SECTION1

This section aims to critically evaluate the role of the inclusive leader within a chosen scenario. 

Ryan (2007) suggests that inclusion is an integrated structure of leadership. Similarly, Ferdman, Prime and Riggio (2021) highlight the requirement of inclusive leadership, to unite individuals and maximise the capacity of diversity and inclusion within today’s society. Furthermore, Pacey (2022) suggests that inclusion provides equal opportunities for children and their families to receive support and take part in activities, regardless of their ethnic background, culture, language, gender, socio-economic background or disability. This suggests that each child is treated as an individual and is treated fairly, enabling them to develop at their own rate, whilst receiving the correct support to enhance their learning and development, promoting equality in education (Childhood Education International, 2021).

The Welsh Government (2015) recognises that inclusivity enables school leaders to foster a working environment which effectively communicates with each family, focusing on target groups that are overlooked in school life. It is suggested that successful inclusive leadership provides opportunities for families to engage with others through regular school events. This supports schools to understand the needs of their target groups and their barriers to engagement, as well as identifying strategies which can be put into practice for monitoring and strengthening engagement (Welsh Government, 2015). 

To support inclusive leadership in practice, Booysen (2014) recognises that working in collaboration develops partnerships which allows each group member to engage fully. Similarly, Ferdman (2017) suggests that an inclusive workplace and society encourages individuals to feel they can be themselves and be a valued member of their group. Moreover, research by Roberson and Perry (2021) implies that this allows individuals to freely contribute to each other’s ideas for decision making, building an environment where team members are heared and leaders actively listen and respond to their needs. This promotes a diverse environment, that through inclusive leadership, a culture of psychological safety is created within the environment, encouraging group members to feel comfortable to voice their thoughts and ideas and make mistakes without feeling that they would be looked down upon (Bowers, Robertson and Parchman, 2012). 

Ferdman, Prime and Riggo (2021) refer to inclusion as a crucial element in practice. However, it is said that inclusion can be both simple and complex simultaneously (Krischler, Powell and Pit-Ten Cate, 2018). Similarly, Ferdman (2014) implies that inclusion can operate at multiple levels, from micro to macro, with Ferdman’s system of inclusion setting structures for values and behaviours for individuals, groups and organisations to deliver inclusive practice. Ferdman, Prime and Riggo (2021) identify that the interpretation of inclusion can vary from person to person, therefore individuals may experience inclusion differently. Within Ferdman’s system of inclusion, individuals gain the benefits of diversity and are supported to participate in organisational success, creating an environment where individuals feel trusted, valued, accepted respected and authentic within their working environment (Ferdman, Prime and Riggo, 2021).

However, although inclusive leadership is thought to be a beneficial style of leadership, Indeed Editorial Team (2021) recognises that it is not uncommon for this style of leadership to be accompanied by challenges. Similarly, research by Gerristen (2020) acknowledges that there is no definite definition of inclusive leadership. Therefore, this can be seen as a barrier to inclusive leadership, as the lack of understanding prevents the leader from behaving inclusively and demonstrating an awareness of the value of diversity and inclusion within the setting (Gerristen, 2020). 

The scenario discussed is based on a five year old girl, Molly. Molly recently started in school after being placed in foster care. Along with her brother, she has experienced neglect by both her parents who are recovering alcoholics. She has been separated from her older brother who took care of her. At the school gate, her foster parents communicate with teachers, however, they stand alone from other parents who look at them, but don’t speak. At school, Molly is unable to concentrate for a lengthy duration, although she appears to be doing well academically. However, she is quiet and seems withdrawn. She occasionally speaks to her teacher on a one to on basis, but during circle time she seems unable to voice and nods her head to communicate, showing an understanding. As yet, she has not developed positive friendships with her peers and does not play with or alongside others. Staff have observed that Molly enjoys playing in the building corner, but makes little eye contact or attempt to engage, and will walk away, should another child join her in play.  

It is evident that for the child, inclusive leadership is not functional within the school environment. The child has faced challenging times and displays ongoing difficulties with socialisation, communication, playing and sharing with others, as well as difficulty concentrating for periods of time. A dated study by Hildyard and Wolfe (2002) found that child neglect causes damaging short and long term effects on the child’s socio-emotional and behavioural development, resulting in social withdrawal and lack of peer interaction. More recently, Chiamulera (2013) identifies that the removal of the child from the neglectful home has positive outcomes. However, this is not enough to support the child to recover. It is suggested that interventions and outside agencies are essential for addressing the impact neglect has had on the child (Chiamulera, 2013).

