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This critical analysis will discuss the importance catalytic leadership and will focus on how ensuring early years workforces are equipped to meet the needs of children experiencing different sociological challenges is vital. Following this, there will be an in-depth exploration of the role of the Children’s Commissioner for Wales specifically looking at The Right Way A Children’s Human Rights Approach to Education in Wales, a report written by the Children’s Commissioner for Wales in 2021. Finally, there will be a critical evaluation of how ACEs impact children’s lives, the importance of early intervention services and what barriers parents face accessing these services. 
Section 1
Waters (2022) states that a good leader is someone who inspires passion and motivation in others, has a vision and the path to realising it, and is someone who supports their team and provides tools to achieve their goals. Robbins (no date) says that anyone can be a leader, it isn’t something that you are either born with or without, rather it is a skill that can be developed over time. Furthermore, there is the belief that leadership is an authoritative role that a person is appointed to. McDowall Clark (2013) argues that leadership can be exercised regardless of a positional role as it does not operate through authority but from moral purpose. Additionally, leadership in an Early Years setting is about using your knowledge, skills, personality and experience to positively influence practice. All practitioners can be leaders, and in doing so, can improve opportunities for children and their families (Davies and Ryder, 2016).
Many Early Years practitioners have misconceptions about what leadership entails, these misconceptions challenge practitioners’ ability to recognise that leadership is part of their everyday practice. Early Years practitioners have the potential to be leaders regardless of their role due to their empowering and educational influences on children and their families (Cooper, 2014, p. 84). The Children’s Workforce Development Council (CWDC) states that Early Years Professionals (EYPs) will ‘lead practice in the workplace and inspire practitioners around them’ (CWDC, 2010). Furthermore, it is clear that although not all EYPs are in a position of authority, they are all in a position of influence which is crucial to creating change and leading practice (Whalley et al. 20015). McDowall Clark (2012) says that in this way the EYP is a catalyst for bringing about internal changes within their setting and change comes through the recognition of new possibilities rather than being enforced from authoritative figures. Ankrum (2016) supports the view that EYPs are catalysts for change within their setting and argues that not being in a leadership role does not make impact any less meaningful. McMahon and Dyer (2017) states that research into the Effective Leadership in the Early Years sector (ELEYS) suggests that children’s outcomes are considerably improved when there is strong leadership within the setting. 
Connor (2013) states that a catalytic leader is someone who works differently than others, they can communicate with their team to inspire a new way of working that will achieve the highest aspirations. Catalytic leaders articulate an inspiring vision and bring together the right team to make it into a reality, they empower people and facilitate the development of their team. A catalytic leader also ensures pro-active engagement with all stakeholders and utilize constructive feedback from others (Joiner, no date). Zachary (2011) identifies a catalytic leader as being someone who develops, creates and inspires leadership abilities and improved performance in others. A catalytic leader might be compared to a chemical solution where a catalyst creates a reaction that enables other materials to become more than what they are capable of becoming on their own. Therefore, the concept of leadership is no longer about being in an authoritative role, but about the progression and positive influences they have on others. (Noramon, no date). McDowall Clark (2012) supports this view and states that the assumption that leadership comes from authority can create tensions for many Early Years practitioners who are frequently ‘averse to being in a position of dominance’ (Rodd, 2006).      
Often, teachers are willing to go above and beyond their general duties to improve the school. Inspiring shared leadership within a setting can be a catalyst for positive change within the school community (Ankrum, 2016). Cooper (2014) informs that practitioners engaging in shared leadership encourages a different way of thinking about leadership as a relational, everyday practice rather than a set of traits and qualities. This also supports the view that leaders are not always those with leadership titles. However, teachers are hesitant to consider themselves as ‘leaders’ due to minimal access to and knowledge or relevant leadership concepts. McDowall Clark (2012) also found that practitioners lacked self confidence in their own leadership roles due to ‘imposter syndrome’ (Kets de Vries, 2005). Imposter Syndrome spans across many different sectors and roles, it is the feeling of inadequacy (The King’s Fund, 2019)
Copperrider (2022) states that a catalytic leader isn’t necessarily someone in a position of power, rather it is someone who is a catalyst for positive change for everyone as a whole. Toomer et al. (2018) supports the view that the a catalytic leader is not dependent on a title or authority. The premise is that anyone can be a leader, whatever their position is. Lipkin (2022) insights that often feel that they need to ‘prove their worth’ by constantly staying busy. Furthermore, Attaway (2021) states that when a leader takes on more work, they are at risk of exhaustion through overloading themselves and this leads to ineffectiveness. Therefore, having catalytic leaders in every day practice has a positive impact on the work-load of those in authoritative positions.
