of congeniality, collegiality, and relational trust within both 

teams, this evidence was not sufficient to stop positional leaders feeling the way they did. This 

situation resonates with Hard’s (2006) findings that stepping outside the group to enact 

leadership may be perceived as being different or disloyal to the group, and therefore create a 

situation of tension between teacher colleagues. This tension can lead positional leaders to feel 

torn between their loyalty to the team and their job-related accountabilities, and then to 

conform to what the group want, rather than what they personally feel is right.  

Leadership is indeed challenging work and can involve facing emotional tensions in 

relation to identity (Ackerman & Maslin-Ostrowski, 2002). Both positional leaders revealed an 

emotional tension with wanting to remain loyal to their teaching team while addressing their 

positional leadership responsibilities. Despite feeling this way, they continued to embrace their 

dual identity, and in doing so accepted that this tension was part of learning to be a teacher 

leader.  

Negotiating a teacher leader identity is therefore complex. Teachers who are 

ambivalent or hesitant towards a leadership identity may need support to unpack the reasons 

behind these attitudes. Teachers with formal leadership positions may need support to reconcile 

their identity-related tensions. In both instances, support may come from opportunities that 

colleagues have to come together to improve their shared practice. 

In summary, this section has revealed that five teachers without a leadership position 

understood leadership as an identity that was accessible to them and could be enacted as part of 
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their everyday practice, either currently or in the future. The experience of two of these 

teachers revealed that a teacher leader identity could be developed early on in a teacher’s 

career through supportive positional leaders and opportunities to enact leadership. All five 

teachers, however, focused on enacting leadership as an individual act.  

Five teachers did not fully embrace a teacher leader identity for different reasons, 

including an inability to recognise their own leadership actions. Opportunities to talk about 

leadership encouraged two teachers to ponder over their leadership and feel less hesitant 

towards it. Teacher colleagues (specifically positional leaders) were more confident to point 

out the leadership in other teachers’ practices, rather than in their own. In this case, a teacher 

leader identity was bestowed onto others, despite not being embraced. Teachers with a formal 

positional leadership role embraced their formal leadership positions but felt some tension 

regarding how they might be perceived by their teacher colleagues because of their dual 

identity.  

Overall, these ideas suggest that teachers and positional leaders viewed a teacher leader 

identity as accessible to them, and as an identity and practice they could enact in their current 

or future practice. Teachers and positional leaders highlighted, however, that negotiating a 

teacher leader identity was problematic for a number of reasons, and therefore complex. 

Despite the strong presence of congeniality and collegiality within both infant-toddler rooms 

(Chapter 5), there remains a question about what support and opportunities teachers are given 

to talk and think about their potential leadership actions, misinterpretations, prior experiences, 

hesitations, and struggles regarding teacher leader identities. Without this, the evidence in this 

section suggests that teachers are at risk of misinterpreting teaching and teamwork as 

leadership and teachers’ potential for everyday leadership is compromised. 

Understandings of leadership in relation to the collective  
This section focuses on the significant finding that many teachers, positional leaders, 

and parents shared a view that leadership could be enacted by everyone within the collective. I 

unpack this finding in relation to evidence from the study. 

Everyday leadership as a collective identity and practice. While some teachers did 

not see themselves as leaders, as was illustrated in the previous section, other teachers, 

positional leaders and families referred to everyone in the team when talking about everyday 

leadership. For example, teacher Melissa (Plum/TI) stated during her individual interview that 
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everyday leadership was a practice everyone in her team enacted on a daily basis. She 

commented: 

I think that everybody probably displays it at some point every day by doing 
certain things. Like just taking on responsibilities, being able to offer like when we 
are really busy […] initiative to be supportive. 

Melissa therefore viewed practices, such as taking on responsibility and offering support, as 

specific leadership actions she believed all teachers and positional leaders within the team were 

enacting as part of their current practice. This interpretation is consistent with my earlier 

finding that five teachers embraced a leadership identity without the need for a positional 

leadership title. Melissa’s focus on the practice of leadership, rather than personal skills and 

characteristics, was also consistent with a practice view of leadership (Crevani et al., 2010). 

A semantic change in leadership terminology led Melissa to alter her perception of 

leadership. Melissa had earlier commented on her struggle to recognise her own leadership 

actions for registration purposes. However, in the present situation, she was comfortable to 

include herself and her colleagues when discussing the term everyday leadership and who 

enacts it. This situation reveals how a semantic change in terminology influenced a teacher’s 

perception of leadership. While the term everyday typically infers a timing or quantity 

dimension, the change in terminology from leadership to everyday leadership encouraged 

Melissa to shift her focus away from her own leadership to leadership of the collective, 

inclusive of herself and her teacher colleagues. This finding is significant as it resonates with 

the focus of my study that leadership can be a collective practice inclusive of teachers. Melissa 

expressed these views during her individual interview, revealing she had time to reflect on her 

ideas about leadership since the focus group.  

The term everyday leadership similarly encouraged other teachers and positional 

leaders to shift their focus from their own leadership to consider leadership as a collective 

practice. Two additional examples of this came from Room Forest lead teacher Kate (FN, 

24.07.15) and teacher Zara (Forest/TI) during their individual interviews. When asked to 

discuss her understanding of leadership, Kate (Forest/LI) referred to her colleagues and 

included herself. She expressed: 

[Leadership comes] from certain people. So, from Molly obviously. I find Olivia is 
really supportive towards me but also towards the other two that she works closely 
with. I think Olivia looks to me for support as well, so we’ve got that mutual 
relationship. 
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When the focus was just on the term leadership, Kate suggested that Molly’s leadership was an 

obvious practice, likely because Molly (Room Forest lead teacher) had a designated positional 

leadership role. Kate also referred to individual teachers and described their individual 

practices and her own ability to support others. Then when asked during the same interview to 

comment on the term everyday leadership, Kate focused less on individual teachers and more 

on the team. Kate (Forest/LI) stated: 

It makes me think of everyone and that everyone does play a role, everyone is part 
of that team and everyone is a leader in different ways. We work by each other’s 
strengths. 

Kate’s understanding that leadership could be enacted by everyone was reflected in her 

reference to “we work by each other’s strengths”. This statement implied that she and her 

colleagues influenced each other and were able to recognise and make use of each other’s 

strengths to support their shared practice. This idea resonates with Edwards’ (2005, 2011) 

notion of relational agency, whereby professionals interpret and utilise the expertise of one 

another to address a shared concern of practice. In Kate’s case, the expertise she referred to 

was utilising the strengths within the team; and yet, Room Plum teacher Ana (Plum/TG) had 

expressed feeling uncomfortable to focus on her own strengths when discussing leadership 

during her focus group. 

Another teacher, Zara (Forest/TI) discussed everyday leadership during her individual 

interview and regularly referred to “we” in her discussion. Like Melissa and Kate, Zara 

included herself and her colleagues in her perception of everyday leadership. For example, 

Zara stated: 

We are in such a place where everybody can express themselves […]. We openly 
discuss what we feel, why we feel and it’s a healthy communication, healthy 
discussions. […] we take everybody’s feedback in a constructive way. It’s not 
personal. It’s about for the betterment of not only children, for us as well, for 
everybody who is here. 

Zara’s commented referred to the centre climate in which she felt empowered, appreciated, and 

supported to openly express her views without fear of being criticised by others. Her reference 

to an empowering climate reinforced the findings regarding the enabling values-based 

conditions, including strong relational trust, that were identified as underpinning teachers’ 

activity in both infant-toddler rooms (Chapter 5, p. 124).  
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By discussing everyday leadership inclusive of the self, the team, and what could be 

done together, Melissa, Kate, and Zara endorsed the centre culture as one that acknowledged 

“the collective power of teachers” (Quinn & Carl, 2015, p. 754) and had potential to engender 

a sense of professional agency across the collective. Such an idea reinforces the emphasis on 

power-with relationships that was ascertained in Chapter 5 (p. 134) as supporting teachers and 

positional leaders to engage in shared decision-making about practice.  

The evidence discussed thus far highlights how adding the term everyday before 

leadership led to a shift in how leadership was viewed. Leadership was subsequently 

considered less an individual identity and practice and more a collective practice inclusive of 

teachers. This finding builds on Fairman and Mackenzie’s (2015) argument that using 

leadership terms that teachers can relate to enables them to consider, rather than reject, their 

leadership potential. My study reiterates the same argument, and proffers the specific term 

everyday leadership as supporting teachers’ understandings in this regard. 

These teachers’ shared view of everyday leadership as a collective practice was 

reiterated by one member of the centre leadership team. Natalie (CLI) expressed during her 

individual interview that everyday leadership was a practice everyone could be a part of and 

“live” daily. This view was consistent with the earlier view shared by Lena (Plum/CLG), her 

centre leadership team colleague, that everyone had leadership within them. Natalie (CLI) 

shared: 

Everyone does live [leadership] every day, you don’t necessarily live it particularly 
well every day. I just see leadership every day. 

Here, Natalie indicated her belief that while everyday leadership was lived daily, it was 

sometimes a bumpy road. When asked what she meant by living leadership, Natalie (CLI) 

explained:  

[It’s] the talking and the infusing each other with, “yes let’s, can I help you, shall 
we try that” or “let’s give it a go”. […] those relationships […] It happens all the 
time, it’s very non-verbal. 

Natalie’s description of living leadership as talking, infusing, helping, trying things out 

together, relationships, and non-verbal actions sheds light on the potential nature of 

interactions between teacher colleagues during shared practice. Therefore, Natalie’s 

understanding of everyday leadership was as an ongoing “living” practice that involves 

multiple components (e.g., talk, support, experimenting, non-verbal communication, 



 

 

 

159   

relationships, and fluid influence). This view aligns with the focus of my study on leadership 

as a contextual phenomenon (Hujala et al., 2013) that is influenced by, and in turn, influences 

several factors. 

Natalie’s description also suggested a fluid, mutually beneficial, and positive influence 

on one another. Influence of this kind is consistent with a view of leadership as a dynamic 

group practice (Crevani et al., 2010). In this manner, influence is not based on power over 

others, but on the intersubjective space that teachers might create when they come together to 

collaborate about their shared practice (Raelin, 2016). Achieving intersubjectivity can also be 

challenging, and requires commitment to working with one another. The descriptions of 

dynamics between teachers that Natalie shared as she considered everyday leadership 

suggested that intersubjectivity was a feature of teachers’ joint activity, but not at all times. 

This was evident in her comment that “you don’t necessarily live [leadership] particularly well 

everyday”.  

Natalie (CLI) added that there were opportunities and space for leadership in the centre 

setting. She also suggested there was a commitment to listening to and learning from others. 

She explained:  

There’s opportunities here, we’re not oppressed, there’s space for leadership. 
There’s space for having a voice. I think people listen well here and we’re learning 
to listen well.  

Here, Natalie’s reference to an inclusive and empowering space for leadership resonated with 

Zara’s earlier reference to the sense of freedom she felt as a teacher to enact leadership 

(Chapter 6, p. 157). This resonance suggests that Natalie and Zara shared an awareness that 

their centre was one less about power over others and more about empowering one another, as 

ascertained in Chapter 5 (p. 134). However, the idea of creating space for leadership seemed 

inconsistent with the fact that, as discussed in the previous section (p. 155), at least five 

teachers felt hesitant to embrace a leadership identity. It may be that by supporting teachers in 

both rooms as part of her role as the centre’s curriculum manager (Chapter 4, p. 100), rather 

than working within either room, Natalie was unaware of teachers’ hesitancies regarding 

leadership. Natalie’s reference that “we’re learning to listen well” implies that being open to 

learning from staff was important to the centre leadership team.  

Creating a culture of learning relies on effective leadership, where positional leaders 

model being open to learning (Barth, 2001). Natalie emphasised being open to learning in her 
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reference to the centre leadership team, but also in her advocacy for a whole-centre approach to 

inquiry, which will be discussed in Chapter 7 (p. 169). This situation concurs with the idea that 

positional leaders create a learning culture (Barth, 2001) when they learn through practice and 

peer collaboration (Hunzicker, 2012) and take on a role as “lead learners” (Rodd, 2015b, p. 

130) by modelling their own learning to others within their community. In this way, Natalie’s 

understanding of everyday leadership also included being open to learning to the views of 

others within the centre. However, being open to learning is insufficient on its own to reflect a 

process of leadership. Being critically receptive (Hare, 2006, p. 7) is also important, which 

would suggest that Natalie and the centre leadership team are willing to put their views aside in 

order to consider the views of others without bias. Natalie’s reference to “learning to listen 

well” suggests an understanding that listening is a skill to develop beyond just hearing the 

views of others. 

Consistent with teachers (Melissa, Kate, and Zara) and positional leaders (Natalie and 

Lena), five family members also viewed everyday leadership as a shared identity and practice 

amongst the teaching teams. Three of these parents, for example, highlighted that while they 

knew there was a team leader in their child’s room, they also believed everyone in the team 

enacted leadership practice at some point. To illustrate, parent Celine (Plum/FI) expressed her 

view that her child’s teachers “are all on one page”, suggesting there was consistency across 

their practices. Similarly, Harriet (Plum/FI) from the same room expressed her view her child’s 

teachers “all seem to […] take on some leadership at some point”, while parent Laura 

(Forest/FI) explained that she found it hard to “pick which one is the leader”. Laura added that 

the leadership in the group felt cohesive by stating: 

There is a feeling of a cohesive leadership in the group that everybody feels safe 
and secure in their roles and that they are supported and then within each of them, 
there is a feeling of their ownership of their own responsibility and their own 
strength. 

Laura’s comment implied that her child’s teaching team enacted “cohesive” leadership, and 

that this had led to a safe and supportive climate where everyone was able to exercise their 

agency. Laura’s comment emphasised the presence of relational trust between teacher 

colleagues, consistent with the findings of Chapter 5 (p. 124).  

Two other parents discussed everyday leadership in relation to the teaching teams as 

being implicit, but apparent. Jacky (Forest/FI), for example, attributed teachers’ positive 

organisation of children and communication skills to effective leadership. Jacky emphasised:   
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The staff are distributed amongst the children in a really even way and somebody is 
obviously keeping an eye on that, but I don’t see that. Communication is good. It’s 
just very organised. So, the leadership for me, I don’t think I see specific 
leadership. I just see the result of it with good leadership. 

Jacky’s comment suggested that leadership of the team was invisible but present, and was 

made visible by looking, not to one person or one thing, but to the effective practices that were 

established. Influence was therefore not always attributable to one person or thing. 

Another parent, Sarina (Forest/FI), shared a similar view when discussing everyday 

leadership in relation to the teachers. She stated that: 

All of them are good leaders at different stages […]. I wouldn’t say its exclusively 
one person. I think it’s more like [the] team and moment-to-moment it changes. 

Consistent with Jacky’s comment earlier, Sarina proposed that leadership did not reside with 

one person but believed that leadership was enacted by everyone in the team, albeit at different 

times. Her comment suggested a view of leadership as a team practice, which she believed 

changed from “moment-to-moment”. This fluid and dynamic characteristic resonated with 

what I had observed during the study. I captured my impressions of this as my fieldwork was 

coming to an end:  

Teachers moved calmly, yet swiftly, around each other in what seemed to be a 
“knowing” way. There was a sense of familiarity about the routine for both 
teachers and children, and children appeared friendly and chatty. Teachers were 
focused, communicative, and far from mechanical. I noticed that their “moves” 
seemed well considered and in sync with those of their colleagues. I wondered 
whether it had always been this way. (FN, 1.7.15) 

My sense that teachers were in sync with one another and had well-considered “moves” 

aligned with parents’ views, for example: Sarina’s reference to the moment-to-moment 

changes in leadership within the team, Jacky’s reference to teachers being distributed and 

organised, and Laura’s reference to cohesive leadership of the collective. Such insights suggest 

that teachers had refined their fluid ways of working with and influencing one another over 

time, and that these practices were observable to others outside the team. These ideas draw 

attention to the fluid, relational, and complex nature of leadership influence, which positional 

leader Natalie had referred to earlier when discussing her understanding of everyday 

leadership. They also resonate with a practice perspective of leadership (Crevani et al., 2010), 

and reflect the power-with relationships that characterised relationships between teachers and 

positional leaders in both infant-toddler rooms (Chapter 5, p. 134). The emphasis on teachers’ 
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fluid and organised practices suggests a need to consider the role of relational agency in 

mediating their joint activity while utilising each other’s strengths; this concept will be 

discussed in Chapter 7 (p. 203).  

The evidence discussed in this section highlights consensus amongst three teachers, two 

positional leaders, and five parents that everyday leadership was enacted by the collective. This 

belief arose in relation to views shared during individual interview discussions on the term 

“everyday leadership”. The use of this term encouraged participants to shift their lens away 

from leadership as an individual position and towards leadership as a practice that everyone 

could be part of. Everyday leadership was described as teacher colleagues sharing their 

strengths, giving and receiving feedback, talking and supporting each other (including in 

non-verbal ways) and listening and learning from one another.  

The views of one positional leader and three parents, alongside my own impressions of 

observations, also highlighted everyday leadership influence as relational, fluid, non-verbal, 

and invisible in that that it was not always attributable to one person or thing. These 

descriptions of influence are consistent with the empowering, fluid, and organic influence that 

scholars have argued is inherent in the dynamic interplay between teacher colleagues in 

everyday practice (Crevani et al., 2010; Karp, 2013; Raelin, 2011; Sato, 2005). They also align 

with the findings of Chapter 7, which will emphasise the relational complexities and influence 

underpinning two significant examples of ETL activity within both infant-toddler rooms.  

Overall, the views of teachers, positional leaders, and parents highlighted that when 

everyday leadership was considered, leadership was understood more as a collective identity 

and practice, rather than the domain of one person. This belief, alongside the centre-wide 

emphasis on teachers’ agency and shared decision-making (Chapter 5, pp. 130-131), and 

evidence of teachers’ actual enactment of ETL activity (to be discussed in Chapter 7), suggest 

there was enough interest in leadership as a collective identity and practice within both CoPs to 

foster teachers’ collective enactment of ETL activity. My interpretation aligns with 

Sergiovanni’s (2007) argument that CoPs can foster teacher leadership when most, not 

necessarily all, teachers and positional leaders within those CoPs have an interest in shared 

leadership and are committed to helping one another to progress their shared aims.  
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CHAT theorisation 
In this section, I draw upon the CHAT concepts of subjects and identities, and systemic 

contradictions, to explore my findings more deeply. I use these insights to inform the 

refinement of ETL Principles 1 and 3, and propose adding a fifth principle.  

Subjects and identities. Exploring subjects’ views of teacher leader identities was 

assisted by taking a multi-voicedness approach to analysing the data (Engeström, 2001). This 

approach involved analysing multiple views regarding the notion of teacher leader identities. 

The views of subjects (teachers with and without leadership positions) and community 

members (the centre leadership team and families/parents) helped to unravel the complex 

nature of teacher leader identities as they manifested in the study.  

My ETL framing, as outlined in Chapter 3 (p. 77), illuminated the various dimensions of 

each team’s activity system that can influence subjects’ understandings of leadership. The idea 

that teacher leader identities are interconnected with context makes them a complex construct 

to understand. Appreciating this complexity is consistent with a CHAT emphasis on the social 

and historical context of activity as a way to acknowledge the complexity of that activity. It 

also concurs with Hujala et al.’s (2013) view of leadership as a contextual phenomenon, which 

draws attention to the multiple factors give shape to how leadership develops and manifests in 

ECE. As a result of my analysis, I argue that teacher leader identities do not just emerge, as I 

initially proposed through ETL Principle 1. Rather, they are influenced by, and develop in 

relation to, particular social and cultural factors. Examples identified in my study thus far 

include: the values-based norms and rules of the setting, as explicated in Chapter 5 (p. 117); 

supportive positional leaders and teachers’ opportunities to enact leadership, in the first section 

of this chapter; and several participants’ shared interest and belief in leadership as a collective 

identity and practice, as explicated in the second section of this chapter.  

Identifying systemic contradictions. The discussion in Chapter 6 has illuminated 

several contradictions regarding the subjects and their teacher leader identities as another key 

finding. These contradictions are important to highlight as they represent forces that shape 

teachers’ willingness or hesitancy regarding leadership identities. Together, the contradictions 

identified shortly contribute to an understanding of the complex nature of teacher leader 

identities in the study. They also denote potential opportunities to consider how teachers’ 

attitudes regarding leadership in relation to everyday practice might be discussed, reflected 

upon, and supported over time.   
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Primary-level systemic contradictions  

§ Subjects 

o Teachers both embraced and felt hesitant to take on a teacher leader identity. 

Having opportunities to discuss their views encouraged two teachers to reflect 

on and reconsider their views.  

o Two positional leaders (with teaching positions) talked about struggling to 

reconcile their dual identities as teachers and leaders concerned that the team 

might perceive them as being different or disloyal to the group.  

o A teacher leader identity was bestowed onto teachers, despite not being 

embraced by all. 

o Two teachers’ ambivalence and hesitancy towards leadership was underpinned 

by a misinterpretation of leadership as teamwork and teaching. 

o A view of leadership as an individual position of authority was seen to taint one 

teacher’s current perception of leadership, and led her to feel hesitant to 

embrace a teacher leader identity.  
 

Secondary-level contradictions in between constituent nodes  

§ Subjects - Tools (dialogue) 

o Five teachers referred to leadership as an individually-enacted practice when 

they discussed leadership during focus group and interview discussions, while 

three teachers and two positional leaders referred to leadership as a collective 

practice when they discussed everyday leadership during individual interviews.  

§ Subjects – Division of Labour (leaderful practice) 

o Positional leaders emphasised creating space for leadership in the centre, despite 

five teachers in the study being unwilling to fully embrace a teacher leader 

identity.  

Refining the initial assertions of ETL  
Engaging abductively with the insights raised in Chapter 6 informs the refinement of 

the initial assertions of ETL in four ways. First, in relation to ETL Principle 1, a main focus of 

this chapter, my analysis highlights that the notion of teacher leader identities was more 

complex than I had initially proposed. While a teacher leader identity was embraced by five 

teachers, it was also something five other teachers and two positional leaders were hesitant to 
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fully embrace for different reasons. Having opportunities to talk and think about leadership led 

two teachers to reconsider their views. It was also found that teacher leader identities could be 

fostered with support from positional leaders and when teachers had opportunities to enact 

leadership as part of their everyday practice. Acknowledging these complexities regarding 

teacher leader identities seems vital to understanding the enactment of ETL. As such, these 

insights build on the refinement of ETL Principle 1 that was initiated in Chapter 5 (p. 142), as 

outlined in Table 9. 
 

Table 9. Additional refinements to ETL Principle 1 (in relation to teacher leader identities) 

Previously-refined Principle 1 (Chapter 5) Refined Principle 1 

Teacher leader identities can emerge from 
enabling communities of practice that are 
underpinned by shared values, such as 
congeniality, collegiality, relational trust, 
whanaungatanga, manaakitanga, and 
empowering teachers; values which encourage, 
rather than inhibit, collective activity. 

