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Catalytic Leadership – Early years Provision
Zackery, (2011) believes that a good leader holds the ability to develop, create and inspire leadership abilities in the people that they manage, they are a leadership catalyst. Much like a catalyst in chemistry, they hold the ability to develop others into more than they could be on their own. This view is supported by Joiner, (2017) that goes further to say that catalyst leaders are able to inspire a shared vision that brings people together, empowering them to create change. Catalytic leaders are facilitators for highly participative teams, valuing feedback and input from diverse viewpoints. Catalytic leadership styles such as this have many benefits and according to Heffernan, (2015) teams that adopt this can reap the benefits of everyone’s viewpoint being valued. This time spent valuing others knowledge and skill sets, creates social capital that bonds teams together in the long term with the creation of loyalty and trust. 
Catalytic leadership however can also present its own challenges, as any form of change can be met with resistance. This can be shown in the Kubla – Ross change curve diagram, Exeter University (no date) which shows that a period of change can often be met with feelings of frustration and despair before it reaches acceptance. According to Bush (2011) to lead to the process of change, there must be an environment where all practitioners participate. This is supported by Parry (2011) who believes work environments should be a place where practitioners feel safe consulted and involved with change. This is explored further by Siraj – Blatchford, and Hallett (2014) who believe that catalytic leadership is the optimum method to illicit change that is long lasting, this is due to the staff members being invested in a shared goal rather than just following directions from above.
The idea of a shared vision as part of catalytic leadership is explored in depth by McDowell-Clark (2012) who believes that early year’s professionals hold a position of influence within their setting that is not dependent on a leadership job title. The early year’s practitioner is able to be a catalyst for change when they are recognised for their innate knowledge and value towards high quality provision for children. This view of the early years professional’s position of influence within a setting can be supported by Ankrum (2016) who found that early years staff were most likely to be consulted for advice by other staff members before speaking to senior staff. Parents were also more likely to feel at ease discussing sensitive matters with early years staff rather than teachers. Ankrum (2016) goes further to say that staff members play an instrumental role in determining the culture of a school and bringing about a change in that culture. As discussed previously Ankrum (2016) also believes that leaders who are able to recognise the specific skill set off staff and inspire them with a shared belief will be most successful in creating a high quality provision for children.
Cooper (2014) supports this thinking and also believes that a shift in the way leadership is considered is needed, with a change from thinking of leadership as a set of qualities or traits and instead recognising the leadership in everyday practice. There are however challenges to this as due to a lack of recognition for the everyday leadership of early years practitioners, they often do not recognise their own leadership skills. Cooper (2014) suggests improving access to training and knowledge surrounding leadership may allow practitioners to then recognise their own leadership qualities. Siraj – Blatchford, and Hallett (2014) and Whalley (2011) support this view and believe that the introduction of graduates into the early years will aid in bringing about this change.
This view of a graduate workforce driving improvements and quality is shared by Welsh Government, Dyer (2018) explores this push to recruit and re train graduates into the early years workforce. It is believed that degree level qualifications will empower practitioners with professional knowledge, however for early years to be viewed as a professional vocation it will need to gain public recognition of the value of the service it provides. Dyer (2018) believes this change can only be brought about by the sector finding its own collective voice. This poses a significant challenge due to the fragmented nature of the sector, which despite having a growing number of graduates in the workforce does not yet have the collective voice it needs to illicit lasting changes. There is also the challenge of retaining such staff members, as explored by Nicolson et al (2018) who suggests that the lack of recognition and low wages associated with the sector often leads to graduates leaving for other roles, before any real change can occur.
Previous leadership structures are not conducive to allow graduates to fully utilise their knowledge and skill set, Sims et al (2014) and Nicolson et al (2018) view traditional top down management styles as restrictive to practitioner’s knowledge and creativity. Top down leadership is not conducive to fostering strong relationships not just with colleges but also families and the wider community. Strict policy and guidelines from above can prevent practitioners from exploring other viable alternatives, believing that a single course of action is needed. Dyer (2018) supports and expands upon this view suggesting those at degree level feel unable to challenge or change setting policy and instead try to work around restrictive policy. This is compounded by no clear career progression in the sector, with varied qualifications leading to graduates often being managed by those with lower qualifications. Cooper (2014) would suggest that catalytic leadership offers a solution to this dilemma and believes that the collaborative approach offered by a catalytic leadership style resonates well with the sector. Cooper (2014) suggests when practitioners are given the chance to lead from within, outcomes for children actively improve.
