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Section one: 

According to the BBC (2017), the term ‘leadership’ is often associated with the misconception that individuals are born natural leaders; everyone, however, has the ability to develop the leadership skills necessary to succeed through experience. There is another perspective that a leader is assigned a specific role which an individual has been appointed to (Northouse, 2021). This idea of leadership is one that McDowall Clark (2012) supports, as leadership often intertwines with power and an authoritative role. Despite the perception that leaders are often viewed as in a position ‘above’ or ‘in front’ of others (Siraji-Blatchford and Hallet, 2014, p.103), Nutbrown (2012) suggests that all practitioners, regardless of their status level, should strive to use pedagogical leadership. 

Kuglin (2017, p.1) suggests that an individual who influences and motivates the best in others’ vision to accomplish a common goal can be defined as a ‘catalytic leader’. The term ‘catalyst’ is derived from the terminology of science, used to describe substances that speed up the rate of chemical reactions (Department of Energy, No Date), giving the original materials the opportunity to become more than they are capable of becoming on their own (Zachery, 2011). Likewise, a human catalyst has the ability to accelerate action towards achieving a goal (Toomer et al., 2018) by encouraging others to take action and improve their performance ability to become something beyond what they were capable of becoming by themselves (Zachery, 2011). 

The idea of a catalytic leader, according to Toomer et al., (2018) is the skill that enables practitioners to inspire and achieve change within settings by looking beyond expectations, their immediate role and focusing on the larger picture – on the overreaching goals of the organisation or team rather than the end result (Ankrum, 2016). For this to be achieved, McDowall Clarke and Murray (2012) state that to be a 
catalytic leader, is one who must be passionate to commit to making positive difference’s about improving the lives of young children and their family. However, individuals in authoritative roles can impose change because of their status (Reed and Canning, 2012, cited in, Siraji-Blatchford and Hallet, 2014, p. 103). 
 Early on, practitioners may not be aware they are in a leadership role since they are not considered managers (Reed and Canning, 2011). Another perspective is that leadership can be seen as a dominant role as individuals have a dominant personality (Kim et al., 2020). However, it is more the reflection on direction for example, what’s needs to be changed, how they assess, why they lead, and where they can effectively communicate with others (Zachery, 2011).
Upon reflection, catalytic leaders will take a holistic view of decisions as they understand that every decision has an impact on someone; but also view change as a positive and should therefore be embraced (Cooperrider, 2020). Practitioners are able to realize that leadership does not require a position of power when they are able to take the lead and create change within the early years; therefore, enabling practitioners to have a positive mindset and the focus to provide high-quality provisions, positive influences, ongoing progression for children and being builders of the pedagogy (McDowall Clark, 2012). 
Within in the Early Years, being a catalytic leader not only has benefits for a practitioner but also children and their families. ‘Families First’, is a publication by the Welsh Government (2017) that aims to offer support to families with a multitude of options, in order to stop the cycle of poor outcomes that often repeat and accelerate through generations, therefore becoming more difficult to reverse. The documentation provides a continuum of support by providing practical, emotional and financial support to those who are experiencing cultural barriers, disability, house disruption, social isolation, poverty, alcohol or substance misuse or domestic violence (Welsh Government, 2017). Additionally, this will enable a practitioners to pinpoint families in the right direction of supportive services such as ‘Flying Start’ which provides families with the support of parenting skills and carry out home visits (Welsh Government, 2017a). Furthermore, it is imperative for a practitioner to be aware of equality and diversity as Nicholson et al., (2018, p. 4) shares a viewpoint that practitioners should adopt an epistemological perspective to fully comprehend the complexity of family backgrounds in order for individuals to thrive and feel equally valued. In order to accomplish this, practitioners can use a catalytic approach to educate themselves, motivate staff, support other staff to improve sociological demands; by enhancing the lives of those involved within the setting, all participants may then feel more comfortable (Welsh Government, 2015a). In addition, it can be further accomplished by demonstrating sensitivity and respect for the child while adhering to ethical and professional conduct (Solvason, 2017) thereby, acting in the best interests of the child under Article 3 of the UNCRC (Unicef, No Date). Likewise, Ang (2012) adds that good leadership and management contribute to the overall quality of the setting, as practitioner’s share a common vision for the setting to always strive and consistently improve. 
With an increase in inflationary pressure and no increase in staff wages, early years settings are experiencing difficulty recruiting and retaining staff (Haux et al., 2022). According to Drayton and Farquharson (2022), high inflation rates are returning to double digits for the first time in forty years; and despite significant increases in core funding rates in the early years, even substantial increases in cash-terms rates will not suffice to meet rising costs. The path of future inflation is still highly uncertain but there is this viewpoint that staff wages need to increase to keep highly skilled existing staff and encourage new staff into the sector; however, if staff wages do not increase this could put too much pressure on the finances and the settings sustainability (Haux et al., 2022). There is a growing tendency in the early years settings and nurseries to pass on their rising costs to parents, which is unsustainable for families struggling to pay their own rising bills (Lepper, 2022). Through the government's delivery plan ‘free’ childcare entitlement, many early years practitioners felt luckily enough to stay afloat after the pandemic (Reid, 2022). But with the cost of living following on from the pandemic this may result in possible delays in funding (Department for Education, 2022) leaving settings and nurseries under the threat of closure (Lepper, 222). Therefore, this results in both participants to unfulfill a child’s right, ‘The right to an education’ and ‘The right to an adequate standard of living’ although primary education is free, the government must support and help families to those who are unable to provide this (Unicef, No Date). 

