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Inclusive Leadership: Working together to support families

Scenario:
[bookmark: _Int_s5IkRnlm]A young single parent has a child in an early years setting. She has also recently given birth to another child. Practitioners have noticed over the past few weeks that the older child is displaying symptoms of neglect. These include going to school wearing the same/dirty uniform and practitioners have also noted several times that the child is coming into the setting with mouldy bread for sandwiches.

Section 1
As the importance of inclusivity within settings has been highlighted by a growing number of academics and professionals over the last number of years, mirrored by a shift in society, so has the importance of being an inclusive leader. As a result, the ability to be inclusive and create an inclusive culture is a critical part of modern leadership (Ferdman, Prime and Riggio, 2021, p. 3). Following this, the first section of this portfolio will examine the definition of inclusive leadership, and then look at the role inclusive leadership played in the scenario above. In conjunction, it will also outline the issues that may provide opportunities or barriers to the use of inclusive leadership when dealing with the children, parents, professionals, and communities involved with the scenario.
Firstly, it is important to understand how inclusive leadership is defined to fully understand its rise to prominence and the impact it can have. The use of inclusive leadership can be easily misconstrued, as it means much more than simply managing a diverse team or understanding cultures, as according to Ferdman, Prime and Riggio inclusive leadership is:
To incorporate creating and fostering the conditions that allow everyone, across and with their differences and without having to be subsume or hide valued identities, to be at and to do their best, to see the value in doing so, and to belong and participate in ways that are safe, engaging, appreciated, and fair. 
							(Ferdman, Prime and Riggio, 2021, p. 3)
There are numerous points of interest in this definition to early years practitioners. One point is the importance of creating the conditions in which everyone can do their best. Not only is this relevant to the staff of the educational setting but also as a by-product ensuring that this applies to the children as well. In addition to this, the inclusion of words such as safe, engaging and fair are all words that relate heavily to early years education, and as a result inclusive leadership is perfectly poised for use within early years educational settings. 
It is important to note that inclusive leadership can be applied to any work group, and Randel et al (2018, p. 191) agree with the above definition, adding also that inclusive leadership is a set of behaviors displayed by the leader focused on making sure members feel part of the group, whilst also retaining individuality whilst contributing. 
Inclusive leadership is essential in a scenario like the one stated at the start of the portfolio. The fact that inclusive leadership involves numerous parties makes it essential for cases such as this. The staff at the educational setting first noticed the individual coming to school in clothes that they had worn the day before, as there was mud in the exact same place as on the trousers worn the previous day where the child had fallen in the playground. On numerous occasions the child also came to the setting with moldy bread as part of their sandwiches, and as a result a decision was made to involve the parents and alert other agencies to understand what was happening. 
This was a fantastic opportunity to use inclusive leadership to lead the investigation into what was happening with this child as it would involve including the parents, agencies, and the community. With regards to the parent, I found that using inclusive leadership and ensuring that they were part of the process of investigating and subsequently supporting them helped hugely, as were able to communicate with her and find out that she had recently had a new baby. Our investigation found that this single parent was below the poverty line and simply struggling to buy new clothes and food for her children, as well as herself. This meant that the parent and her children were at risk of being excluded due to economic disparity and infringed severely on their right to live an equal life. 
According to Bortini et al (2016, p. 17) inclusive leadership tries to value the dignity of everyone by recognising needs and then acting accordingly, with these needs being based on the universal declaration of human rights, and as a result it positively influences everyone involved in the process. The individual being lead feels valued and strives to attain full potential, whilst the leader is viewed as someone that shares collective responsibility planting seeds for opportunities. 
Bourke and Titus (2019) agree, stating that empowering others through effective collaboration and showing humility by being modest about their capabilities and admitting mistakes. These are two of the six traits that distinguish inclusive leaders that Bourke and Titus (2019) outline, and they found that inclusive leadership has a direct positive effect on performance. As the literature outlines above suggests, inclusive leadership is essential in making individuals feel valued and as such it was vital for me to act as an inclusive leader whilst working with this parent. The parents’ basic needs as a human being were not being met due to her struggles providing for two children, and because of this neither were the children’s’ who were severely at risk of the incredible damage poverty can have on children. 
The importance of inclusive leadership when working within educational settings can be recognised when it is understood just how vulnerable children living in poverty are to being excluded: 
Poor children bear the brunt of almost every imaginable social ill. In disproportionate numbers, they suffer hunger and homelessness; untreated sickness and chronic conditions such as asthma, ear infections, and tooth decay; lead poisoning and other forms of environmental pollution; and a sometimes debilitating level of stress created by crowded, run-down living spaces, family incomes that fall short of family needs, and ongoing threats of street violence and family dissolution.							