Sims et al (2014) and Ankrum (2016) have the shared belief that leaders must play a pivotal part in unifying a team to a shared vision, something that will only be achieved by fostering strong relationships with staff members and fully understanding and appreciating the skills and knowledge that they have to offer. This will inspire confidence with staff to lead from within and inspire change that improves outcomes for children. Nicolson et al (2018) suggests the growing interest in early childhood education must not be squandered. There growing body of research showing the innate benefits that result from investing in young children and their families, this has been taken on board by Welsh Government. However as suggested by Dyer (2018) the sector may not have the collective voice required to challenge and mould the direction of these changes. Nicolson et al (2018) supports this view warning that the current surge in activity and change in the sector could result in little change in creating equal outcomes for vulnerable children and their families, if it is not acted on catalytically by the sector.
Nicolson et al (2018) believes that a catalytic leader must not only be able to understand and utilise the diversity of the body of staff. They must also appreciate and understand the diversity and complexity of the families utilising the setting and the challenges that they may face. Nicolson et al (2018) believes practitioners must become agents for change, using their knowledge of the wider community and it challenges such as poverty to inform policy. Utilising both the voices of students and their wider families to inform and change policy, allows settings fully appreciate the challenges that they may face and to transform practice to improve outcomes for all children. This can be supported in theory by Bronfrenbrenner’s ecological model, Patel (2011) explores the work of Bronfrenbrenner and ascertains that a childs development has a high level of influence by the environments and communities that surround them. They are sum of the environments and interactions that they experience, which is of particular interest when children are living in areas of deprivation, leaders need to be more aware here of what challenges the children will face.
White (2018) discusses sociological factors that may influence children’s development. Lower attainment is often associated with factors such as poverty and its symptoms such as overcrowded housing, disadvantaged neighbourhoods and parental mental health. Other factors discussed by White (2018) that can have a detrimental effect on children’s attainment could be poor diet with a lack of vitamins impacting concentration and leading to sickness and absence. Parental education levels, children with higher achieving parents have significant advantages that overreach the effects of poverty. Such as how parents interact with their children and the examples and attitudes they project towards education. White (2018) also believes that children who are forced to move home frequently are at risk of disadvantage and behavioural issues. This could be due to the loss of peer and family support networks adversely affecting their well-being.
Children’s Rights in relation to Historical Perspectives (Children’s Commissioners)
In the history of children’s rights there have been some notable catalytic leaders. One of which is Eglantine Jebb, Save the Children (2017) explores her achievements and notes that not only was she the founder of Save the Children, she also developed a decoration of the rights of the child. This was later adopted by the United Nations and became the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). 
Children’s rights have made significant progress since then NSPCC (2021) explores significant changes for children’s rights and notes that it took until 1990 for the United Kingdom to sign the UNCRC. In 2004 the Welsh Government formally adopted the UNCRC as part of it policy making around children and young people. NSPCC (2021) also states that 2011 Wales made the UNCRC part of domestic law through the Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure. This can be supported by Welsh Government (2022) who ascertains that Wales has led the way in promoting children’s rights due to its on going commitment to the UNCRC.
According to NSPCC (2021) Wales was also the first UK Nation to appoint a children’s commissioner in 2001. This is explored further by a report by Cook el al (2008), it is important to note that this report was written for the children’s Commissioner by children on request of Peter Clarke (Wales first children’s commissioner). Cook et al (2008) state that in 1981 Norway was the first European country to appoint a children’s commissioner, this was followed by Sweden and other countries after the ratification of the UNCRC in 1989. This can be supported further by Aynsley-Green (2019) who states that after a 13 year campaign supported by over 130 organisation’s the UK began appointing children’s commissioners. Firstly in Wales then Northern Ireland, Scotland and finally England. 
