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Part 1.
Catalytic leadership is defined as a leadership style that does not dictate the way in which people should do something, but instead seeks to inspire and enable others in their leadership methods. A catalytic leader could be described as a leader who encourages others and does not judge them in their methodology (Bradt 2015).
Therefore, a practitioner using this style of leadership could be described as one who influences and speeds up approaches to the work which allows for a faster cycle on analysing and adapting to keep the work moving (Salimi no date). If we were to take this definition of a catalytic leader and put it in the Early Years setting, a catalytical practitioner would be one in this instance who would be continuously analysing and evaluating the practices of the setting in providing the best learning environment for the children in their care. Moreover, this approach to being analytical would also help the development of the other practitioners, a willingness to work alongside others in the setting by identifying what is being done well and where improvement is required potentially through the provision of ongoing or further training (Lalonde 2017).
For some practitioners, there is a lack of understanding around not only the definition of the word ‘leadership’, but also around different leadership styles and methodologies (Cooper 2014). It could be argued that this lack of understanding and a hesitancy to engage with ‘leadership’ could be due to the provision of training opportunities for the practitioner themselves when acquiring their qualifications (Tabberer 2013). Catalytic leaders can change the culture of an organisation through communicating a clear purpose and vision. 
The UNCRC (1989) underpins the legislative paper of The Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011, in that anyone who is caring for or working with children and young people in Wales has a duty to ensure that all children and young people have the right to meet their full potential (Welsh Government 2019). According to Education Scotland (2020) the Early Years settings provide both child-centred and adult-initiated learning experiences through providing clear, intentional planning and a use of play-based pedagogy. In Wales, there is a heavy emphasis on the use of play within Early Years settings, stating that play should be valued by all practitioners helping to promote active learners (Welsh Government 2008). However, many early years practitioners do not feel that they are given the same respect as their peers within the education setting due to perception that the early years setting is akin to ‘playschool’. This then creates despondent and undervalued practitioners, effecting their moral and effecting leadership within the setting (Moloney 2010).
Leadership is needed in Early Years settings, to ensure a high quality of provision and care for the children who attend the setting. It could be argued that catalytic leadership is required by the Early Years practitioners to build a relational form of leadership to help empower practitioners to influence children, the families, and their fellow practitioners to provide effective educational provision (Cooper 2014). Therefore, within the Early Years, practitioners need to be both trained and equipped in the definition of ‘leadership’ within their settings, that it is a coming together of stakeholders through clear communication and child-centric planning to engage children in their continuous learning (Gov.UK 2003). It could be argued that the statutory framework for the Early Years foundation stage (Department for Education 2021), provides practitioners clear guidelines. These set out the importance of children having a safe and secure base and encourages the practitioner to engage in maintaining high levels of quality care within their settings. It could be argued that the framework encourages practitioners to develop the leadership style and to be catalytic in their approach. Moreover, legislation brought in by the Welsh government seems to enforce the need for practitioners to be more professional and to develop further in their skills (Welsh Government 2019). However, according to research into Early Years practitioners’ beliefs around leadership it concluded that the practitioners’ definitions of leadership differed and that it equated to ‘being in charge’ and they didn’t see themselves as being in positions of authority within the setting. The problem was linked to the word, not to the practise (Clark 2012).
It could also be said that annual assessment processes via SASS (CIW 2021), set by Welsh Government, affords for the practitioner to engage in evaluating both the quality of the provision within their setting, along with their communication with the stakeholders of the setting and to evaluate their professional development (Protheroe 2016). This annual review should also afford for the practitioner to understand the community setting they are based in along with the sociological issues within their community, and to understand the impact that these will have on the development of the child and therefore the way in which they lead within their practise. This in turn should be catalytic in helping shape the provision of care, the leadership styles and skills required and highlight any training needs that are required (Dyer 2018).
