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Inclusive Leadership: working together to support families

Section 1
Scenario
A single parent who has recently overcome alcohol addiction and has been assessed as being able to care for their two young children on their own. The mother has no contact with the children or other family members. Both children attend the same primary school. Youngest child in reception and the eldest in year one. He stands alone at school pick up, whilst other parents stare although make no eye contact or attempt any form of communication. The dad looks uneasy around others and hesitant to talk to any teachers or adults. The young girl and boy’s progress has improved, however its apparent they do not mix with many others outside of school. The children’s clothes are ill-fitting and occasionally dirty, which may show signs of struggle.
What is inclusive leadership?
According to Booysen (2014) inclusive leadership is a framework which aims to retain authenticity to enable individuals to be included in a respectful relational practice. Inclusive leadership requires courage to create and make changes to balance others’ needs in any setting. It is necessary for settings to foster differences, manage diversity and cultural competencies to allow all individuals to feel valued without have to hide or subsume (King, Roberts-Turner and Floyd, 2024). 
However, definitions of inclusive leadership may vary depending on context, nonetheless the majority of conclusions suggest inclusion is fundamental for success, due to encouraging people’s multi-faceted talents and supporting personal development, growth and supports equity (Ferdman, 2021). Similarly, Ferdman (2021) also defined inclusive leadership as valuing each individual and ensuring each person feels a sense of belonging and are safe to participate, and celebrate cultural difference and diversity. An individual’s sense of belonging depends on how accepted and valued they feel according to Aliyev and Tunc (2015). 
Inclusive leadership is considered to play a pivot role in ensuring the establishment boast inclusiveness. Therefore, an inclusive leader facilitates belongingness alongside having the ability to encourage diverse contributions to ensure contribution from all members in the setting (Randel et al. 2018). For example, encouraging individuals to voice their ideas and feel confident to share diverse opinions, with the support of an inclusive leader to provide the necessary conditions to manage positive or negative outcomes, which may appear within a diverse group on individuals (Ashikali, Groeneveld, and Kuipers, 2021). 
However, presenting an inclusive framework is more than ensuring the setting is diverse and includes different cultures. It is vital to understand the difference in being inclusive and differentiation, which may lead to the individual feeling like an outsider (Shore and Chung, 2021). Cultural appropriation is defined as ‘taking from a culture’ and Arya (2021) stipulates it is an asymmetry of power involving the majority culture taking a range representatives from the marginalised culture, which may provoke moral outrage. An inclusive leader should aim to promote culture appreciation, and teach the children the history of different cultures and participate in activities inspired by the culture and encourage children to respect and appreciate the uniqueness (Cela, no date).
Diversity in a setting refers to differences in an individual’s identity, which may include race, socioeconomic status, gender identity, sexual orientation, disabilities and it is important to recognise identities are intersectional and may change (American University, 2024). Including diverse toys, books and activities to represent different cultures and backgrounds is a good example of promoting a health environment of inclusion. 
However, diverse learning and creating an effective environment which supports individuals’ differences are influenced by the practitioner. According to Du Plessis (2019) many practitioners lack confidence, unprepared and feel unable to deliver distinct skills and approaches necessary to support diversity. To overcome barriers, an inclusive leader needs to ensure all staff have access to appropriate training, such as inviting other individuals from different backgrounds to share ‘lived experiences’, reading articles and listening to podcasts (Thomas, 2024) 
The Curriculum for Wales has been designed to support equity and inclusion for all children and young people to ensure they reach their full potential (Welsh Government, 2024). 
According to Simmons and Yawson (2022) leaders who foster a supportive culture, diverse and engages in positive interactions with others normally results into individuals thriving to deliver high performing standards in a setting. Therefore, shows how beneficial being an inclusive leader may be to a workforce.
Children
The scenario identifies a concern over the children’s appearance and lack of opportunities to socialise with others. Along with a history of affected by substance misuse and a parent leaving the family home, may have a negative impact on a child’s well-being. According to WHO (2024) wellbeing serves a pivotal role in a positive quality of life and contributes to a sense of meaning and purpose, which children need to thrive and make a contribute to the world. The Welsh Government (2021) introduced a framework on embedding a whole-school approach to emotional and mental-wellbeing due to numerous or studies linking good well-being can positively impact a learner’s cooperation, engagement and commitment to learning. 
