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Understanding what makes a catalytic leader and the sociological challenges within early years that requires a catalytic leader approach. 

A leader is defined as an individual who is in control of a situation, person, group of people, or a country (Collins English dictionary, 2016). Within early years, leadership is represented in a variety of ways from management through to practitioners. Sims et al (2015) discuss those early years practitioners that significantly impact the quality of care given to children and their families through identifying the need for change and inspiring this change are considered catalytic leaders. Catalytic leadership is where change is made through the inspiration of the leader, contradictory to the definition of a leader, a catalytic leader does not require a specific role that puts them in control, it is a term used to describe when an individual becomes inspired to make change and acts upon this inspiration by providing opportunities for change, through building relationships with others, motivating them to make a change through a shared vision providing them with the tools to grow and develop as opposed to making the change for them (Sims, M et al, 2015; Siraj and Hallet, 2016; Clark, 2012).  

Within early years the concept of leadership is shifting, previously leadership has been considered a role for designated personnel to take charge, instruct, direct and lead the provision through an administrative position. However, everyday practice is seen to portrait leadership and is attributed to a set of qualities and traits rather than individuals with designated responsibilities (Cooper, 2014). Leadership within early years impacts how the provision achieves and the quality of care given to children and their families. Previously, early years provisions have been perceived as a low skilled, undervalued, and a low paid line of work undertaken mainly by women and considered as an extension of the motherhood role (Taggart 2011). However, the continued need to ensure quality provision has triggered an emphasis on ensuring quality effective leadership resulting in the early years becoming professionalised with a demand for accountability of its leaders. Practitioners are required to have high level of training and utilise quality continued professional development (Campbell-Barr & Leeson, 2016; Murray, and Clark, 2013).

As a result of practitioners having secure training surrounding the pedagogy that influences the early years and how children develop and grow, the catalytical leader approach is becoming widely utilised. Through training, practitioners are becoming reflective and are skilled to understand the importance of critically analysing their experiences. Aiding them to identify the need for change, creating a vision shared by those around them, establishing and maintaining positive relationships with colleagues and families demonstrating catalytic leadership characteristics within early years (Siraj and Hallet, 2016)

Practitioners are trained to identify sociological factors that impact children and the complex demands these bring to children as they grow and develop. One sociological factor identified is poverty, understanding that effective leadership involves sharing knowledge and working closely with professionals, families and the community, a catalytic leader will not only be capable of identifying this influencing factor but also become inspired to make a change, with the vision of improving the quality of life for those effected by poverty (Nicholson et at. 2020).   

Child poverty is where there is a deprivation of the resources required to survive, thrive and develop healthily to the full potential. Where this is the absence of adequate nutrition, living conditions, responsive care, safety, security, and money to provide the basic resources to lead a healthy lifestyle where their material, spiritual and emotional needs are met (UNICEF, 2013; Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2020). O’Sullivan, J. (2020) discusses that 4.5 million children in the United Kingdom are poverty stricken. 50% of this figure being children within the stages of early years under age 5 and 70% of those are from working families also outlining that children born into poverty are at higher risk of health issues later in life.

Eisenstadt, N. and Oppenheim, C. (2019) identify that parents who have less money make choices that can result in a poorer outcome for the child long term, such as buying foods that are cheaper and not always have adequate nutritional value or be the healthier choice in order to ensure the child eats and no food goes to waste, making it easier to give the child good they know they will eat. Poverty in the form of poor nutrition faced by children coming from low-income families is seen to impact academic outcomes in comparison to children who come from high-income families with better nutrition and resources. An inadequate diet can result in poor nutrient absorption affecting brain growth thus fore effecting the child’s educational outcome (Bradley, and Cowrwyn, 2002; Lareau, 2011).  

Garvery, (2018) discusses the impact the environment in which a child develops within the early can have an impact on their outcomes and the use of a catalytic leader’s effective implementation of intervention can result in sociological influences significantly reducing their impact on children within the early years. A catalytic leader is someone who cares enough to want to make a change, to do this, practitioners identify an area of concern and rather than independently creating a response making the change themselves, the practitioners works in partnership with families, children and agencies giving the tools to aide change. Allowing for meaningful change where together everyone learns therefore creating a sense of individual thought and allowing families to gain a sense of accomplishment opposed to change being forced upon them. 

