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Section 1
Workable Technology Limited (2021) defines inclusive leadership as having the ability to lead a diverse group, celebrating and respecting individuals uniqueness with a bias free approach. Bortini et.al. (2016) agree suggesting inclusive leaders appreciate diversity, encouraging engagement and contribution whilst balancing the needs of all within the group or community. Furthermore, Ferdman, Prime and Riggio (2021) suggest true inclusivity is a key component to effective leadership within modern society as it recognises, values and harnesses the opportunities afforded as a result of diversity to influence and enhance the skills of others. In addition, Ferdman, Prime and Riggio (2021) suggest inclusive leadership empowers individuals to develop and achieve authentically, in a safe and equitable environment without having to mask identity. 

As suggested by Rodd (2013), leadership styles within the early years are based on connection and collaboration with the community, using a person centred approach to respect and support individual needs. Hallet (2016) suggests inclusive leadership within early years care and education settings, whilst challenging in nature, is essential to allow children to connect and have a sense of belonging within the community, raising awareness and making links between individual experiences and the experiences of peers. Johansson and Puroila (2021) agree suggesting early years settings play a vital role in children experiencing a sense of true belonging as the numbers of children accessing early years provision continues to increase. In addition, Nutbrown (no date) suggests true inclusion within early years settings ensures children, families, staff, other professionals and the wider community connected with the setting have a sense of belonging and the ability to contribute freely and comfortably. Furthermore, Childhood Education International (2021) suggests inclusive leadership within early years care and education settings ensures children’s right to an education appropriate to individual needs is realised in line with Articles thirteen, twenty-eight and twenty-nine of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (Unicef, no date). 

This section of the portfolio will aim to critically evaluate the role of an inclusive leader within an early years care and education setting, considering the viewpoints of an individual child, parents, multi-agency professionals and the wider community based on the scenario outlined below.
Scenario
Poppy is 4 years old and has been attending the school nursery for 2 months. She is cared for by her father, Karl. Poppy spent a period of time in the care of her Paternal Grandmother from the age of 3 years old due to Karl having a substance addiction. Karl continued to have regular contact with Poppy during this period of time and she was returned to his care 4 months ago following an assessment by Social Services. Karl has overcome his addiction and continues to work with his Alcohol and Substance Support Worker and the family continue to be supported by Social Services as Poppy’s name remains on the Child Protection register. When accessing the setting, Karl keeps to one side in the yard, not interacting with the other parents. He is quick to collect and drop off Poppy, with minimal interaction with staff. Poppy has not been invited to the to the recent birthday parties of other children within the class and is withdrawn in nature, spending the majority of her time engaged in solitary play or watching the other children during the school day. 

As suggested by Exchange Family Center (2019), forming friendships in early childhood has a positive impact on both physical and mental health, providing children with a sense of belonging, security and reducing stress. Integrated Childrens Therapy (2021) agree suggesting friendships enable children to develop a sense of self as well as developing understanding and empathy towards others beliefs, opinions and experiences that differ from that of the individual child. Within the scenario, Poppy is not a part of a friendship group, spending significant periods of time alone during the school day and being isolated from social events outside of school, such as birthday parties. Dillner (2016) suggests that social isolation is detrimental to health and, in extreme forms, can be as unhealthy as smoking and not undertaking exercise, increasing the risk of premature death by fifty percent. Furthermore, Raypole (2020) suggest feelings of loneliness negatively impact on mental health and can contribute to individuals suffering from depression and anxiety disorders following an individual through to adulthood. Ganim and Evely (2022) agree suggesting a lack of friendships in early childhood can also result in lower academic attainment levels and can lead to children not attending school consistently or leaving education. Flashman (2012) agrees suggesting friendships play a vital role in academic attainment that result in an child’s success in education and employment into adulthood. 

