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 Early years’ education is an important foundation for a child’s life-long 

learning, and leaders and managers in early childhood work settings have an 

important role in creating a nurturing environment that supports and enables 

children to learn regardless of their needs. This study investigates the 

challenges and contradictions leaders and managers face in early childhood 

education (ECE) settings. It examines how pedagogical praxis can be 

leveraged to foster inclusivity focusing on the tension between the intrinsic 

value of play and the pressure of child performativity meeting performance 

benchmarks. This qualitative study offers a constructive discussion on 

leadership practices in ECE and inclusion in Malaysia. The thematic analysis 

of nine interviews analyzed by N-VIVO software and showed the important 

considerations for enhancing leadership and management approaches, 

creating more inclusive spaces, and supporting the holistic development of 

early childhood curricula. The result offers a rich description of how leading 

practices are increasingly influenced by dominant trends in educational 

policies and society, including neoliberal agendas and narrowly conceived 

accountability systems that focus on measurable outcomes. It underlines the 

centrality of supporting the ongoing professional development of educators. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Given the caring and delicate nature of the field of early years education, leadership and 

management are pivotal in the creation and maintenance of inclusive and high-quality learning environments. 

These areas are profoundly influenced by prevailing educational ideologies that determine what is seen as the 

most relevant set of priorities and pedagogical approaches [1]. One of the key tensions within early childhood 

settings deals with the value attributed to the intrinsically playful nature of children’s learning, compared 

with the growing pressure for performativity and results [2]. This tension is deeply rooted within wider 

educational and societal developments that emphasize the importance of academic results over children’s 

holistic development even though early years education is becoming an ever more important foundational 

pillar of lifelong learning and development [3], a disheartening gap between the ideals of educational policies 

and the realities inside the walls of early years settings which continues to widen [4]. This study explores 

how leaders and managers in early childhood education (ECE) reconcile these contradictions, with specific 

attention to the practices that make for inclusive and pedagogically sound learning environments in Malaysia. 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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Leadership in early childhood goes beyond administrative duties. It involves inspiring, motivating 

and empowering educators, staff and families alike to partner with them to reach a shared vision for the 

setting. Strong leadership in ECE is represented by individuals who understand child development, advocate 

for best practices, and lead others within an environment for continuous learning and growth [5]. Leaders in 

these sites are continually trying to reconcile the often-competing needs of children, educators and the 

community in an environment that is governed by regulatory and policy frameworks. Neoliberal policies 

focused on accountability, standardization and performance metrics can be in direct tension with child-

centered pedagogies that are characterized by play, exploration and social-emotional learning [6]. In this 

way, educational leaders are called upon to navigate competing demands while also seeking ways to limit 

exclusionary practices [7]. According to Sisson et al. [8], engaging leadership and management that create a 

positive learning environment and provide high-quality educational experiences are associated with improved 

developmental outcomes for children. Previous studies [9], [10] demonstrated that pedagogical contradictions 

became more acute when research revealed that the quality of early years education directly influences 

lifelong learning and developmental trajectories. 

In the light of that, early childhood development includes, promotes and champions inclusive 

education as an entitlement and as a fundamental right. It became a politically popular term within public 

policy and practice. There has been a surge of interest in this concept, and it has also become a focus of 

educational research. Effective inclusion depends on the application of inclusive values and principles in 

early childhood practice but to do this most effectively there are gaps between theory and practice, this is 

compounded by insufficient resources and training, and by the impact of social and cultural prejudices [11]. 

Kong [12] highlighted that in Malaysian contexts where educational policy often lags behind pedagogical 

innovation. Thus, it is possible to close that gap by showing how policies can better engage with ground-level 

educational practices. Specifically, this study explores what tensions and challenges leaders and managers 

face in ECE settings in implementing play-based pedagogies. The study also examines how leaders and 

managers negotiate the tensions and what it means for their educational practices. It also examines how these 

professionals put inclusive practices into action. Thus, the research questions (RQs) of the study are: 

- RQ1: How do ECE leaders and managers balance scholarly policy mandates with play-based learning? 

- RQ2: How do ECE leaders and managers implement inclusion when they are following performance-

based learning? 

- RQ3: What are ECE leaders’ efforts to incorporate cultural competence in leadership and teaching to 

promote inclusivity in diverse Malaysian schools? 

- RQ4: How do ECE managers work to integrate the demands of social and educational policy with child-

centered development? 
In addition, the research objectives (ROs) of the study are formulated as: 

- RO1: to understand how ECE leaders balance play with pedagogical imperatives of academic 

competence.  