Although dated, research by Umberson and Montez (2010) recognises the positive effects that social relationships have on the child’s health and wellbeing. Similarly, Lavis (2016) suggests that the child’s mental development is positively supported through forming and maintaining social relationships. However, Bowles, Scull and Russo (2019) suggest that the lack of social relationships can lead to feelings of loneliness and isolation for the child. It is suggested that this affects the child’s sense of belonging within the school environment, leading to low attendance and low academic attainment, which impact their future outcomes (Bowles, Scull and Russo, 2019). This suggests the need for an inclusive practice. Nutbrown (2022) suggests that being inclusive encourages the child to participate in play and during social classroom activities. Furthermore, Rouyer and Davis (2021) highlights that promoting inclusion and diversity increases the child’s learning and engagement with others, promoting a sense of belonging (Ferdman, 2020). 

Through observation it is evident that the child is anxious and hesitant to speak to others. According to Child Mind Institute (2022) these can be symptoms of selective mutism, when speech is disrupted due to anxiety disorder. It is possible that starting a new school has cause the child to feel anxious (Aberdeenshire Council, 2013). Croner-i (2019) highlights that speech, language and communication are the starting point for learning and are essential for the child’s development, as they are key to developing friendships. Additionally, Busman (2014) highlights that Selective Mutism not only prevents the child from developing friendships, but they are unable to ask for help when needed, therefore they miss opportunities to meet their educational outcomes.

It is essential for the child to be supported to develop friendships with peers. This can be achieved by creating a buddy system or arranging a play session during the school day, if the child has a friend she feels comfortable with (Gawish, no date). Family Lives (no date) suggests that the development of language and social skills, as well as sharing with others, can be promoted through play. Therefore, small group activities will increase the child’s confidence to interact and develop friendships (Tucker, 2022).

However, if the child remains unable to communicate verbally, Murray (2019a) acknowledges this as a barrier to inclusive practice, as little or no opportunity is provided to the professional to listen to the child’s voice and act on their wants and needs. Therefore, Biavati-Smith (2017) suggests that it is essential for additional ways of communication to be available for the child, such as the use of hand gestures. Allowing the child to use non-verbal communication promotes an inclusive practice and enables the professional to identify the child’s needs and ensures that the child feels comfortable to express their likes and dislikes (Ferdman, Prime and Riggio, 2021), therefore reducing the anxiety level felt by the child (Gawish, no date).

Additionally, to facilitate a more inclusive approach, Department for Education (2017) suggests that a key worker should be allocated for children to develop a secure relationship, for the care they receive to match their individual needs, for familiarity and for partnerships with parents or guardians to be formed. Similarly, Early Years Matters (2020), suggests that a key worker allows the child to feel at ease and to seek comfort if feeling overwhelmed. Moreover, Lekh (no date) highlights that an approachable leader is beneficial for the child to develop positive friendships and feel at ease to express their opinions. This is in line with Articles 12, 15 and 31 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, where children have the right to express their wishes, develop friendships and play (UNICEF, 2019). This suggests that inclusive leadership plays a role in removing barriers to promote equality, giving individuals equal opportunities and support to reach their potential (Early Years Alliance, 2019). Murray (2019a) suggests that if the voice of the child is actively ignored, it implies to the child that their opinion is of no importance. Therefore, the child is prevented from experiencing inclusive opportunities.

According to Foundation Years (2020), the role parents play in reinforcing the child’s learning is fundamental to their future achievements, as parents are the first people to have an impact on a child’s development. Western Governors University (2021) acknowledges that parent-teacher collaboration plays a role in the child’s learning. Similarly, Swansea Council (2019) suggests that partnerships between practitioner and parent are key to the child’s learning outcomes as trust is developed and working together as a team will ensure that the child gets the support needed. Furthermore, Child Mind Institute (2022) suggests that when children experience support from parents, combined with effective communication between the parent, the education setting and other professionals, their learning outcomes are strengthened. 

