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Inclusive Leadership: Working together to support families.

Part 1

This assignment critically analyses inclusive leadership and supporting families. Inclusive leadership is the practice of shared perspectives and actions to generate opportunities for inclusion resulting in participants feeling valued and included in decision making, creating a sense of belonging (Roberson and Perry, 2022).  Agbenyega and Klibthong (2022) suggests as diversity of children increases in the early years strong inclusive leaders who embrace diversity and are committed to equity contribute to providing high quality learning experiences. Similarly, Crisol Moya, Molonia and Caurcel (2020) describe the ethos of inclusive leadership as leaders who are dedicated to enabling all children regardless of race, gender, ability, and socioeconomic background have access to quality and equitable learning opportunities.  Agbenyega and Klibthong (2022) point out inclusive leadership face challenges when implementing practice due to the necessity to encompass all children including those with developmental and additional learning needs (ALN).  Leaders have a moral duty to ensure policy and practice encompass the rights of children as individuals in line with the UNCRC article 23 and 18 by ensuring children with disabilities are supported with specialist care, officials and professionals support the family by providing services to enable inclusivity and lead full and able lives (Lambrecht et al. 2022: Welsh Government, no date).

Scenario

Child A is a 4-year-old deaf child who has recently started morning nursery.  The child lives at home with Mum, Dad and 2 older siblings.  The family have several exotic pets, dogs, and horses.  The family live in socioeconomic depravation, in receipt of benefits and are frequent users of the local food bank. The children appear unkempt and there is often a strong aroma of cigarette smoke on the children’s hair and clothing, they are often not dressed appropriately for adverse weather conditions.  Child A manages to take care of own needs very well and although unable to communicate using British Sign Language (BSL), is confident to show adults what she wants by gesturing and using facial expressions, child A moves around the classroom with ease and will make eye contact with other children and invite them to play.  A place has been offered at a deaf unit for child A, however the parents have refused on the grounds it is too far away and they themselves do not understand BSL.  Staff at the current school are not BSL trained and are awaiting appointment of a BSL communicator.  

Child A

Inclusive leadership is key to ensuring children with ALN have full access to equitable learning experiences (Crisol Moya, Molonia and Caurcel, 2020).  A meeting with the school ALNco (Additional learning needs Co-ordinator), Family Engagement Officer (FEO), Teacher of the Deaf (ToDs), Speech and Language Therapist (SLT) and teaching staff to discuss how child A can be supported in the current school with no BSL interpreter and a possible move to a deaf unit, both parents have visited the deaf unit however have refused the offer on the grounds it is over an hour away and they do not use BSL at home.  Curle et al. (2017) point out without early intervention, children who are deaf are at hight risk of language development delay which is detrimental for communication, academia outcomes, peer relationships and social interactions (Binos, Papastefanou and Psillas, 2023).

When considering the rights of child A, the UNCRC articles 3, 12, 18, 23 and 30 state, all involved in care of a child should take best interests into consideration,  children’s voices should be heard when decisions are made affecting them, parents have a duty to consider the best support for their child, children with disabilities have the right to specialist individualised support and children have the right to acquire and use language (UNICEF, no date).  However, Robinson (2021) points out language used in the UNCRC presents challenges for children who are viewed as incapable of forming and expressing opinions, for example article 12 states children who are capable of forming and expressing opinions have the right to be heard (UNICEF, no date).  Moreover, article 3 states the best interests of a child shall be an essential consideration (UNICEF, no date) however, Taylor (2016) points out a child’s best interests is largely explored through the views of parents, some of whom lack the ability to consider what may be the best decision.  Similarly, Berrick, Skivenes and Roscoe (2022) argue even though many countries have ratified children’s rights, parent rights often prevail.  Child A is deaf, unable to speak and does not understand BSL, therefore decisions have been made by adults, including parents who perceive child A as incapable of forming and communicating own views, not taking child A’s views or best interests into account when decision making is in breach of Article 3, 12 and 23 (Robinson, 2021).  

Billingsley et al. (2018) believes sharing leadership responsibilities is vital for effective inclusive leadership.  All adults involved in the care must do all they can to give child A, a voice and is included in decision making (UNICEF, no date).  It is important to consider how child A can be supported to form own views and be given a voice (Welsh government, no date).  Opportunities for child A should be created to visit the deaf unit at the new school (Schischka, Rawlinson and Hamilton, 2012), this transition process is important for preparation for a potential move, moreover, allows children to interact with staff and gain a familiarity with the new surroundings (Curle et al. 2017).  ToDs visit school weekly to work 1-1 with child A and assist practitioners by providing basic BSL to use in class daily, this is mirrored with the parents to use at home (Salter, Swanwick and Pearson, 2017: Swansea Council, 2023a).  The school in the scenario are seeking appointment of a BSL communicator in line with Article 18 of the UNCRC (UNICEF, no date).  However, even though the Welsh Government recognise BSL as an international language, recruitment of interpreters is challenging due to a shortage of expertise across the U.K (Department for Work and Pensions, 2017: Terry et al. 2021).  

