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Catalytic leadership -

This assignment aims to provide a critical analysis of catalytic leadership, the way in which a catalytic leader can support children in the early years that are experiencing sociological factors. Along with the way in which children can be supported when experiencing sociological factors within their lives. Included within the assignment will be an in-depth analysis of a report conducted by the Children’s Commissioner in Wales and how recommendations within the report have an impact on early childhood. 

Section 1- 

According to Robbins (no date) there is no simple answer to what leadership is. He describes leadership as neither something you are born with or without but instead is a skill that a person can develop over time. Instead of leadership being seen as a person of authority having a power over others, leadership should instead be seen as a positive skill that professionals with strong leadership abilities are able to use to empower others to become successful leaders themselves (Robbins, no date). Reed and Canning (2011) support Robbins (no date)’s theory stating that leadership should not be a role that comes from a place of authority but instead is all around within the work environment through professionals inspiring and empowering others to make change and take risks to better the outcomes within the workplace. 
Powers (2017) describes catalytic leaders as people who are supportive, forward thinking and those who inspire action and change in others. Robinson (2017) and Early Years Matters (no date) have the same outlook on catalytic leaders stating that leadership is about empowering other practitioners for them to have the ability and confidence to flourish within their settings in order to better the outcomes for children within their care. They describe being a catalytic leader as being a person who demonstrates themselves taking calculated risks, demonstrating the positives of learning from mistakes and rewards success and personal accountability within the team. McDowell Clark (2012) states that early years practitioners often inspire other practitioners around them along with leading parts of practice without necessarily realising they are doing so. Leadership can often be a subject that many professionals do not discuss for fear of causing any upheaval within the workplace as many associate leadership with being in a position of authority. Having said this McDowell Clark (2012) discusses the fact that having an effective leader within an early years setting is a key factor of ensuring quality of care and practice. It was found within his study that catalytic leaders within the early years are created through empowering practitioners instead of placing an emphasis on levels of authority. Therefore, having a growing number of leaders within a setting can be an effective way to improve the quality of provision provided. Reed and Canning (2011) also state that within the early years a catalytic leader may not have the power to enforce a catastrophic change but can instead recognise and influence long-term changes within their settings that take small steps but have a positive outcome for young children. In order to succeed in such an approach McDowell Clark (2012) states that it is important for catalytic leaders to engage effectively with other practitioners within their setting along with consistently carrying out critical reflection in order to continuously provide the upmost professional practice. Hadfield (2015) discusses the importance of building positive relationships between leaders and practitioners as in doing so catalytic leaders can influence change and development amongst colleagues. In order to be an effective leader one needs to establish a sense of community, build strong relationships, develop respect and be part of the team (Hadfield, 2015). Once an effective leader has succeeded in these areas Hadfield (2015) states that they will then be able to build shared goals and aims and influence change within settings. 
Aubrey (2011) discusses Bronfenbrenner’s theory in relation to leadership, she states that social interaction within the working environment, the local community and also the wider cultural and societal context can have an influence on the kinds of leaders there are. Aubrey (2011) states that the types of leaders within the early years will depend on the settings that they work in and the levels of change and influence that they aim to have on other professionals and environments. 
Cortes and Hallam (2016) state that catalytic leaders working with children should build strong relationships not only with the children in their care but also their families. Through having strong relationships with parents and care givers catalytic leaders gain an understanding of family dynamic and are either able to recognise signs of change or upset or parents may feel confident to disclose of any worries or troubles they may be experiencing. Catalytic leaders are able to signpost families to other agencies that can support their needs and can also contact multiagency teams directly if they have any worries about a child or if they recognise that a family may need extra support with any sociological factors they are facing. The NSPCC (no date) state that leaders within setting have an important role in recognising and understanding risk and vulnerability factors in order for them to identify families that are in need of extra support to keep their children safe. According to NSPCC (no date) sociological factors that can have an effect on young children and their families include domestic abuse this can be experienced by children directly or indirectly. This meaning hearing the abuse within the home, witnessing the abuse or not getting the appropriate care and support that they need in order to be happy, healthy and safe. Another sociological factor that the NSPCC (no date) describes is parental substance misuse. They state that this includes parent or carers that consume harmful quantities of alcohol or drugs or have a dependency on a substance which can then have an effect on their lifestyle causing it to be chaotic and unpredictable resulting in children being at risk of significant harm or not having their needs met. Other sociological factors may include poverty, parental mental health, bullying and hate crime (NSPCC, no date).
Not only does being a catalytic leader benefit children and settings but they are also beneficial to families of those that attend the setting. The Anna Freud National Centre for Children and Families (no datea) states that it is the leaders role to ensure that a setting is inclusive to all children, families and practitioners. Leaders can do this by ensuring that the work force is diverse and ensuring that all practitioners attend the relevant training and understand the policies relating to diversity, culture and disabilities. This ensures that families feel included, understood and comfortable when working together with practitioners to meet the needs for all children within their care (Anna Freud National Centre for children and families, no datea). 

