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Section 1

In the Cambridge Dictionary (2023), a catalyst is defined as something that leads to a change or an event or a person that has an enthusiastic energy and allows and encourages a similar reaction from other people. According to the University of Cambridge (no date), the true definition of leadership is varied, yet it tends to be somebody that influences and aspires to others around them. However, Professor John Burgoyne (2010) states that some people are born with attributes and traits that set them apart from others and have characteristics that ultimately make them better suited to lead, meaning great leaders are born to lead, not made. 

However, in a study conducted by McDowall Clark (2012), it was found that practitioners in Early Years settings had a lack of confidence in a leadership role and felt as though they had ‘imposter syndrome’ and assumed leading was about taking charge and directing others and awareness of practitioners’ lack of authority to lead others and make a change due to their official role within their setting. Similarly, Cooper (2014) also recognises the misconceptions that leadership entails within the early year's sector, as teachers must challenge their ability to lead on a daily basis and embed it into their everyday practice. Practitioners should have the knowledge and understanding to allow themselves to take leadership regardless of their official role within the sector.

Practitioners lead settings daily in early year practices but, due to not having an official managerial role, may not see themselves as leaders within a role which may suggest that school settings must promote catalytic leadership as opportunities to inspire change in children and adults within the settings whatever the position of leadership (McDowall Clark, 2012). This statement is supported by Siraj and Hallet (2014) as they claim that individuals who view themselves as catalytic leaders can create changes due to their actions and inspire others with their vision and how to provide better futures for children within the Early Years. Practitioners working in Early Years sector have an understanding that their role is not just to educate children. It is to provide support to children and their families and understand the importance of effective practice for children and their families and know what intervention children may need and how best to move forward with the support of their families and practitioners (Kivunja, 2015).

As effective is essential for a catalytic leader in educational settings to have high communication and team-leading skills. However, some practitioners believe there is a hierarchy of power in some settings that follow a dictator style of leadership and practitioners that do not have an ‘official’ leadership role consider that they are not respected and listened to, and thought of as part of a whole school team enough in comparison with someone that is part of a leadership role (Technological University Dublin, 2019).

Reggio Emilia Australia (2022) states that the role of a ‘leader’ is not a system of hierarchy of responsibilities or related to power and control; instead, allowing a workforce to thrive and succeed off practitioners who are all critical thinkers and want the best possible outcomes in all situations no matter the control over the result and are practitioners who can openly see others’ point of view and accept them as well as presenting their views and ideas. By becoming a leader in Early Year settings, practitioners must have an understanding of the community and different backgrounds of the children in their settings and to have an impact on the learning outcomes of all children and create a difference in every child’s life (Hadfield, Jopling, and Needham, 2015).

Catalytic leaders should have a clear vision and a purpose for their organisation and use these characteristics within their cooperation in their settings to inspire change and communicate clearly with others as a team whilst empowering each other and those around them positively. Confident leadership within educational settings leads to positive change within the whole setting from practitioners to children, and even their families, and to better results and outcomes for all children within the settings and develop knowledge for all practitioners to improve practice across the whole setting (Lindon, 2012).

As a catalytic leader, Ella Baker highlighted a model of leadership and how valuable it is to work within communities and promote change and how others in the community would like to see change and how that would happen with the power of community. However, some communities may contain individuals in a position of power or leadership and must work with people in communities to drive change (Parker, 2020).

As leaders, practitioners should be aware of the sociological factors that impact children in their early years. One of these critical factors is bullying, which a person or group may cause. Bullying may occur due to the way someone looks, what they may believe in, or the different ethnicity or background they may come from. The individual/s bullying may be doing so due to a lack of attention at home and lashing out or having a sense of power and privilege over another individual (Second Step, 2020). Practitioners may use Baker’s style of leadership and work alongside other multi-agency workers within the community to solve sociological factors that may be impacting children and the detrimental effect on their health and well-being (HM Government, 2006).

