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Effective leadership is an important component of
high quality early care and education (ECE). Practice
and policy in ECE is broadening its view of leader-
ship beyond just management functions to include

leadership for change, improvement, and innovation.

The Early Care and Education Leadership Study
(ExCELS) was launched to help define leadership in
center-based ECE settings that serve children birth
to five and understand how leadership can support
quality improvement.

This brief highlights key findings from a literature
review, Understanding Leadership in Early Care and
Education: A literature review, that informed ways

to define and measure leadership in center-based
ECE settings for use in informing policy and practice
(Kirby et al. 2021). The literature review along with the
ExCELS theory of change (Douglass, Kirby, and Malone
2023) guided the development of a new measure of
leadership in center-based ECE settings. Defining and
measuring the key elements to strong ECE leadership
could inform policies or funding strategies for pro-

fessional development, training, or technical assis-
tance efforts to support ECE center staff as leaders
and agents of quality improvement. Additionally,

a measure of leadership could expand the empirical
understanding of what makes for effective leadership
that produces positive outcomes for staff, center
quality, families, and children.

In this brief, we first present three key elements that
we drew from the literature to define and measure
leadership in the ECE field. The three elements are
(1) who participates in leadership, (2) what individu-
als bring to leadership, and (3) what center staff do
as leaders to promote positive outcomes. We then
describe how leadership can influence outcomes.
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We conclude this brief with a summary of next steps
for a new measure of ECE leadership that can inform
policy and practice.

Literature review methods

The review (Kirby et al. 2021) drew from 51 sources,
30 that were specific to ECE. We used a two-tiered
search strategy to identify sources to review:

. A comprehensive search on leadership in ECE,
focusing on leaders within center-based settings
that serve children birth to five.

- Atargeted search for reviews, syntheses, or meta-
analyses of leadership in the K-12, health, and
management fields that best apply to the unique
qualities of ECE settings and ECE leadership.

In searching other fields, we were not exhaustive;
we identified commonalities in defining leader-
ship and the unigue contributions that come from
perspectives outside of ECE. For each source, we
documented the leadership measures used; data
sources and respondents; leadership elements
examined; and whether and how the association
between leadership and outcomes was assessed.
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Who participates in leadership

When we think of leadership, we often think of indi-
viduals in formal management roles. Center based
ECE programs typically have at least one formal
manager role, such as a center director. Center
directors or others who hold management positions
have an important and essential role in leadership;
however, leadership in center-based ECE settings can
also include teaching staff and families. Leadership
is a process of influencing change and can include
anyone who contributes to decision-making and
improvement. In this way, teaching staff and family
contributions are important to consider when defin-
ing who participates in leadership in center-based
ECE settings.

Distributed leadership recognizes the participation
of teaching staff and families in leadership, which
may be well suited to the ECE context.

Distributed leadership in the ECE context refers

to the combined participation of center managers,
teaching staff, and families in decision-making,
planning, and implementing change. It values the
expertise and contributions of a range of individuals
as leaders (Heikka and Hujala 2013; Nicholson et.

al. 2018; Spillane 2001). In this way, participation in
leadership is seen more broadly as a set of actions or
behaviors among many individuals rather than
centralized with one person in a formal position.

The goals and values that are reflected in a distrib-
uted leadership approach align well with the ECE
context. ECE research highlights that distributed
leadership embeds relational competencies and
practices, an ethic of care and collaboration, inclu-
sivity, and shared power—all of which align with
the context and goals of the ECE field (Austin 2014;
Dunlop 2008; Douglass 2017; Leeson et al. 2012;
Nicholson et al. 2018; Sims and Waniganayake 2015).
In addition, distributed leadership supports equity
because it is a way of sharing and distributing power
and decision-making across a range of individuals
with different backgrounds and perspectives.
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Center manager leaders: staff (one or multiple)
who hold formal responsibility for overseeing
administrative, operational, and instructional
activities within an ECE center including a
primary site leader or director

Teaching staff leaders: teaching staff (lead,

head, or co-teachers and assistant teachers) who
carry responsibilities in the classroom and hold
formal or informal responsibilities to supervise
and support other teaching staff or contribute to
decision-making and center quality improvement

Leadership: the combination of center manager
and teaching staff leaders that exist within an
ECE center, and the contributions of families to
decision-making, change, and improvement

Distributed leadership can flourish in a variety
of formal management structures based on a
supportive center culture and good internal
communication.

