Inclusive Leadership: Working together to support families

Section One 

Inclusive leadership in the Early Years is, ensuring that the attitude of practitioners, their practice and policies within the setting, ensures that everyone has the feeling of being welcome and the sense of belonging. Including staff, children and their families (Nutbrown, No Date). Brodie and Savage (2015) agree with this and adds that inclusion is not only for children and their families that could have additional learning needs, but it is also important for children and their families who may have different cultural backgrounds or speak a different language to feel included by everyone in the setting. Bortini et al (2016) and Hallet (2016) also agree and adds, inclusive leadership should acknowledge understand the individual educational needs of all children. Traits of an inclusive leader include empowering others, have an open mind and be curious, they are attentive to different cultures, they admit if they have made a mistake and they have the ability to stand up for people and hold people accountable (Bourke and Titus, 2020).

Practitioners in the early years should have the ability to make all children and their families feel welcome and included (Eastman, No Date). This ability is an important part of inclusive leadership and with this, trust can be built not only among the children and their families but also within the community and with other professional partners such as social workers and health visitors (Ferdman et al 2020). The focus on inclusion, diversity and equity has grown in recent years, especially in Wales, as there are more families from different cultures now living in the country, by 2030 the Welsh  Government want to be seen as an organisation that reflects diversity in Wales and shows itself to be anti-discriminative and anti-racist. This Welsh Government strategy wants everybody who lives in  Wales to treat each other with respect, dignity and inclusion (Welsh Government 2021). This Strategy also complies with The Equality Act 2010, which gives protection from discrimination in the community and workplace (GOV.UK 2015).

In this scenario, a practitioner was able to be an inclusive leader and help a little girl and her family. Molly is five years old, and her father David had an alcohol addiction. He has given up drinking and has not had a drink in over a year, he has now been assessed and deemed fit and able to look after and care for Molly on his own. When David brings Molly to school, and picks her up,  the practitioner notices that he does not stand near other parents but stands on his own. There is hardly  any engagement with the other parents, and he sometimes looks away from them in case they may start a conversation with him, he seems shy, maybe a bit nervous and uneasy. 
When Molly is in class she is quiet, but she listens, and sometimes joins in with classroom activities even though she does not have a big circle of friends. Many children with parents recovering from alcohol can show signs of instability, uncertainty and can also have problems making friends and building relationships (Armstrong, 2023). Omkarappa and Rentala (2019) agree, and within their study they found that there is an elevated rate of depression and anxiety for children of alcoholics and also that they may have lower self-confidence when compared to children of non-alcoholic parents. Using inclusive leadership skills the practitioner identifies that Molly is quiet and can use her influence to create an environment where Molly can feel safe and provide encouragement and help to support Molly when she needs it, and also by giving Molly the opportunities to express herself (NSW Government, 2021; Vogel, 2016). 

Within the setting activities should be thought out and planned to be inclusive for every child as well as opportunities to work and play with other students, which can give them the feeling of empowerment to have a voice alongside being listened to, (Open Univerities Austrailia, 2023; Reading Rockets 2019), also the practitioner can ensure the classroom is socially inclusive by creating spaces where children can come together to work, play or interact with each other to share personal experiences (Eredics, 2018). If the practitioner feels that Molly is still quiet after making her environment more inclusive, the practitioner may feel that other professional help may be needed, Play therapy could be used as a way to help Molly. Play therapy is when children can use toys and arts and crafts to help them express themselves in their own way and in a way that is comfortable for them (Play Therapy UK, 2021). When in a play therapy session, trained therapists can observe children who are playing and gain information regarding the problems that the child my have. The therapist can then help guide the child through how they feel emotionally and teach them the coping mechanisms to help the child through their troubles (Gill and Pietrangelo, 2019).

However, there can be some obstructions to the practitioner’s inclusive practice, some of which include the lack of professional training on developing inclusion and then implementing it in practice. Family beliefs and attitudes can show the child’s unwillingness towards being included in the classroom and some settings may be situated in economically deprived areas with run-down buildings combined with insufficient resources (Villeas, 2021). Also lack of cooperation and partnerships can hinder inclusive practice as multi agency working, with other professionals that are involved in the child’s education and care is key to the best interest of the child (Todd, 2007). To promote inclusive leadership practice within an early years setting,  it is important to address the barriers with ongoing training, awareness and policy development within the setting (Kuknor and Bhattacharya, 2022).

