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The first section will look at what it means to be a catalytic leader, who can become one and what barriers may a catalytic leader come across, including any sociological challenges and what can be done about them. The second section will detail what is the Child Commissioner for Wales’s job, the history of why there is a need for one and look at The Right Way publication (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2017). The final section will explore one sociological factor and the affects of this on children and how they can be supported through it. Followed by a short conclusion.

There are many different types of leadership, each being unique and possessing its own characteristics. A catalytic leader is someone who recognises that change needs to be made in order to better a particular aspect of their work or life. And through this recognition they are able to carry forward the idea and create something new. To become a catalytic leader, one does not need to be a person of power, a manager, a headteacher, or hold any other high up position in a workplace (McDowall Clark, 2012, p. 398; Reed and Canning, 2012, p. 145). Therefore, anyone can be a catalytic leader, and inspire change at any level, but must be able to lead practice. However, Grantham-Caston and DiCarlo (2023, p. 105) disagree and insists that to be a leader you must poses certain qualities, therefore not everyone can be a leader. However, McDowall Clark also states that the term ‘lead practice’ is indistinct and the term is generalised in day-to-day work. Davis, Krieg and Smith (2015, p. 144) state that two major characteristics of a leader is vulnerability and the ability to take risks. But also, to support other people to obtain these characteristics.
The curriculum in New Zealand is called Te Whāriki (Ministry of Education, 2017). One area looks at evaluating. Part of this evaluation process is the ability to step back, reflect on what worked well and what could be done better, what needs to change. Then practitioners collaborate and look at how they can implement these changes to the curriculum or their own practices. This is an example of catalytic leadership. Acknowledging a change needs to be made and the reasons behind why it needs to be made, then implementing these ideas as part of a team. When discussing the work of Thornton, Cooper (2014, p. 87) describes catalytic leadership as a shared culture, one where people work together in implement change. This view is also shared with Professor Iram Siraj and Denise Kingston. Published in ‘An independent stocktake of the foundation phase in Wales’, Siraj and Kingston (2014) state that by taking a shared approach in leadership, it helps to create a strong position in which to pilot and manage change. However, Siraj and Kingston note the position of such a person is typically a person from the senior management team.
The ability to adapt to change is essential to working in Early Years. A prime example of this is how things rapidly changed due to the COVID – 19 pandemic. Teachers’ role drastically changed, and they had to adapt to a very different way of teaching than they have ever experienced before. They also had to think of different ways in which to support and educate their pupils, in a more holistic way, from afar. Kaveri et al.  (2022, p. 11) labelled them as change makers due to this. However, Kaveri et al. acknowledges that the study was completed by a fairy limited number of practitioners from a limited number of countries. Suggesting that those who completed the study are the type of teacher that would go the extra mile for their pupils and therefore the findings are that of a certain demographic.
There are many sociological factors that can impact the lives on children in the early years. The effect of war is one that birthed the Reggio Emilia approach. An entire town was destroyed and the citizens that lived there decided to rebuild the town in a way that would instil on the next generation that war is never the answer, and how to become responsible and conscientious citizens of the world (Pelo, 2023). Children who attended the school prior to the war suddenly had their daily routine destroyed. According to Willis and Nagel (2015, p. 50) the evidence of disruption to a child’s education because of trauma from war is vast and is evident when a child returns to education following this trauma. They emphasise the importance of a child trusting the educator following such a traumatic time in their life. Without this trust and belief that the educator cares for the child, then no learning can begin. Mentioning that sometimes school may be the only place where a child has a relationship with a healthy and positive adult. They even liken returning to education as a form of intervention after suffering trauma. Although Willis and Nagel acknowledge that further research needs to be conducted, and questions whether the difference between the culture in Northern Uganda and the Australian researcher may have created limitations in the study.