									   (Books, 2004, p.5)
From this quote we can see how poverty increases the risks of children being subject to whole host of negative impacts, with wide ranging consequences. Dudley-Marling and Dudley-Marling (2021, p. 1-2) also state that the stress on children living in poverty leads to lasting developmental issues including the ability to learn new skills. They also state that children living in poverty are at a significantly higher risk of school failure compared to more affluent children and research shows that children eligible for free school meals, which is often used as an indicator for children living in poverty, are far less likely to attend schools that can give access to the opportunities that more affluent children attend.
As a result of this clear link between childhood poverty and negative impacts on development it was imperative for us as a setting to work with the parents of these children and put her in touch with the correct agencies and local authority departments. By wishing to be an inclusive leader I made the effort to reflect on my abilities and found I had less experience of dealing with the government agency in charge of the thirty hours of free childcare scheme offered to parents, so I decided to delegate this to another member of staff. The member of staff then contacted the agency, and we were able to get the thirty hours free childcare, which was a significant help in reducing the parents' weekly expenses, meaning more income could be spent on basic food and clothing for the family. 
During the process I found that by utilising inclusive leadership techniques, my members of staff looked forward to the challenges I was giving them and engaged with the process attentively and as a result it is something that I will be looking forward to using much more in future. Inclusive leadership gave me the opportunity to work more collaboratively with my members of staff and the parent, which in turn led to a positive outcome. 
With regards to how inclusive leadership can help children directly, I would like to try and implement a higher expectation curriculum within the setting. This is defined by Dudley-Marling and Dudley-Marling (2021, p. 5-6) as a curriculum utilising meaningful and culturally relevant pedagogy, where all students are given access to the means to access knowledge and develop positively, regardless of culture, income or ability. However, personally this is something that I will need to research more, and have discussions with staff members about how we can implement it successfully at our setting. 
When conducting our investigation into what was happening with the family, we needed to work collaboratively with other agencies to ensure the best steps were taken and the best help possible could be given. Martin (2017, p. 153) states the aim of the multi-agency approach is for all professionals working with a child to work towards shared goals to achieve the best possible outcomes for the child and family and Cheminais (2009, p. 26) adds that there are many benefits to working in multi-agency collaborative partnerships for educational settings. 
Interestingly, multi-agency approaches share similar benefits to working within an inclusive leadership setting:
 (The collaborative multi-agency approach) promotes mutual support, encouragement and the exchange of ideas between staff, helping the sharing of expertise, knowledge and resources for training and good practice, leading to more manageable workloads. 
								     (Cheminais, 2009, p.26)
This shows that inclusive leadership and the multi-agency approach are suited for each other as they both promote the idea of close collaboration. As a result of this I found it easier when working as an inclusive leader to communicate with different agencies and I encouraged members of staff to promote ideas as to how we could involve different agencies to help the parent. However, there were some issues to how inclusive leadership could be used when working collaboratively with these agencies. The first issue was getting to grips with the time differences that every agency involved works with. As a concern was raised regarding the food the child was eating, and as a result of the needs assessment carried out by the child protection services it was decided that we would involve a local health agency to check on the child.
Personally, I found it frustrating at the start of the process that as I was trying to be as open and communicative as possible with my staff and other agencies, that the disparity in working hours slowed down how quickly we could help the family. For example, the health agency would work weekends and our staff would only be working during weekdays. This is a small issue but still something that is caused by working as an inclusive leader when working in a multi-agency approach as you are so dependent on communication from others to further the investigation. 
On the other hand, the reported challenges, and issues of working in collaboration as a multi-agency team can be significantly reduced by working as an inclusive leader and following the correct guidance. Aubrey (2011, p. 103) presents several challenges that can arise as a result of working in a multi-agency approach such as poor communication across agencies slowing down the process, professionals working from a range of practice settings, and professional rivalry that can arise because of different relative status and career progression. Whilst it is important to acknowledge these issues that can arise, implementing good inclusive leadership practices increased the value of nurturing dialogue, ensuring all staff recognise the importance of effective communication. (Ryan, 2006, p. 11)
 In addition to this, according to Newstead and Isles-Buck (2019, p. 65) creating an open and accepting climate is a critical part of inclusive leadership, and successfully doing this helps stop prejudices arise and creates a climate of openness and acceptance. Doing this would certainly help avoid any professional rivalry between agencies appears, as staff would be nurtured to not keep secrets and always encouraged to enquire. From these, it can be argued that inclusive leadership certainly helps reduce the chances of any issues that could arise as a result of working in collaboration as a multi-agency approach and this is what I found during this investigation. 
