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For F, L & H  
I’m so proud to be your mummy
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Praise for Be More Toddler

‘This book is a must read for both aspiring and current school leaders and 
also trustees and governors. Emma manages to combine an incredibly 
engaging and entertaining style with important and practical messages, 
both for the profession and for the individuals within it. I wish I had been 
able to read it at a point when I turned my back on school leadership as 
the challenges of parenthood and the messy juggling this brings with it 
seemed too big a barrier. This wonderful book shows there is another 
way and that the skills and ways of thinking this chaos bring are actually 
helpful to being a great leader.’

Professor Samantha Twiselton OBE
Director of Sheffield Institute of Education (SIoE) and Vice President 
(External) Chartered College of Teaching

‘In Be More Toddler, Emma strips back all of the leadership jargon and buzz 
words and she anchors leadership in the here and now, the day to day. Her 
honest voice, her down to earth attitude, her pragmatic approach make 
for a refreshing read. How many educational leadership books have you 
read by a woman? A mother? A flexible leader? A former co-headteacher? 
I will hazard a guess and say none. In a female heavy profession, we 
have a deficit of female leaders and a distinct lack of female voices being 
published. And Emma’s voice is worth listening to, both in person, or 
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in print. Written in digestible bitesize chunks, I can imagine teachers 
squeezing in a chapter between juggling their careers and their real life. 
Moreover, I have a vision of them listening to the audiobook whilst they 
are in the bath, on the treadmill or waiting at the school gate. I know that 
each reader will nod, smile and chuckle as I did as I read each anecdote. 
This book makes you realise that you can be a leader and be human, that 
you can be a leader and be imperfect, that you can be a leader and be your 
authentic self. Emma is a warm, kind and funny teacher/mother/leader/
wife/human and she weaves the magic moments of bringing up children 
with the joys of being a teacher and a leader. She makes it clear that the 
impossible can be possible. Debunking the myth that you need to be a 
super hero to juggle it all and keep both your career and your children 
alive, she is my #womened shero, as she reminds us that it wasn’t a cape, 
it was a dress, and probably a dress with a banana smear which is tucked 
into her pants as she mounts the jungle gym. “A leadership education 
from our little learners” is a must-read for all big learners.’

Hannah Wilson
Head of Secondary Teacher Training, University of Buckingham, former 
headteacher and co-founder of #WomenEd

‘Be More Toddler offers a refreshing insight into the demanding, 
rewarding and important role of educational leadership. Emma writes 
from the heart, sharing her personal journey with readers in a lively, 
engaging and inspiring way. This book will have you nodding furiously 
in agreement, pausing for thought and laughing out loud as you are 
taken on a journey through the eyes of an educator with over 22 years 
experience within a plethora of leadership roles. Be More Toddler is the 
positive pep talk that we all need at times, reminding us of the magic, 
the wonder, the mystery and the creativity that both being a toddler and 
being an educational leader brings.’

Sarah Mullin
Author of What they didn’t teach me on my PGCE
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‘Brace yourself, world of education: here’s Emma. She’s a gust of the 
freshest breeze in discussions around leadership. Far from the empty 
pomposity of much discussion in education, Emma ‘gets it’ – she 
understands that the apparently small things (the daily fabric of life and 
laughter and love) are actually what matters the most of all. Not only 
this, but that we have so much to learn from the very smallest members 
of society. This book is chock-full of gems which make us giggle, 
exclaim and have to dab at the corner of our eyes. Emma’s is a wise 
and experienced voice, a eloquent and beautiful voice, and above all, an 
utterly authentic and unique voice that must be heard – and read – by all 
in education.’

Dr Emma Kell
Author of How to Survive in Teaching 

‘Be More Toddler is very much a call to arms. We are asked to change the 
narrative around leadership and even, heaven forbid, defy the statistics 
of the number of leaders leaving the education profession. Emma asks 
leaders to be as determined as a toddler, to hang on to your core purpose 
and be as focused on this as a toddler would, in spite of the mayhem 
around you. In particular, we are asked to keep the freshness and sense 
of freedom of a toddler, embracing newness in all its forms. This is truly 
10% braver and Emma reminds us that we can be the leader we want to 
be. For me, the formula and the secret ingredients to brilliant leaders 
include delight and passion mixed with love. It couldn’t be more toddler.  
I’m off to the ball pit – see you there.’

Vivienne Porritt
Education and leadership consultant and National Leader of WomenEd
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Foreword
By Richard Gerver

There is, I believe, a certain irony in life, that as children we want nothing 
more than to grow up and once we have, we lament our lost youth. Some 
years ago, I was working with a major tech company and the CEO was 
complaining that despite being able to appoint some of the best and the 
brightest, her team were frustratingly incapable of dealing with change, 
taking risks and self-leadership. A little glibly, I told her that she should 
only employ people under five years old. 

I remember when I was training to be a teacher, one of my lecturers told 
us that we learn somewhere between 70 and 75% of everything we learn 
in our lifetime before we are five years old. I’m not sure how you can 
quantify it to that degree, but I am still struck by the sentiment, in fact, 
all these years later, I am convinced of it. Young children are amazing. 
They are simple, instinctive creatures who assimilate so much. Every 
single moment of their young lives is new, filled with change, risk and 
opportunity. Amazingly, there are very few one year olds going through 
therapy, because they can’t cope with the uncertainty enveloping them.