- RO2: to determine the challenges specific to ECE leaders in designing inclusive learning spaces under 

strict policy models. 

- RO3: to understand how ECE managers implement cultural responsiveness and inclusion in ECE in 

Malaysia. 

- RO4: to discuss how ECE leaders negotiate between policy requirements and children’s whole 

development needs in early education. 

 

 

2. RELATED STUDIES 

In the rapidly changing environment of early years education, it is crucial to pay attention to major 

trends in education and society, since they are deeply influencing the leadership and management practices in 

early years settings, these trends have direct implications on the way current policies and practices of 

inclusivity are shaped, and how the priorities of early years leaders and managers are influenced by societal 

expectations, by paying attention to these shifts, we can better understand how to address the current 

challenges in early years pedagogy to ensure the effectiveness of ECE. Kinzel [13] discussed the crucial 

contribution of indigenous knowledge to ECE to build reconciliation in our nest. This study critically shows 

the importance of diverse perspectives and cultural practices to enhance leadership and management 

practices in early childhood settings. Rahmatullah et al. [14] viewed the importance of local community 

participation in Malaysian early childhood care and education centers. The study highlighted the role of 

community participation in shaping leadership and management practices in early childhood settings. By 

involving the local community, children can feel much more comfortable enrolling in an early childhood 

center as they already know some familiar faces around them and this will enable them to integrate well in 

the new environment. Cooper and McKee [15] studied the management, leadership, and governance of ECE 
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in Canada their study showed the diverse approaches and practices in leadership and management in ECE 

across different countries. It also showed that there are no one-size-fits-all strategies that can apply to all 

educational contexts and a need for context-specific leadership in this sector to be fostered and shaped. 

Besides discussed the role of a supervisor in shaping the leadership model of middle-level managers working 

in ECE, the study emphasizes the need for a job definition and leadership expectations to be established by 

supervisors in ECE to shape effective leadership practices [16]. Research by Ali [17] is an interesting study 

that discussed innovative leadership management in ECE by aiming to describe patterns of innovative 

leadership in this context. His result emphasizes the need to introduce innovative approaches to leadership 

and management in ECE to adapt in the evolving landscape of education and the changing needs of children. 

Distributed leadership structures in ECE (focusing on co-creative approaches), but their work is not 

very specific to Malaysia’s culture and policy context [18]. So does Stamopoulos [19], who call for the use of 

adaptive leadership in pre-school, but who does not even take the time to explore what is at stake here, in 

Malaysia, in play-based learning versus academic performance measures. Empirically describe the leadership 

behavior of ECE, by drawing on management practices, without going into the cultural and policy context of 

Malaysia [20]. Siraj-Blatchford and Manni [20] provided theoretical information but does not account for the 

specific policy constraints and cultural norms that guide the actions of Malaysian ECE leaders. Research by 

Muijs et al. [21] evaluated leadership studies in early childhood and note areas for development that have not 

yet been addressed, without focus on the particular challenges of incorporating play within performance-

based pedagogy in Malaysia. Research by Rodd [22] provided a synthesis of early childhood leadership 

theories and practices, which is a good reference book but does not address Malaysia specifically nor how 

cultural norms and educational policy impact ECE leadership. Heikka and Hujala [23] were empirical 

researchers on distributed leadership, which offer a richer view of leadership processes without exploring the 

Malaysian ECE leaders’ response to play-based learning and school performance demands. Colmer et al. [24] 

consider professional learning leadership in early childhood settings but report on professional development 

without talking to Malaysian ECE leaders on policy and culture challenges. Research by Sims et al. [25] 

explored the ideas about early childhood leadership and the impact on professionalism-interesting reading, 

but it was not an account of Malaysian education or the unique tensions between play-based pedagogy and 

university policies. Lastly, research by Waniganayake et al. [26] explored the topic of leadership in ECE but 

are merely broad in scope, and do not address Malaysia’s particular cultural and policy environment which is 

the focus of this paper. On the other hand, this paper will attempt to close this void with the Malaysian 

scenario, giving a fresh look into the ways ECE leaders address these particular issues. 

Furthermore, leadership is an enabler in navigating contradictions and pedagogical practices to 

promote inclusivity. In this particular study, Kirby et al. [27] was developing a new measure of ECE 

leadership to support quality improvements. The study highlights the importance of leadership in the ECE. 

