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Section 1 

This section of the assignment will be critically analysing catalytic leadership, discussing some sociological factors that impact children, discussing the role of the early years practitioners in helping to inspire change in preventing sociological factors affecting children negatively and discussing the challenges catalytic leaders face when trying to meet the demands of these sociological factors. 

There are many definitions of what being a catalytic leader entails. According to Toomer et al (2018) a catalytic leader wants others to succeed. They unselfishly help others better themselves which contributes to the team’s overall performance and success. 
Additionally, Nicholson et al (2020) states that a leader takes risks and supports others in their journey in becoming a leader. They also suggest that everyone is capable of becoming a catalytic leader. Similarily, Johnson (2015) suggests that when a setting has an effective team of catalytic leaders in place, the setting is more likely to deliver the best experience for children and their families.  
However, Clark (2012) argues that some early years professionals may find it difficult to be a catalytic leader as they are not in a position of authority. He also states that some early years professionals confuse the meaning of a ‘leader’. They may only have little understanding of what leadership is. Clark (2012) also suggests that people are born with qualities that are needed to become a leader. A contrasting view is that of Robbins (2023) who suggests that leadership is a skill that can be learned over time that is continually developed as you gain more experience. 

Grantham-Caston and Fontcuberta DiCarlo (2021) state that leadership is an important part of any organisation, especially in the early years sector. They state that for a leader to be effective in the early years, they must possess the correct qualities and traits. They state that a management leadership role is not effective in the early years as it does not provide what is needed for children In the early years. In addition, Johnson (2015) states that a leader in an early years setting needs to understand the ways in which children learn and develop, therefore ensuring they have good emotional wellbeing. 
However, Nicholson et al (2020) suggests that there are barriers that are affecting leadership development within the early years that are caused by lack of understanding of the definition ‘leadership’ and the limited opportunities for early years professionals to engage in professional collaboration with other agencies. 
Furthermore, Gandolfi and Mills (2022) suggests it is difficult for teachers and Early Years Professionals to become catalytic leaders in today’s day and age. This is because they are faced with many pressures to succeed as failure to succeed can risk a school’s reputation which can Discourage any future high achieving pupils to consider the school. They suggest that teachers and Early years Professionals are reluctant to do anything differently as they need to meet targets, so the reputation of the school is not damaged. Clark (2012) states that teachers were expected to lead practice in the classroom and inspire practitioners around them, however they were not in positions of authority which lead to concerns and insecurities in their roles. Clark (2012) suggests that practitioners would benefit from engaging in continual professional development to fill the need for skilled and effective leaders in the early years. 

Toomer et al defines a catalytic leader in the early years as someone who supports other practitioners and sees them as ‘agents of change’. Furthermore, Robinson (2017) states that the idea of leaders and followers is outdated, and that teachers and early years practitioners are seen as facilitators, co learners and guides for students, However Cooper (2014) suggests that some early years professionals fail to recognise that leadership is already part of their everyday practice which causes them to hesitate while engaging with the nature of leadership in their practice. Whereas Clark and Murray (2012) suggest that early years practitioners often are unable to consider themselves as leaders in their role due to ‘imposter syndrome’ which Cozier (2023) states is a belief where a person can feel they are not good enough for their role. 

Gandolfi and Mills (2022) defines a catalytic leader as someone who is an ‘activist who plays an instrumental role in addressing social justice issues’
Early years matters (2023) states that leadership is an important factor for early years practitioners. They suggest that an effective leader creates a positive learning environment which encourages growth and development.  In addition, Grantham-Caston and Fontcuberta DiCarlo (2021) state that for the school to meet their goals, Early years professionals would need to collaborate with teachers, parents and the wider community in order to gain trust and establish good parent teacher relationships. They state that Early years practitioners need be continuously developing their skills so they can provide the best possible care for the children in the setting. Similarly, Siraj-Blatchford and Hallet (2014) state that an effective catalytic leader has the ability to continuously develop their skills in order to aid in developing a high-quality setting and improving pedagogies and outcomes for all. They also state that core values must be embedded firmly in settings to allow catalytic leadership plant roots to grow. 