Leaders are aware of the risks they take and the vulnerability involved within their role. They encourage others around them to be risk-takers, and leaders within Early Years settings should provide and encourage opportunities for other practitioners to challenge the social and political construction of identity and knowledge (Davis, Krieg, and Smith, 2015, p.144). Early Year practitioners must raise the standards of schools, raise achievements, and support practitioners and their performance within the settings. These are all attributes that great leaders have, and also practitioners that work with children on a daily basis. Whether official leaders or not, everybody working in a school wants the best outcome and results across the setting (Aubrey, 2015).

Although teachers and practitioners want the best for every child in their settings and to be inspiring social justice leaders, however the working pressures that they are under and the intense targets to meet and inspections do not allow practitioners to do so some of the time and do not have the commitment to lead others and inspire change within their setting (Gandolfi & Mills, 2019).

In conclusion, some practitioners take on leadership roles within their settings, whether they are in an official leadership role or not. Although some practitioners may not be confident in leading, pressures should be lessened within the setting to allow practitioners the opportunity to become catalytic leaders within their settings to create positive changes and inspire those around them. 
Section 2

In Wales, the Children’s Commissioner agreed to become a point of reference for children of all ages across the country and to have a chairperson that will stand and become a voice for all children. The children’s commissioner for Wales is an institute that is independently established in Wales in 2001 by the Care Standards Act 2000. The first country in the United Kingdom to appoint a children’s commissioner to promote the rights and welfare and to safeguard the lives of all children and young people across Wales (Save the Children, no date). The post of Children’s Commissioner allowed power to take problems and represent any matters of interest that may occur affecting the rights and welfare of children across Wales to the Welsh Ministers and to review and report ways children are safeguarded and whether to publish a report or not to disclose the findings out of the report and how to move forward from it (legislation, 2001).

The first Children’s Commissioner was appointed for Wales in 2001 was Peter Clarke, who spent time developing and appointing the correct people to build the team around him by engaging closely with children and young people around him. Peter Clarke was able to raise the concerns of children across Wales and their problems and use this information in his work as a Commissioner (Senedd, 2008). Peter Clarke worked closely with Norway as it became the first country to establish a commissioner for children in 1981, called a children’s ‘ombudsman’, which is a representative of safeguarding children across the country. In 1989, the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) was agreed upon by the United Nations, countries in Europe and around the world followed Norway’s lead by having their own Children’s Commissioner as the UNCRC agreed to allow children to be aware of their rights and to have their uses resolved. Their voices are heard across the world (UNICEF, no date).

Sally Holland was the children’s commissioner for Wales between 2015 and 2022 and, during this period, created an impactful contribution to the rights of children across Wales by using children’s voices of different backgrounds and ethnicities to launch her ‘What Next/Beth Nesa’ publication which was created through listening to children’s priorities and ideas as a basis for her work due to 25,000 responses from children across the country (Welsh Government, 2022). During Holland’s work of ‘What Next/Beth Nesa?’ a common theme that was arising during her research was the need for children to feel mentally well and happy due to some children voicing their concerns over the stress of sitting exams and tests and the anxiety that comes with it. Bullying was another common subject spoken about, such as being anxious about how one looks and children’s friendships with other people throughout their school years (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, no date).

Sally Holland was also behind the campaign banning physical punishment against children in Wales, which has recently been passed by law, due to her passion for working alongside children to ensure they are treated with love and care. Their health and well-being are at the centre of everything, and they do not suffer long-term trauma due to physical punishment from another adult (Welsh Government, 2021).

The current Children’s Commissioner for Wales is Rocio Cifuentes, who took over as Commissioner from Sally Holland in 2022 and, in a report published by herself, has reported that within her years as a commissioner, she will be looking closely at the effects of the Coronavirus and the current cost of living crisis and the effect it is having on the less privileged children across Wales. Another commitment Cifuentes is hoping to deliver is the importance of children’s equality and embracing the different cultures and backgrounds of every child living in Wales and how to celebrate their ethnicities (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2022).

The report chosen for the critical exploration is The Right Way, published by the Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2021). It highlights the importance of introducing children's rights into our laws in Wales and embedding them into our environment and culture. The report was published to allow practitioners working in an educational setting to put their knowledge of children’s human rights into their practice and daily planning to allow children's rights to become a reality. Whilst researching the publication, the Che Children’s Commissioner for Wales worked closely with the UNCRC framework as this is what sets out the human rights for all children within each article, as article 12 of the framework states that every child has the right to express how they feel, their views and have them taken into account and taken seriously (Ymchwil y Senedd, 2022).

