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The Role of Catalytic Leadership in Early Years Provision
According to McDowall-Clark (2012) the role of the early years leader is extensive. Furthermore, Cooper (2014) states that while there are many types of leadership categories, the role is so varied that it requires various leadership styles within it dependent upon the responsibilities and challenges faced. Hadfield, Jopling and Needham (2015) argues that early years leadership is specific and cannot be generalised with other types of leadership due to the wide ranging internal and external pressures of the role. Lindon (2012) suggests that while the role of leader is usually recognised as the most experienced member of the team, Sims et al (2015) considers that early years professionals are often highly skilled in supporting the needs of children, however they may not be confident or skilled in leading and managing a workforce, and this may cause challenges. Garvey (2017) concedes that performance management is a vital skill for early years leaders to warrant staff motivation and retention, yet according to Daly, Byers and Taylor (2009), many early years leaders and managers have no formal management training, identifying that the opportunity to continue professional development and training in this area is beneficial.  Furthermore, Moyles (2006, cited in Robins and Callan, 2010) states that there is a significant relationship with the quality of an early years setting with its leadership. Daly, Byers and Taylor (2009) recognise that traditional management courses may not be practical as the role of early years manager is specialised, considering the many responsibilities that are entailed.  Sims et al (2015) also points out that early years leaders have the added responsibility of meeting and driving quality assurance requirements, and this requires the team to work together successfully. The REPEY study (cited in Siraj and Hallet, 2014) highlights that quality leadership from higher educated practitioners, along with a collaborative team and working partnerships with parents had a positive impact upon children’s outcomes and therefore there is a need to drive higher education in the future early years workforce.  
According to Handling, Jopling and Needham (2015) and Waniganayake (2014) early years leadership cannot be successful with a top-down leadership approach and requires distributed leadership across the team. Siraj and Hallet (2014) suggest that quality improvement takes time and commitment from all involved.  Quick improvements are likely to be short lived, resulting from obedience of following orders rather than getting on board with the long-term vision of change.  All members of the team may display resistance to change however they need to recognise their roles as facilitators of learning and care (Handling, Jopling, Needham, 2015). Siraj and Hallet (2014) propose that quality leadership includes promoting a shared vision and passion with the team, effective communication, and reflective practice together with the team.  Rodd (2013) states that good leadership incorporates the opinions and skills of all those as part of the team, ensuring that everyone feels valued and that they have a fair input.  Rodd (2013) also declares that sometimes the role of a leader is to stand back, observe and reflect on what skills need to be developed within the team.  McDowall-Clark (2012) therefore suggests that a catalytic leadership style is important to create a multi-professional workforce, capable of supporting effectively the needs of the team, the children, their families and wider community.  However, catalytic or distributed leadership according to Sims et al. (2015) can sometimes be difficult to maintain, it requires all participants to work collaboratively towards the same goals and outcomes, to reflect regularly and implement distributed justice, without this happening consistently there is a chance of collapse.  This therefore means that the early years leader has a role of modelling continued reflection and discussion. Garvey (2017) argues that one role of the leader is in fact to be a learner, demonstrating and acting as a role model to the practitioners in their team. Garvey (2017) also notes that the leader has a responsibility to encourage and challenge learning within their teams, while Sims et al. (2015) proposes that the leader must encourage dynamic distributed leadership, with team members having the desire to continually strive for improvement.   
Hodern (2012) argues that early years practitioner engagement with training, how they perceive it and implement it within their role is discretionary and therefore continuous professional development training alone cannot be relied upon. Siraj and Kingston (2019) highlighted in the FEEL study that sometimes practitioners can be resistant to change when it comes to training and therefore it is important that there is continued reflection to show how such training benefits the children and the setting.  According to Waniganayake (2014), early years practitioners in Finland are encouraged to be autonomous and be accountable for decisions, supporting job satisfaction and increased confidence in their role and ability.  Siraj and Hallet (2014) also recognise the confidence and decision-making ability of practitioners in countries such as Sweden, Australia and New Zealand, however they also consider the difference in the level of training of practitioners in comparison to the UK, recognising that most practitioners are degree or higher educated.  