The characteristics of a center (such as its size,
funding, profit status, or whether it is part of a
larger organization or chain) can influence who the
leaders are in the formal management structure.
For example, within a larger organization, the
formal management structure might involve
higher-level executives that set policies and
practices. The type and range of funding sources
and associated requirements might also influence
the number of managers in a center (Derrick-

Mills et al. 2014; Dunlop 2008). Regardless of the
type of management structure, a collaborative,
respectful culture in which continued learning and
quality improvement is valued can influence who
participates in leadership by creating opportunities
for staff and families to contribute to decision-
making, change, and improvement (Douglass 2017;
Derrick-Mills et al. 2014; Heikka and Hujala 2013).

Center manager leaders can nurture a collaborative
culture that supports distributed leadership by
creating channels for positive, open communication
and developing processes and structures that
engage and support teaching staff and families as
leaders (Douglass 2017; Heikka 2015; Kangas et al.
2015; Pacchiano et al. 2016; Whitebook et al. 2016).
Barriers to broad participation in leadership might
exist when center managers perceive that teaching
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staff lack the capacity or knowledge to contribute

to decision-making and improvement. It might also
be limited when center managers lack knowledge
about how to design, structure, and engage
teaching staff and families in decisions about center
operations and improvement.

Measuring who participates in leadership
involves assessing the influence and
contribution of teaching staff and families
on center operations and improvement.
Teaching staff and families can contribute
to decision-making, alongside center
managers, regardless of the management
structure of a center.

The EXCELS measure is based on surveys of
center managers and all teaching staff. It
gathers the perception of center staff about
family contributions to decision-making and
improvement to help assess who participates
in leadership.

What individuals bring to leadership

What individuals bring to leadership—their
qualifications (education, training, and experience)
and values, beliefs about ECE—can change and
develop over time. The ECE literature on leadership
pushes against the notion that leadership is driven
by specific traits that are inherent in some people
(Douglass 2017; Dunlop 2008; Heikka and Hujala
2013; Nicholson et al. 2018; Sims et al. 2015; Wang
and Ho 2018; Leeson et al. 2012). The literature
emphasizes that individuals can develop their
potential for leadership.

An individual's values and beliefs, in combination
with their education, training, and experience, can
influence their participation in center leadership and
what they are able to do as leaders.

The level of education and type of training or experi-
ence of ECE center managers might influence their
confidence as leaders, their approach to leadership
and supporting teaching staff, and the quality of
practices they pursue (Aubrey et al. 2013; Smith et

al. 2019; Talan et al. 2014). For example, managers
with formal degrees and ECE-specific training or
certification might have more confidence and ability
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to pursue practices that support classroom teaching
and strong administration of the center. Education
and training might also contribute to the skills and
confidence of teaching staff to actively participate

in decision-making and initiating change (Sims and
Waniganayake 2015).

Individuals' professional identity and sense of them-
selves as leaders is particularly important to their
participation in leadership (Abel et al. 2017; Douglass
2017, 2018; Dunlop 2008; Shivers 2012; Sims et al.
2015; Talan et al. 2014; Wang and Ho 2018). Similarly,
self-efficacy, self-conception, sense of empower-
ment, and sense of purpose as a leader can be critical
factors in how much an individual contributes to
leadership. This can be true for individuals in formal
management roles as well as for teaching staff who
might identify as educators or practitioners.

How individuals understand and view the work

of teaching and caring for young children can be

as important as their identity and sense of self in
influencing whether and how they participate in
leadership. The values and beliefs of center managers
and teaching staff that might influence their leader-
ship include mindsets about teaching, learning, and
engaging families as well as mindsets about how to
change and improve by pursuing best practices and
continuous learning (Barblett and Kirk 2018;
Douglass et al. 2019; Dunlop 2008; Pacchiano et al.
2018; Sims et al. 2015).

Measuring what center managers and
teaching staff bring to leadership
involves looking at the education, training,
experience, values, and beliefs about ECE
that they have or develop over time which
can affect who contributes to leadership
and in what ways.