Aside from the initial frustration when it came to timing issues, I was able to recognise that leading inclusively helped members of the collaboration work closely together in an effective manner, and we were able to communicate effectively to ensure the best support was provided for the family. 
As part of my efforts to adopt an inclusive leadership approach in the setting, what I discovered was that it certainly helped foster the community spirit between the staff of the setting, the agencies, and the family themselves. It can be difficult working in a setting that is in an economically deprived area, as this increases the chance of families coming to the setting living in poverty. I found it critical to work as a setting with the community around us to encourage parents to engage with the school and their children's learning. This is because research has been conducted and published in Welsh Assembly documentation on the importance of parents' engagement with their children’s learning. Welsh Government (2016) states the degree that families engage with their child’s learning has up to six times more influence over educational attainment than school quality.
As a result, gaining the engagement of parents is of paramount importance to foster a good community spirit and also benefits the children massively. Where this can be difficult, however, is that typically in economically deprived areas families are under a lot of stress due to their economic situation and find they do not have the time or patience to engage properly. In addition to this, some also were disaffected by the education system from their own time at school, and therefore have a negative opinion of the benefits of education as well (Welsh Government, 2016). 
Therefore, as an inclusive leader in an educational setting, it is vital to involve families to foster the community spirit and ensure they feel a valued and important member of the wider school community. However, challenges to this do exist as outlined above, and in a way I found that I had to gain the trust of the parent in this scenario that the setting genuinely wanted to help the parent, and not judge that they had found themselves in a position in which they could not provide adequately for their children. 
[bookmark: _Int_+zvgA4Zx]In conclusion, there are a number of issues that can arise as barriers to being an inclusive leader within early years educational settings. These can arise from dealing with the children, families, agencies, and community, however as evidenced above, good inclusive practice can mitigate most problems. Ultimately, it is important to remember that the most important part of this process is always what’s best for the child. The parent in this scenario felt involved throughout the process and was delighted that solutions to the problems could be found. I have no doubt that the solutions were found quickly due to me following inclusive leadership practice guided by current, relevant literature and the setting and multi-agency staff reacted well to being given the opportunity to have open honest dialogue, and the chance to show what they could do. 


Section 2
Although it is recognised in current literature and across global organisations as an essential 21st century leading tool, it is important to consider whether current Welsh Government policies and guidelines enables the use of good inclusive leadership in early years education. This section aims to assess this by looking at a variety of documents published regarding leadership in the early years education sector. 
Firstly, it is important to consider what is policy, and why it is so important. Baldock, Fitzgerald and Kay (2013, p. 3) define policy as “an attempt by those working inside an organization to think in a coherent way about what it is trying to achieve (either in general or in relation to a specific issue) and what it needs to do to achieve it”. They also state that policies are presented in such a way that nobody can argue against them, as these statements come from those in charge and after publishing the document want to get on with it. 
As a result, they are critical of this and encourage practitioners to look at policies critically and state that practitioners should not shy away from policies as children need us to think about what we are doing and why we are doing it, and this is what ‘policy’ means (Baldcock, Fitzgerald and Kay, 2013, p. 10). 
If policy is the documentation that guides our practice, then it is incredibly important for practitioners to be completely aware of any changes and must make sure they keep up to date. Similarly, it is important for policy to keep up to date with changes in wider society, and with the importance of inclusion being raised significantly over the last twenty years, it should be no surprise that the Welsh Government has introduced policy designed to address the subject in education, and subsequently more attention has been given to the practice of inclusive leadership. 
One document that outlined the importance of one of the practices of inclusive leadership was a factsheet funded by the Welsh Government designed to make it easier to put into practice the laws set out in the Well-Being of Future Generations Act 2015. It states that shared decision making, and co-production are essential, as if collaboration breaks down between partners, then it can have a direct negative influence on citizens and communities. It describes co production as an inclusive, democratic and effective method of delivering public services, meaning there is a significant spotlight put on the ability to work together openly (WCVA, 2015)
This guidance is certainly similar in description to inclusive learning, which according to Ferdman, Prime and Riggio (2021, p. 10) is described as a means to ensuring collective groups can achieve meaningful and appropriate questions. From this we can see that inclusive leadership, although not named explicitly in this guidance, was certainly encouraged with the introduction of this 2015 act. 
The document titled ‘Inclusion and Pupil support’ sets out the Welsh Governments intentions to make inclusivity central to education. Within the document, inclusivity is referred to as a process in which all pupils access common opportunities in ways relevant to their needs, which ensures they fully belong to the school community (Welsh Government, 2016). 