Teacher leader identities can be fostered within 
enabling communities of practice that are 
underpinned by shared values, such as 
congeniality, collegiality, relational trust, 
whanaungatanga, manaakitanga, and 
empowering teachers; values which encourage, 
rather than inhibit, collective activity. 

 

Second, my analysis shows that adding the term everyday before leadership encouraged 

three teachers, two centre positional leaders, and five parents to consider leadership as a 

collective identity and everyday practice that could be enacted by teaching teams in relational 

and dynamic ways. Recognising this alternative view of leadership as an everyday practice of 

the collective involved participants shifting their lens away from a view of leadership as an 

individual identity and practice, and towards a view of leadership as a collective identity and 

practice. These insights justify retaining the term everyday in relation to the working definition 

of ETL (Chapter 3, p. 73) as a means to bring visibility to a more inclusive-collective view of 

leadership.  

Third, participants described everyday leadership as a practice that everyone could 

contribute to. In addition, they discussed everyday leadership influence as taking on particular 

characteristics, such as relational, fluid, non-verbal, invisible and not always attributable to one 

person or thing. This insight informs the refinement of ETL Principle 3, as outlined in Table 

10. 
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Table 10. Refining ETL Principle 3 

Initial Principle 3 Refined Principle 3 

Leadership influence is relational and 
empowering. 

Everyday leadership influence is relational, 
fluid, non-verbal, and not always visible or 
attributable to one person or source. 

 

Fourth, a shared interest and belief in leadership as a collective identity and practice 

came from three teachers, two centre positional leaders, and five parents across both CoPs. 

This shared interest and belief from many, but not all participants, was not recognised in the 

initial assertions of ETL. Therefore, a fifth principle is proffered as essential to understanding 

the enactment of ETL as a result of this study, and outlined in Table 11. 
 

Table 11. Refining ETL: Adding a fifth principle 

Initial Principle Adding a fifth principle 

-  The enactment of leadership as an everyday, 
collective practice relies on most members 
within a community of practice sharing a belief 
and interest in leadership as a collective 
identity and practice. 

 

These insights, along with the insights proffered in Chapters 5 and 7, are brought together in 

Chapter 8 (p. 220).  

Chapter conclusion 
The aim of this chapter was to report and discuss the key findings that assisted in 

addressing two research questions, while exploring the complex nature of teacher leadership 

identities as part of ETL Principle 1: Teacher leadership identities can emerge from effective 

communities of practice. Two key findings were illuminated in this chapter. First, teachers 

viewed leadership as an accessible and everyday identity and practice; yet teachers (both with 

and without formal leadership positions) highlighted that a teacher leader identity was complex 

to negotiate. Second, several teachers, positional leaders, and parents shared an interest and 

belief in everyday leadership as a collective identity and practice. These findings were 

theorised according to the CHAT notions of subjects and identities, and systemic 

contradictions in order to appreciate the complex nature of teacher leader identities in relation 

to ETL and the contextual factors that informed how these identities were expressed. 
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Theorising these findings led to identifying subsequent refinements to ETL Principle 1, ETL 

Principle 3, and the addition of a new, fifth principle. The research questions are now 

addressed in turn.  

In addressing research question two, How might teachers and positional leaders 

understand leadership in relation to the self? five teachers without formal leadership positions 

understood that a leadership identity was accessible to them and perceived that they were 

currently enacting leadership, or could do so in the future. Two positional leaders with teaching 

positions also embraced their formal leadership positions but struggled to reconcile their dual 

identity as teachers and leaders. Five teachers were hesitant to embrace a leadership identity for 

different reasons: an ambivalence towards leadership, an inability to recognise their own 

leadership actions, holding a narrow interpretation of leadership as a commanding individual, 

and feeling uncomfortable to focus on themselves and their strengths. Two of these teachers 

signalled a misinterpretation of leadership as either teamwork or teaching. Two teachers also 

reconsidered their hesitancy towards leadership when they were given time to talk and think 

about their views.  

In addressing research question three, How might teachers, positional leaders, and 

parents understand leadership in relation to the collective? three teachers, two centre 

positional leaders, and five parents shared an interest and belief in leadership as a collective 

identity and practice. This interest and belief arose when discussing everyday leadership during 

their individual interviews. Four of these participants also suggested that everyday leadership 

influence was relational, fluid non-verbal, invisible, and not always attributable to any one 

person or thing.  

In the next chapter, Chapter 7, I will build on these ideas and the insights of Chapter 5. 

I will do this by drawing ETL Principles 1 to 4 together as a holistic concept to analyse two 

illustrative examples of collective activity. Chapter 7 will shed further light on how ETL was 

perceived and enacted within both infant-toddler rooms.  
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7. COMING TOGETHER: OBJECT-DRIVEN 

ACTIVITY 
 

I think [leadership] is about gathering a ground swell of energy in a certain 

way, in a certain direction and supporting it, nurturing it, and inspiring it.  

– Natalie (CLI) 

 

Natalie’s view of leadership reflects another significant finding of this study, which 

underlies this chapter; that collective leadership did not just happen. It involved intentional, 

sustained, and object-driven activities of both teaching teams aimed at improving teaching and 

learning. This chapter builds on Chapters 5 and 6, which together analysed the data in relation 

to ETL Principle 1 and addressed three out of the four research questions. In Chapter 7, I bring 

all four ETL principles together as a holistic concept to analyse two significant collective 

activities of both infant-toddler teaching teams. The initial ETL principles were: (1) teacher 

leader identities can emerge from effective communities of practice, (2) leadership can be 

embedded in teachers’ everyday practice, (3) leadership influence is relational and 

empowering, and (4) teachers’ leadership activity is leaderful and underpinned by inquiry, 

dialogue, and relational agency. Through this analysis, Chapter 7 will address the final research 

question of my study: What kinds of collective activities evolve as expressions of ETL?  

This chapter is organised into two sections according to the two collective activities. 

The first section focuses on the whole-team activity of inquiry to improve teaching and 

learning. The second section focuses on the whole-team activity of striving for a sense of calm 

and flow during infant-toddler care routines. The CHAT concepts of object-driven activity, 

systemic contradictions, relational agency, and knotworking and are used to theorise the 

insights gained from this exploration. Following this, I will discuss subsequent refinements to 

all four ETL principles. The chapter concludes by drawing on the significance of these ideas in 

order to address the final research question.  

The collective activities 
Both collective activities, discussed in this chapter as examples of ETL, were related to 

the inquiry process that was established at Keystone. The centre leadership team had put in 
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place a reasonably rigorous process of inquiry to encourage teaching teams to investigate 

aspects of their shared practice for improvement. Teachers were encouraged to choose aspects 

they were interested in learning more about, but also aspects they felt could be improved 

(Natalie, CLI). This idea of investigating areas of interest and problem-solving issues includes 

both appreciative (Bushe, 2012) and problem-based (Robinson, 1993) approaches to inquiry. 

The whole-centre inquiry process identified in this study reflected a process of 

leadership (Grey, 2011). The focus of inquiry on improving teaching and learning, alongside 

the leaderful interactions between teachers and positional leaders in relation to this activity, 

highlighted both examples as illustrative of ETL activity. This view is supported by Lambert’s 

(2003) argument that an educational context based on shared visions, inquiry, dialogue, and 

reflection to improve teaching and, therefore, learning, has potential to evoke leadership from 

all teachers. The discussion in the following sections explores both ETL examples in more 

detail.  

Activity 1: Whole-team inquiry 
Teachers’ involvement in whole-team inquiry aimed at improving teaching and 

learning was identified as one significant example of collective activity in both rooms. This 

section discusses the significance of this activity in relation to all the ETL principles.  

A goal to improve teaching and learning through inquiry. One of Natalie’s 

responsibilities as curriculum manager, as outlined in her Job Description (CD, 2016) was to 

establish a systematic process of inquiry for all staff members. Natalie (CLI) explained she had 

taught staff members inquiry skills as part of in-house staff professional development activities 

that she and Lena led. She stated: 

For a year before we started doing this whole group inquiry Lena and I would lead 
professional development for [the infant and] toddler teachers […]. I was already 
teaching them skills of inquiry.  

Natalie (CLI) added that these inquiry skills were based on a cycle of “stopping and observing 

and listening and then thinking and questioning”. She explained that she had initiated 

inquiry-related dialogues with both teams. For example: 

I made time so that we got together […for example,] while one team’s group of 
children were sleeping. I’d pull the teachers in and say, right, here’s a piece of 
paper, what’s going on, what do we want to talk about, […] and lets just write it 
down and then, okay this is happening, how can we respond? What are we going to 
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do about this? Okay, alright, so we’re going to do this, okay, well then who’s going 
to do that, who’s going to do that, who’s going to do that? 

Natalie had therefore initiated the inquiry process by teaching skills to staff and directly 

influencing teachers to engage in the process. Equipping teachers with such skills was 

potentially beneficial for both teaching teams, given that a lack of skills to engage in inquiry 

has been proven to be a barrier to deep and purposeful inquiry (Le Fevre et al., 2015). 

Teaching inquiry skills is also vital for teachers’ professional development and for gaining an 

understanding of centre-wide issues (Heikka & Waniganayake, 2011). Natalie also spoke here 

of making time and bringing the teachers together for inquiry dialogue at an appropriate time 

during their day. The types of questions she used signal that she was keen to involve every 

teacher in the team and encourage a level of talk that went beyond casual conversations. Her 

intention was reiterated in a subsequent comment. Natalie (CLI) expressed: 

The way that teams learn and the importance of team learning. […] there’s a team 
mind and so, to work independently and only come together to share such and such 
had a cold because she was outside last week […]. That level is not … you know, 
if you’re having team meetings and that’s the level of your conversation? 

This comment revealed a potential motive for teachers’ inquiry dialogues to go beyond casual 

talk and a belief that each team would learn through their collective inquiry. Natalie was 

therefore confident that teacher colleagues would influence each other and learn by working 

collaboratively. Her technique of modelling how to engage in dialogue suggests she had 

considered the possibility that some teachers within each team may have found it difficult to 

engage in dialogue (Palus & Drath, 2001), or the teams needed support to enhance their 

decision-making capacity to improve practice (Raelin, 2012). This approach concurred with 

Deakin’s (2007) study, which highlighted the importance of supporting teachers to engage in 

dialogue as a way to ensure dialogues would have momentum and acknowledge teachers’ 

potential to contribute to whole-centre change. Natalie’s emphasis on equipping teachers with 

inquiry skills, alongside modelling inquiry dialogue, also had potential to encourage teachers to 

engage in critical thinking about their shared practice (Raelin, 2012). It was not clear, however, 

whether Natalie had taught the teachers how to inquire into one another’s points of view in 

addition to their own; a skill required to move inquiry from the level of casual conversation to 

deep and genuine inquiry (Le Fevre et al., 2015).  

Inquiry that involves effective communication, problem-solving, deep thinking, and 

learning describes a process of leadership (Grey, 2011; Le Fevre et al., 2015). These features 
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seemed inherent in how teachers were supported to engage in whole-team inquiry. Importantly, 

critical engagement with inquiry requires an understanding that participants may not always 

find it easy to make their thinking explicit (Palus & Drath, 2001). Those involved also need to 

have an open-minded stance, a desire to learn (Le Fevre et al., 2015), and feel that their views 

will be heard. In order to determine whether this was the case, the nuanced nature of inquiry 

across both rooms is now explored. 

The nature of interactions during inquiry. Support for teachers’ participation in 

inquiry came more from positional leaders than from external guidance. As with most early 

childhood services across NZ, Keystone had access to the MoE’s (2009) resource Self-review 

guidelines for early childhood education, which they could choose to use as a guide for their 

inquiry process; and yet no participant mentioned this resource during their interviews. During 

data analysis, I pursued further information from Lena to clarify whether they had utilised this 

resource. Lena (personal communication, 25.10.17) clarified she was aware of the resource but 

had not made use of it. She also did not know where the hard-copy document was in the centre. 

With this in mind, it seemed that Natalie was the main initial source of support for teachers’ 

participation in inquiry.  

Both teams had autonomy to develop inquiry in their own way. Lena explained that her 

team in Room Plum had established their own approach to inquiry based on their participation 

in an earlier research project (FN, 25.10.17). The team in Room Forest had also approached 

inquiry in their own way, with support from their own room positional leaders. During their 

focus group discussion, Zara (Forest/TI) explained that after Natalie had introduced inquiry to 

each team, she then stepped back to allow each team to lead themselves. Zara (Forest/TI) 

restated this idea during her individual interview: 

Natalie […] was actually heading it but [now] Natalie is guiding […] the team 
leaders. […] but I think we are going very well with our inquiry. We’ve been 
brainstorming with our new concept of manaakitanga. 

Zara’s references to Natalie heading and now guiding the team leaders indicated a shift in 

Natalie’s leadership from being a source of authority for staff members to a source of support 

for the room positional leaders. Shifting her leadership in this way suggested Natalie’s 

intentional strategy to support leadership capacity within both teams and promote power-with 

relationships with positional leaders, as I identified in other situations (Chapter 5, p. 134). 

While Natalie’s earlier reference to pulling teachers in could be interpreted as exerting power 
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over teachers, the idea that both teams were able to shape their inquiry processes without 

needing her direct influence indicates that teachers felt supported and empowered in their 

autonomy, rather than controlled and directed. Zara’s confident statement “I think we are going 

very well” and “we’ve been brainstorming” suggested that this was the case.  

Teaching teams also had autonomy to choose their own inquiry focus. For example, 

Natalie (CLI) explained that teachers were able to make decisions about their approach to 

inquiry and goal-setting and emphasised that teachers had freedom to do what they liked. She 

commented:  

There’s a lot of freedom for the teachers [in each room] to go and do whatever they 
wanted to and we had goals. 

The freedom Natalie spoke of resonated with Zara’s earlier reference to teachers having 

freedom to express themselves (Chapter 5, p. 157). It also reflected the empowering of 

teachers, which had already been highlighted as a factor underpinning interactions in both 

rooms (Chapter 5, p. 130). Natalie’s reference to “do whatever they wanted” potentially 

indicated an approach where anything goes, although her reference to them having goals 

signalled that inquiry was goal-oriented.  

The range of previous inquiry topics identified in the study highlighted that inquiry was 

indeed goal-oriented but also a sustained, rather than one-off, activity. Examples of topics 

included: understanding manaakitanga (Māori for welcoming, caring for, and sharing with 

others; Rose, Forest/TI); enhancing care routines and transition times (Ana, Plum/TI; Molly, 

Forest/LI); investigating open-ended resources (Kate, Forest/LI; Lena, Plum/CLI); and 

exploring the environment (Kim, Plum/TI). Both teachers and positional leaders referred to 

these topics during their interview discussions, reiterating the idea that inquiry promoted 

whole-team involvement. 

The emphasis on team autonomy and collective agency is significant. Rather than 

promoting agency at the individual level (Woodrow & Busch, 2008), Natalie’s shift in role 

from directing to guiding, while encouraging both teams to choose their own inquiry foci, 

enabled each team to exercise agency as a collective capacity. Each team was therefore 

engaged in a process of collaborative decision-making while exercising their freedom to 

develop their own process and goals. Such a positive stance assumes that teachers are capable 

of making decisions collectively about matters significant to them. This stance assumes that 

teachers will influence each other in ways that help to progress the decision-making process. It 
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also positions teachers as being central to improving teaching and learning (Biesta et al., 2015). 

This regard for teachers’ collective capabilities was reflective of the relational trust that 

underpinned relationships between teachers and positional leaders, as established in Chapter 5 

(p. 124).  

Collective agency is vital for enacting leadership (Murray & McDowall Clark, 2013). A 

team’s collective capacity to work in dynamic and collaborative ways can lead to 

organisational transformation and innovation (Engeström, 2008). Where this collective 

capacity involves listening to and taking into account the intentions of others, participants are 

said to be exercising relational agency (Edwards, 2005, 2011). In other words, the reported 

actions and interactions of both teaching teams regarding inquiry, including the exercise of 

agency as a collective capacity, provided a strong foundation for the enactment of leadership 

and relational agency.   

Natalie, as a positional leader, was seen to play a main role in establishing a culture of 

inquiry in the centre. Her leadership of the inquiry process and change from direct to indirect 

influence empowered teaching teams to develop their own approach. In this way, she took on 

the role of a “leaderful change agent” (Raelin, 2005, p. 26); someone who assists in developing 

a context where teachers and positional leaders can enact leadership together.  

Although the idea of imposing values onto others, such as an inquiry stance, is 

problematic if others do not share the same enthusiasm, many teachers such as Zara mentioned 

earlier, spoke positively about their involvement in the inquiry process. This finding suggested 

that relationships with the centre leadership team were strong and trusting (Bryk & Schneider, 

2003) and signalled that positional leaders had embraced responsibility for fostering teachers’ 

collective capacity to improve teaching and learning. Such findings concur with Smardon and 

Charteris (2014), who found that when school positional leaders viewed teachers as capable, 

fostered relational trust, and supported co-leadership teachers felt supported to engage in 

inquiry and to enact leadership. In my study, the support that each team, as opposed to 

individuals, received from positional leaders potentially motivated teachers to participate in 

inquiry with opportunities to engage in shared decision-making and collective agency related 

to improving teaching and learning.  

The nature of inquiry as it was reported in the study resonated with three ETL 

principles. With regard to ETL Principle 1, positional leaders’ empowerment of teachers, and 

the existing relational trust that underpinned their interactions, encouraged rather than inhibited 
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teachers’ engagement in shared decision-making and problem-solving focused on improving 

provision. In relation to ETL Principle 3, relational influence was inferred in Natalie’s 

reference to team learning and each team’s decision-making processes regarding their topics 

for inquiry. Natalie’s shift in influence from direct to indirect also encouraged teams to develop 

their own approaches to inquiry. With regard to ETL Principle 4, teachers engaged in inquiry 

collectively as they contributed to whole-team efforts to improve teaching and learning. This 

finding aligns with the emphasis of ETL as a collective practice, rather than an individual act.  

Challenges to fostering an inquiry stance. Fostering a culture of inquiry within both 

rooms was not always easy. One challenge involved teacher resistance to the inquiry process. 

For example, Natalie (CLI) revealed that some teachers did not embrace the idea initially. She 

commented: 

I felt resistance towards it but at the same time I knew they just had to get to the 
end of it before they could see the significance of it […].  

Natalie suggested that teachers who were resistant to inquiry needed time to determine its 

worth. She was convinced of the value of inquiry so was keen for staff members to embrace it. 

Despite the strong sense of relational trust present in the centre (Chapter 5, p. 124), Natalie 

highlighted that some teachers were initially unwilling to embrace everything that positional 

leaders promoted.  

Teacher resistance to collaborative inquiry is not uncommon. For example, some 

teachers resist or feel hesitant towards collaborative inquiry if they perceive that engaging in it 

will challenge their own beliefs and assumptions (Le Fevre et al., 2015). Teacher hesitancy 

might also be due to a lack of trust in a new process. This possibility arose in Grey’s (2011) 

study, which showed that teachers felt uncomfortable to fully embrace a new process of inquiry 

involving professional dialogue, until they were able to negotiate particular ground rules based 

on trust, respect for different points of view, and listening to one another. Grey’s study 

highlighted the need for teaching teams to have time to establish clarity and ground rules 

regarding their inquiry processes in order to minimise hesitancy from teachers within teams. 

This finding may explain why some teachers in my study were reported as resisting the inquiry 

process to begin with. 

Natalie was, however, willing to accept each team’s choice to not pursue inquiry if that 

was their decision. Despite this hesitancy, Natalie also believed that other teachers were aware 

of its benefits. She stated: 
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If it all ends up they decide we don’t want to do this, that’s fine [… ], certainly the 
feedback we’ve got suggests that they have seen the significance. 

Another challenge regarding inquiry concerned the expectation that group interests 

would take priority over individual interests. For example, Natalie explained the importance of 

putting their own thinking, passions, or interests to the side in order to promote the capacity of 

the team to tackle issues together. She stated:  

This year it’s trying to come from them and trying to invest in […] the power of 
the thinking of the group and putting […] your own thinking aside or your own 
passions or interests […] and giving space to tackling something as a group. 

Natalie’s emphasis on tackling something together implied that she valued group work, 

reinforcing her earlier references to team learning and a team mind. It also drew attention to 

what each group could accomplish together, rather than what one person might do on their 

own. Natalie assumed, however, that this collective work meant individuals had to put their 

thinking, passions, and interests to the side; it may be that some individuals were not keen to 

do so, as teacher Alex highlights shortly. 

An emphasis on the collective capacity of groups resonates with Engeström’s (2008) 

argument that a team has the collective capacity to transform practice. It also describes 

Raelin’s (2011) notion of leadership-as-practice and a leaderful context, where multiple 

individuals who work together to resolve organisation-wide issues, enact leadership 

concurrently and collaboratively, albeit in different ways. Even so, the ability to tackle 

something together, as Natalie endorsed, requires positional leaders to ensure that inquiry 

dialogues are critical in nature and well-supported.  

Critical inquiry occurs when relational trust is fostered between participants (Bryk & 

Schneider, 2003). It also occurs when participants are able to: negotiate multiple worldviews of 

participants during dialogue (Drath, 2001), remain critically open to diverse points of view, 

and respectfully confront deficit thinking if it arises (Hare, 2006). There was no mention of 

how teachers or positional leaders had confronted any issues during their inquiry dialogues, or 

even whether deficit and/or contrasting views were raised.  

There was evidence, however, that not everyone agreed with prioritising the interests of 

the group. During his individual interview, Alex (Plum/TI) acknowledged that when he had 

started at Keystone, “[He] was kind of an observer at the time and tried to fit in”. He added that 

over time, he had chosen to act in more individualistic ways, which sometimes meant going 



 

 

 

176   

against the grain of the group. He referred to himself as an individual and explained what he 

meant: 

I don’t think I work as a team but I also don’t think about other people that much as 
a team. I [think about] what needs to be done […]. Say for example, nobody wants 
to go outside because it’s cold, then again the kids want to go outside, I am cold 
but I am going to take them outside anyway because that needs to be done. I 
always have a different way I prioritise, and that’s how I work. 

Although Alex’s example was not related directly to the inquiry process, it did suggest that 

teachers at Keystone did not always agree with each other, and advocated for their own ideas, 

if they felt this was important. Alex also revealed his initial feeling of wanting to belong to the 

group but then reaching a point where he felt more comfortable to assert his own ideas within 

the group. The desire to belong to the group concurs with Block (2009), who argued that 

developing a sense of belonging is central to building community, and also provides a basis for 

leadership. The insight from Alex that teacher decisions were not always negotiated with one 

another, alongside some teachers’ initial resistance towards inquiry, suggests there were some 

ebbs and flows in the way each teaching team worked together. This was so despite a strong 

presence of congeniality and collegiality between colleagues in both rooms (Chapter 5, p. 118). 

