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Part 1
The first aspect to note is that there has been an increased amount of attention being placed on the concepts of leadership within Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC).  While it may be true that leadership has long been associated with the traits, skills, characteristics, and behaviours of individuals (Aubrey, 2016), nonetheless, McDowall Clark (2012, p.399) claims that catalytic leadership differs to this typical perception and describes it as being a “creative and dynamic process rather than a set of attitudes and behaviours.”  It cannot be denied that leadership has also been viewed as the responsibility of those who occupy the highest professional positions (Silva, 2014); however, it can be argued that anybody has the potential be become a catalytic leader, as there is no requirement to be in a position of authority or power (McDowall Clark, 2012; Cooperrider, 2020). To further understand this concept, let us explore what is meant by the term catalytic leadership and how it is relevant in ECEC. 
First of all, we need to consider the difference between management and leadership. According to Nayar (2013), being a manager means to take charge and oversee an organisation or a group of individuals to accomplish specific aims and targets. Leadership, on the other hand, refers to individuals that are capable of motivating and inspiring others in improving their own practice. Lindon (2012) agrees with this statement and claims that a leader is someone that people want to follow out of choice and not just because they are obligated to do so. 
Secondly, the word ‘catalytic’ needs considering. According to Lurie and Tegelberg (2019), being a catalyst is one of the four key roles required in modern leadership, along with being a visionary, architect, and a coach. They argue that being a catalyst involves encouraging a supportive and inclusive environment where individuals can work efficiently and are enabled to pursue their personal and professional aspirations. Likewise, Sohrab (2021), states that a catalyst empowers other team members, is open to constructive criticism and recognises that true collaboration can only be achieved when there is mutual respect. The literal definition of a catalyst is ‘an event or person that causes great change’ (Cambridge Dictionary, 2023). Toomer et al. (2018) points out that in physical science, a catalyst speeds up the process of a chemical transformation, and in social science, a human catalyst works faster to accomplish a goal. Therefore, it is by combining both definitions that we can truly understand what catalytic leadership and teamwork really is. Moreover, a catalytic leader can be described as someone that works efficiently to create positive changes, reflects and adapts own practice when required, promotes positive partnerships, communicates well, and kindles some action in others to improve their own professional performance (Zachery, 2011; McDowall Clark, 2012; Powers Resource Centre, 2017; Attaway, 2022).
Now, let us discuss what is meant by a catalytic leader within the context of an Early Years environment. One cannot ignore the fact that the role of the adult has always been a highly significant one in supporting the learning and development of young children (McDowall Clark and Murray, 2012). To illustrate this point, one might refer to the work of Lev Vygotsky or Friedrich Froebel. Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory puts emphasis on the importance of how a ‘more knowledgeable other’ can encourage children’s learning and development through scaffolding – a technique used to guide learning. The ‘more knowledgeable other’ can be any person that has a greater understanding of a specific task, but is most often a parent, carer or an educator (Gowrie, 2013). Similarly, Froebel placed great emphasis on how careful, adult guidance is vital for children to achieve freedom in being able to pursue individual interests, make informed decisions and to develop problem-solving skills (Froebel Trust, 2020). Therefore, it is not surprising that quality improvement in ECEC is being led by highly trained adults that inspire, model, guide and advise other professionals to further develop their own skills and practice (Sims et al., 2015). Indeed, ECEC leadership is unique as it is largely dependent on interactions and relationships (McDowall Clark and Murray, 2012). With this in mind, it is fair to say that catalytic leadership in the early years is about using knowledge, skills, reflection, personality and experience to improve opportunities for children and their families, as well as promoting professionalism within the working environment (McDowall Clark, 2012; Davis and Ryder, 2016).
[bookmark: _Hlk129261897][bookmark: _Hlk129264216]According to Hard, Press and Gibson (2013), it is important to remember that the personal beliefs, values, and actions of early childhood leaders are crucial in advocating for social justice. Social justice in early childhood means that all children have the same rights and opportunities in education and care, regardless of their identity group (Tees Valley Education, 2021). It is a well-known fact that underlying socioeconomic determinants of health and wellbeing have a direct impact on children’s learning and development. The quality of the physical and social environments that children grow up in can either hinder or enhance their educational outcomes. Therefore, young children affected by poverty, malnutrition, poor housing conditions, unsafe neighbourhoods and adverse childhood experiences are more likely to suffer negative consequences to their long-term health, education and economic prospects (Likhar, Baghel and Patil, 2022). 
