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1.
The term catalyst was coined during observations of a chemistry experiment to describe a substance that intensifies reaction rates (Wisniak, 2010). The noun catalyst refers to something or someone that causes change. A person, object or belief that acts as a proponent for transformation (Stevenson, 2010). Leadership could be defined as the capacity within an individual to influence, motivate or guide followers within a community, society or group to promote movement and inspire change (Ferdman, Prime and Riggio, 2021; Howard, 2015). It could be considered that an essential aspect of raising standards and increasing the quality of learning outcomes within an early years educational setting may well be credited to effective catalytic leadership (Harris and Dubowe, 2016; Teaching Agency, 2012). A catalytic leader can communicate ideals, share practices and elevate overall standards by introducing new ways of working and forging equitable partnerships within a community. Subsequently, sustaining those principles beyond initial implementation raises standards over time (Fullan, 2016; Parker, 2020). Furthermore, due to the many interactions and multi-agency nature of early years education, a catalytic leader can facilitate reform across a range of working relationships (Gillen, 2011). Early childhood services can include contact with parents, staff, children and outside agencies such as governors, the police or social services. This can result in multiple groups of people working together through a relational culture of collaboration and teamwork to support and accommodate the best interests of children (Siraj and Hallet, 2016). The value of these relationships and the interactions between the various individuals involved forms the basis of the quality of the services being provided for young children and families (Fullan, 2016; Harris and Dubowe, 2016). 
Throughout early childhood services, leaders and practitioners work together collaboratively as a team to share knowledge and expertise and to promote understanding through reflective dialogue and positive working relationships (Northouse, 2010). However, catalytic leadership or being a catalytic leader is not a reserved mindset exclusively harboured by those in acting managerial roles. Leaders are certainly responsible for a team and as a result, there is an assumption that leadership is conflated with authority and power, with the complimentary nature of leadership and management often being assumed (English, 2015). The catalyst effect fosters an approach to leadership that is not dependent on title or authority, with catalytic leaders often inspiring change or improvements in overall quality in roles detached from formal organisational power structures (Northouse, 2010; Parker, 2020; Toomer et al., 2018). A catalytic leader can work within a team as a team member, elevating the performance of others around them whilst displaying a team-focussed approach (Clark, 2012; Ferdman, Prime and Riggio, 2021). Additionally, the ability to put the acquisition of the team’s objectives over personal successes further strengthens a team’s collective capability to improve quality within an early years setting (Biech, 2008; Largent, 2016; Parker, 2008; Toomer et al., 2018).  
[bookmark: _Hlk92831022]A key aspect of catalytic leadership promoting positive practice in early years provision is team collaboration (Ferdman, Prime and Riggio, 2021). Working in early childhood services dictates individuals work together with other childcare professionals. Educational practitioners work collectively with people, not in isolation, but within a network of different groups. This can cultivate a sense of belonging and establish a feeling of being part of a team (Bush, 2008). Furthermore, this team culture of collaborative working relationships ensures the complex demands of sociological factors that impact on young children’s lives are recognised, understood and taken into consideration when tailoring individual academic progress and personal development programmes (Callanan et al., 2017). All early years practitioners operate within a network of teams which range in size. From the small immediate teaching staff team that support a child’s development on a daily basis. This circles out to incorporate the larger Foundation Phase unit and other practitioners operating within the setting. Conclusively, this extends out to include multi-agency team working and the involvement of parents, healthcare professionals or social services (Early Education, 2021; Welsh Government, 2015). Regardless of context, an early years practitioner is part of an immediate team, a local team and additional wider teams across early years settings and services (HM Government, 2018). However, team collaboration requires time to propagate. The formation of an effective team requires more than gathering a handful of individuals, putting them together and calling them a team (Bennett and Gadlin, 2012; Largent, 2016). 