There are barriers to being catalytic leaders within the early years some have been discussed by Reed and Canning (2011). They state that there are practitioners working within settings that have been within their profession for many years and are therefore reluctant to take part in changes within settings. This can be challenging when there are practitioners that have practiced for many years and a newly qualified practitioner joins the team with new ideas from theorists and research that other practitioners are unwilling to try. Reed and Canning (2011) state that often practitioners own personal self-doubt may hold them back from being forth coming to better their own personal professional development therefore hindering the settings development and growth. They discuss that one way in which catalytic leaders can work to improve this barrier is by working with and building a practitioners own professional practice and give them the confidence to believe in their own capabilities and qualities. 
O’Sullivan (2015) states that communication can be a challenge for a leader within a setting and although communication can be seemingly an obvious skill to have within the workplace it can have a significant impact on how effective a leader is. O’sullivan (2015) discusses that by leaders having effective communication with other staff members in early years settings they stand a greater chance of successfully sharing their vision with the team. Practitioners then have a better understanding of proposed planning and change within the settings therefore resulting in consistency of practice for the children. In order for leaders to have effective communication with all members of the team they first need to build positive relationships, trust and respect with other staff. If communication is not positive, consistent and staff feel like they are not being heard the setting may be effective. Through leaders being good listeners, understanding and reliable staff members are more likely to participate and cooperate with changes and implementation resulting in better quality of care. Along with effective communication catalytic leaders also need to have confidence, McDowell Clark (2012) state that a lack of confidence within one’s own leadership can prove to be a barrier in practitioners setting forward for the role. He states that practitioners do not have the confidence to recognise their own strengths as leaders therefore they are reluctant to speak out and share their ideas with others. McDowell Clark (2012) found within his study that many practitioners were comfortable with leading from within, as they linked being a leader with a position of authority that they were not in. Educating practitioners on the understanding that anyone can be a catalytic leader it is not linked to a superior position could further develop childcare settings as more practitioners can lead change and influence others around them without the worry of stepping on the toes of those in a position of authority. 

In conclusion the importance of having catalytic leaders within early years settings is becoming more recognised as evidence of its effectiveness is continuously being released. Evidence shows the positive effect having a number of catalytic leaders within a setting has on the outcomes for all practitioners and children. By empowering others to recognise their strengths and abilities as leaders practitioners are able to work effectively together to inspire change within the early years sector which in turn creates better outcomes for all children and families. 

Section 2

Rocio Cifuentes is the current children’s Commissioner for Wales she was appointed to the role in April 2022 and will be the commissioner for the next 7 years (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, no datea). The Welsh Government (2022a) states that the role of the children’s commissioner for Wales is to promote and protect the rights of children and to also ensure that the policies and legislations the Welsh Government publish benefit children and young people. Safeguarding and children’s welfare are also a principle aim of the commissioners role along with ensuring that children and young people are aware of their rights in line with the UNCRC (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, no dateb). The role of the Children’s Commissioner is extremely important, it helps shape the futures of children and young people up to the age of 18. Having a strong voice to represent children and speak up for them in order to better children and young people’s outcomes is vital. Citizens Advice (no date) states that within her role the children’s commissioner will meet with children and young people in order to hear what they have to say about things that have an effect on them and also discuss what else they think the children’s commissioner should be doing and how she should carry said suggestions out. After taking on board the voice of those under 18 the commissioner can then work alongside organisations, the Welsh Government and people who can make a different to implement what the children and young people think are important and how they suggest we can improve things that affect them (Citizens Advice, no date). 
The children’s Commissioner (no dateb) and Towler (2013) states that the role of the children’s commissioner was first created in 2001 following recommendations made by Lord Laming. Under the Care Standards Act 2000 the commissioners core aim is to safeguard and promote the welfare and rights of all children and young people in Wales. Following the creation of the role the Children’s Commissioner was appointed the task of producing reports and publications the aim of the reports and publications is to improve and develop policy and practice within areas that affect children in Wales (Children’s Rights Wales, no date). 
One of the reports the Children’s Commissioner for Wales released was the No Wrong Door report 2020. Child protection Hub (2020) states that the report was created as it was recognised that children and their families that need support for a range of needs often have to navigate a very complicated system. Children and families are also facing the difficulties of there being gaps within support and they find that there are no services that can meet their needs along with there being substantial waiting lists for support and in the end being told they have come to the wrong service. Within the report it states that the children’s commissioner and her team aim to develop services so that they wrap around families in order for them to receive the help that they need as early as possible to prevent serious problems developing (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2020). The report details that this can be achieved through Regional Partnership Boards which bring together local authorities, local health boards and other services to address the needs of children and their families. The report is not solely in relation to RPB’s but instead it is to highlight ways in which services can assist one and other, share challenges and barriers and create recommendations in order for children and young people with complex needs to receive the best care and support possible (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2020). 

