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Catalytic Leadership

In science, a catalyst is a chemical which hastens a chemical reaction by changing its chemical composition (Britanica, no date). It can be inferred from this that a catalytic leader makes changes which support a setting to reach its desired outcomes. Catalytic leadership is a term derived from business settings. However it has been adopted by other settings such as the early years.

Silcox and MacNeill (2006) describe catalytic leaders as leaders of their pedagogical profession. They must be passionate, creative and effective communicators. The role of the leader is to share insights with other practitioners and to take part in leadership when opportunities are provided. They must also encourage others around them to do so. Leaders should have high expectations for their setting and staff team. A leader with strong beliefs and high expectations received better results than leaders that do not. Catalytic leaders challenge the existing school structure and culture to align with requirements or what is wanted by the practitioners. A catalytic leader promotes change and discussion in relation to teaching and learning with a focus on important factors and desired outcomes.

One challenge that is presented upon implementing change is resistance from other practitioners. Getting practitioners to agree on and implement changes is a common and significant barrier faced in the early years. Without the whole staff team being in agreement with the new changes they may not be applied cohesively or at all across the setting ultimately having a negative impact on the effectiveness of their leadership. However when practitioners are interested in and support new changes they will be more enthusiastic towards adopting them. Practitioners will also be more willing to adopt changes that align with their beliefs rather than ones that do not (Silcox and MacNeill, 2006).


This type of leadership differs greatly from others such as autocratic leadership. Autocratic leadership is a leadership style which is built upon the ethos of one person being the leader within a setting. Under this method staff have less involvement in decision making and less opportunities to communicate as a team. Instead it is more reliant on the leader passing down orders to the rest of the team and solving problems alone. Staff are negatively impacted through this as they are not involved in important processes such as planning and discussing changes. The leader is also negatively affected as they are tasked with solving all problems that arise. Autocratic leadership also divides managers and practitioners which can create a hostile working environment (St Thomas University, 2014). In contrast to this, catalytic leadership breaks down the barrier between practitioners and those in management positions as all are viewed as having equal opportunities to create change within the setting (Lindon et.al, 2016). Zachary (2011) compares the behaviours that he had seen from leaders to those present within military culture. These behaviours included passing demands to staff at lower levels than themselves and viewing them purely as a "means to an end". This relates to the autocratic leadership style. 

Distributed leadership also plays a role in catalytic leadership. This is when responsibilities are shared in a way that all practitioners are able to act as leaders. Distributed leadership as described by Lindon et.al (2016) is when practitioners roles are not a central focus and where leadership responsibilities and behaviours are shared between the whole team. This term is a result of the behaviours exhibited by effective teams. These would function without a person being appointed or behaving in a manner which would create a barrier between them and their team. Distributed leadership links into more democratic leadership styles as it heavily focuses on the team working as a whole rather than a singular leaders work. 

Lindon et.al (2016) state that practitioners are often more comfortable working with democratic leaders rather than autocratic leaders. This means that they are more likely to work effectively, share their opinions and reach their goals. It can be argued that leadership has to be distributed, as a singular leader is incapable of meeting the expectations placed on the whole setting. Active and sufficient support from practitioners in management positions is also necessary to implement changes successfully. However, if this is inadequate this can cause problems for practitioners as they may not be able to do so successfully or in the manner intended.

Zachary (2011) states that a leaders intentions influence how they practice. This is continued by stating that a leader that has good intentions will be a more effective leader rather than a person with poor or no intentions or targets. A leader raises the performance of their team as a whole, rather than focusing solely on themselves.