Wagner (2008, cited in Waniganayake, 2014) states that often practitioners and teachers have not been trained to confidently address the ever-changing problems they are challenged with on a daily basis.  According to Nicholson et al (2018) it is essential for the multifaceted sociological influences that impact children and their families are recognised.  According to Siraj and Hallet (2014), quality early years provision has a significant positive impact upon children’s long-term education, health and social outcomes, therefore good leadership is essential, with all the team understanding their responsibility in providing quality provision, taking accountability for their part. Siraj and Hallet (2014) and Whalley (2019) both reflect that early years degree graduates have the knowledge and ability to become change agents in positively changing how early years settings provide for the varying needs of all children effectively.  According to Hadfield, Jopling and Needham (2015) early years practitioners spend much time with the children in their care, and therefore are in a privileged position to develop close relationships with them and learn about their developmental, safeguarding, and emotional needs.  Cooper (2014) suggested that while all early years teachers and practitioners have a responsibility and the ability to lead pedagogy, and that part of this is to understand the needs of the children and the desire to want to support them and create an opportunity of positive change, influence can often occur naturally in early years professions.  McDowell-Clark (2012) states this creates a norm of catalytic leadership, with a shared vision for progression. 
McClenaghan (2000, cited in Robins and Callan (2010) states that early years settings are important to individual communities and it is therefore important for the leader and the team to have a sound understanding of the local issues that the community faces. Parata (cited in New Zealand Government, 2017) highlights that in the Te Whariki curriculum, it is essential for early years settings to work in partnership with parents and the local community to develop a curriculum for the children that is culturally and socially appropriate.  The New Curriculum for Wales appears to recognise this, with Donaldson (2018) explaining that for the successful future of Wales, valuing and understanding local society is needed for children to be able to learn the skills necessary to equip them for coping with adult life and beneficially contributing to Wales.  Furthermore, Canning (cited in Robins and Callan, 2010) states that by recognising the values and vision for the service and working to achieve this collaboratively, this can only help to provide an enabling learning environment for the children, when they too can develop leadership skills and gain a sense of autonomy and empowerment. Cooper (2014) suggests that the key to successful catalytic leadership is for it to become embedded in daily practice and not viewed as an additional responsibility.    
According to Canning (2009, cited in Robins and Callan, 2010) the early years leader not only has the responsibility of the practitioner team they supervise, and the children in their care, but they also have a wider answerability to the community that the setting is located.                    Canning (2009, cited in Robins and Callan, 2010) adds that facilitating parents and the wider community requires ‘inspirational leadership’ which empowers the practitioners to build relationships and become proactive to support any difficulties or challenges that the community may face.  Dyer (2018) suggests that relationships between the setting and the parents are key to building solid outcomes for the children, and it is through these relationships where needs can be identified and addressed.    
Early years leadership requires the consideration of not only their learning and development but a wide range of sociological factors, such as (but not exclusive to) diverse cultures, safeguarding, poverty, home conditions and environment, family structure, adverse childhood experiences, disability.  According to Nicholson et al. (2018) the role of the early years setting is to advocate for the rights of the child as in accordance with the UNCRC (1989) and fight for social justice. Working collaboratively with other agencies as suggested by Welsh Government (2012) particularly is the most disadvantaged of communities such as the Flying Start areas in Wales can offer support for families to begin to overcome challenges experienced. It is however also important to consider that events happening nationally and internationally that can also have an impression on the children and the setting that may not yet have the needed supportive agencies to seek.  The Covid-19 pandemic has had a significant effect on all of society in the last two years. Comic Relief (2022, cited in Nursery World, 2022a) recently reported following a survey that 54% of parents worried how about the pandemic has affected their children’s mental health, and 70% felt there was not enough mental health support available for children. Furthermore, the recent Russian invasion of Ukraine will present new challenges to consider.  Gaunt (2022) reports that more than 150,000 have registered to the possibility of hosting Ukrainian refugee families, therefore there is a likelihood of Ukrainian families accessing the services at the setting, or as Gaunt points out the community working together to raise donations for those in need.  Grimmer (2022) adds that early years practitioners have a responsibility to consider that some children and families may have anxieties related to the war and it is important that they continue to remain calm, to behave without discrimination and to ensure children feel safe and valued.  
