ECEY6004- Inclusive Leadership: working together to support families. 

This assignment will be critically evaluating the important role an inclusive leader has within the early years settings along with the opportunities and barriers that challenge them. Along with this the assignment will include a critical evaluation of the effects that these may have on children, families, communities and practitioners. 

Both Hallet (2016) and Bortini et al. (2018) describe inclusive leadership as a role taken by a leader that ensures equal opportunities for all regardless of their race, gender, ethnicity disability or background. Ferdman (2021) supports this through stating that inclusive leaders are those that support diversity and advocate for everyone within settings along with their families to have their voice heard, be able to participate and feel a sense of belonging. Agbenyega and Klibthong (2022) state that inclusive leaders are those that are caring, open minded, have empathy, respect others values and are open to others views and opinions without judgement. Rodd (2013) discusses the fact that not only does an inclusive leader demonstrate their understanding and advocate for diversity, but they also work alongside others instead of asserting power over their colleagues within the workplace. Circl (2021) supports Rodd (2013) stating that inclusive leadership within the workplace is paramount in providing high quality practice within settings. Inclusive leadership ensures that all practitioners feel that they are valued, listened too and belong within their setting which in turn results in better outcomes for staff, children and families. 

The scenario that is being reflected on within this essay is one that has been experienced by a practitioner within a setting. The scenario relates to a six-year-old boy named Charlie who lived with both his parents mum and dad. Charlie’s dad decided to transition to a female with the support of Charlie and his mum. However, it has now been noticed that the family now stand alone on the playground and other parents appear to keep their distance. Alongside this Charlie has been noticed spending more time alone within the setting whereas previous to the transition Charlie had many friends. Charlie is doing well academically but appears to be isolated and more withdrawn and quieter now. 


It appears that within this scenario there is a clear need for an inclusive leader to step up and support the family during a difficult time and put strategies in place in order for them to feel that they are accepted and belong within the setting. Family Action (2018) state that practitioners should be accommodating and supportive of children and families within settings without any restrictions or limitations. They also state the role of an inclusive leader includes ensuring that all individuals feel that they are valued, given equal access and opportunities whilst removing discrimination and other barriers they may face within setting. According to Portsmouth City Council (2018) schools must ensure that transgender parents are not singled out and that they are included in the same way as other parents within every situation. The inclusive leaders role would be to ensure that both Charlie and his parents are not discriminated against whilst also ensuring that all policies within the school include the inclusion of transgender parents or students. Within this scenario the practitioner invited Charlies parents into the setting in order for them to discuss steps that they can put into place for them to feel more comfortable and less isolated within the school environment. This is supported by both Ferdman (2021) and Scanlan and Johnson (2015) who state that working in partnership with families in order for them to feel heard, equal and valued is a key trait of an inclusive leader. Working in partnership with parents and families builds better relationships and in turn results in better outcomes for both children and their families (LINC, 2020). Adams, Harris and Jones (2016) also discuss that working alongside parents can be beneficial and result in positive outcomes for all when done correctly by an inclusive leader. 
This is needed within Charlie and his families situation as they are now facing a challenging time within the school grounds as a result of a change in their family dynamic.
However, there are many barriers practitioners may face when trying to work in partnership with parents. One barrier could be a parents own personal experiences both during their education as a child or now as an adult that stops them being able to engage effectively with the practitioner. According to the Scottish Government (no date) parents who lack confidence, feel distant or alienated may not feel like they can effectively work in partnership with practitioners to ensure better outcomes for their child and family. It may be challenging for practitioners to work in partnership with parents who have a negative mindset following an experience and are therefore untrusting of practitioners and professionals. According to Childhood Education International (2021) an inclusive leader must work through challenging times with both children and families in order to support them in feeling a sense of belongingness. Working in partnership with parents whilst keeping an open mind, showing understanding and being empathetic are key traits of an effective inclusive leader. 
Scanlan and Johnson (2015) state that the school ground can act as a social place that reflects the community and should be a social frontier this meaning that it is a place where all families from all different social worlds come together to interact and build positive relationships in order to ensure that no one feels isolated. If this was implemented within Charlies school himself and his family may feel more comfortable and have a sense of belonging instead of being withdrawn and isolated from the school community. 
Randel et al. (2018) states that an effective inclusive leader within settings can influence others to have more understanding of diversity and ensure that everyone feels valued and feel that they have a sense of belonging when they attend settings. This meaning there may be an option within Charlies school for practitioners to share information and knowledge on transitioning gender in order for other parents and families to have more of an understanding of Charlies family dynamic and therefore they will feel more accepted in the yard. However, this could be a barrier and could be difficult as everyone has their own opinions and beliefs and therefore may not want to attend the informative sessions as they do not wish to gain an understanding and therefore the inclusive leader will need to discuss another strategy (Auger-Dominquez, 2019). 
As an inclusive leader that is supporting Charlie and his family within the school the practitioner would be able to do a referral to a multi-agency team that could provide more support to the family. The Welsh Government (2015) state that multi-agency working can be an effective way for families to engage with their local community as well as seeking professional support through a difficult time. Rae (2021) states that within our communities there are families with all different dynamics, but all of these children deserve to have their families celebrate regardless of their structure. She states that in order to do so within settings practitioners should ensure that they are educating children on what all different kinds of families look like for example, a mam and a dad, two moms, two dads, single parents or transgender parents. Through including all different family dynamics within school celebrations practitioners are being inclusive and ensuring that all children feel included and valued through witnessing their own families being represented within the school. Gibson and Blandford (2005) state that in order for schools to be inclusive they need to establish a relationship with the community. They discuss that inclusive leaders and practitioners are responsible for gaining an understanding of the diversity within their local community and in turn reflect the communities values and beliefs through the actions, behaviours and attitudes within the school. Majeski (2021) states that practitioners can create positive links with the community when supporting LGBTQ families through offering community groups, workshops and informative sessions that allow like-minded people to meet and share their experiences in order for them to feel a sense of belonging within their community. Having said this Goodall et al. (2011) states that there are many barriers to parental and community engagement. They stated that time and cost can be the biggest things to consider when planning engagement opportunities for families. They also discuss teacher confidence as a barrier as they state not all practitioners will have a high level of knowledge on the topic they wish to discuss. This is highlighted by Page (2017) who states that teachers within schools do not have a high enough level of knowledge on the LGBTQ community therefore they would not be of adequate level to provide an informative session on the topic however they could still provide a safe and inclusive area where others could meet and share their experiences and knowledge to build on others sense of belonging. 

