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Inclusive Leadership
Section 1
Introduction
[bookmark: _Hlk138439055]Let us begin by considering the term ‘inclusive leadership’ and why it is important within Early Years Education and Care (EYEC). According to Ferdman, Prime and Riggio (2021), inclusive leadership requires the skills to interact with, be mindful of, and create way for the multiple aspects of diversity, including the various ways in which other people react to it. Likewise, the Centre for Creative Leadership (2023) state that inclusive leaders have respect and compassion for others, ensuring that all individuals are treated equitably, whilst also providing them with the support and resources required to reach their full potential. In addition, they state that inclusive leaders are aware of their own biases and, for that reason, will seek out the opinions and perspectives of others to make well-informed, fair decisions. Furthermore, inclusive leadership stands against the exclusion and ostracism of individuals and/or groups within society, actively tackling the barriers that discourage empowerment and participation (Booysen, 2014). It cannot be denied that the term ‘inclusive leadership’ has been widely used amongst practitioners and researchers, resulting in various definitions being made available. However, all existing definitions are similar in the sense that they revolve around relationships and the value of diversity (Bortini et al., 2016).
It is often said that to understand inclusive leadership, one must also have an understanding of power (Haslam, Reicher and Platow, 2011; Brown, 2020). According to Ho (2012), leadership and power are greatly interlinked, as power refers to an individual’s ability to influence and inspire others toward a desired goal. While it may be true that power is not inherently good or bad by nature, nonetheless, the driving force behind it can determine its consequences. For example, power can be dangerous when driven by fear as it can be used to divide, undermine, and devalue decency. However, when power is driven from a perspective of being in-service to others, leaders can encourage empowerment by promoting self-respect and respect toward others (Brown, 2020). Moreover, Ho (2012) argues that by changing the top-down, hierarchical structure of leadership within education, and by actively encouraging the participation of stakeholders, it is possible for all voices to be heard in the formulation of school policy. Consequently, the involvement of stakeholders in decision-making will improve the over-all quality of educational systems (Yaro, Salleh and Arshad, 2014). However, if there is a lack of consensus amongst stakeholders, the decision-making progress can be complicated and take much longer to complete (Ho, 2012; Yaro, Salleh and Arshad, 2014).
An important aspect to note is that educational leadership is considered to be a strong indicator of valuable inclusive education, as quality inclusive leadership raises the achievement and well-being of learners (Mac Ruairc, 2013; Donnelly, Ó Murchú and Thies, 2016; Agbenyega and Klibthong, 2022). Similarly, PACEY (2020) claim that children flourish within settings that promote diversity, equality, and inclusion. According to Nutbrown (2023), early education is at its best when there is inclusivity because it allows for each unique child to have their learning needs met. In fact, implementing an inclusive, child-centred approach is embedded throughout the curriculum for funded non-maintained nursery settings (Welsh Government, 2022). 
Scenario
To further demonstrate the importance of inclusive leadership, a reflective account of the following scenario is provided: 
 (
Oliver is a six-year-old boy who lives alone with his father. 
Previously, his
 father 
was 
dependent on 
alcohol
 but 
has since overcome his addiction
. L
ocal authority assessments have
 now
 determined 
that he is 
capable of looking after Oliver on his own. Oliver has great attendance in school and is doing well, but teachers have noticed that his father appears very nervous and barely talks to them. They have also noticed tha
t other
 parents
 outside the school
 
do
 not 
interact with
 him
 and they 
happen to be
 all female. Furthermore, Oliver is shy by nature and does not have any friends outside of school. 
)






Leadership within EYEC settings is centred around being able to use effective communication and interpersonal skills for building reciprocal relationships (Rodd, 2013) – hence the reason as to why an inclusive leader would extend their practice beyond working with only Oliver and would also consider ways of working with his father, the local community, and other relevant professionals. However, it appears that there has been a lack of inclusive leadership within this scenario as nobody appears to be taking an active role in ensuring the implementation of inclusion for Oliver and his father (Korkmaz et al., 2022). 
According to the European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education (2020), having a holistic view of individuals is essential for promoting an inclusive education system, as well as having the ability to recognise the value of collaboration and monitoring. To gain a more holistic perception of a child, educators need to take into consideration their family background, culture, language, socioeconomic status, skills, interests, and capabilities. By doing so, children are more likely to achieve higher outcomes (Tsechers, 2020). Furthermore, Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological System’s Theory claims that a child’s development is influenced by a complex system of relationships within various environmental contexts, stating that their microsystem and mesosystem has the most influence. To put it more simply, the theory suggests that a child’s development can be greatly impacted by the way caregivers interact with one another within the child’s immediate environment (Watson, 2017; Evans, 2023).
