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Section one
This portfolio has been designed to outline what catalytic leadership is, why early years practitioners need to be catalytic leaders and the significant impact a catalytic leader has in an early years setting.  The aim of this portfolio is to also highlight the role of the children’s commission for Wales.  The portfolio details the history of the children’s commissioner for Wales, what led to the creation of the position in government and the impact they make on the lives of children and young people.  The final section of this portfolio includes a blog which emphasises how sociological issues, mainly poverty, can have a negative effect on a child’s life.  The blog describes the impact poverty has on a child’s life and what early intervention services are available to help.  The blog also critiques whether these said early intervention services are successful in changing the lives of children and young people.
Bradt (2015) describes a catalytic leader as someone who can inspire others to fulfil their own potential.  A catalytic leader does not need to necessary lead anyone, they simply enable others to implement change for themselves.  A catalytic leader does not seek to receive any credit or recognition for the ideas they may have or for any changes they may have aided in implementing, they are merely focused on the main purpose.  The term catalytic leadership can also be recognised as bridge leadership.  Parker (2020) states the combined significance of the grass root influence and the grass top influence.  Grass root influencers often carry out the crucial backstage work, they are not widely recognised by society as making a change, however the imperative work and influence could not be carried out without them.  Eckert (2022) also explains the definition of a catalytic leader.  A catalytic leader also known as a catalyst, has the ability to accelerate positive change.  Being a catalytic leader encourages sustainable collective leadership.  As demonstrated by numerous individuals through history, anyone can be a catalytic leader, regardless of their level of education or social standing. 
Wilde (2018) describes how people who may not be well educated or have a high social standing often believe they do not have the tools needed to become a catalytic leader.  Wilde (2018) states how when asked, many individuals do not feel comfortable referring to themselves as a leader.  It is speculated this is because society associates leadership with one individual having the power and ability to implement change on their own.  This outlook on leadership can cause individuals to refrain from standing up for what they believe in.  Clouded by the expectations of great leaders in history, these pressures connected to leadership inhibits individuals to demonstrate what they can really achieve.  These restricted views are the opposite of what leadership is or should be.  Leadership is not about commanding or needing to exert power.  Sims et al (2015) clarifies how positive change in the early years is not constructed by one person but a multitude of individuals.  Sims et al (2015) continues by explaining how studies carried out in the early 1990s, recognise that leadership is a trait that can be taught, it does not have to be a natural ability.
Gandolfi and Mills (2022) Explains how practitioners in early years setting most likely enter the profession in order to make positive change in a child’s life, however, the pressure on practitioners and school settings to achieve highly in ranking systems, can cause practitioners to set aside the social and moral needs of children in order to meet targets.  Cooper (2014) Underlines how these systems are restricting practitioners from focusing on what is really important in a child’s life.  Cooper (2014) explains the importance of catalytic leadership in early years settings and how practitioners, as stated above, have the ability to empower and encourage children regardless of their position or title.  Clark (2012) Article specifies how early years practitioners are recognizing the evolution of their role as catalytic leaders.  The recognition of the importance of catalytic leaders in early years setting has enhanced the acknowledgment that the example of skilled early years professionals are essential to settings. 
With diversity in schools ever changing, Practitioners are often faced with classrooms full of children from different cultures, languages, religions and different levels of learning pace. This continued change in early years, demonstrates the high demand and importance for catalytic leaders and professional development in settings (Messiou and Ainscow, 2015).  Kimberly (2015) explains how catalytic leaders give children a voice.  In order for children to progress in life and become individuals capable and confident of making positive change. Children need to feel they are encourage to voice their opinions and be in control of their own education.  Neo (2021) Stresses the need for early years practitioners to not only allow children to have a voice of their own but to be openminded enough to learn from children.  He states how historically children have suffered from age patriarchy.  Children have been discriminated by their age, with individuals such as practitioners, believing they have limited knowledge when compared to adults.
