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ECEY6003 – Catalytic leadership – rights, resilience, and social change.

Part 1 
Catalytic leadership in Early Years is a concept that is described as an Early Years practitioner who has the ability to create and inspire change that is not reliant on a place of power (Clark, 2012). An Early Years practitioner holds an influential position, and this influence is critical in becoming a positive change agent, leading positive practice, and creating high-quality outcomes within a setting (Whalley et al., 2005, and Siraj-Blatchford and Hallet, 2014). Ryan and Ebbert (2013) add that the practitioner is seen as the catalyst within an Early Years setting when creating an internal change and generating something new. Catalytic leadership is further defined as an informal and evolving way of leading that creates change by recognising a new opportunity rather than a change that is enforced from someone higher up (Reed and Canning, 2012).
Catalytic leadership is differentiated from other types of leadership as the practitioner does not always hold a position of authority but holds a position of influence (Talan, Bloom and Kelton, 2014). Furthermore, change is introduced through small steps by the early years practitioners themselves as the catalyst (Murray and Clark, 2013). Additionally, Clark (2012) suggests that catalytic leadership is an active and imaginative process instead of a combination of attitudes and actions.
According to Parker (2020) catalytic leadership is a solid collection of methods of communication for creating social justice leadership in equal collaboration with, not on, communities. This is important as research shows that this partnership with the community expands education and promotes equality and inclusion (Valli, Stefanski and Jacobson, 2018). An Early Years practitioner who holds the skills to catalyse leadership works to create an environment in which sustained shared thinking and working in collaboration with children, colleagues and communities take place and thrive (Parker, 2020). Dempsey and Barge (2014) add that in order for this to be successful a practitioner must actively identify hurdles, such as the staffs understanding of the changes, work in partnership to construct idea and interventions, and actively put those ideas and interventions into place.	

The aspect of creativity that is fundamental within this model of catalytic leadership is an aspect that coincides with the moral purpose and ethical values of an Early Years setting (Murray, 2009). Leadership occurs through both individual approaches and the social environment that they are set in (Clark, 2012). Therefore, catalytic leadership is seen as methodical rather that an idiosyncratic concept; an inclusive notion encouraged by the social environment (Covey, 1990 and Salazar et al., 2019 cited in Hall, Vogel and Croyle, 2019). Furthermore, an Early Years practitioner as an effective catalyst within a setting can enable enhanced quality within the setting, alongside continuing reflection processes and ongoing development by using staff progress meetings to assist monitoring the implementation and progress of the changes (Tonna, Bjerkholt and Holland, 2017).

The paradigm of leadership coincides with the aspect of catalytic agency. Catalytic agency is a skill whereby a practitioner can recognise their individual capabilities and be willing to actively use those abilities to create a positive change (Clark and Murray (2012). The term agency indicates practical involvement that results in noticeable changes rather than just participating (Vähäsantanen, 2015). It is essential that Early Years practitioners understand their equal responsibility for providing high-quality practice, this responsibility is not only to the children themselves but also to, parents, other staff members and the community (Thompson and Thompson, 2018).  Clark and Murray (2012) add that this level of responsibility for providing high-quality practice therefore leads to confidence in decision making and requires intentional actions and personal agency.  Personal agency turns catalytic when used to create a positive change.
Catalytic agency is driven by the practitioner’s passion and need to create enhanced experiences and outcomes for children as the centre purpose of the work within Early Years (Castle, 2012). Furthermore, Toomer et al. (2018) adds that it provides incentive to encourage colleagues and other stakeholders to work in partnership for a common purpose that appeals to the source of pedagogical beliefs. Catalytic agency runs on the fundamental desire to make positive change and improve practice (Clark and Murray, 2012). Siraj-Blatchford and Hallet (2014) state that it requires an Early Years practitioner’s productive reflection on negative situations and passionate care to visualise options, overcome hurdles and persevere to improve quality in a variety of ways. Catalytic agency and leadership are actively working and taking responsibility to make a vision reality (Sergiovanni, 2015). Whalley (2011) says that practitioners in an Early Years environment who challenge and argue practice in a productive way and use this to create a constructive change are skilful practitioners who can use their personal agency as a catalyst to improve quality and provision within the setting.