These insights resonate with Barth’s (2006) argument that building community 

underpinned by a sense of collegiality takes skill, knowledge, and time. They also bring into 

question the false assumption that everyone within an organisation has horizontal and equal 

relationships with one another (Crevani et al., 2010), and raise a question about positional 

leaders leading team processes while saying, and perhaps believing, they are promoting the 

collective. 

On one hand, agreeing with others can reflect a genuine meeting of the minds. On the 

other hand, it can be a mask for conforming to group norms in order to remain part of the 

group. Such an approach describes a culture of niceness, which has potential to hinder 

teachers’ enactment of leadership, even if they are willing and able to do so (Hard, 2006). In 

Alex’s case, asserting his own ideas could be described as an attempt to retain his sense of 

individuality and capacity to make decisions about what matters to him. 

Teachers’ capacity to exercise their individual agency was highlighted by a parent. This 

point indicated that Alex was not the only teacher to make decisions based on personal 

preferences. For example, parent Laura (Forest/FI) stated that: 
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 [Teachers] don’t always have to defer to [the team leader], they all have their own 
strengths within the group and their own feeling of responsibility and their own 
opinions.  

Laura suggested that teacher individuality was a strength. She considered that while teachers 

were part of a group, they also had individual strengths, responsibilities, and opinions. This 

insight concurs with Heikka (2014), who found that a collective way of leading needed to 

incorporate a focus on teachers’ shared knowledge and expertise and their individual skills and 

interests. Therefore, foregrounding collective practices is only problematic if a teacher’s ability 

to promote her/his individual interests is compromised. Individual identities are influenced by, 

and influence, what happens at the collective level (Sachs, 2001). It is therefore vital for those 

leading whole-team processes, such as inquiry and dialogue, to echo Laura’s sentiments and 

keep both individual and collective interests in mind.  

Overall, exploring teachers’ participation in inquiry highlighted particular challenges 

that potentially hinder teachers’ enactment of ETL. For example, teacher resistance to inquiry 

sits at odds with: ETL Principle 2, which focuses on leadership as embedded in day-to-day 

practice, and ETL Principle 4, which foregrounds the value of inquiry, when teachers have 

time to determine its worth and value. Also in relation to ETL Principle 4, the tension between 

individual and collective interests poses a potential hindrance to a team’s capacity to enact 

collective agency. It therefore requires that both individual and collective interests are taken 

into account during whole-team inquiry. In order to determine the nature of teachers’ leaderful 

engagement with positional leaders, as per ETL Principle 4, I now explore the opportunities 

teachers had to do so.  

Inquiry and leaderful practice. Leaderful practice between teachers and positional 

leaders was identified as another significant finding of my study. This finding resonated with 

ETL Principle 4, which focuses on the potential for teachers to engage in leaderful activity.  

Positional leaders valued teachers’ inclusion in contributing to and leading inquiry 

processes. This value was based on empowering teachers, consistent with Chapter 5 (p. 130). 

For example, when discussing inquiry during her individual interview, centre positional leader 

Natalie (CLI) emphasised that everyone’s voice was important to hear during the inquiry 

dialogues. She commented:   

[With inquiry], there is that sense that everyone’s voice is important and everyone 
contributes to […] what happens next. You know the emergent leadership that’s 
involved in that. 
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Natalie’s reference to voice, contribution, and emergent leadership revealed a belief that each 

team had collective capacity to transform their shared practice. Her idea that leadership could 

emerge from anyone suggests that teachers had capacity to enact leadership during inquiry. 

These ideas echo some participants’ shared interest and belief in leadership as a collective 

identity and practice, as identified in Chapter 6 (p. 155). The capacity of the team to enact 

change through this way of working concurs with Raelin’s (2003, 2005) concept of leaderful 

practice, where teachers and positional leaders engage concurrently in leadership practices 

during their shared work. However, while Natalie emphasised hearing the voices of all, she did 

not mention if anyone felt that their voice had not been heard. Nor did she mention whether 

teachers had raised anything that others had disagreed with, or that was deeply problematic.  

Leaderful practice was also apparent when positional leaders supported teachers to take 

the lead during inquiry dialogues, albeit with some tension. For example, lead teacher Kim 

(Plum/LI) explained that her teacher colleagues Doris and Melissa were going to lead their 

next inquiry dialogue. She believed they were capable to do so, expressing:  

They have the ideas and they have the vision of […] where we can go next […] 
and they’ve got great questioning skills 

Kim supported the idea of teachers taking the lead, based on her belief that they were able to 

establish vision and direction for the group. Both a visionary orientation and influencing 

direction are considered fundamental to the enactment of leadership (Hujala et al., 2013). 

During Melissa’s (Plum/TI) individual interview, she shared she had changed her mind about 

leading the inquiry dialogue and clarified that “Doris is actually going to be facilitating our 

meeting”. She added that during a previous inquiry meeting, she felt frustrated that her 

colleagues were not listening to her ideas, which led her to step back from co-leading the next 

meeting. She explained: 

I am probably going to be spouting the same thing, which is not going to help 
anything. So, I said “All right! This time I am going to step back”.  

Melissa’s experience challenged Natalie’s emphasis on hearing everyone’s voice and 

highlighted that this intention was not always the case. Her experience also revealed that she 

had found it difficult to influence others while leading, a situation which resonated with her 

struggle to recognise her own leadership actions for teacher registration (Chapter 6, p. 152).  

Teacher leader identities, as evidenced in Chapter 6, are complex to negotiate and not 

always stable or coherent (Maclure, 1993). Negotiating identities can be challenging in reality 
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as this often involves conflicting ideas, problem-solving, and navigating a “bumpy road” 

(Alvesson & Jonsson, 2018, p. 40). These ideas describe Melissa’s situation, which involved 

changing her mind about leading inquiry dialogue based on her struggle to be heard by her 

colleagues. It may be that Melissa’s decision to step back demonstrated her capacity to exercise 

individual agency, which is possible given the emphasis positional leaders placed on 

empowering teachers (Chapter 5, p. 130). It is also possible that Melissa’s decision to step back 

reflected her ability to loosen her grip on her ideas, a strategy that Drath et al. (2008) argues 

underpins effective leadership and allows room for other ideas to come forth. However, 

Melissa’s leadership might have been more effective in this situation if positional leaders had 

offered her support, as they had for other teachers in similar situations (e.g., Chapter 6, Rose 

and Anita, pp. 144-145; Evie, p. 148).  

Similarly, teacher Olivia (Forest/TI) had also led her team’s inquiry dialogue. Olivia 

believed that “you need leaders, people in the group to keep it going”. Her comment suggests 

an understanding that leadership can influence momentum by maintaining the flow of dialogue. 

She explained that her team leader, Molly, had encouraged her to lead their inquiry dialogue:  

Molly said [to me] “you’re leading, which is good…” […] “… can you just keep it 
going?” I said I’ll step back a bit because I was waiting for others to contribute to 
the inquiry process but didn’t happen, so I better get it moving again. […] if you 
don’t have people doing that in the group [it] will fall down.  

Olivia signalled she was willing to lead inquiry dialogues as a teacher, but also keen to step 

back to allow others to step forward. This situation resonated with Melissa’s situation about 

choosing when to step up and when to step back based on a struggle to influence her colleagues 

to contribute to the dialogue. In Olivia’s case, she had sought support from her team leader in 

order to keep trying.  

These examples involving Melissa and Olivia highlight the importance of positional 

leader support for teachers to enact leadership during whole-team processes, such as inquiry 

dialogues. In these situations, positional leaders supported teachers by offering them 

opportunities to lead their whole-team inquiry dialogues and providing encouragement. This 

support promoted a context for leaderful practice where teachers, both with and without formal 

leadership positions, were able to enact leadership. This finding resonates with Heikka et al.’s 

(2016) study that endorsed the role of positional leaders in creating a supportive climate to 

foster teacher leadership. It also reflects my finding in Chapter 6 (p. 148), where positional 

leaders were found to be a key support for five teachers’ willingness to embrace leadership.  
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As previously discussed, teachers who embrace a leadership identity may struggle to be 

heard by their peers or keep momentum going during whole-team processes. Research has 

shown that teachers hesitate to engage with leadership if they feel they lack the authority to 

pursue change within the group (Grarock & Morrissey, 2013). Furthermore, when positional 

leaders support teachers and nurture the supportive conditions teachers need to enact effective 

teaching and leadership, they help to create communities focused on learning and leadership 

(Sergiovanni, 2005). With these ideas in mind, Melissa’s and Olivia’s examples suggest that 

positional leaders are vital to maintaining teachers’ engagement in leaderful practice. 

Families were able to experience the outcomes of teachers’ inquiry processes. Teachers 

were encouraged to present the findings of their inquiry work to one another, to the centre 

leadership team, and to families (Chapter 5, p. 96). A yearly presentation had become a 

familiar event for the centre community. Natalie (CLI), for example, described teachers’ 

participation in one presentation, while revealing she had been inspired by, and gained a sense 

of pride in, the way they had shared their knowledge. She stated:  

It was the most magical moment […] teachers standing up and sharing their story 
with the families and the way they spoke, […] sharing what’s going on.  

Similarly, two families felt more informed about teaching and learning as a result of teachers’ 

presentations. For example, parent Ruth (Plum/FI) initially doubted the value of teachers’ 

inquiry in relation to children who were not yet able to speak. She changed her mind after 

attending a presentation, as the result of feeling that she had learned something new from and 

about teachers’ collective work. Ruth shared: 

I remember going to the parent evening and I must admit when I sat there […], I 
thought, how can you have an inquiry about an abstract concept with pre-verbal 
children, and thinking that was kind of puzzling. And then when I went to the 
parent night earlier this year and they explained […] then I thought oh that’s what 
they were doing. […]. I think it’s quite nice that they have […] some kind of bigger 
picture they’re thinking about.  

 The inquiry dissemination left another parent feeling moved. For example, Zara (Forest/TI) 

described the positive effect of one presentation on a mother: 

[She] was literally in tears when she saw our inquiry. She said I never thought that 
you guys do so much for our children. […]. I think at a very surface level parents 
do understand [what we do …]. But the inquiry has given them a deeper 
understanding of why we are doing it. 
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Zara revealed that this sharing of knowledge between teachers and parents enabled the nature 

of their joint work to be made transparent for the benefit of the centre community. Teaching 

teams were able to share the bigger picture of their work with families, who in turn, developed 

enhanced understandings of the nature of teaching and learning at Keystone. By influencing 

parents’ understandings in this way, the presentations facilitated by each team reflected another 

example of leaderful practice. In addition, the presentations endorsed Barth’s (2006) notion of 

collegiality by reflecting a context which enabled teachers to come together to talk at length 

about their shared practice, to share understandings about their inquiry, and to make their 

practice visible for others. 

The ideas discussed in this section suggest that positional leaders had capacity to 

develop leadership in teachers. Positional leaders (Kim, Molly, and Natalie) viewed teachers as 

capable of enacting leadership, and thus created relevant opportunities for teachers. They also 

gave teachers time to negotiate these opportunities and decide when to step back or forward. In 

doing so, they created a leaderful context where their formal leadership and teachers’ informal 

leadership were seen to co-exist (Siraj-Blatchford & Manni, 2007).  

By supporting teachers to contribute to improving teaching and learning in a range of 

ways, positional leaders promoted a distributed view of leadership. This view went beyond the 

notion of distributed leadership that was described in their centre documentation (Chapter 5, p. 

131) and tied to a hierarchy of positions. Viewing leadership as a distributed and collective 

practice emphasises that leadership is less about an individual position of responsibility, and 

more about the expertise and wisdom within a group. A more genuine notion of distributed 

leadership (Gronn, 2002; Spillane, 2005) was identified in their practice, such as when lead 

teacher Kim acknowledged the skills and knowledge of Doris and Melissa, and when teachers 

were encouraged to share their skills and knowledge during inquiry presentations. In both 

cases, the broad aim was to contribute to improving teaching and learning.  

A leaderful context was made possible in these instances likely because the centre 

culture was “managerially loose and culturally tight” (Sergiovanni, 2005, p. 39). This culture 

involved power-with relationships between teachers and positional leaders, who came together 

to improve teaching and learning as a collective responsibility, mediated through the inquiry 

process. This did not mean that teachers were passively waiting for positional leaders to signal 

their next moves. Rather, teachers demonstrated agency by individually deciding on when and 

how they enacted leadership responsibilities as part of their everyday practice. This individual 
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capacity aligned with what parent Laura (Forest/FI) had earlier noted with regard to teachers 

not always needing to defer to positional leaders when making decisions.  

The leaderful interactions between positional leaders and teachers give meaning to ETL 

Principle 4. For example, positional leaders were intentional in making time for inquiry, for 

teachers to exercise their agency, and for teachers to negotiate their teacher leader identities in 

relation to inquiry. With regard to ETL Principle 1, positional leaders considered whole-team 

involvement in the inquiry process. The wide range of topics and yearly presentations signalled 

that inquiry was a sustained process involving both teachers and positional leaders. In relation 

to ETL Principle 2, leaderful practice occurred as part of teachers and positional leaders’ 

everyday shared practice, when teachers had relevant opportunities and ongoing support. 

Pertinent to ETL Principle 3, influence was identified in relation to the yearly presentations 

that led to parents’ enhanced understandings, and in positional leaders’ support for teachers to: 

take up opportunities to lead inquiry dialogue, keep momentum going, and present their work 

to the centre community. The nature of team dialogue requires further unpacking in terms of 

how teachers’ engagement in dialogue related to the notion of leadership. 

Inquiry and relational dialogue. The inquiry dialogue for both teams aligned with the 

leadership concept of relational dialogue (Drath, 2001; Drath et al., 2008). Direction refers to 

collective agreement on the overall goals, aims, and mission of a group. Alignment refers to 

the organisation and coordination of practices and knowledge within the team. Commitment 

refers to individuals prioritising the interests of the collective over their own interests. 

Leadership activity is argued to be that activity which is underpinned by the presence of all 

three concepts, albeit in different degrees (Drath et al., 2008). 

Direction. Negotiating direction and goals during inquiry dialogues was identified as an 

important, yet problematic process for both teaching teams. For example, feelings of 

uncertainty arose when teams attempted to discuss an inquiry focus without a positional 

leader’s guidance. This tension was apparent when teacher Melissa (Plum/TI) described one of 

their inquiry dialogues. She expressed: 

It’s been a tough start. […]. Last year, [our previous team leader] would come in 
and say this is our question, this is what we are going to do […]. And this time we 
haven’t even really settled on […] what we are actually doing. 

Melissa revealed that the process of negotiating a shared goal was neither an easy nor a 

comfortable process for her. Her reference to the previous team leader implied that there was a 
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lack of leadership influence during this dialogue to help the team establish direction for their 

inquiry.  

Melissa and lead teacher Kim (Plum/LI) also commented on the tentative nature some 

of their inquiry dialogues. These dialogues involved colleagues proposing lots of ideas but not 

making any firm decisions about a focus. However, Melissa and Kim viewed this situation 

differently: 

We are just speculating a lot and making all these assumptions and hypotheses 
which are all valid, and it feels like we are just going to keep doing that without 
trying anything out (Melissa, Plum/TI). 
 
Even though we are not going anywhere right now, it seems to be going around and 
around, I feel like it’s very meaningful for our team (Kim, Plum/LI). 

These comments highlighted contrasting views about the value of uncertainty in negotiating 

direction. The lack of a clear pathway had led Melissa to feel a sense of unease. Consequently, 

she was keen to establish direction efficiently, as she had experienced with a previous 

positional leader. In contrast, Kim viewed this lack of direction and associated discussion as a 

worthwhile process for the team. As a positional leader, Kim seemed to appreciate the 

opportunity for whole-team engagement in deliberating direction during dialogue (Drath, 

2001). Rather than stepping in to establish direction on their behalf, Kim demonstrated a sense 

of trust and patience in the team’s capacity to achieve this, however, it risked frustration for 

colleagues like Melissa who wanted to achieve direction sooner. 

Another positional leader expressed a tension she felt in being the leader, at times. For 

example, team leader Lena (Plum/CLG) expressed during the focus group her desire to be 

viewed as a learner, not a leader, during their inquiry process. She later reiterated this view of 

herself as a learner during her individual interview, and highlighted the tension she felt when 

influencing the direction of the dialogue. Lena (Plum/CLI) stated that:  

The more I facilitate the more it’s still going to be viewed as [I am] the leader. 

In contrast to Kim, Lena shared Melissa’s preference for direction to be established. However, 

consistent with lead teacher Kim, Lena trusted that her colleagues and the process would lead 

to something amazing without her needing to exert control over the team. She stated:  

I am used to knowing what we are going to be doing next and it feels like it’s my 
fault that we haven’t got to this place. […] from my past experiences of facilitating 
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you have a bit more control. […Now] it’s having to trust that something amazing is 
going to come out, but also trusting that what is happening already is amazing.  

Lena’s consideration for the team was apparent in her unease with the team having not yet 

established a clear direction, but also in being viewed as the leader. She was aware that as a 

positional leader, she was able to influence the team’s direction, but chose not to. Instead, she 

preferred to be viewed like everyone else in the team, and more as a learner than a leader. This 

stance aligned with her earlier view that everyone has inspiration in them (Chapter 6, p. 152), 

and was reiterated in her subsequent statement: 

[The team] are starting to see that the leader doesn’t know everything and the 
leader needs to learn that [the rest of the team] have got things to offer everyone 
else as well. 

Lena was therefore aware that her current approach to trusting others involved less control over 

others than did her previous experiences. Lena (Plum/CLI) added that the facilitation of their 

inquiry dialogues was: 

… starting to be shared more, teachers are taking responsibility […]. That excites 
me.  

This comment revealed Lena’s support for teachers’ enactment of leadership actions during 

their collective inquiry. Her support was consistent with the promotion of a leaderful context, 

as discussed in the previous section, and positional leaders’ emphasis on power-with 

relationships, as established in Chapter 5 (p. 134).  

It was clear that each team’s inquiry dialogues involved sense-making as a core 

component. Teacher colleagues were encouraged to engage in sense-making during uncertainty 

and ambiguity (Weick, 1988, 1993) and to find their way out of this confusion (Drath, 2001), 

but without direct influence from positional leaders at all times. Two positional leaders (Kim 

and Lena) valued this whole-team engagement in sense-making, while one teacher (Melissa) 

potentially viewed it as inefficient. Melissa’s frustration was with the time it was taking to 

achieve a sense of direction. It is also possible that this way of problem-solving was new for 

some teachers. Indeed, effective sense-making to resolve tensions in dialogue relies on an 

ability to draw on understandings regarding how issues have been resolved in the past, and an 

ability to interpret the current situation (Weick, 1988, 1993). There was little talk from 

participants about the actual nature of this sense-making, which raises a question about how 

this core aspect of inquiry dialogues was supported. 
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Leadership is also present when sense-making leads to some direction being established 

(Drath, 2001). Direction in these inquiry dialogues had been established many times, given the 

fact that various inquiry topics were identified and the yearly presentations were based on the 

outcomes of their inquiry findings. This means that teachers’ engagement in inquiry and 

associated dialogues, which were supported by positional leaders and the collective 

contributions of the team, reflected the enactment of leadership. As such, teachers and 

positional leaders created a context where both formal and informal leadership practices 

co-existed. Direction on its own however is not sufficient to verify all inquiry dialogues as a 

process of leadership. Alignment and commitment are also required. 

Alignment. Alignment, a second aspect of relational dialogue, was also identified in the 

study as a finding. Teacher colleagues embraced the idea of aligning their views and values for 

the purpose of inquiry, but found this process difficult at times. For example, teacher Melissa 

(Plum/TI) explained that: 

Not everybody is on the same page […], they don’t [always] agree with me, [and] 
I’m fine with that [but] throw something else out.  

Melissa revealed a willingness to engage with diverse viewpoints, but seemed frustrated when 

others did not contribute their ideas. Her reference to not being on the same page as others was 

consistent with the earlier finding that some teachers, like Alex, chose to prioritise their 

individual interests at times. Melissa’s reference, however, contrasted with what parent Celine 

(Plum/FI) had perceived about teachers being on one page (Chapter 6, p. 160). It may be, that 

due to parents’ inconsistent contact with the teachers, parents perceived the team to be on the 

same page based on their brief observations, when in fact, they were not at all times. 

 Similarly, Natalie (CLI) believed that teacher colleagues had found it difficult to 

engage with inquiry due to their diverse understandings, values, attitudes or beliefs. She 

expressed:  

[Inquiry] has been hard work with some […] for a variety of reasons, […] what 
their values are and why they have their attitudes or beliefs.  

Melissa and Natalie therefore revealed being open to multiple views during their inquiry 

dialogues. However, Melissa’s frustration with the lack of ideas from her colleagues, and 

Natalie’s reference to inquiry as hard work, imply that strategies may be needed for teachers 

and positional leaders to be open to multiple perspectives. Without such skills, there is a risk 

that uncritical alignment with others’ points of view may lead to conforming to group norms. 
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Alternatively, uncritical alignment could reflect an effort to develop coherence across the 

group. Participants did not mention during individual interviews or focus groups whether 

significant concerns were raised during their inquiry dialogues. Effective leadership relies on 

being willing to raise concerns and being critically receptive to the concerns of others (Hare, 

2006). This discussion therefore raises a question about how congeniality and collegiality 

manifested in each team’s inquiry dialogues over time. 

Commitment. Commitment is the third aspect of relational dialogue that deems an 

activity to be leadership. Teachers’ shared commitment to the collective was evident in the 

nature of collaboration between teachers and positional leaders during their inquiry dialogues. 

Tension was also identified in how individual interests were subsumed by their collective 

interests.  

Mutual commitment was evident when teacher colleagues embraced multiple 

perspectives during their inquiry dialogues, and had learned how to navigate tension and 

dissent within the group. For example, team leader Lena and teacher Ana shared during their 

individual interviews: 

We argue to come to a shared understanding. I think that’s been a huge step growth 
in the team. (Lena, Plum/CLI) 
 

We are learning how to [address disagreement] through inquiry. […] we are 
debating a lot more as a team too about each other’s beliefs or ideas. (Ana, 
Plum/TI) 

Lena and Ana revealed that strategies in dialogue included arguing, coming to a shared 

understanding, and debating their diverse ideas as a team. While arguing can imply 

antagonism, the positive context of Lena’s individual interview and aim for others to do their 

best (FN, 25.06.18) suggest that this term meant debating, as Ana had mentioned. This culture 

of expressing oneself and receiving feedback was noted earlier when teacher Zara and centre 

leader Natalie had emphasised having space or freedom to express themselves (Chapter 6, p. 