Study by Ball [6] noted that neoliberal pressures toward, for instance, quantifiable measures of literacy and 

numeracy marginalize key developmental aspects, such as emotional and social development. An emphasis 

on marketized approaches to education and economic performance measures over the ‘central tenets of 

education’ can lead to a marginalization of play, which has a significant role to play in children’s overall 

development. On a different note, Vygotskian theories emphasize the importance of play in the cognitive, 

social and emotional development of children, and it is suggested that this is supported by a growing 

consensus that play is important as it helps children develop the vital language and problem-solving skills 

they need [28]. Having examined the complex interplay among leadership, management, contradictions, and 

pedagogical practices in ECE, this review establishes a foundation for filling particular deficiencies by 

formulating targeted research enquiries that seek to further understand how these factors interact to influence 

educational outcomes and inclusiveness in educational environments. Hence, the main objective of this study 

explores what tensions and challenges leaders and managers face in ECE settings in implementing play-based 

pedagogies. 

 

 

3. RESEARCH METHOD 

The study employs a qualitative research design to understand the experiences and perceptions of 

early years leaders and managers. Qualitative research is most useful for exploring rich, complex phenomena 

that are deeply context-bound as is the case here, with an exploration of the interactions between leadership, 

pedagogical praxis and inclusivity in ECE [29]. The emphasis on qualitative methods enables the researchers 

to delve into the details of leadership and management practices and the complexity of pedagogical issues 

that leaders and managers face in becoming more inclusive. This study takes place in a variety of early years 

education settings in Malaysia, allowing for a nuanced exploration of challenges and strategies that are 

reflective of the diverse educational landscape outlined in the Malaysia Education Blueprint 2013-2025 [30].  

Data was collected through semi-structured interviews. Participants consisted of nine purposively 

sampled early years leaders, educators and policymakers. Data were encoded and classified into themes with 
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N-VIVO 14 software. Consequently, the interviews resulted in the development of coding frameworks that 

encompassed conceptual elements elucidating the perspectives and experiences of early years leaders in 

Malaysia. Subcategories were subsequently added to enhance the investigation for rigorous and dependable 

findings. Thematic identifies emerging patterns in the data, about how leadership and management practices 

support (or do not support) inclusivity and how they navigate pedagogical contradictions. Thematic analysis 

will be done concerning the analytical literature and the data will be analyzed with trustworthiness through 

N-VIVO software to ensure the highest standards in qualitative work, including the use of triangulation of 

data, member checking and peer review. 

 

 

4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The study’s findings are organized around the themes of changes in educational and societal policy 

that influence leadership practice; the tensions of play and performativity; and the contradictions between 

those policy expectations and the realities of classroom life. These themes are informed by background 

factors in the participants both as individuals and their experience as followers–as well as the analysis 

between cases that shows how macro-level influences feed into decisions and strategies and how policy-

practice tensions are managed. The study then offers practical suggestions about how to create more inclusive 

and holistic ECE environments and provides a rich account that highlights the dilemmas and complexities of 

leadership and management in the early years. 

The question for this study was: How do early years leaders and managers manage tensions between 

academic policy and intrinsically playful value approaches to pedagogy that promote responsive education, 

inclusivity, and holistic development in ECE settings? Table 1 shows the summary of the interviews in which 

the early years educational leaders talked about policies balancing academic and play-based learning with the 

need for their settings to be responsive, inclusive, and holistically developmentally informed. 

 

 
Table 1. Themes, codes, and supporting excerpts from the transcript 

Themes Codes Excerpts 

Integrated curriculum 

design 

Balancing academics and 

play, extended learning 

hours, curriculum adaptation 

“The shift towards early academic achievement has influenced my approach. 

We have had to adapt our curriculum to incorporate more structured 

learning activities.” 
Inclusivity and cultural 

responsiveness 

Inclusivity efforts, cultural 

sensitivity in curriculum 

“Societal expectations, particularly those from parents and policymakers, 

push us to enhance our inclusivity practices. This has led us to incorporate 

diverse teaching strategies and resources to better support children from 
different backgrounds and with various learning needs.” 

Flexible educational 

policies 

Flexible policy application “Find that there is a disparity between the structured outcomes that policies 

emphasize and the flexible, individualized approaches needed in the 
classroom. Policies can sometimes be too rigid, whereas classroom practice 

needs to adapt to the unique need.” 

Advocacy and policy 
dialogue 

Advocacy for policy change, 
stakeholder collaboration 

“We advocate for adjustments to policies when necessary to better fit the 
practical needs of our setting.” 

Professional 

development focus 

Professional development in 

inclusivity 

“Seeking out additional support and training for our staff to meet these 

diverse needs effectively.” 