In 1965, psychologist Bruce Tuckman presented the terms still used today to highlight the necessary stages of cohesive team development. His theory became known as ‘Tuckman’s stages’ (Bonebright, 2010). Tuckman suggested that in order to see success and for a team to work together effectively, team development requires effective completion of four stages: Forming; Storming; Norming; and Performing (Tuckman, 1965). This was later amended in 1977 to include the stage Adjourning (Tuckman and Jensen, 1977). Tuckman suggested that a team advances through four stages of development until a team ethos originates and an equilibrium is established. Stage 1: Forming – At this initial stage the team operates as a group of individuals that begin to work together. As the team members become comfortable and familiar with each other the team begins to find its identity. At this stage the leader will be assessing the strengths and weaknesses of each individual to determine their abilities. Stage 2: Storming – Through this stage there may be challenges and conflict between members as this is the main team development stage. The team moves towards agreed working practices and achieving decided tenets. Managing conflict effectively to promote holistic development is the role of the leader during this stage. Stage 3: Norming – with the team’s identity developed and recognised, a feeling of cohesion is established. During this stage, issues and disagreements are raised and discussed openly within the team and individual ways of working are realised, understood and supported. As trust develops and individuals feel more comfortable with their supporting constituent participants, members begin to work cooperatively and start to think ‘like a team’. Stage 4: Performing – at this final stage individuals feel like part of a team. A clear team ethos has been established with all members working together collaboratively and in support of one another. The team works together productively with direction recognised and intention acknowledged. At this stage the leader supports the team through discussions, reflections and reviews to consolidate and develop future practices and provisions (Biech, 2008; Bonebright, 2010; Largent, 2016; Parker, 2008; Thompson and White, 2010). Collaborative leadership within an early years team has the potential to facilitate a sense of belonging, thus developing partnerships which yield the ability to evoke a feeling of being part of a team (Gordon, 2018). However, time and effort are necessary requirements in creating a team culture and essential in developing the conditions indicative of a collaborative climate (Bennett and Gadlin, 2012). The potential for staff to work together flexibly and to share expertise requires the establishment of trust and the eradication of rigid boundaries. Differences in professional development, levels of qualifications and first-hand experience need to be overlooked in order to develop trust, build respect and expand the team dynamic (Bush, 2008; Ferdman, Prime and Riggio, 2021; Largent, 2016; Northouse, 2010; Parker, 2008).     
Another aspect that can contribute to the challenging nature of early years provision is collaboration with parents. Throughout this discussion the inclusive terms ‘parent/s’ refer to parents, carers, caregivers and guardians. The collaborative involvement of parents in their child’s early education and learning can highlight potential sociological factors that may impact on a child’s holistic development (Welsh Government, 2017). The role of the early years leader is to encourage this involvement and promote a partnership between parents and setting. The importance of this partnership was underlined by the Department for Education and Skills (2003a) in the Every Child Matters policy. The policy aimed to ensure that every child had the possibility to fulfil their potential by attempting to reduce levels of education failure, ill health, abuse, neglect, crime and anti-social behaviour. Additionally, the policy outlined the role of professionals working with children within early years, stipulating that practitioners should strive to encourage achievement of the five outcomes identified as: being healthy; staying safe; enjoying and achieving; making a positive contribution; and achieving economic well-being. Alongside the attainment of the five outcomes recognised as imperative in ensuring the holistic progress and development of children, one of the main supporting objectives emphasised within the policy was the recognition of the importance of parental collaboration and partnership working (Department for Education, 2010a). The policy advocates the premise that parents and supporting family members have the most impactful influence on children’s outcomes whilst similarly, encouraging practitioners to regard parents as experts on their own children and to listen to and learn from them (Argent, 2007; Cheminais, 2010). The significance of parental collaboration was further reinforced in a report by Allen (2011) asserting that discussions between parent and setting promote a state of reciprocity. Sharing information and knowledge is an imperative practice that can support children’s’ emotional well-being, facilitate progress through learning and promote academic and physical development (Clarke, 2020; Welsh Government, 2021). Consistency between home and early years setting and transparency between parents and early years staff is paramount in creating positive learning experiences. Holding one-to-one conversations, arranging events to share information such as parents evenings or visiting families at home during early intervention and family support programmes, have all been identified as crucial ways of working collaboratively with families (Hordern, 2013; Nutbrown, 2012). However, despite this understanding the flow of information between home and early years settings generally remains unilateral, with information about children moving from early years setting to home, from staff to parent yet rarely in the opposite direction (Argent, 2007; Callanan et al., 2017; Department for Education, 2010a). With the widening range of services encompassing children’s development and the increasing involvement of educational practitioners, healthcare professionals and social care workers, there is a growing expectation for the development of partnerships between parents and early years settings to promote the reciprocal sharing of information (Cheminais, 2010; Department for Education, 2010a; Jordan’s Change for Children Consultancy Ltd, 2008).  