After conducting research, Ang (2012) found that quality leadership in early years settings was directly linked to the improvement of the early years setting. Therefore, it is important to create catalytic leaders in all settings to help support practitioners in improving and creating an effective setting for both practitioners and children. 
Ang (2012) states that when leaders and practitioners share the same vision for a setting, as well as working effectively with other multi agency workers it ensures that their practice improves.

Ang (2012) states that Multi agency working, Pay, and effective leadership directly impacts and significantly influences professional practice, which in turn has benefits for both early years practitioners and the children. In addition, Clark (2012) states that a catalytic leader in the early years does not only benefit practitioners and children, but the families of the children too by recognising and providing early intervention tools and assessments in order to support the child and their family. 
Clark and Murray (2012) that a catalytic leader strives to support and help families who may be facing challenges such as poverty or having a child with an ALN. Welsh Government (2022) state that early interventions are tailored to meet the specific needs of each individual child to help them overcome barriers and meet their full potential. Welsh Government (2018) would agree with this as they state that early intervention is essential for the long-term quality of life for children with an ALN or disability. Welsh Government (2018) help to improve parent’s abilities ensuring that there is support in place for parents and carers and ensure they have access to employment. Therefore, helping to keep them out of poverty.

Lawler (2020) states that a report written by the national Centre for Social Research found that the early years sector is struggling to retain staff due to low pay and the status of the profession. Lawler (2020) also suggests that early years practitioners don’t get the recognition they deserve which leads to more graduates deciding on different career paths as the early years sector is so undervalued. 
They also suggest that the pay did not reflect the demands of the role, as the pay was poor. Therefore the early years sector struggles to attract and retain quality early years practitioners. 

Section 2 

This section of the assignment will be critically exploring the role of the chidren’s commissioner for Wales and how it has or may impact on early childhood. 
According to The Children’s Commissioners Office (2023) The Children’s commissioner has a legal duty to promote and protect the rights of children in Wales in accordance with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) who according to Unicef (no date) have 54 articles that cover all aspects of all children’s lives without any discrimination relating to gender, ethnicity, religion or any other status. They state that under the children and Families Act 2014, the commissioner has a legal responsibility to uphold the rights and welfare of the children. They also ensure that the Welsh Governments policies and legislations benefit children. Batty (2005) states that 31 countries have now appointed commissioners since the first was appointed.
Children’s commissioner for Wales (2023) states that Rocio Cifuentes has the power to challenge the Welsh government under section 7B of the care standards act 2000. They state that she also has the power to voice her concerns to the government when required.

According to The Children’s Commissioner’s office (2023) The first children’s commissioner, Peter Clarke was appointed in Wales in 2001 after a recommendation made by Lord Lamming following the death of Victoria Climbie. They state that the role was initially establishes under the children act 2004 which then led to the children and families act 2014 giving more power and responsibilities.
Keith Towler was the second commissioner to be appointed in Wales in 2008, followed by Sally Holland, who was appointed in 2015. 
The current Commissioner for Wales is Rocio Cifuentes who came into post in April 2022, before taking on the role of Children’s Commissioner for Wales, Rocio Cifuentes was chief executive of a charity, served on the Wales Committee for the equality and human rights commission as well as chairing the Welsh refugee coalition. (Children’s commissioner for Wales, 2023) 

The report being discussed in this part of the assignment will be ‘building blocks: inclusion in the foundation phase’ 
The report was created and published due to a child who had been excluded from school for aggressive behaviour, therefore leaving the child with no access to education as there were no schools available in the area. 
An investigation was launched which revealed that 768 children were reported to be excluded from the foundation phase between 2018 and 2019. The Psychology notes headquarters (2023) uses Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory which states that the microsystem which compromises the home, school and community environments has the highest level of influence on a child. Excluding a child from these environments will have a negative effect on a child’s mental health and development. In agreement, mentally healthy schools (no date) state that children and young people who were excluded from schools were more likely to have behavioural difficulties and difficulties socializing with peers, therefore excluding them from social activities which can lead to negative impacts on their wellbeing.