Within early years settings, poverty driven lack of nutrition is being tackled through the provisions of healthy snacks provided to all children ensuring they regularly have access to a wide variety of foods essential to good health. Practitioners knowing their families and identifying those who need additional support can work with families to discuss what it is they need help with to make the change in their situation, provide provisions for this change to occur and guide and support families (Culp and Cox 2014). The Flying Start Food and Nutrition Team are a good example of change inspired by the effects the sociological influence poverty, an initiative brought in to support families and children within the poorest areas to access healthy affordable foods supporting families to plan, prepare and cook in a variety of ways giving them the tools and knowledge to make nutritional choices for their families (Welsh Government, no date).

Inspiring change and being a catalytic leader often come with barriers within early years education, firstly the barrier of professional development. To allow practitioners to develop leadership skills and the confidence to facilitate change continued professional development is essential to allow for new and current knowledge in keeping with the constantly developing world and improve quality and standards (Care Council Wales, 2016). Jovanovic, (2013) discuss the barriers to professional development being that despite increasing the staff skill set and knowledge having such highly qualified individuals are not reflected in their pay scale resulting in a high turnover of staff as they move on to professions where their pay reflects their qualifications. Additionally, there is then the funding to access further professional development, where settings would need additional funding to replace staff should they attend additional training, something which is not always readily available. However, it is good practice to accommodate continued professional develop due to roles within the early years that are every changing and the need to keep up to date (Burnham, 2016; Angelle, & DeHart, 2011).
Furthermore, hierarchy can also impact the motion to become a catalytic leader. There is a difference between management and leadership where, management takes control of the running of a setting, ensuring correct procedures and standards are followed. Whereas a leader can be anyone regardless of rile or position where a person empowers others to make change and foster growth. A leader will identify the need for change, investigate and discuss how to facilitate this change and communicate visions and concepts, creating plans to work with others to implement change, where as a manager may follow usual routine and be less susceptible to change (Cooper, 2020). Despite the knowledge surrounding the importance of leadership and practitioners having the confidence to become leaders of change, there is the confidence that is required to take such action often hindered by the fear overstepping the mark and taking on a role of those considered to be higher up within the system such as management. The understanding by all what leadership looks like and its importance will result in a shift of the culture surrounding hierarchy, where leadership within organisations aren’t restricted to a single leader but a team of skilled professionals capable to go forward and be equipped to provider leadership and change when needed (Zachery, 2011; Ankrum, 2016). 
In conclusion, where practitioners are inspired by the need for change and create opportunities to make this happen, they are becoming catalytic leaders helping to combat the sociological factors that influence children in the early years. Despite the barriers that hinder the success of catalytic leadership practitioners are continuing to make a difference to families in their care. 
Part two. 
The Children's Commissioner for Wales role how that role initiated the framework ‘The Right Way’.

There are many historical events that have changed the lives of children within the United Kingdom from world wars, the introduction of free healthcare, to the implementation of children’s rights and more recently COVD-19. A significant movement for children within Wales was the introduction of the Children’s Commissioner for Wales an institution established on 2001 to promote and safeguard the welfare and the rights of the child, this was the first of its kind seen within the United Kingdom. This change and introduction of such movement came as a response to the Victoria Climbie Inquiry and from the recommendation from the author of the inquiry, Lord Laming. The inquiry identified change needed to happen to ensure children’s rights were being heard, upheld and their views and interests listened to allowing children to be involved in decisions made that impact them. (Towler, 2013).

The Children’s Commissioner for Wales has a responsibility to the children within Wales protecting them, ensuring their rights are promoted and safeguarded. This role serves as an advocate for children, making their voices head and decision that are made have considered the views of the children whom which the change impacts (Clarke, 2002; Williams, 2013). The Children’s Commissioner does not have the power ensure issues are set right however they do have set duties where they are to give children the knowledge and awareness of how to contact office, seek children’s views on any developments that impact them and to produce annual reports reviewing issues arisen surrounding the rights and the welfare of the child (Hollingsworth, and Douglas, 2002; Williams, 2013). Rees, (2006) outlines that the information gathered by the Children’s Commissioner is relayed to the Welsh Government and all other relevant authorities involved in children’s rights and care, preparing recommendations that children have identified as concerns important to them and their peers. The commissioner’s role is to the be voice for the children and a platform for their views to be heard and actioned upon, communicate why children’s rights are important and analyse decisions made by public bodies and their impact on children’s rights (Murray, Swadener and Smith, 2020). 