It is essential for concerns relating to the child’s speech to be shared with the foster parents. However, Child Mind Institute (2022) acknowledges that this information may come as a shock to guardians and time may be needed to understand and process the information received. In this instance, the first act of the professional would be to arrange a meeting with the child’s foster parents to discuss concerns relating to the child’s speech and interventions to move forward. Additionally, it would be beneficial for an informal discussion with health professionals, such as the Educational Psychologist, Speech and Language Therapist, Health Visitor and School Social Worker to discuss strategies that would support the child to reduce anxiety and build on their confidence to interact with others (Child Mind Institute, 2022). However, Aberdeenshire Council (2013) states that if the child’s speech disruption continues for longer than 8 weeks, referral to the Selective Mute Team, as well as Speech and language therapy should take place, with the guardian’s consent. At present, it is not necessary to refer the child to outside agencies, as the child has not displayed this behaviour for the required time. 

To promote an inclusive practice, the practitioner may wish to invite the child and the carers into class before school begins. Child Mind Institute (2022) refers to this intervention as ‘Warm up time’ and suggests that in time, the child may feel comfortable enough to be vocal in the presence of the teacher as an additional member. This will support the child to practice being vocal in the school environment and increase the child’s opportunities for learning (Murray, 2019a). It should be considered that the child is experiencing separation anxiety. According to National Foster Group (2019) this can be triggered by sibling separation, as during challenging events, siblings provide emotional and social support for each other (Simply Fostering, no date). It is essential for the child to bond with the new caregiver. This can be supported through the ‘warm up time’, as trust will be fostered, making them feel safe and included in their family (National Foster Group, 2019). 

Furthermore, the carer in this scenario does not communicate with others at the school gate. The carers lack of interaction should be considered as a barrier for communication and building relationships with staff and other parents. Freud (no date) suggests that inviting the carer into school is key to encouraging parent engagement as it allows for the professional to be viewed as approachable and promotes an open-door policy within the school, where opportunities are made for the child’s carer to meet with the child’s teacher to formally discuss any issues and gain reassurance that the school is there to support the family. Additionally, Freud (no date) suggests that by being visible at the school gate, the teacher fosters regular opportunities for informal discussions and contact with the parent or carer. This suggests that the inclusion of the carer promotes an inclusive practice where parent involvement is essential for collaboration to gain mutual understanding and promote successful strategies to support the child to move forward (Hornby and Blackwell, 2918). To ensure inclusive leadership is being fostered, an event at school could be arranged, such as a coffee morning. Attending a school event will encourage the foster parents to socialise with other parents and form new friendships (Murray, 2019b). 

Research by Osiname (2017) provides evidence that working in collaboration and communicating with stakeholders promotes an inclusive environment, where goals are achieved through a shared vision. It is identified that an inclusive school culture can be created through a leader who encourages the school’s community to express their opinion and welcomes an individuals’ values and beliefs. This suggests that the role of an inclusive professional leader is the foundation to creating an inclusive school culture, where a whole-school approach is fostered to meet the needs of each individual. 

Haines et al. (2015) identifies that staff, families and the community have a responsibility for the success of all pupils. It is acknowledged that when trusted partnerships are formed between these groups, pupils achieve a successful outcome in their education. Similarly, Swift Education Centre (2022) highlights that when schools work in collaboration with the community and multiagency networks, trusting community partnerships are developed which participate in school leadership and support the lives of the child and their family. Moreover, when schools and communities actively work in partnership, the child’s academic attainment and attendance is improved, as well as constituting a thriving community (The Swift Centre, 2016). 

Musgrave (2017) identifies the various professional practitioners and their roles in working alongside children and their families. However, it is suggested that the lack of communication and information sharing when professionals do not work in partnership, increases the risk of professionals failing to meet the needs of the child. Therefore, inclusive leadership is essential for effective communication. 

Furthermore, Hallet (2016) suggests that through expanding professional knowledge and skills, partnerships are developed with children, their families, the community and multiagencies. This promotes equality and provides opportunities for children to reach their potential within an inclusive environment. In line with the Inclusion and Pupil Support document (Welsh Government, 2016) all staff are required to undertake training to gain the necessary knowledge and skills to successfully support and deliver an inclusive education that enables each child to meet their individual potential. However, research by Duncan, Punch and Croce (2021) identifies insufficient time and school funding as barriers in supporting teachers to access the training needed to enhance their professional development and deliver an effective inclusive education. 

To conclude, it is evident that effective inclusive leadership is essential to create an inclusive environment, where diversity and equality are promoted. This ensures that individuals are treated fairly and gain equal opportunity to make the most of their lives. Effective communication and working in partnership with parents and multiagencies play a role in providing the necessary support for the child and is key to the child reaching their developmental milestones.