The report highlights the importance of embedding children’s human rights into educational settings with the importance of a strong leadership team to support this and ensure it is being done correctly and adequately for children across Wales with the ongoing support of all practitioners within the setting to further the knowledge and understanding on the rights of the children and also the rights of children with disabilities (Children in Wales, 2020).  The Welsh Government (2020) states in their new Curriculum for Wales that children’s human rights are a crucial part of the Curriculum and how to embed it into areas of learning such as humanities and health and well-being as children in early year settings should be learning about their rights and values and how to advocate their rights and also the rights of others.

However, not all children’s views are taken into consideration by adults who may believe that children’s opinions do not matter due to their age and are not worth listening to, in cases such as how they would like their schools to be run or even what changes they would like made to their local communities as they are only children and do not have the understanding of the complexity somethings are to change (Each Other, 2019).

Equality and non-discrimination are other issues highlighted in the publication to ensure that all children have equal opportunities and know how to develop their skills and talents to the fullest potential. Whilst promoting equality means tackling discrimination simultaneously, settings must be aware of any discrimination happening and how to tackle the issues directly. However, not all discrimination is direct, but indirect discrimination could be a lack of diversity embedded through planning and the curriculum (Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2021).

The Welsh Government (2019) published guidance for schools that may be experiencing issues with bullying due to discrimination due to children that may be disabled or SEN or whose ethnicity may be different from other children and must respond sensitively as children that are bullied may be under much pressure and feeling miserable and work with the correct agencies that will allow the proper support for the best outcome for all children facing discrimination in their school settings.

Although settings must ensure that all children are treated equally, children within the Early Years are still experiencing discrimination and stigma due to their race or background, which can worsen children’s mental health, and their well-being may become very poor. Early Years Wales’s (2022) Race Equality states that all practitioners working in educational settings should undertake training sessions that will allow them to understand how children from Black, Asian, and Ethnic Minority communities experience discrimination and how to tackle any issues children within the setting may be facing with an open mind.























Section 3

Children can be affected by many sociological factors that may challenge their lives and life experiences within the Early Years sector. These factors can stem from factors such as the environment and the aspect focused on children living in poverty. Article 27 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNICEF, no date a) states that every child has the right to live in adequate conditions to fulfil their physical and social developmental needs. Appropriate measures must be in place to provide children with insufficient clothing, housing, and nutrition. The World Bank Group (2022) informed that throughout the last 30 years, the number of children living in severe poverty has been declining. Still, this decline was interrupted due to the Covid-19 pandemic, and the number of people living in poverty rose to more than 700 million worldwide. Furthermore, due to the continuing rise of the living crisis and pre-pandemic, the number of children living in poverty is rising significantly (United Nations, 2022).

In Wales, figures show that in 2021, 34% of children were living in poverty, including children living in households with an income below 60%. The negative impacts of poverty on a child’s life range from their educational development to their mental health and well-being as they age (Children in Wales, 2021). However, the Welsh Government (2022 a) stated in their progress report that the percentage of children living in poverty in 2022 had declined to 31%, a minimal drop from previous years at 34%.
Children in Wales (2022) report that an increase in poverty and deprivation was highly noticeable during the COVID-19 pandemic and its detrimental effect on children’s lives and the vulnerable conditions they were exposed to, such as stress and anxiety and delayed child development. Children living in low-income households during the COVID-19 pandemic were significantly affected by a lack of access to free services, heating, and increased spending on food, as children would be at home all day due to school closures. Figures show that a third of low-income households with children saw increased spending in 2020 (Whitehead, Taylor-Robinson, and Barr, 2021).

Children living in poverty may experience being exposed to factors such as poor education, impact on their social and physical development, and lack of everyday resources due to a lack of money and funding. These factors could ultimately lead towards a lack of social inclusion, bullying, and not partaking in social activities (NHS Health Scotland, 2018). Well-being can be a risk factor for children living in poverty as outcomes may include mental health issues, poor physical health, and being born a low weight, and these health factors will impact children during their childhood and across their lives (RCPCH, 2022).