When catalytic leadership is used effectively and appropriately in can improve Early Years practice in a number of ways Rodd (2020). Rodd (2020) explains how the focus of Early Years education and care should constantly have the children at the core and when used correctly catalytic leadership can improve the outcomes for children. Having an environment where catalytic leadership flourishes creates a positive environment that is consistently providing high-quality care, therefore enhancing the children’s childhood and developmental outcomes (Day et al., 2014). Furthermore, Klar and Brewer (2013) similarly add that not only does it improve childhood outcomes, but it also supports children with any sociological challenges that they may be faced with. This way of leadership allows practitioners to recognise issues and to work in collaboration to actively support children and improve the quality of education and care that they receive within the Early Years environment (Webster, Russel and Blatchford, 2015).
In addition to improved outcomes for children, Brown and Poortman (2018) portray the benefits that catalytic leadership also holds for practitioners too. Working in partnership and collaboration with colleagues is improved as a catalytic leader enables staff to believe and realise that their voice and opinions matter and are valued (Ferdman, 2021). Furthermore, Allen, Lehmann-Willenbrock and Sands (2016) explain how enabling staff to realise their opinions matter promotes self confidence and encourages them to actively make decisions and changes themselves. A catalytic leader holds the skills to empower others. A true catalytic leader holds the ability to create more leaders, therefore creating an all-round improved and motivated Early Years environment that provides high-quality care (Masood and Afsar, 2017).

However, catalytic leadership has barriers to being implemented into practice and settings (Zachery, 2011 and Clark, 2012). A practitioner who shows the skills of catalytic leadership must be prepared to create changes and differences which demands a definite level of resolution and bravery (Clark and Murray, 2012). Change in the setting can cause anxiety and nervousness to colleagues, parents and children when their familiar environment is altered from something that they are used to functioning within to something new (Qureshi, 2015). However, Reimers and Schleicher (2020) state that it should be highlighted that the need for steadiness and continuity is not used as an excuse for holding on to impractical and unsuitable practice, but neither can it be thought that change is always positive. Change can be negative when it is introduced by someone who wants to simply show authority or as a knee-jerk answer to a new idea from someone else (Swidler, 2013). Change must be focused on the needs of the children and their education and care as well as the setting as a whole in order for it to remain positive (Robinson, 2016).

A further barrier to catalytic leadership is continued professional development. Early Years settings experience a lack of continued professional development which is necessary to maintain high-quality practice (Kay et al., 2021). Gealy et al. (2020) adds that time and funding is often a barrier when implementing professional development as not all settings have funding available, nor are they able to spare staff to attend training days due to low staff levels or funding being available to pay for extra staff. However, even when attending continued professional development, the course or training days themselves can lack focus and not contain the depth of information needed to provide high-quality practice and rather just focus on the mandatory information that has to be delivered (Young, 2016).

Bell and Bodie (2012) portray how catalytic leadership can be considered as a metaphor for a chemical reaction, whereby the leader in a setting is viewed as the catalyst used in a scientific experiment. When not enough of the catalyst is added the reaction could be unnoticeable. However, adding excessive amounts of the catalyst could cause an explosive reaction could cause an explosive reaction, both are equally detrimental outcomes (Morales-Doyle, 2017). Therefore, the practitioner who portrays catalytic leadership abilities understands the importance of incremental steps and gradual improvement in order to create the best possible outcomes for children and quality of practice in the setting (Toomer et al., 2018). The importance of Early Years education on childhood outcomes and a child’s success in the future has been consistently highlighted and established (Pugh, 2010; Duncan et al., 2012; La Paro, Williamson and Hatfield, 2014; Ma et al., 2016). 