Dr Steffan Evans (2019) states that 29% of children in Wales are still living in poverty despite the Welsh Government’s ambition to end child poverty in Wales by 2020 (Welsh Government, 2015). Dr Steffan Evans mentions that the cost of affordable housing is a major factor in poverty. According to the Welsh Government statistics chid poverty has decreased since 1997 to 2000. But due to the COVID – 19 pandemic, child poverty has increased steeply from 2019 to 2020 (Welsh Government, 2022a). Catalytic leaders will need to form good relationships with parents and guardians to identify the children that are living in poverty. Offering free breakfast club and ensuring al parents are made aware of this service in settings will help bridge the gap of children living in poverty. Children in Wales are now offered free school meals. Some parents did not accept the offer of free school meals previously offered for fear of their children being discriminated for claiming free school meals. This was found in a study of children in South Korea. However, Yu, Lim and Kelly (2019, p. 313) made recommendations to reduce children’s awareness of children who have free school meals. Number one was to introduce universally free school lunches. Number two was to introduce a cashless payment system so children who do not have to pay for their meals are not seen as ‘different’. In Wales all children from 4-7 years of age are offered free school meals. This will continue rolling out each year until every child in primary schools across Wales are offered free school meals (Welsh Government, 2022b). Poverty is linked to children’s poor outcomes and low levels of well-being (Chaudry and Wimer, 2016, p. 27). A catalytic leader could emphasise the importance of child well-being and make it a greater priority to all staff.
Another sociological factor that can affect a child’s education is disability. Some children with disabilities will attend a mainstream setting and will thrive there. Others may need a different setting that may be better suited to meet the complex needs of that child. Others believe that adjustments should be made to mainstream schools to meet any and all needs of every child, regardless of their disabilities as this will ensure a fully inclusive approach to education (Hornby, 2015, p. 251; Nutbrown, Clough and Atherton, 2013, p. 39). It would take a catalytic leader (and extra funding) to ensure every school is completely inclusive. This could look like ensuring there’s a ramp out the front of the school and out onto the yard at the school so that children with disabilities, and parents with disabilities coming into to visit the school, are able to gain access in and out of the building just like everyone else. Having sensory rooms or a quiet place where children who are experiencing sensory overload are able to go, as this can benefit the children (Child Mind Institute, 2022). This can be frustrating for a catalytic leader who may have the ideas to implement these changes but lack of space in the school means having to make changes to enable space for a sensory room. As research and diagnosis improves the understanding of how different disabilities affect different children, this means that more training will be needed for staff to ensure they have a better understanding in how they can help that child. Inviting parents in to discuss their child’s disability could be a positive way to help them feel like they are part of it all. If the child feels confident enough, then they could possibly hold an assembly for the school to discuss their disability to help raise awareness. Of course this would only work if the child had the confidence to do so. There may be a need to amend a school policy to ensure the child with disabilities is included in every aspect as the other children are, as per Article 7 of the United Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (United Nations, 2006).

The job of the Children’s Commissioner for Wales is to ensure that children’s rights are at the heart of policy making in Wales, to protect and to promote children’s rights in Wales (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2023a). Currently, Rocio Cifuentes is the Children’s Commissioner for Wales. She was appointed this position in April 2022. Hollingsworth and Douglas (2002, p. 58) state that by appointing a Children’s Commissioner position, it would the most effective way of ensuring that children’s rights were protected in accordance with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (Unicef, 1989).
The Lost in Care report was published by the Department of Health (2000). It was found that over decades of abuse had occurred in various private and government care homes. Children, mainly boys, suffered unthinkable sexual abuse for decades without it ever being made public. They also suffered physical abuse and were found to have been restrained in an unacceptable manor. The judge ruled that the perpetrators had not only committed unthinkable abuse but also left the victims with a lifetime of suffering. It was also found that there were a number of failings in practice. Including quality of care, standard of education provided, the misuse of secure units, failings of police checks of the carers, inadequate training opportunities was provided to staff, lack of supervision by other authorities, to name but a few. It was also found that no positive and effective leadership was put in place in the settings to ensure that the children’s needs were put first. These are some of the examples of how these children were failed.
Following these findings, it was recommended that a Children’s Commissioner for Wales be appointed to ensure that children’s rights are respected, looking into the handling of any individual cases that are brought to their attention, and publishing the reports which includes a report to the National Assembly for Wales annually.
As a result of these recommendations, in 2001 Wales’s first Children’s Commissioner was appointed. Peter Clarke was Children’s Commissioner from 2001 until 2008. As part of his role, Peter Clarke held the first inquiry under his power as Children’s Commissioner for Wales, named ‘Clywch’. Peter Clarke was able to hold this inquiry in accordance with Section 74 of the Care Standards Act 2000 which states that the Commissioner has the power to attend and examine any witnesses of the inquiry when it involves children and their rights, Section 2 of the Children’s Commissioner for Wales Act 2001, which states it is the Commissioner’s principal aim to ensure he promotes the rights of children and the ensure their safeguarding.