Douglass (2019) literature review discussed how catalytic leadership enables children to thrive in the early years.  The review identifies how catalytic leadership influences children’s learning and development, and also has an impact on their wellbeing.  Catalytic leaders also need to be caring leaders.  Siraj and Hallet (2014) state that the focus of catalytic leaders in early years settings is to draw attention to a child’s emotional health.  A catalytic leader focuses on the holistic development of a child and is willing to think outside traditional boundaries in order to meet the needs of the children.  Gabriel (2017) Shares how family dynamics have changed over the years and how the importance of flexibility among early years settings to adapt to the ever-changing sociological needs of children and families.  With an increasing number of women entering the workplace, the care of children has changed dramatically over the last fifty years.  Children and families now rely more on professional practitioners to care for their children, thus leading to a change in the dynamic of what an early years setting needs to provide.  Early years settings are no longer about providing education but also providing holistic care.
Hadfield, Jopling and Needham (2015) Research explains what it means to become a catalytic leader and why catalytic leadership is essential in the early years.  Their studies show that one of the main priorities of the catalytic leaders is to improve practice and to enrich settings conditions.  It is stated that catalytic leaders in the early years are not overly concerned about creating policies or reaching academic targets.  A catalytic leader becomes successful by gaining an accurate knowledge of their setting and having the ability to adapt when faced with such barriers as sociological issues.  As stated by Hadfield, Jopling and Needham (2015) Catalytic leaders in the early years are often faced with sociological issues that affect the children in their settings.  Conn and murphy (2022) state that catalytic leaders in early years setting promote the importance of inclusive education.  A catalytic leader ensures they develop an understanding of local cultures and the family background of a child, enabling them to accommodate each individual child. 
Understanding Sociological issues is imperative to becoming a catalytic leader.  Moran-Ellis (2016) highlights the importance of recognizing how sociological issues affect children on an academic level. Moran- Ellis (2016) also highlight how these said sociological issues structure a child’s sense of belonging in the world.  Children in the UK face many sociological problems.  Sociological problems children may face can vary but many factors identify as poverty, parental mental health, parental substance misuse and racial discrimination (Blatt, 2022).  As an early years practitioner and catalytic leaders in an early years setting, it is vital to have the drive to inspire change to alleviate the impact of sociological issues on children.  It is widely recognised that sociological issues have a negative effect on children and families Kennedy (2021) agrees and suggest that early years practitioners must educate themselves on different approaches to tackle sociological issues and facilitate social change.
Early years practitioners face many challenges in becoming catalytic leaders.  Practitioners may strive to be catalytic leaders for their children but encounter barriers that prevent them from fulfilling this role.  Swain (2022) explains how barriers such as large class room capacities can impede practitioners to create personal relationships with children, therefore hindering practitioners in tailoring education and care to an individual child.  Budget cuts in early years settings play a huge role in the development of catalytic leaders.  Funding restriction prevent practitioners from accessing courses and opportunities to progress their knowledge and skills to better support children’s needs (School cuts, 2022).  Early years practitioners have also voiced barriers in their opportunities for further development and leadership due to lack of support.  Molloy (2022) highlights how many practitioners feel they do not have the support from their senior’s staff or colleagues.  It is states that practitioners often work with long serving professionals who have an unwillingness for change, this limits newer professionals from introducing up to date practices and research into settings.  These said barriers do not only affect early years practitioners but ultimately affect the support and resources a child receives from settings. 
Section two
According to the children’s commissioner for Wales (2023) their role is to support and empower the rights of children.  These said rights are directed by the UNCRC (1990) fifty-two articles, outlining how every child has the right to have their cultural, social, economic, and political aspects of their lives defended.  The children’s commissioner for Wales provides services for children and young people up to the age of eighteen or to the age of twenty-five years old, should those individuals be in care and still in education.  The children’s commissioner for Wales role is also to safeguard and protect children’s welfare, ensuring they are continuously assessing government policies and the impacts they have on children and children’s rights.  The children’s commissioner for Wales is supported by the investigation and advice team.  This team provide advice to the public on matters that affect children and young people.  The children’s commissioner for Wales and the investigation team also has the ability to look into individual cases, should no other organisation be suitable to do so.