What center managers and
teaching staff do as leaders

Leadership is a process of “influencing positive
change to achieve a desired goal or generate a

new solution to a problem” (Douglass 2018, p. 388).
Through this lens, leadership can be defined by what
individuals do rather than by their job title (Douglass
2017, 2018; Dunlop 2008; Heikka and Hujala 2013).
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Leadership practices and actions can be carried out
by one or more individuals who have a variety of
roles that extend beyond formal management roles.
Defining leadership by actions and practices includes
teaching staff as well as center managers as leaders.

Emphasizing actions and practices can improve our
understanding of who demonstrates leadership.

The actions individuals take or practices they pursue
in center-based ECE settings reflects their knowl-
edge, skills, and abilities. Knowledge, skills, and
abilities can inform a competency framework, which
is useful for hiring, training, and supporting leaders
(Abel et al. 2017; Institute of Medicine and National
Research Council 2015). We can also view these as

the competencies leaders need to effectively engage
in certain practices and behaviors. For example, any
manager can attempt to resolve conflicts between
staff, but a manager with greater interpersonal and
team-building skills might do it more effectively than
one with weaker skills in this area. The K-12 educa-
tion and health care literature places less emphasis
on measuring knowledge, skills, and abilities to
understand leadership and instead focuses on actions
and behaviors (Hitt and Tucker 2016; Berghout et

al. 2017). In the ExCELS study, we identified a set of
practices that reflect the actions and behaviors of
effective leadership in center-based ECE settings.

Leadership practices that might support positive
outcomes in center-based ECE settings fall into five
categories.

The ECE empirical literature suggests practices in
five categories that represent effective leadership

to produce positive outcomes for classroom quality
and children's social-emotional development and
language skills (Arbour et al. 2016; Ehrlich et al. 2018;
Lower and Cassidy 2007; Rohacek et al.2010; Talan
and Bloom 2011; Whalen et al. 2016; Whitebook et al.
2016). There is further empirical support about the
effectiveness of these practices in producing positive
outcomes from the K-12 education (Hitt and Tucker
2016) and management (Dunst et al. 2018) fields
where more research on leadership has been done
relative to the ECE field. Drawing from the literature,
we grouped the practices into five categories to rep-
resent what center managers and teaching staff can
do as leaders in center-based ECE settings.
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1. Instructional quality practices that promote,
facilitate, and enable high quality teaching and
classroom quality.

« Examples include: using observation and feed-
back to help teaching staff improve, using data for
improvement, ensuring dedicated time for collabo-
rative instructional planning and support.

2. Relational coordination practices among center-
based staff to create and sustain a culture of
respect, collaboration, and continuous learning.

« Examples include: building and sustaining rela-
tionships with and between staff, fostering positive
workplace climate, collaboration across staff and
among peers, establishing structures that support
respectful collaboration and communication.

Relational coordination is defined as shared
goals, shared knowledge, mutual respect,
and high-quality communication between
center managers, teaching staff, other center
staff, and families.

3. Relational coordination practices with families
and the community to promote engagement and
partnerships.

« Examples include: setting policies to promote family
partnerships, conducting activities to engage with
families, engaging with the community and the field.

4. Strategic practices that establish and implement
a shared strategic vision.

« Examples include: establishing and following a
vision, conducting strategic planning, engaging in
self-reflection and learning.

5. Operational practices that establish and manage
consistent, efficient organizational structures,
operations, and performance management.

« Examples include: compliance with regulations and
requirements, ensuring smooth operations, and
fiscal management.

Measuring what center staff do as leaders
involves looking at the actions center
managers and teaching staff take and the
practices they pursue in the five categories
to promote quality and positive outcomes for
staff, families, and children.
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Practices that support instructional quality and
that promote relational coordination go hand in
hand to influence positive outcomes for classroom
quality and children.

Two categories of practice—building relationships
with staff (referred to as facilitative, collaborative, or
relational coordination) and promoting instructional
quality—are often connected in the literature as
essential practices for effective ECE leaders (Douglass
2017; Pacchiano et al. 2016). Practices within these two
categories, when bundled together, have demonstrated
positive associations with classroom quality and child
outcomes. A random assignment study of a professional
development program found that when center directors
adopted practices that promoted ambitious instruction
and learning together with practices that emphasized
staff participation and collaboration they achieved more
growth in children’s social-emotional development
than when an emphasis on staff participation and
collaboration was absent (Whalen et al. 2016). Another
rigorous ECE study found that the bundle of practices
that promoted ambitious instruction and learning,

used data for improvement, and emphasized staff
participation and collaboration had positive impacts on
classroom quality and children's language development
(Arbour et al. 2016).