Waniganayake (2014) states that early years leaders need to have the required knowledge, understanding and problem solving skills to be able to deal with a wide range of sociological factors that affect the children and families attending the setting.  Pettavel (2019) highlights that early years practitioners have such a responsibility on their shoulders, caring for, teaching and guiding young children with such complex vulnerable needs, yet contends that the salary on offer is not comparable. Pettavel (2019) adds that practitioners choose the vocation based upon their own motivation and continued determination to support and enable children to thrive, and as put forward by Siraj and Hallet (2014), effective and caring leadership is key in order to guide the team in supporting the rights of the child. Parker (2020) argues that the determination of key historical figures such as Rosa Parks and Ellen Baker who were by no means considered leaders of any description, but made a stand in what they believed and brought forward significant changes for society across the world.  Parker states that a catalytic leader works at the grass roots, has sound understanding of community-based needs and what can be done to benefit.  Robnett (1996, cited in Parker, 2020) describes catalytic leadership as ‘bridge leadership’ of which changes at the bottom enables micro-mobilisation to instigate change at the top and therefore across society.  Leadership is not dependent upon position of power, but that of a desire to inspire beneficial change (McDowell-Clark, 2012), a social and ethical responsibility (McDowell Clark, 2012) and a distributed, collaborative leadership pushes for higher quality (Lindon, 2012). As Handling, Jopling and Needham (2015) states, the most important role of early years leadership is working to improve outcomes for all children and as asserted by Oliver (2008, cited in Sims et al., 2015) to act as advocates for children’s rights and needs.  

The Children’s Commissioner Supporting the Rights of the Children of the UK
In history, there has been various significant events that have changed the rights of the child in the UK. One of the first was the introduction of the Children’s Charter 1889 which aimed to protect children from neglect or ill-treatment (Prevention of Cruelty to, and Protection of, Children Act 1889) A key catalytic leader in advocating for children’s rights was Eglantyne Jebb and Dorothy Buxton.  The founder of Save the Children charity, Jebb and Buxton worked tirelessly following the First World War to fight for the children in war torn countries living in inhumane conditions without food.  (Save the Children, 2022).  It was Jebb who initiated the idea of developing a list of rights for all children across the world and this was adopted by the forerunner of the United Nations, the League of Nations, title the Geneva Declaration on the Rights of the Child (Unicef, 2022) and later adopted by the United Nations in 1959, which proved fundamental to Save the Children’s work and future legislation. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 1989 and the Children Act 1989 and 2004 had substantial lead in the way of children’s rights being advocated however it is significant to consider that whilst there are international and national legislations in place, each country has adopted the same principles, each have their own policies and procedures (NSPCC, 2022).
According to Cook, Crowley and Thomas (2008) and the Norwegian Government (2022) Norway was the first country in the world in 1981 to create a role to promote the interests of children, named the Ombudsperson for Children of Norway. The role of the Children’s Commissioner is to advocate for the rights and safeguarding of all children and young people in Wales was introduced in 2001 following recommendations from the Waterhouse Inquiry which stated that abuse was able to happen in children’s care homes in Wales because the voice of the children was not listened to or respected (Cook, Crowley and Thomas, 2008).  Nursery World (2001) reported that Peter Clark was the first Children’s Commissioner for Wales, the first appointed in the UK, with Northern Ireland and Scotland keen to follow by example. England, however, did not appoint a Children’s Commissioner until required to do so following the Laming report and update of the Children Act 2004 (NSPCC, 2021).  