The Practitioner decides to try harder in making the family feel welcome and valued at the school, this will help with their sense of belonging and can aid in the wellbeing and self-esteem of them both (Mind, 2017. Randel et al.; 2018. Early Years Alliance, 2019). The Practitioner decided to work together with David to find out how to make him and Molly more comfortable and at ease at school. The Practitioner then invites David into the school for an informal meeting and a cup of coffee. The practitioner demonstrating being an inclusive leader should listen to what he has to say without judgement, show empathy, have an open mind and show David that he can be accepted for who he is, by herself and the school (Brown, 2019). Speaking to David in a positive manner, can help promote effective communication while nurturing understanding and empathy.
Discussions in meetings can determine what the school and staff can do, to help the family feel like they belong and not feel like outsiders, working in partnership with families helps them to feel like they are valued as parents and children (Ferdman, 2020). Also, talking to parents on a regular basis builds trust between the parent and practitioner/school and can aid in the education of the children. (Early years alliance 2019). The Ecological Systems Theory by Urie Bronfenbrenner advises that the child’s environment has an influence on them, and with parents and practitioners being the in the micro system of the child, it makes sense that the two of them come together to decide what is best for the child and family (Aubrey and Riley, 2019).
While having a chat with David, the practitioner starts to think that he might be feeling a little anxious about being there. David soon starts to talk, as he feels he is in a safe place to do so. David says that he does not talk much as he does not want to talk about his alcohol misuse, and he thinks other parents will be curious and question him about it. 1 in 5 children are affected by parents who drink (National Association for Children of Alcoholics 2023). Alcoholics often have the feeling of guilt or shame in the way they have behaved towards their families (Potter-Effron, 2013), so will keep to themselves about what they went through mentally and physically. Government statistics show that 1.4 million people in the UK feel that they are dependant on alcohol (Alcoholics Anonymous, No Date). Even though David has been sober for over a year, he is still fighting the addiction on a daily basis and may need to have people around him with positive attitudes (Hawk, 2021), to show that David and his daughter are valued members of the school, the practitioner asks him if there is anything that themselves or the school can do for the family, including helping him find the right help or support in their local community, as talking about problems can get the support that is needed from others (NHS 2022). Even though recovering from alcoholism can be challenging, it is achievable. With every persons recovery being unique to them, there are many ways that an inclusive leader can help, the first step is always the toughest for the alcoholic and may need help from many sources (Smith, Robinson and Segal, 2023). 
Botrril et al (2018) suggests that when used correctly, inclusive leadership can help build relationships as the practitioner will be found to be friendly and approachable, by both child and parent.
Along with giving up alcohol, another life changing event for David, was then becoming a single father, which can also bring along with it, some challenging situations (Gingerbread 2023; Harrison and Gentry, 2007). The practitioner could also talk to David about how he feels being a single dad and if he is coping or needs any support or help to find a group in the community that he can take his daughter to, that is not classed as a mother and baby group, many men may feel intimidated by being the only male in the room (Wales Online, 2023). 

Asking David to come back for further chats can help with his wellbeing, as these meeting are not formal and maybe give him the opportunity of feeling less isolated and lonely and therefore becoming a part of the school community (Mary Frances Trust, 2023; Waxman, 2004). Counselling sessions within the community such as religious support groups, Grim and Grim (2019) state that evidence-based studies have demonstrated a positive impact of using faith as an aid to overcome addiction and promote wellbeing. Alcoholic Anonymous (2022), have their group sessions mostly in community centres and there are approximately 4,661 AA meetings in the UK with 75% of members stating that they have not had an alcoholic drink in 2 years. These sessions can be helpful as they offer individual support as well as group support and can identify any underlying issues that may have been a contributing factor to the alcoholism, also the sessions can help meet other people that are in a similar situation and give each other as much support as possible (Miller, 2023).



Section 2

Policy refers to a set of guidelines, principles, rules or courses of action that are brought into force by the government. Policies are designed to achieve specific goals, to address any problems, and to create a framework for consistent practices in a setting. Policies are set out to cover legal regulations, procedures, risk assessment and ethical standards. The purpose of a policy is to provide information and direction, to make sure that there is consistency within all aspects of the early years. The policies that the setting follow should be kept in a safe place and should be easily accessed to be looked upon when needed (Baldock, Fitzgerald and Kay, 2013; CMHC, 2018).