The importance of high-quality practitioners has also been recognised as an important factor for enhanced childhood (Welsh Government, 2014). Department for Education (2017) supports this further with policies such as workforce plans that have been created to support high-quality Early Years provision. The catalytic leader assists policies as they empower and encourage colleagues who do not hold a powerful position to make a positive change and validate their actions therefore improving the quality of the setting (Zachery, 2011). Clark (2012) further supports that the model of catalytic leadership is an invaluable aspect of quality Early Years settings as practitioners move on an educational journey that runs parallel to the learning journey of the children, which in turn creates a motivated learning environment and demonstrates lifelong learning.
The importance of catalytic leadership cannot be highlighted enough (Parker, 2020). A catalytic leader has the ability to create the basis on which an Early Years provision evolves (Sims, et al. 2015). Clarke (2013) suggests that the catalytic leader has the skills to ensure that the Early Years environment is equipped to deal with any issues or challenges that may arise regarding a variety of areas. The influence that the catalyst has on a situation ensures that the setting, staff and children are able to react to any issues that may arise in an appropriate manner and work in partnership to actively resolve those issues (Bruce, 2012). This aids in the setting being equipped to make a positive change and support children through sociological challenges (Osgood, 2020).
As previously mentioned, a catalytic leader supports and motivates other to make decisions and positive changes themselves, creating new leaders (Bush, 2011). This method is supported by theory from Vygotsky (1978, cited in Kurt, 2020). Vygotsky portrayed that when provided with the appropriate guidance and support an individual acquired the knowledge to achieve a task and discover solutions to issues on their own (Kurt, 2020). According to Eun (2019), Vygotsky believed that an individual could reach greater goals when supportive social interactions and engagement occur, this links to the skills of being a catalytic leader. Furthermore, Bruner (1976, cited in Gonulal and Loewen, 2018) defines scaffolding as a process that allows an individual to problem solve, accomplish a task, or reach a goal which without appropriate support, would be beyond reach. Thus, highlighting the importance of catalytic leadership in Early Years settings.

Part 2
Over the years the way we view children has changed drastically and so have children’s rights (Christensen and James, 2017). The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) was the first major change that was the starting point that has created the children’s rights that we use and abide by today (UNICEF, No Date). The Children Act 1989 legislation further supports the rights of children and aids in ensuring that children’s welfare is maintained and that they are safeguarded. According to Child Rights International Network (2018) children’s rights are a set of human rights that highlight how children should be treated with the same respect and equality as adults. All humans have this essential freedom and rights from the moment they are born (Child Rights International Network, 2018).
Early concerns for children and their rights were voiced by child savers (Freeman and Veerman, 2021). Eglantyne Jebb founded Save the Children in 1919 and she was a massively influential person on the journey and development of children’s rights (Save the Children, No Date). In 1924 Eglantyne Jebb wrote and produced a Declaration of the Rights of the Child at the League of Nations convention in Geneva which she presented to various global leaders (Save the Children, No Date). Kerber-Ganse (2015) portrayed how the document emphasized her beliefs about how children should receive human rights in the same way as adults did. Eglantyne Jebb pushed for children to receive rights and it paid off, the declaration was adopted a year after the convention and later in 1959 an extended form was adopted by the United Nations (Freemantle, 2012). Freeman and Veerman (2021) state that the movement for children and their rights has quickly progressed since the 1960’s and the declaration then further inspired the 1989 UNCRC (UNICEF, No Date). This was the first time that children’s rights had ever been put into international law through any form (Engdahl, 2019). However, there was a long period of time between Eglatyne Jebb pushing for children’s rights and their rights being putting into legislation (Milne, 2015).
In 2011 Wales produced the Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011. This measure protected children’s rights in Welsh law and highlighted Wales’ commitment to the UNCRC and the importance of children’s rights (Welsh Government, 2022). Furthermore, Wales were the first country to put children’s rights into their law (Children in Wales, 2021).  Welsh Government (2022) highlights how this now means that any piece of legislation that comes after this and all future legislation must now reflect and include children’s rights and give suitable weight to the articles of rights set out by the UNCRC. As a result of this, Early Years practice now legally has to consider every aspect of children’s rights throughout their policies, their provision and the education and care that they provide (Gordon and Browne, 2016).