An inclusive leader in the scenario’s setting should have already gained relevant training and have excessive knowledge on how to support the family and well-being. Due to the new curriculum for Wales providing a holistic structure, which includes Health and Wellbeing being a part of the six areas of learning (Welsh Government, 2020). To address the concerns raised regarding the appearance of the two children, the practitioner needs to communicate with the parent and establish if it is a short- or long-term problem and offer guidance to help the situation. If the findings suggest the parent is struggling to provide clean clothing or unable to purchase new uniform and accessories, the leader can offer early help to avoid the situation arising. For example, supporting the family to apply for available grants to help pay for essential costs, such as food, utility bills, white goods or clothing for individuals who are experiencing financial hardship (Welsh Government, no date).
It is important to offer early help to those children and families that are identified as vulnerable to any form of abuse, neglect or harm, as negative issues can have long-term effects on a child’s health and well-being and also reduces the need for safeguarding interventions (Safeguarding Wales, 2024). To avoid situations arising the practitioner’s task is to build the family’s resistance, assets and strengths. Therefore, introducing an early help service designed to offer a ‘continuum of support’ may decrease risk factors that have a negative impact on the children’s life. 
Haynes et al (2015) research suggests early help can improve children’s long-term outcomes by supporting children to develop strength and skills needed in adult life and improve their current home and family life. However, with the increasing number of those in need of early intervention is leading to longer waiting lists, which may delay assessments, treatment and diagnosis with the problem increasing and may lead to frustration, stress and depression (Murphy and Harrison, 2022). 
The inclusive leader has a responsibility to ensure the UNCRC are respected and every child understands their rights to ensure safety, the right to play, an education and to be healthy and happy (UNICEF, no date). Nonetheless, what steps to take if children are not getting all of their rights (Welsh Government, 2022).
Families
Close family relationships can reduce the impact that childhood stressors may have on biological factors, which can affect children throughout their development (Chen, Brody and Miller, 2017). However, in the scenario it is clear there has been a breakdown within the family unit, and there is only one parent available. According to Stack and Meredith (2017) study revealed the negative impact financial hardship can have on single parent families. The results of the study highlighted the struggle single parents face to provide the basic necessities such as food, clothing and paying bills. In some cases, parents revealed they suffered with anxiety, depression, paranoia, isolation and some severe cases described suicidal thoughts. 
The inclusive leader may have concerns about how the family in the scenario are financial coping, due to the appearance of the children and the behavioural signs the parent shows around other adults. Due to the history of alcohol abuse, the parent may have a range of mental health issue which would identify the need for parenting interventions (Vseteckova, Boyle and Higgins, 2021). Parenting programmes can be effective in improving parental mental health and has a positive effect on their ability to function (Butler et al 2020). Although, parental interventions can help the individuals develop confidence in their abilities, there is limited evidence suggesting it also improves children’s outcomes according to Vseteckova, Boyle and Higgins (2021). Barlow and Coren (2017) contradicting study states parenting programs are effective means of promoting optimal outcomes for children, by improving their emotional and behavioural wellbeing. 
Successful interventions should use a holistic approach and identify how to improve the family’s day to day functioning and parent-child relationships with the child’s perspective being prioritised. The inclusive leader working with the parent should focus on building a good working relationship and avoid adding any extra whilst the parent is addressing problems (NSPCC, 2023). It is important the inclusive leader remains unbiased throughout the support and focusing on communicating regularly with the parent and children. 
To help the family build other relationships with parents the setting could hold workshops. For example, holding ‘Cuppa and a Chat’ mornings each week for parents to have the chance to communicate with one another, ask questions or seek advice from the professionals. The setting may already have programmes in place to help parents who may be struggling financially, and it is the leaders focus to ensure the parent is aware of what is already in place. 