As suggested by Johansson and Puroila (2021), practitioners have a duty to promote a sense of belonging for all children, regardless of background and individual needs. Hollingsworth and Buysse (2009) suggest the role of the adult in supporting early childhood friendships is to create environments to facilitate opportunities for social interaction, therefore, to develop inclusive practice, practitioners could develop a whole school approach to implement Buddy Benches within the school environment in a bid to support children, including Poppy, to establish friendships. Shaw (2018) suggests Buddy Benches are a simple but effective initiative whereby children can sit on a bench to signal feelings of loneliness allowing peers to recognise and approach an individual on the Buddy Bench to begin a conversation and present an invitation into play. Slusarewicz (2018) agrees suggesting Buddy Benches support children to integrate, establishing friendships in a non-intrusive approach promoting inclusivity.

Cullins (2021) suggests allowing children opportunities to recognise and respond to a need in others, as opposed to adults driving the response, develops empathy within young children which is a vital component in maintaining positive relationships. Furthermore, when a child experiences the help and kindness of another person, it enables a sense of willingness and openness to experience life securely, leading to children becoming caring and responsive adults (Zero to Three, 2022). Ganim and Evely (2022) agree suggesting children having one positive, supportive friendship develops resilience and the ability to better manage stress acting as a protective factor. However, with Derhally (2016) suggesting early childhood friendship is often disregarded as having a positive impact on development, practitioners attitudes and knowledge base could pose as a barrier to inclusivity being realised. European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education (2022) agree suggesting negative attitudes and deficit thinking prohibit full participation. Gerritsen (2020) agrees highlighting a lack of access to additional training as a key barrier in facilitating inclusive leadership. Furthermore, Harding (2016) suggests access to funding and resources, in addition to continued professional development, as essential in achieving inclusive practice within care and education settings. In addition, Dedman (2014) suggests inadequate funding as a barrier to inclusive education, however, argues that the cost of investment in developing a truly inclusive environment and experience for young children in education is offset by the positive short and long term benefits for individuals and society. 

With Mentally Healthy Schools (no date) suggesting the development of emotional and social skills in children increases mental health, resilience, building of relationships and academic attainment, an additional strategy that could be used to support Poppy within the school environment is the THRIVE approach. As suggested by Thrive (2022a), THRIVE is a whole school approach to support children’s emotional health and well-being based on neuroscience and attachment theory. Lavis (2016) suggests children with secure attachments are better equipped to manage individual feelings and have a more developed ability to relate to others in comparison to children without secure attachments. NSPCC Learning (2021) agree highlighting parental substance misuse and spending periods of time in care as factors contributing to children having difficulty forming secure attachments, both of which Poppy has experienced within the given scenario. In addition, NSPCC Learning (2021) suggest children with poor attachments can present as withdrawn and disengaged as well as having difficulty maintaining relationships with peers, traits observed in Poppy within the outlined scenario. 

Lavis (2016) argues that it is the quality of the relationship experienced by a child that is most impactful, as opposed to whom the relationship is with, with consistent and sensitive caregivers forming positive attachments with children. Harlow (2020) agrees suggesting, whilst the parent forming a secure attachment is the ideal outcome, a secure base can be formed with a warm, sensitive, responsive caregiver being in tune with an individual child’s needs. Furthermore, Rose and Parker (2014) argue that practitioners within care and education settings are able to become the secure attachment for a child building trusting and responsive relationships. Thrive (2022a) suggests the THRIVE approach provides opportunities for practitioners to support children to feel safe and valued with a sense of belonging, empowering children to develop coping mechanisms and develop resiliency allowing children to face challenging situations with confidence. In addition, Thrive (2022b) suggests due to the ability to manage challenge, children are able to engage in and contribute to a more complex level of learning improving academic attainment. 

However, as suggested by Gibby-Leversuch, Field and Cooke (2019), the implementation of the THRIVE approach as a whole school requires a high level of commitment both financially and with regards to time for training. Jones (2015) argues that the cost of sourcing training, in addition to the time required to release staff to attend such courses is often a barrier continuing that time pressures are often a constraint in releasing staff for significant periods of time. Gibby-Leversuch, Field and Cooke (2019) highlight THRIVE training requires one full day of training for the whole school in addition to a minimum of one member of staff attending a further ten-day course to become a licensed THRIVE practitioner that carries a cost of approximately four thousand pounds, therefore some care and education settings may not find this an accessible option. However, Martinelli (2018) argues that training is an essential tool to ensure safe and relevant practices are undertaken as well as highlighting that highly trained and skilled professionals reduce future costs and the need for additional resources later on in life. 