It is difficult to predict future developments however practitioners have certainty in the knowledge that the pace of change is ever increasing, both through the development of the new curriculum in Wales, and in the communities and the lives of the children that the practitioners work with (Joiner 2017). This pace of change does affect practitioners who lead within settings, with a need for the practitioner to be agile and systematic in their leadership and approach to the work and stakeholders and to have a willingness to engage with ever evolving society (Kegan & Lehey 2001). Siraj-Blatchford & Swm (2013) take this further by suggesting that system leaders need to recognise behaviours and encourage change. In the Early Years setting this would require the practitioner to be able to listen and hear other stakeholders’ perspectives, and to encourage change to sustain effecting improvement systems. 
Where there is guided pedagogy that supports the children’s curiosity to learn alongside the development of meaningful social relationships involving community and parents in the child’s learning, the long-term effect on economic and health benefits is promoted (Trevarthen et al 2018). Early Years practitioners need to consider the sociological issues within the community that their setting is based as these issues can impact both the cognitive development and well-being of a child (Furlong et al 2012). Research into the impact of sociological issues that isolate a child in the early years of their development concluded that these children are more likely to suffer greater mental health problems along with behavioural issues (Matthew et al 2015). If Early Years practitioners are there to ensure that each child reaches their full potential then there is a need for the practitioner to think through their provision through systematic leader eyes which affords for there to be a holistic approach, taking all components involved in the child’s life and understanding how the interlock, communicate and effect one another (Shogar 2021).
In Wales, income poverty is the highest from the other nations in the UK (Welsh Government 2021a) with a large percentage of those living in a single parent family unit in social housing situations. The Welsh government set up the ‘Flying Start’ program as an Early Years anti-poverty program, with the view to help children who were in the lower 25% of poverty in Wales. However, a review of this program was taken in 2018, after stakeholders in this program stated that it had turned into a post code lottery and wasn’t achieving it’s aims of helping those children who were in need (Senedd Research 2021). 
The rise of alcohol misuse within the community in Wales is also a sociological factor that effects the home life and social isolation and cognitive development in the developmental stages of a child’s life (Taylor-Robinson et al 2018). The level of drinking in the community in families and in young teenagers has risen over the last two decades, promoting the Welsh Government to respond with legislative paperwork on how to support and help those who struggle with misusing alcohol (Welsh Government 2019a). However, this legislation does not consider the impact on the cognitive development of children exposed to alcohol levels in-utero (NHS 2021) and does not give guidance to Early Years practitioners on how to best support and help children who are impacted both developmentally, mentally and health wise because of this.
Practitioners need to be catalytic in their approach to pedagogies when working alongside children who may sit on the foetal alcohol spectrum and their families, as the adverse effects of this exposure manifests in different development stages of a child’s life (Lees et al 2020). However, we can see a shift in governments approach to this sometimes-hidden problem as they now seek to note and record how much alcohol is being consumed during pregnancy to try and record and learn more about foetal alcohol syndrome and the effects on the early development of a child (BBC 2022). Sociological issues require the Early Years practitioner to think outside of the box of their basic training to ensure good communication with all stakeholders involved in the setting (Ankrum 2016).
Adverse Childhood Experiences (known as ACEs) have been monitored and recognised as impacting the long-term development of children into adulthood (Public Health Wales 2016). It has long been recognised that a person who has experienced four or more ACE’s within in their lifetime are more likely to have long term neurological changes as well as an increased risk to difficulties both in their physical health and their mental health (Boullier & Blair 2018). Government have funded projects to help professionals to be ‘ACE-aware’ to both prevent and tackle ACEs in children and adults’ lives. However, in Sally Holland’s report (2018) she states some ‘pitfalls’ with the processes around collecting the information and the potential for it to become a tick box task that has no impact and trivialises trauma. She also notes that people might feel labelled and ostracised as being the perpetrator of the ACE in a child’s life, and therefore could feel victimised rather than helped. 