Unfortunately, symptoms of social isolation are already being displayed within this scenario, particularly by Oliver’s father who appears to be experiencing high levels of anxiety during social situations, resulting in him trying to avoid social interactions altogether (Tulane University, 2020). According to Garcia, Carlton and Richey (2021), children of socially anxious parents may not have the same amount of opportunities for socialising with peers, and therefore could be more at risk of developing behavioural avoidance of feared social situations. Consequently, this will hinder a child’s learning and development and increase their risk of suffering with mental health issues (Shoppe, 2021). Isolation can be linked with higher anxiety, depression and suicide rates. Furthermore, it can have a negative impact on physical health, including a reduced immune system, altering sleep patterns and an increased risk of cardiovascular disease (Mushtaq et al., 2014; Barber, 2018; Tulane University, 2020; Pietrabissa and Simpson, 2020). An equally concerning issue is that isolation is associated with an increased risk of alcohol abuse (Mushtaq et al., 2014; Barber, 2018). Due to Oliver’s father having suffered with an alcohol addiction, he is already at greater risk of alcohol abuse as research shows a high rate of relapse for recovering addicts (Seo and Sinha, 2015). In fact, a study by the Institute for Clinical Evaluative Sciences (ICES) found that the morality rate for single fathers is three times as high as that of partnered fathers and single mothers due to fact that they are more likely to feel isolated and engage in risky behaviours (Chui et al., 2018). Another study conducted by CHaRMED discovered a broad societal preference for mothers over fathers, with fathers often being viewed as secondary caregivers for their children. Fathers are often seen as protectors and providers for their families, and any deviation from this role can result in both direct and indirect discrimination (Wilson et al., 2022). This, along with the stigma related to being an addict (NHS Inform, 2022), could be why the other parents outside the school do not engage with him.
However, Bortini et al. (2016) state that inclusive leaders can help those at risk of exclusion by creating a sense of belonging and providing a calm space for emotions to be expressed and shared. In addition, Nutbrown (2023) explains that being inclusive means to review policies, practices and values with the purpose of ensuring that everyone feels like they belong and are safe within their educational environment. According to Unicef (2014), involving parents and the local community is key to providing a high-quality and inclusive education. Furthermore, positive partnerships between parents and teachers can improve a child’s social competencies, academic achievement, and over-all wellbeing (Sheridan, 2018; Birth to 5 Matters, 2021). By collaborating with parents, educators will acquire a better understanding of the family’s culture which will result in an increased sense of morale for practitioners. Additionally, parents will feel more reassured and confident in their parenting abilities and are more likely to engage with their child in a sensitive and responsive way (Unicef, 2014). Therefore, an inclusive leader would take the initiative in inviting Oliver’s father into the school for a meeting, where sensitive and confidential discussions can take place to ensure that Oliver and his father are being treated as equals and are not being discriminated against (Ferdman, Prime and Riggio, 2021). 
As parental engagement is essential for avoiding an increase within educational attainment gaps, it is important for settings to consider potential barriers to engagement when implementing strategies for parental involvement (Education Endowment Foundation, 2023). The high level of anxiety experienced by Oliver’s father could be a barrier, as anxiety can impair communication by causing distracted thinking, overthinking, tongue stumbling, poor concentration and even panic attacks (Abraham, 2020). Further examples of barriers include: 
· physical barriers due to disability, illness, or location,
· communication barriers such as having a hearing impairment, being unable to access digital information or having English as an additional language (EAL),
· social and cultural attitudes towards others, 
· the experiences and perspectives of parents regarding education (Birth to 5 Matters, 2021; Schoolcomms News, 2022),
· busy working schedules limiting the time that parents have available for engaging with the school (Schoolcomms News, 2022). 
Nonetheless, there are available strategies that can be implemented to help overcome barriers. The Department for Education (2017) state that the most effective strategies and techniques for promoting parental engagement include:
· having an open-door policy, 
· using positive and non-judgemental language when conversing with parents, 
· the use of various communication methods 
· ensuring a private space for families to talk freely and in confidence. 