Article nine of the UNCRC states children should not be separated from parents unless it is in the best interests of the child due to abuse or neglect (Unicef, no date). Poppy was removed from Karl’s care for a period of time due to substance misuse, however he has worked with multiagency professionals to over come his addiction and be assessed to be safe to have Poppy returned to his care. Public Health England (2021) suggests early support can be accessed to overcome addiction where professionals work collaboratively with service users. However, whilst Karl proven through assessment to be a capable and safe carer for Poppy, he continues to avoid interactions with staff at the school. Fogler (2020) suggests the stigma attached to addiction is as a result of negative attitudes of others viewing addiction as poor lifestyle choices or a flawed character trait, as opposed to an illness that requires treatment. Baumberg-Greiger (2016) agrees suggesting the stigma associated with lifestyle choices often prevents individuals from seeking support. Furthermore, Ho (2012) argues that the power dynamic within care and education settings is traditionally linked with leaders meaning Karl may feel professionals hold power opposed to him, therefore feels inadequate or that his voice would not be heard. Welsh Government (2016a) agree suggesting some parents feel a sense of mis trust towards professionals due to previous experiences or stigmas attached to services, therefore do not interact or engage in conversation or the school community. In addition, Ward, Brown and Hyde-Dryen (2014) suggest social services involvement in families can often lead to parents feeling powerless therefore developing a resistance towards other multi agencies such as early years care and education settings prohibiting Karl accessing the school fully such as interacting with staff and attending parent’s evenings. 

Standard six of the National Minimum Standards (NMS) outlines the importance of working in partnership with parents to ensure individual needs are met as well as the parents role and responsibilities being respected (Welsh Government, 2016c). In addition, Ferdman, Prime and Riggio (2021) suggest services need to empower individuals to have a voice by creating a safe and secure environment therefore supporting true inclusion. However, Cottle and Alexander (2014) argue that a barrier to achieving such inclusive practice is practitioners views of parents lifestyle choices being lesser than others. Furthermore, Ginn and Clark (2018) argue that professionals hold negative value to people suffering from addiction to substances and often lower the standard of work conducted with the individual. Welsh Government (2014) suggest practitioners need to support families to engage with services using innovative approaches to enable families and children’s needs to be met as a whole. However, Education Scotland (2021) argue that practitioners feel ill-prepared, lacking confidence and knowledge base to engage parents. Parental Engagement Network (2021) agree suggesting professionals require training to interact and engage parents. In addition, Cashman (2021) access to training is vital to enable collaborative and dynamic working as key components in authentic inclusion. 

As suggested by Hafford-Letchfield et.al. (2014), collaborative working across a range of professionals and multi-agencies enables positive outcomes to be delivered that an agency or professional could not achieve in silo. Therefore, the school could work with outside agencies and the wider community, such as the Early Help Hub, to facilitate Dad’s groups within the school. This would enable Karl to access the school in a more informal approach with a group of other Dad’s whose circumstances may mirror one another’s. Peer Connect (no date) suggest access to clubs or groups develop friendships that in turn form support networks that positively impact on individuals both short and long term. City and County of Swansea (2022) suggest the Early Help Officers are able to support children and families at the right time using the right professional. Furthermore, Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government (2021) argue that families being supported by the right professionals and a support network develop resilience through trusting relationships and empowerment. In addition, Family Information Service (no date) suggest that due to the Early Help Hubs being community based, the community feel informed and confident when seeking support. Moreover, Kilgore (2017) suggests access to Dad’s groups enables parents to share experiences and knowledge including that of events within the wider community, therefore building opportunities for families to access community events making links and friendships in the locality. Within the scenario, Poppy and Karl would be able to access community events as well as building friendships within the community giving a sense of belonging that would impact positively on well-being (Ferdman, Prime and Riggio, 2021). 

In conclusion, it is evident that there are a multitude of opportunities to work collaboratively and innovatively, promoting inclusivity within the given scenario. Barriers such as attitudes and accessible training and funding can be viewed as contributing factors to hindering inclusive practice in early years care and education settings. However, inclusive leaders must strive to be self-aware, continually learning and educating others to ensure true inclusion for all is realised. 

