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Inclusive leadership: Working together to support families.
Scenario:
I am the inclusive leader of the early years setting located in a culturally diverse village in Wales. A new student is moving from their country overseas and is set to begin nursery in the next month who speaks a different language and does not know the Welsh language. As the inclusive leader, I have decided to implement a dual language program to ensure the child has the opportunity to develop proficiency in both their home language and their new language. 
Part 1.
Inclusive leadership, as articulated by Ferdman, emphasises the crucial role of leaders in fostering environments where all individuals feel valued, respected, and integrated into the organisational fabric (Roberson and Perry, 2021 ). Ferdman argues that inclusive leaders actively work to recognise and appreciate diverse perspectives, promote equity, and ensure that everyone has the opportunity to contribute and thrive (Dulebohn et al, 2021). This form of leadership involves not only understanding and addressing systemic barriers that may hinder inclusivity but also continuously learning and adapting to create more inclusive practices (Betz, 2023). 
Engaging with families.
Engaging with families effectively in a dual language program requires a comprehensive and proactive approach (Mercuri, 2015). By prioritising regular, inclusive, and personalised engagement, an inclusive leader can ensure families are actively involved and supportive of this program (Drane, 2023). During the dual language program it’s important to have an inclusive approach and to be accessible to everyone involved (Drane, 2023). The ECLKC (2020) states that by holding informational sessions and surveys, the leader ensures that families’ voices are heard and considered, promoting a sense of belonging and respect for their cultural and linguistic backgrounds. They also highlight that providing materials and translators ensures that all parents can participate fully, which is crucial in a multilingual setting. Furthermore, by engaging with families, an inclusive leader can build trust and foster a sense of community (Bourke and Titus, 2019). The two authors state regular communication helps families feel involved and valued in the decision-making process. Families may have specific concerns related to their cultural backgrounds, such as fears about language loss or the preservation of cultural traditions (Nishii and Leroy, 2022). By acknowledging and addressing these concerns, the leader can build a stronger relationship with the families (Nishii and Leroy, 2022). Another strength includes tailored support. Understanding the unique linguistic and cultural background of each family allows the leader to tailor support and resources effectively, ensuring that the dual language program meets the needs of all children (NHS, 2023). This can be because of a child’s individualised learning needs. By understanding each child’s linguistics background, the inclusive leader can ensure that the curriculum and teaching methods are adapted to meet individual needs (NHS, 2023). Empowerment is another strength during the dual language program as encouraging families to share their cultural and linguistic knowledge empowers them and validates their experiences, contributing to a more inclusive and supportive environment for their children (Kim et al, 2014). When parents see their culture and language being valued in the educational setting, they are more likely to become involved and supportive of the program (Schmid and Garrels, 2021). They highlight that this kind of involvement is crucial for reinforcing language learning at home and ensuring continuity between school and home environments.  
However, there are some barriers to be considered during the program, one being diverse needs. Kaufman (2022)  indicates that balancing the diverse preferences and concerns of all families can be challenging, and some families might prefer immersion in the settings language, while others might prioritise maintaining their home language. In a multilingual setting, communication between families can be hindered by language barriers says Kelty and Wakabayashi (2020). They highlight that this can affect the ability to understand and meet each parent’s and child’s unique needs effectively. The University of York (2022) agrees that communication barriers can also lead to cultural misunderstandings. They state that differences in cultural norms and values can lead to misunderstandings. Educators must be culturally sensitive and aware to navigate these differences effectively, which can be challenging without proper training and experience (Stanford, 2023). Another barrier may include parental expectation and involvement. Kaufman (2022), also highlights that families may have different expectations regarding their child’s education based on cultural or personal beliefs. She implicates that navigating these varied expectations requires sensitive communication and negotiation as some families may find it difficult to adjust to new traditions including the language. Levels of parental involvement can vary widely due to factors such as work schedules, language barriers, and cultural attitudes towards education (Riffin et al, 2021). Engaging all families equitably can be challenging but is crucial for supporting diverse needs (Riffin et al, 2021).