Early interventions are implemented to allow children and their families to seek what issues and problems may be highlighted in their lives, how to deal with these situations, and how to prevent such issues or prevent the problems from escalating further (Wales Safer Communities Network, no date).  However, in some local authorities, there needs to be more funding available to support early intervention schemes, which means the effectiveness of it is declining, which may then result in cheaper alternatives of interventions being delivered to support children and families (Parliament, 2018).

Through rolling out services such as pupil development grants across schools in Wales for families living in poverty, the pressure is lower for low-income families to pay out on essential items such as school uniforms, sports kits, and any extra equipment that is needed as there is financial support available for families living in poverty in Wales, and this is regardless to whether children are receiving Free School meals or not (Welsh Government, no date).

The rollout of Free School Meals was implemented for parents who receive some support payments or benefits from their local authority for children who come from low-income households and allow all children to have the same opportunities to grow and thrive through their school settings whilst having access to healthy and a well-balanced meal (Welsh Government, 2014). However, children living in poverty may not be able to access Free School Meals due to not reaching the criteria needed to access them, which may suggest that children are not having a healthy and substantial meal during their school day whilst also putting heavy pressure on parents struggling financially (Bevan Foundation, 2021). Additionally, Children’s Commissioner for Wales (no date a) believe that the Welsh Government should be inquiring into extending the threshold of those who can access Free School Meals to include more families and work closely with local authorities to ensure that all children have a nutritional and well-balanced meal in school.

The Welsh Government have pledged that by 2024 all children of primary school age will be eligible for Free School Meals with ambitions to tackle children living in poverty and to ensure every child across Wales is having a meal during their school day and not going hungry whilst also promoting healthy eating across the schools and developing children’s social skills during their mealtime (Welsh Government, 2022 b). During the first year, it is estimated that 66,000 extra children will be fed during the rollout of the new scheme and due to the cost-of-living crisis, it is estimated that many families across Wales will benefit from the rollout of Free School Meals for all primary school children (Welsh Government, 2022 c).

The flying start programme in Wales is targeted towards families with children under the age of 4 living in disadvantaged areas in Wales, and a key focus is to identify any needs that children may have and what interventions to apply to address these needs (Welsh Government, 2017). The flying start programme works closely with health visitors to ensure that children and families under the programme are receiving the correct intervention and support needed. A review of children’s social, behavioural and language development will be assessed during home interventions with the health visitor and parents will have additional support such as promoting positive parenting and how to potty train children (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2012). Although many families benefit from accessing the flying start programme, many families are living in poverty across Wales unable to access the programme due to living outside the geographical areas despite living in deprivation and are missing out on support and interventions (BBC, 2018)

Families First is a programme designed to promote multi-agency working to allow families, some of whom may live in poverty, to receive further support for families with young children to prevent any problems they may have from escalating further (Newport City Council, no date). The programme is designed to improve the overall outcomes for families, including young children and whoever may be in their care, and the early interventions available through this programme ensure families are equipped with the support and the skills that they may need at the earliest possible stage of children’s lives, (Welsh Government, 2017 a). Families First works alongside and supports the Welsh Government’s child poverty strategy to reduce the impact of poverty through a focus on early intervention and approach support that is tailored to one’s personal needs and what other agencies may be available to receive the best support.

However, by working alongside multi-agency workers whilst delivering an early intervention support programme through Families First, some families may not be comfortable working alongside some agencies due to previous negative experiences with one of the services or may not be willing to accept that there may be a need for support and interventions within their family (Welsh Government, 2013). Also, some families may receive the intervention and support through the programme and take up a slot that may not be valuable for them and their family at the expense of other families exposed to higher needs and increased risk factors to benefit from these interventions and support. 

To conclude, although poverty is still a worrying sociological factor both in Wales and around the world and is still an ongoing issue, there are interventions put into place to support children and their families/carers to ensure that these issues do not affect them or their development in years to come. The Welsh government offer many benefits for families living in poverty across Wales and support for those with young children, however, they must ensure that everyone living in poverty have access to these support programmes to lessen the number of people in Wales living in poverty.
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