157; this chapter, p. 172) and when Natalie had emphasised the importance of hearing 

everyone’s voice (this chapter, p. 177). Lena’s comment also highlighted that learning how to 

manage dissent through debate assisted the growth of the team. However, such ideas risk 

assuming that everyone is comfortable with dissent during collaborative discussions.  

At times, during my observations of staff meetings/focus groups, a couple of teachers 

listened more than talked for the duration of those meetings (FN, 14.4.15). It may be that these 

teachers chose to go along with the dominant voices within the group, in order to remain 
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collegial and show a strong sense of solidarity, rather than wanting to fuel dissent by raising 

alternative views. One teacher clarified why he chose to remain quiet during such times. 

Alex(Plum/TI) said that he enjoyed the inquiry process for the opportunities it gave him to 

“question other teachers”. However, he often felt hesitant to share his ideas because others in 

the team were “easily offended”. He added: 

I feel frustrated because I am trying to improve the team rather than improving the 
person. […] If I was in my [home country] you get told off [without taking 
offence] so many times, that’s how you learn. 

Alex’s reaction to his colleagues being offended was one of frustration because their reaction 

was inconsistent with his cultural norm of coping with conflict in dialogue. His intention to 

improve the team revealed a goal of changing people or things within the collective, in some 

way. His situation brings to the fore a perceived cultural tension, where Alex’s previous 

cultural experiences in another country may have acted as a filter for how he made sense of his 

current situation with his colleagues. When I probed further about how he had dealt with this 

tension, he declared he did not know what to do about it, and had left things as they were.  

This situation of Alex’s reflects one example of how teachers might feel they are not 

able to influence their colleagues to make changes. They might therefore choose to stay quiet, 

rather than persist and risk further dissent. However, disagreement can be important as it shows 

that people are not just complying, and compliance may not be sustainable if underlying beliefs 

and values are not aligned. Although one might argue that learning to manage potential conflict 

by remaining quiet is in itself leadership, a NZ-based ECE study suggests otherwise. Grey 

(2011) emphasised the importance of leaving room for conflict resolution in teachers’ inquiry 

dialogue in order avoid a culture of silence and teachers becoming more compliant than 

reflective. In Alex’s case, he was uncertain with how to proceed with tension, and therefore 

managed his uncertainty by choosing to remain quiet. In doing so, he demonstrated a 

commitment to the collective. It is likely that his response may have been different had he 

raised his tension with positional leaders, who in turn, embraced those tensions as part of the 

dialogue. Such a stance seemed to be supported by Lena, who earlier talked about debating 

issues as a means to coming to shared understanding.  

Alex’s situation challenges Drath’s (2001) idea of commitment, which relies on people 

subsuming their own interests into the interests of the collective. Letting go of the self in order 

to demonstrate commitment to the collective is problematic, especially if it leads to a culture of 
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silence and compliance. It is vital for individual interests to be considered in situations where 

the collective may be prioritised (Sachs, 2001).   

In summary, relational dialogue (Drath, 2001) was identified as underpinning the nature 

of each team’s inquiry dialogues, but was not straightforward to achieve at all times. This 

analysis informs ETL Principle 4 by extending the initial emphasis on dialogue to include an 

emphasis on relational dialogue as an important process underpinning leadership activity 

across both rooms. Direction was an important aim for both teaching teams, but it sometimes 

took time to reach a decision about what to focus on. This process prioritised collective 

sense-making, which two positional leaders embraced and one teacher was not so supportive of 

in at least one situation. Alignment was also apparent in relation to inquiry dialogues, but 

difficult to achieve for several reasons, such as colleagues not wanting to share or not being on 

the same page as others. The question of agreeing just to achieve coherence, risks a situation of 

uncritical receptiveness, which can indicate ineffective leadership. My analysis suggests that 

commitment to the collective involved learning to navigate tensions, but also the potential risk 

of compromising individuality in order to prioritise collective interests.  

Therefore, in relation to ETL Principle 1, positional leaders ought to take into account 

both individual and collective interests during relational processes in order to avoid a culture of 

silence and compliance over dialogue and reflection. Pertinent to ETL Principle 3, individuals 

were not always able to influence their colleagues from within the same team in order to enact 

change. 

To conclude, whole-team activity was identified as a significant collective activity of 

ETL aimed at improving teaching and learning. It involved teachers and positional leaders 

talking, negotiating, sense-making, and practising together with tensions at times. Positional 

leaders were identified as: enabling teachers’ engagement in leaderful practice, enacting a 

genuine sense of distributed view of leadership, and supporting a context whereby both formal 

and informal leadership could co-exist. Similar characteristics were evident in the second 

activity, which focuses on fostering a sense of calm and flow in relation to infants’ and 

toddlers’ mealtime routines. 
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Activity 2: Fostering a sense of calm and flow in care routines 
The second collective activity relevant to both teaching teams centred on fostering a 

sense of calm and flow during mealtimes routines. This section discusses the significance of 

this collective activity in relation to ETL.  

A goal to improve children’s care routines. Each team viewed effective care as 

central to their pedagogical practices with infants and toddlers. At the time of the study, both 

teams had been working for several months towards achieving a sense of calm and flow in 

infants’ and toddlers’ care routines. These times included morning and afternoon tea times, 

lunchtimes, and transitions from the lunchtime routine to sleep time (for most children). Based 

on my observations, I noted my CHAT-inspired impression of these times of concentrated 

collective activity early on in my fieldwork:  

I ‘see’ infant-toddler care routines and teachers’ activity during them as pulsations 
during the day, reflected in flurries of collective behaviour; teachers’ swarming, in 
other words, coordinating activity to address the opportunity, and then dissipating 
accordingly. (FN, 23.5.15) 

I also learned there was a shared interest in improving children’s care routines in order to 

reduce stress for everyone involved, as these times of the day had often felt congested and 

busy. Teacher Ana (Plum/TI) explained that these “messy” transitions meant having “children 

everywhere, and [you wouldn’t know] which teachers would go in the sleep room and who 

would be with babies”. Similarly, lead teacher Molly (Forest/LI) described these times as 

“busy times” especially during “meal times, coming in and out, going to meal times, washing 

hands”.  

Both teams justified their reasons for deciding on this problematic area of practice as an 

inquiry topic. For example, colleagues from Room Plum felt they needed a new “game plan” 

(Ana, Plum/TI; Kim, Plum/LI) to improve care routines because these times had felt 

challenging. Similarly, Molly (Forest/LI) was keen to see change in relation to these times, 

such as children developing their self-help skills and knowledge. She stated:  

I would personally like to see […] children taking more responsibility for the meal 
times and getting their own things and cleaning up after themselves and us 
spending more time sitting alongside them. 

These comments indicated there was interest from both teams to enact change to their current 

approach to children’s care routines. In this regard, fostering a calm environment with flow in 
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the routines was noted as a specific goal. This goal was aimed at making “mealtimes more 

relaxed for the children” (Zara, Forest/TI) and ensuring the environment fostered children’s 

learning and respect for one another (Linda, Plum/TI). Kim (Plum/LI) explained that the team 

had already established a plan to improve the nature of these routines: 

[We have already put] systems in place […] to keep things manageable for children 
and teachers, specifically a calm environment at lunchtime. 

Kim’s comment indicated that her team had been thinking about improving the quality of 

children’s care routines for some time and had already made decisions about addressing them. 

On the basis of my field observations (FN), I identified that mealtimes, which involved 

whole-team collaboration with one another and children, were the most concentrated care 

routine activity that occurred several times a day. They were also times that participants had 

been striving to improve through their inquiry process.  

This emphasis on improving infants’ and toddlers’ care experiences is consistent with 

the emphasis on care in the literature as a fundamental aspect of relating to and interacting with 

very young children in early childhood contexts (Murray & McDowall Clark, 2013; Rockel, 

2009). It also reflects an understanding of teaching with young children as ethical, moral, and 

emotional in nature (Rockel, 2009), and suggests that care in education is more than just basic 

provision of physical care facilitated by adults. In order to determine how teaching teams went 

about improving the quality of children’s care routines, with a specific focus on their 

mealtimes, I explored the nature of interactions regarding these times. 

The nature of interactions during infants’ and toddlers’ care routines. I gained 

several insights from my observations of the mealtimes in both rooms (FN). For example, 

mealtimes were social occasions when teachers and positional leaders were highly interactive 

with each other and children. Teacher colleagues were respectful and inclusive of all children 

and family members who were in the centre at the time. Teacher colleagues used several 

strategies to bring calm to the room and maintain a sense of flow during the mealtime routines. 

For example, they moved slowly around children, approached them calmly and gently, 

engaged in humorous chat with one another and with children, sang softly when the room 

started to get noisy, and clapped their hands together to gain children’s attention.  

Mealtimes were, therefore, approached as an important care routine activity that relied 

on whole-team engagement with infants and toddlers, and at times, families. This finding 

resonates with Degotardi and Pearson’s (2014) argument that care in the infant-toddler context 
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is an important psychological aspect of children’s social environments that can be supported 

through responsive relationships with respectful adults. In my study, respectful and responsive 

relationships between adults and children seemed to underpin their interactions during 

mealtimes, consistent with the principles of relationships, and family and community, in Te 

Whāriki (MoE, 2017).  

Teacher colleagues were respectful and responsive to children in a number of ways. For 

example, they promoted a language-rich environment for children by talking with infants and 

toddlers, and giving them time to respond, both verbally and non-verbally. They supported 

children’s agency by affording them choice about where to sit, who to sit next to, and how 

much to eat, then awaited their responses and accepted their decisions. When some children 

consistently resisted the routine or suggestions from adults, any member of the team responded 

by gently reiterating their expectations for positive behaviour using a firm, but respectful tone 

of voice. This strategy was often all that was needed for children to re-engage positively with 

others or their play. In order to bring some of these ideas to life, I now introduce two vignettes 

of mealtimes and explore them for significant themes. 

Real-life vignettes of infants’ and toddlers’ mealtimes. In this section, I introduce the 

context of mealtime activity in each room along with a corresponding real-life vignette, drawn 

from my observations. The two vignettes of collective activity were chosen because they 

highlighted the typical nature of the mealtime routine activity I had observed during the study. 

Children’s care routines had also been investigated by both teams as an inquiry topic. 

Both vignettes include most of the established teachers, relievers (due to teacher 

absence), and the children attending for that day, with the exception of children who were 

asleep at the time. The scenarios occurred on different days, but around the same time to allow 

for patterns to emerge. I discuss the vignettes together in relation to leaderful practice, 

relational dialogue, and all four ETL principles as a holistic concept.   

 The context of Vignette 1 (Room Plum). The team from Room Plum organised 

themselves as one teaching team who shared the same open teaching space. This meant that all 

teacher colleagues were responsible for all the children in their group. This organisation 

enabled everyone to come together as a whole group for the morning, midday, and afternoon 

mealtimes.  

My field observations of mealtimes in this room (FN) highlighted key themes. For 

example, teacher colleagues were coordinated in their movements and seemed to interact with 
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a sense of knowing what to do. At times, they were in sync with one another demonstrating 

episodes of close relational work and doing things together. Although positional leaders and 

teachers interacted during these times, it often felt like no one in particular was in charge. 

Rather, all colleagues seemed to pull their weight and step up, sideways, and back as 

appropriate for the moment.  

Decisions were made concurrently by anyone in the team, with children and other 

teachers in mind. When each group mealtime was over, all colleagues except one or two would 

dissipate to other parts of the room with several children. The one or two colleagues would 

then clean up while the others would assist children’s transition to the play area or to the sleep 

room. Overall, while teachers seemed busy, they demonstrated an ability to: read the cues of 

one another and children, actively listen and respond to one other and children on the spot, 

make decisions about next steps on behalf of others; and share responsibility for all children in 

their open teaching space. These actions and interactions were identified as contributing to the 

sense of calm I felt and experienced during such times in each room.  

To illustrate how some of these ideas were exemplified in practice, Vignette 1 details a 

35-minute afternoon tea time in Room Plum. This vignette involved positional leader (Kim), 

teachers (Alex, Doris, Angela, Linda, and Ana), and Keystone permanent reliever (Reliever 1), 

with 17 infants and toddlers. Reliever 1 and Reliever 2 (in Vignette 2) were in-house relievers, 

employed at least four days per week in either of the two rooms to cover teacher illness or 

professional learning and development (FN, 10.6.15). This staff strategy revealed a centre 

commitment to continuity in relationships and care with infants and toddlers. Mealtimes were 

held in the play room of Room Plum, as per Figure 4 (Chapter 4, p. 98). 
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Introducing Vignette 2 (Room Forest). The team from Room Forest organised 

themselves as two smaller teams (herein referred to as the infant team and the toddler team). 

Running as two smaller teams, rather than one large one, meant there were two concurrent 

mealtimes happening several times a day in different parts of the teaching space. Both teams 

came together as a whole team for some mealtimes, inquiry dialogues, and staff meetings. 

Similar to Room Plum, mealtimes for the toddler group occurred in the playroom, and 
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mealtimes for the infant group occurred in their designated area of the room (Figure 5, Chapter 

4, p. 99). 

My field observations of activity in Room Forest (FN) highlighted key themes. For 

example, when the toddler team came together for children’s mealtime routines, they 

demonstrated fluidity and complexity in their movements and a sense of familiarity with, and 

respect for, one other and children. I observed teacher colleagues making decisions on behalf 

of colleagues or the team. Teachers often coordinated their movements and next steps based on 

what their colleagues were doing, while exchanging ideas and taking responsibility for all the 

toddlers. 

During infant mealtime routines, teachers worked with infants at an unhurried pace, 

often sitting with a small number of infants at a table situated in a designated part of Room 

Forest. Teachers responded positively to infants’ non-verbal cues and gestures. Each teacher 

took main responsibility for at least three infants. This approach was guided by their primary 

caregiving approach, as mentioned in Chapter 4 (p. 99).  

 When both mealtime routines in the room were finished, teachers in the infant and 

toddler teaching teams would look to one another to offer their support and/or would move to 

parts of the room to where children had transitioned for play or sleep time. At times, flow was 

temporarily stalled when unfamiliarity arose. For example, a lack of flow occurred when the 

new team leader (Molly) who had only been at Keystone for one month (Appendix A), or a 

new reliever from an agency (as opposed to an in-house reliever), needed guidance and 

direction from others in the team. I documented a disturbance to flow on another occasion:  

As soon as I walked into the room, I could feel tension–something was not right. 
Then Molly explained that they were short of teachers and had the relievers 
helping. (FN, 24.6.15)  

When flow was disturbed, some of the established teachers, regardless of what position 

they held in their room, stepped up to help guide the whole team through the routine. This 

action reflected an intentional strategy to centralise authority in order to maintain a sense of 

calm and flow in the routine. Such a potentially intuitive action from some within the team 

often assisted with the flow. To illustrate how some of these ideas were exemplified in 

practice, Vignette 2 details a 25-minute afternoon tea time in Room Forest. The vignette 

involves teachers (Rose, Anita, Olivia, and Evie), and Reliever 2, with 21 infants and toddlers, 

in their open teaching space. There were no positional leaders present at the time.  
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Further analysis of my observations, in particular the focused examples of the vignettes, inform 

the following sections in order to illuminate significant findings. These findings are discussed 

in relation to leaderful practice, relational agency-in-flow, and all four ETL principles as a 

holistic concept. 

Care routines and leaderful practice. A significant finding of my study was the 

presence of leaderful practice in teachers’ joint activity related to enhancing care routines. 
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Leaderful practice occurred when teachers had opportunities to enact leadership 

responsibilities, but without being expected. One example came from teacher Rose (Forest/TI), 

who talked about taking on responsibility for running the room when positional leaders were 

away. She expressed: 

We all knew that we were running the room when the team leader was out of the 
room. That was our responsibility. 

When probed to explain what running the room meant, Rose (Forest/TI) highlighted a range of 

responsibilities. For example: 

Making things run smoothly, like making sure the breaks were going on time, that 
people knew their responsibilities […] looking after medicines is another one and if 
a child was sick.   

Lead teacher, Kate (Forest/LI), clarified that running the room was the responsibility of the 

lead teacher. This role aligned with the lead teacher’s responsibility to support the team leader 

in her absence by supervising staff and supporting the day-to-day running of the centre (Table 

4, Chapter 4, p. 96). Kate (Forest/LI) articulated the importance of this leadership 

responsibility: 

Making sure that the jobs are done when they need to be done so that the whole 
room flows […]. If nobody is looking up on that, then it has a domino effect. 

Kate revealed there were some overt leadership tasks of lead teachers to maintain flow in the 

room. Relevant tasks included having: a holistic view of their room, an eye for detail regarding 

job completion, and insight regarding potential consequences if these jobs were not done. Her 

comment about “If nobody is looking …” suggests that these responsibilities could be done by 

teachers rather than positional leaders, which supported Rose’s view of anyone stepping in to 

help to run the room.  

Teachers’ capacity to enact leadership in such ways was evident in both vignettes. For 

example, in Vignette 1, lead teacher Kim was present, but everyone made decisions regarding 

the children, the mealtime routine, and the transition to the sleep room. These decisions 

reflected contributions to running the room, ensuring that the whole room flows, and having a 

holistic view of the whole room. Similarly in Vignette 2, teachers, but not positional leaders, 

were present with children. Established teachers came together to ensure that: the mealtime 

routine ran smoothly, a child with a warm temperature was attended to, meal breaks were taken 

on time, and colleagues were supported when needed. Together, the activity in both vignettes 
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illustrates teachers’ willingness to step up in order to maintain flow in their collective activity. 

This responsibility was expected of the lead teachers. Lead teacher Kim did not express any 

unease about this sharing of leadership responsibilities, which was consistent with her 

emphasis on sharing power with teachers, as explicated in Chapter 5 (p. 134), and with Rose 

and Kate’s suggestion that anyone can contribute to running the room. 

Leaderful practice was therefore evident when teachers and positional leaders enacted 

leadership concurrently and collaboratively. In all cases, there was no evidence of positional 

leaders feeling any unease about sharing leadership, which suggests that they supported, rather 

than inhibited, teachers’ agency to take up such responsibilities on their own accord. Leaderful 

practice was most evident in Vignette 1 where Kim was present, but not identifiable as the 

positional leader. Her teacher colleagues stepped up when the need arose and made decisions 

that influenced their joint activity in order to maintain a sense of calm and flow in the room.  

This collective enactment of leadership was sustained in the flow of practice based on 

teacher colleagues’ ability to read the cues of one other, and adjust their individual practices 

accordingly. In this way, teachers embraced leadership responsibilities that were not dictated 

by their job descriptions. This action resonates with Thomas and Nuttall’s (2014) argument 

that teachers hesitate to take on a leadership identity if that leadership is dictated by policy or 

legislation. Teachers in these vignettes decided for themselves how their leadership identity 

took shape, revealing a sense of ownership and agency about how and when they construct 

identities as leaders. Such ideas reiterate the complex nature of teacher leader identities 

illuminated in Chapter 6 (p. 155). 

Comments from teachers and parents clarified that having an astute awareness of the 

environment was an intentional strategy. Teachers mentioned their ability to “read the room” 

(Ana, Plum/TI) and “scan the room to see where I am needed” (Rose, Forest/TI). Rose’s 

comment implied she was familiar with interpreting a situation, and adjusting her practice 

accordingly. Anita (Forest/TI) stated during her individual interview that when she walks into 

Room Forest, the first thing she does is asks her team what they are up to. This was in order to 

“get an idea of what is happening in the room right now”. Anita’s comment reinforces the idea 

that teachers’ ability to read the room and interpret situations in order to decide on next moves 

was an intentional strategy.  

Parents noticed teachers’ ability to assess situations quickly and respond appropriately 

during busy times. For example, parent Sarina (Forest/FI) expressed: 
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They are always reading the situation whether one of the other teachers needs help 
to do a task or watch other children while that person does a task.  

Sarina noted the ability of teacher colleagues to discern when a colleague needed support. 

These comments were consistent with my observations of teachers’ joint activity. One of my 

reflective comments made early in the study noted that: “team dynamics seem very fluid 

during busy times” (FN, 14.4.15). Over two months later, when I had completed more 

observations, I captured a similar reflection:  

Teachers appear to be reading the room […] Being able to sense when their support 
is needed, knowing intuitively who the right peer is to approach now, knowing 
children well enough to respond appropriately to their emotions and their need for 
time to experience those emotions, knowing when to change tack and offer 
children something new, and being able to take on a responsibility to help peers 
and the children. (FN, 1.7.15) 

This sustained capacity to read the room and respond to cues was also identified in both 

vignettes. For example, it was apparent in Vignette 1 when teacher Linda came in from the 

outdoor area and scanned the room before closing the door behind her. It was also evident 

when Ana returned from lunch and started to help the group immediately without any words 

spoken. It was demonstrated in Vignette 2 when Rose, Anita, and Olivia worked in unison, 

verbally and non-verbally and, while they took on different responsibilities to ensure a flowing 

mealtime routine. As both vignettes show, teachers were not asked to enact leadership, nor 

were they expected to do so in relation to what was expected of their roles (Table 4, Chapter 4, 

p. 96). Rather, they chose to embrace leadership responsibilities, such as running the room and 

maintaining flow in the mealtime routines. In this way, teachers demonstrated a strong 

commitment to their CoPs, supported by the relational trust that was present in their 

relationships (Chapter 5, p. 124), and teachers’ sense of empowerment to make decisions on 

behalf of the group (Chapter 5, p. 130).  

However, not everyone believed these practices were intentional. Teacher Angela 

(Plum/TI), for example, believed that knowing what to do, particularly during children’s care 

routines, was natural. She expressed: 

 Automatic—yeah, everyone goes there, there, if you are there, I go there.  

It may be that believing a practice is automatic indicates that the practice is so familiar, it has 

become a taken-for-granted feature of practice. Alternatively, perceiving a practice to be 
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automatic may reflect the situation of teachers in cruise mode, who for whatever reason get the 

work done, but without going above and beyond their minimum responsibilities. 

The responsive and sense-making practices of teachers and positional leaders 

underpinned their leaderful practice. Leadership relies on being astutely aware of surroundings, 

which can involve reading, sending, and responding to the cues of others (Drath et al., 2008). 

Having a heightened awareness of a situation (Weick, 1988, 1993) and one another, while 

paying close attention to the situation in its whole environment, enhances decision-making 

(Endsley, 1995, p. 35). The teacher colleagues in my study employed these skills to achieve a 

sense of calm and flow in the mealtime routines as the routines were occurring. As I will 

discuss shortly, the underpinning goal of each team was to improve the quality of care routines, 

which would, in turn, foster children’s wellbeing and learning. It is this shared underpinning 

goal for improvement and range of intentional strategies that were seen to shift these practices 

beyond effective teaching and towards collective leadership.  