The Children’s Commissioner of Wales (2022) regularly evaluate their work and in their three-year evaluation plan, reported that they were able to train over 1000 professionals about the advocacy of the rights of the children in Wales. A target was set in 2018 to ensure that all children had an awareness of their rights and that the adults around them, particularly in education settings, were able to prioritise these rights.  Working with a wide range of public services, including Police officers, Youth Offending Teams, Estyn, Local Authorities and Health Boards has been able to support this.  As a result of this, many health boards have worked in partnership with children and young people to create Children’s Charters and put an emphasis on the mental health and wellbeing of children and young people (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2022).  The Children’s Commissioner (2022) however points out that the Covid 19 pandemic impacted greatly upon their work, desired outcomes and also supporting the rights of the children in Wales.  Article 28 of the UNCRC (Unicef, no date), states that children have a right to education, however during the pandemic lockdowns, to safeguard children and school staff, schools were closed, and learning was transferred online. Of those surveyed 25% of children said that they did not feel confident in learning this way. The Delphi Study (Welsh Government, 2021a) and the Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2022) recognises that children across Wales underwent a vast range of experiences during (and following) the pandemic, and therefore children will need to have their views listened to, respected, and supported accordingly.  
It is important to consider that Wales was the first country in the World to adopt the UNCRC into their own laws.  To demonstrate the government’s commitment to the UNCRC, The Children and Young Peoples Measure (Wales) 2011 means that any decision made by the Government under Article 42 must consider the rights of the child through the Child’s Rights Impact Assessment (Welsh Government, 2019). Article 12 of the UNCRC (Unicef, no date) states that the views of all children must be considered and respected. According to the Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2022b), human rights and the UNCRC must be embedded into practice. Projects in place to support this include Rights Respecting Schools (Unicef, 2015) which encourages schools to work in partnership with its students to learn about their rights and responsibilities in relation to the UNCRC, global justice, sustainability, and their wellbeing, then moving on to understanding equality, participation, and empowerment.                    In Wales, the Children’s Commissioner (2022b) states that the introduction of the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) 2018 and the Curriculum and Assessment (Wales) Act 2021, incorporates human rights in a way that will be visible within the New Curriculum for Wales. These provide a framework for education professionals to follow to ensure that children’s rights are understood and promoted, and furthers the necessity for children’s participation, particularly in relation to the Schools Councils (Wales) Regulations 2005 (Children’s Commissioner, 2022b).  However, the Children’s Commissioner (2022a) recognises that they have focused upon working with older children and young people, and therefore aims to extend the promotion of children learning about their rights to the early years and is working in partnership with Mudiad Meithrin to extend training to those working in early years.
Article 19 of the UNCRC, according to Unicef (no date) states that all children must be protected from violence, abuse, and neglect.  According to the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child (2016) 25% of the children and young people surveyed had been affected by domestic abuse, and two thirds of those had been directly harmed, many physically and emotionally abused or neglected.  Elkin (2020) of the Office of National Statistics, reported that in 2019, 7.6% of children in Wales and England had been physically abused before the age of 16, with 4 out of 10 abused by their father, and 3 out of 10 abused by their mother.  However, despite these large statistics, in the same year there was only 285 children on the child protection register in Wales at risk of physical abuse.  The Children Act 2004, the Working Together to Safeguard Children 2018 document (HM Government, 2018) and the College of Policing (2014) all describe physical abuse of a child to include hitting, however the College of Police (2014) states that the Crown Prosecution Service states that a charging standard would be that the injury caused was more than a temporary reddening, and the defence of reasonable punishment cannot be available.  This means that physical punishment of hitting or smacking from a parent to a child was deemed, by law, as not a chargeable offence. According to Elkin (2020) children who are physically abused can experience long term difficulties and still require support as adults.  Furthermore, Kelly (cited in Allegretti and Adams, 2022) states that physical punishment is not productive in teaching children to learn anything and has a significant risk of damaging effects on children and Oates (2011) puts forward that physical punishment can cause aggressive behaviour in children which can continue to life.  