This inquiry was held due to allegations made against Mr John Owen, a former teacher at Ysgol Gyfun Rhydfelen. Peter Clarke states that his primary role was not one to decide on whether the allegations were true or not, but one to ensure that all parties involved followed correct protocols and responsibilities to protect the children, and to learn from any mistakes that may have occurred so that he is able to make recommendations to better the protection of children in the future (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2004). His conclusion was that adequate training for the WJEC was needed to better the understanding and knowledge of child protection duties.
From 2008-2015 Keith Towler was the Children’s Commissioner for Wales. He published a report on the lack of advocacy for children who are deemed as ‘looked after’, he described them as the ‘missing voices’. After publishing the report, Keith Towler published a review of this report after receiving feedback from many services across Wales who were unable to follow through with his recommendations. He spoke of his frustration at the speed of progress following this report, so made a review and published a follow up review (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2014). Sally Holland was the Children’s Commissioner for Wales from 2015-2022. In 2017 Sally Holland published a framework designed to offer guidance to settings that work with children to ensure that practitioners educate children on their rights, as this is the practitioner’s statutory duty (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2017). At the heart of this framework is the UNCRC (Unicef, 1989). This paves the way for the recommendations made and various articles are referred to throughout the publication. It mentions that every article in the UNCRC covers one or more themes: Protection, Provision and Participation. And by adhering to these, the child has their rights met. It was noted in the publication that many education settings throughout Wales already have in place well-developed practices that take into consideration the child’s rights. Teaching children about their rights covers all four purposes of the new curriculum for Wales as well as all areas of learning and experiences (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2023b). The publication also has a link to assist educators with ways in which to incorporate children’s rights into all of these areas of learning and experiences (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2022a). By teaching children about their rights, it expands their understanding on all rights and the importance of these rights. It was even found that children who are taught about their rights become more responsible, socially responsible citizens who are more likely to take action in promoting these rights (Howe and Covell, 2010, p. 100). There are five foundations on which to teach human rights to children. These include Accountability, Participation, Empowering children, Equality and Non-discrimination and Embedding children’s human rights. For accountability some of the recommendations were to include self-evaluation in the classroom, giving the children time to look over their work and to see what they did well on and what they could improve on. This can be done daily or weekly with the child. According to Dunlosky and Rawson (2012, p. 279) when a student is taught a precise way of tracking and assessing their learning, they are able to improve their learning and knowledge gained. However, for some children, giving too much praise can have a negative effect on their learning. Dweck (2017, p. 141) found that giving too much praise resulted in the child feeling like a failure once they found a certain aspect of their work difficult. This resulted in their performance declining. This of course poses another challenge to the practitioner, time. If there is a class of 30 children, it is going to take a lot of time to go through assessing the work with each child. Therefore, the regularity of assessing work with children and the children self-assessing their own work needs to be planned for time.
To help with embedding children’s human rights many recommendations were made. One recommendation in the publication is ensuring all members of staff develop and understanding and knowledge of the UNCRC and UNCRPD. When considering Vygotsky’s theory of more knowledgeable other, Erbil (2020, p.3) states that a child’s engagement and learning will increase as they learn from a knowledgeable other. Shabani (2016, p. 8) agrees and states that Vygotsky’s theory can be effectively applied to further develop a teacher’s professional development. So, by enhancing the knowledge and understanding of all members of staff, the children will have better engagement and are more likely to learn. Lack of understanding of the importance to teach children about their rights was mentioned in Ambition to Action: a summary report (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2022b) and how to embed this into the practitioner’s teaching. It was also noted the need to have consistency in ways to teach UNCRC and the UNCRPD. However, training is costly, and teachers are unable to leave classrooms unattended to go on training. One possible solution would be to host a training day on an inset day, all members of staff can be trained in one day and then there will be no need to pay for costly supply staff. This can reduce the financial implications of training, however the training itself can be costly. In a survey of school funding in Wales (NAHT Cymru, 2021) leaders in settings across Wales were asked about their budget and their projected budget over the next few years. There was an increase in deficit forecast year on year. There was also a significant decrease in the possibility of having no deficit. This survey saw that the COVID-19 pandemic has had a significant impact on the budget of school across Wales, stating that providing support for ALN children and an increase in salary as the highest contributors that have seen the school costs increase significantly over the past three years.

Adverse Childhood Experiences, or ACEs for short, are traumas that children go through that have affect a child’s well-being and health in a serious way. This can mean verbal, physical, sexual or mental abuse, living with domestic violence or drug or alcohol abuse in the home, or suffered a loss of any kind in the family (Public Health Wales, no date). ACEs are not limited to this list. As the term suffering a loss can mean parents separating as this is a loss of the family unit that the child is used to. Loss could of course mean a bereavement.