Furthermore, there is high levels of staff turnover which can pose a challenge to settings and prevent consistency for children who attend settings (Haux et al., 2022).  Consistency is essential to the success of every attachment, as it fosters a close, trusting relationship with the key person (Peyton, 2017). Therefore, when unexpected changes occur, a child’s safety and security are affected due to their early attachments being broken and the disruption of loss can affect a child’s future relationship (NSPCC, 2021). In addition to this, high turnovers result in highly skilled practitioners leaving their profession; this is due to practitioners not getting the recognition they deserve in their salary (Earlyyearscarers, 2016). It appears that, early years practitioners need to be given the best opportunity to become catalytic leaders by being recognised, encouraged, supported and rewarded a fair wage (Pacey, 2021). 

It is the nation’s children who will suffer, particularly those in the most vulnerable circumstances (Jones, 2022). In the early years, managers hold a conflicted position, as they are part of strategies that address sociological factors; but may be pushing children and their families further into poverty as rising prices pile on the pressure 
(Schmuecker, 2021).Therefore, remaining trapped in a cycle of poverty, whilst also participating in a workforce that is highly gendered, low status and low paid (Lyndon, 2018). In order to be a catalytic leader, practitioners must be reflective about both discourses of high inflation and how potential influences of personal and professional experiences can impact poverty, implying the need for early childhood training and professional development (Lyndon, 2018). 

A central aspect of a government’s strategy, is making early years practitioners become catalytic leaders, by strengthening the support, inspire change within the settings and encourage experiences for children; so that every child gets the best start in life (Bonetti et al., 2021). It is encouraged that practitioners continue their professional development in order to support the current workforce, raise standards and improve their skills (Care Council for Wales, 2016), since great leadership is the foundation of an excellent education system (Bonetti et al., 2021). In spite of this, practitioners are still unable to continue their professional development due to time and cost limitations; as local authorities cut their training budgets, practitioners are increasingly deprived of essential training, thereby causing a significant impact on the progression of career opportunities and recruitment in the early years resulting in  training to delivered by senior practitioners via online or in-house training (Education and training foundation, No Date).  However, based on the idea of ‘imposter syndrome’ practitioners may feel hesitant and incompetent in excelling as leaders (Menon et al., 2020) thereby, preventing sufficient training and lowering expectations - perhaps this is also why practitioners now teach online and from home. 