Section 2
This section of the portfolio will aim to critically evaluate policies and professional guidance within the Early Years Care and Education sector in Wales, considering opportunities and barriers to inclusivity. 

Policy is defined as “a set of ideas or a plan of what to do in particular situations that has been agreed to officially by a group of people, a business organization, a government, or a political party (Cambridge Dictionary, 2022).” In addition, Pollack-Porter, Rutkow and McGinty (2018) suggest policy underpins a course of action or strategy.  Baldcock, Fitzgerald and Kay (2013) agree suggesting that policy is a stated intention or course of action to be taken by persons with responsibility to influence change within society and a sector such as early years care and education. However, Baldcock, Fitzgerald and Kay (2013) argue that policies written by policymakers are often seen as ‘set in stone’, with practitioners feeling no sense of ownership or influence to change what is already developed and implemented within practice. Furthermore, Hallsworth, Parker and Rutter (2010) suggest policy often under delivers on support to ensure policy is able to be realised in practice. 

Knight (2021) suggests policymakers recognise the benefit of involvement from stakeholders, such as practitioners, agencies, families and children, however, typically do not use the information gathered to influence policy or often only consult with stakeholders representing a particular group or demographic. Cannon (2021) argues that, within Harts Ladder of Participation (1992), engagement with partners should go beyond the point of service delivery with true co-development being the inclusive goal. Ferdman, Prime and Riggio (2021) agree suggesting true inclusion is realised when all people are empowered to fully participate with a sense of belonging and the power of the dominant group is no longer evident. As suggested by Welsh Government (2022), the Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings was developed with practitioners, for practitioners, which is viewed as an inclusive approach to policy and professional guidance development. WCVA (2015) agree highlighting the importance of involvement of those with lived experience and that the policy will affect, to ensure first-hand insights to challenges and opportunities for effective problem solving are explored and reflected. Harris and Barnes (2019) agree suggesting co-development is the most effective way to develop policy whereby reciprocal relationships between policymakers and those experiencing services affected by policy are formed. This co-development is a strength of the Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings in comparison to the Well-Being of Future Generations (Wales) Act (2015). This piece of legislation was developed and implemented by Welsh Government with consultation from partners and stakeholders (Future Policy, 2022). Baldcock, Fitzgerald and Kay (2013) argue that influencing change on policies already drafted and sent for consultation, in comparison to co-developed policy, leaves the scope for dispute challenging. WCVA (2015) agree suggesting involvement at such final stages leave contributing to decision making and influencing change difficult to achieve. 

However, with Harris and Barnes (2019) suggesting policy and professional guidance are best co-produced with service users, an opportunity of further inclusivity, to have child participation when developing the Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings, could have been explored. Paterson and Hunter (2020) agree stating that meaningful inclusion of children should be evident at all levels continuing that participation in decision making not only has a positive impact on children but also practitioners, organisations and the wider community. In addition, child participation ensures the child’s voice is heard in matters affecting individuals in line with Article twelve of the UNCRC (Unicef, no date). World Vision (2022) agree suggesting the ability to communicate and participate in decision making provides children with a sense of responsibility, solidarity, belonging and inclusion. However, Child to Child (2022) argue that due to a lack of social, political and economic power, children are often overlooked in decision making due to the opinion that children’s contributions are not viewed as legitimate acting as a barrier to child participation. Whilst Future Learn (no date) agrees, it is also highlighted that adults often lack the tools and skills required to communicate and engage with children to elicit views and ideas. Therefore, Early Years Careers (2022), argue the importance of continuous training and development for all professionals involved in children’s lives to ensure appropriate and equitable opportunities are afforded to young children. 