The guidance in this document sets out the specific legislation to which LA’s, schools and partners must adhere to and is essential for practitioners seeking guidance on how to deliver inclusive practice. The guidance does not mention inclusive leadership explicitly but states that it is important for all senior practitioners to ensure they provide effective leadership by setting clear objectives, with the need to take responsibility for the decisions made. Although incredibly useful, this document alone does not guarantee the use of good inclusive leadership practice. 
One example of one of the latest documents produced by the Welsh Government is a consultation document titled ‘A curriculum for funded non-maintained nursery settings’. This document is designed for early years practitioners and interestingly also has a section on inclusion. It states that inclusive practice is essential as inclusive pedagogy leads to children feeling valued, represented, and belonging to a setting (Welsh Government, 2021). 
It also describes an inclusive setting as being one that is well organised to ensure accessibility to all, offer open ended resources and include diverse and authentic representation within resources (Welsh Government, 2021). Again, the guidance offered by the Welsh Government make sure to remind practitioners of the importance of being inclusive and give advice on how to do this, but there is no mention of inclusive leadership within the documentation.
Rodd (2013, p. 35-36) is eager, when discussing leadership in the early years, to state that every person that is put into a position of leadership must examine the qualities, attributes and behaviours associated with effective leadership. The author goes on to state that effective leaders go on to create an effective, inclusive culture and choose the right approach at the right time for the people, tasks and context involved. These are all traits of an inclusive leader, if you follow the widely accepted definition of inclusive leadership as set out by Randel et al (2018, p. 191). 
In conclusion, whilst much research has been conducted and literature been published discussing the benefits of inclusive learning in the early year, it seems as if there could be more official policy and guidance from the Welsh Government to make it easier for practitioners to put inclusive leadership into practice properly. As stated above, there are plenty of documents that highlight the importance of inclusion within educational settings and guidance available to practitioners on the matter. But there is room for more official policy and guidelines from the Welsh Government to enable the use of good inclusive leadership. 






Section 3   - 	Promoting inclusive leadership in an Early Years setting.
	While conducting research and reading literature based on inclusive leadership, I found it incredibly interesting to see how inclusive leadership was viewed across different professions. It seemed as if it was unanimously agreed that inclusive leadership was beneficial and had a dramatic effect on improvement in teams that were headed by a leader practicing it. 
[bookmark: _Int_WvJ3Xxsl]	This was again made clear when focusing more on the benefits of inclusive leadership within early years education. As stated by Adejokun (2021), leadership is inclusive by nature and the accountability of all who work in schools, settings and children’s centers’. The author also states “Whereas effective leadership consists of higher knowledge, skills which vary in those who are needed for the provision of education and care...settings leadership is a journey of joint inquiry, exploration and reflection that can involve everyone.” (Adejokun, 2021) it is clear from current literature that inclusive leadership is seen as the definitive leadership style in order to give the best education possible to young children. 
	As stated earlier, inclusive leadership is an exceptionally useful tool when dealing with situations requiring collaboration with numerous parties. Inclusive leadership ensures that parents of children are engaging with the school, and studies show that there are explicit connections between increased academic student achievement and parent participation. (Ferlazzo, L and Hammond, L. 2009, p. 3)
	The very nature of involving parents in a leadership process makes them feel like valued members of the school's community and are far more likely to take an interest in their children’s education there, even if they had a negative experience of school themselves. This is why inclusive leadership is so advantageous in economically deprived areas, where families are far less likely to be engaging with the school. Similarly, the benefits of working in a multi-agency approach could be enhanced further through ensuring inclusive leadership is used across the board, such as in social services or health agencies to ensure all professionals involved in a collaboration are aware of the benefits.
	Due to all these reasons, it is critical that inclusive leadership is promoted heavily in early years education. The first place that this needs to be addressed is in official guidance from the Welsh Government. I feel that there is not enough current guidance for practitioners in how to be an inclusive leader, or how to be part of a team under an exclusive leader and therefore many practitioners are not aware of the potential benefits. 
	Secondly, as practitioners and early years staff are incredibly used to attending training courses and sessions either in person or through online software (as became popular out of necessity during the Covid-19 pandemic) I believe that a simple course could be an excellent way to promote the benefits of inclusive leadership in an early years setting, as this could also involve parents to further enhance the advantages. These are just some of the ways that inclusive leadership could be promoted within early years settings, as I feel quite strongly that not enough has been done so far to promote the obvious benefits that it brings for both staff, the families and most importantly, the children in the setting. 
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