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Inclusive Leadership: working together to support families


Section One 
This section will critically evaluate the impact of inclusive leadership within early childhood education and care (ECEC) focussing on the positive outcomes it can have for children, families, professionals, and communities. 
Siraj and Hallet (2014) state that leadership is a complicated topic with several definitions of what a leader involves. Whalley and Allen (2011) resonate with this notion of leadership being defined as a multifaceted topic that has no clear meaning of what separates leaders from non-leaders. McDowall Clark and Murray (2012) and Adejokun (2021) agree stating that although there have been numerous studies researching leadership styles, yet there is no clear definition of what it means. 
However, Aubrey, Godfrey and Harris (2012) highlight that it is effective leadership within ECEC can be a significant influence for successful change and development within ECEC. Further to this Klevering and McNae (2018) and Rodd (2015) suggests it is the responsibility of the early years leaders to ensure continuing successful development of ECEC. 
However, in the Nutbrown Review (2012) leadership is defined as ‘inclusive’ with the responsibilities being shared with all individuals working within settings. According to Ryan (2006) adopting this non-hierarchical style of leadership breaks down intersectionality’s by taking away the power from one person and encompassing everyone’s individuality and uniqueness. Centre for Intersectional Justice (no date) defines intersectionality as how a person or group of people are perceived with regards to their characteristics such as gender, race or social status. It considers everyone’s unique identities and life experiences to understand the prejudices they may face. 
Brown (2021) suggests that leaders who can work in an inclusive way share power with individuals and not have power over them. Rodd (2013) concurs stating leadership within ECEC is reciprocal where the leaders act with others rather than assert power over them. Therefore, sharing leadership will empower and inspire people to develop their own power within. Similarly, Davis and Ryder (2016) agree that promoting inclusion and working collaboratively together allows everyone to be themselves enabling social justice to be achieved by allowing individuals to be involved in meaningful organisational processes and practices. Woods, Mackenzie and Wong (2013) define social justice as fair treatment for everyone within society, including respect of minorities and equal distribution of resources among members of communities. With regards to education, to ensure this is an achievable goal for children, funds and resources should be adapted to make access, participation and engagement a priority. Newstead and Isles-Bucks (2019) and Bortini et al. (2016) agree stating inclusivity is paramount to ensure excellent quality within ECEC and it is the responsibility of managers to create environments where everyone feels welcome, respected and valued for what they bring to the team. However, according to Ferdman (2018) individuals who may be ‘different’ from a conventional group, without the experience of inclusion may feel unsafe, not valued, or accepted and therefore less likely to engage or participate. If they cannot be their authentic selves, what they must contribute may be lost for fear of not being able to demonstrate their true selves and become a different person. 
In contrast, a study carried out in Thailand, Brooks (2015) described a bureaucratic and hierarchical culture where leadership is seen as superior and according to Sawaddemongkol et al. (2017) suggests authoritarian leadership and an unstable work culture were vital components impeding inclusive leadership and successful delivery in private nurseries. Correspondingly, Hankiettipong (2012) revealed in an earlier study that in Thai private kindergartens leaders created a culture of top-down management where teachers were being excluded from any decisions with regards to their professional practice. However, according to Sawaddemongkol, Boonphak and Pimsarn (2017) with regards to Hankiettipong (2012) findings, this type of hierarchical leadership does not work in practice. To ensure sustainability of Thai private kindergartens the inclusion of teachers, families and the community was seen to be fundamental for future direction within settings.
Consistently, according to Booysen (2014) and Randel et al. (2018) adopting an inclusive culture ensures a respectful relational practice is implemented, allowing individuals and collectives to be engaged fully in shared responsibilities, working towards the common good of all involved whilst maintaining their own sense of uniqueness and authenticity. Bortini et al. (2018) further state that to ensure inclusion for individuals is achieved within ECEC, leaders must be role models, valuing the individual needs of individuals and ensuring they feel included and according to Reza (2021) leaders should have the ability to see things from another person’s perspective. Reza (2021) furthers states that to achieve the UN Sustainable Development Goals in Education, educators must recognise the differing needs of children and communities and put strategies in place to ensure an inclusive environment. 