Welsh Government (2015) suggest the Well-Being of Future Generations (Wales) Act (2015) is a law that has been passed to improve outcomes for Wales within seven connected goals: a prosperous Wales, a resilient Wales, a healthier Wales, a more equal Wales, a Wales of more cohesive communities, a Wales of vibrant culture and thriving Welsh language and a globally responsible Wales. As suggested by Baldcock, Fitzgerald and Kay (2013), strong policies and professional guidance’s have a clear commitment to a course of action or approach and with the Well-Being of Future Generations (Wales) Act (2015) being made into a law, it is evident that Welsh Government are committed to ensuring the improved future of Wales within the boundaries of the legislation. In addition, the legislation places statutory duty on forty-four public bodies to work collaboratively in order to deliver a shared plan of action (Welsh Government, 2015). This specificity is a strength of the legislation, as suggested by Baldcock, Fitzgerald and Kay (2013), as it enables key issues to be dealt with appropriately and explicitly with accountability. Similarly, the Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings consist of statements coming from the viewpoint of the child: “I need to….”, “I am learning to…..” and My….is enhanced by…. (Welch Government 2022)”. Such specificity regarding statements, as suggested by Welsh Government (2022), inform future planning of activities and the environment to ensure individual needs and wishes of children are met to enhance future outcomes ensuring inclusion is embedded in practice. 

In conclusion, both the Well Being of Future Generations (Wales) Act (2015) and the Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings have opportunities for promoting inclusive practice however, neither are without flaw. As suggested by Ferdman, Prime and Riggio (2021), inclusive leadership is achieved through continuous self-awareness and reflection as well as education for individuals and others to inform positive, inclusive change. 

Section 3
Inclusive Leadership and Family Engagement: The Dream Team for Academic Attainment?
As suggested by Robertson and McHardy (2021), the poverty related attainment gap is evident in early years and continues to widen as children move through the education system. However, Welsh Government (2016a) suggest families and communities have a significant impact on children’s academic achievements, with family engagement proven to bridge the attainment gap between affluent children and those experiencing poverty. Within this blog we will consider how inclusive leadership can be used to promote family engagement within school settings to increase academic attainment in young children. 

With Estyn (2020) suggesting parental engagement in schools leads to higher levels of academic attainment of children, inclusive leaders should consider implementing initiatives such as Family Learning to involve parents in school life, promoting inclusivity and a sense of belonging (Ferdman, Prime and Riggio, 2021). Cara and Brooks (2012) agree suggesting family learning has a variety of benefits including increased parental involvement in school life as well as accessing services within the wider community with an increased social network. Welsh Government (2016b) suggest family learning opportunities support children’s holistic development. In addition, Education Scotland (no date) correlates engagement with family learning to increased academic attainment for children as well as often being the first step for parents to explore options of further education or employment for themselves therefore supporting the break in cycle of unemployment linked with poverty. 

Education Scotland (2022) suggest children living in poverty typically have poorer academic outcomes in comparison to those living in affluent areas. Hughes and Davies (2019) agree suggesting lower educational outcomes and poverty are strongly linked due to challenges faced whilst experiencing poverty such as poorer health, poor housing, lack of access to leisure and community events as well as the stigma attached to living in poverty. 

However, Nyblade, et.al. (2019) argues that people experiencing stigmatisation often are prohibited from accessing services that improve outcomes such as Family Learning in schools. Walker (2014) agrees suggesting the stigma linked to living in poverty can perpetuate and prolong poverty due to social exclusion, lack of agency and self-worth. Furthermore, Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2022) agree suggesting families living in poverty frequently experience stigmatising acts from professionals highlighting a lack of understanding and knowledge as a key factor in this. However, Cheung and Kam (2019) argue that levels of practitioner confidence when interacting with families play a role in parental engagement.  Education Scotland (2021) highlights the need for staff to undertake training when working with families to ensure skills, understanding and support of key issues. Hunt, et.al. (2010) agrees suggesting time is also required to build relationships between practitioners and families to strengthen the home-school partnerships. Education Scotland (2021) agree suggesting families need to feel valued within the partnership, with their voices being listened to, to maintain strong relationships and engagement. Furthermore, Booysen, Ferdman and Deane (2013) suggest that inclusive leadership is based on relational practices embedded with respect and collaboration, that allow for individuals to fully participate and contribute achieving shared outcomes whilst maintaining their authentic self. 

As is evident within the blog, family learning provides a wealth of opportunities to support children and their families inclusively, bridging the attainment gap and breaking generational cycles related to poverty. 
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