There is compelling evidence to suggest that children that have experienced ACEs are more likely to suffer with chronic health, poor mental health and problems with their social development. It was also found that as the number of ACEs increased, as did the chances of that child suffering some type of developmental delay (Kerker et al., 2015, p. 9; Marie-Mitchell and O’Connor, 2013, p. 16; Cprek et al., 2020, p. 22). However, whilst working alongside a charity, Turner, (2019) has suggested that although the overall approach and work being carried out around the ACEs idea, there does not appear to be much research or many statistics to support the idea that people can experience a high number of ACEs but don not experience any of the long term affects of these ACEs. Turner discloses that in the charity supporting domestic violence he worked alongside, he noticed a number of the workers founding it distressing talking with the people they were trying to help as they too had a high number of ACEs and they even admitted to feeling guilt that they would pass anything onto their own children. Therefore, more research needs to be done and to be made public knowledge so as not to cause any unnecessary distress in such a sensitive subject. This is acknowledged by the Welsh Government in their ‘Review of Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) policy: report (2021). Although they do admit that there is a correlation between the number of ACEs experienced increases the likelihood it will affect the child far into adulthood, they also state that it should be made clear that not everyone who experiences ACEs will go on to suffer long term, this depends on a number of factors; how long they experienced the ACE, what age they were, what kind of character they were and the support they had at the time.
It is suggested that ACEs can be prevented if everyone helps each other. Whether it’s helping a neighbour by cooking them a meal, offering a lift to a parent or child, or even offering to babysit to help take the burden off a new parent who may be struggling but not have the confidence to peak up and ask for the help (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2021).
If a child experiences ACEs in childhood, then they are more likely to suffer as adults too. Merrick et al. (2017, p. 7) documented that when an adult has experienced ACEs as a child, they are far more likely to suffer from adult mental health conditions like depression or anxiety and suffer from behavioural problems like substance or alcohol abuse and suicide rates.
There are a number of different services available to children who have experienced ACEs.
Child and Adolescent Menta Health Services (CAHMS) is an NHS service designed to support and treat children and young people who suffer from mental health, emotional and behavioural difficulties (Young Minds, 2023). There are barriers to using the service. Long waiting times or an over stretched service seems to be a common factor across different areas. The average waiting time for a child or young person to receive a mental health specialist appointment with CAMHS is 6 months. This is in part due to an overwhelming number of children and young people who require access to the service (Peskett, 2022). CAMHS has seen an increase in children needing to access their services rise by 134% in the year 2021 from the previous year with lack of funding being the main barrier as well as the surge in number (Local Government Association, 2023). By enhancing engagement with children and young people who are difficult to connect with, and using targeted interventions, clinicians will be able to access and improve the mental health of children and young people. But these barriers can differ, from cultural beliefs to the stigma associated with the term mental health (Appleby and Phillips, 2013, p. 25).
Action for Children is one of many organisations working in the United Kingdom with the aim to ensure every child has a happy, healthy and safe childhood. They offer support, guidance and practical care for children and their families. And to ensure that their voices are heard (Action for Children, 2023a). Britto et al. (2017, p. 96) found that early intervention was essential in preventing child abuse in the home and improve a child’s outcomes. Furthermore, Britto et al. states that a nurturing approach to intervention will benefit the children greatly, although more research is needed to ensure the most effective and consistent way of doing this (2017, p. 99). Action for Wales (2023b) recognise the importance of developing effective communication skills from a young age. They offer support for families to help prepare their child for when they start school. They offer health interventions, speech therapy, workshops for parents and play sessions where children are able to develop their social skills alongside other children. They are able to provide this support by co-working with other agencies in the child’s local area.

It appears there a differing views on whether anyone can be a catalytic leader. What is meant by a catalytic leader is the recognition that something needs to change and then following through with steps needed to create change.
The role of Child Commissioner for Wales was created in 2001 to ensure that children’s needs and rights were protected and to safeguard children. They each serve a 7-year role as Commissioner for Wales. They are able to review and question policies that they believe may benefit a child.
ACEs is clearly a major sociological factor that affects so many children. There is a strong relationship between the number of ACEs are experienced an increase in the likelihood of children going on to develop mental health conditions, poor relationships with drugs and alcohol. However, it was noted that just because children do experience these ACEs as children, it does not always result in adults developing these conditions.
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