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Inclusive Leadership
Reports to build more inclusive and diverse organisations, communities and societies have grown in the ever-changing world of today. According to a recent independent report (GOV 2024), inclusive and diverse companies perform better than their counterparts since they are 70% more likely to enter new markets. Though diversity initiatives cost more than £6 million annually, only a small number of companies have succeeded in being really inclusive and diverse. The main reason is that ‘Inclusive Leadership’ is the element that they miss from their organisation with just a few leaders worldwide are characterised as inclusive; just 5% are (Bohnet, 2024). The fact that Inclusive leadership is still mis-understood and  open to interpretation is a worrying fact in what is proving to be a necessary leadership style for success in all businesses, schools and societies in this 21st century. 
It is well documented that Inclusive leadership in early year’s education is essential for creating a supportive and diverse learning environment for positive outcomes for young children (Ferdman et al.,2020). This type of leadership involves valuing and respecting the unique backgrounds and capabilities of every child and ensuring that all children feel included and valued which can be seen as already being practised in educational settings(Estyn ,2020). However, it is the mind-set of the teachers, support staff and school community which needs to be affected to challenge unconscious bias and therefore really create a culture of acceptance and belonging. Moore-Johnson(2022)  reported that this type of leadership requires continuous learning, actively listening, seeking out viewpoints of everyone and recognising peoples strengths and differences and using them to create an environment that everyone feels valued, knowledgeable and confident to challenge. This type of collaborative leadership steps away from the single person led model of previous years with positivity; however this reflective paper will highlight the challenges that stakeholders encounter with this growing movement of Inclusive  and collaborative Leadership and how it impacts early years practice. 



Case Study 
At the start of the Winter term a young boy arrives at a village primary school from Romania. He has been brought over to the UK to live with his uncle and girlfriend. The school knew of his arrival a month in advance but did not have information on why the boy has been separated from his family or any other information, apart from the fact he doesn’t speak English. There is also a new teacher taking over the class at the same time who is an NQT. The school is in a predominately white British middle class area with only 1.5% of children from ethnic minorities. During the first few weeks the boy was getting into trouble for hitting and kicking his classmates in the playground. At home time the Teacher would make the uncle wait until all the other children were collected until she dismissed the boy while at the same time informing the uncle of the boy’s behaviour, this continued for a few months. Within the first week the learning support assistant approached the management team to ask for resources to help the boy learn English and for further information on his background such as social or emotional needs. The head teacher and deputy said to ‘Treat him as mute’ and that they had no background information about him. It was 3 weeks later that the head teacher had a meeting with the uncle.

Reflections
One standout issue with this scenario is the lack of managerial commitment to seek out answers about the child’s background whether it involved challenging the local authority or by engaging earlier with the uncle. This lack of effort and desire to establish connections to make the child and the family feel welcome could be seen as having unconscious bias or a reluctance to move out of their comfort zone of what they know and how they deal with things. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2015) said that this could have a massive impact on the child  being made to feel welcome and accepted which could influence his social and emotional outcomes .The  report also stated that in addition to academic achievement, an indicator of a child’s integration into their new community is the degree to which they perceive a sense of belonging in their new environment. In addition, Kuttner (2023) reports that children not made to feel as they belong face bullying and discrimination and worryingly OECD reports that school belonging is declining globally on average, with nearly one in every three pupils stating that they do not feel like they belong. In addition, Souto‑Manning et al., (2021) states that one of our human needs is to belong especially in the early years; it has a significant impact on bonding, transitions, and young children's beliefs in their own abilities and potential. Belonging is associated with many of the strongest feelings humans feel, both good and bad: "A variety of positive emotions (e.g., happiness, elation, contentment, and calm) are produced when one is accepted, included, or welcomed; strong negative emotions (e.g., anxiety, depression, grief, jealousy, and loneliness) are produced when one is rejected, excluded, or ignored." One could say that the boys behaviour of hitting out showed unhappiness, fear and a feeling of not being wanted.
For a leader to embrace inclusivity and therefore culture a sense of belonging for everyone, it takes self –reflection, continuous learning and training to be able to facilitate inclusive leadership, one must look to themselves and truly challenge their thinking to evolve (Ferdman,2021). However, with reports that  head teachers are leaving the profession early due to the pressure they feel from their increased workload due to funding cuts forcing them to act as supply teachers within their own school, the job is being seen as less attractive ( O’ Connoll, 2021). Additionally, for many years the pressure of inspections being focused on narrower outcomes rather that recent changes to the inspection procedure  has added to the pressure felt by head teachers who also often report a lack of support in their role  (Fazackerley,2022 Guardian newspaper) . This lack of support is also reported by Dorrell et al.,2022 who claim that management teams have developed a lack of trust in those tasked with their welfare and exhibited scepticism towards pledges to enhance working conditions. This sense of doubt was extended to both the senior leadership teams and the policymakers operating within the government.