Zachary (2011) suggests that there are five aspects that a catalytic leader must be. These are: mindful, intentional, connected, generative and heretical. mindfulness refers to having an awareness of both themselves and others around them. Mindful leaders are more likely to act on values which can be more impactful as it derives from a meaningful place. In action, having strong positive intentions would mean that the leader continuously takes the impact of their decisions affect and are viewed by those around them into consideration. To be connected as a leader means to create bonds with people around them and within their team. This strengthens the teams collaboration Skills which can result in better organisation and more well rounded ideas. A generative leader is able to create a vision for the setting to follow in cooperation with their team. This must include a strategy in which the whole team are included. This increases practitioners engagement which can also increase their motivation. A heretical leader does not make assumptions or base their actions on habits as this can delay or stifle innovation within the setting. They will embrace change and new ideas rather than reverting to what has been done Previously. It is Zachary’s (2011) belief that these five attributes help to create an environment in which others are far more likely to thrive and take on the leadership role themselves.


Hadfield (2015) states that there are four Principles of Practice. These are being to assess the differences between current and desired practices to visualise what they need to accomplish. They will then use their findings to establish an understanding of what needs to change in order to improve practice. This is followed by creating a plan to develop leaders skills within the setting. This is followed by supporting those that are embracing their leadership roles through team building and creating connections between the staff team.


Silcox and MacNeill (2006) argue that only some practitioners can be catalytic leaders. This is continued by stating that Unwilling practitioners will not work well alongside catalytic leaders or become ones themselves. Focus Education (2022) note that many leaders in the Early Years find themselves placed in positions of leadership are often reluctant to be in them due to the assumption that duties will not be shared between the team. Siraj-Blatchford and Manni (2007) agree with this, finding that there is a presence of reluctance to lead in management roles.


Implementing catalytic leadership can face opposition from some practitioners as they may be reluctant to change their mindset regarding the Positions of themselves and other leaders. This can result in practitioners actively discouraging others in their team from stepping into leadership or taking on further responsibilities. Practitioners roles can have an impact on how they perceive and act towards each other which can also disrupt effective team working. For example, a practitioner may not feel comfortable working with someone in a management position. This could be supported by holding meetings, continuous professional development training with the intent of creating bonds and further instilling the fact that the staff team all have same power and opportunities. However, without action being taken to support relationships and to remove this bias, this may act as a barrier towards catalytic leadership (Lindon et.al, 2016). 

Leaders must genuinely invite and listen to others views. This not only further builds bonds between the team but also compiles ideas and opinions from different perspectives that otherwise may not be taken into consideration. This can lead to better planning, stronger implementations and more effective outcomes. This links into the ethos of multi agency working which has been found to be an effective tool for sharing and gathering important information in order to make positive changes. Without this many important issues or views may go unnoticed. Emotional intelligence as a leader, describing leaders as emotion and relationship oriented in contrast to management which is often associated with rationality and control Lindon et.al, 2016). 

Joiner (2017) shows the importance of leadership and that it leads into more effective management within a setting. However, this is shown from a business perspective. Focus education (2022) also highlights the importance of leadership in the early years, supported by many other authors in this field (Anderson, 2017). Focus Education (2022) states that many leaders and managers in early years settings are not formally trained appropriately to take on this role and can often experience tension. For example, tension may occur due to differing opinions surrounding teaching styles or the incorporation of play into the curriculum (). Similarly, Siraj-Blatchford and Manni (2007) state that ‘‘outstanding leadership has invariably emerged as a key characteristic of outstanding schools’, and discuss important barriers to leadership in educational settings.


To conclude, catalytic leadership is an effective leadership style with a heavy focus on positive relationships and inspiring leadership in others. There is significant evidence to show that his method of leadership is more effective in contrast to others. Especially in contrast to more manager oriented ones. However, this style does have its own challenges such as practitioners not being in agreement, attitudes towards change and perceptions of roles in relation to power. 




















Children’s Commissioners for Wales and Children’s Rights

The UK signed the UNCRC in 1989, adopting its articles and Implementing rights to further protect children. Wales is the UK’s only nation to make the United nations convention on the rights of the child part of domestic law under the young persons Wales measure 2011. The rights of Children and young persons (Wales) measure 2011 is a key part of children’s rights and related legislation in Wales. This holds ministers responsible for complying with the  UNCRC articles when making changes to or Implementing key  policies and legislation. They must take the articles into consideration and It also makes them responsible for educating the people of Wales on children’s rights. This is covered in article 42 of the UNCRC (Welsh Government, 2019). The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) sets out children’s rights. It is an agreement which is adopted by countries which have signed it. The Welsh government adopted the UNCRC in 2004 and has used this as a central focus of all policies in relation to children (Welsh Government, 2019).