To ensure inclusion for child A, ToDs have provided video clips and basic BSL resources for staff to use, however BSL takes practice and time to become fluent, courses are often run out of the locality and can be costly, even though there are free classes, these only cover basic BSL communication (National Deaf Children’s Society, 2023).  

Family

One way to ensure children have the best start to their learning journey is to build positive home school relationships (Meehan and Meehan, 2018: Kelty and Wakabayashi, 2020), and as the family in the scenario are reluctant to engage with staff at the school, it is important that staff recognise this hesitancy and put steps in place to welcome the family and create a sense of belonging (Goodall et al. 2011).  The Welsh Government (2023) believes to form positive home school links, a shared vision through strong inclusive leadership encompassing a whole school approach is needed and suggests a designated family engagement officer (FEO) leads effective practice to encourage family engagement.  The parents in the scenario show reluctance to engage with staff, the Welsh Government (2016a) recognises apprehension may be due to negative personal experiences with school, pressures of family commitments and personal health issues, similarly, Kelty and Wakabayashi (2020) argue potential barriers to family engagement come from fear of judgement from professionals and lack of communication.  

For the parents in the scenario to overcome their hesitancy the school must display an inclusive approach, show understanding barriers and the individual needs of the family, school must be a warm, welcoming environment where parents’ voices are heard and efforts are made through multiple communication approaches to share information (Welsh Government, 2016a: Welsh Government, 2023).  Keltie and Wakabayashi (2020) suggest including parents as partners through family engagement activities is an effective approach to strengthen home school relationships and bonds with their children.  The FEO (Welsh Government, 2023) is perfectly placed to embrace the parents in the scenario and begin to implement strategies for support, engagement and diminish any barriers the parents feel towards the school.  

The parents in the scenario are unable to communicate through BSL to child A.  When child A has arrived at school upset, mum has commented she is unaware of what is wrong as they cannot understand child A.  Where parents and siblings are unable to use BSL, deaf children are left isolated and if not addressed in the first five years language acquisition is severely impaired (Terry et al. 2021).  

The Department for Education (2021) states under The Children’s Act 1989, social care can support the needs of families with disabled children, therefore, could subsidise the cost of BSL classes. However, Terry et al. (2021) argues support for parents to access BSL is limited, and participation is a choice rather than a requirement (National Deaf Children’s Society, 2022), furthermore, Bowen and Holtom (2020) state there is no Welsh Government policy for provision of BSL in Wales and only non-accredited, basic provision may be funded.  Bowen and Holtom (2020) further suggest many parents opt out of learning BSL due to socioeconomic factors, for example, poor language and literacy skills, lack of education and unaffordability. Swansea Council (2023a) offers support to parents who want to learn BSL through school and encourage parents to connect with families of deaf children within their community.  The role of the FEO could assist the parents here (Welsh Government, 2023) and highlight the benefits of a basic BSL class and gather further information, in addition to this, encourage the parents to reach out to deaf families in the community will develop a sense of belonging, acceptance and child A will develop a sense of identity by reaching the wider deaf community (National Deaf Children’s Society, 2022: Welsh Government, 2016b).  Bowen and Holtom, (2020) recognises the importance of BSL being a vital skill for parents to communicate however, it is unclear whether it is the most effective method for parents of deaf children, it is recommended the Welsh Government prioritises recruitment and training of BSL interpreters, promotes the benefits to parents and increases funding available to meet demand.

Professionals

Theoharis and Scanlan (2021) believe inclusive leadership consist of a range of professionals working collaboratively to adjust, change and modify to achieve inclusion for individual needs of families.  Child A has been diagnosed as deaf and professionals already involved include audiology services who perform regular hearing tests, speech, and language therapist (SLT), Teachers of the Deaf (ToDs) are qualified teachers trained to use visual gestures to communicate language through BSL to support child A, their family, and practitioners in school (National Deaf Children’s Society, 2023).