By implementing these strategies and maintaining a commitment to continuous improvement, an inclusive leader can effectively engage with families and create a supportive and thriving dual language program according to Waterford (2023). 

Working with children.
The role of an inclusive leader in working with children in a dual language program is crucial yet challenging (Betz, 2023). She states, by introducing a dual language program to children, it fosters inclusive education. Also, Fostering inclusive education involves a comprehensive and multifaceted approach that values cultural diversity, promotes equality and supports holistic development stated by UNICEF (2022). Integrating both the settings language and the child’s home language into the curriculum ensures that children see their own languages and cultures reflected in their learning environment (Gitschthaler et al, 2021). This validation boots self-esteem and cultural pride and helps children feel proud of their heritage (Gitschthaler et al,2021). Cultural validation fosters a sense of belonging and inclusion (Baidoo-Anu et al, 2023). This author highlights that children are more likely to engage actively in their education when they feel their backgrounds are respected and valued and therefore, the dual language program can benefit a child’s development. By addressing both linguistic and cultural aspects, the leader ensures that education supports the child’s overall development, including social, emotional, and cognitive growth (UNESCO, 2024). Bilingual education improves cognitive flexibility, allowing children to switch between tasks and think more creatively says Ayres (2019). She highlights that this flexibility extends to problem-solving and critical thinking skills. Furthermore, learning two languages enhances children’s understanding of language structures and functions, which can improve literacy skills in both languages (Bialystok, 2016). She also states that exposure to multiple languages and cultures can enhance children’s empathy and social skills as they learn to appreciate different perspectives and develop better interpersonal skills. UNESCO (2024) emphasises that a dual language program promotes equity and equal access to education as it ensures that children from non-Welsh speaking homes have equal access to quality education and, prevents language barriers from becoming a disadvantage in their learning journey. By providing instruction in both the home language and the settings chosen language, the program helps bridge the gap between home and the setting, making education more accessible and inclusive for all children (WOHM, 2023). By implementing these strategies, an inclusive leader can create a learning environment where all children feel valued, supported and empowered to succeed (WOHM, 2023). 
On the other hand, the inclusive leader faces a multitude of challengers in ensuring the program the program meets the diverse needs of all children (Ayres, 2019). One of the primary challenges in implementing a dual language program is the allocation of resources says Mitchell (2019). He stresses that effective bilingual education requires specialised materials, additional staff, and ongoing professional development, however, budget constraints can make it difficult to provide these necessary resources. For instance, obtaining bilingual books, hiring qualified bilingual educators, and investing in culturally relevant materials can be financially demanding (Mitchell, 2019). Moreover, time is a critical resource; educators must dedicate significant time to planning and differentiating instruction to cater to diverse linguistic backgrounds of their students (Morales, 2024). Mitchell (2019) also agrees that this need for extensive preparation can stain already limited schedules, impacting the overall effectiveness of the program. Communication barriers present a formidable challenge in a dual language program (Choi et al, 2023). The authors point out that in a multilingual setting, effective communication between educators and children is essential. However, Johnson (2010) states language differences can hinder this process. For example, educators may struggle to communicate effectively with children who are not yet proficient in either language (Johnson, 2010). These barriers can lead to misunderstandings and lack of involvement, which are detrimental to the success of the program and overcoming these barriers requires not only linguistic skills but also cultural sensitivity and patience (Johnson, 2010).                                                                                                             
Balancing the individual needs of children with the dynamics of the group is a complex challenge (UNESCO, 2024). They emphasise that dual language programs must ensure that each child’s linguistic and cultural background is respected and supported. However, achieving this balance requires a nuanced approach (Johnson, 2010). Providing equitable support often means differentiating instruction to meet individual needs, which can be time-consuming and difficult to manage within the structure of a group setting (Betz, 2023). 

Collaborating with professionals.