The role of the children’s commissioner for Wales is to raise awareness of children’s rights and to inform people on why they are important. They also play a role in decisions the a made by public bodies such as the government which relate to children’s rights. The children’s commissioners heavily focus on the feedback of children. They speak up for the children of Wales on important issues that affect them. Since 2001 many strategies have been implemented. Such as school councils, the student ambassadors and the super ambassador scheme (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2022).

The first children’s commissioner for Wales, Peter Clarke, was appointed in 2001. Peter Clarke was greatly inspired by Lena Nyberg the first ever children’s commissioner for Sweden, who banned physical punishment in 1979. Sweden was the first country to implement such legislation (Administrative Board of Västra Götaland, 2021). This not only resulted in Wales having a children’s commissioner but also raised an interest in Implementing a similar ban on physical punishment in Wales. However this would not come into place during his time as the children’s commissioner for Wales.


During Peter Carke’s time as the children’s commissioner for Wales, setting up the organisation took priority. He also focused on communicating with children themselves. The organisation expanded greatly between December 2000 and July 2002 leading into further plans to develop open dialogue channels. One method of this that he implemented is pupil ambassadors in schools to inform others of the children’s commissioner and their role (Children’s Commissioner Wales, 2002).

After Peter Clarke, Keith Towler was the children’s commissioner for Wales from 2008 two 2015. In a joint report, Towler indicated that work had been done to discourage discriminatory practices towards children. This included the discouragement of 'mosquito' devices which were used to deter children through omitting a high pitched sound that only children could hear. He also fought to change the law surrounding physical punishment towards children. The report also focuses on the importance of diversity between the Uk nations and cultural differences. It also highlights the benefits of the nations improving communication and working together. Towler also recognised play as an important aspect in education noting it as a priority for further work by childrens commissioners. Another key focus was on continuing support for children in the asylum system (Children’s Commissioner Wales, 2008).

Another report showed significant social and economic Changes during Towlers time in the position. It also discusses how this could make poverty a more prevalent issue in regards to child poverty in the UK. This is continued by stating that many hey child services had already been affected by this. Another key development during this time was The introduction of the children and families (Wales) measure 2011. The children and families (Wales) measure 2010 was implemented introducing new provisions for child poverty and family services. This also introduced a statutory basis for your person participation. The social services (Wales) bill which integrated services the children and young persons (Wales) bill which built upon children’s rights, expanding upon the role of the children’s commissioner for Wales. Commissioners across the UK nations called for new legislation focused around the participation of all young people. There was a call for development of national strategies to ensure that children with additional needs had access to services consistently. He also contributed towards the implementation of the child poverty act which in turn brought up concerns surrounding welfare reform bills cutting benefits. During this time there was a call for governments to address health and education inequalities faced by children in Poverty. Keith Towler also introduced the flying start scheme to support children and their families through the increased levels of child poverty (Children’s Commissioner Wales, 2011). Flying start is a service accessible to children in areas of deprivation where children 3 years old and under can play, learn and have support from practitioners. This aims to close the achievement gap between children in poverty and children that are not (Caerphilly Government, 2022)

After Keith towler, Sally Holland was the next and most children’s commissioner from 2015 to 2022. Sally Holland’s recommendations have been to have school uniform policies, grants for families for school costs, making more children eligible for free school meals. Sally Holland’s main focuses were Focusing on school costs, holiday hunger schemes, uniform recycling schemes and encouragement for all children to take part in the community. Sally Holland carried out workshops with children in schools and their communities. She did this with children from 5 to 20 years old. They also surveyed parents and carers. They worked  with professionals in the childcare sector that worked with children in poverty such as teachers, healthcare workers, play workers and representatives of third party organisations (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2019).