Inclusive leadership for social justice stretches beyond work in the classroom (Theoharis and Scanlan, 2021).  Staff at school have noticed the family appear to be struggling to manage finances and regular requests are made for foodbank.  It is important to ensure the family have access to food aid whilst steps are being taken to improve the situation over time (Loopstra, 2018: Street and Kenway, no date).  Howard (2011) believes food insecurity has a detrimental effect on child development and a negative effect on academic outcomes.  When the family in the scenario have a developed a positive and trusting relationship with the FEO, they will feel comfortable in asking for support when needed.  The FEO can reduce food insecurity and is able to organise food parcel collections (Dretzke and Rickers, 2016: Loopstra, 2018) and offer free breakfast club daily (Education Wales, 2019: Welsh Government, 2022).  However, the Welsh Government (2014a) state governing bodies are not required by law to provide free breakfast clubs, moreover, local authorities can withdraw the provision as they see fit.  Healthy breakfast enables children from low socioeconomic backgrounds improve concentration, health, and overall wellbeing (Lambie-Mumford and Sims, 2018).  To ensure social inclusion for the family of child A, local authorities must explore ways to subsidise costs for breakfast for families experiencing poverty (Street and Kenway, no date).  School uniform policies must be managed by leaders by taking social justice into careful consideration (Sabic-El-Rayess et al. 2020).  The Welsh Government (2019) states leaders must support families through poverty by ensuring uniform requirements are affordable and accessible.  The FEO actively promotes recycling of uniform can support the family by utilising clothing donated to school (Education Wales, 2019).

Local Authorities have a duty to promote the wellbeing of families and work in partnership with professionals for preventative intervention when needed (Welsh Government, 2014b) The school ALNco has referred the family to the Early Years Early Help Hub, this preventative early intervention is designed to expand the support network, parenting capacity and identify the wellbeing needs of the family (Swansea Council, 2023b).  Hogg et al. (2013) argues multi agency support services must be created with perspectives of the family at the centre. Early Help Hub practitioners work with families in the home to promote positive parenting, provide guidance, signposting, and appropriate support for individual needs of the family (Swansea Council, 2023b). For example, Staff at school have noticed a strong odour of cigarette smoke, Early Help Hub practitioners are perfectly placed to work with the parents on low level substance issues highlighted by school and refer for positive parenting classes (Swansea Council, 2023b).

Community

Partnerships within the community are essential to promote inclusion for families experiencing difficulties including poverty, housing, disabilities, and parenting (Welsh Government (2016a).  Swansea Council (2023a) recommend parents connect with other families in the deaf community.  Engaging with the deaf community would support the family of child A as they have similar experiences, concerns, and contacts in the wider community, for example a communication support worker can signpost the family to deaf community events (Department for Work and Pensions, 2017).  Relationships with the deaf community is important for child A to develop a sense of belonging, identity, and exposure to BSL (National Deaf Children’s Society (2022).  

The FEO is in a unique position to signpost families to other professionals for further support (Welsh Government, 2023).  Staff at school have reported concerns around the family managing finances and as mentioned they keep a number of pets at home.  The FEO has contacted the Local Area Coordinator (LACo) to support the family further with advice on how to manage finances, prioritising purchases and ensuring they are in receipt of correct benefits, moreover, the LACo works with the local community and in partnership with families to make connections, involve in group events, give families a voice with issues effecting them and overcome personal challenges to improve quality of family life (Swansea Council, 2023b).  LACo’s are committed to building community partnerships linking with local services and organisations to utilise resources to ensure inclusion so disabled families feel valued and included in the local community (Dewis Wales, 2023).

Next steps

Crisol, Molonia and Caurcel (2020) says inclusive leadership is improving the cooperation between school, families, professionals, and multiagency services.  The ALNCo, FEO, multiagency professionals involved, and the parents will meet at school to discuss child A visiting the deaf unit.  This will ensure adults involved in the care of child A are allowing the child to experience the new environment and to form own views to enable contribution of own opinion in the decision-making process, article 12 (UNICEF, no date).  Child A is being supported by ToDs with signing and practitioners in current class are using basic sign commands.  Professionals must ensure parents understand the transition to the deaf unit is crucial and deaf children who have limited access to language are at increased risk of language development delay, furthermore, the impact this has on achievement through school and social development, (Curle et al. 2017: Terry et al. 2021).  The FEO plays an important role in liaising with the parents (Schischka, Rawlinson and Hamilton, 2012; Welsh Government, 2023) it is this relationship that may be the crucial determining factor for the decision of the transitioning of child A into a deaf unit.  The holistic needs of the family are being supported through multi agency approach, professionals will continue to monitor the families progress and assess any further needs which may manifest (Swansea Council, 2023b).  