The ACEs review (Welsh Government 2021) also concluded that although there was a positive shift in the knowledge and awareness of ACEs within professional settings this had not fully impacted how professionals help children and adults who have experienced them. Moreover, it acknowledged that all ten ACEs with the policy were treated the same and that the policy had not helped to take away the negative factors around this subject matter. Moreover, for practitioners the policy does not offer any further training or provision of help as they seek to support and work with children and their families who have experienced trauma. However, there is a movement into programs such as trauma informed schools where Local Authorities are starting to use this program as a way of helping to equip practitioners in this subject matter (Herrenkhol et al 2010). This sort of equipping is vital for practitioners as they seek to develop their leadership styles and communication in order to support both the children and families within their setting, to create systematic provision that has a long-term effect and helps promote life-long learners. 
Part 2.
The UNCRC (1989) underpins all the legislation and polices that cover the rights of children in the UK (Unicef no date). The Convention refers to every child and under Article 2 of the UNCRC (1989) does not discriminate in any form despite a child’s background or family position within society.  An important clause of the Convention is inclusion. If we were to take inclusion and put it in the context of an Early Years setting, this would mean to have maximum participation and minimal exclusion from the provision of Early Years settings. Inclusion also refers to social inclusion; with research highlighting the effects of social exclusion on a child’s development. Social exclusion has been proved to have a direct correlation to adverse circumstances in a child’s life and into adulthood. This manifests in ways such as poverty, illness, social housing and can have a negative effect on education attainment (Nutbrown et al 2010). Therefore, it is imperative that these articles of rights are adhered to and put into policy to ensure that every child is given the opportunities that they have the rights to. 
The Children Act (2004) brought about the beginning of the Children’s Commissioners, after it was proposed through the Lambing enquiry, which came about due to the mishandling of the Victoria Climbie case. Here it was evidenced that the voice of the child was not listened to, neither were agencies involved communicating effectively to share information around the case. One of the key elements of the introduction of the Children’s Commissioners was to both safeguard and promote the rights of children and young people under the Care Standards Act (2000) (Towler 2013). The report went on to recommend that the government created a ministerial ‘Children and Families Board’ that would work at the heart of the government. Each nation in the UK has an appointed Children’s Commissioner, who is culturally aware of that nation they work in as well as proactively listening to the sociological issues that effect children in both their development and their wellbeing (Lambing 2003).
Furthermore, it is evidenced that ‘The Every Child Matters’ (2004) Act aims to ensure that every child has the opportunity to fulfil their full potential, regardless of their background or situation. One of the aspects that the Act focuses on is the reduction of educational failure, and within the five outcomes that mattered the most to children, they wanted to be protected from harm and neglect and wanted to be able to enjoy and achieve; having the opportunities to develop lifelong skills into adulthood to get the most out of their lives (DFES 2003). There is a clear correlation from legislation set out by both the report and the Act that take into consideration the children’s rights both within their community and within education and subsequently into Early Years settings, particularly with the provision of the Children’s Commissioners to consider the voice of the child (Gov.UK 2015).

In Wales, as part of the devolved powers, children and young people’s rights are embedded into the law through The Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011, which underlines the commitment that Wales must ensure the rights of the child set out in the UNCRC (1989) are met. This ensures that ministers must consider the rights of the child when developing and reviewing legislation and policy, as well as ensure that the people of Wales understand and know about the rights of the child in policy (Welsh Government 2022a). Furthermore, the Children’s Commissioner went on to review the Children’s Rights in Wales policy and developed the Children’s Rights Scheme (2021) which seek to take the rights further in ensuring that there is direct communication and engagement with children, parents, and carers, looking at the Early Years approach and underpinning the new Welsh curriculum in educational settings. 
The Children’s Commissioner’s Report: ‘The Right Way’ (2017), highlights the sociological issues that children and young people face living in Wales and makes reference to the legislation in place currently in Wales to ensure the rights of children and young people in Wales. However, the report states that even though these policies are in place, in practise in Wales, this is not effective in communities. The Social Services and Wellbeing Act (Wales) Act 2014 was developed to ensure that children and young people have access to good health care, ensuring their inclusivity socially and educationally to promote their wellbeing and helping to promote their lifelong learning in accordance with Article 24 of the UNCRC (1989). However, according to ‘The Right Way’ (2017) report, children in Wales are not consistency receiving the best provision in health. Likewise, the Well-being and Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 also refers to provision of effective development that is sustainable to help promote cognitive and well-being development in a child’s life in accordance with Article 29 of the UNCRC (1989). However, again the Children’s Commissioners report disagrees that this provision is once again being offered to all children in Wales, or that the standard of quality is the same across the Local Authorities. 