Brain structure and development is affected by early childhood experiences with rapid brain development occurring from birth to three years old. During this period, billions of connections between individual neurons are made, creating the foundation for all future learning, behaviour and health (NCDHHS, 2018). As a result, an average of 40% of the development gap between disadvantaged 16-year-olds and their peers is already visible by the time they reach five years old (Education Development Trust, 2021). However, White (2018) argues that there are many children from disadvantaged backgrounds that do well. This is partly due to them being able to attend positive settings, which can help mitigate the impact of disadvantage on children’s learning (White, 2018; Weinstein, 2023), thus highlighting the significance of providing quality care and education. Having the skills and awareness to recognise vulnerability in children early on and being able to provide appropriate support is essential for achieving social justice (West Sussex County Council, 2021). According to Sohrab (2021), a catalytic leader can quickly grasp what type of action is required and has the self-awareness to carry out an action appropriately and in a professional manner. These are essential qualities for helping to close the development gap for disadvantaged children.
Unfortunately, there are many challenges in becoming a catalytic leader and in meeting the demands of sociological factors. Cooper (2014) states that there are common misconceptions amongst educators about what leadership entails, affecting the way that they recognise, understand and engage in leading practice. Many view leadership as the role of individuals at the top of the organisational hierarchy and therefore do not think of themselves as leaders (Nicholson et al., 2018). Similarly, Lynch (2016) states that only the most accomplished educators who have been recognised with awards and praise will view themselves as leaders. He argues that there is a lack of leadership training amongst educators which needs to be addressed to better support children, and create a more confident and happier workforce. However, the Education and Training Foundation (2018) identified that the main barriers for further training in the early years sector are time and expense. Of course, this is true of all types of training in ECEC, including training on tackling issues associated with sociological factors. According to PACEY (2015), tailored training is required to meet the needs of individual children within childcare and education settings. Nutbrown (2012) also highlighted the importance of continuous professional development (CPD) for practitioners, but reported that an overwhelming 72 percent (out of those who participated in her research) identified cost as the main barrier to CPD. Despite the Department for Education (2017:30, cited in Croner-i, 2020) stating that providers are responsible for ensuing essential training such as First Aid and Safeguarding, there is no consistency in providing staff with further non-essential training due to limited funds (Croner-i, 2020). Due to the financial demands of training, there has now been an increase in accessing courses online (Education and Training Foundation, 2018). While there are many advantages to learning online, such as it being cost-effective and providing flexibility to the location and time of learning (Wise, 2020), nonetheless it also comes with many limitations. For example, the OECD (2020) points out that the requirement for basic digital skills and a reliable internet source means that it is not accessible to everyone.
According to Tiller (2016), another barrier for enhancing professional practice can be the attitude of some early year’s practitioners. She explains that there is a small percentage of practitioners who are reluctant to participate in further training and development. There are numerous reasons for this, including already feeling confident in their role and having set ways of working, feeling uncomfortable about being challenged, having no pay increment, and feeling uneasy about change in the workplace (Tiller, 2016; Turner, 2016). However, Kimberly (2016) states that creating positive partnerships with other members of staff and communicating effectively through regular supervisions and appraisals can help motivate others. She explains that as a leader, it is important to be supportive, praise team members and build motivation daily. Taking the time to explain the purpose of CPD and working through any issues and concerns is vital to boosting morale, as it proves to others that they are valued within the workplace.


Part 2
The Declaration of the Rights of the Child (1924), also known as the Geneva Declaration, was the first international document that accorded children their own set of human rights.  Written by the founder of Save the Children, Eglantyne Jebb, the declaration was adopted by the League of Nations, which were the first ever inter-governmental organisation (Cole-Alback, 2021). However, the League of Nations formally disbanded after World War II, with all its assets and functions being handed over to the United Nations, another inter-governmental organisation that had been established in 1945 (Britannica, 2022). The United Nations General Assembly went on to expand the Declaration of the Rights of the Child in 1959, to include children’s rights to play, education, health care, and also their right to a supportive environment (Unicef, 2019). Consequently, this became the premise for the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) in 1989. 