Part 2

This assignment analyses the Community Focused School’s document (Welsh Government, 2022).  Bronfenbrenner’s theory on human development argues the interactions and relationships in the environment in which a child grows has a significant impact on development (Hayes, O’Toole and Halpenny, 2017).  The definition of policy is an action plan agreed by an organisation to implement change which stakeholders must adhere to.   Head and Crowley (2015) describe policy as a process of identifying issues, clarifying intentions and discuss problem solving methods collaboratively with stakeholders, inclusive leadership is described as an important motivation for turning policy into practice.  Tomlinson (2013) suggests policies in the early years must be based on fact, be inclusive of rights, clear expectations, fair and virtuous.  Policies are important, they allow leaders to analyse current practices, make changes where necessary and develop own practice (Campbell-Barr and Leeson, 2016).

Inclusive leadership is described as an important motivation for inclusivity and turning policy into effective practice through motivation and influence of stakeholders involved (Mor Barak, Luria and Brimhall, 2022). Moreover, Policies have a positive impact on the practice of practitioners (Baldcock, Fitzgerald and Kay, 2013) and early years practitioners are pivotal in the implementation of policies through understanding of intent, making informed decisions and working collaboratively for the greater good (Campbell-Barr and Leeson, 2016: Speil, and Storhmeier, 2012). However, according to Hudson, Hunter and Peckham (2019) argue many policies fail to achieve its purpose, similarly McConnell (2015) suggests the perceptions of stakeholders determine support for policies, this can create a disparity between intention and outcomes. Furthermore, the initial policy intention transitions from global perspectives, government, local authority, finally to educational setting, resulting in a scaled down version which can be misunderstood.  Inclusive leadership is important for the creation of policy and Speil and Storhemeier (2021) believes turning policy into effective practice requires active, in-depth collaboration between leaders and practitioners.

The Welsh Government (2022) states “We want all schools in Wales to be community Focused Schools” and believes schools are the key driver in building strong partnerships with families, services, and the wider community.  When schools encourage and embrace family engagement a strong partnership develops and promotes inclusion, equity in turn improves the emotional and physical wellbeing of children and their family (Welsh Government, 2023).  

The Community Focused Schools document states “School’s should be proactive in building relationships with families” (Welsh Government, 2022).  The word should is defined as something that is expected or the right thing to do (The Britannica Dictionary, 2023).  Another example from the document states “For family engagement to be successful, a strong vision and a whole school approach is required” the use of the word required implies the action is needed or necessary to reach desired goals rather than a mandatory action (Collins, 2023). Using ambiguous language such as this may have negative consequences for the understanding of policies and original intentions (House of Commons Public Administration Select Committee, 2009).  The Community Focused Schools document describes the importance of tailoring approaches to building partnerships for the individual needs of families ensuring equitable experiences, this means schools will display varied practice due to the diverse nature of the children, families, and communities (Welsh Government, 2022).  Qvortrup and Qvortrup (2018) argue understanding of inclusion has had a major shift from the belief it is only in reference to pupils and now encompasses family and the wider community.

Inclusive leadership is Essential successful implementation of Community Focused Schools, in addition to this, there must be a shared vision through a whole school approach in collaboration with families and the wider community (Welsh Government, 2022: Welsh Government, 2023).  According to Gonzalez and Jackson (2013) parental involvement is seen as a positive collaboration amongst educators, improving attainment, attendance, and behaviour.  Povey et al. (2016) agrees and suggests inclusive leadership is crucial in creating a positive whole school ethos where parents feel welcomed, valued, and included in their child’s learning.  However, there are barriers to implementing Community Focused Schools, these issues are acknowledged in the document (Welsh Government, 2022).  Families from a low socioeconomic background are likely to be reluctant to form positive relationships with schools, this may be due to negative experiences with education themselves (Povey et al. 2016: Welsh Government, 2023).  Gonzalez and Jackson (2013) argue different values and perceptions of the role of school engagement between teachers and parents presents a challenge for effective engagement.  Leaders must enthuse a whole school approach to effective communication by taking the views of parents into consideration when making decisions (Gonzalez, 2013: Povey et al. 2016: Ludicke and Kortman, 2012), this is recognised in the Community Focused Schools document however is described as a desire not a compulsory requirement in addition to this, multi-disciplinary training and continued staff development to ensure a strong vision to a whole school approach is seen as a “characteristic” of a Community Focused School however, there is no mention of a commitment to training (Welsh Government, 2022).  According to the Welsh Government (2016c) training school staff have undertaken is aimed at working with children therefore, it is important for school leaders to implement targeted training for all stakeholders, including parents to fully understand the role and benefits of Community Focused Schools (Welsh Government, 2022).

