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Catalytic Leadership: rights, resilience and social change
Section 1
When considering the meaning of what catalytic leadership is, Siraj and Hallet (2014) and Botrill (2018) believe that practitioners within the early years can challenge traditional ideas of who is a leader and how leadership occurs.  Change is a driver to produce improvement in quality (Siraj and Hallet, 2014) however, instead of imposing change through directive, hierarchical leadership from above, a catalytic leader influences those around them through sustained, progressive actions.  Botrill (2018) stresses that to orchestrate change practitioners should have faith in themselves, belief in their own values and resist outcome driven, leading from the top attitudes that can be found in schools for example.  This is echoed by Siraj and Hallet (2014) where they compare the nature of leadership in early years settings, with schools that are made up of top-down hierarchical structures, suggesting that it may be easier or more common to find a shared, inclusive community style of leadership in the former.    Furthermore, McDowall Clark and Baylis (2012) agree that the early years is better suited to a catalytic form of leadership as it is a sector based on values and suggests that practitioners may be averse to leading in a conventional authoritarian way, however, need support to use their experience and sensitivity to lead from within.  The reason for practitioners and teachers’ lack of confidence, according to Cooper (2014), when exploring leadership in the early years, is that although many already reflect practices relevant to leadership and work as a community of practitioners, they are not aware of the opportunity to lead or feel it is not their place due to the hierarchical systems in the settings.    Cooper (2014) and McDowall Clark (2012) both agree that historical ideas of what leadership entails (for example aligned with power and authority) have influenced practitioners understanding and view of their own status as not in a position to lead.  However, McDowall Clark (2012) shows in the study undertaken with Early Years Practitioner students who have been educated to degree level, are more aware of how to use their knowledge to make change without needing a position of authority or management.  Although Cooper (2014) accepts catalytic leadership as described by McDowall Clark (2012) emphasises the process of making changes from within, notably, in contrast, Cooper (2014) mentions that teachers earn authority through catalytic leadership, which could be interpreted as at odds to McDowall Clark’s (2012) definition.  
It is critical, according to Nicholson et al. (2018) that the style of leadership in early years reflects and understands the changes and diversity of society and the influence it can have on families’ wellbeing.  Musgrave (2017) highlights how Bronfenbrenner’s theory of the ecological systems within which societal factors such as government policy and economic forces can filter down and impact young children.  With evidence of the social, physical and health impacts that poverty (Save the Children, 2021) can have on children, Nicholson et al. (2018) and McDowall Clark (2012) both believe that early years practitioners must be aware of viewing themselves as in a position to be agents of change and able to address how to improve, work with families and challenge social injustice.  Within children’s centres, Siraj and Hallet (2014) claim that shared or distributed leadership is necessary due to the many services that families may need to access.  This would suggest that there could be opportunities for catalytic leadership to occur from different members of the team, especially as they may have differing expertise and knowledge.  The use of Vygotsky’s theory of proximal development could be applied to how practitioners could scaffold and model to others within their setting how to become a catalytic leader and understand what that means (McDowall Clark, 2012).  McDowall Clark and Baylis (2012) give an example of this from a case study where a practitioner uses knowledge of child development to model and gently influence another practitioner when dealing with behaviour, who has a fixed idea of practice and initially does not agree with using a different method.  Through this example, McDowall Clark and Baylis (2012) accept that being an agent for change is not necessarily easy, however demonstrate that with confidence it can inspire change without seeking to undermine (McDowall Clark, 2012).     
The need for responsive, sociologically aware practitioners who can lead through example to help mitigate the sociological factors that are impacting on children’s lives is fundamental in the early years (McDowall Clark, 2012).  Marmot (2020) clearly demonstrates how inequality in society produces a negative effect which filters down to children’s health and wellbeing, for example government policy on austerity with cuts in funding for children’s centres, lack of affordable housing leading to an increase in homelessness and increased poverty and lack of jobs in particular regions all contribute.  As each country, region, local community, and family are inter-related, Whalley and Allen (2011) believes early years settings and practitioners should recognise this and therefore through positive relationships work to address these challenges.  Nicholson et al. (2018) digs deeper into the reasons why it is so important for catalytic leadership to not just improve the quality of provision for early years and children, by stating that practitioners must be active in challenging inequalities in society which are always changing.  Nicholson et al. (2018) also highlights how issues of hierarchy, low pay and marginalisation of the early years workforce demands a leadership which is responsive, has a voice and questions the reality of early years, within the context of children’s rights and practitioner’s responsibility towards the community.   