Therefore, an inclusive leader would facilitate a safe environment and provide the necessary conditions to best accommodate the unique needs of others (Ashikali, Groeneveld and Kuipers, 2021). Once anxiety has been identified as a barrier to engagement, practitioners could explore other methods of communicating with Oliver’s father to be more inclusive. For example, if Oliver’s father has access to a smartphone, it may be more effective to communicate via text messages, phone calls, emails, social media, or through a school app. Additionally, leaflets and letters can be sent home in Oliver’s bag. Moreover, various communication methods can be used simultaneously (Department for Education, 2017). Annoni et al. (2021) state that socially anxious individuals are more likely to feel more comfortable communicating via smartphone as they can avoid the stress of having to respond to non-verbal cues. Likewise, Ran et al. (2022) point out that individuals with higher levels of social anxiety have a strong preference for interacting with others online rather than offline. 
When implementing any approach, it is important to remember that successful implementation cannot be achieved through a single event – rather, it is a process that unfolds over time (Education Endowment Foundation, 2019). With regards to inclusive education, one of the most significant parts of this process is the collaboration between the school and the community (Gross et al., 2015; Schuelka, 2018; Sharma et al., 2019). According to Watson (2017), a strong community can provide a supportive network that can help individuals to succeed in a variety of ways. He also states that the community can provide activities and services that are needed to stay healthy and active, whilst also providing encouragement for individuals achieve their personal goals. Similarly, Gross et al. (2015) believe that school-community partnerships play a vital role in the success of schools, providing the support and resources required to meet the individual needs of staff members, students, and families. However, University College of London (2016) claim that some communities within areas of disadvantage can be seen as a bad influence and problematic, or maybe even radicalised, risky, and dangerous. In addition, they state that a school may need to stop relations with communities in some circumstances for the safeguarding and best interests of children. Article 3 of the UNCRC (1989) states that “the best interests of a child must be a top priority in all decisions and actions that affect children” (UNICEF, 2022, UN Convention on the Rights of the Child - UNICEF UK). Furthermore, the Department for Education (2022) maintains that pupils need to be safe in school and when undertaking out-of-school activities, identifying strong leadership as essential for effective health and safety management.   This is why it is necessary for school leaders to analyse previous interactions between a community and the school before deciding if it is appropriate to do so (UNESCO, 2022). 
Nevertheless, there are many schools that are considered to be the centre of community life (UNICEF, 2014). Efficient collaboration between the school and community promotes inclusive education beyond the classroom, creating opportunities for individuals to participate meaningfully as valued members of not only school, but also society. Additionally, it allows all stakeholders to draw on the knowledge and resources of the wider community (Teschers, 2020). This is particularly important when supporting Oliver and his father, as local services can prove beneficial for them. For example, a practitioner could provide Oliver’s father with details of a local Dad’s group which provides further support and guidance for people in his position. Being around others with similar experiences could help him feel less isolated and ease some anxiety, creating potential for new friendships to form (Galla, 2021). Moreover, a practitioner could also suggest after-school clubs that Oliver may be interested in. According to Lee (2023), participating in extracurricular activities can improve children’s physical and mental health, boost self-esteem, support academic work and promote the development of social skills. As Oliver is a shy child, participating in after-school activities which are of interest to him could really help build his confidence and provide opportunities for him to make friends outside of school. School shyness has been known to have detrimental effects for individuals, both in the long and short term (Solberg, Edwards and Nyborg, 2021). Although shyness is not classed as an additional learning need, there is evidence to show that shy children underperform academically and can display psychosocial vulnerabilities. Therefore, practicing inclusive education would require teachers to adapt pedagogies to include shy children (Mjelve et al., 2019). Oliver’s teacher could implement some of the following strategies:
· building a supportive environment,
· the use of non-verbal options for initiating discussion, 
· collaborative learning (pairing a shy child up with a confident and supportive peer), 
· emphasising his strengths and making him feel needed, 
· role-playing social situations and
· collaborating with his father and past teachers (Holly, 2021). 
Additionally, collaborating with other professionals could also benefit Oliver. According to Bouchrika (2023), a better learning experience is created when educators work together as it helps teachers to brainstorm creative ideas, provides them with an avenue for personal growth and improves outcomes for students. Furthermore, multi-agency working brings various professionals together to address the needs of individuals and/or families with a more holistic perspective (Welsh Government, 2016). However, the Department for Education (2021) highlight that there are several remaining barriers to multiagency working, stating that frontline staff are having to deal with a high volume of information and are therefore having difficulty in finding the time to engage with all the information they receive. Lack of funding was also identified as an issue, along with varying perspectives on the roles of each agency, with confusion over terminology leading to misunderstandings, missed action, and, in some cases, an unnecessary duplication of work. Similarly, Lughadha (2016) recognises that there are professional, ethical and technical obstacles to information sharing, in addition to the financial uncertainties that many services are dealing with.