As the scenario states there is a concern regarding ill fitting clothes, a good inclusive leader might introduce a school pop up shop, where second hand uniform can be purchased at a low cost. Families first guidance aims to give every child the best possible start in life and also support families to create a stable nurturing environment (Welsh Government, 2017). The framework has a key role to help families in need to help build confidence and resilient communities and adheres to the Wellbeing of Future Generations Act 2015 and the Social Services and Wellbeing Act 2014.
Professionals
It is vital the inclusive leader has a child centred approach and has the best interest of the child, which is fundamental for a child’s welfare and also promotes safeguarding and follow the principles of the Children Acts 1989 and 2004.To ensure the welfare of every child, the inclusive leader will need to work collaboratively with other agencies. Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 is a statutory guidance to support organisations and agencies to deliver effective arrangements to ensure the safety and promote children’s welfare (UK Government, 2023). 
In the scenario, the inclusive leader needs to take in account the impact of living with alcoholic parents even though the circumstances have now changed. Children of alcoholic parents are at higher risk of suffering from a wide range of psychosocial problems. Research shows children exposed to parental alcoholism were more likely be abused, physically, emotionally or witness domestic violence (Omkarappa and Rentala, 2019). However, children may find it difficult to share what has happened to them in the past, and the practitioner should be able to communicate effectively to be able to provide advocacy in assisting the children to feel at ease in opening up (UK Government, 2023). 
Nonetheless, if there is reasonable cause to suspect a child is suffering the leader will be able to make a referral to Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) who supports the whole family struggling with mental health issues (NHS, no date), (Hips Procedures, 2024).
Working collaboratively with multi agency professionals and parents is key to effective safeguarding, as it allows access to a range of services which can offer additionally services to support families (NSPCC, 2023). Services working together are able to provide appropriate interventions. It is important the setting encounters a whole-school approach to ensure children thrive, learn and emotionally develop with support of teachers and an ethos that values inclusion (Welsh Government, 2021). An inclusive leader serves a vital role in strengthening relationships between the school, families, other agencies and the wider community. 
However, if the parent is challenging the concerns and refusing help, the inclusive leader needs to recognise and continue to engage and although the parent’s feelings are important, what is in the best interest for the children is central to the overall decision making (UK Government, 2023). 

Communities 
The wider community that surrounds the school is essential to quality outcomes of children as it provides important sense of belonging and has the opportunity to bring families together. The community offers activities and events, such as fundraisers, open days, sport clubs, cultural days and play groups, which involves individuals working to together to support the local area (Watson, 2017). Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological system stipulated environments, language and culture can have significant influence in how children learn and grow (Cherry, 2023). The theory stresses influential interactions within the microsystem level, such as schools and the wider community help develop a sense of belonging (Zaatari and Maalouf, 2022). 
Linking the theory to the scenario, to encourage the parent to communicate with others and build relationships in the community, the school could share information on what is happening in the local area. For example, informing the parent of sport teams suitable for the two children to socialise with others and an opportunity for the parent to mix with other adults. Social skills are important for children to be able to form positive relationships, have two-way communication, develop body language and also leads to improved mental capacity and cognitive abilities to think from another person’s perspective (Lavoie, et al 2017).
The inclusive leader can share information and try encourage the family to attend workshops aimed to bring individuals together to support each other. However, before the leader can offer guidance and advice, it is vital there is a good relationship between the parent and school. Wilson (2016) states parent and school partnerships is necessary to support a child’s development, as the parent has a pivotal role in their child’s education and well-being. Developing a good relationship, the parent may feel at ease to ask for help or the practitioner may find it easier to suggest interventions or make referrals to benefit their needs (Wilson, 2016). Therefore, the practitioner needs to be approachable and have a positive attitude. 
Nonetheless, the inclusive leader may be able to provide opportunities for the parent to be apart of the community, although there are barriers that need to be considered. Such as, the parent showing a lack of interest or unable to travel. Therefore, the role of the inclusive leader should have good communication skills and knowledge to be able to overcome the challenges (UK Government, 203).