Within this scenario Charlie is displaying feelings of isolation and appears to be withdrawn and quiet this suggests that the inclusive leader needs to intervene and ensure that support is provided to ensure Charlie is happy, content and included within the setting.
 Almeida et al. (2021) state that if a child is feeling isolated, they are at risk of feeling stressed and anxious and if left they can suffer with mental health problems through to adulthood. Mental help (no date) and Allen (2020) state that feelings of loneliness and isolation could suggest that Charlie does not feel a sense of belonging in the setting. According to Mental Help (no date) loneliness can stem from poor peer relationships, it is clear within the scenario Charlie is finding it difficult within the setting as he now has no friends to interact with during the school day as a result of his home situation. It is also stated that loneliness can have a damaging effect on a child’s self-esteem which has a lasting effect on the ways in which children view themselves and interact with others (Young minds, no date). 
According to NSPCC (2023) children who themselves identify as LGBTQ or are within an LGBTQ family can be at greater risk of abuse within the community such as bullying or hate crimes. They also state that the child may appear isolated as they fear that speaking out could make their situation worse, this can be concerning as Charlie has been displaying signs of isolation therefore the inclusive leader needs to implement strategies to ensure Charlie is safe and happy. 
An inclusive leader could use their skills to empower and show Charlie that he is valued and supported within his setting (Fitzmorris et al., 2022). Through a positive teacher child relationship there will be foundations of trust and respect, through this a child may feel like they can open up and share their feelings and worries in confidence with their practitioner. Bradbury (2020) discusses the importance of practitioners intervene when there are hurtful or biased things being said about a child or their family. He states that it is important that practitioners support children to ensure they feel that they are able to speak up for themselves or others around them when they do not agree with what they are hearing. Building positive relationships with children and their families ensures that the setting is viewed as a safe space where children and their families feel that they can come into the setting to discuss situations that they may feel uncomfortable or hurt in to then provide the necessary support (Bradbury, 2020).  Bortini et al. (2018) discusses that as an inclusive leader positive relationships between practitioners and children are created through children viewing practitioners as approachable and feeling like they are valued and listened too. This is supported by UNICEF (no date) who state that all children have the right to be heard, an inclusive leader can ensure this is implementing through taking the time to listen to the child and support them in order to implement a strategy to ensure they feel a sense of belonging within the setting. 
In order for Charlie to feel like he is included and to help him build friendships within the setting the inclusive leaders role could be to help encourage the development of positive peer relationships (Lynch, 2017). Supporting children to develop positive peer relationships helps to develop better social and communication skills that will continue to support them throughout their lives. Within Charlies scenario the inclusive leader could plan activities within the classroom that included like-minded peers that Charlie could begin to build a bond with that can develop into peer relationships that supports Charlies sense of belonging. 
To conclude an inclusive leader is paramount to the inclusion of all children and their families within settings. When people feel included, they in turn gain a sense of belonging which results in them feeling safe and happy which is a key component in ensuring the best outcomes for children and their families. Within Charlies scenario there was a clear need for an inclusive leader to provide the support needed for both him and his family to feel like they belong in the setting. In order for an inclusive leader to be effective they need to ensure they are continuously improving their professional development to build on their skills and knowledge. 