 Peter Clarke was appointed the first Children’s commissioner for Wales and held this position until his death in 2007.  During his term, Peter Clarke raised awareness to the significance of children’s mental health.  He focused his work on the improvement of children’s and young people’s mental health services in Wales, drawing attention to the lack of adolescent mental health facilities available in Wales (North Wales news, 2006).  The demand to create a position for a children’s commissioner for Wales was employed after the Water house report in 2000.  The report exposed the ongoing abuse children had been experiencing while residing in children’s homes in North Wales.  This report gave Wales the motive to create a government position with the sole purpose of protecting the rights of children (Philpot, 2007).   All the while Peter Clarke was also the first children’s commissioner in the UK.  This remained as such until Nigel Williams took the role of a children’s commissioner in Northern Ireland in 2003, This was shortly followed by Scotland when they assigned Kathleen Marshall as their first children’s commissioner in 2004. England was the last country in the UK to create the role of children’s commissioner, with Al Aynsley- green taking the role in 2005 (Northern Ireland Assembly, 2008).
The current children’s commissioner for Wales is Rocio Cifuentes.  Rocio Cifuentes was appointed the new children’s commissioner for Wales in April 2022, following the withdrawal of Sally Holland (Welsh government, 2022).  In a statement made by Drakeford (2022) Sally Holland held the role as children’s commissioner for Wales from 2015 to 2022. Within these seven years, Sally Holland successfully implemented the What Next survey, enabling children and young people to voice their opinions on what they feel are the most pressing issues in their young lives.  Sally Holland made children and young people’s voices a priority and the centre of her work.  Her successor Rocio Cifuentes was previously the chief executive of the Ethnic minorities and youth support team and has led this team since it was established in 2005.  Cifuentes (2022) explains how her main goals and objectives as the new children’s commissioner for Wales are to empower the most vulnerable people to voice their opinions and to encourage children and young people to push for change.  Cifuentes (2022) has also identified how her own childhood as a refugee in Swansea and her family’s experiences of fleeing Chile in the 1970s, has shaped who she is and given her the drive to provide a platform for the most vulnerable.

In 2019, An investigation was launched by Children’s commissioner for Wales (2019) into the foundation phase curriculum across Wales.  The investigation was launched as in 2018 it was identified that children across Wales with behaviour issues were being excluded from school on a daily basis, with no other alternative to education in place.  In 2018 the children’s commissioner for Wales began receiving calls from concerned parents regarding their children’s lack of education.  It was discovered that parents felt they were not receiving any support from the local schools or authorities in these matters.  The date collected from the investigation is explained in the report labelled, Building Blocks: inclusion in the foundation phase (2019).  The report states it was found that there have been 768 reported incidents of children being excluded from school with no other education provisions in place, However, a lack of data was available from some local authorities, leading the children’s commission to believe the number is likely higher.  It was also discovered how many children had been excluded on numerous occasions, with research suggesting one child being excluding eighteen times in one year.

As stated by the UNCRC (1990) Article 28, every child and young person has a right to an education regardless of gender, race or disability.  The children’s commissioner for Wales (2019) states how removing a child from education is preaching their rights and with no access to substitute education, it can critically impact their development and social skills, restricting them from fulfilling their full potential.  Doughty et al (2017) research report suggests that the number of children being educated at home is continuously increasing and has more than doubled over the past six years.  As stated by the children’s commissioner for Wales Building blocks report (2019) more children are being home schooled due to lack of services for children with additional learning needs in schools.  Doughty et al (2017) agrees with this, explaining how many parents have withdrawn their children from schools due to the schools being unable to meet their children’s needs.  With children being withdrawn or excluded from school, they are at greater risk of any safeguarding issues going unnoticed and there are currently no systems in place to monitor whether a child is receiving an adequate education.