 

 

Figure 1 presents the voices of early years educators on the challenges of academic policy and the 

need for play-based approaches to holistic child development. The figure summarizes themes and codes 

distilled from interview thematic analyses that identify key obstacles and learning adaptations leaders use to 

keep academic requirements within inclusive targets. It summarizes the conversation of ECE leaders 

straddling policy requirements and child-centered practice, which helps frame the study’s main conclusion in 

a more subtle light. 

From the results of our interviews with nine early years leaders and managers, an account emerges 

of how they are negotiating the tensions between policy-driven academic directives and the intrinsic value of 

play in the pedagogy that informs their own early responsive, inclusive and holistic development-focused 

educational practices. These leaders are adapting curriculum to accommodate academic agendas alongside 

play-based learning, a strategy enacted to dampen the pernicious effects of early academic directives while 

safeguarding play’s developmental value, and with theories of Vygotskian play that highlight play’s 

significance in children’s development of higher-level cognitive, social and emotional processes as a 

backdrop. This kind of balanced curriculum design is further supported by moves towards inclusive and 

culturally responsive programming, a practice that affirms specifically ethnic minority students’ ways of 

being and knowing in the classroom, something that in turn echoes the findings from the aforementioned 
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earlier studies by Kinzel [13] and Stamopoulos [19] focusing on how diverse ways of thinking and doing in 

ECE settings can be advantageous for developing early childhood leadership and management. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 1. The perception of early years leaders on tensions between academic policy and intrinsically playful 

value approaches to pedagogy that promote responsive education, inclusivity, and holistic development 

 

 

Additionally, the very flexibility of policy application endorsed by these leaders is consistent with 

the nature of adaptive educational policies that seek to provide educational practice with the autonomy and 

space to respond flexibly to the unique and shifting ecologies of early childhood. This flexibility, along with 

broader educational writings about divergent practice across nations, suggests the increased need for 

adaptive, place-based educational leadership able to respond to the challenge of new educational landscapes, 

which requires the development of dynamic leadership approaches. Furthermore, how advocacy mirrors 

practice, and how collaboration with key stakeholders is embraced, reflects the proactive approach necessary 

to bring policy to meet practical needs for example, what students need, and what teachers can provide the 

ability to make those difficult conversations to create environments in which quality can flourish that 

exemplifies good leadership practices. The result shows, as in the study by Rahmatullah et al. [14], the role 

of decentralized participatory governance at the community level in creating responsive and inclusive 

leadership practices in early childhood settings, and the reasons why localized measures of integration and 

inclusivity are needed. It also aligns with the research by Cooper and McKee [15] and Ali [17], which 

highlighted the value of diversity in leadership styles, and the need to invest in transformative, context-

specific strategies, which are necessary to make sense of the new frontiers of early childhood development. 

The result also shows that investing in ongoing professional development, especially in the area of 

inclusion demonstrates these leaders’ commitment to leading teachers to develop skills in both meeting the 

needs of diverse learners and increasingly addressing the intersectionality and complexity of those needs. In 

reviewing the professional development activities, it is evident that these practices are supported by studies 

that explore leadership in educational quality in relation to targeted training and development. Together, 

these point to a sophisticated understanding of the tensions and challenges within early education 

(pedagogical, anthropological, social, emotional, developmental, and political) and to how these tensions can 

be negotiated through the leadership of individuals who demonstrate a deep understanding of policy 

limitations and educational ideals-in this case, inclusive, responsive and developmentally appropriate 

pedagogies. In taking this nuanced approach to managing the tensions that exist within education, the 

findings of this study are in harmony with the existing literature. A common theme in this literature is that, 

under neoliberal pressures, core developmental elements in ECE persist as often marginalized forces. As we 

have shown, a nuanced understanding of the dynamics of education policy and pedagogy, in turn, supports 

the importance of maintaining education’s core elements through new and flexible approaches to leadership. 
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This study supports and advances the literature on ECE leadership, particularly the interplay 

between play-based learning and policy-driven scholarly expectations. Several studies [2], [3] emphasized 

the neoliberal shift toward testable educational performance that typically excludes developmental processes 

like play. Research by Stamopoulos [19] similarly calls attention to the developmental significance of play in 

early childhood and recommends policy interventions that promote a holistic approach. Research by 

Nicholson et al. [5] in Malaysia also looks at the role of education policies on inclusivity, this work digs a 

little deeper and addresses Malaysian ECE leaders’ actual problems. In addition, Moshel and Berkovich [16] 

study on leadership implies fluid, context-dependent solutions, an observation that runs well with this paper’s 

findings. Another research [3], [14] agrees with the notion that cultural factors affect educational leadership 

and inclusion work in multiracial settings. The results add to this evolving research collection in that they 

provide evidence about the way Malaysian ECE leaders manage these conflicts. They affirm calls made by 

Sisson et al. [8] for leadership practices that can meet the policy and pedagogical needs of ECE. 