Section 2  

Within this section the New Curriculum for Wales policy will be critically evaluated in order to identify whether the policy enables inclusive leadership within the early years. According to Baldock, Fitzgerald and Kay (2013) a policy is a published intention, a document with a proposed set of ideas created by government or local authority or could be a workplace document with the intention of all working in unison. Ferdman (2021) states that policy can be create within any of the macro and micro levels although which level they are created in will depend on the level of authority within. Bordia (2022) states that policies within education are there in order to provide clear guidelines to ensure there is effective practice and consistence of actions and care. This is supported by McClure and Jaeger (2008) who also state that having policies in place are important in order to ensure that all practitioners provide consistency to the children within their settings which results in the best outcomes for all. Dallimore (2019) states that policies are determined by society’s view and opinion on children, respective roles of both family and state and opinions on the views between education, care and development. 
According to UNESCO (2009) inclusive practice should guide all educational policies that are created by both the micro and macro levels to ensure the best outcomes for all children. The New Curriculum for Wales policy aims to ensure that inclusive practice is a key factor that is evident and considered throughout its implementation within schools in Wales (Welsh Government, 2021). The New Curriculum for Wales has been created by the Welsh Government who are of the macro level. This meaning that the policy has been created by people of authority who unlike practitioners themselves do not working within classrooms with children daily. According to OECD (The Welsh Government (2018) state that they have a level of understanding of the barriers placed on the implementation of policies. They state that there is a difference in the difficulty levels of creating a policy as a pose to being a practitioner on the ground having to implement the policy into practice. OECD (2013) states that perception can be a barrier to the way in which a policy is implemented within education. She states that when a policy is created it is then published and passed on to practitioners that implement said policy into practice, with the New Curriculum there is great emphasis on practitioners creating a curriculum that is unique to the needs of the children within settings. Therefore, the ways in which the practitioner perceives the aims of the policy can affect the education that is provided to children and can cause an inconsistency of care and education dependent on each individual practitioners perception. 
However according to OECD (2020) educational policy makes should spend time in school settings before creating new policies or guidelines in order to bridge the gap between policy and practice within education. Having said this the New Curriculum for Wales has been designed in a co-constructed manner this meaning practitioners and experts have worked together to design a curriculum that is inclusive to all and supports each individual unique child throughout their time in education. Having worked in partnership to create the new curriculum it shows that the Welsh Government are including inclusive leadership within their macro level. The Welsh Government (2020b) state that within the New Curriculum practitioners will be given the tools and knowledge to be able to practice inclusivity through recognising each individual child’s ability, background, heritage and identity and provide any support needed within their personal circumstance. Having said this the Welsh Government (2020) have discussed that within the new curriculum there is a great emphasis on inclusion however practitioners have voiced that there has been a lack of inclusion and support to develop their professional knowledge within all career levels. Through a lack of professional development for practitioners who aim to be inclusive leaders there is a risk that the new curriculum will not be implemented to its fullest potential along with inclusivity to learners being compromised. The Centre for Creative leadership (no date) and Vercida (2023) states that to be an effective inclusive leader, professionals who aim to promote diversity, equity and inclusion training is crucial. Inclusive leadership training can help professionals understand how to effectively implement inclusion within their profession. This can be a barrier to implementing the New Curriculum as there is an emphasis on inclusive leaders throughout and Pacey (2021) states that there is a lack of funding for practitioners to access training courses to better their professional development. Therefore the inclusive leaders within settings may not have a high enough level of knowledge to successfully implement inclusion within the school. 
Stated within the policy another way to demonstrate inclusive leadership is through reflecting the diversity within the community in order to demonstrate understanding on the uniqueness of all individuals and understand the levels of support needed for all to feel included and gain a sense of belonging (Welsh Government (2020b). 
However, although there is evidence of inclusive leadership within the creation of the new policy that does not mean there are no barriers experienced by practitioners with implementation in practice. Viennet and Pont (2017) state that the implementation within practice is what can affect educational outcomes. They state that although practitioners understand the need for new policy implementations, they may see the reform as another initiative that they need to gain an understanding of and implement within their daily teaching or management within setting. 
To conclude the New Curriculum for Wales has been created with much thought to inclusion, belonging and inclusive leadership. However there have been barriers highlighted about to the ways in which it has been created and implemented in Wales that can have an effect on inclusive leadership. There needs to be more consideration of practitioners that are the ones working on the successful implementation and the possible need for professional development that can result in a more successful inclusive leadership pathway within settings which then provided children with better outcomes. 