Setting policies and ensuring their compliance can be achieved by regularly communicating them to all members of staff, all relevant stakeholders and any visitors to the setting. Regularly conducting workshops to educate staff about the policies to ensure that they know their responsibilities and to reinforce the importance of policy compliance (Social Care Institute for Excellence, No Date).
Policies should be reviewed and updated regularly, to keep in line with any changes to laws, regulations and practices and to make sure that the needs of everyone in the setting are being met (The Hub, No Date; Fitzgerald and Kay, 2016; North Yorkshire Council, 2011). Leadership plays a vital role in following policies, leaders should consistently follow all policies with the setting themselves to demonstrate how important it is to follow them. By implementing these strategies settings can increase the likelihood that their policies are being followed (Weekes, 2017).
Following the policies for early years education and care is important as they provide the framework for maintaining and improving the quality of early years education. They establish standards and guidelines that ensure children receive the appropriate care and education (Dunlop and Fabian, 2007) . Policies outline the procedures and protocols to safeguard the children and also create a consistent and high-quality experience for all children, therefore by using the policies set out by the Welsh Government, the education and care of the children will have a structured approach to ensure the well-being, development  and learning of young children. Policies also guide professional practice and promote the rights and needs of children and their families in early years (Unicef, No Date; Welsh Government 2022). 

The Welsh Governments Additional Learning Needs (ALN) Code for Wales 2021 aims to improve the support that is provided to children with additional learning needs, The principle of this code is to show that children with addition learning needs should have the support of an inclusive education, and that this education can provide them with the tools that they require to participate and benefit from, while ensuring all of their diverse needs are met (Buli-Holmberg and Jeyaprathaban, 2016) Ainscow (2020) agree and adds that policies on what inclusion mean should be clear for everyone to read.

This approach is rights based, where the feelings wishes and views of the learner are key in the process of decision making and that the child is fully involved as they can be in this process (UNICEF, No Date). However, if the child is non-verbal, understanding them and what their wishes are could be difficult as they may not be able to get their views across ( Febriantini, Fitriati and Oktvaiani, 2021).

Early intervention and prevention are also key. Measures should be put into place to recognise the signs of additional learning needs and provision should be set in place at the earliest opportunity. While this is very important as early intervention is key, there must be practitioners in the setting that are trained or experienced at picking up and additional learning needs as some needs may not be visible (Fawcett and Jones 2020).

Working together with other professionals and services is also at the heart of this code, multi-agency working can identify additional needs early on and ensure that the correct collective support can be put into place which can enable the positive outcomes experiences of the learner( Atkinson et al., 2002) . When working in partnership with other professionals, parents and learners. This code can encourage inclusive leadership by involving multiple stakeholders in the discission making progresses of the setting which can then lead to a more inclusive environment (Gustafsson, Stienwall and Korhonen, 2021). However, to enable the collaboration between professionals, the staff on all sides of the services must be fully trained, approachable ,friendly and welcoming to each other. As the successful implementation of the Additional Needs Code for Wales requires the effective communication and coordination with the various stakeholders, including other educational professionals, the local authorities and health services, ensuring the constant implementation of inclusive practice and leadership across the range of different professionals can be challenging and will need the ongoing support of each other (Nguyen et al., 2019). 

The code expects an education that is inclusive to additional needs learners, so that the children are fully supported to take part in mainstream education wherever or whenever they can, and that there is a whole school or setting approach so that all of the learner’s needs are met. This code also recognises the importance of person-centred approaches by focusing on the individual needs, goals and ambitions of the children (Moreira et al., 2021). Inclusive leadership demands the understanding of the needs of the unique child, and the person-centred approach can support this by promoting individualized support and inclusive practice. Inclusive leadership will often require additional recourses, for example, staff training and other supporting services, to ensure that the diverse needs of the individual child are being met (Khan and Abdullah, 2019). While the Additional Learning Needs Code for Wales aims to improve resources, ensuring adequate recourses are readily available to help support inclusive leadership practices can still remain a critical issue. Also to achieve this, all practitioners within the school or setting will have to have understanding of every additional needs learner, and what their abilities and skills are to give them full access to their curriculum. 

