What makes a good team leader in SEN early years contexts? -  a support staff perspective
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As a member of support staff, I have always been interested in how team leaders have worked with me to support children’s development and learning. I have had many opportunities to reflect on leadership in education and this paper aims to document the conclusions I have come to as a reflective member of support staff. During progression from a 17-year-old gaining a Level 3 Diploma to completing a BA (Hons) in Child Development and Education and undertaking a PGCE, this idea is close to my heart due to a range of experiences working with an array of diverse team leaders. In the past, ‘dynamic’ reflections have supported me in understanding previous line managers' roles to a greater extent, and can support me in the future as an aspiring Early Years Teacher. Although I have had some negative experiences which show how a leader might have an adverse impact on a workplace, I want to recognise how in my current job role, the EYT has developed and maintained a highly effective set of staff in a specialist SEN setting. The class consists of eight Foundation Stage children, the teacher and her four support staff. Throughout this reflection it will be increasingly clear that there are many characteristics a teacher may need to be a good team leader; this paper aims to explore and identify some of these in order to understand leadership further.
Building relationships
The teachers' standards state that qualified teachers must "develop effective professional relationships with colleagues” (Department for Education, 2011, p. 13). This is not the straightforward task it may appear when reflecting on negative experiences as well as published evidence. My time as support staff has lead me to understand, through previous reflections, that good communication and empathy are influential factors which establish a cohesive team dynamic, but it appears that there are more skills and strategies to implement within a class team (including trust and respect). All four characteristics are documented as influential features that a school leader must have if they are to be working at an outstanding standard (Sutcliffe, 2013; Stronge, 2007).
Facilitating the Team
When comparing my experiences between specialised SEN provision and early years settings, I suggest that many people who work within SEN have a different level of commitment in comparison with their mainstream counterparts, albeit hard to evidence. It could be speculated that this may be due to the deliberate choice that practitioners make when deciding to join a SEN setting and work with children who have more complex needs. This means that the teacher may have a committed workforce, but does that necessarily mean it is a good one? I have seen committed professionals in the past who have not received effective guidance and sometimes it has resulted in a decline of motivation. Lack of support indirectly affects pupils’ progress as well as hindering the possibility of maintaining a cohesive team dynamic. This issue seems to be reminiscent of findings within the DISS study (Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2008; Blatchford, Russell & Webster, 2012), which revealed that support staff and classroom assistants are often deployed ineffectively, thus hindering children’s attainment. In my experience, it is not only the child's progress that can be affected but also the practice of support staff. This current team I work with illustrates this point; the teacher acts as a facilitator (so to speak) and channels commitment into productivity, sustaining it throughout the weeks and months. The teacher role as a facilitator appears to be an increasingly important skill in specialist SEN provision as TAs are likely to work closer with the teacher than in mainstream settings (Takala, 2007).

Entrusting the Team 
An example that epitomises the teacher's approach is how she has included us in working on a very complicated matter regarding one of the children in our care. The child in question has an array of complexities within his diagnosis of ASD, including Pathological Demand Avoidance, and his anxiety has meant he has been absent for a significant amount of time during these first years. The teacher’s relationship with the whole team meant she could entrust us with confidential information and support us in understanding a very complex and challenging disorder. The process of sharing information has led to a congruent approach where the teacher has informed and guided us in supporting support the child. Lewin's (1943) theory of ‘Force Field Analysis' – which explores how barriers can be identified and overcome to ease the process of change - supports this concept, as keeping colleagues and employees explicitly informed supports a smooth transition that can overcome challenges within change. 
As a team, we now all have a good understanding of the child's needs so we can provide the best possible environment to help him enjoy school, thereby encouraging him to attend education more regularly. Professionals have spoken with me, emphasising what an excellent job we do as a team to accommodate this child into our class, yet none of this would have been achieved if the facilitator (teacher) had not implemented specific provision. This particular example of what I perceive as outstanding practice is not only relevant to this one child but is something experienced in my setting due to higher adult: child ratios within SEN provision (Forlin & Chambers, 2015). As there are a large number of support staff in special needs settings, the teacher has responsibilities to guide and support all her team to improve outcomes for the children. 
It is clear that there are many skills an Early Years Teacher can adopt to develop and maintain an efficient workforce; Coles & Southworth (2005) understand that trust is a significant facilitating factor when developing professional communities. Reflection suggests that trust was not the only thing strengthened in this practical example however; respectfulness, positivity, and motivation were also developed further.
Reciprocal Respect
Although all three qualities - respectfulness, positivity and motivation - are valid on their merit, I find the mutual respect for the teacher to be one of the more interesting notions. My interest in the idea of respect and how one professional perceives another is due to my own experiences of working with others in education where I have seen the benefits of esteem for others and their skillsets. Appreciation supports individuals through positive experiences as well as feeling valued as a key part of a team. Examples of positive instances raise the commitment levels of staff according to Stewart-Banks, Kuofie, Hakim, & Branch (2015), and also increase the professional’s desire and commitment to develop as a practitioner and part of a team (Fredrickson & Branigan, 2005). These perspectives indicate that respect and positive perceptions have a high influence on how a team can work cohesively. The respect this leader has is due to an array of factors, including trust and sharing information. This process emphasises what a multi-faceted task gaining respect can be, but one of the influences is a balance of professional and personal relations with colleagues. 
Conclusion
As an aspiring teacher, I hope to emulate many aspects of this EYT’s approach to working with support staff as she appears to have had a significant positive impact on children’s outcomes through deploying her support team effectively. If I am to become an effective leader myself, I must continue to reflect on these experiences as well as other examples of good practice experienced in the future. This paper has celebrated what I perceive, as a member of support staff, to be an excellent standard of provision by identifying the skills a good leader can use to promote more opportunities for a cohesive team approach. It is clear that having mutual respect and trusting in colleagues can lead to specific positive outcomes and in this circumstance has led to a productive and successful team dynamic. This cohesion has meant that the outcomes for many children have been enhanced, which is an gratifying prospect for all of us as professionals.
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