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How to Manage
Staff Performance
with Confidence



Managing staff performance is one of the most important (yet often one of the most challenging) parts of
leading an early years setting.

You're balancing high expectations, regulatory requirements, and individual personalities, on top of the
everyday realities of a busy nursery environment. Add to that the pressure of staffing shortages and
increasing demands, and it's easy to see why performance management can sometimes feel
uncomfortable - or even overwhelming.

Yet when it's done well, it becomes one of the most powerful tools you have. Strong performance
management creates clarity, builds confidence, improves quality of care and ultimately leads to better
outcomes for children.

This comprehensive and practical guide will help you approach staff performance with
confidence, offering practical strategies you can apply immediately in your setting. Let’s dive in.

Start with Clear Expectations

Strong performance always begins with clarity
If expectations are unclear, inconsistent or constantly shifting, even the most capable practitioners
will struggle to meet them. It's worth remembering that many performance issues aren’t caused by
a lack of effort, but by a lack of understanding.
A good place to start is by asking yourself these three questions:

e Does every team member know exactly what's expected of them?

e Are expectations consistent across the setting?

e Are standards clearly linked to the needs of the children?

Of course, in an early years environment, expectations should always align with the EYFS, but they
also need to reflect your setting’s own values, routines and culture.

Be specific. Instead of saying:

e “We expect good interactions with children”



Clarify what that actually looks like, e.g.:

e Getting down to the child’s level

e Using open-ended questions

e Supporting language development through conversation
e Responding to children’s interests in the moment

The more clearly you define these expectations, the easier it becomes for staff to meet them and for
you to support them.

Create a Culture of Ongoing Feedback

Performance management should never be a once-a-year event

If feedback only happens during formal appraisals, it can feel pressured, uncomfortable and, at
times, unfair. Staff shouldn’t be surprised by what they hear in a review.

Instead, aim to build a culture where feedback is:

e Regular

¢ Informal

e Constructive
e Balanced

This doesn’t mean constant criticism - in fact,
positive feedback is just as important.

When team members feel that their efforts
are noticed, they are more likely to stay
motivated and engaged.

Simple habits make a big difference, e.qg.:

e A quick conversation at the end of the day
— this is sometimes difficult to maintain in a
busy setting, but taking the time to do this
will make a big difference to the way your
team feels about their progress or what
needs to be improved
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e Acknowledging something done well in the moment
e Offering a small suggestion for improvement straight away

These small, consistent interactions build trust and make more formal conversations feel natural
rather than daunting.

Address Issues Early and Calmly

It’'s tempting to avoid difficult conversations, especially in a busy setting where time is
limited, and relationships matter

However, delaying this type of conversation rarely makes the situation better: small issues can
quickly become patterns, and patterns can impact the whole team.

If something isn’t quite right, it’s important to address it early on.
Approach the conversation with curiosity rather than judgement, e.qg.:
e “I noticed circle time felt quite rushed today. How did it feel from your perspective?”

This opens a dialogue rather than creating defensiveness.

Keep the focus on: ¥
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e What happened
e Why it matters
e What can be improved

Avoid making it personal — the goal isn't to
criticise the individual, but to support better
practice.

When handled calmly and professionally, these
conversations become part of everyday leadership
rather than something to be feared.




Make Appraisals Meaningful

Formal appraisals still have an important role, but they shouldn’t be the only time
performance is discussed

A good appraisal should:

Reflect ongoing conversations
Celebrate achievements
Identify areas for development
Set clear, realistic goals

Avoid turning appraisals into a paperwork exercise - they should feel useful and relevant to both
you and your team member.

Before the meeting:

e Encourage self-reflection
e Ask staff to consider their strengths and challenges

During the meeting:
e Keep the conversation balanced
e Use examples rather than general statements
e Agree on clear next steps

After the meeting:

e Follow up regularly
e Keep goals visible and active

When appraisals are done well, they
provide structure and direction rather
than pressure.




Handle Difficult Conversations with Confidence

At some point, every manager will need to have a more challenging conversation - this
might relate to performance concerns, behaviour or attitude

These conversations are rarely easy, but avoiding them can affect the whole team and, most
importantly, the quality of care for children.

Top preparation tips:

e Be clear about the issue

e Gather specific examples

e Know what outcome you are aiming for
During the conversation:

¢ Stay calm and professional

e Be clear and direct, without being harsh
e Give the other person time to respond

For example:

e “I've noticed that observations haven’t been completed on time over the past two weeks. This is
important because it impacts how we support children’s development. Can we talk about
what's getting in the way?”

This keeps the focus on the issue and its impact, rather than making it personal.
End the conversation with clarity, i.e.:

e What needs to change

e What support will be provided

e When progress will be reviewed

Confidence comes from preparation and
consistency, not from avoiding discomfort.

@ Parenta o

Working together for our children



Support Development, Not Just Performance

Performance management isn’t only about addressing what isn‘t working. It's also
about helping people grow

Every practitioner has strengths and areas for development. Your role is to you’re your team build
both confidence and capability.