After the investigation findings published in the Building Blocks report 2019, the children’s commissioner for Wales designed a toolkit for schools and practitioners on how best to support children who experience Social Emotional Behavioural Difficulties (SEBD), on ways to prevent these said children from being excluded from school.  Steps put in place also include the introduction of new statutory guidance, outlining methods for early years practitioners to undertake as an alternative to exclusion.  The children’s commissioner for Wales (2019) also emphasises the importance of early years intervention services and support needed for professionals and families, identifying the need for further services to be developed to encourage a whole school approach, not only focusing on a child’s education needs but also, they mental health and wellbeing (Welsh government, 2015).
Although the steps proposed by the children’s commissioner for Wales are designed to create positive change, the practicalities of implementing these changes may encounter many barriers.  Macfarlane and Woolfson (2013) describe how a study carried out to examine practitioner’s attitudes towards children who struggle with Social Emotional Behavioural Difficulties, found that practitioners with substantial experience are less inclined to work with children who struggle with said behaviour issues, inevitably contributing to the barriers in inclusive education.  Macfarlane and Woolfson (2013) also found how teachers who were provided with adequate training on how to manage children with emotional behavioural difficulties had a positive view towards these children.  Also raised by practitioners is the ongoing demand on staff to cater for larger class sizes, this can also lead to negative attitudes towards children with behavioural issues. (Munto et al, 2002) Another Barrier contributing to inclusive practice can also be issues with lack of funding available.  Funding for setting is often constrained, limiting practitioner’s ability to provide adequate support for children with social emotional behavioural difficulties, as they do not have access to resources and equipment needed (Ewing, Monsen and Kielblock, 2017).
Findings explained in the children’s commissioner for Wales Building blocks report (2019) found that children being excluded from school due to behavioural issues did not have any diagnosed additional learning needs, nor was any steps in place to assess for any additional needs.  Accesses to services for children and young people are limited and often combined with long waiting lists.  With the covid 19 pandemic significantly disrupting children accessed to services.  This continued issues and delays is preventing children from receiving diagnoses and support they need and are entitled too. This is providing added barriers to children receiving the correct educational support from practitioners (NHS Confederation, 2022).  Eisenhower, Baker and Blacher (2008) report how parents with children who experience social emotional behavioural difficulties are more likely to struggle with psychological issues which can also lead to poorer physical health.  Children with behavioural issues can demonstrate difficult behaviour at home, which studies suggest can put a strain on family relationships and on marital well-being.  These family pressures can cause tension and difficulties between families and practitioners, as parents often feel they are alone when managing their children’s social emotional behavioural difficulties, with limited support from schools and local authorities.  This contagion effect demonstrates the detrimental effect that excluding children from their right to education has on them and their families.

Section three
What is a sociological issue?
Sociological problems are often defined as issues that can inhibit society from functioning at its maximum potential.  According to Mary and Senn (1995) Sociological issues are actions or circumstances that need to be confronted and are most likely issues that society will deem unacceptable.  It is stated that it can often be difficult to define a Sociological issue, as the issues will normally become apparent when recognised by policymakers   However, irrespective of policymakers, a sociological issue will most likely be identified when it beings to affect a large number of people.  The only way to solve sociological problems is to gain a clear understanding of what they are (Kelly, 2021).
What is poverty and how does it impact the lives of children?