An inclusive organisation takes time to embed and if the head teacher is under too much pressure then this will be felt throughout the school and impact the very people that they are entrusted to care for, educate and value, the children (Ainscow,2020). In this scenario one could say that the Head Teacher did not practice collaborative leadership which leads to an inclusive organisation. This could be evidenced by the fact that she did not involve the new teacher and school staff in preparations for the new boy as well as looking to the further community for advice. Estyn 2020 says that it is critical that schools support the learning and well-being of their children and families by engaging with their communities. Policies such as ‘Face the Challenge together’ (Welsh Government 2015) gave practical advice to help schools build and improve their approach to family and community engagement. Furthermore, the positive impact on engaging with the community and external agencies has proved instrumental in delivering diversity and inclusion in primary schools while also working to build flourishing, empowered, and connected communities (Welsh Government, 2022). 
   Additionally, it also shows that support staff did not feel they were responsible for making decisions for preparations and that they were relying on direction from the Head Teacher which further evidences the lack of collaboration in the school or confusion over roles and responsibilities.  However, would the support staff take on these responsibilities and independent thinking if the school had a collaborative and inclusive ethos? It is well documented that Learning support assistants have a low salary (Weale,2024) and the common theme of not taking on additional responsibilities and feeling overworked is felt throughout the profession with many support staff feeling that the management achieve a greater salary to enable themselves to make the decisions . However, according to a report by Hall and Webster(2022)  teacher assistants report that  if schools  invested in and supported their professional development as classroom instructors and incorporated them into school processes and community life, it would encourage them to make decisions  and be proactive within their role,  such as in this scenario  arranging for the children to make welcome cards, approaching the local authority for advice  and teaching the children and themselves on Romanian culture prior to the child starting school. However, would this still work? They are now many ‘community’ schools in Wales with the collaboration ethos which the Welsh Government are keen to develop and expand (Welsh Government ,2022)  which works to support diversity and equality in the school and community. However, it still comes down to the individual staff member and their past personal experiences and sometimes unconscious bias that has the impact on a child. One could argue (in the scenario) that despite a lack of direction from the head the teacher should have the forethought, training and desire to help the new child. It is the desire which should be questioned; entering the uncomfortable is not always an easy option especially for an new teacher. Staying within the boundaries of what you know how to teach and what you are familiar with could have affected how the teacher approached the child. This could be seen as unconscious bias which as practitioners we need to gain further knowledge and practice breaking down social and cultural borders with support from families, community groups and school leaders. People are comfortable with some dimensions of diversity than others, depending on what they have encountered before. For example, I am married to a Turkish man and I have lived in Turkey for 10 years so I do consider myself quite culturally aware and inclusive so having different nationalities and cultures in my classroom is very comfortable for me to work with and I feel confident for making a positive contribution to the children and team around me. However, I have not encountered many families and children with physical disabilities which I would feel unsure of  how I could support them without making judgements or preconceived ideas. Therefore I agree with Burton (2023) who says that for practitioners to overcome their own social and political influences one needs to learn ways to engage with all their families and not just the ones that come easily .
In this scenario, the lack of a collaborative inclusive leadership impacts the children as well as the new boy. As the school was not prepared to handle multi-cultural children or something unconventional (such as a mid -term arrival of a non-speaking child in this case) and they treated diversity as a hindrance and not as a resource.  In the scenario a huge learning experience for the children of a different culture and language has been overlooked and instead there has been room made for stigma and bias to be developed.  As Eidsvag and Rosell (2021) state that children, can be active agents who can set limits, make room for one another, or include or reject others. The institutional power of the educational staff and the moral and pedagogical ramifications of both staff and children's use of power restrict children's abilities. Through their studies they discovered that young children may have social possibilities they would not otherwise have and their horizons may be expanded by well-considered use of power. 

Further impacts of a lack of an inclusive ethos in the school is when the boy's actions at playtimes were deemed inappropriate by the teachers and children around him, and consequences for missed playtimes were promptly implemented; nevertheless, no one sought to determine the reason of the behaviour .Findings from a longitudual study by Hay et al., (2021)  says that by age 7, children's aggressive decision-making and behaviour  such as hitting and kicking were connected to their  verbal skills,  emotional awareness .and early trauma such as violence at home. If more effort was put into meeting with the uncle sooner than the staff would have learnt that due to violence in the home in Romania he was removed for safety. This was not discovered until week three of school. 