Points for consideration include:

e What does this person do well?
e Where could they improve?
e What support would make the biggest difference?

It's worth bearing in mind that development doesn’t always require formal training. It can include:

e Shadowing colleagues
Sharing good practice

Short coaching conversations
Access to relevant courses

When staff feel they are being invested in, they are more likely to stay engaged and committed.




Be Fair and Consistent

Consistency is key to building trust

If expectations or responses vary between team members, it can quickly lead to frustration and
disengagement.

Ensure that:
¢ The same standards apply to everyone
e Feedback is consistent

e Decisions are fair and transparent

This doesn’t mean treating everyone the same. People have different learning and personality
styles and may need different levels of support. However, the overall approach should feel fair.

When your team sees that you are consistent, they are more likely to respect and respond positively
fo your leadership.

Recognise and Celebrate Good Practice

In busy settings, it's easy to focus on what needs fixing; however, recognising what’s working
well is just as important

Celebration doesn’t need to be formal or time-consuming, e.g.:
e Asimple “that worked really well”
e Sharing good practice in team meetings
¢ Highlighting achievements in appraisals
Remember, recognition:
¢ Builds confidence
¢ Reinforces positive behaviours
e Encourages others to follow
A balanced approach to performance management includes both support and recognition.



Keep the Focus on Children

At the heart of every performance conversation should be the children.
Linking staff performance to outcomes for children helps to:

e Provide purpose

e Reduce defensiveness

¢ Reinforce shared goals

For example:

e “When we extend children’s language during play, it supports their communication and
confidence”

This keeps the conversation grounded in what matters most. It also aligns your team around a
common purpose, rather than focusing purely on tasks or targets.

Build Your Own Confidence as a Leader

Managing performance with confidence doesn’t mean having all the answers. It means being
clear, consistent and willing to have honest conversations.

Confidence grows over time, through:

e Experience
e Reflection
¢ Learning from each situation

You may not get every conversation perfect, and that's fine. What matters is that you:

e Address issues
e Support your team
e Stay focused on improvement

Remember, avoiding performance management doesn’t protect relationships. In fact, it often
damages them over time. Clear, respectful communication builds stronger, more professional
relationships.



Practical Steps to Get Started

If you are looking to strengthen performance management in your setting, start small:

e Review how expectations are communicated

¢ Increase the frequency of informal feedback

e Address one issue you may have been avoiding
¢ Introduce more regular check-ins with your team
* Make time to recognise good practice

Small changes, applied consistently, lead to meaningful improvements.

Final Thoughts

Managing staff performance with confidence isn't about being strict or authoritative. It's about
creating clarity, supporting development and maintaining high standards in a way that feels fair
and constructive.

In early years, the impact of this goes far beyond the team; it shapes the quality of care, the
experiences of children and the overall success of your setting.

By approaching performance management with consistency, clarity and care, you create an
environment where both staff and children can thrive.
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Parenta Solutions

SOFTWARE
-
NURSERY MANAGEMENT - ABACUS
*  Save hours by reducing planning time by 50%
*  Speedy invoicing to all parents and carers in minutes
* Instant view of all financial reports

*  Manage payments and frack debt

EYFS LEARNING JOURNEY TRACKER - FOOTSTEPS 2

*  Record meaningful and detailed EYFS observations

* Improve essential safeguarding and save hours of time

*  Reduce your workload and spend more time with the children

* |dentify at a glance each child's development pathway

ONLINE DAILY DIARY - DAYSHARE

*  Share every magical moment of each child's day with their
parents and carers with our online diary software

PARENT PORTAL APP

*  Bringing parents and carers closer to their child’s day by providing
a timeline of their progress
+  Download Parent Portal App on Android or i0S

@ ONLINE CPD COURSES

No deadlines, no time restrictions, no classroom! Support your staff
or further your professional development with our online CPD
accredited courses

Working together for our children

e 0800 002 9242 hello@parenta.com

@ TRAINING

Increase employee motivation and keep staff for longer within your
setting by offering training - the ideal tool for you to develop your
team.

Parenta courses include:

*  Level 2 Early Years Practitioner
*  Level 3 Early Years Educator

+  Level 5 Early Years Lead Practitioner

PLUS ... Parenta offers a free recruitment service - no fees!

MARKETING SOLUTIONS

WEBSITE DESIGN

*  Our childcare websites generate genuine interest and leads from
parents and carers

*  We specialise in designing and building childcare websites so you
can rest assured that our team know what Ofsted and parents/
carers are looking for

BRANDING & DESIGN

*  Showecase your setting with branded products. From newsletters to
logos and prospectuses to business cards, we take care of all your
branding needs

SOCIAL MEDIA

«  We assist you with sefting up and using your social media
accounts in no time to help you increase your setting’s visibility

Follow us on social media @TheParentaGroup o ® @

www.pd renta.com

Parenta, Stratford House, Waterside Court, Neptune
Way, Medway City Estate, Rochester, Kent, ME2 4NZ
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