SECTION 2

The aim of this section is to critically evaluate whether the New Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2020) enables inclusive leadership within an early years setting. 

Baldock, Fitzgerald and Kay (2013) define policy as the organisations attempt to achieve an outcome and logically think how this outcome can be achieved. Similarly, Bon Accord Care (2021) recognises that policies play a fundamental role within an organisation, as they provide support and guidance to practitioners in their decision making, as well as ensuring that rules and standards are adhered to. Furthermore, Ulla M (2018) implies that policies within an educational setting provide standards for quality teaching and learning and are key to the school’s success. This suggests provision for consistency and growth within an organisation. However, Ulla M (2018) highlights that the nonexistence of policies leads to an inconsistent organisation which lacks control and fails to meet the educational needs of its pupils. 

Ferdman, Prime and Riggio (2021) suggest that the implementation of policies is determined by their level of micro or macro. Liddicoat (2015) recognises macro-level policies to be those produced by the government and carried out by the nation (Green Facts, 2022). Micro-level policies are those created by the individual setting (Liddicoat, 2015) and are defined by their link to macro-level policies, to strengthen the function of the education system within the local organisation, to achieve the objectives set by government policies (Learning Portal, no date). These levels will work successfully when implemented through inclusive leadership adapting to the challenges of change within the organisation (Boaitey, 2021).  

The Welsh Government (2018a) suggests that the curriculum has regularly been amended to meet educational challenges in Wales. Although positive views concerning the curriculum are highlighted within the Donaldson report, teachers portray their desires for a curriculum which provides them with freedom to choose what and how they teach, as well as improve assessment programmes to support the learning and development of their pupils. Although a challenge, the new curriculum for Wales offers schools the opportunity to design their own curriculum, which provides teachers with the ability to be the driving force of their approach to teaching (OECD iLibrary, 2022). 

However, according to Baldock, Fitzgerald and Kay 2013), implementing macro policies that are created by people in powerful positions affect the way practitioners implement their teaching. This suggests a strain on practitioners within the local authority to implement policies set by the government. However, Schuelka (2018) suggests that it is essential for macro-level policies and guidance to be created in collaboration to promote and facilitate inclusive educational practice at micro-level. In support of this, the New Curriculum for Wales was developed in Wales by a national network of practitioners who worked in partnership with other stakeholders (Welsh Government, no date)82) to shape an inclusive and integrated approach to learning and teaching through the 27 mandatory statements of what matters within the framework (Welsh Government, 2021b). 

The development of the New Curriculum in Wales aims to raise educational standards and the attainment gap between its learners (Welsh Government, 2020) through the implementation of an inclusive education for children and young people (Knight and Crick, 2021). The curriculum facilitates learners to progress their learning towards its four purposes (Welsh Government, 2021b) with outcomes moving away from teacher assessments based on the child’s level of learning, to being built on the child’s individual progression (Welsh Government, 2018b). To effectively implement the new curriculum, OCED iLibrary (2022) suggests that Wales gains a vision of what a productive curriculum may look like in practice. The development of the new curriculum for Wales focuses on moulding a holistic educational system shaped for future success, that is guided by its aim for all children, including those with additional learning needs to receive equal means of education to succeed within its four purposes and six Areas of Learning and Experience (OECD, 2022).  

Through an Inclusion Policy, Woodlands Primary School (2021) strives to meet the statutory requirements of inclusion and highlights that the individuality of each child is valued. Provisions are made through planning a school curriculum which enables children to gain high quality opportunities to attain their individual potential. This includes adapting the teaching to meet the individual needs of children with disabilities. This implies an inclusive approach to teaching practice, where children are provided with equal opportunities to enter an inclusive education (Hallet, 2016).

It is essential to consider the language and terminology used within both documents. The Welsh Government (2022) suggests that the four purposes ‘should’ be the schools starting point to producing a successful curriculum. The word should is defined as the ‘best thing to do’ (Cambridge Dictionary, 2022b). This implies that something is recommended or advised to be actioned, rather than a statement to abide by a policy (Eisen, 2020). Similarly, the school’s Inclusion Policy (Woodlands Primary School, 2021) refers to the term to take account of. Merriam-Webster (2022) defines this term as ‘to give attention or consideration to something’. This suggests the possibility of confusion, as the language used within the documents does not propose mandatory actions and therefore, may not be carried out by practitioners in the setting, causing limitations to inclusive leadership and practice when promoting inclusion and diversity. 