Throughout early childhood services, there permeates an increasing expectancy for positive working partnerships and constructive team collaborations. The reciprocal sharing of information can be a challenge within a team and the attainment of mutual understanding between two teams can present additional adversity. Sharing relevant knowledge and exhibiting exceptional practices are catalytic processes reserved for all early years practitioners. This dynamic methodology can strengthen professional team collaborations and can penetrate through resistance to improve partnerships with parents and impact children’s academic outcomes.    
2.
In the early twentieth century there were no standards of protection for children. Even in developed countries, it was common for children to work alongside adults in unsafe environments and in unsanitary conditions. International standards have developed considerably over the past century and a greater understanding of the developmental needs of children has progressed endeavours to better protect them (UNICEF, 2022). However, recognition of the injustices experienced by children and the validation of their rights were not formally acknowledged until the end of the twentieth century (Archard, 2004; Jones and Welch, 2018).  The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) was originally adopted by the United Nations General Assembly in 1989 and has become the most rapidly widespread ratified human rights treaty in history (UNICEF, 1989). The UNCRC is an international agreement which protects the human rights of children under the age of 18. The convention guarantees and sets minimum standards for protecting the rights of children in all capacities and under the terms of the convention, world governments are obligated to meet children’s basic needs to help them reach their full potential (Farrell, 2010). The United Kingdom signed the treaty in April 1990 and ratified the treaty in December 1991, with 196 countries ratifying the landmark agreement in total (UNICEF, 2022). However, the USA remains the only country that refuses to ratify the convention arguing that American children are better served by constitutional democracy than by international law (Farris, 2009). Farris continues, that American parents are presumed to act in their children’s best interest, with the majority of laws governing parent-child relationships controlled by state statutes not federal law. Unless there is evidence of abuse or neglect, parental decisions are valued over the subjective opinion of governmental bureaucrats. If the treaty was ratified in the USA, the UNCRC would supersede the majority of laws regarding children and families. Individual states would no longer have primary jurisdiction and judges would be given direct legal powers to enforce the provisions outlined by the UNCRC. This could be detrimental to federalism and severely damaging to American self-government (Beier, 2019).
The UNCRC can trace its origins as far back as 1923 and to The Save the Children Fund founder Eglantyne Jebb. Established in London in 1919, The Save the Children Fund, known more commonly today as Save the Children, was spearheaded by Jebb and her sister Dorothy Buxton in an attempt to alleviate the starvation of children prevalent in European countries after the First World War (Brewis, 2012). Jebb insisted that children all over the world should be given help, especially those in developing countries, as the cruelty inflicted on children was the result of man’s inhumanity to man. The institution very quickly became known all over the world, improving the lives of children through better education, healthcare and economic opportunities (Kerber-Ganse, 2015). Furthermore, alongside providing aid during times of war, conflict and natural disaster, the institution extended its actions to include relating information, sharing research and determining legislation. This has resulted in the organisation being regarded as outstanding among other international charities (Mayhew, 2019). In 1923 Jebb voiced her support for an international declaration that would establish universal rights for children and created an initial draft of five criteria that would later become known as the Declaration of The Rights of the Child. These five standards were adopted by the League of Nations in 1924 and also became recognised as the Declaration of Geneva (Archard, 2004; Farrell, 2010). The declaration expressed that children should be entitled to adequate provision for their developmental needs; additional help in times of need; given precedence for relief in times of stress; provided with economic freedom and protection from exploitation; and finally, develop a social consciousness and understanding of societal role instilled by a moral upbringing. This was the first significant assertion of the individual rights of children separated from the rights of adults (Young-Bruehl, 2012). Moreover, these five points began the process that inevitably led to the UNCRC and the rights adopted by the United Nations General Assembly in 1989 (Jones and Welch, 2018).  