According to Cook et al (2008) the roles of the commissioner are set out in the Care Standards Act, The children’s commissioner for Wales Act and the Children Act 2004. The commissioner is in place to advocate for children and their rights and has been influential in bringing the UNCRC into Welsh policy. This is supported by children’s Commissioner Wales (2017) Sally Holland details in the report how Wales can be a champion of a children’s rights approach to ensure that all children are receiving the rights they are entitled to by the UNCRC. children’s Commissioner Wales (2017) Sally Holland also states that as children’s commissioner the work implemented by her must be driven by the UNCRC, to assure it is fully implemented in Wales. According to children’s commissioner for Wales (no date) in 2019 Sally set out a plan to help create a Wales where children are aware of their rights and are given meaningful opportunities to be involved and informed citizens. Cook et al (2008) states that the UK children’s commissioners for all home nations not only work alone but also in collaboration together. This can be seen in The Report of the UK Children’s Commissioners UN Committee on the Rights of the Child (no date) where the four commissioners give a detailed report on issues that may be effecting children’s rights under the UNCRC in the UK.
In recent years the children’s commissioner for Wales has also supported the campaign to end the defence of reasonable punishment as a defence against smacking children. children’s Commissioner Wales (no date) details in the blog Equal protection Universal Children’s Day: It’s time to give children Equal Protection how Wales must move forward with the abolition of defence of reasonable punishment to afford children the same protection from assault as adults. Welsh Government (2022) details how from 21st March 2022 physically punishing children in Wales will now be illegal for everyone living in Wales and also those who visit Wales. The Safeguarding Company (no date) explores the ban further and states that the change will not create any new offence but removes the reasonable punishment defence. This will afford children the same protection against common assault as adults, upholding their rights under the UNCRC. Despite being met with some resistance the change is widely supported and The Safeguarding Company (no date) believes this support and understanding will continue to grow, citing studies of Sweden who were the first country to ban smacking as evidence to support this.
Alongside Wales commissioner there are also other commissioners in the UK, according to Children’s Commissioner (no date) the Children’s Commissioner for England is Dame Rachel de Souza. The English Commissioner has a similar role to the children’s commissioner for Wales in supporting children’s rights and issues that affect children’s lives. However according to Cook et al (2008) unlike the other home nations commissioner’s the children’s Commissioner for England is not completely independent and does have some powers over policy in devolved nations.
According to Children and Young Peoples commissioner Scotland (no date) the commissioner for Scotland is Bruce Adamson who also has a background in children’s rights, having over 20 years’ experience in human rights research for the United Nations. NICCY (2022) states that the children’s commissioner for Northern Ireland is Koulla Yiasouma, who has a background in social work. Similarly to the other commissioner’s she is a champion for children’s rights, addressing issues such as child poverty and inequality. In addition to this the children’s commissioner for Northern Ireland also addresses the influence of the on-going legacy of conflict in Northern Ireland on the children who live there.
Sociological Factor 
One sociological factor that has a high significance to children living in Wales is poverty. According to Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2020a) and Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2020b) there has been little change in the overall proportion of people living in poverty in Wales in the last decade. With over 700,000 people and 180,000 children currently trapped in poverty by a combination of low pay, lack of affordable housing and childcare. Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2020b) states that the effects of Covid – 19 have been widely felt in the poorest families, with jobs and financial security at risk. This period of financial uncertainty has also been closely followed by a cost of living crisis, according to Hourston (2022) there has been a fall in real incomes in the UK since 2021 due to an increase in inflation. This is set to worsen due to a stark rise in energy costs, something likely to be felt the most by the poorest as low income households already spend disproportionately more on energy costs and have very little budget to absorb the increases. Low income households will also be facing changes to universal credits with three quarters of claimants set to be worse off than they were a year ago and those who do not work facing the £1,040 annual loss of the Covid uplift payment.