Collaborating with professionals is a cornerstone of effective early years education, particularly in a dual language program where the integration of linguistic and cultural diversity is paramount (Kelly, 2016). Additionally, Buckler (2023) states, inclusive leadership in such settings involves coordinating efforts with a wide range of professionals, including educators, language specialists, psychologists, and community workers. She also identifies the benefit of collaborating with professionals brings a wealth of expertise and knowledge that directly enhances educational outcomes for children in a dual language program. Similarly, Gasper (2010) highlights that educators and language specialists, for instance, contribute specialised skills in bilingual education and language development. Their insights help tailor the curriculum to support both languages effectively, ensuring that children receive high-quality instruction that fosters proficiency in both their home language and Welsh (Gasper, 2010). Moreover, collaboration facilitates the integration of best practices and innovative teaching strategies (NSPCC, 2023). Professionals such as curriculum designers and educational researches can provide evidence-based methodologies that improve teaching effectiveness (NSPCC, 2023). Kelly (2016), also states how this collaborative approach ensures that the dual language programs remains dynamic and responsive to the latest educational advancements, ultimately benefiting the children’s learning experience and outcomes. Another strength of professional collaboration in an inclusive early years setting is the ability to provide comprehensive support for diverse needs (Coccia and Robertson, 2009). Children in a dual language program often have varied linguistic, cognitive, and socio-emotional needs that requires specialised attention also emphasised by Coccia and Robertson (2009). By working with psychologists and special education professionals, inclusive leaders can develop individualised support plans that address specific challenges and promote holistic development (Tilstone and Rose, 2003). For example, speech therapists can work alongside educators to support children with language delays or speech impairments, ensuring they receive the necessary interventions without interrupting their bilingual education, also stated by Tilstone and Rose (2003). Similarly, collaboration with child psychologist helps in identifying and addressing socio-emotional issues, such as anxiety or adjustment difficulties, which may arise from navigating multiple languages and cultures (Goodwin, 2008). He expresses that this multi-disciplinary approach ensures that all aspects of a child’s development are supported, creating a nurturing and inclusive learning environment.                                                                                                               By leveraging the expertise and resources of various professionals, inclusive leaders can create a rich, supportive, and dynamic learning environment that meets the needs of all children, however, despite its many advantages, there are notable disadvantages that can arise from such collaborations, one being coordination complexities (Gasper, 2010). Gasper (2010), also states managing the schedules, responsibilities and contributions of various professionals requires significant effort and organisational skills therefore, the more professionals involved, the greater the likelihood of logistical challenges, for instance, arranging regular meetings that accommodate everyone’s schedules can be difficult, leading to delays in decision-making and implementation of strategies. Additionally, coordinating efforts to ensure consistency and coherence in the program can be challenging particularly when professionals have differing availability and priorities (Turner and Colombo, 2007). They voice how these coordination issues can detract from the smooth operation of the program, causing frustration and potentially undermining its effectiveness. Different professionals bring their own perspective, expertise, and approaches to early childhood education (GOV, 2021). While this diversity can be beneficial, it can also lead to conflicts and disagreements because, professionals from different disciplines may have varying priorities and methodologies, which can create friction when trying to establish a unified approach to bilingual education (GOV, 2021). To illustrate, an educator may prioritise classroom management and academic achievement, while a psychologist may focus on socio-economic development (Nolan and Guo, 2019). These differing perspectives can lead to disagreements on the best strategies to support children, potentially causing delays and inconsistencies in the implementation of the program also highlighted by Nolan and Guo (2019). Finding a common ground that satisfies all professional viewpoints can be time-consuming and challenging, potentially hindering the program’s progress (Moran et al, 2007). Addressing these issues requires strategic planning, strong leadership, and effective communication to ensure that the benefits of collaboration are realised without compromising the program’s effectiveness (GOV, 2021). 

Engaging the community.