A publication produced by the Children’s Commissioner for Wales entitled ‘The Right Way’. This publication is a practical framework for settings of education to support the development of children’s human rights approach. This approach can be adopted within all aspects of education, from early years to higher education and is not exclusive to government funded settings but also be adopted within home education settings (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, n.d). This framework is set out to help practitioners, parents and authorities meet their statutory duties in ensuring all laws and guidance surrounding children’s human rights are upheld. 

Jones. and Walker. (2011) agree that children’s human rights should be central to all planning and delivery of education and care and should be incorporated in all areas of learning. The Right Way framework came into place as part of a three-year plan to improve how children’s rights are considered and adhered too. The plan came in response to research surrounding the access children have to their rights in Wales including talking to children and adults about their rights and identifying the need for further focus on how to ensure children’s rights are at the forefront of everything within education and care. 

A survey was used to gain information on how children experience their rights in education and what the practitioners were saying about rights in education. Whilst the survey showed elements of children’s rights were being upheld there is need for improvement across all areas. Practitioners expressed more training is needed and it is evident where one quarter of the practitioners who took part in the survey stated they do not link children’s rights to the planning of the curriculum (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2018; Hollingsworth and Douglas 2001).
The Right Way framework has been written in a response to the UNICEF, (no date)’s legislation United Nations Convention on the Right of the Child (UNCRC) where children’s rights have been outlined and legislation states that every child is entitled to these rights upheld without discrimination. The framework written by the Children’s Commissioner will assist settings in ensuring that the UNCRC rights are embedded throughout early years equally and in a non-discriminatory way. This framework allows for a clear pathway to upholding children’s rights throughout the curriculum and gives practitioners accountability for rights in education. 

Understanding the theory surrounding the systems that influence children’s lives the Right Way Framework allows for theorist Bronfenbrenner’s vision to be implemented holistically. Hayes, Halpenny, and O’Toole, (2017) discuss that the change in environment has implications on the developing person such as family, friends, surrounding communities and practitioners who have regular influence in their lives. Understanding how the environment a child grows up in impacts their future life, ensuring those involved in children’s lives are aware of their rights and actively incorporating them into everyday life will ensure a strong foundation for growth and development. Within the early years, young children are beginning to discover abstract concepts such as their rights therefore need to experience their rights being a priority, being met and respected in every day practice in order to solidify that understanding. At the heart of the Right Way Framework the focus is on learning through experiencing their rights not learning about right. Additionally the voice of the parent is a key contributor in meeting children’s rights and understanding the central role families play is key, working with parents to be responsible for the rights of their child but also supporting them to recognise and understand fully how to meet and advocate for their child’s rights (Edinburgh, 2022)

However, there are challenges to upholding the rights of the child, one of which is inequality. All children have the right to an education, however the level of which they are educated is not equal. Providing children with equal opportunities within the setting is achievable, but in comparison to other settings there is the potential for the educational opportunities to be unequal (Howe, R.B. et al, 2018). O’Sullivan, (2020) discuss that poverty is the main contributor to this difference and has taken steps to combat this inequality within LEYF Nurseries. The LEYF early years setting offers high quality care to families which include 40% of the poorest families in the attempt to bridge the gap between the poorest of children receiving the poorest of care, and the richest receiving high quality of care. All children have the right to high quality care however with high quality care often comes high quality price and those families living in poverty are unable to access the same provisions as those not living in poverty. Additionally, families may not be able to afford to send their children to childcare settings until they are free, potentially missing out on those early childhood experiences as their peers should their families be unable to provide them with at home Choi, Hatton-Bowers, and Shin. (2022).