Early years graduates and COVID-19 are catalysts for change within the early years sector, as it represents and opportunity to rethink education (Zahao, 2020) and government policy (Siraji- Blatchford et al., 2010). As a result, graduates can develop into transformational leaders, by becoming ‘changing agents’ through their willingness to share their diverse viewpoints and approaches to change, which may shape and improve the practice CWCD, 2006 cited in, Hallet, 2013, p. 1). 

It should be noted, however, that this does not mean the only graduates are capable of being catalytic leaders, as this approach can discourage those who are already working in the early years sector; and despite their knowledge and experience, practitioners may feel powerless and may believe graduates are overlooking their value of knowledge (Dyer, 2018). Therefore, power dynamics could arise as a barrier, as practitioners draw their power from their usefulness as autonomy is lost (Saks, 2012, cited in Dyer, 2018, p.5). 

Section Two: 

Currently there are 196 countries that have endorsed the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (Save the Children, No Date). While the current child protection system dates back to the 1880s (Uncief, No Date a) many historical events and high-profile tragedies such as the death of Victoria Climbie have led to today's child protection system (Children's Commissioner for Wales, 2023). Uncief (No Date a) reports that children’s rights were not protected in the early twentieth century and would often work alongside adults in unsafe and unsanitary conditions without the consideration of their health. 
Although the first Children’s Commissioner was established in Norway in 1981 (Freeman, 2018), Wales became the first country in the United Kingdom to appoint a Children’s Commissioner (Children in Wales, 2021). As a result of Wales setting out an ambition to become a better nation (Welsh Government, 2019) this meant as a country they recognised the importance to give children the best start in life and ensure they lead lives where children can be valued Welsh Government (2022). Therefore, in 2004 the Welsh Government adopted the UNCRC as the basis for all policy making (Welsh Government, 2019a). The Welsh Government also legislated ‘Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011’ in order to ensure that the UNCRC is adhered to (Welsh Government, 2019a) for example, ensuring children have the right to play, an education while being healthy, happy and safe (Uncief, No Date). Furthermore, under the ‘Children Act 2004’ the post of a Children’s Commissioner was created, with a purpose of raising awareness of children's views and interests; this responsibility was later strengthened by the ‘Children and Families Act 2014’ which empowered the Children's Commissioner to protect the rights of children in and out of care, living away from home, or receiving social care services (CCfW, 2023). 

This first Children’s Commissioner for Wales was appointed by Peter Clarke with a main focus on implementing a ban on smacking children (Wales Online, 2006). However, the third Children’s Commissioner for Wales, Sally Holland, continued this pledge and states that all forms of physical punishment on children should be not tolerated as it is a basic injustice against children (Wales Online, 2015). As a result, the Welsh Government has now committed to ending physical punishment of children in 2022, joining more than 6o countries across the world (Welsh Government, 2022a). Keith Towler, the second Children’s Commissioner for Wales, aimed to combat high levels of poverty (CCfW, 2012). However, as poverty is primarily the result of low wages and lack of employment opportunities (WCPP, 2016), neither the Commissioner or the Welsh Government have the control over the level of income taxed or from benefits received by households (CCfW, 2012) therefore poverty in Wales is affected by factors which lie outside of the control of the Welsh Government (Welsh Government, 2015, p.6). 
The Welsh Children’s Commissioner holds a very important role in advocating for the rights of children in Wales, and in monitoring the effects of the decision of public bodies such as the Welsh Government (CCfW,2023a). The role of the Children’s Commissioner is an extremely important role for Rocio Cifuentes, more so than the other previous commissioner’s due to the pandemic and the huge disruption it left behind (Welsh Government, 2022b). The coronavirus has shaped the lives of an entire generation of children, and Roccio Cifuentes role will help shape their future (Welsh Government, 2022b). Therefore, it is the role of the Children's Commissioner to listen to children and find out what matters to them, advise them if they feel they have been treated unfairly, and monitor their progress; however, with the Children's Commissioner's powers, they can influence the Welsh Government and other organisations to make a difference to children, and continue their duty by advocating for children in Wales (CCfW, 2023a). Although they have the influence and power to make representations to the Welsh Government about any matters affecting a child’s right, the role of the Children’s Commissioner does not have the power to act on immigration, asylum, children in the military or policing (CCfW, 2023b). 
As part of their mission to ensure that those working with children put the UNCRC at the centre of planning, the Children's Commissioner for Wales publishes reports, such as ‘The Right Way - A Children's Right Approach in Wales 2017 ’ to ensure a child’s quality of life is improved and that settings and organizations must be held accountable for all the outcomes that affect children throughout their lives (CCfW, 2017).
The Children’s Commissioner for Wales pledged a project called ‘A charter for change: Protecting Welsh Children from the impact of poverty 2019’ which aims to own up to the issues of poverty and advises the Welsh Government to set out some goals to work towards a better support system for children and their families living in poverty  (CCfW, 2019). In response, the Welsh Government then developed a ‘Child Poverty Strategy for Wales 2015 ’ placing children’s rights at the forefront (Welsh Government, 2015). Both of these publications are in place to protect children and their rights, such as those stated in Article 3 of the UNCRC, to keep the best interests of a child, alongside Article 6, children have the right to live, grow up with everything they need; making the Welsh Government ensure that they are doing everything in their power to protect that child’s life (Unicef, No Date). Additionally, Article 6 is intertwined with Article 27 of the UNCRC, in that every child has a right to a standard of living that is sufficient to meet their social and physical development’s needs, and in accordance with article 26, the Welsh Government must help children and families in need to provide financial support or additional benefits (Unicef, No Date). According to the British Medical Association (2017) poverty can adversely affect health and the development of a child as well as hinder parents in providing a supportive environment where can children grow up. 