These findings give meaning to relevant ETL principles. For example, pertinent to ETL 

Principle 1, teacher leader identities were enabled during the leaderful activity of each room. 

This idea is congruent with the widely-held belief identified in Chapter 6 that a teacher leader 

identity is both accessible and able to be taken up in day-to-day practice. By working closely 

together in their open teaching spaces, the teams exemplified ETL Principle 2 where leaderful 

practice was embedded in their joint activity. Intentional strategies of running the room, 

situation awareness, and sense-making assisted with this process and were noticed by teachers 

themselves, positional leaders, parents, and me. The way colleagues collaborated exemplified 

ETL Principle 3, where they influenced each other in relational, fluid, and at times 

indistinguishable ways, in order to achieve flow during their mealtime routines. These ideas 

draw attention to the notion of relational dialogue that was also seen to underpin joint activity 

during children’s care routines. 

Care routines and relational dialogue. Teachers and positional leaders shared a focus 

on achieving a sense of calm and flow during care routines and engaged with one another in 

dialogue and in the flow of practice to achieve this goal. The nature of their interactions during 

this dialogue and shared practice resonated with Drath’s (2001) leadership concept of relational 

dialogue and its associated notions of direction, alignment, and commitment.   

Direction. Teachers and positional leaders believed that the inquiry process helped 

them to establish direction for improving infants’ and toddlers’ care routines. For example, 
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teacher Zara (Forest/TI) highlighted the value her team placed on inquiry in this regard. She 

stated:   

The inquiry makes us think deeper about what it is, how it is, and how practical [it 
is …]. […] Slowing down has been a big thing for everybody and talk, 
communicating. 

Zara revealed that their collaborative inquiry process had helped the team to decide on 

strategies to improve the routines. Two strategies included slowing their pace with children, 

and enhancing communication.  

Other teachers agreed that the inquiry dialogues had assisted them with finding a way 

forward. Teacher Ana (Plum/TI), for example, stated that her team had learned to slow down 

during routines “rather than jumping up and being there as fast as we can”. This slowing down 

was apparent in Vignette 1 when Doris slowly guided children from the sleep room to the 

mealtime area. It was also evident in Vignette 2 when Anita calmly attended to a hot child and 

used a gentle touch. In addition, this emphasis on slowing down resonated with the inquiry 

skills that positional leaders, Natalie and Lena, had supported the teams with. These skills 

focused on “stopping and observing and listening and then thinking and questioning” (this 

chapter, p. 169). Teachers had potentially utilised these skills to assist them with enhancing 

infants’ and toddlers’ care routines.  

Alignment. There was evidence of alignment, both verbal and non-verbal, between 

teachers and positional leaders. Aligning intentions was evident in the way teacher colleagues 

collaborated during their shared practice. Examples are illustrated in both vignettes. For 

example, teacher colleagues communicated verbally and by reading and sending bodily cues, 

while coordinating and adjusting their practices accordingly during the flow of practice. 

Alignment was reflected in their skills of situation awareness and sense-making, and the way 

they made decisions about what to do next, with the group in mind. These actions were not 

always based on being asked to do something. More often they were based on teacher 

colleagues evaluating each situation and using this information to align their intentions or 

practices with the intentions or practices of their colleagues. This alignment of intentions is 

seen in Vignette 1 when Reliever 1 had already prepared some wet cloths to assist with 

cleaning children’s children, and in Vignette 2 when Olivia chose to sit on a chair in between 

both meal tables close to the children, and when Anita started to clean the tables and help 

children as the mealtime ended. These strategies of alignment, or the ability to tune in to the 
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intentions of others and collaborate with a sense of knowing, contributed to the sense of calm 

and flow I felt during my field observations. Relievers were present in both scenarios. As they 

were in-house relievers, they had likely developed knowledge and familiarity regarding the 

established routines and practices, which assisted with this alignment.  

 Commitment. Commitment as another component of relational dialogue was identified 

in each team’s efforts to achieve a sense of calm and flow during the routines. Commitment 

was, for example, reflected in teachers’ and positional leaders’ relational ways of working with 

one other during children’s mealtimes. These actions reflected what Raelin (2016) described as 

an ability to “build on each other’s moves” (p. 5) by initiating actions to support and respond to 

the actions of colleagues. Being able to do this relies on being highly observant and supportive 

of what others are doing and saying. This support for others reveals a sense of commitment to 

the group. 

Each team’s commitment to the collective was noticed by parents. For example, Sarina 

(Forest/FI) commented: 

[Teachers] are quite attentive to each other’s needs you know. 

Sarina’s comment reflected a perception that the team was familiar with, and looked out for, 

one another. The same attentiveness was identified in Vignette 1 when Doris signalled that she 

was moving back into the sleep room to Linda, who was already in motion. Without hesitation, 

Linda stepped in immediately to take over from Doris, which then enabled Doris to move away 

to support children in the sleep room. In Vignette 2, mutual commitment was evident in the 

way Anita, Rose, and Olivia worked in unison, but in non-verbal ways, contributing to the flow 

of the mealtime routine. In all cases, rather than passively waiting for others to tell them what 

to do, teachers were already “in motion and not necessarily static until activated by others” 

(Raelin, 2016, p. 5).  

These actions and interactions were reflective of a shared commitment to one another, 

and positive influence between colleagues. The way they influenced each other to progress 

their joint activity, while working collectively towards a sense of calm and flow, reflected a 

practice-based view of leadership influence. Their influence was positive in the sense that their 

interactions were less about personal gains (Raelin, 2011) and more about mutually 

empowering others (Crevani et al., 2010). Each person was able to make decisions about 

accepting this influence and changing their practice accordingly. Developing a shared 

understanding of what was needed in the moment enabled colleagues to achieve 
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intersubjectivity in their dynamic (Karp, 2013; Sato, 2005). Aside from teacher Alex, who 

highlighted that teachers did not always get along or agree with one another, there was no 

evidence in these vignettes or in the study overall to suggest that teacher colleagues formed a 

splinter group (Raelin, 2011), to counter the aims of the whole team. Rather, I observed and 

heard about influence between colleagues that was positive, fluid and relational, and resonated 

with the power-with, rather than power-over, relationships that positional leaders promoted 

within the centre (p. 134). 

The relational dialogue, and associated notions of direction, alignment, and 

commitment that underpinned the collaborative work of teacher colleagues, suggest that these 

ways of working involve high levels of communication, both verbal and non-verbal, and 

support the enactment of ETL. In relation to ETL Principle 1, each team’s commitment to the 

group was apparent in both vignettes when teachers exercised agency in responding to 

situations as they occurred in ways that helped to foster a sense of calm and flow. The nature of 

collaboration in both vignettes resonated with the ETL Principle 2, where teachers embraced 

leadership responsibilities as part of their day-today practice. Resonant with ETL Principles 1 

and 4, both vignettes and supporting data revealed that teachers’ and positional leaders’ 

decisions about their positioning in the environment, how to support children and one another, 

and how to adapt their practices based on fluid and empowering influence from others (ETL 

Principle 3), were made concurrently, often on the fly, and during the flow of practice. One 

example of this was seen in Vignette 2 when Rose enacted her agency by stepping up to 

retrieve and organise the mealtime trolley, while Anita and Olivia willingly supported Rose to 

facilitate the routine after intuitively stepping out from the infant area to support teachers and 

children in the toddler area. These intentional actions and interactions relied on a shared 

understanding and commitment to the task at hand, and knowledge about how to contribute to 

the collective activity with the intentions of others in mind, resonant with ETL Principle 4.  

In conclusion, drawing upon the notions of leaderful practice, relational dialogue, and 

all four ETL principles as a holistic concept to analyse two real-life vignettes with supporting 

data, allowed for a nuanced understanding of the complex nature of enacting ETL activity 

across both rooms. ETL activity was seen in the way both teams came together for sustained 

collective activity aimed at improving aspects of teaching and learning for the benefit of the 

infants, toddlers, and their families. Relevant CHAT concepts are now drawn upon to inform a 

deeper analysis of the nature of this ETL activity.  
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CHAT theorisation 
In this section, I discuss the collective activities in relation to CHAT concepts of 

object-driven activity, relational agency, and knotworking, and then identify the associated 

systemic contradictions. In doing so, I bring fuller meaning to my findings that enable me to 

inform the refinement of all ETL Principles.  

Object-driven activity. Each team’s collective activity was underpinned by an object 

(Engeström, 2008), which motivated the active subjects of each team to come together through 

engagement and participation to work on that object. Object-oriented activity, as introduced in 

Chapter 3 (p. 78), reflects the idea that people’s actions and practices are underpinned by 

particular motives (Edwards, 2011). As subjects work on the object, they in turn, are shaped by 

the object (Engeström, 2008; Sannino & Engeström, 2017). My ETL framing (Chapter 3, p. 

77) helped to represent each team’s activity as an object-driven process underpinned by 

particular motives, and shaped by the historical practices of the systems in which teachers and 

positional leaders were collaborating (Edwards, 2009). These ideas assist in theorising the 

collective activity of each team, where the object of the quality of teaching and learning 

involving whole-team inquiry and achieving calm and flow in children’s care routines 

motivated teachers and positional leaders to come together in the ways described thus far. 

Relational agency. The notion of relational agency (Edwards, 2005; 2011; Edwards & 

Mackenzie, 2005), introduced in Chapter 3 (p. 58), was identified as a mediating tool of each 

team’s object-driven activity, and therefore, an additional finding of my study.  

The themes that were identified in each team’s object-driven activity regarding inquiry 

and care routines revealed the enactment of collective agency. For example, teachers were able 

to decide collectively how to: approach inquiry and what aspects to focus on, improve their 

care routines, enact leadership during inquiry dialogues and in relation to care routines, and 

coordinate and modify their practices in response to learning from colleagues. As these agentic 

actions and interactions occurred in highly collaborative situations, such as whole-team 

dialogues and team-based teaching, the nature of their agency was more collective than 

individual. It was also supported, rather than challenged, by positional leaders in situations 

involving multiple relationships and interactions. This collective capacity was consistent with 

relational agency.  

Relational agency (Edwards, 2005, 2011) reflects the ability of professionals to come 

together in the pursuit of a shared goal, bringing with them unique skills, knowledge, and 
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experiences that matter to them. As a capacity, practitioners exercise relational agency by 

converging their specialist knowledge in order to respond to complex tasks; yet these 

practitioners are not necessarily situated in the same workplace (Edwards, 2011). In my study, 

teachers and positional leaders within the same team came together and converged their skills 

and knowledge in pursuit of their shared goals, within a shared, open space. Sharing their skills 

and knowledge, and aligning their intentions with one another, often occurred in real-time 

during the flow of practice, and during inquiry processes. These highly interactive practices 

relied on teachers interpreting the environment of their joint activity to inform their 

decision-making and next moves. In this manner, their relational agency took on a processual 

characteristic. I therefore view relational agency as both a capacity and a process and proffer 

an expanded notion termed relational agency-in-flow. 

Relational agency-in-flow. Evidence of relational agency-in-flow was revealed in both 

ETL activities discussed in this chapter. In relation to the first object-driven activity of 

whole-team inquiry, mutual responsibility was evident when positional leader Natalie made 

explicit her motive to develop an inquiry stance across the centre. She also determined that 

what mattered for her and the centre community was for teaching teams to be equipped with 

skills and knowledge that would enable them to investigate their practice with a view to 

improvement. This focus involved co-leading professional learning support with Lena. It also 

meant actively participating in inquiry dialogues with each team at the beginning, observing 

their interactions, and listening to their views, while paying close attention to their ongoing 

actions, interactions, and reactions. All of this was in order to empower each team to select 

their own focus topics for inquiry—the object of their joint activity (Sannino & Engeström, 

2017).  

Mutual responsibility was reflected in the way teachers, positional leaders, and Natalie 

modified their thinking and actions in response to what they learned of one another as they 

developed their inquiry process. In addition, mutual responsibility was evident when teachers 

Rose, Doris, and Olivia chose to lead some of their team’s inquiry dialogues. Their decision to 

enact leadership was supported by their positional leaders and driven by their own motivation 

to facilitate goal-focused discussions within their own teams. These discussions were 

underpinned by varying degrees of direction, commitment, and alignment, consistent with 

relational dialogue. While teachers Rose and Olivia reported their struggle to elicit 

contributions from their colleagues, to keep momentum going, and to have their own voices 
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heard, their intention was to listen to ideas and perspectives from their colleagues, while 

affording them opportunities to share their knowledge and viewpoints with the rest of the team.  

Furthermore, it was likely that teachers’ and positional leaders’ joint involvement in 

presenting the findings of their inquiry work with the centre community involved everyone by: 

discussing the shared object of the task, interpreting it through their unique personal lenses, 

and negotiating a shared understanding about the order, content, and purpose of their 

presentations. The presentations were revealed as one way each team could share their 

intentions, knowledge, and expertise with one other, the centre leadership team, and families. 

The centre’s commitment to leaderful practice was reflected in the way positional leaders 

supported teachers’ leadership actions in these situations, underpinned by a view that teachers 

had ideas worth sharing with others for collective benefit. Collective benefit is a key tenet of 

relational agency (Edwards, 2005, 2011).  

Relational agency-in-flow was also reflected in the object-driven activity of fostering a 

sense of calm and flow in children’s care routines. Mutual responsibility was evident when 

teachers and positional leaders accepted the influence of one another during mealtimes, and 

adjusted their practices accordingly in their shared attempts to achieve a sense of calm and 

flow during the routines. These relational and interactive encounters involved interacting with 

one another and with children by drawing on personal and professional knowledge, being 

attuned to the intentions of one another, and sensitive awareness of situations and the 

environment to inform next moves. Teachers’ and positional leaders’ knowledge and 

experiences, such as familiarity of routines, and ability to make decisions on the spot while 

reading the situation and each other’s cues, influenced the practice of colleagues, which helped 

to sustain flow and fluidity in their joint activity. The practices of running the room, reading 

situations and cues, sense-making, and aligning intentions, facilitated how teacher colleagues 

achieved a sense of calm and flow in their rooms.   

In summary, relational agency-in-flow was identified as a capacity and a process that 

helped mediate teachers’ and positional leaders’ interactions and enactment of leadership 

during their object-driven activity with one another. It was also evident when, during inquiry 

dialogues and team-based teaching in relation to care routines, the emphasis was not on the 

position each person held, but on the ideas, knowledge, expertise, and views that all colleagues 

brought to, and modified during, their joint activity over time. In this sense, relational 

agency-in-flow positioned teachers and positional leaders on a level playing field, challenging 
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the idea that positional leaders hold all the knowledge that is needed to improve teaching and 

learning for the benefit of the centre community. However, while a level playing field may be 

evident, exploring the nature of each team’s knotworking helped to illuminate underlying 

complexities of these highly collaborative practices.  

Knotworking. The complex collaborations between teachers and positional leaders 

describes knotworking. The concept of knotworking (Engeström, 2008; Engeström et al., 

1999) refers to the fluid, organic, and distributed patterns of collaboration between participants 

who come together from across boundaries, specifically to negotiate meaning and resolve 

issues in flexible and efficient ways. Although Engeström’s (2008) idea of boundaries refers to 

what might separate one organisation from another, in my study I take boundaries to mean the 

role boundaries between teachers and positional leaders. Given that participants with varying 

knowledge and expertise can come from a wide range of diverse contexts, the boundaries of 

knotworking activity can be fuzzy (Engeström, 2008). The collective activities in my study 

were also bounded by the physical open teaching space of each team and finite number of 

teachers in those teams (Chapter 4, p. 100). 

In knotworking, people come together without predetermined structures or central 

authorities to the activity. Their collaborative activity is, therefore, fluid rather than predictable 

(Engeström, 2008). This idea resonates with how teachers and positional leaders in my study 

came together in different ways, where knowledge and expertise within the team, rather than 

individuals with formal leadership positions, were foregrounded when working together to 

achieve their shared objects. Knotworking involves participants who identify with the activity, 

consistent with Wenger’s (1998) notion of a CoP, and to the shared object, focus or issue that 

the activity is directed at, and which is transformed into an outcome as a result of that activity. 

Engeström defines knotworking as: 

A pulsating movement of tying, untying, and retying together otherwise separate 
threads of activity. The tying and dissolution of a knot of collaborative work is not 
reducible to any specific individual or fixed organizational entity as the center of 
control. The center does not hold. The locus of initiative changes from moment to 
moment within a knotworking sequence. (Engeström et al., 1999, pp. 346-347)  

As the knots to be worked on are assumed to be changing through the activity, 

knotworking relies on the ability to adapt quickly to change and complexity. Engeström’s 

knotworking challenges the idea of stability in teams by highlighting the complex nature of 

collaboration in complex settings. It also dissolves over time as people’s interactions shape and 
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re-shape the objects that underpin their activity (Engeström, 2000). The concept of 

knotworking therefore offers a useful way to understand and theorise how the teachers and 

positional leaders in my study, who brought to their practice varying experiences and views, 

came together to address their knots of practice, such as navigating a systematic inquiry 

process and enhancing infants’ and toddlers’ care routines. 

In relation to fostering a culture of inquiry, teachers’ knotworking was apparent in their 

dialogues related to both inquiry and enhancing care routines when teachers and positional 

leaders engaged with their knots through sense-making to find a way out of confusion (Drath, 

2001). Despite evidence of leaderful practice, working through the knots of inquiry and care 

routines was not always easy, especially when direction was lacking in dialogue, or when there 

were many different voices to be heard. Negotiating the multi-voicedness of each team in 

determining direction, and taking time to negotiate a focus, reflected knotworking in the sense 

there was no clear centre of authority assigned to move the team forward. Rather, each team 

was encouraged to establish a context of shared leadership which saw some teachers step up or 

back from responsibility, in order to make their way out of this confusion. It is possible that 

each team’s knotworking dissolved once a sense of direction had been established. 

In relation to striving for a sense of calm and flow in care routines, the coordinated and 

fluid moves of teachers and positional leaders in both rooms reflected various degrees of 

knotworking as they engaged with different roles, actions, and responsibilities during this 

object-oriented activity. It seemed that many teacher colleagues had learned how to flow 

together, be synchronous with one another, and read situations to inform their decision-making 

for effective teaching and learning. Disturbance to the flow of routines occurred when there 

was some uncertainty present, such as new staff being unfamiliar with the routines. In this 

situation, leadership influence stemmed from established staff who stepped up/back/sideways 

to manage their way out of the uncertainty. Such knotworking likely dissolved when the care 

routines came to an end, and children and teachers transitioned to different activities.  

Theorising both collective activities in the ways discussed thus far also helped to 

illuminate evidence of primary and secondary contradictions that existed across both rooms. 

These systemic contradictions are made explicit in order to shed further light on the complex 

nature of both collective activities, and to proffer opportunities to consider ways ETL activities 

might evolve. 
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Identifying systemic contradictions. Object-driven activity in complex learning 

environments, such as the two infant-toddler rooms (Chapter 3, p. 85), may face disturbance, or 

“obstacles, difficulties, weak points, failures, disagreements, or conflicts” (Engeström, 2008, p. 

24) that can derail efforts to progress joint work. Leadership work, in whatever form or guise it 

takes, is challenging to exercise in reality (Alvesson & Jonsson, 2018). These ideas encouraged 

me to interrogate the data for the systemic contradictions that influenced the way teachers and 

positional leaders came together to enact ETL activity.  
 

Primary-level systemic contradictions  

§ Subjects (teachers and positional leaders):  

o Teachers and positional leaders were not always on the same page or agreed 

with each other. 

o Relationships between teacher colleagues were not always equal or horizontal. 

o One positional leader was keen to be viewed as a learner, not a leader. 

o One teacher believed that being attuned to the environment and knowing what 

to do were automatic, rather than intentional practices. 
  

Secondary-level contradictions in between constituent nodes: 

§ Subjects – Division of labour (leaderful practice):  

o Teachers' engagement in leaderful practice sometimes involved a struggle to be 

heard by colleagues or maintain group momentum. 

o New or unfamiliar staff disturbed the flow of practice, although this led to more 

established teachers stepping up to centralise authority and bring flow back. 

§ Subjects – Tools (whole team inquiry, relational dialogue, relational 

agency-in-flow): 

o Some teacher colleagues were resistant to inquiry and needed time to establish 

its value.  

o Establishing direction without direct leadership influence was an uncomfortable 

process for one teacher and one positional leader.  

o Colleagues valued uncertainty and sense-making differently.  

o Whole-team processes revealed a tension between individual and collective 

interests, which if left unreconciled, had potential to lead to a culture of silence 

and compliance, rather than dialogue and reflection.  
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o Debate was promoted as a strategy in team dialogue but this view risked 

assuming that everyone was comfortable with dissent an debate, which was not 

the case. 

o Cultural differences meant that some were perceived as easily offended. 

Refining the initial assertions of ETL  
Engaging deductively with the insights raised in this chapter informed the refinement of 

all ETL principles. First, my study shows that teachers with and without formal leadership 

positions enacted leadership, both individually and collectively, as part of their day-to-day 

practice. This leaderful practice included overt, individual leadership responsibilities, such as 

leading inquiry dialogues and running the room for the benefit of the collective. It also 

included less overt, collective leadership actions such as whole-team involvement in dialogues 

focused on improving teaching and learning, and working in fluid and attuned ways to bring 

calm and flow to children’s care routines. In these cases, leadership opportunities were 

embraced by teachers, rather than delegated. Positional leaders afforded teachers opportunities 

to engage in leaderful practice by negotiating how they took up and engaged with these 

leadership responsibilities and actions. These insights together extend the refinement of ETL 

Principle 1 that was initiated in Chapter 5 (p. 142) and added to in Chapter 6 (p. 165). The 

same insights, and participants’ emphasis on leadership as an everyday notion (Chapter 6, p. 

165), inform the refinement of ETL Principle 2. These modifications are outlined in Tables 12 

and 13. 
 

Table 12. Additional refinements to ETL Principle 1 

Previously-refined Principle 1 (Chapters 5 

and 6) 

Refined Principle 1 

Teacher leader identities can be fostered within 
enabling communities of practice. Enabling 
communities of practice are underpinned by 
shared values that encourage rather than inhibit 
collective activity, such as congeniality, 
collegiality, relational trust, whanaungatanga, 
manaakitanga, and empowering teachers.         

Teacher leader identities can be fostered within 
enabling communities of practice that account 
for both individual and collective interests, and 
are underpinned by shared values, such as 
congeniality, collegiality, relational trust, 
whanaungatanga, manaakitanga, and 
empowering teachers; values which encourage, 
rather than inhibit, collective activity. 
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Table 13. Refining ETL Principle 2 

Initial Principle 2 Refined Principle 2 

Leadership can be embedded in teachers’ 
everyday practice.  
 

Teachers’ everyday leadership can be 
embedded in joint activity when positional 
leaders support teachers to engage in leaderful 
ways. 