Finally, this research sheds light on the challenges facing ECE practitioners in Malaysia in 

reconciling play pedagogy with performance-based academic policy. Such results parallel much wider 

thinking on neoliberal practices in education, for example in a study by Ball [6] where policy-driven 

emphasis on outcomes is incompatible with whole-child practice. Yet our work is different in that 6we place 

these conflicts in the context of Malaysia’s particular cultural and policy environment, with its expectations 

and limitations. This cultural complexity complicates the lives of ECE leaders, who must shift their practices 

in order to be inclusive and meet national performance expectations. This tension demands policy space that 

is more adaptive for play-based learning methods, taking their developmental merits into account [31]. The 

implications are concrete: Malaysian policymakers might be inclined to adopt adaptive regulations that place 

inclusivity and a fair share of early childhood development at the forefront. For all the lessons here, the work 

is bounded by the confines of this one country, and more future research might build upon these observations 

to probe similar issues in other cultural and policy environments. These factors might also provide a 

framework for adaptive leadership that will help drive a more inclusive, developmentally sensitive ECE 

environment. 

 

4.1.  Implication of the study 

These findings point to important lessons for policymakers and ECE practitioners. First, the tension 

between the inherent virtue of play and the demands of academic rigor poses challenges to education policy 

that acknowledges the collective value of play-based learning in conjunction with curricular improvement. 

Essentially, what this research suggests is that, from policymaking levels down to practitioner-level 

knowledge, it is important to develop flexible educational policies and frameworks that balance 

developmental needs and academic rigor. Policies ought to be developed that promote playful environments 

where play is not set aside or undervalued but rather integrated in a complementary way with more structured 

and academic learning to optimize cognitive, social and emotional development. For practitioners, the 

findings stress the importance of professional learning throughout educators’ careers so that they are 

knowledgeable and competent enough to work with different groups of students in our schools; and the 

emphasis on inclusive and culturally responsive education also emphasizes the need for pedagogies and 

practices that are flexible and responsive to the diverse learning needs of students in our multicultural society 

such as Malaysia.  

In addition, continuous training and support in such areas provide educators with the necessary 

support and scaffolding to adopt more inclusive and culturally responsive educational practices to meet the 

evolving educational demands and changing sociocultural contexts. Ultimately, the research findings 

highlight the importance of developing a closer collaborative relationship between policymakers and 

practitioners to promote ECE settings as supportive, inclusive and appropriate learning environments for 

children. For future studies, expanding these analyses into a range of cultures would provide much needed 

information on the influence of different policy environments on ECE leadership practices. Longitudinal 

studies could also determine how adaptive leadership practices influenced children’s social, emotional and 

academic development over time in play-based, inclusive environments. 

 

4.2.  Limitations of the study 

This study illustrates some of the difficulties between policy-driven academic expectations and the 

psychological and developmental foundations of play in ECE settings in Malaysia, and the leadership 

practices to manage these tensions. The findings drew a picture of ECE leaders and managers balancing high 

academic expectations and their concerns for early years development, with emphases that fell within the 

aspects of educational policies to support child development holistically, inclusive and in culturally 

responsive ways. The recommendations included professional development and support for educators in the 

areas of inclusive educational practices and culturally knowing and engaging with children and families.  
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The need for a strong ECE programmed is paramount in a child’s life, and ECE will forever remain the 

strongest foundation for lifelong learning, as child’s rationale is deeply grounded and humanistic. It is 

therefore imperative that there exists a collaborative synergy between policymakers and practitioners to see 

this crucial stage in a child’s life being given the best opportunities to learn, play, socialize, and thrive. 

 

 

5. CONCLUSION 

The study exposed the delicate tensions with which leaders and managers of ECE settings in 

Malaysia navigate between responding to benchmarks for academic achievement and valuing play for its own 

sake. Accommodating the curriculum with themed, academic activities that, nonetheless, remain embedded 

within a play-based curriculum, is part of a responsive strategy of making sense of the request to become part 

of a global sea of school-readiness discourse that values play for the development of young children while 

conversely responding to explicit directives for academic accountability. In this way, leaders implement 

adaptive strategies that value children’s readiness for achieving academically while at the same time further 

promoting their holistic development-cognitive, social, and emotional. The interview analysis pointed to the 

leaders’ adaptivity in fostering play-rich, child-centered environments. It draws upon Vygotskian theory and 

current research regarding the developmental benefits of play for young learners. 