Article 19 of the UNCRC (1989) states that every child has the right to be protected from violence, abuse and neglect by a parent or any other adult. It can be noted that as the rights of the child are enshrined in Welsh law, in conjunction with the work of the Children’s Commissioner, that the voice of the child has been heard on this through the introduction of new policy and legislation to end physical punishment in Wales (Welsh Government, 2022b). This new law ensures that children have the same rights as a adult in law when it comes to acts of physical violence and abuse towards them, with the removal of ‘reasonable punishment’ as a form of defence for an adult. The Children’s Commissioner for Wales, Professor Sally Holland’s manifesto when she came into post was to lobby the Senedd and have a cross party unified on removing the ‘reasonable punishment’ clause from law to ensure that children were protected in the same way by law as adults were (Wales Online 2015). There is considerable evidence to show that violent acts against children can be counted as an Adverse Childhood Experience in their life that can cause long term effects on their physical and educational development along with their mental health and overall wellbeing, which can create a continuum cycle down generations if measures aren’t put in place to help change (Child Welfare Information Gateway No Date). 
During the covid-19 pandemic, the UN estimated that there would be over a million preventable deaths globally due to the preventative measures of lockdowns to stop the spread of the virus (United Nations 2020), which include those children in homes where there is violence. A report commissioned to investigate the effects of the lockdown on children experiencing ACEs during the pandemic recorded that there were more stressors on families during the pandemic, specifically lockdowns. It also reported that the lockdown affected access to services that would be there to help and took away what is referred to as protective factors that help promote resilience such as schools, sports clubs etc (Newbury 2020). 
There is a concern by some parents and members of the Welsh Government that this new law will ostracise and make families who are on the edge feel unable to ask for help due to the fear of being prosecuted. It is evident that the government have tried to reassure parents and create resources to help families to be supported but does it go far enough to give actual on the ground help to families in need and moreover does it fully help those children who are in adverse family situations (Welsh Government 2022).
The Welsh Government have committed to the provision of 30 hours of free childcare for working parents for 48 weeks of the year (Welsh Government 2015). This provision of quality care that is affordable and accessible was part of the governments overall plan to help encourage parents, particularly mothers, back in to work to help build and strengthen the economy (Davies 2019). It could be argued that this policy looks more at providing childcare to ensure that parents are able to go out to work and does not consider the voice of the child and what’s best for their care. Moreover, the Children’s Commissioner for Wales is calling on the Welsh Government to consider expanding the provision to non-working benefits, as childcare provision goes further than meeting a need for working parents. Research shows that for children in deprived areas, quality childcare facilities can provide short term and long-term benefits in their social, emotional, and cognitive development (Hillman & Williams no date). The Commissioner’s concern is that those children from poorer backgrounds are start school 10 months behind than those children from families who have more finance (Children’s Commissioner for Wales 2022). 
It could be argued that the Welsh Government have taken Early Years provision seriously in providing the Flying Start program (Welsh Government 2017). This program brings a child-centric approach, looking to work together with both educators and the parents or carers in the child’s life. The program target families on low income living in socioeconomical depravation to offer both quality care, health visitor provision, speech and language development and support for the families. However, critics of the program have stated that since it is geographically based and provided by the local authority (Thomas 2018). The concerns raised go on to state that those two thirds of those families who live in deprived situations fall outside of the local authority geographical areas for the Flying Start program, therefore not providing to all children and not fulfilling its purpose (National Assembly of Wales no date).
It is evident that the appointment of the Children’s Commissioner for Wales is having a positive effect on not only listening to the children in Wales but also in lobbying and helping to ensure that their rights are in law. The key five principles that the Commissioners work seeks to do it to embed children’s rights, provide equality and be non-discriminatory, empowering children, encourage participation and be accountable (Children’s Commissioner for Wales 2022). We can see that Welsh government have created laws and policy that put the child first and take on ‘The Right Way’ (2017) policy, however we have also seen evidence that as good as it is to have these policies in place, the out working of the policy has not always been considered or worked to help support all children particularly those children in adverse or deprived circumstances in the community.