In Wales we have children’s commissioners, and their job is to make people aware of the importance of children’s rights and to think about how the decisions that the public bodies in Wales make, including the Welsh Government, have an effect on children’s rights (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2022). The Children’s Commissioner for Wales helps young people and children to understand and realise their rights under the UNCRC, they also listen to the voice of the child in order to discover what they want and what is important to them (Rees and Williams, 2016). Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2022) states that the commissioner also gives children advise if they believe they might have been unfairly treated, as well as having the ability to influence government and organisations and ensure that promises are kept to children regarding creating a positive difference to their lives. The commissioner can also represent and speak up for children on important issues in Wales (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2022).
Peter Clarke was the first Children’s Commissioner for Wales in 2001, he had a focus on listening to the children and focusing on what they want, empowering them to understand that their opinions matter (Philpot, 2007). He put importance on face-to-face contact and meetings to allow the children to openly discuss their concerns (Children’s Commisoner for Wales (2003). According to Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2006) Peter Clarke put children on interviewing panels in order to gain their views alongside adults and professionals. Keith Towler became the Second Children;s Commissioner for Wales in 2008, he focused on reducing child poverty and enforcing their right to a quality of life (Taylor 2008). Gaskell (2013) also mentioned that Keith Towler campaigned for children whose parents were prisoners should have extra support and a right to a quality family life.
Sally Holland is the current Children’s Commissioner for Wales who is coming to the end of her term in the position (Mannay et al., 2019). Over the last seven years her work has consisted of children’s mental health and well-being, decreasing bullying, and creating strategies for this, lowering inequality, and supporting children with learning difficulties have an enhanced transition into adulthood (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2022). Furthermore, Sally Holland has been campaigning to see the law change in the way in which children are protected from assault (Moseley, 2020). Hancock (2021) portrays how Sally Holland believes that children should be protected from assault in the same way that adults are and hopes that this will initiate public bodies in Wales to ensure children’s rights are at the core. 
A new piece of legislation will come into effect on March 21st, 2022, as a result of Sally Hollands work (Welsh Government, 2021a). The Children (Abolition of Defence of Reasonable Punishment) (Wales) Act 2020, known as the smacking ban will prevent any from of physical punishment towards children, meaning that any form of excuse that it was reasonable punishment is taken away from adults. According to Child Rights International Network (2018) in the past children were considered to be of low status in most societies and as a result parents were allowed to physically hit their children even though had an adult hit another adult they would have been prosecuted. Thanks to the work of people like Eglantyne Jebb, organisations like the UNCRC and articles 19 and 37 that how changed for the majority of countries (UNICEF, No Date).  However, as a country Wales is behind with the implementation of this law, and it has taken a long time to get here (BBC, 2019). Larzelere, Swindle and Johnson (2013) note that countries such as Sweden implemented this law in 1979 and 60 other countries have banned smacking since. Although Wales creating this legislation is a positive outcome it has taken a long time.
Rocio Cifuentes is set to soon become the next Children’s Commissioner for Wales in 2022 and she has stated that she understands the importance of her role after the recent coronavirus pandemic and says she will put the children’s voices and views and the centre of everything they do (Welsh Government, 2022a).
Article 12 of the UNCRC summary of rights is the child’s right to a voice (U	NICEF, No Date). According to Atwool (2013), it is the role of the Children’s Commissioner to enable the child’s right to a voice. One way that children’s commissioners have enabled this is by speaking to the children directly to gather their views and in the 19/20 annual report it was noted that the team has spoken directly to 15,504 children up until March 2020 (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2020). However, the Coronavirus pandemic has caused a negative impact on this continuing and the most recent annual report (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2021) shows that only 694 children were spoken to directly. These statistics highlight a significant reduction and further recognising the negative impact that this global pandemic has had on children and young people (Brown et al., 2020).