In the same year the 54 articles pertaining to the UNCRC were adopted by the United Nations General Assembly,  the Children Act (1989) was passed in the UK. This Act stood out from the generally unmemorable mass of thousands of legislations passed by parliament  as it created a code of law regarding the upbringing of children. This code was to recast the notoriously complex inconsistent laws, scattered across numerous acts and judicial rulings previously relating to children, into a single coherent system (Allen, 2005). Furthermore, this landmark development in British law created a practical framework for decision making with the act providing necessary legal tools to parents, carers, guardians and childcare professionals to support the needs of children in their care (Ryan, 1998). 
Despite the safeguarding policies and procedures that were in force in the UK, on the 25th February 2000 Victoria Adjo Climbie passed away in hospital as a result of injuries sustained from suffering months of neglect and abuse at the hands of her legal guardians. She was eight years old and although the appalling ill treatment she endured was not the first in such circumstances, her untimely death triggered a succession of reactions and responses (Laming, 2003). Lord Laming was appointed by the Home Secretary to conduct an independent inquiry into the unprecedented circumstances surrounding the tragedy (Garrett, 2006). In 2003 the Victoria Climbie Inquiry report was published, officially detailing the events that led up to the gross failure of the system and outlined recommended actions to improve future child protection. Her unfortunate death led to the investigation into the statutory framework for child protection (Balen and Masson, 2008; Laming, 2003). Public agencies employed to protect children from deliberate harm were accused of widespread organisational malaise primarily due to the findings that at least 12 chances to save Victoria were missed by care workers (Marinetto, 2011; Rustin, 2005). Furthermore, the report reiterated that all people working with children have an obligation to help safeguard children and promote their welfare (Ferguson, 2005).
The government’s response to the Victoria Climbie Inquiry report was the Department for Education and Skills (2003a) Every Child Matters green paper and the Department for Education and Skills (2003b) Keeping children safe report. This report specified the government’s plans to reform child welfare and family support services by highlighting issues within the current system, detailing inherent faults and stipulating what needs to be implemented to ensure children are better safeguarded in the 21st century(Department for Education and Skills, 2003b). Moreover, the Every Child Matters green paper aimed to reinforce child protection services, in particular for those most vulnerable, whilst similarly providing young people the best possible opportunities in life (Every Child Matters, 2005). Furthermore, this in turn led to the Children Act (2004), an amendment to and development of the previous Children Act 1989. This document set out the government’s response to the investigation carried out by Lord Laming largely in consequence of the Victoria Climbié inquiry. The impact of this legislation on schools was all-encompassing, driving schools to work in multi-agency teams and become fully-inclusive (Children Act, 2004; Department for Education and Skills, 2003a). The Act’s ultimate intention was the improvement of child services, making the UK safer for children of all ages. It reinforced that everyone that works with children has a duty to help safeguard them and promote their welfare (Children Act, 2004). The interests of children and their welfare are paramount and anyone working with children should make safeguarding children their responsibility (Butler, Drakeford and Butler, 2005; Children Act, 2004; Department for Education and Skills, 2003a). 
The Children Act (2004) aimed to create a safer environment for children across the UK. In addition to the proposals to improve childcare services, the post of Children’s Commissioner was created following the recommendations made by Lord Laming in the Victoria Climbie Inquiry and this role was established under the Children Act 2004. There are four Commissioners across the UK, each representing England, Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales individually, with an appointed Ombudsman representing the Republic of Ireland. This ensures children have a strong advocate for their rights nationwide (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2022; The Children’s Commissioner’s Office, 2022; Children and Young People's Commissioner Scotland, 2022; NICCY, 2022a; Ombudsman for Children’s Office, 2022). Independent of Government and Parliament, the Children’s Commissioners/Ombudsman are responsible for promoting and protecting the rights, views and interests of children, in policies, decisions or changes in legislation affecting their lives. This is in accordance with the UNCRC (Hillman et al., 2010; House of Lords, 2012; NICCY, 2022a; UNICEF, 1989). 