Toomer et al. (2018) suggests that catalytic leaders are very skilled at not only leading but also following. Caldwell et al. (2018) agrees that catalytic leaders are someone who is ‘on the team’ and not just someone who has a title. Heffernan (2015) agrees that existing models of command and control leadership are outdated and that the new, effective way of leadership is through working as a team, helping one another and empathy. However, Heffernan (2015) says that there are barriers to this type of practice because often individuals try to outperform each other. Moreover, intended outcomes are rarely reached when members of a team are hindering the productivity of others to make themselves look better. 
Research has shown that the quality of Early Years settings are linked to the quality of leadership within the setting. The research shows that the quality of an Early Years setting is usually defined by strong leadership where leaders and practitioners share a clear vision of the setting’s practices (Ang, 2012). Siraj and Manni (2006) state that one of the key characteristics of an effective setting was strong leadership and relatively little staff turnover. Therefore, it is important to promote catalytic leadership within Early Years settings to benefit both staff and children. 
There is a need for catalytic leaders within Early Years settings to ensure children are able to access appropriate support for their needs. There are Early Help Hubs set up to support children and their families with their well-being. The Early Help Hub have multi-agency partnerships so they are able to ensure the correct support is provided for the family (Swansea Council, 2021). The Child and Adolescent Mental Health Service (CAMHS) provide a School In Reach (SIR) team service for schools to support the mental health and emotional well-being of children. They aim to build skills, knowledge and confidence within school staff to support children’s mental health and well-being (NHS, 2021). There is a need for catalytic leaders within both the school setting and other agencies to ensure appropriate support is provided for these families at the correct time.
Children in Early Years settings come from a range of cultural, racial and ethnic backgrounds. Therefore, it is important that catalytic leaders in the Early Years support, respect and celebrate the beliefs and values of all the children within their setting (Anna Freud National Centre for Children and Families, 2023). The Pen Green Centre for Children and their Families (2022) also provides support to families for a variety of reasons. They offer an Early Help Assessment tool which helps to identify suitable ways to support families with a variety of issues and challenges. Having catalytic leaders within the Pen Green Centre is beneficial to ensure they provide appropriate early intervention and support for families whether they are facing financial issues, additional learning needs, or are affected by domestic abuse. Catalytic leaders are crucial for identifying the needs of children and their families as they ensure the correct support is provided for those who need it.
To conclude, there is evidence to suggest that there is a significant need for catalytic leaders within Early Years settings. There is a need for all practitioners to view themselves as catalytic leaders, this will enable practitioners to work together as a team to ensure they do not become overwhelmed. Additionally, all practitioners should be inspired and motivated to be catalytic leaders themselves which has benefits such as sharing out the work-load and removing the challenges that Early Years settings are faced with on a day to day basis. Having a catalytic leader who is proactive about making positive changes within their setting supports inclusion, this enables Early Years settings to support all children regardless of their background. Catalytic leaders are also vital in providing early intervention to those families and children who need it.
Section 2
Unicef (no date) states that the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) is at the heart of all work with children. It is the most widely-ratified international human rights treaty in history. Currently, 196 countries have signed up to the UNCRC, all of these countries are bound by international law to ensure it is implemented (Save the Children, no date). There have been many significant historical events that have led to the UNCRC. NSPCC Learning (2021) states that legislation was put in place in the 1880s to protect children and prosecute those guilty of child cruelty and abuse. 
The child protection system we have in place in the UK today has been heavily impacted by high profile child abuse cases. NSPCC Learning (2022) informs that The Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 came into force from April 2016 in, this Act sets out the legal framework for social service provision in Wales. However, Unicef (no date) informs that during the early twentieth century, there was no system in place to protect children. It was normal for children to carry out the same tasks as adults, working in unsanitary and unsafe conditions. As a result of this, Eglantyne Jebb founded Save the Children in 1919 due to the neglect of child protection and safeguarding in the country and across the world (Save the Children, 2023). This led to greater understanding of the developmental needs of children and thus improvement in child protection.