Moreover, great emphasis on inclusivity and cultural responsiveness in these ECEs, caught-up with 

societal demands and shifting policies. ECE leaders are adjusting their curricula to cater to diverse student 

backgrounds, which reflexively guides the teaching practice to be more inclusive and reflective of the 

Malaysian multicultural context. Reflexively, to promote flexible ECE policies, which suits the specific 

needs of different settings, is pursued and highlighted in the roles of ECE leaders to promote inclusivity. This 

empirical evidence shows how policy has impacted practice and vice versa. Lastly, they highlight the 

importance of continuous professional development, especially in the area of inclusivity, which has equipped 

these ECE educators with skills to ensure that, not only do ECE leaders comply with and follow but also lead 

educational innovations that both afford the pursuit of high academic standards and the wellbeing of every 

child. 

 

 

FUNDING INFORMATION 

The authors declare that no funding was received for this study. 

 

 

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS STATEMENT 

This journal uses the Contributor Roles Taxonomy (CRediT) to recognize individual author 

contributions, reduce authorship disputes, and facilitate collaboration.  

 

Name of Author C M So Va Fo I R D O E Vi Su P Fu 

Manoharan Nalliah ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  ✓ 

Shorouk Aboudaher ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  ✓ ✓ 

Lim Wei Huan ✓      ✓   ✓    ✓ 

Esayas Teshome 

Taddese 

 ✓   ✓  ✓   ✓    ✓ 

 

C :  Conceptualization 

M :  Methodology 

So :  Software 

Va :  Validation 

Fo :  Formal analysis 

I :  Investigation 

R :  Resources 

D : Data Curation 

O : Writing - Original Draft 

E : Writing - Review & Editing 

Vi :  Visualization 

Su :  Supervision 

P :  Project administration 

Fu :  Funding acquisition 

 

 

 

CONFLICT OF INTEREST STATEMENT 

The authors declare that there are no competing interests related to this publication. 

 

 

INFORMED CONSENT 

Not applicable. No human participants were involved in this study that required informed consent. 

 

 



                ISSN: 2252-8822 

Int J Eval & Res Educ, Vol. 14, No. 5, October 2025: 3765-3773 

3772 

ETHICAL APPROVAL 

Not applicable. This study did not involve human or animal subjects requiring ethical clearance. 

 

 

DATA AVAILABILITY 

All data generated or analyzed during this study are included in this published article. Further 

inquiries can be directed to the corresponding author. 

 
 

REFERENCES 
[1] M. Hazegh, “Research on characteristics of effective early childhood leaders: Emergence of relational leadership,” in Proceedings 

of the 2020 AERA Annual Meeting, 2022, pp. 1–183, doi: 10.3102/1571450. 

[2] E. E. Ødegaard, “Reimagining “Collaborative Exploration”—A Signature Pedagogy for Sustainability in Early Childhood 

Education and Care,” Sustainability, vol. 13, no. 9, p. 5139, May 2021, doi: 10.3390/su13095139. 
[3] K. Padayachee, “Integral education for early childhood development: building values through indigenous knowledge,” Ph.D. 

dissertation, Durban University of Technology, Durban, South Africa, 2022, doi: 10.51415/10321/4753. 

[4] D. D. Schaack, V. N. Le, and J. Stedron, “When fulfillment is not enough: Early childhood teacher occupational burnout and 
turnover intentions from a job demands and resources perspective,” Early Education and Development, vol. 31, no. 7,  

pp. 1011–1030, Oct. 2020, doi: 10.1080/10409289.2020.1791648. 

[5] J. Nicholson, K. Kuhl, H. Maniates, B. Lin, and S. Bonetti, “A review of the literature on leadership in early childhood: 
examining epistemological foundations and considerations of social justice,” Early Child Development and Care, vol. 190, no. 2, 

pp. 91–122, Jan. 2020, doi: 10.1080/03004430.2018.1455036. 

[6] S. J. Ball, “Neoliberal education? Confronting the slouching beast,” Policy Futures in Education, vol. 14, no. 8, pp. 1046–1059, 
Nov. 2016, doi: 10.1177/1478210316664259. 