Evidence from the publication ‘A charter for change: Protecting Welsh Children from the impact of poverty 2019 ’ provides detail as to how holiday hunger is depriving children from their right (CCfW,2019) under Article 24 of the UNCRC, the right to access adequate, nutritious food and clean water Therefore, as part of the Children’s Commissioner’s publication, some practices have been implemented to address the issue of poverty, and have advised that the number of food banks should increase  in order to combat holiday hunger (CCfW, 2019). It was reported that Wales has the highest proportion of households spending over a quarter of their disposable income on food compared to the rest of the UK at 31.6% (CCfW, 2019). As a result of the Children’s Commissioner’s influence, holiday hunger schemes were implemented which meant children should have the access to food throughout the summer (CCfW, 2019). There is, however, a barrier for other children, as the holiday hunger scheme is not available in every region of Wales yet; therefore, the Children’s Commissioner calls on the Welsh Government again to ensure that holiday hunger schemes are widely known and reach as far as possible across Wales to those families that need it most (CCfW,2019). However, with the plan of making the holiday hunger scheme a larger scale, sourcing food suppliers could be a challenge, as more funding would mean larger and better activities to offer this opportunity to more children (Welsh Government, 2019b)

 Furthermore, the publication ‘A charter for change: Protecting Welsh Children from the impact of poverty 2019’ had a strong role in linking up some of the initiatives such as the use of free school meals; it was reported that those who qualified for free school meals were unable to pay for a nutritious meal, despite the fact, this initiative was often praised, it was often noted that children’s allowance did not cover the cost of their meal, which meant that the initiative was not adequate to fuel children during the school day (CCfW,2019). In light of this, the publication recommends that the Welsh Government should reconsider their eligibility criteria with the view of expanding the eligibly to include more families (CCfW, 2019). As a result, this recommendation has had an impact on the Welsh Government as they now strive to make all primary school meals free for all children in Wales by 2024 (Welsh Government, 2022c). 