How leadership can influence
quality and child outcomes

The ExCELS project was motivated, in part, from
longstanding questions in the field about what
changes might produce improved outcomes for
children's learning and development in ECE centers,
particularly centers that support children living in
low-income households. Understanding leadership
in ECE and its role in promoting quality improve-
ment might help improve outcomes for young
children. Leadership, however, influences child and
family outcomes indirectly given the many factors
in the classroom, home, and community that may
have a more direct role. We highlight some findings
from the literature that provide insight into how
leadership might influence child outcomes.

Center managers improve children's learning by
building a positive organizational climate and rela-
tional trust with teaching staff.

Empirical work in K-12 education provides import-
ant findings that can be helpful in understanding
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what ECE center managers can do to engage staff
in leadership that can lead to positive outcomes for
children. These studies found that:

/ leaders must build and support relational coor-
dination as a critical element of an environment
that promotes teacher instructional practice and
leadership, and ultimately results in improved
outcomes for students (Bryk et al. 2010);

/ principals’ leadership, as defined by teacher per-
ceptions of principal instructional leadership and
principal—teacher trust, was associated with qual-
ity and student outcomes through the learning
climate (Sebastian and Allensworth 2012);

/ leadership's association with student achievement
comes through the leader’s influence on teacher
motivation and the work environment (Seashore
Louis et al. 2010); and

/ variations in student outcomes from leadership
practices stem, in part, from the level of teacher
trust in the school leader (Hitt and Tucker 2016).

Center managers build relational coordination
and improve the center climate and work envi-
ronment through their actions and practices
(what they do as leaders).

While the structure and scale of K-12 education

is quite different from that of center-based ECE
settings, the direct connection of teaching staff
with children is similar. The findings from the K-12
education field highlight the importance of center
managers building a positive, collaborative climate
that engages teaching staff in leadership to foster
positive experiences and outcomes for children.

Involving teaching staff as leaders is important to
improving quality and child outcomes.

Distributed leadership may be especially important
when it comes to quality improvement. Teaching staff
might have formal roles as leaders, for example by
supervising or mentoring other teachers, or serving
on a leadership team representing teachers (Heikka
and Hujala 2013; Pacchiano et al. 2018; Wang and Ho
2018). Teaching staff can also be leaders in infor-
mal ways by building relationships with families or
identifying a solution to a problem and working to
implement a change to achieve a better outcome
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(Wang and Ho 2018). Teaching staff might also
act as leaders by empowering and collaborating
with other teaching staff, for example, on making
changes to meet quality standards.

Relational coordination cultivates distributed
leadership, involving teaching staff as leaders in
decision-making and quality improvement.

Participation in leadership among teaching staff can
help create a culture of continuous learning that

has been associated with quality improvement. One
experimental study found that when teachers and
center managers were involved in a process of con-
tinuous quality improvement together, this collective
action had a positive impact on center quality and
children's language development (Arbour et al. 2016).
This suggests that the actions of teaching staff (what
they do as leaders) play an essential role in leadership
for change and improvement.

Next steps for measuring ECE
leadership

Building on what we learned from the research liter-
ature, and using data from a descriptive study of 110
centers conducted in 2022, the project team created
the ExCELS leadership measure. The measure includes
the three key elements of leadership, described in

this brief, to specify (1) who participates in leadership
by including individuals who hold formal roles as

well as teaching staff and families who contribute to
decision-making for change and improvement, (2)
what center managers and teaching staff bring to
leadership and, (3) what center managers and teaching
staff do as leaders based on the actions and practices
they pursue. The measure captures what leadership
looks like in center-based ECE settings based on these
three key elements. The measure will help assess the
breadth of participation in leadership among staff

and families (i.e., distributed leadership). It could also
identify leadership strength, or areas in need of atten-
tion. In this way, the measure could point to leadership
development needs or technical assistance initiatives
that might build skills, confidence, and the ability of
center staff to pursue actions that promote quality and
positive outcomes for children. The measure can also
advance research to examine how each of the three
elements of leadership might be used as a lever on its
own, or in combination, to produce positive outcomes
for staff, center quality, and families and children.
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	Involving teaching staff as leaders is important to improving quality and child outcomes.
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