Early years practitioners, according to Dyer (2018) who have theoretical knowledge and understanding of child development can identify and meet the needs of the children in their care, however, believes they are often not able to articulate or communicate why, due to lack of professional training.  For example, due to a practitioner’s tacit knowledge, they will understand that it is important to provide access to free breakfast clubs for children who are coming into a setting hungry, but perhaps not be able to directly link this to the theory of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs as explained by Noltemeyer et al. (2012).  Dyer (2018) also gives an example of a practitioner who understands the importance of creating a bond with young children but who doesn’t go as far as to justify this with Bowlby’s attachment theory.  Noltemeyer et al. (2012) believes that this ability to understand and justify practice with theory is important when needing to influence others and inform policy.  Similarly, Whalley and Allen (2011) describe practitioners as needing to be agents that are active in shaping leadership and reform within the early years through their professionalism.  Through the creation of the Early Years Practitioner Status and other qualifications that incorporate the understanding of leadership within practice, Whalley and Allen (2011) believe that practitioners can accelerate change, however, point out that this is done through having strong relationships with others and using persuasion to engage and model behaviour.    
Ken Robinson (HundrED, 2016) describes a leader’s role within school settings as being a person that can be an inspiration to others through their disposition and personality.  Furthermore, Robinson identifies that schools are organic – created by the people and community, and leaders that enable growth and a culture of connectivity must understand the “conditions to flourish” therefore creating a “climate of possibility” (HundrED, 2016).  These principles can be applied to a practitioner’s everyday experiences within an early years setting. Garvey (2018) states that practitioners are in an ideal position, with the daily contact between parents and children, coupled with supportive understanding, knowledge and skills to build relationships with families, to make positive connections and help parents to feel empowered.  The vision of the Te Whariki curriculum of New Zealand which has at its core the principles of family and community, relationships, holistic development and empowerment (New Zealand Government, 2017), place emphasis on practitioners and the community weaving a support system together and creating meaningful interactions.  Therefore, to truly fulfil the role of a catalytic leader within this community, practitioners need to reflect, listen to and work in partnership with families – how? – by practitioners showing them that they care and want to make a difference (Botrill, 2018).  Botrill (2018) goes further to state that if through practitioner knowledge, it is clear that there is a need, for example support for parenting skills, then practitioners must step up to the challenge and make a change or “be the change” (Botrill, 2018, p. 125) and not assume that someone else will.  This being said, it is important to consider how an effective early years team can rise to meeting the many challenges facing them, their parents and children and the wider community they are living in.  For example, when discussing effective collaboration, Heffernan (2015) stresses that to build a team and create bonds it takes time and respect, through bringing out the best in others and valuing what each person can contribute.  As early years settings can often consist of a broad range of personalities and experience as well as qualifications, a catalytic leader must demonstrate an awareness of social capital which fosters trust (Heffernen, 2015) and credibility to enable transformation to happen without creating conflict within the team (Toomer et al., 2018).  However, leading catalytically is not necessarily easy; Toomer et al. (2018) explains that for colleagues to become onboard first they must have trust and therefore feel safe to make changes.  This takes time, and how people react emotionally is an important factor to consider according to Romadona and Setiawan (2021) who relate the human reaction to transformational change to the Kubler-Ross cycle of grief.    By being aware of emotional reactions that can occur when faced with change, such as denial, frustration, and depression (Elizabeth Kubler-Ross Foundation, 2022), effective leaders will be able to support others within the setting, with gentle persuasion through a slow process that takes time (Jarvis, George and Holland, 2013).  Due to the range of differing qualifications and experience as well as cultural backgrounds of the adults working in early years settings (Dyer, 2018), it may be challenging for practitioners to be brave especially when up against negative or ingrained practice, however Toomer et al. (2018) highlights that a catalytic leader is unselfish and instead concerned with improvement of the whole team.
In a study of preschool teachers by Tatalovic Vorkapic (2012) on personality, similar traits were identified to those of effective catalytic leaders such as sensitivity to those around them, emotionally stable and patient.  Tatalovic Vorkapic (2012) argues that this contributes to how practitioners in the early years are suited and well placed to meet the needs of the children in their care.  Using these qualities, practitioners can apply their knowledge to instigate changes that will support children and their families to face the challenges and difficult situations they may experience in their lives.  For example, understanding the importance that a connection with nature and sense of belonging this can create, through regular outdoor experiences can make to those who need help to regulate their emotions, White (2020).  A catalytic leader will have the confidence and ability to overcome challenge through resourcefulness and positive attitudes – skills that White (2020) explains are needed by children to build resilience in their lives in a world of certain change.               