Knowledgeable, strong inclusive leaders who actively promote effective family engagement with the wider community and multi-agency working is crucial for creating the partnerships between home, school, and community.  The Welsh Government (2022) “wants” all schools in Wales to be Community Focused by putting the child at the centre of its purpose, between family, community, and school for a holistic approach for learning and healthy development (Welsh Government, 2022).  Leaders who allow local groups, organisations of faith and community members to share ownership and have access to school facilities enriches the lives of children and their families, school is seen as the perfect place to contribute to improvements in the community (Estyn, 2020).  Schools are central to providing information regarding services and support to families in the local community, moreover schools that accommodate multi agency working on the premises reinforce parental engagement whilst providing expertise, advice and support which will allow the families to feel supported and valued (Welsh Government, 2016b).  For example, key services such as creche, flying start and communities first located centrally on the school grounds contribute to building trusting relationships.  However, there are challenges relating to geography of the premises, communication, and time to organise and manage (Cheminais, 2009).  The Welsh Government (2022) suggests muti-agency working can take place on a school premises or elsewhere in the community, for example a local community centre, moreover, it is advised a designated member of staff at school (FEO) is perfectly placed to develop and maintain multi-agency and community working, this enables parents to actively participate in the development of support strategies and interventions for the child and family (Welsh Government, 2022: Welsh Government, 2023: Welsh Government, 2016b).

The Community Focused Schools document sets out the vision of the Welsh Government (2022) and recognises that investing in all children, their family and the community has a positive impact on positive relationships, health, and wellbeing.  The document also points out the core purpose of developing and nurturing strong engagement with families through Community Focused Schools is key in tackling poverty and having a positive impact on the wider community.  Though the vision set out in the document is clear, the language used is not definitive and may give the impression that it is not mandatory but is advised.  Inclusive leaders who are knowledgeable, passionate about creating change and care about the families and the community in which they serve are crucial for the effective implementation of Community Focused Schools across Wales (Ferrara and Jacobson, 2019: Welsh Government, 2023: McConnell, 2015: Campbell-Barr and Leeson, 2016).

Part 3

Promoting the Inclusion of Children with Social Emotional Behavioural Difficulties in the Early Years

There is increasing concern regarding an increase in mental health issues in the early years resulting in Social Emotional Behaviour Difficulties (SEBD) (Cefai and Camlleri, 2015: Langager, 2014).  An investigation by the Children’s Commissioner for Wales (no date a) discovered increasing numbers of children in the Foundation Phase are being excluded, sometimes more than one occasion, put in isolation away from peers, parents were being asked to collect their child early and children were being put on reduced timetables.  The Welsh Government (2016d) is committed to the inclusion of all children and recognises the importance of early intervention as the main driver for successful outcomes.  Lykourgioti (2017) argues even though SEBD is recognised as the third biggest category of special needs (SEN) barriers to inclusion for those children are evident.  Early years practitioners who are passionate, understand and value that inclusion is to acknowledge and embrace children as unique, develop differently, diverse inquisitive beings that are capable of achieving success, (Musgrave, 2017: Brodie, 2015).

Langager (2014), Lykourgioti (2017) and MacFarlane and Woolfson (2013) suggest negative perceptions of teachers around the number of children displaying problematic behaviour in mainstream settings is unmanageable and more children should be referred to specialist facilities however, according to Mowat (2015) the role of the early year’s workforce is important in developing positive, trusting relationships with children and develop strategies to promote inclusion.  A study by MacFarlane and Woolfson (2013) argues that negative attitudes and responses from educators determine the behavioural response from children with SEBD. Practitioners must be knowledgeable and understand disruptive behaviour is often a way of communicating an unmet need, early trauma, language, and communication difficulties, homelife, poverty or a mental health diagnosis of ADHD (Cobbett, 2016: Cefai and Camilleri, 2015: Mowat, 2015: Children’s Commissioner for Wales, no date a). When practitioners are passionate and take the time to recognise, believe and show children, they are valued, gifted and talented in their own vocation, connections are made, and relationships are formed which is crucial for inclusion. (Tucker, 2013).

The Children’s Commissioner for Wales (no date a) report states even though there are practitioners who are working hard to ensure inclusion for all children, there is much work to be done to minimise the stigma towards children with SEBD.  The Welsh Government (2016d) recognises children need to develop positive relationships in schools to feel a sense of belonging and wellbeing furthermore, educators are key to enabling positive experiences for children experiencing difficulty and leaders must promote a whole school positive ethos for the incision of children with SEBD.  When leaders implement a policy towards a whole school approach to supporting children’s mental health and wellbeing and staff are passionate about creating positive change for children and their families, relationships are formed which provides the foundations for inclusivity and success (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, no date a: Children’s Commissioner for Wales, no date b).
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