Blog- How to promote a sense of belonging for children in the early years. 

A sense of belonging is important for young children as it gives them a sense of purpose and meaning (Boardman, 2020). Allen (2020) states that having a sense of belonging has been described to be one of the most important needs of a child. She also describes that belonging means a feeling of acceptance and inclusion and without feeling these children may appear to be withdrawn, stressed and could have a decreased well-being. Weinstein (2023) also states that children who do not feel a sense of belonging find it more difficult to settle into a setting and are less likely to take part in new experiences and thrive and develop. 
With the roll out of the New Curriculum and the New Curriculum for funded non maintained settings the Welsh Government has placed a great emphasis on promoting the well-being of young children. Within the well-being section belonging is a running theme and practitioners within settings are expected to ensure that they are implementing strategies and planning that ensures that all children feel like they belong. The Welsh Government (2022) states that it is essential that during children’s time within setting they feel confident in themselves, feel like they are represented within the setting and have equal opportunities in order for them to thrive. 
There are many ways practitioners can ensure children feel a sense of belonging. When children begin to transition into setting there could be an opportunity to get to know the child and their family within their home environment. Weinstein (2023) states that this is an effective way to promote a child’s sense of belonging as practitioners can learn about a family’s culture and home interests to then ensure that they are represented within the setting in order for the child to feel comfortable and create the link that promotes a sense of belonging. However, Venkateswaran et al. (2018) states that although home visits can be an effective way to get to know a child and their families there are barriers to the strategy. For example, they state that in order for home visits to be effective practitioner need training on how to carry them out effectively. This can be difficult as Pacey (2021) states there is currently a lack of funding and opportunity for practitioners to attend training and courses, therefore practitioners may not have the correct level of knowledge in order to carry out the home visits effectively. 
Early years careers (2016) agree with Allen (2020) stating that a sense of belonging can help children feel happier and become more successful learners. Early years careers states that the use of photos can be an effective way to promote children’s sense of belonging within settings. They state that children being able to see pictures of their families creates a positive link between home and setting that supports their sense of belonging and recognition of self. 
To conclude ensuring children in the early years have a sense of belonging is a key factor in supporting children’s well-being in settings. There are many ways practitioners can implement this although there are of course barriers that can sometimes make the implementation more difficult. Getting to know the child and the family appears to be the easiest and most effective strategy in understanding the way each child needs to have their sense of belonging implemented within setting. 






































 