Section three: 

Poverty is one of many sociological factors that can contribute to children experiencing challenges in life (Child Poverty Action Group, 2023). In their research, Unicef (No Date b) estimates that approximately 1 billion children live in multidimensional poverty, while 356 million children live in extreme poverty. However, the pandemic has also bought poverty to an additional 100 million children (Unicef, No Date b). There is an estimate that 34% of children in Wales are living in poverty (Children in Wales, 2021a)

Early exposure to poverty in the earlier years of a child’s development can be highly damaging (Nuffield Foundation, 2021). Blair and Raver (2016) found that the effects of socio-economic may affect a child’s brain structure. It was also acknowledged that poverty could possibly alter how the brain develops and grows, which could be associated with behavioral problems in children, that may cause implications for later adulthood (Institute for Research on Poverty, No Date). In support of this, the Robertson Trust (2023) mentions that there is growing evidence that poverty is closely related to Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE’s), which can adversely affect young people; and especially those who are more likely to experience ACE’s are more than likely to experience poverty as an adult. 

Children living in poverty can also experience the daily impacts such as hunger, illness, instability and insecurity (Haynie, 2014) but are also likely to experience low academic achievement, educational attainment, school engagement, low satisfaction and possibly health behaviours (Economic and Social Research Institute, 2021). While at the risk of poverty, it can also be associated with children being abused and neglected according to the Nuffield Foundation (2022). Similarly, the NSPCC (2023) can support this as they note that families living in poverty are unable to support their child emotionally and practically, which can result in neglect. However, the Nuffield Foundation (2022a) also reported more children will continuously fall into poverty, leading more children to feel abused and neglect as parents squeeze on local authority budgets as a result of stress from high inflation, particularly housing costs and social inequalities (Featherstone and Morris 2021). According to Article 19 of the UNCRC (Unicef, No Date) every child has an entitlement to be protected from violence, abuse and neglect and the Welsh Government must ensure that these rights are respected; by ensuring children are protected as much as possible. Therefore, in order to understand practices in child protection, Munro (2011, cited in Featherstone and Morris, 2021, p. 21) claims that addressing poverty and inequality requires a multi-layered approach as changing work practices alone may not have a significant impact, due to practitioners being part of a complex change which also requires them to change. 

Welsh Government (No Date) provides a free programme called Flying Start which is directed at young children under the age of 4 years old living in the most
disadvantaged areas of Wales. Flying Start works in partnership with health visitors to ensure children and families are receiving the support and providing interventions where needed (Welsh Government, 2017b) and are therefore abiding the UNCRC rights. There is also a focus on parenting schemes in order to promote positive parenting and for parents to be caring, confident and competent in their parenting skill (Welsh Government, 2017b). However, the UNCRC (Unicef, No Date) also states in Article 5 and Article 18, it is about finding that right balance to respect a parent’s right and responsibility to their child as they grow up and therefore create services that help the child and their family. The Flying Start scheme is also in place to aid a child’s cognitive development, but to ensure a commitment to safeguard their health, wellbeing and welfare of children (Welsh Government, 2017b). However, the initiative is also there to support families through their parenting journey, as young children can be challenging (Swansea Council, 2022). They offer programmes to help support parents in various aspects such as establishing routines, management of sleep, supporting children transition in school and toilet training (Welsh Government, 2017b).

 Knibbs et al., (2013) carried out a ‘National Evaluation of Flying Start’ stating that although the programme was found to have gained a larger engagement by increasing awareness, there was no statistically significant difference in the take-up of these services; meaning there was no difference in parent referrals or to contact the professionals. However, parents may feel stigmatized as one, they feel judge and two, they may feel as if they are open to open criticism; but in actual fact, the programme is not intended to criticise or judge parenting skills, but this misconception alone can discourage some eligibly individuals to join the programme (Welsh Government, 2009). Therefore, Knibbs et al., (2013) concludes that children in the Flying Start area are no more likely to receive professional assistance then those matched in comparison areas. 

In conclusion, poverty is a continuing issue in Wales that affects a large quantity of the population. There are, however, implementations in place to support children and their families living in poverty so that their future is not adversely affected. Children can benefit greatly from interventions offered, but due to misconceptions, many children remain unincluded and are potentially even at risk of experiencing ACE’s. It is clear that despite the efforts of the Children's Commissioner for Wales and the Welsh Government to eradicate poverty, significant barriers remain, and the pandemic still poses constant challenges to children.
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