As this code was released in Wales, steps should be taken to support children with additional learning that speak Welsh, as this may be the only language they know and understand. However, finding fully trained and qualified staff that speak Welsh or that are bilingual can be problematic as the Welsh Annual Language Data Survey (2023) states that in 2022 only 17.8% of residents in Wales speak Welsh.
Inclusive leadership will require early years professionals to have the necessary skills, knowledge and attitudes to help support the diverse learners successfully. The Additional Needs Code for Wales recognises the importance of all professional development, the ongoing provision of relevant, high-quality training is crucial  to ensure that inclusive leadership practices are implemented effectively (Tsilitsky, et al. (2020). 

 

To ensure that all staff actually read the policies of their setting regularly they must be advised of where they are kept. However, when storing policies in physical files, many disadvantages can be found, physical files can be mislaid, lost or damaged and in the event of a fire or flood the files can be destroyed, leading to loss of important information. Storing physical files in an office can be problematic if the employees need to reference or review a policy when working away from their desk. Finding specific parts of a policy can be time consuming, requiring manual searching which can result in spending less time with the children and enhancing frustration with staff. Maintaining physical files requires version control to ensure that the policy is always kept up to date up to date. To overcome these disadvantages, many organisations opt for the use of digital solutions, such as policy management software or document management systems. These digital files can offer improved accessibility, version control, searchability and remove the maintenance that is required with physical files. All staff should know where the policies of their setting are kept and be able to review them at any point of time, digital files have the upper hand as they can be looked at and used at any point of time. 

Section 3 blog

Inclusive leadership plays an essential part in creating a supportive and nurturing environment within early years settings. As practitioners and leaders, we have a responsibility to make sure every child regardless of their abilities or background always feels included and valued within our setting and ensuring that there is a safe environment where all the children can thrive ( Early Years alliance 2019).Promoting inclusive leadership is key to accept and celebrate the diverse backgrounds of the children in our care including the different cultures and abilities. Inclusive leaders should encourage conversations between themselves, the children and their peers about different languages, traditions and perspectives and also provide opportunities for the children to share their personal experiences. When having a setting that is accepting of different cultures, inclusive practices can be seen.

Promoting inclusive leadership requires the ongoing development and training of professionals. Organised training sessions that are focused on inclusion and diversity can provide staff members with the knowledge and tools that they may need to create inclusive learning experiences for all of the children in the setting. Inclusive leaders in the early years can design and plan learning spaces and activities that can cater to the diverse needs of all the children. Practitioners should incorporate toys, books and visual aids that will reflect the abilities and backgrounds of the children (Finkelstein, Sharma and Furlonger, 2021). 

Inclusive practitioners recognise that each child is an individual, and have their own interests, strengths and ways of learning, they can change the way they talk to and teach individual children according to their individual needs, when doing this we are adapting to each child’s abilities promoting their development and growth.

Inclusive leadership can also be seen outside of the early years setting. Practitioners should involve families when making decisions about the setting and planning out of the curriculum. Input from families can be used to enhance learning experiences of the children and can create a network to support the children to thrive in their education (Lara and Saracostti, 2019).

Continuous reflection and improvement are key for inclusive leadership, practitioners should regularly evaluate their practices and policies within the setting so that areas that need changing can be identified (Hatton and Smith 1995). Staff in the setting should be encouraged to look at and reflect upon their own assumptions and biases so they can learn and adapt and have the opportunity to enhance inclusive practices at every moment shown. Promoting inclusive leadership in the early years is a continuous journey, by embracing diversity and communication, with ongoing training and creating inclusive environments, catering to the individual learning needs of the children and collaborating with their families, reflecting on our practices and policies we can aim to create an environment where every individual child feels included, valued and respected. We should aim to be inclusive leaders that empower our youngest members of society to embrace who they are, celebrate their uniqueness and reach their full potential.
When inclusive leadership is used within an early year setting, it can improve the education and wellbeing of children, when children are made to feel welcome and feel like they belong they will be happier and have a better outlook on their journey through their education and also make them feel Valued.
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Inclusive leaders value all rights for children in their care, even though every child is unique and will have different needs and cultural backgrounds. Inclusive leaders will use policies and other professionals to make sure that the needs of the child and their families are being met (Ryan, 2006). 
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