In recognition of the impact physical punishment can have on children, Sweden in 1979 made corporal punishment illegal (BBC News, 2020) and New Zealand was the first country to make this law in 2007.  Kelly declares that there are 62 countries in the world which has banned the physical punishment of children, and a further 27 countries pledge to follow suit (Allegretti and Adams, 2022). Ireland banned physical punishment in 2015 (BBC News, 2020) and Jersey became the first British Isle in April 2020 to ban smacking, hitting or slapping, ensuring that children had the same rights as adults (BBC News, 2020). Scotland became the first British country to remove the term of reasonable punishment from the law and introduced the Children (Equal Protection from Assault) (Scotland) 2019, passed in November 2020 (Scottish Government, 2020). In 2018, the Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2022a) had also set out a target to ensure that all children in Wales have the same rights and protection against physical abuse or punishment, and following a successful vote in parliament in 2019, this became law in Wales in March 2022.  Besley and Cordon (2022) consider that currently England and Northern Ireland continue to include in the law that parents are able to use physical reasonable punishment, although in Northern Ireland, the Executive, according to the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child (2016), proposed to extend the Offense in the Domestic Violence, Crime and Victims Act 2004 to include the cause of or allowance of physical harm to a child. The Children’s Commissioner for England has, according to Besley (2022), expressed that she believes that England should follow suit and also change the law to make it illegal for children to be punished physically, stating that children should not be subject to any type of violence and their rights should be protected.  Besley (2022) also highlights that a survey carried out by the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children demonstrated that over two thirds of those asked believed that physical punishment of a child is wrong.  However, according to Allegretti and Adams (2022) the Education Secretary of the UK Government Nadhim Zahawi declared that he opposed the idea of banning smacking in England, stating that in fact his wife had used “light smacking” as a form of physical punishment for their daughter and government should not become a ‘nanny state’ when it comes to parenting.  Fellow Conservative MP Robert Halfon, disagreed, backing the Children’s Commissioner’s advocacy for children’s rights and pointed out that if he smacked another adult he would be charged with criminal assault.  The Children’s Commissioner for England Rachel De Souza condemns any form of violence and continues to advocate for the rights of the children in England (Besley and Cordon, 2022). 
As stated by the Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2022b), human rights and the UNCRC must be at the centre of daily practice, planning and delivery for all child education and care settings.  It is the role of the professionals working within these services to continuously advocate for children’s rights.  While the four Children’s Commissioners of the UK have varying functions, all work to promote and protect the rights of the child and all seek to work in partnership with and on behalf of children, listening to and valuing their voice (UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2016).

The impact of Poverty on Children in the UK 
According to Murray (2009, cited in McDowall-Clark, 2012) early years leadership requires a moral base to which sociological factors are considered and understood.  Child poverty is a factor that early years leaders will be faced with on a daily basis and they have a duty of care to children affected by poverty to ensure that they are safe and cared for appropriately (Daly et al, 2010). Johnston and Nahmad-Williams (2009) states that poverty can negatively impact holistic development and wellbeing.  
According to Goddard (2020) the desire to narrow the attainment gap between the children from advantaged and disadvantaged families and communities has been a focus for governments across the world for many years. However, research by Loughborough University (cited in Nursery World, 2019) approximated that 500,000 more children are negatively impacted by poverty than in the year 2000, with child poverty rates in the biggest cities increasing. There are other factors which can increase a child’s risk of living in poverty. The Department for Work and Pensions (cited in Nursery World, 2022b) reports, for example, that children from Black families were more likely to be experiencing poverty, presenting that in 2010-11, there were approximately 200,000 Black families living in poverty and by 2020-21 this had more than doubled to 410,000.  Furthermore, Goddard (2020) reports that the Covid-19 pandemic has had significant negative impact for children living in poorer households.  