Norway was the first country to introduce a commissioner for children, other countries began to follow suit after the United Nations agreed the Convention on the Rights of the Child in 1989. Wales was the first country in the UK to establish the role of Children’s Commissioner in 2001. It was recognised that children and young people needed an advocate to speak up for them and make sure they are protected (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2008). The role of the Children’s Commissioner for Wales is to ensure children are aware of their rights, to listen to children to find out what is important to them, give advice to children when they feel they are being treated unfairly, influence the government to make a positive difference in children’s lives, and to be an advocate for children to speak up about important issues (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2023).
The National Assembly for Wales (2001) appointed Peter Clarke as the first Children’s Commissioner for Wales. Peter Clarke had to navigate this new role from the very beginning. He took visits to the Ombudsmen’s offices in Sweden and Norway to assist him in developing the offices in Wales (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2016). Peter Clarke spent the first year building a new team and he involved children in the decision making as per Article 12 of the UNCRC (1989), which states that children have the right to have their views and opinions heard and respected. Peter Clarke was a pioneer for the role of Children’s Commissioner for Wales. He valued children’s rights and recognised the importance of listening to the views of children and young people and making sure they had their voices heard (Gaines, 2007). Additionally, Peter Clarke would hold regular meetings with the children of Wales to find out what issues they wanted him to look into (BBC News, 2007). He carried out annual reports highlighting the importance of the voices of the children in Wales, within these reports he included the views of children of various ages and backgrounds to ensure that there was a diverse collection of views and concerns. (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2016). 
The Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2021) published The Right Way A Children’s Human Rights Approach to Education in Wales. This framework was designed to support educational settings to ensure human rights education for children within the duties of the Curriculum and Assessment (Wales) Act 2021. The first Commissioner for Wales, Peter Clarke set the foundations for fighting for children’s rights. Additionally, this framework aims to support leaders within education settings to develop an appropriate children’s rights approach for their setting. 
The New Curriculum for Wales (2022) supports a whole school approach towards children’s rights education. The Four Purposes are at the heart of this curriculum and are described through important characteristics such as developing ethical and informed citizens to understand and exercise their human rights and responsibilities and also respect the needs and rights of others. Children’s rights is a cross cutting theme throughout the new curriculum in Wales, thus it is important to teach children about their rights so that they are able to understand and experience human rights within their education. Human rights education will empower children and give them the skills they need to advocate for their own rights and those of others (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2021). 
Taylor (2008) informs that Keith Towler took over the position of Children’s Commissioner in 2008, candidates for the role of Children’s Commissioner were interviewed by children and young people, ensuring that the voices of the children were respected and are a significant factor in employing someone for the role of Children’s Commissioner. This supports the ethos of The Right Way report and the importance of children’s rights. Keith Towler said that within his role as Children’s Commissioner he has the opportunity to meet with children and young people across the country to find out what issues are important to them and convince those people who are in a position of power to make positive changes to meet the needs and wishes of children in an interview with Raise Your Game (2014). 
Within The Right Way framework it states that protection from harm is a fundamental part of the UNCRC. The Welsh Government guidance Keeping Learners Safe (2022) says that it is important to develop children’s understanding of their rights as a preventative measure to safeguard their welfare. Empowering children by giving them the opportunity to experience their rights and have their voices heard is a safeguarding tool. The third commissioner for Wales, Sally Holland began the campaign put an end to the use of physical punishment against children, which has recently been passed. During Sally Holland’s final year as Children’s Commissioner, at least 694 children were spoken to about their ideas and opinions at events and meetings. Additionally, 44,000 children completed the ‘coronavirus and us’ survey which was used to gather information about the views of children during the pandemic (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2021). 
Due to the unprecedented times we have been faced with in recent years, children have been negatively impacted and there has been a rise in child poverty, this is due to increased conflict and wars, the economic impact of the pandemic, rising inflation, and climate change. The Right Way framework talks about the importance of equality for children’s rights. The report informs that equality is about ensuring that all children have equal opportunities to real their full potential, and that no child should suffer poor life chances. However, it is not possible for children living in poverty to have the same opportunities as those who are not living in poverty. Unicef (no date) states that children who grow up in poverty usually lack the food, sanitation, shelter, health care and education they need to thrive. Sally Holland continued the work of her predecessor to try and reduce child poverty in Wales. However, the rate of child poverty had barely fallen within the time that Children’s Commissioners have been appointed which suggests not enough is being done to stop children from living in poverty (Welsh Government, 2013). It can be argued that more should be done to see better improvement for children living in poverty. 