According to Ferdman, Prime and Riggio (2021) inclusive leadership is having the capability to promote and nurture an inclusive culture within diverse groups. Implementing this inclusive culture plays a key role in highlighting diversity and allowing individuals to be themselves, ensuring equity and uniqueness is the pivotal goal and result. Ferdman (2014) highlights that inclusive leadership should value the diversity within groups by appreciating individuals because of their individuality regardless of their differences which should be celebrated. Ferdman (2017) supports this view stating that inclusion is an ongoing procedure and practice which should implement diversity as a valued resource. Valuing everyone’s contributions towards inclusive leadership enables individuals of all identities to be their authentic selves while contributing to the wider collective and ensuring everyone has a voice which will inevitably have positive outcomes for everyone involved according to Booysen (2020) and Denis, Langley and Sergi (2015). Inclusive leaders within inclusive school environments who embrace an effective collaborative culture, inspire others, and take note of doing things in a diverse way ensure social justice, equity, and excellence for all (Agbenyega and Klibthong, 2022; Lambretch et al. 2020). 
For this section the scenario will look at the case of a single parent who has overcome drug addiction and has been assessed as being able to be the sole carer of his child. It has been noted that the father does not interact with any other parents during school runs and stands alone in the yard, without making eye contact. Parents, the majority of which are female tend to ignore the father and do not invite him to join them. The father is also guarded and nervous around teachers, any interaction with teachers is limited. The son, Joe who is six years old is doing reasonably well in school, however, 
does not seem to have many friends. 
The first concern that needs to be addressed by the teacher is how they can all work inclusively together in order to make Joe and his father feel included. Ferdman, Prime and Riggio (2021) highlight inclusive leadership is vital for the success of diverse groups within communities. Childhood Education International (2021) state that inclusive leaders within education are dedicated to equity and ensuring high-quality learning experiences for all children. According to Estyn (2020) for this to be achievable, strong partnerships with parents and carers is vital to ensure the best outcomes for Joe, this can be achieved by involving parents fully in what their child experiences within the setting. Additionally, Scanlan and Johnson (2020) stress that for practitioners to fully understand the individual needs of children and their families, they need to have knowledge of the child’s home life. This will enable parents to feel included and valued with regards to their child’s educational needs (Pacey, 2016a). Kelly (2016) and Sheridan (2019) and Pirchio et al. (2013) supports this view stating parent partnerships is key for children to experience successful early years’ experience and to guarantee positive outcomes and ensure the well-being of children. This will have a positive effect on Joe’s social skills, and when he observes these positive interactions, it will enable him to do better at school and improve his home life.
Douglass (2019) agrees with this stating inclusive leadership within settings establishes family and community partnerships. For example, adopting these leadership strategies enables practitioners to support the diverse needs of children and their families. 
According to Conkbayir and Pascal (2014) and Benjamin (2015) suggest parent partnerships are supportive of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model which focusses on the connection between home, school and community’s, attributes that have a positive influence on children’s development and learning. Further to this, another aspect to consider is the inclusive leader’s skill in being empathetic and understand the concept of human motivation by ensuring that the needs of everyone is being met. This would be supportive of Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs where everyone’s needs are being met, allowing them to reach their full potential (Pacey, 2016b).
However, according to Hornby and Lafaele (2011) parent’s attitudes with regards to their perceptions of what parent involvement entails can be a potential barrier to its success. Similarly, Baker et al. (2016) highlights parents negative experiences, either as a child themselves or perhaps with an older sibling, and parents’ level of educational status can lead to feelings of inadequacy when interacting with teachers. Hornby and Lafaele (2011) agree pointing out parents can have low confidence in their ability to help their children as their involvement may bring negative outcomes for their child. Additional barriers that parents mentioned were time constraints and lack of resources (Reece, Staudt and Ogle, 2013), also organising disputes with their older siblings (Kang, Horn and Palmer, 2017; Berry, 2019). According to Hornby and Blackwell (2018) the view of teachers was that lack of time to fully communicate with parents to give them the relevant support they deserved. They further stated that more training was needed to support the family more inclusively. According to Childhood Education International (2021) and Randel et al. (2018) inclusive leaders should use their abilities in a positive way to ensure Joe and his father feel a sense of belongingness and inclusion. 
According to the NSPCC (2019) as the father has overcome drug addiction and has sole custody of his son, it would be necessary to have the involvement of muti-agency partnerships to ensuring positive outcomes for the father and his child are being met. The father would be allocated a substance abuse councillor, whose role would be to provide ongoing support by establishing a relationship built on trust and judgement free guidance (Wake Forest University, no date). Gillen (2011) highlights the importance of collaborative and partnership working to ensure the needs of everyone is being met. Hafford-Letchfield et al. (2012) express how leaders from a diverse group of agencies need to adopt an inclusive leadership approach and work together as a collective to ensure the best outcomes for the father and his son. Additionally, it is the key objective of the Social Services and Well-Being Act (2014) and the Children Acts of 1989 and 2004 to ensure effective multi-agency working, also that children are looked after by their families where possible. This would also underpin article 7 of the UNCRC (1989) which states that children should be cared for by their families and it is the responsibility of the relevant agencies to put support strategies in place to make this achievable. 