 

Pertinent to ETL Principle 3, my analysis highlights that influence between colleagues 

in the collective activities was relational, fluid, indirect, and mutually empowering, and at 

times its source indistinguishable. As such, this finding and participants’ emphasis on the 

collective (Chapter 6, p. 166) inform my refinement of ETL Principle 3, as outlined in Table 

14. 
 

Table 14. Additional refinements to ETL Principle 3 

Previously-refined Principle 3 (Chapter 6) Refined Principle 3 

Everyday leadership influence is relational, fluid, 
non-verbal, and not always visible or attributable to 
one person or source. 
 

Everyday collective leadership influence is 
relational, fluid, indirect, mutually 
empowering, and not always visible or 
attributable to one person or source. 

 

In relation to ETL Principle 4, my analysis of the object-driven activity in this chapter 

highlights five new insights: (1) the notion of dialogue was emphasised as an important process 

of ETL. Each team’s dialogue during inquiry, and verbal and non-verbal cues communicated in 

the flow of practice, resonated with Drath’s (2001) leadership concept of relational dialogue, 

and associated notions of direction, alignment, and commitment; (2) the ETL activity that 

teachers and positional leaders were involved in had been fostered by positional leaders over 

time. This collective activity was intentional, sustained, and relied on whole team involvement, 

rather than individuals acting alone; (3) the teaching teams negotiated and established their 

inquiry goals (related to the broader object of the quality of teaching and learning), and ways to 

go about addressing these goals in practice. As such, their collective activity was also 

goal-oriented; (4) relational agency was emphasised in the initial assertions of ETL and then 

given fuller meaning in relation to teachers’ enactment of ETL activity. As a result of the 

study, relational agency was identified as a capacity, as Edwards (2005, 2011) had theorised, 

but also a process in which teachers and positional leaders engaged during the flow of practice. 

I therefore expand Edwards’ concept with the adapted term relational agency-in-flow; (5) 
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analysing both collective activities for systemic contradictions and knotworking highlighted 

that the collective enactment of leadership activity was subject to the ebbs and flows of a 

team’s participation and engagement in their object-driven activity. A consideration for these 

concepts enabled a more nuanced understanding to be gained of how ETL was expressed in 

real-life practice. All of these insights justify my refinement of ETL Principle 4, outlined in 

Table 15. 
 

Table 15. Refining ETL Principle 4 

Initial Principle 4 Refined Principle 4 

Teachers’ leadership activity is leaderful and 
underpinned by inquiry, dialogue, and relational 
agency.   

Everyday collective leadership involves 
intentional, sustained, and goal-oriented 
activities that are aimed at improving teaching 
and learning and mediated by whole-team 
processes, such as inquiry, relational dialogue, 
and relational agency-in-flow. Systemic 
contradictions and knotworking influence how 
this leadership takes shape over time. 

 

Reinterpreting ETL as everyday collective leadership (ECL). All in all, these 

insights foreground the collective enactment of leadership, which concurs with the belief held 

by many participants that leadership could be a collective identity and practice and, therefore, 

with the fifth principle that was established in Chapter 6 (p. 166). My initial term—everyday 

teacher leadership—while inclusive of teachers, did not foreground the collective in the ways 

illuminated in the discussion of this study thus far. It may be that my use of the term teacher in 

the term everyday teacher leadership risks an assumption that leadership is only about 

individual teachers. In order to foreground the collective to reflect the findings, and minimise 

the risk of assuming leadership is enacted only by teachers, I reinterpret my notion of ETL as 

everyday collective leadership (ECL).  

Reinterpreting ETL as ECL addresses the problems raised by the attempts to 

distinguish teacher leadership, pedagogical leadership, and distributed leadership, as explained 

in Chapter 2 (pp. 36-37). The concept of ECL focuses on teachers’ enactment of leadership, 

consistent with the teacher leadership concept, but focuses more specifically on the collective 

enactment of leadership by teachers both with and without formal leadership positions. ECL 

also focuses on improving teaching and learning, consistent with the pedagogical leadership 

concept, but recognises the joint activity of teachers (both with and without formal leadership 
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positions) that contributes to this collective responsibility. Furthermore, ECL promotes the idea 

that distributed leadership occurs when the knowledge and expertise of teacher colleagues 

inform ongoing goal-oriented relational processes, such as whole-team inquiry, relational 

dialogue, and relational agency-in-flow, aimed at improving teaching and learning. ECL 

therefore proffers more nuanced understandings of teacher leadership, pedagogical leadership, 

and distributed leadership. It also challenges the narrow view of leadership as an individual 

construct only, by bringing visibility to an alternative form of leadership as an intentional and 

sustained object-driven activity, enacted collectively by teachers and positional leaders who 

share responsibility for children within shared open teaching spaces. Together, these insights of 

Chapter 7, alongside those illuminated in Chapters 5 and 6, are brought together in Chapter 8 

(p. 220) to clarify the conceptualisation of ECL. 

Chapter conclusion 
The aim of this chapter was to report and discuss the key findings that assisted in 

addressing the research question: What kinds of collective activities evolve as expressions of 

ETL? by analysing two significant collective activities and relevant data using all four ETL 

principles and CHAT concepts of relational agency, knotworking, and systemic contradictions. 

The significant finding illuminated in this chapter was that ETL, subsequently reinterpreted as 

ECL, involved intentional and sustained, object-driven activity based on relational processes, 

such as whole-team inquiry, relational dialogue, and relational agency-in-flow, aimed at 

improving teaching and learning for children and their families. The insights underpinning this 

major finding led to the refinement of all ETL principles, and further justification of a new fifth 

principle.  

The discussion in this chapter has contributed to addressing research question four: 

What kinds of collective activities evolve as expressions of ETL? by illuminating two 

significant activities that reflected each team’s enactment of ECL. One collective activity 

centred on whole-team inquiry, which involved each teaching team negotiating goals for 

inquiry based on aspects of practice they had a shared interest in or felt needed to be addressed. 

The second collective activity was based on an inquiry goal aimed at achieving a sense of calm 

and flow in infants’ and toddlers’ care routines. Pursuing both activities involved leaderful 

practice, when positional leaders supported teachers to negotiate and enact leadership 

responsibilities and actions. The activities were goal-oriented and involved whole-team 
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engagement in relational dialogue to establish direction, and align views, perspectives, 

practices, and commitment to the group. They also relied on relational agency-in-flow, which 

involved teachers and positional leaders recognising, garnering, and offering support, 

knowledge, and expertise to inform collective practice during inquiry dialogues and in the flow 

of practice. The systemic contradictions and degree of knotworking identified in relation to the 

collective activities influenced how ECL was enacted and took shape in both infant-toddler 

rooms. 

In the following chapter, I draw together the conclusions of the study and implications 

for ETL, practice, policy, and teacher leadership. I outline the significant contributions of the 

study, along with some limitations and possibilities for future research, before concluding with 

my reflections.   
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8. CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 
 

The aim of this study was to unsettle the dominant view of educational leadership as an 

individual position of responsibility by bringing visibility to the collective leadership of teaching 

teams. Achieving this involved shifting the lens of leadership from a formal, individualistic notion 

to an inclusive, collective practice to explore how my working concept of everyday teacher 

leadership (ETL), developed after a rigorous review of selected literature, was potentially enacted 

by two teaching teams within one high-quality early childhood education and care centre in 

Aotearoa-New Zealand (NZ). A leadership and cultural-historical activity theory framework 

guided the study.  

This thesis has critically explored the concept of ETL and then presented an original, 

theorised concept of everyday collective leadership (ECL) as a result of the study. This 

theorised concept offers a response to two challenges identified in the broader education field, 

as introduced in Chapter 1 (p. 1); that leadership enacted by teaching teams remains largely 

under-conceptualised, and that a dominant view of leadership as an individual position of 

responsibility has eclipsed the recognition of a more inclusive theorising of leadership based on 

teachers’ joint activity. The concept of ECL that resulted from the study is based not on what 

individuals might do alone, but on what teachers and positional leaders might accomplish 

together to transform their educationally-focused joint activity for the benefit of children and 

their families. This concept is an original, significant contribution to the literature. 

I begin this chapter with a summary of the thesis, including an outline of the research 

questions that guided my study. I address each research question in turn, before discussing the 

implications for ETL as a result of the study. The significant contributions based on my 

findings, and methodological and theoretical contributions, are identified. Implications for 

practice, policy, and teacher leadership are then discussed, before I acknowledge the 

limitations of the study and future research possibilities. The chapter concludes with my 

reflections.  

Summary of the thesis 
Chapter 1 set the scene by outlining the problem space this thesis occupied. I 

introduced leadership as a complex construct that the early childhood education (ECE) sector is 

currently grappling with, and highlighted challenges associated with the dominant view of 
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leadership as an individual position of responsibility. I problematised the issue of expecting 

teachers in NZ ECE to evidence leadership for registration purposes, albeit against a backdrop 

of limited relevant literature and support grounded within the context of ECE. I described 

informal leadership as the enactment of leadership by those who are not in a formal leadership 

position, such as teachers, and positional or formal leadership as the practices enacted by those 

who are formally appointed a leadership position. I shared my personal motivation for the 

study based on the identity-related tensions I had faced as a teacher leader of infants and 

toddlers early on in my teaching career. I also justified the focus of the study by drawing 

attention to: the Ministry of Education’s (MoE) (2015) call for new concepts that acknowledge 

collective responsibility for enhancing practice; increasing numbers of infants and toddlers in 

education and care centres in NZ; and the new, albeit implicit, attention given to leadership in 

the recently revised ECE curriculum Te Whāriki (MoE, 2017). These insights and challenges 

justified my decision to explore the notion of teacher leadership as a collective practice within 

the infant-toddler context of NZ ECE. 

Chapters 2 and 3 presented my synthesis and critique of selected literature reviewed for 

the thesis. My review highlighted that while efforts had been made to conceptualise leadership 

for ECE, there was no study located based on a theoretical conceptualisation of leadership as a 

collective practice enacted by early childhood teaching teams in shared, open teaching spaces. 

In my review, I identified the potential for teachers without leadership support and knowledge 

to misinterpret leadership as teaching or management. I also highlighted that studies focused 

on teacher leadership and pedagogical leadership—concepts which teachers might enact—

emphasise leadership as an individual act. Several factors that can influence the enactment of 

leadership, including teacher hesitancy, agency, dialogue, and inquiry processes, were then 

highlighted as being relevant to my study.  

My review of the literature also identified specific leadership concepts, namely 

leadership-as-practice (Crevani et al., 2010), leaderful practice (Raelin, 2003, 2005, 2011), 

distributed leadership (Gronn, 2000, 2002), and teacher leadership (Crowther, 1996), as well as 

the notions of relational dialogue (Drath, 2001; Drath et al., 2008), open-mindedness (Hare, 

2006), and communities of practice (Sergiovanni, 2005; Wenger, 1998). These concepts were 

discussed alongside Engeström’s (1987, 2001) third generation cultural-historical activity 

theory (CHAT), which I identified had potential to assist in shifting the leadership lens from a 

formal, individualistic notion to a more inclusive, collective, and contextual practice. I also 
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raised the issue that families’ perspectives were important for understanding teachers’ 

enactment of leadership in ECE, but had hardly been considered in research. The themes, gaps 

and concepts illuminated in the literature review informed the development of my ETL 

framing. This framing was then used to shape subsequent decisions regarding the design, 

analysis, interpretation, and presentation of findings of my study.  

Accordingly, an argument was made for an empirical investigation to be carried out 

within the NZ ECE context, aimed at theorising a concept of leadership through a 

leadership-CHAT lens that 1) was inclusive of teachers and positional leaders, 2) took into 

account teachers’ and families’ perspectives, 3) considered the individual and the collective, 

and 4) was grounded in the day-to-day realities of teaching and learning with infants and 

toddlers. Five guiding research questions were developed at the end of Chapter 3. The research 

question was:  

How might ETL be perceived and enacted within the context of infant-toddler education 

and care?  

This question was supported by the following subsidiary questions: 
 

1. What contextual conditions might help to bring ETL into being? 

2. How might teachers and positional leaders understand leadership in relation to the 

self? 

3. How might teachers, positional leaders, and families understand leadership in 

relation to the collective? 

4. What kinds of collective activities evolve as expressions of ETL?   
 

In Chapter 4, I explained and justified my qualitative interpretivist multi-site case 

study, and its CHAT underpinnings. I explained the purpose and nature of my chosen methods: 

focus groups, field observations, semi-structured interviews, and analysis of centre 

documentation. I described the participants: 16 teachers (with and without formal leadership 

positions) and 10 family members. All but one of the 16 teacher participants were qualified and 

registered ECE teachers; two of them were also part of the centre leadership team and 

supported the infant-toddler teaching teams. Te Whāriki (MoE, 2017) guided teaching activity 

within both rooms. I also outlined the ethical considerations that guided my study, which the 

University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee approved. 
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In Chapters 5, 6, and 7, I described and critically discussed the findings and discussion 

together as a holistic case study. Chapter 5 focused on the values-based norms and rules that 

underpinned collective activity in both rooms and had potential to bring ETL activity into 

being. Chapter 6 focused on the complexities associated with negotiating teacher leader 

identities. Chapter 7 focused on my analysis of two significant examples of collective activity 

using the ETL principles as a holistic concept. CHAT informed the theoretical analysis in all 

three chapters, which led to my reinterpretation of ETL to ECL, as explicated shortly in Table 

16 and the rationale that follows the table. 

This current chapter illuminates the significance of shifting the leadership lens from a 

formal-individual notion to an inclusive-collective practice in bringing visibility to the ECL of 

teaching teams. It now revisits and addresses the research questions in turn by drawing upon 

the findings illuminated in Chapters 5, 6, and 7. 

Addressing the research questions and key findings  
What contextual conditions might help to bring ETL into being? This question was 

addressed in Chapter 5 and aligned with ETL Principle 1; that teacher leader identities can 

emerge from effective communities of practice. The focus was on identifying what constitutes 

effective in this regard. My study highlighted that particular values-based norms and rules 

encouraged teachers and positional leaders to come together for collective activity in both 

rooms, and had potential to bring ETL activity into being. These values-based norms and rules, 

or ETL enabling conditions, included: congeniality, collegiality, relational trust, 

whanaungatanga, manaakitanga, and empowering teachers. These enabling conditions 

constituted effective communities of practice because they supported the way teachers and 

positional leaders came together with intersubjectivity, flow, and agency as they sought ways 

to improve teaching and learning for the benefit of infants, toddlers, and their families. 

Congruence between these shared values and the enactment of these values in practice, was 

also identified as a vital feature of these effective communities of practice.  

The joint activity of both teams was not however always stable or without challenge. 

Primary and secondary contradictions were identified across both rooms (Chapter 5, p. 141). 

Examples of primary contradictions included; an espoused emphasis on relational trust as a 

centre-wide value, although this took time to be established between some colleagues; and an 

espoused emphasis on collegiality as another centre-wide value, although this was not always 
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sustained in practice. Examples of secondary contradictions included: the ebbs and flows of 

team dynamics and relationships between colleagues; misunderstandings about management, 

leadership, and distributed leadership; and the use of “us and them” to distinguish the centre 

leadership team from teachers during discussion. 

How might teachers and positional leaders understand leadership in relation to 

the self? This question was addressed in Chapter 6 and also aligned with ETL Principle 1 that 

teacher leader identities can emerge from effective communities of practice. This time, the 

focus was on unravelling the complexities of teacher leader identities in relation to individuals 

(the self). Five teachers (without formal leadership positions) understood that leadership was 

an identity accessible to them and a practice they could enact in their current or future practice. 

Having supportive positional leaders and opportunities to enact leadership was identified as 

key to fostering teachers’ willingness to embrace a teacher leader identity without needing a 

formal leadership title. Two positional leaders (with teaching positions) embraced their 

designated teacher and leadership identities, but felt emotionally pulled between their loyalty to 

the team and their leadership responsibilities. They did, however, embrace this tension as part 

of learning to be a teacher leader. Five teachers (without formal leadership positions) did not 

fully embrace a leadership identity for several reasons; one main reason being the inability to 

recognise their own leadership actions. Other reasons included the perpetuating image of a 

leader as a commanding individual, which tainted one teacher’s current perceptions of 

leadership; and one teacher’s discomfort to focus on her own strengths. Two of the five 

teachers felt less hesitant about their leadership potential when they had opportunities to talk 

and think about their views. 

The complex nature of negotiating teacher leader identities was exemplified in the 

identification of primary and secondary contradictions (Chapter 6, p. 164). Examples of 

primary contradictions included teachers embracing or feeling hesitant about a teacher leader 

identity, and teacher leader identities being bestowed on teachers despite not being embraced. 

An example of a secondary contradiction included the potential lack of opportunity for teachers 

to talk and think about their own leadership potential. 

How might teachers, positional leaders, and families understand leadership in 

relation to the collective? This question, also addressed in Chapter 6, similarly aligned with 

ETL Principle 1. The focus was on unravelling the complexities of teacher leader identities in 

relation to the collective. Three teachers, two positional leaders, and five parents believed that 
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leadership could be a collective identity and practice. This belief, held by several participants 

from both team-based communities of practice, was a noteworthy finding and not considered in 

the initial development of the ETL concept. It arose during participants’ discussions about 

everyday leadership in the individual interviews. This belief was underpinned by a view that 

everyday leadership was not the domain of one person, but relied on the collaborative work of 

everyone in the collective. It implied that leadership of the collective was easier to recognise 

because it was located in the interactive practices of a team and occurred every day. The 

significance of this belief led to the addition of a fifth principle, as outlined shortly in Table 16. 

From these participants, one positional leader and three parents referred to everyday leadership 

influence as being relational, fluid, non-verbal, invisible, and not always attributable to any one 

person or thing.  

Primary and secondary contradictions highlighted the complexities associated with 

understanding teacher leadership as a collective practice (Chapter 6, p. 164). An example of a 

primary contradiction was the potential for teachers to misinterpret leadership as teamwork or 

teaching. An example of a secondary contradiction was positional leaders’ emphasis on 

creating space for leadership, despite some teachers being unwilling to embrace a teacher 

leader identity. 

What kinds of collective activities evolve as expressions of ETL? This question was 

addressed in Chapter 7 and aligned with all ETL principles as a holistic concept. ETL activity, 

reinterpreted as ECL (Table 16, Chapter 8, p. 220), was reflected in the intentional and 

sustained, object-driven activity of both teaching teams aimed at improving teaching and 

learning. It took shape over time during dialogue and in the flow of practice as teacher 

colleagues talked, made sense of, adapted, and aligned their intentions and practices. The 

intentional way teachers and positional leaders came together to investigate aspects of practice 

through inquiry revealed processes of relational dialogue (Drath, 2001) and relational 

agency-in-flow; the latter being a concept derived from Edwards’ (2005, 2011) notion of 

relational agency that is acknowledged shortly.  

The nature of this ECL activity was subject to several primary and secondary 

contradictions (Chapter 7, p. 208). Examples of primary contradictions included teachers and 

positional leaders not always agreeing with one another, prioritising collective interests over 

individuality, and relationships not always being equal or horizontal. Examples of secondary 

contradictions included: teachers who enacted leadership struggling, at times, to be heard by 
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their colleagues or to keep dialogue momentum going; teachers and positional leaders valuing 

uncertainty differently; and an emphasis on debate as a strategy for whole-team dialogue, 

despite not everyone being comfortable with dissent and debate. Analysis of teachers’ and 

positional leaders’ joint activity also revealed knotworking in their collaborations (Engeström, 

2008; Engeström et al., 1999), reflected in the flow and fluidity of their interactions and efforts 

to sustain collegiality and intersubjectivity in their dialogue, relationships, and shared practice.  

These insights, including the increased emphasis on leadership as an everyday and 

collective identity and practice, led me to reinterpret my working concept of ETL to ECL. 

These refinements were explained at the end of the relevant findings and discussion chapters 

(Chapters 5, 6, & 7) and are brought together and explained in the next section. 

 

Implications of the findings for ETL: Everyday collective 

leadership (ECL) 

This section brings together the insights learned from Chapters 5, 6, and 7 that 

informed the reinterpretation of ETL as ECL. This process led to a refined definition, four 

refined principles, and an additional fifth principle. Table 16 provides a visual of the initial 

ETL definition and principles (developed in Chapter 3, pp. 70, 73), alongside the refined/new 

ECL definition and principles. Following Table 16 is a rationale for each reinterpretation. 
 

Table 16. Reinterpreting ETL as ECL 
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Rationale for refined ECL definition. The insights gained from the study overall, 

including the increased emphasis on the terms everyday and collective, led me to refine and 

reinterpret my initial ETL definition as ECL, along with four refined principles, and an 

additional fifth principle. 

Rationale for refined ECL Principle 1. Chapter 5 (pp. 141-142) explored the meaning 

of effective communities of practice in relation to teacher leadership by illuminating particular 

values-based conditions that encouraged collective activity in the setting, and enabled ETL to 

come into being. While these conditions were well established in my study, it is acknowledged 

that these conditions may influence day-to-day practice differently in other contexts. Also, 
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Chapter 6 (pp. 164-167) highlighted that teacher leader identities were more complex than 

initially proposed in the ETL concept. Support and encouragement from positional leaders was 

vital in fostering these identities, challenging the initial idea that these identities emerged 

naturally. Chapter 7 (p. 209) highlighted that communities of practice that are conducive to 

teachers’ collective enactment of leadership must leave room for individual and collective 

interests. 

Rationale for refined ECL Principle 2. Chapter 7 (pp. 209-210) identified that ETL 

activity was embedded in the way teachers and positional leaders interacted with one another 

in their goal-oriented collective activities. Chapter 7 (p. 210) also reiterated an emphasis on 

leaderful practice, which was identified in the initial concept of ETL. A new insight was that 

positional leaders were a main support for teachers’ opportunities to engage in leaderful 

practice. 

Rationale for refined ECL Principle 3. Chapters 6 (pp. 165-167) and 7 (p. 210) 

reinforced the initial assertion of ETL principle 3 that influence is relational and empowering. 

Analysis of participants’ discussions and practice led to additional insights. When the 

collective was considered and each team’s joint activity observed, influence proved to be more 

fluid and mutually empowering than initially proposed, and the source of influence was not 

always visible or attributable to any one person or source. 

Rationale for refined ECL Principle 4. Chapter 7 (p. 210) showed that ETL activity 

was intentional, as it involved teachers and positional leaders coming together for whole-team 

inquiry to discuss and improve teaching and learning. This sustained nature of this activity was 

reflected in team members coming together for inquiry regularly and over time, not only in 

response to particular situations. Chapter 7 (p. 210) also showed that this coming together was 

underpinned by dialogue that often went beyond casual conversations and team-negotiated 

goals. The nature of dialogue resonated with Drath’s (2001) leadership concept of relational 

dialogue and associated notions of direction, alignment, and commitment.  