[7] R. O. Welsh, “Navigating tensions in school discipline: Examining school leaders, teachers, and the conversion of referrals into 

suspensions,” American Journal of Education, vol. 129, no. 2, pp. 237–264, Feb. 2023, doi: 10.1086/723064. 
[8] J. H. Sisson, L. I. Rigney, R. Hattam, and A. Morrison, “Co-constructed engagement with Australian Aboriginal families in early 

childhood education,” Teachers and Teaching, vol. 31, no. 1, pp. 16–30, Jan. 2025, doi: 10.1080/13540602.2024.2328014. 

[9] D. L. Brody, K. Emilsen, T. Rohrmann, and J. Warin, Exploring career trajectories of men in the early childhood education and 
care workforce. New York, NY: Routledge, 2021,doi: 10.4324/9781003048473. 

[10] E. Wood, “Learning, development and the early childhood curriculum: A critical discourse analysis of the Early Years Foundation 

Stage in England,” Journal of Early Childhood Research, vol. 18, no. 3, pp. 321–336, Sep. 2020,  
doi: 10.1177/1476718X20927726. 

[11] U. Sharma and J. Mullick, “Bridging the gaps between theory and practice of inclusive teacher education,” Oxford Research 
Encyclopedia of Education, 2020, doi: 10.1093/acrefore/9780190264093.013.1226. 

[12] K. Kong, “Early childhood education in Malaysia,” in International Handbook on Education in South East Asia, L. P. Symaco 

and M. Hayden, Eds., Singapore: Springer, 2022, pp. 559–590, doi: 10.1007/978-981-16-8136-3_13-2. 
[13] C. Kinzel, “Indigenous knowledge in early childhood education: Building a nest for reconciliation,” Journal of Childhood Studies, 

vol. 45, no. 1, pp. 19–32, Jan. 2020, doi: 10.18357/jcs00019397. 

[14] B. Rahmatullah, S. Md Yassin, and J. Omar, “Local community involvement in Malaysian early childhood care and education 
centers,” International Journal of Educational Management, vol. 35, no. 1, pp. 143–157, 2021, doi: 10.1108/IJEM-05-2020-0259. 

[15] E. Cooper and McKee, Bloomsbury education and childhood studies country pages. London: Bloomsbury Publishing Plc, 2021. 

[16] S. Moshel and I. Berkovich, “Supervisors as definers of a new middle-level managers’ leadership model: Typology of four 
middle-level leadership prototypes in early childhood education,” Leadership and Policy in Schools, vol. 22, no. 2, pp. 330–346, 

Apr. 2023, doi: 10.1080/15700763.2021.1950774. 

[17] M. Ali, “Innovative leadership management in early children education,” Jurnal Obsesi: Jurnal Pendidikan Anak Usia Dini,  
vol. 6, no. 4, pp. 3007–3012, Feb. 2022, doi: 10.31004/obsesi.v6i4.2198. 

[18] J. Heikka, M. Waniganayake, and E. Hujala, “Contextualizing distributed leadership within early childhood education: Current 

understandings, research evidence and future challenges,” Educational Management Administration and Leadership, vol. 41,  
no. 1, pp. 30–44, Jan. 2013, doi: 10.1177/1741143212462700. 

[19] E. Stamopoulos, “Reframing early childhood leadership,” Australian Journal of Early Childhood, vol. 37, no. 2, pp. 42–48,  

Jun. 2012, doi: 10.1177/183693911203700207. 

[20] I. Siraj-Blatchford and L. Manni, Effective leadership in the early years sector: the ELEYS study. London: Institute of Education 

Press, 2007. 

[21] D. Muijs, C. Aubrey, A. Harris, and M. Briggs, “How do they manage? A review of the research on leadership in early 
childhood,” Journal of Early Childhood Research, vol. 2, no. 2, pp. 157–169, Jun. 2004, doi: 10.1177/1476718X04042974. 

[22] J. Rodd, Leadership in early childhood: The pathway to professionalism, 4th ed. New York: Routledge, 2013.  

[23] J. Heikka and E. Hujala, “Early childhood leadership through the lens of distributed leadership,” European Early Childhood 
Education Research Journal, vol. 21, no. 4, pp. 568–580, Dec. 2013, doi: 10.1080/1350293X.2013.845444. 

[24] K. Colmer, M. Waniganayake, and L. Field, “Leading professional learning in early childhood centres: Who are the educational 

leaders?” Australasian Journal of Early Childhood, vol. 39, no. 4, pp. 103–113, Dec. 2014, doi: 10.1177/183693911403900414. 
[25] M. Sims, R. Forrest, A. Semann, and C. Slattery, “Conceptions of early childhood leadership: Driving new professionalism?” 

International Journal of Leadership in Education, vol. 18, no. 2, pp. 149–166, Apr. 2015, doi: 10.1080/13603124.2014.962101. 