In conclusion, it is clear that the rights of children are vital in ensuring their well-being is looked after in all aspects of their life. There are significant events that have been a catalyst for major changes to the rights of children throughout the past century that have assisted in protecting and safeguarding children and young people. There has been a complete reform to the curriculum for Wales which incorporates children’s rights across the curriculum. The role of the Children’s Commissioner for Wales has facilitated the promotion of children’s rights and has ensured that children are more aware of their rights and that their thoughts and feelings are important and should be at the heart of all decisions made regarding children and young people. However, there is still a considerable amount of work that needs to be carried out to improve the lives of many children in Wales. 
Section 3
There are many sociological aspects that can present challenges in children’s lives. These issues range from environmental factors to health issues including mental health and well-being, and additional learning needs (Centre for Early Childhood Mental Health Consultation, no date). The sociological factor to be focused upon for this critical evaluation will be Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs). Wisner (2022) states that ACEs are traumatic experiences that children experience before the age of 18, the impact of these experiences can have a lasting effect on their mental health and well-being as well as their physical health. Childhood is a vulnerable time, the things we experience during childhood can have a serious impact on us throughout or lives. The more ACEs someone experiences, the more difficult they are to overcome. There are many kinds of traumas during childhood than would be identified as ACEs including, experiencing physical or emotional abuse, neglect, losing a loved one to suicide, experiencing substance abuse, having a parent who suffers with their mental health, having a parent who is in prison, and experiencing divorce or parental separation. 
The Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2019) informs that the Welsh Government and public services in Wales are becoming increasingly aware of the severe impact of ACEs on children throughout their lives. A study carried out by Public Health Wales in 2016 found that 47% of adults in Wales suffered at least one adverse childhood experience during their childhood, and 14% of people suffered four or more (Public Health Wales, 2016). This reflects previous research carried out internationally and now provides an evidence base for the Welsh Population. As a result of this research, the Welsh Government has provided funding for projects to support professionals to become ‘ACE-aware’ so that they are equipped to prevent and tackle ACEs. Additionally, The Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2019) states that whilst some feel that raising ACEs awareness is vital to tackling the long lasting impact of ACEs for children, others have expressed concerns that this may be a distraction from providing high quality public services in Wales due to the fact that the knowledge of the long-term impact of early trauma is not a new concept. Turner (2019) supports the view that the ACEs movement has become a victim of its own success. Turner argues that the knowledge of ACEs should have been used as a key piece of evidence to raise awareness about the importance of tackling and preventing early trauma. However, the ACEs study has provided some invaluable population-level data although it was not ground-breaking research. 
NSPCC Learning (2021) says that early intervention is support given to a child and their family when issues are identified. Statutory guidance within the UK highlights the importance of providing early intervention for children and their families rather than allowing a problem to escalate. The main focus of early intervention is to improve outcomes for children and their families. Providing timely support is vital for the positive development of children, by addressing a child’s needs early on the risk of long-lasting negative impact on a child’s mental health and well-being is significantly reduced. A report carried out by Action for Children (2021) reviewing barriers to accessing early intervention informs that parents struggle to get appropriate support despite the widespread demand for early intervention services. Research found that 67% of parents were unable to access an essential early intervention service, 71% said they had found it challenging to access a service that they were using, and 82% said they had been unable to access a service. Furthermore, the report found that the most common barriers for accessing early intervention services were services not being available, unclear information about how to access services, or services only being available online. 
Action for Children (2021) states that the impact of the pandemic means that early intervention services are more important now than ever. The support of early intervention services for child development, community engagement, and parent and child health and well-being will be vital in the recovery after the effects of COVID-19. The Government have pledged funding to expand family hubs such as the Team Around the Family (TAF) who work with children and their families to support the needs of the child appropriately. TAF hold meetings with children and parents to come up with a solution-based focus to provide effective support for the family and meet the needs of the child. Not all children and young people receive the support they need within their home environment, so it is vital that parents are able to receive the correct early intervention services to help them deal with the pressures of raising children. There is a need for children and young people to have access to targeted services to help them reach their full potential and give them the opportunity to improve their life chances. 
In conclusion, the ACEs movement in the UK has had a positive impact on raising awareness of the importance of early intervention and training offered to early years settings has provided practitioners and professionals with the knowledge and tools to support the children with ACEs within their care. However, some people feel that the ACEs movement is not a ground-breaking discovery and rather distracts from providing high quality public services across the country. Additionally, although we have so much evidence and information to highlight the importance early intervention in tackling and preventing ACEs there are barriers to accessing these services such as parents being unable to access early intervention services for a variety of reasons. 
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