Engaging with the community is an essential component of an inclusive early years dual language program, and building strong connections between the educational setting and the wider community enriches the learning environment and supports the holistic development of children (Breslin, 2023). The benefits for engaging with the community includes reinforcement of cultural identity (Nursery story, 2021). Connecting with community members and organisations that share the children’s cultural and linguistic backgrounds helps to create a learning environment where children feel seen, valued and understood (Nursery story, 2021). Community engagement can take various forms, such as inviting local cultural groups to share their traditions, languages, and customs with their children (Department for Education, 2021). These interactions provide authentic cultural experiences that go beyond textbook learning, allowing children to see the real-world application of their heritage (Learning through Landscapes, 2022). Moreover, community events and celebrations that involve families and community members foster a sense of unity and pride according to Children's Bureau (2018). They state that Community engagement naturally lead to increased parental involvement, which is crucial for success in any early years program and a dual language program. When parents see the school is actively collaborating with the community, they are more likely to feel connected to the school and invested in their child’s education (Chalmers, 2016). Also, according to Chalmers (2016), Parental involvement has been shown to positively impact children’s academic achievement, social skills, and overall well-being. Engaging parents through community events, workshops, and volunteer opportunities creates a welcoming and inclusive environment where parents feel valued (Developmental Services Ontario, 2020). These activities provide parents with the tools and knowledge to support their children’s learning at home, reinforcing the skills and concepts taught in school (Developmental Services Ontario, 2020).                                                                                                                       Engaging with the community also presents several challenges including cultural misunderstandings according to Waite (2017). She says, engaging with the community can sometimes lead to cultural misunderstandings or conflicts. While the goal of community engagement is to celebrate diversity and inclusivity, differences in cultural norms, values, and expectations can create challenges as misunderstandings may arise from differing perspectives on child-rearing practices, educational priorities, or communication styles (Schiavo, 2021). For instance, Schiavo (2021) explains that community members or parents from different cultural backgrounds may have varying expectations about the role of education, discipline or parental involvement. These differences can lead to misunderstandings or conflicts if not managed sensitively (Schiavo, 2021). Educators and administrators must navigate these cultures nuances carefully to avoid alienating any group or individual, which can be a delicate task (Trodd, 2016). Trodd (2016) highlights how engaging with a diverse community means managing a wide range of expectations and interests. Different community groups may have varying priorities and preferences regarding the dual language program according to Brownhill (2014). He states, balancing these diverse expectations can be challenging and may require compromises that do not fully satisfy all parties. For example, some parents may prioritise the acquisition of Welsh language skills, while others may emphasise the importance of maintaining the home language and cultural traditions and reconciling these differing priorities can be difficult and may lead to dissatisfaction among some community members (Brownhill, 2014) . Additionally, trying to accommodate all community expectations can strain school resources and complicate decision-making processes, potentially leading to conflicts and tensions within the community (Ansary, 2022). 

Part 2.
Stewart (2014), states that a policy is a deliberate system of principles and guidelines designed to guide decisions and achieve rational outcomes. He emphasises that it serves as a framework for action, providing clear information on how specific issues or activities should be managed within an organisation, government, or institution. Additionally, policies are formulated based on a thorough analysis of current needs, goals, and potential impacts, and they are implemented to ensure consistency, accountability, and transparency in operations (Lane, 2018). They can cover a wide range of areas, including education, health, safety, and governance, and are essential for maintaining order, protecting rights and promoting fair practices (Taylor-Gooby, 2019). Taylor-Gooby (2019) underlines that by setting out defined protocols and producers, policies help to standardised practices, mitigate risks, and facilitate, and facilitate coordinated and effective responses to various situations.
In Wales, the Foundation phase curriculum, introduced in 2010 for children aged   three to seven, aims to provide a holistic, play-based learning experience (GOV, 2015). This policy emphasises inclusion, recognising the diverse needs of children and ensuring equitable access to learning opportunities (GOV, 2015). 