[26] M. Waniganayake, S. Cheeseman, M. Fenech, F. Hadley, and W. Shepard, Leadership: contexts and complexities in early 
childhood education. South Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 2017. 

[27] G. Kirby, A. Douglass, J. Lyskawa, C. Jones, and L. Malone, “Understanding leadership in early care and education: a literature 

review,” OPRE Report 2021-02. Washington, DC: Office of Planning, Research, and Evaluation, Administration for Children and 
Families, United States Department of Health and Human Services, 2021. [Online]. Available: 

https://acf.gov/sites/default/files/documents/opre/understanding-leadership-ECE-march-2021.pdf 

[28] D. Whitebread et al., The role of play in children’s development: a review of the evidence. Billund: The LEGO Foundation, 2017. 

 



Int J Eval & Res Educ  ISSN: 2252-8822  

 

Leadership and management in early childhood: navigating contradictions and … (Manoharan Nalliah) 

3773 

[29] J. W. Creswell and J. D. Creswell, Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods approaches, 5th ed. Thousand 
Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, Inc., 2017. 

[30] Malaysia Ministry of Education, “Malaysia Education Blueprint 2013 - 2025 (Preschool to post-secondary education),” Ministry 

of Education. [Online]. Available: https://www.moe.gov.my/images/dasar-kpm/articlefile_file_003108.pdf 
[31] A. Waheeda, A. Vasudevan, S. T. Hai, and R. Balakrishnan, “Nurturing academic leadership: A quest for the ideal academic 

leadership style for Maldives higher education,” International Journal of Education and Practice, vol. 11, no. 4, pp. 837–851, 

2023, doi: 10.18488/61.v11i4.3513. 

 

 

BIOGRAPHIES OF AUTHORS 

 

 

Manoharan Nalliah     is a senior lecturer and programmed leader for the post-

graduate Diploma in Education (PGDE) at UNITAR International University. He teaches 

TESL in both undergraduate and postgraduate programs, including the PGDE. Formerly, he 

served as a senior lecturer and trainer at the Institute of Teacher Education in Kuala Lumpur, 

where he coordinated the Learning Support Centre and supported pre-service and in-service 

teacher training. As a master trainer, he played a pioneering role in the English for Teaching 

Mathematics and Science (ETeMS) programmed and trained English teachers under various 

national initiatives. Internationally, he contributed to the Malaysian-Australian Education 

Project for Afghanistan (MAEPA). His research interests include TESL methodology, ESL 

evaluation, and teaching literature, with active involvement in public speaking and storytelling 

training. He can be contacted at email: manoharan@unitar.my. 

  

 

Shorouk Aboudaher     is an assistant professor at College of Humanities and 

Sciences, Ajman University, UAE in the field of education and holds a Ph.D. in Education 

from Universiti Utara Malaysia. Her research interests include educational administration, 

leadership, planning, policy, curriculum and instructional, early childhood, qualitative and 

quantitative research. She has been published widely in both local and international journals. 

She has also attended many international conferences and research workshops. She can be 

contacted at email: shroukaboudaher@gmail.com. 

  

 

Lim Wei Huan     holds a master of Education in Educational Leadership and 

Management. He is the founders and principal of Mettaseed Education, a Malaysian 

kindergarten. He led a team that embraces a holistic, child centered approach to early years 

learning. By merging elements from both international and national curricula, he design 

programs that nurture the children emotional growth, spark creativity, and foster a lifelong 

love of discovery. He can be contacted at email: mc230924458@student.unitar.my. 

  

 

Esayas Teshome Taddese     is a senior lecturer at Faculty of Education and Liberal 

Arts, INTI International University. He holds a Ph.D. in comparative education at Northeast 

Normal University in Changchun, China. His research interests lie in the areas of teacher 

education, teacher professional development, pedagogy, and comparative education. He can be 

contacted at email: eteshome75@gmail.com. 

 

https://orcid.org/0009-0001-3131-9984
https://scholar.google.com/citations?hl=id&user=VeP7Mt4AAAAJ
https://www.scopus.com/authid/detail.uri?authorId=59743532700
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2313-1033
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=qVZ7JP8AAAAJ&hl=en
https://www.scopus.com/authid/detail.uri?authorId=57908544400
https://www.webofscience.com/wos/author/record/3025696
https://orcid.org/0009-0004-3905-1080
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8988-7311
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=vJfekksAAAAJ&hl=en
https://www.scopus.com/authid/detail.uri?authorId=57223857225
https://www.webofscience.com/wos/author/record/AFD-4391-2022