The Coronavirus pandemic has had a detrimental effect on children and young people and the Welsh Government and Children’s Commissioner are working to create recovery plans to support children in getting back to some form of normality (Welsh Government, 2021b). In 2021 a Coronavirus and Me survey was sent out to over 23,700 children to gather the views of children and young people and how they felt personally further promoting the voice of the child (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2022b).
However, the lack of inclusivity during this survey provides barriers to the accuracy of the results. Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2020a) states that the participants of this survey were 88% white and 100% of the participants were over the age of seven. Therefore, more needs to be done in order to obtain the views of children that are of ethnic minority to provide inclusivity (Beacham and Rouse, 2012). Furthermore, Davies (2014) portrays how the voices of children in the Early Years are of equal importance to those aged over 7, therefore, methods should be put in place to acquire the information regarding the opinions and feelings of younger children.
The Children’s Commissioner’s in Wales have made significant changes over the years including the All Wales Child Protection Procedures 2003/2008 which became the foundation for the current Wales Safeguarding Procedures 2019 (Wales Safeguarding Procedures, 2019). Tisdall (2015) says that they have promoted children’s right and made progress in improving the quality of life of children and young children. However, there is still a long way to go. The number of children living in poverty with insufficient resources and lack of basic needs is still at 31% (Bevan Foundation, 2021). In the most recent Children’s Commissioners for Wales annual report (2021) there are recommendations moving forward to help support children living in poverty such as publishing new guidance in relation to children accessing health care and reviewing free school meal entitlements so that the provision is reaching the children who are most in need. 
Another factor that is being worked on moving forward is the implementation of the new Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2020). The Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2021) annual report notes that the Welsh Government are to ensure that all education and care practitioners receive high-quality appropriate professional development training to develop their knowledge of children’s rights and the implementation of the new curriculum. However, this is often recommended and not always achieved due to barriers such as funding, which can pose as a challenge to practitioners receiving the professional development they require (Broad, 2015).
Children’s rights are an important aspect that should be considered during day today life not just in settings and legislation (UNICEF, No date a). However, research shows that 83% of children in Britain knew very little or nothing about their rights whilst 16% of adults were unaware that children retain more rights than them (Amnesty International, 2021). To improve this, the Welsh Government (2021) have stated that they are going to be working towards raising awareness of children’s rights through multiple sectors and will use surveys to monitor the progress of their work. 
In addition, UNICEF (No Date b) work with schools all over the UK to create high-quality learnings environments where to children feel respected and they are motivated and encouraged to develop and thrive. By using the articles from the UNCRC as a guide, schools are working towards being completely rights respecting by putting the articles into practice (UNICEF, No Date a). This in then recorded and the school are awarded with a grade from the Rights Respecting Schools Award (UNICEF, No Date a). However, the validity of such results can be questioned as the school’s work with UNICEF to acquire this award and have time to prepare and may make arrangements in order to portray for the assessment what should be occurring on a daily basis (Jones et al., 2017).
Part 3
Poverty is described as a situation where a child is brought up with inadequate access to resources that are vital to survival (World Vision, 2021).  According to World Vision (2021) children who grow up with a limited food, hygiene and education often suffer more than others who are not deprived. Poverty is a global problem, and in Wales 31% of children are recorded to be living in poverty (Bevan Foundation, 2021). Jensen, Berens and Nelson (2017) state that poverty is a sociological aspect that affects children’s development and overall life experiences.
Early interventions are a way of recognising and delivering appropriate support to children early on who are in danger of achieving poor outcomes (Early Intervention Foundation, No Date). The Early Intervention Foundation (No Date) further add that early interventions help to face problems when they arise or prevent them from happening in the first place and helps children find their own skills and strength to get ready for life as an adult.
Flying start is an Early Years intervention programme run by the Welsh Government that supports families from the most disadvantaged areas of Wales that have children under the age of 4 (Welsh Government, 2017). According to Welsh Government (2017) the aim of Flying Start is to create significant difference to the health and development outcomes of children by alleviating the effects of living in poverty. Flying start offer support from four aspects: providing free high-quality childcare, a health visitor service, supporting parents, and speech and language therapy (Welsh Government No Date). Swansea Council (2021) portrays how Flying Start work as a team to identify the needs of children and families living in poverty to make sure that children are in good health, families are managing, and children are achieving their potential.