The UNCRC is the most widely ratified human rights treaty in history, with participating governments agreeing to be legally responsible for upholding the standards documented within the convention (Unicef, 2019; Cole-Alback, 2021; Lievens, 2022). Consisting of 54 articles, the UNCRC recognises that each child is unique and valuable, and sets out the political, economic, social and cultural rights of every child, regardless of their race, religion or abilities (Lievens, 2022; Save the Children, 2022). Since 2004, the UNCRC has been the foundation for Welsh Government policy making with regards to children and young people (Welsh Government, 2022a). Furthermore, the role of the Children’s Commissioner for Wales is entirely centred around protecting and promoting children’s rights in accordance with the UNCRC (Children’s Commissioner, 2023).
It is a well-known fact that Wales became the first country in the UK to have an independent Children’s Commissioner when Peter Clarke was appointed in 2001 (Children’s Rights in Wales, no date). Next to take on the role was Keith Towler in 2008, followed by Sally Holland in 2015 (Welsh Government, 2022b), and then Rocio Cifuentes in April 2022, who continues to occupy the position (Welsh Government, 2022c). The recommendations for a Children’s Commissioner for Wales were proposed in two separate reports: ‘Lost in Care’ by Sir Ronald Waterhouse (2000) and ‘A Children’s Commissioner for Wales’ by the health and social services committee (2000). The Care Standards Act 2000 implemented the main proposals from these reports and provided the establishment of an independent Children’s Commissioner in Wales (Care Standards Act, 2000). 
However, this Act was amended in 2001 to create the Children’s Commissioner for Wales Act, which outlines the roles and responsibilities of the Children’s Commissioner. Responsibilities include providing advice, assistance and representation on behalf of children and young people (Children’s Commissioner, 2023a) and reviewing the decisions of public bodies, including the Welsh Government. Moreover, they have a duty to monitor the effectiveness of policies and procedures regarding complaints, whistle blowing and advocacy for defined public bodies in safeguarding and promoting children’s welfare. The Commissioner is also responsible for preparing reports that discuss the findings, conclusions and recommendations from monitoring and reviewing these services. The purpose of the reports is to keep improving services for children (Welsh Government, 2021; Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2022). 
Take for example Sally Holland’s report in 2022, which was titled ‘Making Wales a No Wrong Door Nation – how are we doing?’  Its purpose was to assess if any progress had been made throughout Wales in an attempt to ensure that children and their families would not be bounced between services or refused help. The report identified issues that was stopping Wales becoming a ‘no wrong door’ nation, and highlighted the fact that children with mental health, emotional or behavioural needs are continuously being turned away by professionals because they are told that they have come to the wrong place for help.
One issue identified in the report was that there was little or no support available for those who were waiting to be assessed for neurodevelopmental conditions such as Autism and ADHD, despite the fact that waiting times are extremely long (Holland, 2022). According to NHS Wales (2022), the current waiting list for autism diagnostic assessments has now increased to over 20 months and may continue to rise. This is significantly higher than the National Institute of Health and Care Excellence (NICE) guidance of three months (National Autistic Society, 2022). This is a major concern as Article 24 of the UNCRC states that governments must provide good quality health care for children (Unicef, 2022).
In tackling this issue, Holland (2022) recommended that the Welsh Government support and deliver the joined-up approach to neurodevelopmental services, as developed by the Together for Children and Young People (T4CYP) programme. The joined-up approach refers to the integrated care of children with more complex needs. T4CYP was established in 2015 as a Welsh Government priority with a cross-cabinet commitment. Designed to be a multiagency service improvement programme, it aimed to work at pace to consider ways to reshape and refocus the emotional and mental health services in Wales (National Assembly for Wales, 2018). However, delivering a joined-up approach to services is not a simple task. Lewis (2015) argues that integration within health care remains difficult due to lack of mutual understanding between agencies and the persistence of cultural differences between primary, community and secondary care. Similarly, Auschra (2018) states that there is lack of trust between services due to the lack of time available to develop positive collaboration with other agencies. In addition, she points out that some people working in the health and care services are reluctant to change, and are also concerned over the possibility that there may be reductions to their own resources. While these concerns are all valid, nonetheless one cannot ignore the fact that research suggests integrated care can increase patient satisfaction, perceived quality of care, and also enables access to services (Baxter et al., 2018).