Part 3.
Sociological issues can have an adverse effect on a child’s development; cognitively, physically, and emotionally and impacts their over-all wellbeing (Welsh Government 2017a) The sociological factors make up what is known as Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) which are known to have an impact on a child as a whole. Research into ACEs shows the impact of both one ACE on a child’s life, and it goes on to conclude that if a child is to experience four or more ACEs during their formative years of development that the long-term effects on a child through to adulthood are long lasting (Bellis. M no date) The research shows that ACEs lead to poor health, cancers and heart problems, depression, substance misuse, violence mental health issues and an early death rate.
One sociological issue that is fast rising in the children and young people in the UK is mental health issues, with three children in every classroom having a diagnosable mental health illness (NHS digital 2018).  One in ten young people in Wales suffers with a mental health issue, with mental health being one of the most common discussion points raised with the Children’s Commissioner of Wales by children and young people themselves along with parents and carers (National Assembly of Wales, 2018). Research shows that ACEs and mental health issues and interlinked, as adverse childhood experiences impact the development of resilience in the developmental stage of a child’s life, leading to a higher possibility of mental health illness (Hughes. K et al 2018). 
According to research by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2018) one key factor to poor mental health in children and young people was the level of poverty in Wales, although slowly declining over the last 20 years, remains the highest in the UK, specifically among prisoners and lone parents (Barnard. H 2018). There is research to show that there is a direct correlation between children who live in lower income families and poor mental health which has a lifelong impact into adulthood effecting employment (Mental Health Foundation 2022). 
Another factor that effects mental health in children and young people in Wales is rural living with one in three people living is a rural setting compared with one in five in England. Living in rural communities means that there are less services, particularly metal health services for people to access, along with deprivation in the communities (Gartner. A 2007). It can also be seen that living in rural areas can bring about isolation which conflicts with the UNCRC (1989) which encourages the rights of the child to be inclusive in all aspects of life. 
Welsh Government have set targets to ensure that provision is in place for people to access services towards their mental health illness through policy, legislation, and law. They state that they aim for 80% of people to access services within six months of referral, however there are people waiting for 12 months or longer, and this target was not met between April 2019 and April 2020 (Mind 2021). This evidences the difficulty that families have in accessing mental health provision and early interventions. It is noted that these services are difficult for families to access the support and families spend a lot of time being sent from service to service without receiving any help. 
This was further evidenced through research led by the Children’s Commissioner of Wales (2020) and produced a paper called ‘No Wrong Door’. The paper suggests that services need to work together to ensure that families have a wraparound of care, and for agencies to work together on this. Moreover, the Covid-19 pandemic had saw an increase in provision of mental health services required by families in Wales. There is not research available to date to be able to evidence the long-term impact that the pandemic has had and will have on children and young people in Wales, but we can see that services that were extended during the pandemic, such as a 24-hour listening service, give a nod to the fact that there will be an increase in a need for effective services (Welsh Government 2022c). 
Furthermore, the Children’s Commissioner (2018) stated in the ‘Mind over Matter’ paper that the Welsh Government in their evaluation of services to support both mental health and resilience in children and young people, that it was not as simply as re-framing the current systems into something new. It is evident that the Welsh Government have taken these suggestions and are listening to the voice of the child with the new curriculum for Wales (2020a). One of the main focuses of the new curriculum is health and well-being, looking at developing a holistic approach to both of these. There is focus on the physical and mental health and building resilience and to encourage schools to foster a whole-school approach to this. Moreover, there is evidence to show that due to the pandemic, education has been disrupted, with vulnerable children and young people, and those with ALN, not receiving the support in their education as they needed, and there is a real concern by health care professionals and educators that more children have slipped into the vulnerable category than were there previously (Welsh Government 2021b). 
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