Within the detailed report there were a number of recommendations one of which is engagement and coproduction with children and young people (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2020). Within this recommendation it states that boards must work alongside a diverse range of children and young people within their area, ensure that children and young people are given the knowledge and opportunities to co-produce certain elements and ensure that children and young people have a say in how they take part in the boards work to ensure that it remains engaging for them. The Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2005) states that this can be achieved through regularly visiting schools and groups that children and young people attended and also attending events in order for them to keep up to date on what children and young people deem important to them and issues that are currently impacting their lives. Through children and young people being listened to and understood professionals are able to plan and support children and young people to ensure they have to right level of care and support needed in order for them to feel safe, happy and healthy and therefore develop holistically. 
The social care institute for excellence (2022) describe the term co-producing as working in partnership in order to reach a goal or improving a service. They state that implementing co-production can be complex and challenging when drawing on a wide range of sources, information and opinions from all involved. 
When working with children and young people especially at a level that the children’s commissioner and her team aim to in order to improve and develop outcomes for children, they need to consider participation levels. Roger Hart created a theory of the ladder of children’s participation which he states should be a tool that professionals use when they are working alongside children and young people in order for them to effectively co-produce elements of their work (Funk et al, 2012). Both Funk et al (2012) and Organizing Engagement (no date) discuss Hart’s theory stating that the model can be used in order for professionals working with young people to rethink how they work and recognise the level of participation they are receiving. The participation ladder begins at manipulation and continues up steps in the hopes of reaching step eight of children initiated shared decisions with adults. Save the children (2004) state that in order for children to participate in co-production children need to feel like their voice and opinion is respected, feel that they trust the adults they are working with and that they are having an effect influence on the topics under discussion. 
Adults perception can also affect children and young people’s engagement in research and co-production. Pyer and Campbell (2013) state that including children and young people within co-production of reports, publications and research allows them the chance to communicate their needs, it also allows professionals to understand how to best support their needs and how to implement into practice. They state that although children and young people may be forthcoming with their needs, ideas and recommendations the ways in which adults preserve them can differ and have an effect on the ways in which they record them. 

Another recommendation detailed within the report was the need for more residential provision for children with complex needs in Wales. They state that there is a need for RPBs to undertake detailed assessments of provision and provide a detailed plan in providing the best integrated model that provides both care and support for mental health and social care needs (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2020). They state that there is an urgency in providing provisions in Wales as soon as the safe accommodation review team have completed their analysis. 
Although this is a recommendation within the report written by the children’s commissioner for Wales there are challenges that may be faced. The Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2022) states that majority of safe residential accommodation that supports and cares for children and young people with complex needs only offer short term support whereas there is a need for more long-term provision. Having said this Bates (2019) discusses Bowlby’s theory of attachment stating that in order for children to thrive and develop they need secure attachments; the attachments are typically made to their primary caregiver therefore through children and young people having to remain within residential accommodation for long periods of time they are having their secure attachment removed. Bates (2019) states that Bowlby observed that children that are separated from their primary care giver often become increasingly distressed, angry and withdrawn. Taking into consideration the amount of residential accommodation across Wales and factoring in that children and young people may be put into homes in areas that are further from their families it may be difficult for families to maintain consistent contact (Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2016).  Therefore, there needs to be more consideration of whether implementing more long-term residentials would be of benefit to those with complex needs. state that visiting and maintaining contact with family is important to children and young people where possible. 