Flying start provide support to thousands of children living in poverty every year and continue to provide support to children in order to give them a better start in life and enhance their health and development outcomes (Welsh Government, 2017a). Welsh Government (2021c) state that in 2019 out of all the live births that took place in Wales 24% were residents who lived in Flying Start eligible areas. In the Year of 2019-2020 the number of children predicted to be in receipt of Flying Start services was 36,215, the actual number of children who received services in Wales was 37,725 (Welsh Government, 2021c). 
However, research has highlighted concerns that the Flying Start programme is a post-code lottery due to the nature of providing support based on geographical location (BBC, 2020). Thomas (2021) supports that as a result this creates a level of inequality and exclusion as a significant number of children living in poverty were being missed and not receiving support. It is noted that noticeable changes are needed if the programme is to be successful in connecting with the children most in need of assistance (Williams, 2013). Many children who require the support from the Flying Start programme are unlikely to receive support as the majority do not live within the included post codes and as a result of this it is not convincing that this method is the most appropriate for reaching the children in need. (Thomas, 2021).
There has been a vast amount of research into the importance of early experiences for children (Flaherty et al., 2013 and Hughes et al., 2017). Childhood outcomes are affected by what a child experiences and many risks that create a risk of poor outcomes are related to the environment the child is in (Andershed and Andershed, 2015). Environments for children create a setting for social, emotional, and cognitive development to take place and positive environments are associated with positive outcomes (Bakermans-Kranenburg, Van Ijzendoorn, and Juffer, 2003; Foster et al., 2005; Hutchings et al., 2017). Children who grow up living in poverty do not always live in positive environments that provide them with opportunities to develop, thus highlighting the importance of Flying Start providing children with a positive environment in which children can grow (Welsh Government, 2017a).
Alongside the environment, the people that surround the child also contribute to the child’s developmental outcomes (Social Care Institute for Excellence, 2017). Fisher (2013) states that when a child is surrounded by individuals that motivate and encourage them, they are able to develop and achieve improved outcomes and have the ability to thrive into the best possible version of themselves. However, children who live in poverty are not always surrounded by parental positivity (Department for Education, 2013). Living in poverty is often linked to mental health problems such as depression (Santiago, Kaltman and Miranda, 2013). Flykt et al. (2010) and Goodman et al. (2011) say that parents who suffer with mental health disorders can have difficulty in creating positive parental relationships therefore putting the child at risk of poor social and emotional outcomes. Low quality parental relationships can create attachment and social difficulties for children (Yoshikawa, Aber and Beardslee, 2012). This underlines the importance of children living in poverty attending Flying Start settings in order to create relationships with high-quality practitioners to support their holistic development (Department for Education, 2013).
Another way that children are supported by Flying Start is through multiagency work and referrals (Carson, Powis and Imperato, 2016). Flying Start settings work closely with other agencies and local authorities to ensure that the child is receiving the best possible care and education (Harris, Lewis and Taylor, 2015). According to Welsh Government (2017a) if a Flying Start practitioner believes that a child or parent would benefit from outside support referrals can be made to put extra provisions into place. Children and families can benefit from a variety of extra support via referrals such as, health support, mental health support and parenting courses to enhance home life (Welsh Assembly Government, 2009).
It is embedded in children’s rights and the UNCRC that children are entitled to a certain level of quality of life and access to resources that provide the with a quality of life (UNICEF, No date). However, children who live in deprived areas of poverty are regularly faced with socioeconomic hurdles that obstruct their rights, therefore having a negative effect on their holistic development (Milteer et al., 2021). Therefore, Bevan Foundation (2013) portrays how programmes and interventions like Flying Start are essential in supporting children who live in poverty to achieve the best possible outcomes.
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