The fact that the father has overcome drug addiction is an achievement and something that the father should be proud of according to Hoffman (2021). However, the father avoids conversing with Joe’s teacher and avoids attending parent’s evenings. This could be due to the father feeling shame and stigma associated with having the involvement of social workers according to Mullins (2021); Jo (2013); Pemberton, Sutton, Fahmy (2013). Another point to consider is that due to negative attitudes of having social workers involved and the father may have feelings of trepidation when interacting with teachers for fear of saying something that is not acceptable, therefore leading to further action from social services (Ferguson et al. 2021). Similarly, Ward, Brown and Hyde-Dryden (2014) and Forrester, Westlake and Glynn (2012) highlight how parents can perceive those social workers may have power over the father which will make him reluctant to interact with other professionals such as teachers for fear of repercussions. 
Snoek et al. (2021) and Gibson (2015) concurs stating that shame could have a detrimental effect on the father with negative feelings the stigma of having multi-agency involvement. Feelings of being inferior and inadequate can affect every day social interactions the father encounters. Further to this, according to Ferdman, Prime and Riggio (2021) due to the father’s experience with drug addiction, the perceptions of others can be that individuals are responsible for their own life choices. Consequently, according to Julle-Daniere et al. (2020) with the father’s feelings of how others perceive him could be the reason he excludes himself from social situations and does not feel worthy enough to be treated as an equal.  
To give the father a sense of belongingness the teacher initiates a meeting using their ability as an inclusive leader. According to Randel et al. (2018) utilizing their power as an inclusive leader in a constructive way will ensure positive outcomes for the family facilitating a sense of belonging. Including Joe in the meeting will further the teacher’s inclusive leadership abilities by treating Joe as an equal and giving him a voice (Archard and Uniake, 2020). Similarly, according to Johansson and Puroila (2021) it is fundamental for every child to experience belonging, to feel respected and be equally valued, irrespective of their individual needs and background. This would be supportive of articles 12 and 13 of the UNCRC (1989) where every child has the right to have their voice heard and have their views considered and taken seriously in all matters that affect their lives.  
According to the Anna Freud National Centre for Children and Families (no date) highlights how challenging it can be for some parents to engage with teachers. This can be because they have had negative experiences themselves or have insecurities with regards to their past lifestyle choices. Therefore, ‘universal’ methods of engagement may not be appropriate for everyone, and a more targeted approach may be needed. Likewise, according to Evangelou et al. (2013) highlights a positive intervention for ‘hard-to-reach’ families is ‘drop in’ centres which parents and their children are invited to play. This allows individuals from different socioeconomic backgrounds who may be experiencing problematic life trajectories engage with practitioners and other families and feel a sense of belonging therefore improving their well-being and not feel so isolated. However, according to Wheeler and Conner (2009, cited in Lindon and Lindon, 2011, p143) stressed it is the families view that it is the services and professionals who are ‘hard to reach’. This view is agreed with by the professionals stating that the under used services should not be blamed on the targeted group for which it was intended.  
Additionally, according to Fenton, Ocasio-Stoutenburg and Harry (2017) parents play a crucial part in the quest for equity within educational settings. Building successful relationships will promote true parent engagement with trust being the key factor. As the father is experiencing problems interacting with Joe’s teacher it is important that he overcomes his distrust of educational systems. However, it is vital that teachers reflect and have an open mind about their own unconscious biases (Fenton, Ocasio-Stoutenburg and Harry, 2017). Further to this Newstead and Isles-Buck (2019) highlight the need for practitioners to be aware of inclusive practice because not everyone will have experienced the diverse needs of children. It is the role of the inclusive leader to promote inclusive practice to prevent stereotyping. 
In conclusion, it was evident that the teacher used their skills as an inclusive leader by acknowledging Joe and his father’s situation. By initiating a meeting to establish what the teacher could do to help them both feel included would empower them to have the self-confidence and enable strategies to be put in place to improve outcomes for Joe and his father. It was also evident that parent partnerships are vital and when children can see these positive relationships developing it will impact their own sense of belonging and well-being.