        











Section 2
The last century has seen societies attitudes towards children and respect for their rights alter dramatically, for example the creation of the London Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children in 1884 which government responded to through the first Children Act 1889 to protect children from mistreatment (Jarvis, George and Holland, 2013).  Often it has been key events such as war or the horrific killing of a child (NSPCC, 2021) that have highlighted the plight of children within a changing society, prompting government legislation to evolve.  However, Jarvis, George and Holland (2013) warn that practitioners should not always take policy at face value but be mindful that economic and social problems are changing constantly and ensure that they use opportunities to question the systems that are in place with the needs of the child put first.  With the drafting of and then declaration in 1924 of the Rights of the Child by Eglantyne Jebb (Save the Children, 2022) it could be suggested that she was the first ever Children’s Commissioner, speaking up for children’s rights and creating a vision to protect and work for the rights of children across the world.  Following the creation of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child in 1989 (UNICEF, ND) Wales lead the United Kingdom (UK) when it appointed the first UK Children’s Commissioner, Peter Clark in 2001, followed by Northern Ireland and Scotland (Batty, 2005).  England however were slower to appoint their commissioner, following the Laming Report into the death of Victoria Climbie, a recommendation was made and then established through the Children Act 2004.  
When comparing the roles of the children’s commissioners in Wales and England, the two roles have slightly varying aims and focuses, for example, the Welsh commissioner’s principal aim, “is to safeguard and promote the rights and welfare of children” (Welsh Government, 2021) and is appointed by including children and young people in the process of selection and a cross party panel.  England do not seem to involve children in the appointment of their commissioners, with panel members from the Department for Education and other areas (HM Government, 2020) and differ on the emphasis on children’s rights within the person specification – and although the current commissioner claims to act independently (Children’s Commissioner, 2022) she is sponsored by the Department for Education.  Although both the Welsh and English Children’s Commissioners work on behalf of children and young people to champion their rights in society, and both have highlighted in their 20-21 report Wales (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2022) and 21-22 report England (Children’s Commissioner, 2022) how they have gathered information and views from children – they both had slightly different perspectives and angles.
The Coronavirus and Me survey (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2020) took a rights of the child view and collected information and opinions from children who had experienced many restrictions to their rights during lockdown.  Although the Children’s Commissioner for Wales is independent from Government, they joined with Welsh Government and two other children and youth organisations to consult children, gain an insight into their experiences during the pandemic.  The information collected, gave an opportunity for Welsh Government to make evidence informed decisions (Children’s Commissioner Wales, 2020) along with the second consultation in January 2021 (Children’s Commissioner Wales, 2021) which took into account children’s views and impact on rights. This was of benefit when Welsh Government was looking at imposing or lifting certain restrictions and also putting in place support for children’s well-being (Welsh Government, 2021).  The scale of the two consultations by the Children’s Commissioner for Wales reached nearly 24,000 in the first survey and over 19,000 children and young people in the second.  In comparison, England’s Children’s Commissioner spoke to a much smaller sample of children (between 1000 and 2000) and concentrated mainly on levels of stress experienced due to the pandemic (Children’s Commissioner, 2022).  These differences are highlighted by Holt and Murray (2021) where England’s Children’s Commissioner is shown to place more emphasis on the pandemic’s impact on attainment of disadvantaged children with school closures.  However, within the relatively small number of personal accounts from children during Covid that the Children’s Commissioner for England has highlighted, Holt and Murray (2021) illustrate that children have had very varied experiences which have gone beyond the issue of missed schooling and suggest that further research is required.      
In contrast to the specifically Covid related surveys that the Children’s Commissioner for Wales has overseen, the Children’s Commissioner for England launched a post-pandemic national survey of children (Children’s Commissioner, 2022).  The survey asked a broad spectrum of questions covering six different aspects of children’s lives and ensured that those children from vulnerable groups were able to be heard.  What stands out from the Coronavirus and Me surveys is that each section of the Big Ask survey (Children’s Commissioner, 2021) has a response from the Commissioner and recommendations for Government policy.  This demonstrates how children’s voices are being listened to but also acted on.         






