The issue of the boy’s behaviour rapidly became apparent to parents who deliberately avoided interacting with the family, particularly during home time. The uncle was consistently observed standing alone, with no parents talking with him. Despite the uncle coming first at pick-up time, the teacher would intentionally make him wait until the end in order to address the boy's behaviour. Upon reflection, this situation greatly isolated the uncle, which could have left him feeling  rejected, alienated, and embarrassed  Ferdman (2018) says that without the experience of inclusion, persons who differ significantly from historically represented groups may not feel as safe, welcomed, or appreciated, and as a result may be less inclined to fully engage, participate, and contribute to the society.
One could argue that the teacher could have opted to make a phone call during the day to address the child’s behaviour instead of consistently making him wait until the end of the day. Alternatively, a more experienced teacher could have started a home/school communication book which would have shown a more inclusive, professional practice. The children also started to notice that the boy was left until the end and would frequently say that he couldn't go because he was naughty. The boy grew frustrated having to wait, which exacerbated his struggle to control his emotions. A simple pick-up after school became a difficult time on multiple levels affecting many individuals. This could have been easily changed if the teacher had the ability to see beyond their own and school-imposed boundaries, if the teacher and learning support teacher had the courage to challenge the leadership for support and direction, and if the parents and school community had accepted and valued a new member of society into their village.
 Final thoughts
While researching for this portfolio through journals, blogs and talking to colleagues I questioned my own conscience on my work experiences with equality, diversity and inclusion (EDL) with some of my findings being uncomfortable,  in that I could have been braver and challenged authority or called out a colleague on more occasions . I have listened to a few interesting pod casts which helped me to broaden my sense of the barriers people face, one such podcast by a Dr Valerie Davies (2000).  However, the biggest impact from my research was the interview with BLAH BLAH who I found inspirational . Which brings me to the point that I would like to conclude this reflection portfolio and that is despite  Government pledges and policies on Inclusion, Diversity  and Equality (EDI), despite the local community’s’ efforts to collaborate I believe it is the individual who can make the change.
Blog
 Teachers’ attitudes, expectations and pedagogy are a concern when it comes to promoting inclusive leadership in Britain today (Cozier, 2023). My experience of working in an early years setting which mainly supports white British families in an affluent area, highlighted to me that despite racism and inclusion policies there is still a long way to go to become fully inclusive. 
The setting provides ‘add on’ resources such as black dolls in the home corner, a few cultural books, a poster on racism, a variation of dressing up, including Indian Saris’ and they also provide different shades of skin colour pastels for self-portraits .I believe that there is a mis-conception that these types of  settings are inclusive and for this to change I believe that there are two areas in early years education that needs to be addressed. 
 Firstly, and probably the easiest to implement is that instead of these ‘add ons’, the setting should as a whole present the environment and ethos as multicultural despite being predominantly ‘White British’. For example, it should be seen as ‘the norm’ for young children to choose chopsticks, or use their hand or cutlery to eat their food  to reflect different cultures. It should be seen as standard that food includes cultural dishes every day during snack times and not just during cultural celebrations There should be a variety of songs sang in different languages everyday as part of the children’s routines (Y Bont ,2022). By doing this young children will  grow up by understanding who they are in the world and realizing that there are children different to themselves and that the idea of difference is normal. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]However, for this to be achieved in this type of setting you need to explore  the practitioners  thoughts ,gestures, language and how we interact with children as this is what will model behaviour for future generations.(Miller,2024) Which brings me onto the second area for change, our own perceptions of racism and cultural differences and how to change it. Dr Sue (2021) states that we all like to think of ourselves as moral practitioners who support anti-racism but regardless of our intentions we have racial micro aggressions due to a lack of knowledge about racism. Common phrases such as “We are all the same” is echoed by good intentional practitioners, however we must realise that everyone observes the colour of a person's skin, and that race is a significant aspect of an individual's identity. How important this is at an early age can be seen in a recent study. Lee (2017) reported that babies as early as six to nine months old may exhibit racial bias therefore we need to see each other as different, individual and not the same. Starting those conversations early on, encouraging questions and having the knowledge of how to answer and the courage to tackle the notion that being non-white is not normal is what practitioners should be striving for. 
If anti-racism training is not providing this then there is a great resource in the communities themselves and people outside of school. To promote and embed these ideas it will take a brave practitioner to challenge themselves, colleagues and leaders in order to influence change.
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