However, to avoid confusion with policy terminology, throughout the Curriculum and Assessment (Wales) Act 2021, the term must is used. Must is defined by Cambridge Dictionary (2022a) as an action which is of high importance and necessary to be carried out. This suggests a mandatory requirement and is described by Plain Language (2011) as the simplest way to communicate to practitioners that an action has to be carried out. 

Therefore, PowerDMS (2020) acknowledges that policies should be written in clear language, enabling practitioners to work effectively. Similarly, Mayra León Translation Services (2020) highlights the necessity for practitioners to be provided with policies which use terminologies that are consistent and understandable to all, in order to become knowledgeable. This promotes the implementation of inclusive practice, as practitioners will develop an understanding of language and an awareness of their role in providing an inclusive education. Failing to develop policies with understandable language, results in barriers to effective inclusive leadership and practice (Enaohwo, 2020).

To conclude, it is clear from research that inclusive schools will create inclusive communities. It is evident that inclusive education is only successful when educational policies are developed in collaboration with practitioners who are active within an educational organisation and who are able to look holistically at teaching practices. Inclusive education has many benefits for pupils, as teachers are able to use different methods to teach disabled students and non-disabled students, and everyone benefits from this. Evidence implies that the current curriculum for Wales has been a strong foundation for developing the new curriculum, which will promote an inclusive education and provide learning experiences that coincide with today’s society.     


SECTION 3

Blog: How to promote inclusive learning for looked after children?

As an experienced early years practitioner, I believe all staff should want the children in their care to receive the best possible care and education (Save the Children, 2006). This means that all children learn alongside one another, despite their gender, disability, language, race or living conditions, such as poverty (Open Society Foundations, 2019). This supports Articles 28 and 29 of the UNCRC, where children have the right to a high quality education (UNICEF, no date). Save the Children (2006) describes this as learning within an inclusive classroom, where the teacher understands the value of diversity, ensuring that all children receive an inclusive education (Save the Children, 2006). However, Brodie (2001) implies that looked after children are often stigmatised in school, affecting the way the setting deals with certain issues, such as discipline. Hughes (2021) implies that the reason for this is that it is often assumed that looked after children are in care because of something they did. This does not portray an inclusive practice where everyone is treated equally, and inclusion is promoted within the school culture. 

Research by Lipkin (no date) identifies that the educational achievement of looked after children is considerably below that of their peers. Similarly, Morales-Ocaña, Pérez-García and García-Martínez (2018) suggests that children in foster care are educationally vulnerable within the population and identifies the educational gap between them and their peers. As practitioners of looked after children, we are aware that for many, the emotional impact of experiences in the birth home has resulted in school absences and a disruption to their learning, becoming a barrier to their future progressions (Welsh Government, 2017). 
A dated study by Borland et al. (1998, cited in Leslie and Mohammed, 2015) describes looked after children as an educational hazard, with no importance placed on their education. However, under section 22, subsection 3A of the Children’s Act 1989, the Local Authority has a duty to promote the educational achievements of looked after children. Similarly, Oxfordshire Virtual School (no date) states that every effort should be made to support children in care to reach their full educational potential. Furthermore, to identify and meet the child’s educational needs, the Department for Education (2018a) suggests that all looked after children have a Personal Education Plan (PEP) which reflects existing educational plans, such as an Individual Educational Plan (IEP) and sets out a clear pathway of the provision required for the child to progress academically (Department for Education, 2018b). 
To foster an inclusive approach to supporting the child’s needs, Leslie and Mohammed (2015) highlight the requirement for effective multi-agency working. Similarly, the Department for Children, Schools and Families (2010) suggests that school staff and the local authority have a shared responsibility of reviewing the PEP and are required to work in collaboration with other relevant professionals to ensure the PEP fully promotes and strengthens the child’s learning to reach their educational outcomes. Furthermore, the Welsh Government (2017) suggests that local authorities should including the child in the review of their PEP. This will not only promote a positive partnership between the child and the professionals, but also give the child an opportunity to have their say and feel involved in the decisions made concerning their lives (Southwark Council, 2010). Carmarthenshire County Council (2021) encourages children to contribute to decisions made that will affect them such as assessing their needs and setting goals. This highlights the importance of an inclusive leadership, where the child’s views are listened to and valued, in line with Article 12 of the UNCRC (Welsh Government, 2021a).