The Foundation phase is designed around a child-centred approach that prioritises the individual needs, interests, and developmental stages of each child (Banfi, 2024). This framework encourages educators to adapt their teaching strategies to accommodate diverse learners, including those with special educational needs (SEN), linguistic differences, and varying cultural backgrounds (Banfi, 2024). By focusing on the whole child, the policy supports an inclusive environment where every child has the opportunity to thrive (Addysg Cymru, 2024). In his 2020 review of the Welsh education system, Graham Donaldson (2015), emphasis the critical role of inclusive leadership in fostering educational environments where every child can succeed. He argues that inclusive leaders are essential in creating and sustaining a culture that values diversity and equality (Donaldson, 2015). These leaders are proactive in identifying and addressing barriers to learning, ensuring that all students, regardless of their backgrounds or abilities, have access to high-quality educational opportunities (GTC Scotland, 2021). A core component of the Foundation phase is its emphasis on play-based learning which is known to be effective in engaging young children to explore, experiment, and learn at their own pace, fostering an inclusive atmosphere where differences are respected and valued (Early Years Wales, 2020). Early years Wales (2020) also expresses how play-based learning can be particularly beneficial for children who may struggle with traditional, structured learning environments. Assessment in the Foundation Phase is formative and continuous, focusing on individual progress rather than standardised benchmarks (Hwb, 2023). This method allows educators to tailor their support to each child’s learning journey, making it easier to identify and address specific needs (Hwb, 2020). Such an approach is inclusive by design, as it avoids the pitfalls of one-size-fits-all assessments that can marginalise children who do not fit traditional Molds (addysg Cymru, 2024). The Foundation Phase aims to develop children’s cognitive, social, emotional, and physical skills, promoting a well-rounded education (Welsh Government, 2016). The Government (2016), stresses by addressing multiple areas of development, the policy ensures that children with varying strengths and needs receive a balanced education. This holistic approach is integral to inclusive practice, as it recognises and supports the diverse capabilities of all children (Banfi, 2024). 
While the Foundation Phase policy promotes inclusivity, its implementation often faces challenges due to resource constraints according to Estyn (2011). They state, effective inclusive practise requires adequate funding, staffing, and training to support diverse learners, especially those with SEN. Also, many early years settings in Wales report insufficient resources to fully realise the policy’s inclusive goals, and without proper support, the burden falls on individual educators, which can lead inconsistent implementation and varying levels of inclusivity across different settings (Estyn, 2011). The decentralised nature of education in Wales means that implementation of the Foundation phase can vary significantly between different local authorities and individual settings which can lead to disparities in the quality and inclusivity of early years education (BBC News, 2014). Some settings may excel in creating inclusive environments, while others may struggle due to lack of resources, training, or support accprding to (Davies et al., 2013). The authors state, such inconsistencies undermine the policy’s overall effectiveness in ensuring equitable access to inclusive education for all children. The Foundation phase policy acknowledges the importance of parental and community involvement in children’s education, however, engaging families and communities in a meaningful and consistent manner can be challenging (Taylor et al, 2015). Barriers such as language differences, cultural misunderstandings, and socio-economic factors can hinder effective collaboration between early years settings and families (Taylor et al, 2015). Without strong partnerships, efforts to create inclusive environments may not fully address the needs and backgrounds of all children (Hirst, 2016). Ensuring that policy language is clear, precise, and easily understood is crucial for consistent implantation, legal protection, organisational trust and the achievement of desired outcomes (Overman, 2014). Ambiguous or unclear terminology can result in inconsistent interpretations and applications of the policy (Overman, 2014). This inconsistency can cause confusion among staff, stakeholders, and the public, leading to uneven enforcement and potentially unfair outcomes (Ricard Zapata-Barrero et al, 2021). For example, if the language regarding disciplinary actions is vague, different mangers might handle similar infractions differently, resulting in perceived or actual inequities (Ricard Zapata-Barrero et al, 2021)
The Foundation Phase policy in Wales represents a significant effort to create inclusive early years settings that cater to diverse needs of young learners (Addysg Cymru, 2024). To truly enable inclusive practises, it is essential to address these limitations through increased funding, comprehensive training, consistent implementation, and stronger family and community partnerships (Hwb, 2023). By doing so, Wales can better ensure that every child receives an equitable and enriching early education (Addysg Cymru, 2024) .  