Another issue identified in the report was the confusion regarding the role of the Regional Partnership Board (RPB). Holland (2022) noted that some RPBs required further support in delivering the NEST framework as part of their current operations. The NEST framework was co-developed by the T4CYP (2) team and serves as a planning tool for all RPBs to successfully deliver a whole-system approach in mental health, well-being and support services throughout Wales. The NEST framework was developed to ensure that positive mental health and well-being was at the centre of providing support for individuals (NHS Wales, 2021). It bares similarities to Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems theory, which places the child right at the centre of external influences (Santa Clara University, 2019). Much like Bronfenbrenner’s theory, the NEST framework recognises the external factors that influence an individual’s mental health and well-being, including a ‘no wrong door’ approach, easy access to specialist support, trusted adults, a safe community, co-produced innovations, and well-being across education (NHS Wales, 2021). The framework acts in line with the principles outlined in the Social Services and Wellbeing (Wales) Act (2014). The principles include wellbeing, co-production, prevention, intervention and also placing the individual at the centre of their own care (Social Care Wales, 2022).  
It was recommended that the Welsh Government provide a detailed plan of how they were going to further support RPBs, including plans for longer term funding arrangements (Holland, 2022). The Health and Social Care Integration and Rebalancing Fund Guidance for 2022-2025 (Welsh Government, 2022d) shows that these recommendations were taken on board, as it includes the detailed plans requested in the report. The guidance sets out the specifics of how funding will support RPBs to aid programme delivery, including plans to extend staff capacity and build expertise. The Local Government Association (2022) points out that the financial cost and resources required for supporting children is likely to be significantly higher than what it is to support adults, and therefore it can be extremely difficult to predict finances, as well as a significant management overhead to cover the range of specialist areas. However, Mihaylova (2019) argues that an over-all lack of funding in preventing critical need from developing in the first place can create a reinforcing cycle where severe needs continue to grow, putting more financial strain on statutory services. Likewise, the National Children’s Bureau (2022) states that there is robust evidence indicating that investing in family support and early help can reduce demand for more expensive crisis support further down the line.
From these arguments, one could conclude that the fight for improving children’s services is a continuous task. There have been major developments within the last century in protecting and promoting children’s rights. The role of the Children’s Commissioner is vital in reviewing and monitoring services, as well as ensuring that children’s rights are being implemented in accordance with the UNCRC. Recommendations for service improvements are presented via reports to the Welsh Government, who are responsible for taking the recommendations into consideration and creating plans to tackle issues. Sally Holland’s report ‘Making Wales a No Wrong Door Nation – how are we doing?’ (2022) highlights areas within children’s services that need improving, in addition to suggesting what steps ought to be taken next. Despite the Welsh Government taking these recommendations on board, there are still barriers to overcome, and improvement continues to be an on-going process.
Part 3
It cannot be denied that early childhood experiences play an essential role in children’s cognitive and socio-economic development. However, child poverty can negatively impact on children’s health and well-being. Children living in poverty are often lacking basic investments and stimulation, causing potential for developmental deficits to occur. Reversing these deficits can prove extremely challenging (if not impossible) during later life if interventions are not put in place (Attanasio, Cattan and Meghir, 2021). The current cost-of-living crisis in the UK has left low-income families struggling to get by, and as a result, 1 in 4 children are estimated to be living in poverty (Barnardo’s, 2022). In fact, Wales has a higher rate of child poverty than any other country in the UK, with the latest reliable statistics showing that 31% of all children in Wales now live in relative poverty (Welsh Government, 2022e). 