The commissioner’s statutory remit includes a responsibility for promoting awareness of the views and interests of children. Furthermore, the Commissioner/Ombudsman acknowledges a legal obligation to promote and protect these rights with a particular representation of those who are vulnerable or struggle to articulate their views (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2022; The Children’s Commissioner’s Office, 2022; Children and Young People's Commissioner Scotland, 2022; NICCY, 2022a; Ombudsman for Children’s Office, 2022). This was further reinforced by the passing of the Children and Families Act (2014). This Act strengthened the remit, powers and independence of the Commissioner/Ombudsman, introducing a particular responsibility to expand the government’s commitment to improve services for supporting vulnerable children and facilitating strong families (Department for Education, 2018). The Act reformed the systems for adoption, looked after children, family justice and special educational needs, reinforcing wider improvements to ensure that all children and young people can succeed, regardless of their background (Department for Education, 2014). Furthermore, the Act introduced changes to support the welfare of children who are in or leaving care, living away from home or receiving social care services (Children and Families Act, 2014; Senedd, 2020). Additionally, a system of shared parental leave, flexible working and improvements to childcare provision for working parents was introduced. This supported the Act’s twin focus on supporting vulnerable children and enabling strong families (Department for Education, 2010b).
The four UK Commissioners and the Republic of Ireland Ombudsman are linked via the British and Irish Network of Ombudsman and Children’s Commissioners (BINOCC). This network permits shared learning across the jurisdictions and facilitates reciprocal discussions around concerns that may impact on the rights of children and young people (NICCY, 2022b; Thomas, 2011). This alliance affords a unique strength in diversity with actions implemented or decisions taken in one jurisdiction immediately encouraging the others into action, a catalytic effect developed through collaborative working (Longfield, 2016). Through these partnerships on mutually concerning issues, best practices can be shared to develop expertise and enhance staff learning at all levels (Department for Education, 2015; Green and Johnson, 2015; Stoll, Harris and Handscomb, 2012). Furthermore, this nationwide partnership provides the opportunity to benchmark policies, standardise services and regulate legislation for children and young people across the UK and the Republic of Ireland. There is often a need to hastily respond to government and although each Commissioner/Ombudsman holds responsibility within their own jurisdiction, each office recognises the necessity for flexibility whilst acknowledging trust in neighbouring judgments. These links between each jurisdiction and collaborative working partnerships form an overarching alliance that can make representations to government on behalf of children and young people (Department for Education, 2010b; Green and Johnson, 2015; NICCY, 2022b; Longfield, 2016).    
Through a myriad of acts, policies and procedures, children’s rights have carved a path into modern social consciousness. The UNCRC as it is recognised today and the implementation of a Children’s Commissioner could pay gratitude to pioneering revolutionaries such as Eglantyne Jebb. However,  global reform is often directly correlated with local tragedy and transformation is usually a knee-jerk response to catastrophe.
3.
The early years of life are considered particularly important in allowing children the experiences they require to progress and develop into confident adult learners (Doherty and Hughes, 2014; Hyson, 2014; Neaum, 2013). Through socialisation during this stage of growth, children procure necessary life skills and internalise the norms and values of their societal confines (Leonard, 2016). However, there is a high level of understanding that disadvantaged children growing up in poverty are less likely to do well at school as poverty permeates every facet of children’s lives (Estyn, 2012). This can feed into disadvantage later in life and can in turn affect their children materially, educationally, socially and psychologically, perpetuating a continuous cycle of adversity (Crenna-Jennings, 2018). A key indicator for child poverty is defined by household income, with a child considered to be growing up in poverty when that revenue falls below 60% of the average annual salary. Consequently, in a classroom of 30 children, 9 pupils will be considered officially poor. Moreover, it is understood that children living in low income households are at higher risk of lesser educational attainment and are less likely to achieve cognitive and developmental milestones in the early years, perhaps due to having poorer physical and mental health outcomes (Welsh Government, 2015a; Work and Pensions Committee, 2021). Child poverty is currently on the rise with 4.3 million children across the UK living below the poverty line (House of Commons, 2022). Furthermore, with the added pressures on working families struggling to keep afloat including rising living costs, increasing childcare costs and insecure employment, work does not guarantee a path out of poverty (Brook, 2022). Research demonstrates that poverty is related to outcomes with evidence to suggest that early years provision and services can be of benefit to children in poverty (National Education Union, 2019). 
The capacity to form and maintain relationships could be considered an essential component contributing to positive mental health and a continuing sense of wellbeing (Howard et al., 2017). Furthermore, as social beings these interactions are imperative to how we function within society (Campbell, Morley and Catchpole, 2016). Children and young people of all ages are of no exception to this belief, with the first years of a baby’s life being vital to their development. During these early years of life, a child’s brain is at its most adaptable and interactions with children during this stage are essential for their healthy development and future mental health and wellbeing (Campbell, Morley and Catchpole, 2016; Department for Education, 2021; Howard et al., 2017). 