Sally Holland’s work has focused on anti bullying strategies, transitions to adulthood for children with additional learning needs, mental health and well being. She also campaigned to change legislation regarding physical punishment ultimately resulting in the ban being implemented and in action from the 28th of March. This action had been raised by both Peter Clarke and Keith Towler during their time as children’s commissioners for Wales. However, they were not able to implement this change (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2019). Rocio Cifuentes will become the new children’s commissioner for Wales in 2022 and will hold this position until 2029.

The Children (Abolition of Defence of Reasonable Punishment) (Wales) Act 2020 came into effect on the 21St Of March 2022. Physical Punishment refers to any use of Physical force to harm the child. Examples include shaking or hitting. Physical punishment can be harmful to children’s physical and mental health. This legislation makes all uses of physical punishment illegal. It also holds adults accountable for abuse as they will face legal action. The law applies to everyone in Wales. This includes anyone responsible for caring for a child. This can be parents, other family members or any other person tasked with caring for them whilst their primary carers are not present.

Before this legislation, children did not have the same rights as adults in this regard. When adults are harmed in any way by another adult it is considered to be assault. Therefore, the person that has done this can be reprimanded. However, before the 21st of March, there were no legal consequences for using physical punishment unless it was a deemed to be abuse. This means that although a child may have been harmed, the adult would have been able to claim that they were disciplining their child. Therefore they would not have to face reproductions. This also clarifies the law for parents, practitioners, the public and children themselves. Therefore, it is more likely for physical abuse to be spotted as before this legislation harm could have been dismissed as punishment. It may also reduce the hesitation surrounding reporting abuse as what may have been concluded to be discipline is now a clear indicator of mistreatment. As this is no longer acceptable, children have much more protection than they did prior to this legislation. This also clarifies what is and is not acceptable for a child to experience. A child that is physically punished may not report abuse in other circumstances such as in school or another household as they believe that it is acceptable. However, by ensuring that children are aware of and understand their rights this provides them more protection from mistreatment.


The children’s commissioner for Scotland at the time brought legislation into place to ban physical punishment in 2019 being the first part of the UK to do so. Northern Ireland and England have not yet introduced a similar ban on physical punishment towards children. 

The ban on physical punishment aligns with article 37 of the UNCRC which states that children have the right to not be punished in a cruel or hurtful way. It also aligns with article 36 which is the right to be kept safe from things that could harm them or their development (Unicef, no date). As Welsh law is underpinned by the UNCRC it is understandable that this new  measure would be put into place to abide by articles 36 and 37.
































The Impact of Poverty and Evaluation of the Free School Meals Scheme

In many countries people living in deprived areas have a higher mortality rate than those in affluent areas (Ingleby et.al, 2021). For example, Beale et.at. (2022) found that people living in areas of deprivation in both England and Wales were at a higher risk of contracting Covid 19. This was found to be caused by an increased exposure to the virus as they were more likely to use shared or Public transport, attend work or education in person and to have contact with people from other house holds. This means that lower income families were again found to be at a greater risk of mortality.

Children aged 4 and under were found to be most likely to be living in poverty than older children. This highlights the need for support during the early years for those that need it. Children of reception age from deprived areas were found to be 76% more likely to be obese (Welsh Government, 2021). Poverty plays a role in childhood obesity as often, families in poverty will not be able to provide enough food for their children or they will have to resort to low quality produce in order to provide for them (Public Health Scotland, 2021).

Childhood is when most habits are formed. Therefore, Poor diet and lack of exercise during childhood can cause them to continue these unhealthy habits in adulthood. It has also been found that Parents in deprived areas are less likely to live a less healthy  lifestyle (Khanom et.al, 2020). Obesity can impact a Childs health both physically and mentally. However, this is Preventable and early intervention can prevent premature death. (Welsh Government, 2021) Obesity during childhood increases the risk of health complications in the future. These include high blood pressure, strokes, heart disease, Type 2 diabetes and certain types of cancer (NHS, 2019).