The reference to relational agency in the initial ETL concept acknowledged it as a 

capacity, consistent with its scholarly source (Edwards, 2005, 2011). Chapter 7 (p. 210) 

illuminated that relational agency helped to mediate teachers’ and positional leaders’ 

interactions and responses to one another during goal-oriented collective activity. Relational 

agency was therefore found to be a mediating process, as well as a collective capacity of 

teaching teams. Moreover, the identification of systemic contradictions in Chapters 5, 6, and 7, 
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and the nature of each team’s knotworking illuminated in Chapter 7, revealed nuances that only 

came to light in the real-life context of this study. These contradictions and knotworking 

features were seen to influence how ETL activity was expressed in practice. 

Rationale for new ECL Principle 5. Chapter 6 (pp. 155-162) ascertained a widely-held 

belief amongst several teachers, positional leaders, and parents that leadership involved 

everyone and could be a collective identity and practice. This insight led to the addition of a 

fifth principle. 

Significance and contributions of this thesis 
This investigation of an inclusive and collective form of leadership enacted by teaching 

teams has yielded several signficant contributions. These include contributions to the scholarly 

literature and methodological and theoretical contributions. 

Contributions to the scholarly literature. The original and rigorously-theorised 

concept of ECL is a significant contribution to the scholarly literature. The joint activity of 

teachers (both with and without formal leadership positions) has been identified as a rich site 

for the enactment of ECL actions and interactions. Researchers (Crowther, 1996; Dowling, 

2017; Gronn, 2000; Heikka et al., 2016; Spillane et al., 2001) had argued for a shift in lens of 

leadership from the individual-leader framing to a more distributed, collective practice. Only 

two of these studies were carried out in the ECE sector. The first study (Heikka et al., 2016) 

explored the engagement of teachers and positional leaders in relation to distributed 

pedagogical leadership. These teachers and positional leaders did not teach in the same shared 

teaching space, which made it difficult for them to come together to enact leadership. My study 

shows how teachers and positional leaders who teach in the same teaching space, and have 

opportunities to come together with the intention of improving teaching and learning, enact 

leadership as a collective practice.  

The second study (Dowling, 2017), explored an expansive form of leadership inclusive 

of teachers, but argued that rejecting the notion of positional leadership was needed in order to 

do so. My study shows that positional leaders play a vital role in both encouraging team 

members to come together to work on shared goals and establishing a climate conducive to 

ECL. By adopting Borko’s (2004) multifocal lens, I was able to ascertain that teachers’ 

informal leadership and formal positional leadership could co-exist and interrelate in practice, 

without the need to reject positional leadership.  
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Bringing ECL to fruition relies on positional leaders and teachers collectively 

modelling and promoting shared values that encourage, rather than hinder, collective activity in 

the setting. It also relies on positional leaders and teachers collectively striving to achieve 

congruence between these espoused values and their enactment in practice. An international 

study (Siraj-Blatchford & Manni, 2007) that explored leadership practices in ECE emphasised 

that a climate conducive to effective leadership acknowledges the central role of positional 

leaders and of practices that are underpinned by shared values. My study builds on these ideas 

by also acknowledging: the important contributions that committed teachers can make to 

sustaining such a climate, the potential for formal and informal leadership to co-exist (as 

mentioned earlier), and the importance of achieving congruence between shared values and the 

practices that help to realise these values, as essential to fostering a climate conducive to ECL. 

It is also important to identify the tensions that exist within the educational setting as forces 

that influence how ECL takes shape over time, with a view to collectively addressing these 

tensions.  

Some of the complexities associated with the notions of teacher leadership, pedagogical 

leadership, and distributed leadership have been teased out to distinguish them from ECL. Two 

studies on teacher leadership reviewed (Collay, 2013; Crowther, 1996) promoted leadership as 

a practice enacted by teachers (both with and without leadership positions), but as an individual 

act. Two studies on pedagogical leadership also reviewed (Heikka & Waniganayake, 2011; 

Murray & McDowall Clark, 2013) endorsed the idea of teachers enacting pedagogical 

leadership, but again as an individual act. Studies on distributed leadership reviewed (Gronn, 

2002; Spillane, 2006), including NZ ECE studies (Clarkin-Phillips, 2007, 2009; Tamati et al., 

2008), promoted distributed leadership as a lens for understanding how leadership might be 

stretched across a group, and enacted when the knowledge and expertise of a group are utilised. 

However, distributed leadership was discussed as a response to particular situations (Gronn, 

2002; Spillane, 2006), rather than as an ongoing focus. Distributed leadership was also 

discussed in relation to teachers’ professional learning (Clarkin-Phillips, 2007, 2009) and 

supporting outcomes for Māori children and families (Tamati et al., 2008), rather than in 

relation to a broader focus on improving teaching and learning for all involved. ECL 

acknowledges the value of all three concepts in recognising that teachers, both with and 

without formal leadership positions, enact a distributed, collective form of leadership when 

they come together regularly within a context of relational trust and collegiality, and work 
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towards shared goals with the intention of improving teaching and learning as a collective 

responsibility.  

Enabling communities of practice that are conducive to ECL face their own ebbs and 

flows. These ebbs and flows are based on teachers’ and positional leaders’ changing patterns of 

participation, varying affiliations to the joint activity, and different contributions. My review 

highlighted a gap in the research-based literature on the role that communities of practice can 

play in supporting or hindering teachers’ willingness to enact leadership in ECE. Two studies 

reviewed (Grey, 2011; Hard, 2006) had addressed teachers’ enactment of leadership in ECE 

and drew attention to particular conditions of the setting that supported or hindered teacher 

leadership, although not in relation to communities of practice. My study builds on these 

findings and asserts that developing communities of practice based on relational trust and 

collegiality can foster a strong sense of community and allow for the collective building of new 

knowledge and expertise. This situation is possible when: the improvement of teaching and 

learning is emphasised as a collective responsibility; teaching teams have opportunities to 

investigate practice through relational dialogue and inquiry; whole-team deliberation about 

shared goals is encouraged; team members are able to contribute to their shared practices 

according to their own levels of confidence, knowledge, and expertise; and no judgements 

about the knowledge and expertise that individuals bring to their collaborations are made.  

Conceptualising the collective leadership practices of teaching teams in infant-toddler 

settings partly addresses the scarce international research-based literature in this area. One 

study reviewed had explored teachers’ leadership in the infant-toddler context (Bary et al., 

2008). However, this study did not conceptualise leadership as a collective practice inclusive of 

teachers and only focused on one aspect of infants’ and toddlers’ learning. My study 

contributes a theorised conceptualisation of leadership as a collective practice inclusive of 

teachers, explored within the infant-toddler ECE context, and focused more broadly on 

improving teaching and learning for the benefit of infants, toddlers, and their families. It 

therefore has relevance to other contexts where teaching teams are committed to improving 

education and care.  

Methodological and theoretical contributions. A leadership-CHAT framing assists 

with understanding the enactment of leadership as a collective, contextual practice underpinned 

by multiple elements and influencing factors. Two NZ ECE studies (Clarkin-Phillips, 2007, 

2009; Ord et al., 2013) that drew on CHAT theory to explore leadership in ECE were reviewed 
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for this study. One of these studies (Ord et al., 2013) used Engeström’s (1987, 2001) third 

generation activity theory to explore pedagogical leadership as an individual and designated 

position and responsibility, rather than as a collective practice. The second study 

(Clarkin-Phillips, 2007, 2009) drew on Engeström’s (1999) activity theoretical perspective to 

explore the influence of professional development on teachers’ shared leadership practices, 

although did not appear to conceptualise leadership as a collective practice. My study draws on 

Engeström’s (1987, 2001) third generation activity theory to explore and conceptualise a 

concept of leadership beyond pedagogical leadership and the dominant individualistic 

orientation. 

A leadership-CHAT framing also enables the conditions, practices, and processes of 

leadership to be identified for analysis. It assists with identifying the interrelations between the 

constituent components of activity systems based on teachers’ joint activity, and the systemic 

contradictions that shape how ECL might be enacted and expressed. It helps to understand the 

complex and continuous interplay between those who come together in their work, shaped by 

their objects, tasks, tools, norms and rules, community, and their division of labour. Such a 

framing also makes visible the complex enactment of collective leadership in ECE settings 

while acknowledging that leadership practices evolve and change as the conditions, practices, 

and processes are modified and redefined over time, including when systemic tensions may be 

addressed.  

A leadership-CHAT model (Figure 8), based on the initial ETL framing developed in 

Chapter 3 (p. 77), is proffered as a result of my study. This model represents a systems-view of 

how ECL took shape in two infant-toddler rooms within one high-quality education and care 

setting. The adaptations to the framework reflect the insights that were gained from the study. 
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Figure 8. A leadership-CHAT framing of ECL (adapted from Engeström, 2001, p. 135) 

 

The leadership-CHAT model of ECL depicted in Figure 8 illuminates ECL as a 

multi-dimensional process made up of several components: 

§ Subjects 

o Teachers (both with and without formal leadership positions) who make up the 

teaching team. 

o A shared interest and belief in leadership as an accessible and everyday identity and 

practice, as well as a collective identity and practice. 

§ Community 

o Regular contact with children, families, the centre leadership team, and other teaching 

teams in the centre. 

§ Established norms and rules 

o Enabling communities of practice underpinned by shared values—such as relational 

trust, congeniality, collegiality, whanaungatanga, manaakitanga, and empowering 

teachers—that encourage teachers and positional leaders to come together with 

intention. Achieving congruence in these espoused values and their enactment in 

practice is important. 
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§ Conceptual tools 

o Opportunities for whole-team participation and engagement in goal-oriented relational 

processes—such as inquiry, relational dialogue, and relational agency-in-flow—aimed 

at improving teaching and learning. 

§ Division of labour 

o Team-based teaching in open teaching spaces, where responsibility for children and 

improving teaching and learning are viewed as collective responsibilities. 

o Teacher colleagues who engage in highly interactive practices with one another, and in 

doing so, influence each other in relational, mutually empowering, fluid—yet not 

always visible—ways. 

o Positional leaders who emphasise power-with relationships with teachers and foster 

opportunities for leaderful practice. 

§ Object of activity 

o Teachers and positional leaders whose collaborative work is underpinned by a shared 

commitment to the quality of teaching and learning for children and families. 

§ Systemic contradictions and knotworking 

o Awareness of systemic tensions and the nature of knotworking as potential forces that 

shape the enactment and expression of ECL over time. 
  

Applying and extending the theoretical concepts of relational dialogue (Drath, 2001) 

and relational agency (Edwards, 2005, 2011) helps to understand how teacher colleagues with 

varying perspectives, knowledge, and expertise enact leadership as a collective practice. 

Applying the leadership concept of relational dialogue to analyses of teachers’ joint activity in 

ECE brings visibility to the nature of dialogue and highly complex forms of communication, 

both verbal and non-verbal, that can cultivate ECL. Research based on this concept (Drath, 

2001; Drath et al., 2008) had focused on dialogue within the context of organisational 

leadership, rather than ECE. My study extends on the use of this concept by viewing it in 

relation to the dialogue of teaching teams, both during focused talk and in the flow of practice, 

in shared open spaces within the context of ECE. Also, research based on Edwards’ (2005) 

concept of relational agency emphasised it as a capacity of inter-professionals. I expanded this 

concept by also viewing it as a process to reflect the ways teachers were seen to share and 

modify their knowledge, adjust their practices, and align their intentions in the flow of teaching 

practice and in relation to their inquiry dialogues. In keeping with the intention of CHAT as an 

evolving theory, my study therefore proffers an expanded concept termed 
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relational-agency-in-flow. A follow-up conversation with Edwards herself (personal 

communication, 29.08.17) clarified that my use of the concept was new and original.  

The inclusion of families as participants served to deepen the rich and thick 

descriptions about the nature and enactment of ECL within the two case sites. Their inclusion 

enabled access to the perspectives of a group who share a commitment to their children’s early 

childhood experiences, yet spend less time in the ECE setting than teachers and positional 

leaders. Their inclusion also aligned with the value afforded to families and community in Te 

Whāriki (MoE, 2017), and partly addressed an identified gap in Chapter 3 (p. 73).  

These major findings and significant contributions therefore form the key argument of 

this empirical study; that a leadership-CHAT framing assists in shifting the lens of leadership 

from a formal, individual position of responsibility to an informal, inclusive collective practice 

to bring visibility to the ECL of teaching teams, and the enabling norms and rules, widely-held 

beliefs, and relational processes that give rise to this object-driven activity. It also helps to 

illuminate the systemic contradictions and knotworking that influence the expression of ECL in 

practice. My original concept of ECL may have relevance to other educational sectors beyond 

ECE, where teams of teachers and positional leaders share responsibility for children in open 

teaching spaces. 

Implications of this study 
The findings of this study have several important implications. These implications 

relate to practice, policy, and teacher leadership. 

Implications for practice. For teachers to understand how their engagement in 

relational processes and goal-oriented practices contribute to improving teaching and learning 

as a collective responsibility, they need opportunities to: engage in dialogue that goes beyond 

casual talk, align and coordinate their intentions and practices, and identify and explore their 

own leadership actions. Teachers also need opportunities to think and talk about everyday 

practices of leadership and access to relevant support to address their hesitations, struggles, and 

misunderstandings regarding teacher leader identities. 

To create a climate conducive to ECL, it is vital for positional leaders to promote 

values-based norms and rules that encourage team members to come together regularly to work 

towards valued goals. Positional leaders ought to explore how these values are enacted in 

relation to the interrelated activities of teachers, positional leaders, and parents, and identify 
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ways to achieve congruence between the espoused values and the lived values that underpin 

this activity. Also, endorsing the view that improving teaching and learning is a collective 

responsibility requires positional leaders to emphasise power-with, rather than power-over, 

relationships with teachers and leaderful ways of engaging with teachers. 

Implications for policy. My study involved analysing the relational work of teachers 

and positional leaders who were mostly qualified and registered to teach ECE in a real-life 

ECE context. The model of ECL that was developed is, therefore, based on the nuanced 

realities of teaching teams who had regular opportunities to engage in collaborative 

decision-making, negotiation of shared goals, and leaderful practice aimed at improving 

teaching and learning. As such, my study has potential to inform policy endorsed by Education 

Council of Aotearoa New Zealand (EDUCANZ) regarding the professional expectations for 

teachers to enact leadership (Chapter 1, p. 4) by outlining relational processes and practices 

that may help to make this enactment explicit.  

The theoretical model of ECL has made explicit the multiple, interrelated, and fluid 

components and factors that gave shape and form to ECL in the centre setting. This theoretical 

model provides a research-based tool that can assist with future research, and the evaluative 

work of professional bodies, such as the Education Review Office, who have responsibility for 

evaluating the quality of provision in ECE settings (Chapter 1, p. 4), recommending areas for 

improvement, and informing national reports on these matters. 

Implications for teacher leadership. As the NZ teaching profession strengthens its 

focus on developing leadership in each sector, the implications of this study for supporting 

teacher leadership become significant. Teachers in ECE remain without appropriate 

research-based guidance on how to develop everyday leadership practices expected of 

registered teachers in team-based settings. This study can help orient teachers’ attention away 

from a dominant view of leadership as a formal, individual position of responsibility and 

towards the ways they contribute to goal-oriented dialogue and inquiry processes to improve 

teaching and learning in their setting. Positional leaders with responsibilities for supporting 

teacher development might also enhance their understandings in this area in order to establish 

the trusting and collegial conditions required to foster teachers’ enactment of ECL.  

The enactment of ECL relies on the belief that there are different ways to arrange the 

work of teachers and positional leaders and that teachers are equally capable of engaging in 

shared decision-making, contributing to problem-solving, and generating possibilities for 
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education and care. The complex nature of teacher leader identities ascertained in this study 

suggests that teacher colleagues may hold a range of views about leadership, including ones 

that cause them to feel hesitant about embracing leadership as part of everyday practice. This 

study can assist these teachers by challenging prevailing norms and beliefs about less inclusive 

models of leadership and proffering a more inclusive and liberating notion of leadership. 

Embracing ECL as an accessible and everyday identity and practice may enable teachers and 

positional leaders to develop new ways of engaging with one another in their shared pursuits.  

There are clear implications for other sectors. As the schooling sector of NZ moves 

towards larger, more flexible and open spaces termed “modern learning environments”, aimed 

at “creat[ing] more collaborative communities of practice for teachers” (Osborne, 2013, p. 5), 

the contributions of this study become even more significant. Without understanding the need 

for opportunities to engage in shared dialogue, problem-solving, and sense-making processes, 

schools may look to surface level features only rather than give attention to the nature of 

relational trust and collegiality in the setting, and opportunities for team members to come 

together with the intention of creating a modern learning environment. The study can support 

how teachers in these school settings think about such ideas and how they might strengthen 

teaching and children’s learning as a collective responsibility.  

Limitations and suggestions for future research 
In keeping with the expansive and transformative potential of a CHAT lens, the 

limitations of my study raise awareness of alternative possibilities. These limitations, in turn, 

create opportunities for further research. 

The in-depth nature of this single multi-site case study enabled me to develop rich 

descriptions and clarity about the potential of ECL in naturalistic settings. As expected with 

case study, the nuances of the teaching teams, of their joint activity, and of the centre setting 

are unique to these participants. Hence the findings of my study are specific to this setting and 

these participants.  

My case study was also exploratory and instrumental, and therefore unique in nature. 

Its exploratory nature was reflected in my exploration of teachers’ joint activity for potential 

enactment of ETL. Its instrumental nature was reflected in my testing of ETL as a potential 

form of informal leadership that is inclusive of teachers and goes beyond a formal, individual 

position of responsibility. Even so, it is possible for insights from the major findings and 
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arguments to inspire others beyond the setting to reflect on the values, processes, and practices 

of their own settings, and ways these might support or hinder the development of ECL.   

A CHAT lens was one of several possible theoretical lenses that had relevance to my 

study on teacher leadership. My decision to use CHAT provided me with a solid theoretical 

grounding for my exploration of an alternative form of leadership that went beyond a formal, 

individual position of responsibility. CHAT also provided a rigorous conceptual framework 

that helped to illuminate the conditions, processes, and practices that underpinned ECL as it 

occurred in the centre. It also established the theoretical foundation from which to argue for 

leadership to be understood as contextual, multi-dimensional, and inclusive of teachers.  

These limitations create opportunities for further research. My single multi-site case 

study, while specific to its participants and the setting, and unique in nature, sets the scene for 

further research in other diverse settings. These ECE or school-based settings might: include 

children older than 3 years of age; promote a particular philosophical or cultural orientation, 

such as Māori or Pasifika ECE; or involve smaller teams of teachers and positional leaders who 

teach in shared open spaces. Considering further research in diverse settings such as these 

acknowledges that everyone has diverse views, perspectives, and practices, and would enable a 

broader understanding of how ECL might be perceived and enacted across diverse settings.  

While my conceptualisation of ECL is well established in this thesis, there remains a 

question about how and when it can truly flourish in all settings, especially if systemic 

contradictions and knotworking activities are understood as being unique to a particular 

context. Future research in diverse settings may be helpful in this regard. It is also possible that 

further research using alternative frameworks and theoretical perspectives may lead to different 

findings, and therefore, will also have value for the exploration of teacher leadership.    

Reflections on my thesis  
Shifting the lens of leadership from the formal-individual to the inclusive-collective 

enabled me to bring visibility to the enactment of leadership in ECE as “less about what one 

person thinks or does and more about what people may accomplish together” (Raelin, 2011, p. 

196). I embarked on this research journey with this inspiring statement in mind, because it 

resonated with how I had felt as a teacher leader with no formal preparation in leadership. I 

was curious to explore what forms of leadership other than a formal, individual position of 

responsibility existed in settings characterised by high levels of relationships and collaboration, 
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and were making a difference for children, families, teachers and positional leaders.  

My use of a leadership-CHAT framework helped to understand leadership as an 

activity made up of multiple, interrelated components that takes shape according to the 

interrelated activities within the community, and the dynamics and forces that underpin those 

activities. Through this theoretical lens, I was able to make visible and theorise an inclusive 

and collective form of teacher leadership that was previously under-recognised in theory and 

research. I was also able to evidence that improving teaching and learning in ECE is a 

responsibility that is not carried out alone or reliant on the knowledge and expertise of one 

person. Rather, the unique contributions of teachers, positional leaders, and families can all 

play a part in enhancing early childhood provision as a collective responsibility.  

Finally, what teachers and positional leaders can accomplish together for the benefit of 

their communities was made clear, and the dominant view of leadership as a formal, individual 

position of responsibility was challenged to make way for an expansive and holistic view of 

leadership as a collective identity and practice. It remains clear to me that for ECL to have 

potential to improve education and care, it needs to be embraced as a shared vision that 

everyone values and nurtures as an everyday way of being in the setting, framed by collegial, 

trusting relationships, goal-oriented practices, and a commitment to come together regularly 

with purpose and intention.  
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A: Profiles of the Subjects 
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Appendix B: Participant information and consent forms 
This appendix includes the following Participant Information Sheet (PIS) and Consent Form 

(CF) documents that were distributed for the purpose of this study: 

1. PIS and CF for Centre owner/manager/organisation representative 

2. PIS and CF for Teachers and Positional leaders 

3. PIS and CF for Families 

4. PIS and CF for Teachers attending the staff meeting 
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Participant Information Sheet 

(Centre owner/manager/organisation representative) 

Title of Project: “Everyday teacher leadership” in early childhood education 

 

Dear (centre manager), 

My name is Maria Cooper. I teach and research in early childhood education at the 

University of Auckland, with a particular interest in infant and toddler education. I am 

undertaking this project for my doctoral study, which focuses on the leadership 

practices of teachers in their everyday activity. The research question I am investigating 

is: How is everyday teacher leadership perceived, recognised, and enacted within and 

across infant-toddler education and care contexts? 

 

I invite your Centre to participate in this research project. I am approaching you, the 

Centre owner/manager, for permission to access the Centre site as a potential setting for 

my project. The decision for your Centre to be involved or not in the study is voluntary. 

Should you agree, permission is sought to approach and invite the teachers of infants 

and toddlers, and other teachers, employed at the Centre to participate in the research. 

Subsequently, families will be invited to participate in the research. Children will not be 

involved in my study. I seek your assurance that each individual teacher’s decision to 

participate or not in the study will not affect her/his employment status in the Centre. I 

also seek your assurance that each family’s decisions to participate or not will not affect 
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their relationship with teachers and your Centre. For your information a copy of the 

Participant Information Sheets and Consent Forms for teachers and families that outline 

the nature and extent of their involvement in the project are included with this letter.   