To conclude, an inclusive leader values diversity and ensures the equitable treatment of others. Furthermore, inclusive leadership stands against the exclusion of individuals and/or groups within society, whilst actively tackling the barriers that prohibit participation. It is often said that valuable inclusive education is reliant on effective leadership. To achieve an inclusive education system, educators are required to consider individuals holistically, whilst recognising the importance of collaboration and monitoring. Effective collaboration between the school and the child, their family and the local community increases the likelihood of achieving better outcomes for all involved, particularly the child, as appropriate information sharing will help meet the individual needs of each unique child. 

Section 2
This section will critically evaluate how effective the Curriculum for Wales policy is for enabling inclusive leadership in EYEC. According to Baldock, Fitzgerald and Kay (2013), the word ‘policy’ can be used to describe a stated intention, an organisational or administrative practice, an indication on a status or course of action, and an action taken on specific matters by those with responsibility. Similarly, the Government of Canada (2021) explain that a policy is a set of statement of principles, values, and intent, providing the foundation for consistent decision-making regarding specific issues. Furthermore, policies are used to govern establishments and organisations (Wrensch, 2020; Government of Canada, 2021). 
Policy has a significant impact on all professionals that work within EYEC as it helps to guide their practice and decision-making whilst at work (Kildare County Childcare Committee, 2023; Fitzgerald and Kay, 2016). Supporting the foundation of quality practice, policies aim to promote the best outcomes for all stakeholders involved, and help staff remain true to the ethos of the setting (Jackson, 2022; Kildare County Childcare Committee, 2023). In addition, policies define clear expectations and ensure that values are applied consistently (Watts, 2022). 
All practitioners in EYEC have a duty to familiarise themselves with, and adhere to the policies of their workplace, regardless of their job-role or the type of setting in which they work (Fitzgerald and Kay, 2016; City and Guilds, 2019). Indeed, policies originate from macro level organisations (such as the Government) and are centred around political ideologies and the belief system and values and of society (Ferdman, Prime and Riggio, 2021). A macro policy affects an entire region or country, whereas a micro policy will only affect certain sectors, neighbourhoods, and groups (Green Facts, 2022). While it may be true that some policies in education are required by law, nonetheless, this does not apply to all policies, as individual settings can also create policies at their own discretion (Watts, 2022). However, it can be argued that curriculum practice in schools is determined, or at least influenced, by macro-level policy (Priestly and Philippou, 2018). 
The ‘Successful Futures’ review (Donaldson, 2015) made sixty-eight recommendations for improving education in Wales, thus prompting the educational system reform that is currently happening in Wales (Macdonald, 2018; Evans, 2021; Knight and Crick, 2022). The new Curriculum for Wales began its roll-out in September 2022, and aims to provide high-quality, inclusive education for all children and young people (Welsh Government, 2020a; Knight and Crick, 2022). Stating that “learning experiences should be inclusive and accessible”, the Welsh Government (2020a, Curriculum for Wales: Implementation plan - Hwb (gov.wales)), encourages educators to address the attainment gaps within education. Furthermore, the new Curriculum for Wales requires all schools to design, adopt and implement a curriculum that is tailored towards their own school (Welsh Government, 2020b). According to the OECD (2021), a flexible curriculum has great potential for enabling inclusive leadership as it allows educators to make site-specific curricular choices, as well as providing opportunities to cater learning, assessment and pedagogies to the specific and unique needs of individuals. Likewise, Schuelka (2018) states that a flexible and accommodative curriculum is one of the five main components required for successful implementation of an inclusive education.  
Furthermore, the Curriculum for Wales framework was planned with the intention of supporting educators to develop a more integrated approach to learning (Welsh Government, 2020c). When EYEC settings take a unified approach to care and education instead of perceiving them as two separate issues, they begin to view children more holistically, thus supporting equality of provision (Dallimore, 2019). Macdonald (2018) agrees, stating that initiatives such as Flying Start have shown the positive impacts of unifying education and care in Wales. 