In conclusion, the introduction to The Right Way Framework has allowed for further education surrounding the rights of the child and how best to incorporate those rights into every day experiences opposed to teaching children about their rights. The framework is a straight forward document allowing for easy access and understanding surround the rights of the child and how education settings can develop their approach to children’s rights. Adopting this approach supports children’s rights and can be embedded right through from early years to higher education. Continued education surrounding the rights of the child can ensure children’s rights and needs are being met, however there is still different levels of how these rights are being met and the potential for inequal opportunities for children.  

Part three.

Poverty, a sociological contributor to childhood experiences and how as early years interventions are delivered. 

Within the early years, especially the first 1000 days, children’s growth and development it at its most crucial stage where children learn, grow, explore and make sense of the world around them. During this time children are vulnerable, and studies show that children who experience the early years with challenges are more likely to have difficulties later in life (Gradovski, M. et al., 2019) These challenges are known as sociological influences. Children face many challenges in their early years, of which one is the sociological aspect that contributes to the difficulty’s children face, poverty. Poverty in childhood presents as a lack of resources needed to enable the child to develop and thrive reaching their full potential. This is a result of the absence of essentials such as food, money, adequate living conditions and being safe and well cared for (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2020; Howe. et al. (2018). Poverty impacts children’s education and this impact can leave children at a disadvantage that is hard to overcome, often the poorest of families lack early years experiences to aid their readiness for school such as access to childcare, pre-school and playgroups. These experiences allow children opportunities to develop behavioural and cognitive skills, however those without opportunity to explore such activities are at a disadvantage (Bramley & Karley, 2007; Gradovski, M. et al. 2019). Within Wales the Flying Start programme set up to work within early years has been a movement to prioritise tackling poverty by the Welsh Government which delivers free childcare on a part time bases for two and three year olds, health visiting service of enhanced quality, support for parents and early language acquisition support. The approach targets the most disadvantaged areas within Wales however this is not without its flaws. As a result of the approach targeting specific areas, there comes the risk of excluding many other children who are living in poverty as a result of their geographical location, their address may not been in the poorest areas, however it does not exclude the chances of families within other areas living in other areas requiring supporting but unable to access due to not being within the programme catchment (National Assembly for Wales, 2018). 

Riley. et al. (2019) discuss that children who live in poverty are at higher risk of experiences Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACES). Another initiative used to tackle poverty and child hunger is the use of free school meals, up until recently families could access free school meals (FSM) should their house hold income fell under £16,190 in line with The Education Act 1996, The Welfare Reform Act 2012 and Children and Families Act 2014 where local authorities are instructed to provide a free school meal for the most disadvantaged families (Torfaen County Borough Council, n.d; Department for Education, 2023).

More recently, the Welsh Government has rolled out Universal Primary Free School Meals (UPFSM), where all primary age children will be entitled to a free school meal as a response to the cost of living crisis targeting the youngest children ensuring they have the opportunity for a hot meal whilst in school (Welsh Government, 2022). Gorard. (2012) and Hobbs, & Vignoles, A. (2010). explores attainment surrounding poverty, low income and free school meals outlining that the poorest families were those who achieved the lowest when obtaining G.C.S. E’s in comparison to those pupils considered to not be living in poverty. The FSM initiative and UPFSM are two effective ways to tackle poverty, however they are reliant on families applying for such provision. The barriers influencing family’s choice to apply often falls with discretion, parents are reluctant to apply for FSM due to pride, they may have experienced embarrassing situations themselves where they have to queue separate for their meals as a child or their peers knowing they are receiving a free meal. Combatting this, procedures have change with most schools using a cashless system reducing the need to exchange information, mark a register or form a separate line (Burt, 2021).
Additionally, despite free school meals being available to the poorest families, parents want to please their children. With this in mind another barrier to access to free school meals is that children do not want them, they prefer to bring a packed lunch with 49% of parents discussing their child’s wishes for alternative foods or not enjoying school food is the result of not accessing the free school meals (Bone and Hillard. 2022).
Early intervention is an essential tool to sociological contributors of childhood experiences including battling poverty. Successful intervention can lessen the negative impact poverty has on children and their future outcomes, bridging the gap between the achievement of children from poorer families in comparison to those not experiencing poverty (Sylva, et al., 2015). 
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