 One Sociological issue that can affect a child’s life experiences, is poverty.  Banerjee, Benabou and Mookherjee (2006) Explains how poverty is recognised as a serious issue worldwide.  Although poverty means something different to everyone, it is often categorized as being unable to acquire basic resources needed to live, such as, food, housing, and health facilities.  The Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2021) describes how one in five people live in poverty.  The charity state that children and families who live in poverty often feel that they have no control over their lives and are forced to make difficult decisions about what to prioritize on a daily basis.  Living in poverty can be deemed as simply surviving rather than living.  Save the Children (2023) details how Individuals living in poverty can often be unaware of their rights and the rights of their children.  Children who live in poverty are affected in numerous ways.  The Children society (2021) research program demonstrates this by releasing their findings on how poverty impacts children in the early years.  The research program discovered that 33% children in poverty will fall behind in their education and will often have low attendance at school.  Children’s education is not only based on academic ability but also general well-being.  Children in poverty often go hungry, this affects their general health and can disrupt sleep pattern, inevitably affecting their ability to maintain concentration at school (Ferguson, Bovaurd and Mueller, 2007).  Gordan et al (2000) highlights how living in poverty can cause children to feel excluded from social experiences.  Families in poverty do not have the funds to buy their children the latest fashion or electronics, nor can they afford to pay for days out such as school trips.  Being unable to participate along with their peers can make children in poverty feel embarrassed and frustrated. Children in poverty may purposely exclude themselves from other children as a way to hide their family’s living situation.  Society, the media and political views can play a significant part on the lives of children in poverty.  Children and families in poverty are repeatedly made to feel ashamed of themselves and their place is society.  Families in poverty can be portrayed as lacking in other areas, such as parental skill. However, studies show that although parenting in poverty may be different to parenting in higher income families, there is no evidence to suggest their parenting is deficient (Cooper, 2020).
What early intervention services are available and are they successful?
Action for children (2021) recognizes that the early years of a child’s life is vital to their development.  In order to give a child the best start in life, it is essential that early years services are available to support children and families.  Welsh Government (2017) explains how there are a number of services available to help children and families living in poverty. Such schemes as flying start, parenting skills programs, support for communication and language skills, healthy start scheme and the sure start maternity grant are all available to support children and families living in poverty.  Theses multiagency services have been proven to identify the needs of children and offer appropriate support and intervention (Welsh government, 2017).
Although there is sufficient evidence to suggest that early intervention services play an important role in children’s lives, there are also some concerns in how these services are delivered.  Research in practice (2022) studies discovered that early intervention services need to be more flexible with the support they provide.  Children cannot be categorized into a one size fits all bracket, needing early intervention services to tailor support around them and their families.  Another barrier identified are access to services, Families are unable to access early intervention services due to funding or issues with catchment area criteria.  Early intervention services are costly and local authorities struggle to provide these services widely (Parliament, 2017).  White (2022) states that in line with funding issues, the number of children waiting for services is also increasing.  Referrals and waiting lists for children’s mental health and speech and language services are growing ever longer.  These said barriers are stopping children and families from receiving the support they deserve.
Can poverty be linked to adverse childhood experiences?
Roberta and Ryan (2020) state that traumatic early year’s experiences can play a significant role in a person’s health in adulthood.  Roberta and Ryan (2020) continue by highlighting the importance of professional’s knowledge and understanding of sociological issues that can impact on a child’s early years encounters.  Hughes and Tucker (2018) Explain how poverty is not widely recognized as an adverse childhood experience, however, as poverty negatively impacts every aspect of a child’s emotional and physical wellbeing, it is argued that because of the links made between poverty and negative outcomes in later life, poverty should be considered an adverse childhood experience in its own right.  Hughes and Tucker (2018) state how ongoing research suggest that children living in poverty are more likely to experience adversity.  Evidence indicates how children in poverty are regularly exposed to highly stressful environments, in turn this toxic stress can result in children developing emotional disorders, along with cognitive deficits.  Research also suggests that children in poverty will often be exposed to violence and parental substance misuse or mental health issues, ultimately leading to children being exposed to adverse childhood experiences in their early years.
Irrespective of the recognition link made between poverty and adverse childhood experiences, research does recognize the profonde effects poverty has on a child’s early life experiences and how these experiences go on to affect children in their adult lives.  As underlined in this blog, the need for early intervention and support services for children and families living in poverty, is essential to the outcome of future generations.
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