Conclusion 
The next step for the scenario would include working the inclusive leader building a stronger relationship with the whole family, and regularly communicating with the two children to identify any positive changes or negative issues. Secondly, to share information on what is happening in the local area so the whole family can feel more involved in the community and start to build relationships. The inclusive leader to start pop up workshops for the parent to attend, which will help build on communication skills and confidence in mixing with other adults in the school, and also opens up opportunities to purchase uniform at a low cost. The inclusive leader can use the opportunity to discuss if there are any issues in a non-formal environment, which the parent may be dealing with and can offer further support.
Section 2
According to Bortini et al (2016) an inclusive leadership approach must appreciate diversity, including individuality, and encourages all individuals to fully engage and contribute to help shape reality. The approach will help breakdown barriers to ensure individuals are not excluded from society due to diverse differences, and instead address opportunities individuals need to feel empowered and able to fully participate. To create consistency and reduce risk, policies are put in place to shape society (Su, 2021).
What is a policy?
Baldock, Fitzgerald and Key (2013) indicates a policy is an intention and action needed by those with responsibility. Policies have common elements and suggests there is a commitment in place and a set of ideas have been formally adapted to help deal with specific issues (Levin, 1999 cited in Baldock, Fitzgerald and Kay, 2013 p.2). The concept of policy is entwined with notions of issues effecting the public and the solutions, and play a crucial role in forming guidelines to ensure consistency and provide quality assurance. Education micro policies and procedures use curriculums, pedagogies and structures used throughout schools to prioritizes issues needing to be reformed (Ward et al 2016).
Besic (2020) stipulated policies regarding inclusivity in education focuses mainly in relation to individuals with a disability, although the focus should be to reduce barriers for every individual, particularly those in a minority group (British Council,2024). Similarly, Bradbury (2013) emphasized early years education policies favour the ‘ideal learner’ which suggests the policy does not support every child. Mirco level policies which are used in settings may appear exclusive and discriminatory if policies to support inclusiveness are absent (Baldock, Fitzgerald and Kay, 2013). 
This section will critically evaluate ‘The Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015’ and examine how it enables inclusive leadership in early years. The Act is a macro policy aiming to improve the social, economic, environmental and cultural wellbeing for individuals living in Wales. The act suggests five ways of working to help Wales work together to avoid repeating previous errors and to tackle current challenges such as poverty, health inequalities, climate change and economics (Welsh Government, 2015). It also states this act is future proofing Wales for the current and next generation and the citizens of Wales will benefit from the impact of working together to create a better quality of life and a sustainable future (Welsh Government, 2024). The Welsh Government proposed to increase Wales climate targets by implementing ‘The Climate Change (Wales) Regulations 2021’, due to the increasingly negative consequences caused by human activity and the ecosystems (Welsh Government, 2021)
Strengths
The Well-being of Future Generations Act is at the core of the new purpose driven curriculum for Wales which prioritises learner’s mental health and well-being. and is the first country in the world to legislate for future generations (Welsh Government, 2015). It set out 7 national well-being goals for the national government, local government, local health boards and other specified public bodies who will be expected to carry out the duty (Future Generations, 2024). As a result of the Act, the new approach to education focuses on the skills needed to develop well-rounded ethically informed Welsh citizens.
More emphasis has been placed on climate, eco-literacy and encouraging learners to reconnect with nature and the environment. Both the Act and Curriculum state a sense of belonging is essential and creates a positive connection to the community and their place in the wider world (Welsh Government,2023). One goal in the Act is to create a more resilient Wales, therefore the curriculum has included the importance to learn the necessary skills to thrive in a world that is constantly changing (Future Generations, 2024). 
The Children Measure Act 2011 places a duty to ensure the rights and obligations in the UNCRC are being met (Senedd Wales, 2022). The Well-being of Future Generations Act includes the UNCRC. The Children’s Commissioner for Wales and Future Generations Commissioner (2017) introduced a guide designed to help public bodies to recognise the importance of both legislations; the Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure (2013) and the Well-being and Future Generations (Wales) Act (2015). However, Croke et al (2021) research study suggests although both share similarities, the agendas need a stronger alignment and suggests strengthening the law for children’ rights and sustainable development would be beneficial. 