However, the OECD (2020) point out that Wales needs to address several issues for ensuring successful implementation of the new curriculum. For example, there are challenges involved for schools designing their own curriculum, with lack of resources and funding making it more difficult. According to Audit Wales (2022), many leaders felt that their schools would not be equipped for designing their own curriculum in time for September 2022.  A survey conducted by NAHT (2021) found that 94% of school leaders believed that more time was needed to prepare staff for the new curriculum roll-out, with 74% stating that they were in favour of postponing it for another year. Following these results, NAHT stated that more staff training and financial support was needed to further support schools for the change. Time was also identified as a barrier for staff training, with results showing that only 56% of support staff had been provided with training for the new curriculum. A lack of preparation and training runs the risk of increasing inequality, particularly within disadvantaged schools (OECD, 2020).
One could also argue that there are some issues regarding the wording within the Curriculum for Wales policy text. Take for example the Welsh word ‘cynefin’ which is used to describe the purpose of Humanities as an area of learning (Welsh Government, 2021). A non-Welsh speaking individual would not have any understanding of this word, and therefore it can be argued that this section of policy text is not inclusive of all readers, which contradicts what Humanities is about. Moreover, the word itself could be considered as jargon. According to Dolan (2019), jargon can make people disconnect from the intended message and lead to miscommunication. Likewise, James (2015) states that the use of jargon has the potential to alienate members of the audience. It is important to remember that language is a powerful tool that can impact on the attitudes and behaviours of others, and therefore inclusive leadership requires careful consideration on the use of language to promote and embed equality, diversity and inclusion (University of Leeds, 2021).
The arguments presented suggest that there is much potential for the New Curriculum for Wales to enable inclusive leadership as it allows for learning, assessment, and pedagogies to be tailored towards the unique needs of individuals. Furthermore, it supports integrated working and the unification of education and care, promoting educators to view children more holistically. However, more time, training and funding is required for the new curriculum to achieve its desired outcomes, as there is a risk of increasing inequality within disadvantages schools if it is not implemented correctly. Additionally, the terminology within the policy text should avoid Welsh jargon for the inclusion of all readers.

Section 3
Promoting Inclusive Leadership within the Early Years
The first aspect to note is that children are not born prejudice. Research shows that new-born babies do not have a preference towards any particular race, including their own (Kelly et al., 2005; Roth, 2018). In addition, Albert Bandura’s social Learning theory (1977) supports the claim that people are not born with bias, and states that children learn through observing, imitating, and modelling the behaviour of others (McLeod, 2023). This highlights the significance of inclusive leadership and the need to promote equality and diversity within early years settings (Qeleni, 2013).
As stated in Article 2 of the UNCRC, all children have the right to be free from discrimination. Furthermore, Article 30 states that all children also have the right to learn and use the language, customs and religions of their own families (UNICEF, 2022). So, how would an inclusive leader go about supporting these rights? Early Years practice should be centred around valuing and respecting the diversity of children, families, and communities. While it may be true that inclusive leaders need to ensure that others are treated equitably, it is important to note that this does not mean treating everyone the same (Birth to 5 Matters, 2021). All children are unique and wonderfully different – this should be embraced and celebrated in the setting (PACEY, 2022). Creating an inclusive environment also involves using a wide range of resources and materials that reflect the diversity of the children within the setting. Resources such as books, pictures, music, toys and games should represent people of all backgrounds and capabilities (Prospero, 2023). According to Coles (2019), representation is important for showing children that they do belong. Having a sense of belonging is very important as it can directly impact a child’s learning and development, agency, identity, and over-all wellbeing (Guo & Dalli, 2016; Kustatscher, 2017). Therefore, settings that feature visual representations are creating a relatable world for the children who attend (Coles, 2019). However, studies found that only 7% of books that were published in 2017, 2018 and 2019 featured characters from a Black, Asian or minority ethnic background (CLPE, 2020). It was reported that a lack of cultural understanding contributed to these poor numbers, leaving people of colour feeling frustrated (Harris and Stiell, 2020).
Another way of promoting inclusive leadership is by empowering others through the use of inclusive language. Inclusive language is more than just avoiding certain offensive terms and phrases (Andoh, 2022). According to the University of Leeds (2021), inclusive language should proactively include welcoming words, phrases and expressions, avoid making assumptions, and convey respect to all people. Inclusive language helps to create a more inviting and respectful environment (Prospero, 2023).
To conclude, inclusive leadership is very important to implementing equality and diversity within EYEC. Prejudice has been proven to be a form of learnt behaviour, and therefore practitioners are required to model inclusive and positive environment. In addition, people of all backgrounds and capabilities need to be represented within their educational environment as it creates a relatable environment and promotes individuals to feel like they belong. When children have a sense of belonging, they are more likely to achieve better outcomes. 
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