The effects of poverty are far reaching and according to the child poverty strategy for Wales, Welsh Government (2015) and The Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2019) children who grow up in poverty face many challenges such as poor health, food and clothing poverty, missed school trips or access to after school activities, which leaves them at a disadvantage to their more well off peers. These disadvantages can be seen directly in children’s development, Welsh Government (2018) found that those children who were eligible for free school meals (free school meals used as an identifier for deprivation) suffered lower levels of attainment than their peers at each key stage, this gap increasing as the children move through school. Save the Children (2018) supports these findings stating that children living in poverty are falling behind in the early years, with children living in poverty less likely to meet developmental milestones such as language development. Which as shown by the data from Welsh Government (2018) missed early years milestones will affect children throughout their childhood. The effects of poverty disadvantage can also be supported by the work of Malsow, the British Psychological Society (2020) explores Maslow’s hierarchy of needs and states that the effects of poverty such as lack of food or a safe place to live mean that children living in poverty do not have living conditions conducive to reaching their full potential.
Welsh Government has made commitments to improving these outcomes for Wales poorest children with the introduction of the Child Poverty Strategy for Wales, Welsh Government (2015) and more recently pledging more than £330million to help the poorest families during the cost of living crisis, Welsh Government (2022). Save the Children (2018) believe that one of the biggest challenges the Welsh Government face is closing the attainment gap that children living in poverty fall victim too as the impacts of poverty are felt not only in a child’s educational environment but also at home.
Holland (no date) believes that children living in social conditions such as poverty or poor housing experience considerable family stress. These conditions are often coupled with symptoms of deprivations such as crime, drug and alcohol abuse and neglect, leaving the children at extreme risk of the effects of Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs). British Psychological Society (2019) defines ACEs as highly stressful events experienced during childhood either as a single event or over a long period. ACEs also have strong links to various health and social problems later in life, House of Commons Science and Technology Committee (2018). According to Public Health Wales (2018) adults with four or more ACEs were at increased risk of self-harm, however damage caused by ACEs can be mitigated. Howard et al (2017) believes children’s development of resilience is key to this, children require a protective factor to help guide them through traumatic events and can be found in family, friends and the wider community. Public Health Wales (2018) supports this view stating children with support from trusted adults or community groups such as sports teams halves the risk of developing mental illness as adults, despite their experience of ACEs.
According to Allen (2011) early intervention is an effective approach in addressing persistent social problems and preventing their transference from one generation to the next. House of Commons Science and Technology Committee (2018) expands on this statement stating that early intervention refers to an action taken to resolve social inequalities and problems before they are embedded and more difficult to reverse. Save the Children (2021) believes that parents are key to reducing the effects of poverty for children, as parents are children’s primary educators. They suggest in order to reduce the poverty attainment gap parents must be empowered to create a rich and varied home learning environment, as children who have access to this do better than their peers regardless of their family income or parental attainment. Early interventions that support parents in this way, empower them to support their child’s learning not only in early years but throughout their child’s life. This view is also supported by Welsh Government (2017) Families first programme, who’s view is that the whole family must be supported in order to develop their resilience and self-reliance. Families first supports parents with services that help them to develop parenting skills and targeted services for children. This thinking can be further supported by White (2018) who ascertains that strong family relationships with supportive parenting can reduce the effects of poverty disadvantage. White (2018) expands this further stating that many children living in poverty can do well, this achievement in the face of adversity being strongly linked to the quality of social and physical environments that they are exposed to. Children who are given opportunities to participate in clubs and team sports are more likely to achieve positive educational outcomes.
White (2018) expands on this thinking stating that children who attend schools with positive climates, such as those who may be following a model of catalytic leadership can provide better than expected outcomes for children with poor socio-economic backgrounds. White (2018) believes that pupil’s connections with teachers are key to this, with studies showing that lower pupil to teacher ratios are best place to deliver this. Examples of education systems with positive climates and strong student to teacher connections can be found around the world. Te Whariki as discussed by Lee et al (2013) shows how this can be achieved with a sociocultural approach to education. The curriculum looks at the child as a whole and finds ways in which they can connect with each aspect of the child’s life. Schools will develop strong relationships with the communities and families that they serve, which in turn improves children’s well-being and developmental outcomes. According to Taguma, Litjens and Makowiecki (2013) this can also be seen in Scandinavian countries such as Sweden. In Sweden parental engagement and partnership are so highly valued that it is written into the curriculum that both parents and teachers have joint responsibility for children’s learning and well-being. This is achieved by schools actively involving parents and children in all aspects of decision making and contribution to activities.
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