Townsend (1979, quoted in Child Poverty Action Group, 2019, What is poverty? | CPAG), defined poverty as a “lack of resources to obtain the type of diet, participate in activities and have the living conditions and amenities that are customary…”  To put it more simply, poverty is when a person’s resources does not meet their minimum needs (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2023). An important aspect to note is that there are two ways of defining the threshold of poverty: ‘relative poverty’ and ‘absolute poverty.’ An individual is considered to be in relative poverty when their household income is 60% below the UK average of that same year. It can be defined as a social exclusion rather than a definitive financial exclusion and is relative to the economic climate – this means that the threshold can fluctuate from one year to the next. Absolute poverty, on the other hand, is when a person’s household income is below 60% of what the UK average was in 2010/11. This does not fluctuate and is a more extreme case of poverty. An individual will not be able to afford the basics such as food, shelter and clothing when experiencing absolute poverty (Children’s Commissioner, 2023b; JRF, 2023; End Poverty, 2023). 
However, we must take into consideration that there are many dimensions to poverty. In addition to financial hardship, it is associated with inadequate living conditions, poorer health, lack of education, disempowerment, and an impaired ability to access services and resources (OECD, 2013; Lee et al., 2023). According to Evans and Kim (2013), low income correlates with many physical and social stressors. As a result, children are more likely to experience family conflicts (potentially leading to family dissolution), maternal depression, exposure to violence and substance misuse. Additionally, low-income families tend to live in neighbourhoods that have higher rates of crime and pollution, fewer places to engage in physical activity and less access to healthy foods. Siddiqui et al. (2020) agree that there is a strong link between poor diet and low-income, claiming that higher rates of malnutrition are found in areas affected by poverty. They explain that malnutrition adversely effects the physiological and mental capacity of individuals which, consequently, affects their productivity levels.
The ’30 million Word Gap’ study by Hart and Risley (1995) discovered a direct link between a child’s linguistic development and their socioeconomic status. They concluded that by the age of four, children from wealthier families were exposed to 30 million more words than children from low-income families. However, many have criticised the research, stating that the sample of families used in the study was far too small (Williams, 2020). Sperry, Sperry and Miller (2019) also argued that their own studies did not support the same conclusion and believed the word gap phrase and its accompanying argument can be inadvertently damaging to the very children it is meant to help.
More recently, the Institute for Fiscal Studies (2022) states that inequalities in early cognitive, social and emotional development of children in the UK remain at a high level.  Research conducted by Cattan et al. (2022) found that by the age of three, children and from high-income families were three times more likely to have a higher cognitive ability than children from low-income families. A similar size gap was also found in the development of their social and emotional skills. Morton (2022) argues that the differences in the material, educational and emotional aspects of a child’s home environment contribute to these inequalities.
According to the Early Intervention Foundation (2021), early intervention can play a vital role in minimising the negative impacts of economic disadvantage. By intervening at an early stage, specialist support can be provided to improve outcomes for children. The Child Poverty Strategy for Wales (2011) set about reducing poverty in Wales through employing three separate strategies: reducing the number of families living in workless households, supporting parents to enhance their skills and qualifications to secure a higher paid job, and by reducing the inequalities that exist in health, economic and educational outcomes for low-income families. The strategy was updated in 2015 as the Welsh Government wanted to achieve a ‘More Equal Wales’ as set out in the Well-being and Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015. This legislation places a statutory duty on the Welsh Government to tackle poverty and inequality (Welsh Government, 2022e). To illustrate this point, one might refer to Flying Start, a Welsh Government intervention programme. Aimed at 0-3year olds living in the most disadvantaged communities in Wales, Flying Start offers an enhanced Health Visiting service, free part-time childcare for 2-3year olds and access to language and play sessions, as well as parenting programmes. However, the Children, Young People and Education Committee (2018) state that many children living in poverty fall outside of the defined Flying Start areas, resulting in unfairness of programme distribution. They also state that much of the data presented from research shows limited hard evidence that the extra support is benefiting those who are in receipt of Flying Start (Thomas, 2021). In contrast, the Welsh Government (2019) claim that the data shows a link between high levels of Flying Start Childcare attendance and lower levels of hospital admissions, A&E attendance and primary school absences.  
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