 

Your agreement to the Centre being involved will allow me to undertake my research at 

the Centre. First I will arrange a time to discuss the project with your teaching staff at a 

time convenient to them. During this discussion I will explain the nature of my 

investigation and teachers’ and families’ involvement. A Participant Information Sheet 

and Consent Form for teachers and positional leaders will then be issued to those 

interested. Following two or more teachers' agreement to voluntarily participate, I will 

discuss with them which families might be approached, including by whom (e.g., the 

Centre administrator) and subsequently invited to participate in the project. I enclose a 

copy of the Participant Information Sheet and Consent Form intended to be distributed 

to families regarding their potential participation in a one hour interview with me. I also 

enclose a notice for families about my study that could be displayed on a Centre 

noticeboard. 

 

Pending your permission, I plan to spend up to three months in your Centre as a 

participant-observer. This period will begin with six half-days over a period of two 

weeks to familiarise myself with your context and to allow you, teachers, children, and 

their families when they are in the Centre, time to get familiar with me. Following this 

initial period, I wish to spend up to two half-days per week in your Centre, to observe, 

interact, and write notes about participating teachers’ interactions with each other and 

families. Names and identifiable details about children will not be included in any of my 

notes. I will respect the routines and policies of your Centre and be careful to minimise 

any disruption to teaching and learning interactions.  

 

I seek your permission to access relevant documentation pertaining to the Centre, such 

as Centre policies and generic job descriptions for teachers and positional leaders. Also, 

I intend to invite teachers to bring and talk about some of their teaching documentation 

with me during their individual interviews.  
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I also seek your permission to carry out a focus group and individual interviews with 

participating teachers and positional leaders, and individual interviews with 

participating families. With participants’ permission, I intend to audio-record individual 

interviews and video-record the focus group meeting.  

 

Further, I also seek your permission for me to attend and video-record one of your 

regular staff meetings that includes the teachers of infants and toddlers and may include 

other teachers in the Centre. I intend to video-record teachers at the staff meeting who 

agree to be recorded. Any teacher attending the staff meeting who chooses not to be 

involved in the study will not be video-recorded or observed during that meeting, and 

any data gathered that involves them will not be used in the study. I seek your assurance 

that teachers’ decision to attend the meeting or not, or decision to be video-recorded or 

not, will not affect her/his employment status in the Centre. If teachers choose not to be 

video-recorded, their voices may still be heard in the recording. I attach a copy of the 

Participant Information Sheet and Consent Form intended to be distributed to teachers 

who attend the staff meeting.  

 

I plan to utilise selected parts of the video footage from both the staff meeting and focus 

group to engage teachers in conversation about the notion of everyday teacher 

leadership during their individual interviews. Please note that you have the right to 

withdraw access to the Centre at any time up until completion of data gathering, without 

explanation. The nature of the research means that anonymity and confidentiality for the 

Centre and participants cannot be offered. However, the doctoral thesis, and teaching, 

presentations and publications that arise from the study, will be written in a way that 

will protect the identity of your Centre and each participant. To minimise the risk that 

your Centre, teachers, or families might be identified by outsiders to the Centre, 

pseudonyms will be used to replace their real names.  

 

Consent forms will be kept in a secure location for a period of six years in a locked 

cabinet in my supervisor’s office (Associate Professor Helen Hedges) at the Faculty of 

Education, the University of Auckland. I will store copies of the interview transcripts, 

Centre documentation, observational field notes, video footage data, and electronic files 
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in a secure location for at least six years at the University of Auckland, in accordance 

with University policy and guidelines.   

 

Once the study has been completed, an overall summary of the findings will be 

provided to the Centre, and offered to participating teachers and families. Thank you in 

anticipation for your time and help in making this study possible. If you have any 

questions or would like further information about the proposed research project please 

be in touch. 

  

 



 

 

 

240   

     
        

Consent Form 

(Centre Owner/manager/organisation representative) 

(This form will be held for a period of 6 years) 

Title of Project: “Everyday teacher leadership” in early childhood education. 

• I have been given and understood an explanation of this research project. I have 

had an opportunity to ask questions and have them answered. 

• I understand that consent to access the Centre is voluntary.  

• I consent to the researcher having access to the Centre for this project. 

• I give permission to the researcher to approach the teachers employed at the 

Centre, and the families whose children attend with the assistance of teachers or a 

Centre administrator, to be involved in the research project. 

• I understand that children will not be involved in the study, and that specific data 

about children will not be gathered by the researcher. 

• I give my assurance that staff participation or non-participation in the project will 

not affect their status in the Centre and that parents’ decisions to participate or 

not, will not affect their or their child/ren’s relationship with the Centre. 

• I agree to the researcher undertaking observations and audio-recording individual 

interviews in the Centre. 

• I agree to the researcher video-recording the focus group meeting and staff 

meeting, pending consent from individual teachers. 
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• I understand that any teachers attending the staff meeting who choose not to be 

involved in the study will not be video-recorded or observed during that meeting, 

and any data gathered that involves them will not be used in the study. 

• I give my assurance that individual teacher’s decision to attend the staff meeting 

that will be video-recorded by the researcher, or not, will not affect her/his 

employment status in the Centre. 

• I agree to the researcher having access to Centre documentation pertinent to the 

study (e.g., Centre policies and de-identified job descriptions). 

• I understand that I can withdraw access to the Centre or documentation at any 

time until completion of data gathering without explanation. Should I choose to 

withdraw the Centre’s involvement, all data gathered about the Centre will be 

destroyed soon after the decision has been made. 

• I understand that the data and findings will be used for the researcher’s doctoral 

thesis, teaching, presentations and publications arising from the research.  

• I understand that complete confidentiality cannot be guaranteed, and that to 

minimise the risk of being identified, pseudonyms will be used to replace the real 

names of the Centre, teachers, and families. Children’s names and identifiable 

details will not be included. 

• I understand that all data gathered will be stored in secure storage at the 

University of Auckland for at least six years. 

• I understand that a summary of the research findings will be provided to the 

Centre and offered to participating teachers and families.  
 

Signed: 

Name: 

Date: 

 

APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS 

ETHICS COMMITTEE ON 5 February 2015 for three years, Reference Number 

013426.  
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Participant Information Sheet 

(Teachers and Positional leaders) 

Title of Project: “Everyday teacher leadership” in early childhood education 

 

Dear teacher/positional leader, 

My name is Maria Cooper. I teach and research in early childhood education at the 

University of Auckland, with a particular interest in infant and toddler education. I am 

conducting this study as part of my doctoral study, which focuses on the leadership 

practices of teachers as part of their everyday activity. The research question I am 

investigating is: How is everyday teacher leadership perceived, recognised, and enacted 

within and across infant-toddler education and care contexts? 

 

Your Centre owner/manager has given me permission to approach the Centre and its 

teachers, including positional leaders, as potential participants in my study. Data will 

not be collected from children in this study, although I will conduct interviews with 

parents or caregivers. Permission to conduct this research in the Centre includes 

collecting data from observations, interviews, audio-recording, and video-recording in 

your Centre. It also includes accessing and examining relevant Centre documentation 

related to the focus of my study, such as policy statements, and de-identified job 

descriptions. 
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I plan to spend up to three months in your Centre as a participant-observer. This period 

will begin with six half-days over two weeks to familiarise myself with your context 

and to allow you, other teachers, and the children in your group time to become familiar 

with me. During the three months, I will observe, interact, and write notes about 

participating teachers’ interactions with each other and families when they are in the 

Centre. As it is likely that I will observe you interacting with children, my notes will not 

include any names or identifiable details about any of the children. I will respect the 

routines and policies of your Centre and be careful to minimise any disruption to 

teaching and learning interactions. 

 

I may request access to relevant Centre documentation, such as documented samples of 

your teaching work. I also intend to carry out a focus group and individual interviews 

with teachers and positional leader(s), and individual interviews with families who are 

willing to participate. With teachers’ permission, I intend to video-record the focus 

group meeting, and audio-record their individual interviews. With families’ permission, 

I intend to audio-record their individual interviews. 

 

Your Centre owner/manager has also granted me permission to attend and video-record 

one staff meeting that will include the teachers of infants and toddlers, and may include 

other teachers in the Centre. I intend to utilise selected parts of the video footage from 

both the focus group and staff meeting to engage teachers in conversation about the 

notion of everyday teacher leadership during their individual interviews.  

 

Once at least two teachers from your Centre have agreed to participate, I will seek 

advice from teacher participants about which families might be approached, and then 

seek the assistance of a staff member such as a Centre administrator, to hand out to, and 

collect from, families Participant Information Sheets and Consent Forms regarding their 

potential participation in this study. The involvement of each family who agrees to 

participate will involve a one-hour interview with me at a location and time of their 

choice. I seek your assurance that each family’s decision to participate or not in the 

study will not affect their or their child/ren’s relationship with you.  
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I now invite you to participate in my study. Your Centre owner/manager has provided 

me with an assurance that your decision to participate or not will not affect your 

employment status. If you agree to participate, your involvement will entail the 

following: 

• being observed by me as you interact with children and other teachers. My focus will be on 

participating adults, not the children, therefore my notes will exclude specific names or 

identifiable details of the children; 

• participating in one focus group meeting (1½ hours), which will be video-recorded, with me 

and other participating teachers of infants and toddlers;  

• participating in one individual interview (up to 1½ hours), which will be audio-recorded 

with your permission. This interview will involve you bringing selected documentation of 

your teaching to talk about, alongside viewing and reflecting upon selected excerpts of 

video footage from the focus group and/or the staff meeting. The audio-recording and video 

footage will be transcribed by me or a professional transcriber who will sign a 

confidentiality agreement. You will be offered the opportunity to review and edit the 

transcript of your individual interview for verification of content. 

• attending and participating in one usual staff meeting with other teachers, which will be 

video-recorded by me, pending individual teacher’s permission. 

The total amount of personal time outside your teaching commitments requested for the 

project is up to three hours over a period of approximately three months. The staff meeting 

will be a usual part of your teaching role.  
 

The nature of the research means that anonymity for the Centre and participants cannot 

be offered, and confidentiality cannot be guaranteed. However, the thesis that results, 

and any teaching, presentations and publications that arise from the study will be written 

in a way that will protect the identity of your Centre and each participant. Pseudonyms 

will be used to replace the real names of the Centre, teachers, and families. Names or 

identifiable details about children will not be included. Please note that you have the 

right to withdraw from the project at any time after the fieldwork has begun up until 

completion of data gathering. If you agree to participate in this research project and you 

are satisfied that all your questions have been answered, please complete the 

accompanying Consent Form and return it to the box provided at your Centre office, as 

soon as possible. Consent forms will be kept in a secure location for a period of six 

years in a locked cabinet in my supervisor’s office (Associate Professor Helen Hedges) 
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at the Faculty of Education, the University of Auckland. I will store copies of the 

interview transcripts, Centre documentation, field notes, video footage data, and 

electronic files in a secure location in the University of Auckland for at least six years, 

in accordance with University policy and guidelines. Once the study has been 

completed, an overall summary of the findings will be provided to the Centre and 

offered to participating teachers and families.  

 

Thank you in anticipation for your time and help in making this study possible. If you 

have any questions or would like further information about the proposed research 

project please be in touch. 
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Consent Form  

(Teachers and Positional leaders) 

(This form will be kept for six years) 

Title of Project: “Everyday teacher leadership” in early childhood education 

 

• I have been given and understood an explanation of this research project. I have 

had an opportunity to ask questions and have them answered. 

• I understand that participation in this project is voluntary. 

• I understand that the research is focused on teachers and positional leaders, and 

not children. 

• I understand that my decision to participate or not in the project will not affect 

my employment status. 

• I agree to take part in this project. 

• I understand that the Centre owner/manager has granted the researcher 

permission to access relevant Centre documentation, such as Centre policies and 

de-identified job descriptions. 

• I understand that I may be video-recorded during a focus group. 

• I understand that I may be audio-recorded during an individual interview. 
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• I understand that I will be invited to bring a documented sample of my work to 

an individual interview with the researcher. 

• I understand that I will have the choice to be video-recorded or not during one 

staff meeting that may include other teachers in the Centre. 

• I understand that my decision to be video-recorded or not in the staff meeting 

will not affect my employment status. 

• I agree to maintain confidentiality of information shared at the focus group 

interview and staff meeting. 

• I understand that I can withdraw from the project anytime up until completion of 

data gathering. 

• I understand that the data and findings will be used for the researcher’s doctoral 

thesis, teaching, presentations and publications arising from the research. 

• I understand that all efforts will be made to maintain my right to confidentiality, 

and to minimise the risk of being identified, pseudonyms will be used to replace 

my real name(s). I also understand that no names or identifiable details of 

children will be included.  

• I understand that I will have an opportunity to review and edit a copy of my 

interview transcript.  

• I would/would not (please indicate by circling the appropriate term) like a copy 

of the research findings. 

 

 

Name: 

Signed: 

E-mail address: 

Date: 

 

APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS 

ETHICS COMMITTEE ON 5 February 2015 for three years, Reference Number 

013426. 
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Participant Information Sheet (Families) 

Title of Project: “Everyday teacher leadership” in early childhood education 

 

Dear family member, 

My name is Maria Cooper. I teach and research early childhood education at the 

University of Auckland. I am conducting this study as part of my doctoral study, which 

focuses on the leadership practices of teachers as part of their everyday activity. The 

research question I am investigating is: How is everyday teacher leadership perceived, 

recognised, and enacted within and across infant-toddler education and care contexts? 

 

The Centre owner/manager has given me permission to access the Centre your child 

attends for the project. This permission includes observations of teachers and their 

teaching and learning interactions, and accessing Centre documentation relevant to the 

study. Data will not be collected from children in this study. At least two teachers have 

also now agreed to participate in the study. 

 

To enable me to undertake this investigation, I plan to spend up to three months in the 

Centre as a participant-observer. I will be writing notes and observing participating 

teachers interacting with each other and children, interviewing teachers and attending 

and video-recording group meetings. Unless a child happens to tell me their name, 

children’s names and their identities will remain unknown to me. I will respect the 
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routines and policies of the Centre and allow the teachers to continue in their roles 

without inconvenience. Special care will be taken not to interrupt the teaching and 

learning interactions and relationships between teachers and children during the 

research process.  

I am interested in how leadership in the Centre is perceived from parents’/guardians’ 

perspectives. Therefore, I would like to invite you to participate in the study. Your 

decision to participate is voluntary. The Centre owner/manager has given me an 

assurance that your decision to participate or not will not affect your or your child/ren’s 

relationship with the Centre.   

 

If you agree to participate, your involvement will entail a 1-hour interview with me, 

which may be audio-recorded by me pending your permission, and carried out at a time 

and place convenient to you. These interviews will be transcribed by me or a 

professional transcriber who will sign a confidentiality agreement. You will be offered 

the opportunity to review and edit your interview transcript to verify the content. Please 

note that you have the right to withdraw from the project at any time after data 

collection begins up until completion of data gathering.  

 

Once the study has been completed, an overall summary of the findings will be offered 

to you and each participating teacher. The nature of the research means that full 

confidentiality for the Centre and participants cannot be offered, but the thesis that 

results, and any teaching, presentations and publications that arise from the study, will 

be written in a way that will protect the Centre’s and participants’ identities as far as 

possible. Your child’s names and identifiable details will not feature in any of my 

research notes, presentations, or written documentation arising from this study. 

 

If you agree to participate in this research project and you are satisfied that all your 

questions have been answered, please complete the accompanying Consent Form and 

return it to any of your child’s teachers, as soon as possible. Consent forms will be kept 

in a secure location for a period of six years in a locked cabinet in my supervisor’s 

office (Associate Professor Helen Hedges) at the Faculty of Education, the University of 

Auckland. I will keep copies of the interview transcripts and electronic files in a secure 
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location at the University of Auckland for at least six years, in accordance with 

University policy and guidelines. 

 

Thank you in anticipation for your time and help in making this study possible. If you 

have any questions or would like further information about the proposed research 

project please be in touch with me. 
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Consent Form (Families) 

(This form will be kept for six years) 

Title of Project: “Everyday teacher leadership” in early childhood education 

 

• I have been given and understood an explanation of this research project. I have 

had an opportunity to ask questions and have them answered. 

• I understand that my participation in this project is voluntary.  

• I understand that my decision to participate or not in the project will not affect 

my or my child/ren’s relationships with the Centre. 

• I understand that the research does not involve children. The names and 

identifiable details of my child will not be noted by the researcher.  

• I agree to take part in this project. 

• I understand that my one-hour interview with the researcher may be 

audio-recorded. 

• I understand that I can withdraw from the project anytime up until completion of 

data gathering. 

• I understand that the data and findings will be used for the researcher’s doctoral 

thesis, teaching, presentations and publications arising from the research. 

• I understand that all efforts will be made to maintain my right to confidentiality. 

To minimise the risk of being identified, pseudonyms will be used to replace my 
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real name(s). My child’s name/s and identifiable details will not feature in any of 

the researcher’s notes, presentations and written documentation arising from the 

study. 

• I understand that I will have an opportunity to review and edit a copy of my 

interview transcript. 

• I would/would not (please indicate by circling the appropriate term) like a copy 

of the research findings. 

 

 

Name/s of parent/guardian: 

Email: 

Signed: 

Date:  

 

APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS 

ETHICS COMMITTEE ON 5 February 2015 for three years, Reference Number 

013426. 
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Participant Information Sheet 

(Teachers attending the staff meeting) 

Title of Project: “Everyday teacher leadership” in early childhood education 

 

Dear teacher, 

My name is Maria Cooper. I teach and research in early childhood education at the 

University of Auckland, with a particular interest in infant and toddler education. I am 

conducting this study as part of my doctoral study, which focuses on the leadership 

practices of teachers as part of their everyday activity. The research question I am 

investigating is: How is everyday teacher leadership perceived, recognised, and enacted 

within and across infant-toddler education and care contexts? 

 

Your Centre owner/manager has given me permission to access the Centre and its 

teachers, and contact families as potential participants in my study. I intend to carry out 

my investigation in your Centre as a participant-observer for up to three months. My 

investigation will involve observations, interviews, examination of documentation, and 

attending and videotaping staff meetings. Data will not be collected from children for 

this study. I have been given permission to attend one of your staff meetings that would 

include teachers of infants and toddlers and may include other teachers in the Centre. I 

intend to video-record teachers’ interactions, with their prior written consent, during this 

meeting. While confidentiality of teachers’ participation in the meeting cannot be 
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guaranteed, if you attend the meeting but choose not to participate, or you agree to 

participate but choose not to be filmed, I will arrange the seating so that you will not be 

videoed. Your comments and interactions with others will not be noted or analysed, but 

your voice may be recorded by the video camera. Following the meeting, I intend to 

utilise selected parts of the footage involving teachers who have consented to be filmed, 

to involve the participating teachers of infants and toddlers in conversation about the 

topic of leadership during individual interviews. 

 

As a teacher who may be in attendance at this meeting, I would like to invite you to 

participate in this study, by allowing me to video-record your participation in the staff 

meeting and use this data for subsequent analysis. Your Centre owner/manager has 

provided me with an assurance that your decision to participate or not will not affect 

your employment status. Please note that you have the right to withdraw from the 

project at any time after the fieldwork has begun up until completion of data gathering.  

 

If you agree to participate in this research project, as described above, and you are 

satisfied that all your questions have been answered, please complete the accompanying 

Consent Form and return it to the box provided at your Centre office before the date of 

the meeting. Consent forms will be kept in a secure location for a period of six years in 

a locked cabinet in my supervisor’s office (Associate Professor Helen Hedges) at the 

Faculty of Education, the University of Auckland. I will keep copies of the interview 

transcripts, Centre documentation, field notes, video footage data, and electronic files in 

a secure location at the University of Auckland for at least six years, in accordance with 

University policy and guidelines.  

 

Once the study has been completed, an overall summary of the findings will be offered 

to all participants, including families. The nature of the research means that 

confidentiality for the Centre and participants cannot be offered, but the thesis that 

results, and any teaching, presentations and publications that arise from the study will 

be written in a way that will protect the identity of your Centre and each participant. 

Pseudonyms will be used to replace the real names of the Centre, teachers, and families. 
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The names and identities of children will not be included in any of my research notes, 

presentations, or documentation arising from my study. 

 

Thank you in anticipation for your time and help in making this study possible. If you 

have any questions or would like further information about the proposed research 

project please be in touch. 

 

 



 

 

 

256   

             

 
Consent Form (Teachers attending the staff meeting) 

(This form will be kept for six years) 

Title of Project: “Everyday teacher leadership” in early childhood education 

 

• I have been given and understood an explanation of this research project. I have 

had an opportunity to ask questions and have them answered. 

• I understand that my participation in the project is voluntary. 

• I understand that my decision to participate or not in the project will not affect 

my employment status. 

• I understand that the staff meeting will be video-recorded by the researcher.  

• I understand that my decision to be video-recorded or not, or my decision to 

attend this staff meeting or not, will not affect my employment status. 

• I understand that any information I provide in the focus group and staff meeting 

cannot be withdrawn. If I attend the staff meeting, and choose not to be 

video-recorded, I understand that anything I say may still be recorded by the 

camera audio. 

• I understand that the data and findings will be used for the researcher’s doctoral 

thesis, teaching, presentations and publications arising from the research. 
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• I understand that as confidentiality cannot be guaranteed due to the group nature 

of the meeting, and to minimise the risk of being identified by outsiders to the 

centre, pseudonyms will replace my real name(s). 

• I understand that children will not be involved in this study, and that their names 

and identifiable details will not feature in any of the researcher’s notes or 

documentation and presentations arising from the study. 

• I agree to my participation and involvement in the staff meeting being 

video-recorded and analysed as part of the study. 

• I would/would not (please indicate by circling the appropriate term) like a copy 

of the research findings. 

 

 

Name: 

Signed: 

Date:  

 

APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS 

ETHICS COMMITTEE ON 5 February 2015 for three years, Reference Number 

013426. 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

 

258   

Appendix C: Notice for families 
Teacher leadership project in the Centre 

 
APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS 

ETHICS COMMITTEE ON 5 February 2015 for three years, Reference Number 

013426.  
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Appendix D: Transcriber confidentiality agreement 
             

Transcriber confidentiality agreement 

Title of Project: "Everyday teacher leadership” in early childhood education 

 

• I agree to transcribe the interviews recorded for the above research project and 

understand that the information contained within may not be disclosed to, or discussed 

with, anyone other than the researchers. 

• I agree to store any audio tapes (if used) in a secure location whilst they are in my 

possession and to return them to the researchers upon transcription, or delete digital files 

once the transcription is completed. 

Name: 

Date: 

Signed: 

 

APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS 

ETHICS COMMITTEE ON 5 February 2015 for three years, Reference Number 013426 
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Appendix E: Focus group questions 
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Appendix F: Individual teacher interview questions 
 

Invited to bring one artefact that represents identity as a teacher/leader. What and how? 
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Appendix G: Family interview questions 
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