Section Two
This section will critically evaluate two policies, one at macro level and one at micro level.
According to Eyc (2017) policies within early year’s settings are key to underpinning practice and ensuring legislation is being met. The objective of policies is to outline the settings principles, philosophy and culture.  Similarly, Baldock, Fitzgerald and Kay (2013) define policy as individuals working together in a consistent and collaborative way to achieve the same goal in relation to what the policy entails. However, according to Ferdman, Prime and Riggio (2021) policies can differ, dependant on whether it is at micro or macro level. For example, Liddicoat (2014) explains a micro level policy may be developed by a smaller setting such as a nursery or creche, whereas a macro policy may be developed by a larger organisation such as government bodies. Baldock, Fitzgerald and Kay (2013) highlight for individuals to think clearly about the objectives of any policy and how to achieve them, policymaking will occur whether it be at micro or macro level. Additionally, Korkmaz et al. (2021) suggest for any policy to be successful, it needs an inclusive leader to implement it. 
However, according to Viennet and Pont (2017) macro level policymakers fail to realise the complexity of successful implementation of these policies at micro level. Viennet and Pont (2017) suggest even when policies do have an impact, stakeholders can still be disappointed with the outcomes, holding the policymaker responsible. The reason for this according to Hess (2013) is that it is left to educators and managers to effectively implement it. To alleviate these problems, it is fundamental for policymakers and stakeholders to collaborate and share common ground to make policy implementation successful (Mason, 2016). OECD (2021) further state that education policymakers need to consider spending time within settings before developing guidelines, programmes, policies and procedures for them.
Welsh Government (2020a) Curriculum for Wales’s purpose is to become more inclusive with the aim to support schools to design their own curriculum ensuring a child centred approach. According to Welsh Government (2020b) the ambition and collective vision for all children are the four purposes of the curriculum. Welsh Government (2020c) suggest empowering children to become ambitious capable learners; enterprising, creative contributors; ethical informed citizens and healthy, confident individuals. To achieve this, professionals should foster personal and national wellbeing, challenge lack of knowledge and misinformation, and promote crucial and community engagement. 
Having these strategies in place is representative of the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act (2015) and ensures every child has a flying start in life.  It is also supportive of the UNCRC (1989) with regards to the teaching and learning experiences of children and enabling them to understand their rights. However, according to Besic (2020) inclusive leadership and education in past years has only focussed on individuals with disabilities. In comparison, the New Curriculum for Wales objective is to acknowledge and appreciate the diverse cultures, therefore promoting equality in an interconnected world (Welsh Government, 2020a).
Welsh Government (2020a) highlight how the framework has been intended to aid practitioners to create a more cohesive approach to education, promoting collaboration and cross-disciplinary teaching, learning and planning. This will enable children to progress at their own pace across their own individual experiences, knowledge and skills. Donaldson (2015) supports this stating the new progression steps approach with learning being a continuous experience, building on children’s individual progression rather than age-stage related methods of assessment. Randel et al. (2018) suggest practitioners can use their inclusive leadership skills to effectively implement the progression steps, therefore enabling the best possible outcomes for each child while also appreciating their individuality.
However, according to Welsh Government (2020a) as teachers will need to design and implement their own curriculum, and as highlighted by Tindall et al. (2015) they will need to have the knowledge, self-efficacy and confidence to teach outside of their comfort zone. Herbert-Smith (2019) suggest teachers who have self-efficacy, tend to be more resilient through failures, have an open mind and be more supportive. Therefore, to ensure equity for children, it is vital that there is a collective understanding of the basics of curriculum design and a shared understanding of what each individual child’s progression may look like in practice (Welsh Government, 2022). Welsh Government (2022) further state practitioners and schools must work together in order to develop a knowledge of successful practices and approaches to curriculum design and implementation. Consequently, Estyn (2022) and OECD (2017) state there should be strategies in place to ensure that professional learning opportunities are available for practitioners to understand curriculum design process and raise the standards of teaching.
According to Welsh Government (2017) early years settings should have policies in place which consider and respect the diversity of staff, children and families. These micro policies should take into consideration individuals from diverse cultures and have strategies in place to ensure everyone feels welcome, respected and valued for their uniqueness. Ferdman (2017) agrees stating that inclusion should be seen as a process, utilising diversity as a resource by recognising individuals backgrounds such as race, culture and religion. However, Devarakonda (2013) and Nutbrown (2022) express how the idea of inclusion has been characterized particularly with regards to additional learning needs. Nevertheless, it can be argued that inclusion is more than this and is an ongoing process which relates to the whole community linking to ethical beliefs and values. 