NHS (no date) explains that if a child has no access to education, it can have a fundamental impact on all aspects of their development and lead to difficulties as they grow older. Drew (2023) supports this statement as they state that people who lack education have worse health and mental wellbeing and are generally poorer than well educated people. 
The child having no access to education could also have extreme impacts on the child’s family. Welsh Government (2022) state that if a child is not in education, parents must provide alternative childcare, this can be costly, meaning they could be forced out of work in order to care for their child, which could potentially lead them into Poverty, which in turn could contribute to the outcome of the child facing ACE’s. 

In response, the children’s commissioner set out steps to support children, early interventions can help in leaving no child excluded from education in the foundation phase. She also set a clear policy which prevents exclusions being issued to children under 8 years old. The children’s commissioner also reviewed the laws relating to children and recommended changing them if they were inconsistent with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). 
The Children’s commissioner for Wales has the power to challenge the Welsh Government under section 7B of the care standards act 2000.However, House of commons (2012) explains that it is difficult and time consuming to change these laws as they begin as bills and progress through a number of stages before they can be passed as law or changed. 

The Children’s Commissioner recommends that head teachers should consult with staff in order to think of new ways that will be effective in supporting young children through the foundation phase. They also suggest engaging with parents enabling strong parent teacher relationships. 
As Mullin (no date) states, effective communication between parents/caregivers and practitioners is essential for children’s educational development. In addition, Sheridan (2016) state that when parents and practitioners interact well, the quality of parent’s involvement in home learning improves, thus improving children’s academic achievements, social skills and emotional development. 
However, there could be challenges as some parents might be reluctant to engage with their child’s school and practitioners

The children’s commissioner for Wales recommends that staff training and cpd should be made available for foundation phase support staff (teaching assistants) so they are better equipped to support children with social, emotional and behavioural difficulties. However, Whiteman (2023) states that lack of funding could prevent the school from implementing this training as schools are facing a funding crisis. Miles (2022) states that the budget available does not meet the scale needed by schools due to the coronavirus pandemic. Despite this, they state that they have provided an additional £37.5 million to schools in order to support and raise standards of early years practitioners and helping them progress in implementing the new curriculum for Wales. Whiteman (2023) Also states that worryingly, a common way for schools to balance their budgets is by reducing their investment in CPD and staff training. 

Section 3

Children in the early years often face many sociological factors that can challenge their life experiences. These sociological factors can range from poverty to health issues or additional learning needs. 
The aspect that this section of the assignment will be focusing on will be poverty.
Baron (2023) suggests that children’s parents socioeconomic status determines many aspects of a child’s early development, including eating habbits, overall health and how they are viewed by others. 
According to the Child Poverty Act 2010 around 10% of children are living in low income households. However, there is evidence that this percentage has increased significantly during the last decade.  After collecting data for 2019-2020 Child Poverty Action Group (2023) state that 49% of children in the UK in lone-parent families are living in poverty, this is mainly due to a lack of an additional earner and childcare costs. Additionally, they state that children from black and ethnic minority groups are more likely to be living in poverty with 46% living in poverty compared with a smaller percentage of 26% of children from white British families. 
Taylor (2021) explains that these figures have increased significantly since the COVID-19 pandemic has hit, meaning an extra 100 million children have been impacted by poverty worldwide. 
According to Article 24 and 27 of The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child or the UNCRC (no date) All children have the right to clean water, healthy food, a clean environment, good healthcare and a good standard of living. 
However, UNICEF (No Date) state that children are more vulnerable to the effects of poverty than adults, stating that more than 700 million children are living in poverty worldwide, meaning that they lack basic necessities such as clean water and nutrition, therefore are not getting their needs or rights met. 