Part 3. 
Promoting inclusive leadership with children’s toys in an early years setting.
[image: Image result for cihldren's toys]What if the secret to raising the next generation is hidden In your child’s toy box? 

In the formative years of childhood, play is not just a pastime- it’s a crucial component of learning and development (National Literacy Trust, 2019). Toys play a significant role in shaping children’s understanding of the world around them, influencing their perceptions of diversity, inclusion, and leadership (LUNTLEY, 2018). Luntley (2018) emphasises early years educators and leaders, promoting inclusive leadership through the careful selection and use of children’s toys, can lay a strong foundation for an inclusive mindset. This blog explores how we can use toys to foster inclusive leadership in early years setting, benefiting children, families and communities.
Choosing toys that reflect diversity. 
The first step in promoting inclusive leadership through toys is selecting those that reflect the diverse world in which we live. Here are some key considerations:
1. Representation: Choose toys that represent various races, ethnicities, genders, and abilities. Dolls and action figures, for instance, should come in a range of skin tones, culture attire, and physical abilities (Mirza, 2023). She believes this helps children see themselves and others in the toys and play with, fostering a sense of acceptance. 
2. Cultural awareness: Cleare (2023) highlights that Incorporating toys that celebrate different cultures and traditions. Items such as multicultural dress-up clothes, traditional musical instruments, and cooking sets from various cuisines can spark curiosity and appreciation for different cultural practices. 
3. Inclusion of disabilities- Ensure that toys also represent children with disabilities. This can include dolls with wheelchairs, figures with hearing aids, or playsets that include ramps and other accessibility features. Such toys promote understanding and normalisation of disabilities from an early age (PACEY, 2020). 

Promoting collaborative play.
Inclusive leadership is not just about representation, it’s also about fostering collaboration and mutual respect (TheMontessoriAcademy, 2023). Here’s how toys can improve these values: 
1. Cooperative games- Introduce board games and activities that require teamwork and collective problem solving. Games that encourage children to work together towards a common goal teach the importance of collaboration and the value of diverse perspectives believed Ryan (2021). 
2. Role-playing sets: Use role-playing toys such as kitchens, doctor’s kits, and construction sets to encourage children to take on various roles and responsibilities. Ryan (2021) also emphasised how role-playing helps children understand different viewpoints and develop empathy, as they navigate different scenarios and interact with their peers. 
3. Building and construction toys: Toys like blocks and LEGO sets are excellent for collaborative play (UNICEF, 2018). Encourage group projects where children must plan, negotiate, and build together. UNICEF (2018), states this type of play develops critical thinking, communication, and leadership skills.

Engaging families and communities.
Inclusive leadership extends beyond the classroom (BONGIORNO, 2018). Bongiorno (2018), states that engaging families and the community in promoting inclusive play can reinforce these values at home and in broader social contexts. 
1. Parent workshops: Gascoyne (No date) suggests organises workshops for parents on the importance of inclusive play and how to select and use toys that promote diversity and collaboration. Providing resources and guidance can help families support these values at home.
2. Community events: Also (Harris and Goodall, 2008) spotlights hosting community events that celebrate diversity and inclusion, such as multicultural fairs or inclusive playdates. They state how these events can bring together children and families from different backgrounds, fostering a sense of community and shared learning. 
3. Collaborative projects: Involve the community in collaborative projects, such as creating a multicultural garden or organising a charity drive. These activities teach children the value of working together for the common good and highlight the impact of inclusive leadership (UNICEF, 2018).
Conclusion.
As the National history trust (2019) states, promoting inclusive leadership through children’s toys in early years settings is a powerful way to foster a more inclusive and empathetic generation. Loweth (2022) agrees and also states by thoughtfully selecting diverse toys, encouraging collaborative play, incorporating inclusive themes in storytelling and play, we can help children develop skills and values needed for inclusive leadership. 
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