The Wishing Tree Nursery (2014) Inclusion and Diversity policy states that ‘The nursery will take great care to treat individuals as a person, with equal rights and responsibilities to any other individual’ and ‘discrimination on the grounds of gender, age, race, religion, or belief…. has no place within this nursery’. Pacey (2022) highlights that the nursery has considered all aspects of inclusion. However, according to Newstead and Isles-Buck (2019) as managers tend to be responsible for micro policy development, it is crucial for managers to understand the meaning of ‘equality’ in terms of best practice and legality.
The policy states that it ‘discrimination has no place within the nursery’. Newstead and Isles-Buck (2019) further state it needs to be specified how the nursery will not discriminate. Therefore, ensuring regular teams meetings to discuss everyone’s views will guarantee individuals have a deep understanding of what inclusion means in practice while ensuring inclusive leadership opportunities. Early Years Alliance (2019) suggest early years settings need to be committed, confident and competent in their ability to promote equality and inclusion. Taking a collaborative approach to improve positive attitudes and having clear strategies in place will enable settings to embrace a can-do approach. This can reach further than statutory policy and legislation to develop anti-discriminatory practice and attitudes. 
In conclusion, it is evident that policies created at micro and macro level, inclusive leadership is key for successful implementation. The New Curriculum for Wales represents the value of inclusive leadership. However, for the New Curriculum to be effective there will be the need for teachers to develop self-efficacy to successfully design and implement their own curriculum.

Section Three – Promoting belongingness through the lens of inclusive leadership
According to Douglass (2019) inclusive leadership is the most important factor within ECEC. Environments that are characterised by quality relationships and interactions influence children’s well-being and development therefore facilitating a sense of belonging for children and their families. Johansson and Puroila (2021) and Slee (2019) support this stating inclusive leadership policies which guarantee children experience belonging, are valued for their individuality, respected regardless of backgrounds is crucial for their well-being and development. Further to this Siraj and Hallett (2013) highlight that a sensitive, caring and supportive environment is vital for children’s development and according to Elfer (2012) working with emotional intelligence within ECEC is fundamental for children’s well-being and fostering belongingness.
However, according to Nakumara, Milner and Milner (2020) putting these approaches into place is dependant on practitioners who are responsive to children’s needs, respectful and can react to differing situations.  Petrovici (2014) suggests achieving this an inclusive leader needs to be aware of their own feelings and self-knowledge and how these may influence their decisions and performances and be conscious of reflecting upon their own professional acts, rather than acting on impulse. Additionally, according to Murphy and Waters-Davies (2022) practitioners can utilise their inclusive leadership skills by actively listening to children and their families in a responsive and relational way about all aspects of their family life. This would then be supportive of articles 12, 28,29 and 30 of the UNCRC (1989).
According to Ryan (2006) to promote belongingness, inclusive leadership involves practitioners to have the insight and knowledge of children and their families’ diverse cultures and backgrounds. Mathers, Singler and Karemaker (2012) express that practitioner who can relate to families from different backgrounds and cultures made them feel welcome. When these relationships were observed by the children this had a positive effect on their well-being.
According to Allen et al. (2021) practitioners should talk and listen to have an understanding about children and families’ diverse cultural needs. Lindon (2012) suggests using multi-cultural play materials, books and other resources can be presented in a constructive way, enabling children to learn culture and cultural identity. Lindon (2012) further states if these resources and experiences are offered in a well informed and thoughtful way, children will learn respect for individuals from different backgrounds to what they are used to.  Adam, Harris and Jones (2016) support this view stating that utilizing culturally inclusive resources will give children and families from diverse backgrounds a sense of belonging and feel included. McGeary (2021) agrees with notion as children have a natural curiosity towards different cultures. However, McGeary (2021) goes onto say that before practitioners embark on cultural celebration activities, they need to have the knowledge and understanding to explain ‘why’ and not just do it on a ‘whim’ as this can come across as tokenism. The Education Hub (2022) and Preemptive Love (2021) explains that while some settings may approach multicultural provision through celebrating different festivals and putting cultures on show, this can come across as tokenistic and reduces culture to a collection of resources that can ultimately undermine the culture more generally. 
In conclusion, it is evident that inclusive leadership promotes belongingness within ECEC. Using multi-cultural resources can give children and families the opportunities to share their different cultures and experiences. Children’s development and well-being was also seen to have more positive outcomes through inclusive leadership within settings. 
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