Section 3
No matter where they are growing up, children and their families face many challenges due to sociological factors which can have an impact on their life experiences.  These sociological factors, such as financial poverty, housing issues, trauma, employment (or lack of) can interact to cause physical and mental health challenges (Siraj and Hallet, 2014).  In the Early Intervention report, Allen (2011) believes that the negative effects of sociological factors such as deprivation can be passed down from one generation to the next, with outcomes that lead to drink and drug misuse, wasted potential and broken families.  However, Allen (2011) goes on to argue that with targeted, early intervention, many aspects can be prevented or can improve the emotional and social foundations for children to grow and thrive.    Unfortunately, according to Marmot et al. (2020) nearly a decade after the Allen (2011) report, even before the Covid 19 pandemic hit, social determinants of health have not improved despite Allen’s (2011) positivity and recommendations towards intervention – in fact those in areas of deprivation were shown to have more inequality from social factors and less positive health outcomes.     
Why is early intervention important? According to Welsh Gov (2010) early years practitioners are often the first point of contact and can assess the needs of families and children then put them in touch with the most suitable intervention for support through multi agency working to improve their wellbeing.  One of the sociological factors that is being seen on a large scale currently, are mass migration of people due to fleeing their home country because of the devastation of war.  Children who have been exposed to the effects of war or conflict have already had negative impacts on their mental, emotional and physical wellbeing from violence or persecution (Lawrence, Kaplan and Collard, 2019) however, those that become refugees face extra challenges also.  Once settled in a new, often completely different cultural environment, refugee children and their families come up against issues such as language barriers, adjusting to entering a new school, understanding different cultural and social attitudes, poverty and discrimination (Lawrence, Kaplan and Collard, 2019).  Denov and Shevell (2019) agree, stating that stress caused through the direct experiences of war can be made worse because of travelling to resettle and the experiences once they have migrated to a different country.  According to the UK Trauma Council (2021) children who have fled from their country may also have been separated from family members or have stressful family situations due to the trauma that parents or family are suffering.  These experiences can mean children feel fear, helplessness and loss (Rae, 2022 and UK Trauma Council, 2021) therefore will display challenging behaviour, suffer from depression and lack motivation to engage in education (Welsh Government, 2020).  In this situation, early years practitioners are ideally placed to provide practical support and care, for example understanding that one type of intervention that works for one child may not be suitable for another (Rae, 2022).  
Welsh Government (2020) in a review of interventions used during various mass disruptions and disasters, highlight the importance of family and community, to provide a protective, social support.  Unfortunately, Threadgold et al. (2008) found in the report on immigration in South Wales, that in areas where there were high levels of migrants, communities that seemed to appear well integrated were hiding many that felt vulnerable and isolated.  However, there have been early intervention initiatives (Early Intervention Foundation, 2022) that show how in Welsh towns and communities (and in England), local families are involved in the meaningful planning and delivering of services to drive and support change, with the emphasis of running projects themselves.  Practitioners could take an active part in talking to refugee families and children by listening to what they need (Rae, 2022) (UNICEF, ND) and placing value on what they are interested in and being the bridge that connects them to local groups and community initiatives such as the examples in the Maturity Matrix (Early Intervention Foundation, 2022). Supporting displaced families and children through close connections with the local community is in line with the goals set by the Well-being and Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 (Welsh Government 2015) and if done with understanding (Rae, 2022), will contribute to building safe sanctuaries and relationships.  The Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2022), Sally Holland highlights the research which demonstrates the importance of positive relationships in supporting children who have experienced trauma, or adverse experiences.  Denov and Shevell (2019) warn however, that practitioners must be aware of the vital part that parents and family members play in providing mental well-being for children and therefore if a parent is not coping well this will have a negative impact on the outcomes of young refugees.  With this is mind, Denov and Shevell (2019) suggest that interventions that involve a holistic view of the family through social work and art can be a way of exploring, processing and healing trauma, however stress that any practitioners should work in collaboration with families, empowering them by being culturally respectful and sensitive of what they have been through.
Within early years settings and schools, practitioners can be catalysts for change by breaking down barriers and discrimination often created by misconception and the media (Threadgold et al., 2008).  Holmes (2022) advocates that through correct information which educates children and families that are seeing refugees arriving into their local communities, practitioners can help to prevent hate, and instead welcome and promote understanding.  Rae (2022) recommends schools and settings display posters to inform staff and children how small acts can create an environment that is safe and where refugees can feel included, for example using multi-lingual signs to make it easier for children to participate.  As government and charity resources are stretched, UK Trauma Council (2021) believes that joint working between practitioners, those in education and other organisations must play a part in promoting awareness of trauma experienced by refugee children.  Local voluntary support groups Hope not Hate (2022), can provide a link between schools and early years settings that want to take action, such as donating and wrapping Christmas presents, or organising fun days in conjunction with schools (Hay, Brecon and Talgarth Sanctuary for Refugees, 2022).                 
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