According to the Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health’s State of Child Health Report 2020 (cited in Nursery World, 2020) health outcomes for children had stalled, and even regressed, with children from disadvantaged households considered to be four times worse off than children from advantaged households.   Pascal (cited in Goddard, 2020) argues that the greatest harm of the Covid-19 pandemic is likely to affect the children’s emotional wellbeing. Furthermore, research carried out in 2022 by Comic Relief (cited in Nursery World, 2022a) presented that 60% of parents are concerned about how the predicted rising cost of living will affect their children’s mental health. The Joseph Rowntree Foundation (cited in Nursery World, 2022c) states that following the expected increase of fuel bills in April 2022, lower income families are likely to have to spend on average 18% of their income on energy bills.  As Maholmes suggests, these factors all contribute to a child continuing along the expected path of poor outcomes.
According to Rogers (1995, cited in Maholmes, 2014), people have an innate desire to reach their full potential, known as self-actualisation.  Maholmes (2014) however questions what is it that drives some people to want to improve themselves and work their way out of poverty, while some appear to accept their fate and continue to live in a poverty cycle and identifies that often what is needed is a supportive network who believes in them to enable them to thrive.   Bronfenbrenner’s macrosystem considers the impact of wider society and political influences can have on children, and Maholmes (2014) states that it is possible for policymakers and practitioners to foster a sense of resilience and confidence in children, supporting them in achieving positive outcomes and breaking the cycle. However, according to Goldstein and Brooks (Goldstein, 2012), while some of these extended factors can serve to foster a sense of resilience in children, the number of adverse childhood experiences a child experiences can hinder this possibility.
The Child Poverty Strategy (Welsh Government, 2015) aimed to tackle child poverty through a series of objectives focusing on the rights of the child and equality for society in Wales and this document set out the challenge of eradicating child poverty in Wales by 2020. According to Save the Children (cited in BBC News, 2021) this was a fundamental Welsh Government target.  Conversely, according to the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2020), over 700,000 people in Wales were living in poverty before the Covid-19 pandemic, with over 20% of those being children. Save the Children (BBC News 2021) stating that Wales has the highest levels of child poverty in the UK. One factor considered, was to increase the working households in Wales and education and training needed to be a priority for the future, with Save the Children (BBC News 2021) suggesting that families do not have the tools, resources or skills necessary to support their children’s development.  The Flying Start programme aimed to contribute by reducing inequality and attainment levels for children living in the most disadvantaged areas (Welsh Government, 2015).  According to Welsh Government (2012) the strategic guidance of Flying Start, described it as the Government’s top priority for an ownness to be placed upon local authorities to develop multi-agency working with clear communication and a focus to work to reach those considered difficult to engage.  Flying Start would bring together maternity and health services, with childcare and education, speech and language therapy and parenting programmes, with early intervention being a key principle to prevent or quickly identify difficulties (Welsh Government, 2012).  
However, Welsh Government (2015) declares that much of the reasons that contribute to the levels of child poverty, including decisions and policies held by the UK government.  In addition, the Covid-19 pandemic has impacted negatively against the targets and plans set out, and funding had to be placed elsewhere (Welsh Government, 2021).  The Welsh Government (2021b) recognises that the pandemic has also highlighted inequalities evident in Wales and has set out the Child Poverty: Income Maximisation Action Plan which will support families in improving their finances and reduce the rate of children living in poverty in Wales.  Those in need will need receive help to ensure they are claiming all that they are entitled to, they will receive support in training and seeking work, and learn to become financially resilient. According to Musgrave (2017) and HM Government (2018) and Welsh Government (2012 and 2015), multi-disciplinary, collaborative or integrated working and that early intervention is key when supporting children living in poverty. Musgrave (2017) adds that sociocultural and socioeconomic factors, such as the policy, services, and investments available can have a significant affect on the outcomes for a child and that sometimes a child just needs that one child who believes in them and will fight for them.  
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