Some may suggest that families and children living in poverty are mainly ones who do not work. However, Child Poverty Action Group (2023) would strongly disagree as they state that 75% of children living in poverty live in a household where at least one person works. Similarly, Trenaman (2021) states that the majority of people living in poverty in the UK were in a household where at least one person was working.  
In addition, UNICEF (no date) states that children born into poverty will have access to poorer education and less employment opportunities, thus making it harder for families to escape poverty. 
Similarly public health Scotland (2021) argue that children from low-income households and disadvantaged areas have worst outcomes in their reading, writing and numeracy skills as well as their cognitive development compared to those from wealthy families. Wilton (2017) would agree with this as they state that Estyn reported strong links between poverty and negative educational outcomes. However, public health Scotland (2021) state that there are ways in which families in poverty can positively impact their children’s educational development including quality parental engagement with the child’s education. In agreement, Wilton (2017) suggests that parents’ attitudes and wellbeing play a large part in children’s developmental outcomes. 

As a result of poverty, children are more likely to face hardships and poorer health outcomes in both childhood and adulthood. Public health Scotland (2021) would agree with this as they state that children growing up in poverty are at risk to poorer health outcomes compared to children from wealthier families, including higher infant mortality rate, tooth decay, poorer general health and wellbeing, obesity and teenage pregnancy. 
According to UNICEF (no date) poverty has many negative impacts on a child’s health and development. They state that children who are born into poverty are more likely to experience health and mental health problems. In addition, public health Scotland (2021) suggest that children’s experience of poverty can also lead to bullying or feelings of exclusion as they may have less access to social activities or groups than their peers. 
Under section 21 (8) of the Education Act (2002) schools and settings have a legal duty to safeguard and protect the children and young people’s wellbeing in their setting.  

NSPCC (2015) states that poverty and poor physical and mental health are directly linked. 
Morris et al (2018) suggest that families living in poverty are more likely to require interventions from agency workers like social workers. In addition, NSPCC (2015) state that children living in poverty are more likely to become a victim of child abuse or neglect.  
UCL (2020) state that children from poorer families are also at risk for having a high number of adverse childhood experiences, which can have a negative impact on a child. In agreement, public health Scotland (2021) suggest that children in poverty are at a greater risk of having childhood traumas as through research they found that a higher proportion of people in the most deprived areas reported ACES. UCL (2020) also suggests that as more families are facing uncertainties in their employment due to covid, the impact of ACES is likely to increase. 

There are many interventions in place which can help to support families living in poverty in the UK. According to Hill-Dixon et al (no date) The Welsh Government created a number of schemes in order to help and support families living in poverty in Wales. One scheme that was created is the Welsh Poverty Strategy. However, this strategy was deemed ineffective after it failed to meet their aims of eradicating child poverty in Wales by 2020.

Action for children (2021) state that many parents struggle to access the early years’ services they require in order to give their children the best possible start in life. After conducting research, they found that 67% of parents were unable to access an essential service and 71% of parents stated they found the service difficult to use or access. As a result of being unable to access these services many parents reported that it had a negative effect on their and their children’s’ mental health and emotional wellbeing. According to Mcleod (2023) a child’s mental health and wellbeing is the most essential need that needs to be fulfilled. They state that according to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, physiological needs are the most essential and that all other needs are secondary until they are filled. 

According to Welsh Government (no date) Flying start aims to help families with children under 4 years old in some of the most disadvantaged areas of Wales. The four key provisions of the programme are part time childcare for 2-3 year olds, access to parenting programmes, speech and language support for children and an enhanced health visiting service. However, there are many areas that are not covered by the flying start programme which means many families and children do not get the help they require. Wilton (2017) states that the Welsh government’s flying start evaluation explains that the flying start scheme helped to improve the attendance of children in the most deprived areas. He states that since its launch in 2006/07, the flying start programme has been received by over 38,000 children in Wales in 2015/16.
After conducting research, Welsh government (2018) found that families engagement with the flying start programme varied. They reported greater engagement with the childcare entitlement than any other service that is included in the flying start programme. They also reported high level of satisfaction from parents who believed the flying start programme had improved their mental health and wellbeing.  

In conclusion, Poverty affects a large percentage of families in Wales. However, there are interventions in place like the flying start programme and free school meals which contribute to helping families. However, there are many barriers that we face when trying to eradicate poverty. There remains to be a large percentage of families living in poverty who are still not receiving the help they require due to not living in the right location. As a result, many familes are faced with ACE’s and bad mental health. 
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