I believe that one of the greatest curses of growing up is the very fact 
that we are expected to be ‘grown up’! We are led to believe that the 
answers to life come from logic, maturity, careful thought and – dare I 
say it – complexity. We become so preoccupied with the expectations of 
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others and the way they perceive us that we try so hard to be smarter; we 
latch on to complex words and phrases, we want to appear well read. We 
become obsessed with our own inadequacies, as a result we tend to live 
narrower and narrower lives, like an iris constricting the pupil in the eye 
as the light shines brighter. As a result, we stop trusting our own instincts 
that are forged by our own experiences, we doubt ourselves, double guess 
and reside in the ‘better’ and often more complex ‘wisdom’ of others – 
people who appear bigger, better and more grown up than us. As Eeyore 
would often say: ‘Oh dear.’  

I have long believed that a pursuit of simplicity is the key to almost 
everything and that the ability to regain the attitudes of childhood a 
powerful catalyst. 

Be More Toddler is the book I wish I had written (grrrrrr), but I am 
prepared to overcome my own childish jealousy to celebrate what Emma 
has done here. I salute her bravery, her honesty, her extraordinary ability 
to strip down complexity in order to uncover deep and wonderful 
insights into leadership, life and learning. This is a book that takes the 
awe and wonder of childhood, the wisdom of experience and the joy of 
living and acknowledging life by identifying the simple stuff around us 
so that we can all find ways to solve the complex problems that challenge 
us every day. I urge you all to fill your anyway up cup with a glass of 
something sweet and fruity, settle down in a cushiony corner and revel 
in the joy of her simple ‘childish’ wisdom.
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Section 1: 
Setting the scene
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Chapter 1: The ball pit revelation 

Leadership needs to change. The way we look at leadership needs to 
change. The way we talk about leadership needs to change. For too long – 
despite the hundreds of leadership books and courses out there and their 
diverse formats, diagrams, styles, presenters and writers – they all had 
one generic central narrative. Be present, be clear, get results, and they 
definitely don’t mention in them that you might also be trying to do all of 
that whilst juggling three children under five. When I was on maternity 
leave with my third baby in five years, I searched the internet for a voice 
which would help encourage me to see that leadership was doable, not 
just for me in my current situation (which was knee-deep in nappies and 
imposter syndrome) but for anyone who doubted that they could be a 
leader. Anyone who thought leadership was some mystical trait that you 
would either be born with or you would magically acquire in some kind 
of superhero twirl in a phone box, emerging with your cape flapping, 
hands on hips and staring down the future, ready to face the leadership 
challenges head on. 

There are hundreds of potential leaders out there who think that 
leadership might not be for them; that they are somehow not like all the 
leaders they know or whose voices they hear in the leadership libraries 
but there is so much untapped skill and ambition out there. This book 
aims to share my learning from a multitude of leadership roles. From 
National Strategy consultant at age 26 to lead teacher roles, subject leader, 
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assistant and deputy head roles in school, from my experience of working 
for eight years in one of the country’s first all-female co-headships, 
through to working part-time as a research and CPD lead for a large 
multi-academy trust. I’ve worked in many leadership roles over the last 
22 years and I’ll let you into a secret too: I’m no superhero. 

Juggling parenthood and leadership can mean that many leadership 
messages don’t resonate: you end up sticking out rather like a sore 
thumb in the leadership world. But instead of viewing ourselves as 
sore thumbs, this book will hopefully help you to see that you really 
can do leadership. The narrative around leadership needs to change; 
we need to demystify some of its elements to encourage everyone to see 
they have the potential to think like a leader. This is not a ‘how to be a 
leader’ book – it’s not full of extensive diagrams, multiple references to 
researched scholarly articles, nor does it profess to be a seminal work 
on effective leadership. What it could be though (and what I hope that 
it is) is a quiet call to arms for those of you who may feel they don’t 
have the courage to think of themselves as a leader, or who just want to 
read something different about leadership. And that’s another thing. 
You may read this and think that it is not at all about leadership and 
is instead all just common sense, but sadly common sense does not 
always translate into common action. Through reading about how our 
toddlers view the world, I hope that you see that leadership thinking 
really can be not only simplified but also explained very clearly, and 
often it’s right there in front of us, grinning at us from the high chair 
and wearing spaghetti in their hair. Our toddlers may be small people 
but they are big on leadership.  

Everyone has a story and everyone’s story is unique. For everyone 
reading this they will have their own reasons for having picked up this 
particular book. I can only tell you my story but it is one that is echoed 
by thousands of people I have spoken to, both in real life and through 
connections on social media who have told me how they feel. They, for 
their own unique reasons, feel like leadership is somehow out of reach. 
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For some it may be that they are struggling to juggle caring commitments 
– be that parenting, caring for elderly relatives or a sick partner or child 
– for some it is other barriers due to experience, age, their own health 
concerns or because they are in another group or demographic which is 
currently underrepresented in leadership. 

For others it may be that they don’t perceive themselves to have the 
confidence or courage to think of themselves as leaders or the self-belief to 
think that they might well just do a rather splendid job of it. For everyone’s 
reason, here is my story. I hope that, through the observations of our 
smallest colleagues, we all come to realise that leadership is not only doable, 
but genuinely appealing. May you all have your own ball pit revelation. 
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