Section 3 

There are several sociological factors that can have an impact on children and their life experiences. The NSPCC (no datea) state that these factors may include substance misuse, parental mental health, poverty and many others. These types of issues within families can result in children being at risk of harm along with also not receiving the correct support and care which can affect their development and life experiences. The sociological factor that this critical evaluation will focus on is substance misuse within children’s families. 
Buckinghamshire Council (2022) and the NHS (2021) define substance misuse as either a dependency on alcohol or drugs or an addiction where you have no control over doing, taking or using a substance that can be harmful to you. The NSPCC (no dateb) states that children that live in a household where there is substance misuse do not necessarily suffer abuse, but it can result in children not having the correct safe and loving environment that can lead to abuse or neglect. 
Cleaver, Unell and Aldgate (2011) state that there are many effects that parental substance misuse can have on children the early years. Bates (2019) discusses Bowlby’s attachment theory stating that a safe and secure attachment to the primary care giver is essential in the early years as it is within this attachment that children rely on having their needs met in order for them to develop holistically. A young child that has not experienced a healthy and secure attachment to their parent/ primary care giver can appear to be withdrawn, unpredictable in their behaviour and unable to regulate their emotions (Greenwood, 2019). Cleaver, Unell and Aldgate (2011) state that through substance misuse children may not get these safe and secure attachments as parents within addiction often present to have irrational behaviour, be unpredictable, withdrawn and unable to control their emotions therefore resulting in them being unable to create the strong bond and attachment that is paramount in the early years along with not meeting the needs of the child. 
Dewis Wales (2023) state that substance misuse not only effects the person who is within active addiction but everyone around them especially their children. It has been recognised within Wales that substance misuse of parents or main carer givers is a large factor that puts children at risk of harm. Dewis Wales (2023) also state that young children that experience substance misuse at home are at a greater risk of emotional, physical and mental health problems both as children and in later life. 
The Welsh Parliament (2022) state that there is a link between poverty, mental health and substance misuse. They state that those who live in poverty often end up with increased levels of stress from having no money to feed and safely house their families, fear of crime and often poor physical health resulting in them turning to drugs and alcohol as ways to block out the troubles and stress they are experiencing. Hinders (2018) agrees with the Welsh parliament (2022) stating that through poverty people can feel stressed, helpless, with decreased self-esteem and lack social support that then lead them to use drugs or alcohol in order to block out their troubles. The also state that poor mental health can also lead people to use drugs and alcohol as a way of coping with their difficulties. 
Within the early years Mentally Healthy Schools is one initiative that supports children through providing practitioners and families with information and guidance to better understand and support children’s mental health and well-being (Anna Freud National Centre for children and families, no dateb). They state that children who’s parents suffer from substance misuse may have behavioural and psychological problems, have difficulty concentrating in school, be aggressive, have low self-esteem and have poor educational attainment. Anna Freud National centre for children and their families (no dateb) discuss strategies that practitioners can use in line with the mentally healthy schools initiative to support children who are exposed to drug and alcohol use at home. They state that practitioners can support children through educating them on drugs and alcohol misuses as part of the health and wellbeing curriculum in the hopes that children have enough knowledge and understanding so that they do not turn to that lifestyle themselves in later life. Another recommendation of the initiative is developing healthy and positive relationships within the school that build on safety, trust and security in order for children to experience positive relationships that they can draw on when needed. Within mentally healthy schools there is also support for practitioners to follow which gives them the knowledge to be able to recognise when children suffering with this sociological factor need a referral on to pastoral support or counselling (Anna Freud National centre for children and their families, no dateb). The initiative also aims to promote wellbeing and mental health and give children strategies and knowledge to aid them in keeping a healthy mind. 

Following on from the link between poverty and substance misuse there are many initiatives within schools in Wales that support families who are suffering from poverty. These initiatives include free school meals, and the school essentials grant Wales which both aim to take pressure off low-income families that are in receipt of benefits and help them to reduce some stress that they suffer within their financial situation. The Welsh Government (2022b) state that families with children in mainstream school are able to apply for free school meals if they are in receipt of income support, universal credit and other means tested forms of benefits. The child poverty action group (2022) highlight the unfairness of the way in which eligibility is calculated for free school meals as there are thousands of children that are still going hungry during the school day as their families are within the poverty bracket but do not meet the criteria for the benefits listed within the free school meals eligibility. The BBC (2022) discuss the fact that the Welsh Government have recognised the need for free school meals to be available for all children in Wales. The initiative aims to supply free school meals to all primary school age children by 2024, there will be a phased role out started with the youngest pupils and working their way up through the year groups. The aim of the initiative is that no child goes hungry especially during the cost-of-living crisis that is seeing more and more families fall below the poverty line (BBC, 2022). 
Similarly, the school essentials grant is means tested on benefits that a family receive and with more families falling under the poverty line that still are not eligible for benefits they cannot claim the school essentials grant. Neath Port Talbot Council (no date) states that the grant is to help towards school uniform, shoes and coats, sports kits, and equipment such as school bags and stationery. Shanks and McKinney (2022) state that with poverty on the increase there is an increasing number of school children whose families cannot afford the adequate uniform, supplies and trips that come along with children attending education. They also support the argument that although there are initiatives out there that support children and their families who are experiencing poverty the eligibility criteria means that thousands of families are not deemed to have a low enough income to benefit from the schemes. 
In conclusion, there are many sociological factors that affect children within the early years but there are many initiatives out there that aim to support children and families. Although there is an argument on how effective these can be as not all children and families are eligible resulting in many having to continue suffer. 
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