Weaknesses
Nonetheless, concerns have been raised since the Act became law. The Act claimed to involve Public Service Boards (PSBs) for each county to collaborate with public bodies. Those chosen should reflect the diversity in the local area, or any other person who can help the body to meet the objectives to promote wellbeing. However, the PSB’S are unknown and discussions and decisions made are not made public, which highlights there is a lack of working together (Thorpe, 2020).
Senedd (2021) reported the Committee concluded that public bodies across Wales have failed to make substantial cultural changes to align with the principles of the Act. As the Welsh Government has a leadership role, along with being a part of the 44 public bodies supporting the Act, it has a vital role of setting a positive example. However, the Committee concluded the Welsh Government was too slow to implement changes and not giving clear instructions to the other public bodies on what is expected (Senedd Cymru, 2021).
The policy suggests ‘collaboration’ is a key factor in ensuring the act is successful, and recognises the importance of different agencies and organisations working together. However, WCVA (2018) state working together can be problematic due to other organisations commitment to the principle of working as a team cannot be guaranteed, which may lead to information being withheld having a detrimental effect on a child’s welfare. Similarly, Croke et al (2021) suggests collaboration and involvement requires those who have a responsibility to fully understand objections and procedures to operationalise the goals. 
Despite the challenges highlighted, the Act represents a positive step towards Wales becoming more sustainable and focused on well-being. The Act aims to improve Wales as a whole, and gives settings, organisations a framework to ensure the principles are being implemented. 
Section 3
How to promote inclusive leadership in an Early Years setting.
Early years is a crucial time in a child’s development, which will help shape who they become. An inclusive leader in an early year’s setting should be proactive to any challenges or barriers, which may cause negativity and thrive on being an inclusive practice. Following the ‘Early Years Foundation Stage’ statutory framework overarching principle stating every child is unique and supporting adults should be committed to helping the child to be resilient, capable, confident and self-assured (DfE, 2024). The NSPCC (2024) state collectively responsibility can help ensure inclusivity, diversity and equality are being respected in the setting, however stresses the importance of the environment.
The environment has a vital role in ensuring everyone feels valued and included, and needs to foster the sense of belonging regardless of differences (Early Years Resources, 2023). Children need to feel a part of the setting and see their identity reflected in the environment, and be celebrated for who they are (Birth to 5 Matters, no date). To facilitate an inclusive environment, the inclusive leader should ensure the space promotes inclusivity by providing resources reflecting different ethnicities or characteristics, such as dolls having a variety or skin tones, stories including a child with a disability and books children can learn about different cultures and backgrounds, throughout the year and not just on celebrational days (Early Year Resources, 2023).  
It is important an inclusive leader is a good role model as young children are constantly observing, collecting information and analysing what is happening in the environment or how the practitioners handle situations (Allen et al, 2021). An inclusive leader needs to be knowledgeable and understand how and why an early year’s space needs to be an advocate for anti-racism (Allen et al, 2021), and census date shows ethnic diversity in Wales has increased over the years (Welsh Government, 2021).  Allen et al (2021) suggests using an anti-racism approach requires the educator to understand the racial history to be able to fully communicate. 
Policies supporting diversity and anti-racism is fundamental when creating a safe space for all individuals, which take direct and indirect action on any individual who fails to follow the framework. To ensure all staff members are welcoming and understand different perspectives, cultures and individuals, an inclusive leader should provide ongoing training (Early Year Resources, 2023).
Inclusive leadership should demonstrate a commitment in valuing and respecting the equalities of all children and families, those who are in the minority and majority groups. Addressing all forms of discrimination and prejudice adhere with the Equality Act 2010 requirement ensuring no form of identify is discriminated against (Birth to 5 Matters (no date). 
Ultimately, to promote inclusive leadership in an early year setting, the individual needs to value diversity, promote inclusiveness and reflect the same values into the young children to help shape a better future. The leader should be self-aware and strive on being a good role model for others members of staff and children. Lastly, it is vital all children in the care of the inclusive leader feel they belong and are celebrated.
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