The free school meals scheme provides children in schools in wales with food at lunch time within school settings. This was implimented to tackle food poverty in the UK (Public Health Scotland, 2021). Children that are in full time school are entitled to free school meals. The Childs Parents or carers also have to be relieving welfare support Payments in order for their child to be eligible. Either the child, their guardian or a support worker can request this. The Process is carried out by either filling out a form or by contacting the local council. It is the settings responsibility to ensure that they have forms available for this. They must also ensure that all staff have an understanding of this Process (Children’s Legal Centre Wales, 2021). In agreement with this Hughes and Davies (2019) state that it is important that staff within the setting have an appropriate understanding of poverty and the interventions that they can Provide such as free school meals. They found that many staff had a good understanding of the importance of providing free school meals and supporting children living in poverty.

However, in some cases figures showing the number of children receiving free school meals have been used as a method of measurement by settings to represent low income. For example, it has been used to show underachievement and to gain funding. The National School categorisation system in Wales now measures the active merits of children that relieve free school meals to identify schools which require support. In 2012 Schools in Wales began relieving funding as a result of the free school means measure. The amount of funding relieved being dependent on the number of Children disable for free school meals within the setting. The Pupil deprivation grant All maintained schools in Wales relieved additional funding in 2016 for each child in their setting that was found to be eligible. The Purpose of this being to close the achievement gap between Children from low and high income households. However, categorising children in this way can be problematic as there are children in need of support that do not meet the requirements to relieve free school means. It has also been argued that eligibility for free school meals is not a direct indicator of Poor achievement or a need for support. Children whose parents relieve benefits such as universal credit or income support will be eligible.

However, there are concerns surrounding children needing support that are either not eligible or not signed up to the scheme. Taylor (2018) Suggests that many parents do not apply for their children to receive free school meals. Although improvements have been made to the registration process to make it more accessible there may be children that do not apply. It has also been argued that the window of entertainment is too narrow and does not apply to all children living in poverty. Only 18% of school children in Wales were found to be eligible for free school meals for her supporting the argument that poverty is not as strongly linked to free school real eligibility as suggested. Children receiving free school meals can come from higher income families than those that do not in some cases as a result of them relieving other benefits that they are not eligible to receive. Although Most children relieving free school meals were from low income households a large number of them were not.

When these services are unavailable during school holidays, some families suffer as they are unable to access or afford healthy food for their children. Therefore, this can lead into an unhealthy diet and lifestyle. However, some schools continue this scheme into some school holidays, decreasing the negative impact of this. Schools in Wales are providing this support however it is only available up until Easter 2021 (Children’s Legal Centre Wales, 2021). 

Many children in poverty are not found to be eligible for free school meals. This may be caused by the limited requirements for a child to be considered eligible. This may also be related to stigma surrounding free school meals as it is associated with low income (Children’s Legal Centre Wales, 2021). The Child Poverty Strategy 2012 (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2012) also states this as a cause for children not coming forward to receive this support. 

Children in some cases are not allowed to choose from the same food items as their peers or to sit in the same area as them during lunch time. These both build upon the barrier between children that receive free school meals and those that do not. By allowing these to take place this would decrease the divide between children, ensure the children’s dignity and lessen the impact of the stigma present  (Children’s Legal Centre Wales, 2021).
One of the main issues that Sally Holland found was that many children were not reaching the free school meals threshold. Meaning that although their parents did not have sufficient funds to provide school meals, they were not able to qualify to have free school meals. It was also shown that children that did meet this threshold we’re not being given enough money to cover both a snack at break time under meal at lunchtime. Therefore, Children were having to choose between one or the other (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2019). 

To conclude, the free school meals scheme decreases the food poverty inequalities faced by children in the early years. However there are issues with the scheme such as restricted eligibility. Changes such as availability during school holidays could be made to make the service more accessible. Work must also be done to reduce the stigma surrounding the scheme which is amplified by the usage of eligibility for the scheme to convey financial deprivation.
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