In Wales, the Foundation Phase entitles parents to a minimum of 10 hours a week funded, part-time early years nursery. This is a service provided to parents of all three to four year olds that begins the school term following their child’s third birthday (Welsh Government, 2015b). The Foundation Phase provides opportunities for children relevant to their developmental age to explore, discover, be creative and use their imaginations. Furthermore, chances to socialise with peer groups, form bonds and create friendships can expand the learning experience and further encourage development (Early Education, 2021; Welsh Government, 2015b). Through a range of practical indoor and outdoor activities, and with a focus on development through play, the efficacy of learning is assisted (Welsh Government, 2019b). Additionally, the Welsh Government’s flagship Early Years programme ‘Flying Start’ aims to facilitate making a difference to the chances and opportunities of children aged under four, targeted in some of Wales’s most deprived areas (Welsh Government, 2019a). The main four core elements of the Flying Start programme are: free, quality, part-time childcare; support for early literacy and language development; access to parenting programmes; and intensive, enhanced health visitor support. These opportunities are made available to children and families from disadvantaged areas across Wales (Welsh Government, 2012a). However, to take part in the Flying Start programme you must live in a Flying Start area which is usually determined by postcode. This can often result in services falling short of the intended recipients and individuals in need of early intervention failing to fulfil eligibility criteria due to accommodation location. Information on eligibility is made available to parents through local authorities (Welsh Government, 2012a). 
Being in poverty can produce fundamental barriers preventing children and young people achieving better outcomes. In an attempt to tackle poverty across Wales, in 2012, the Welsh Government published its Tackling Poverty Action Plan. This set out key actions and commitments to improving the outcomes of children from low income backgrounds. Additionally, this is directly linked to the UNCRC and delivering children’s rights in Wales. Recognising that tackling poverty is as much about improving children’s wellbeing as it is about addressing income poverty, the action plan uses the UNCRC as a basis to deliver a ‘child’s rights based’ approach. A key element of the policy links the wellbeing of children with the wellbeing of parents and families, putting support for families at the core of tackling child poverty (Welsh Government, 2012b). 
Although it could be argued that overall social conditions are adequate for a large percentage of families, across the UK poverty, deprivation, and inequality remain widespread. This has resulted in some disadvantaged school children failing to benefit from an education programme due to hunger and fatigue (Horgan, 2007). This situation can be perpetuated with consistent poor diet choices, missing breakfast or unhealthy snack and mealtime choices outside of school resulting in less responsive, lethargic pupils with their focus and learning progress halted by a lack of essential food derived energy (Lalli, 2021). Furthermore, the suggestion that some pupils are not claiming their right to a meal, either through obliviousness on the part of the parent or choice on the part of the individual, could emphasise further concern (Ensaff, Russell and Barker, 2012). One reason for the resistance to claim a Free School Meal could be that eligible pupils are identified more easily by their peers, potentially resulting in discrimination or bullying (Finch, 2019). In response to this and informed by an understanding that younger children are more likely to be living in relative income poverty, the Minister for Education and Welsh Language Jeremy Miles, presented a written statement to parliament to review the eligibility criteria for Free School Meals (Miles, 2021). Miles stated that, coupling the acknowledgement of the financial disadvantage affecting many families and the rise in demand for Free School Meals resulting from the pandemic, a commitment to extend entitlement to all primary school pupils has been submitted. This ambitious proposal will provide an additional 196,000 children across Wales eligibility to accept the offer of a Free School Meal. The delivery of this commitment means that the use of Free School Meal eligibility as a proxy indicator for disadvantage will no longer pertain (Welsh Government, 2018).
Low income living is a sociological factor that can assert further challenges on developing children’s progress and development. Poverty can directly affect academic outcomes as it permeates all aspects of a family’s existence. The Foundation Phase offers a fair start for all learners across Wales, with schemes such as Flying Start, review of the eligibility criteria for Free School Meals and commitments such as the Tackling Poverty Action Plan further championing equality of opportunities for those additionally disadvantaged.    
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