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[bookmark: _GoBack]Part 1 – Catalytic Leadership
[bookmark: _Int_TkIczbSV]Firstly, let us begin by considering the definition of leadership.  Traditional views of leadership are seen as an amalgamation of decision-making, individual performance and authority over others from a hierarchal system (Nicholson, 2020 p.93).    Catalytic Leadership however differs in that a Catalytic Leader either informally or formally creates disruption among others in a collaborative way, resulting in the participants visioning the larger picture.  Catalysts do this by motivating others, planting the seed for growth to develop their views and ideas.  Catalysts do this without acting upon or producing ideas themselves, they intervene to encourage others to act these ideas, in order to change the world around them (Crosby, 2017 p.655-656).    
Parker (2020, p.134) states that people from all different backgrounds can become catalytic leaders, spreading incentive to engage in social justice, whilst having the motivation to shape the world around them.     Supporting this, Wilde (2017) defines catalyst leaders as influencers of change who are driven by values.  Wilde (2017) continues to state that young people are at the heart of these changes and should not just have their decisions made for them by people in power but to voice their opinions and views, take charge with inspiration to make a difference for the future.  
To be a catalytic leader means that a person must use the greatness contained inside themselves to control their behaviours, whilst looking for that greatness in others and connecting them together (Zachary, 2011 p.92).    To illustrate this point, one might refer to catalytic leadership in Early Years, whereby practitioners connect their learning journeys to those of the children, to support a mutual vision and create a dynamic education (Clark, 2012 p.10).  
In early years, leaders play a vital role in broadcasting early childhood discussions and undoubtedly play an important part in improving the delivery of practice.  Even those who hold an Early Years Professional Status in the leadership and pedagogy have an impact on service quality, even if they do not hold formal roles in leadership (Sims, 2015 p.151).    Early year's practitioners have an influential position to make change, instead of a position of powerful authority.    For example, the practitioner/catalyst can bring change through little, gradual steps, therefore acting as a change agent when leading practice (McDowell Clark, 2012 p.399).     It cannot be denied that when working in early years it is crucial that the leader promotes high quality education and care which will ultimately make a difference to children's lives.  This in turn will continue to have a positive affect for years to come (Cook, 2013 p.2).    
However, there are many sociological factors that can negatively impact children in early years.   A vast amount of research has shown poverty and disadvantage to be two of the major sociological factors (Malholmes & King, 2012).    Malholmes & King (2012) also believe that when children experience poverty in the early years of their life, this is likely to have a negative affect during their adolescence and into adulthood.   Malholmes (2014) claims that because of these adverse experiences, many people will have low earnings and poor productivity.  People experiencing poverty are more likely to leave school earlier than those who did not suffer poverty, consequently resulting in antisocial behaviour and crime.   
However, despite these claims, Kirk (2017) recalls a research report carried out in the United States of America (USA), produced in 2017.    The study followed 18,000 people and their ancestors from the year of 1968 to the present.  The participants, all of whom live in various areas of the USA had their  income, health and employment information recorded.    The results found that 16 percent of children in poverty, who had lived more than half their lives from birth to 17 years, had steady jobs or were studying in school therefore becoming successful adults in society.    Although this group of people were more successful, the results found that the reasoning behind this was that they were less likely to have experienced a parent or carer with a physical or mental disability during adolescence.      Supporting these findings, Wolicki (2021) claims that there is an unfortunate link between parents and carers poor mental health, with that of the children who reside with them.      
Alongside parental mental disability and poverty.   Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) are made up of other sociological factors namely, domestic violence, substance use, mental and physical abuse, crime and imprisonment by family members (Waite, 2020 p.42) this consequently having a negative impact early childhood.      To illustrate this point, one might refer to Bellis et al (2014)’s study.  This study resulted in 47 percent of the people who participated in the study having experienced at least one of the nine ACEs mentioned before the age of 18 years, being almost half of the participants aged between 18 and 69.     Furthermore, Bellis et al (2014) states that although many ACEs are linked with poor communities and deprivation, this is not always the case.  Bellis et al (2014), argues that it is important to highlight strategies to prevent ACEs and for this information to be spread across the board and made easily available to all children and families whatever their living environment.       
This point leads onto the role that catalytic leaders in early years have when inspiring change and helping to reduce the affect sociological factors on children and families in their care.    One can go as far as to say that with consistent positive bonds with key adults, children are likely to become more resilient as they explore the world around them (Education Scotland, 2020).    Research has shown that by having at least one positive, constant bond with an adult can provide children with protection from negative impact, when experiencing these adverse experiences.   By building these bonds this can help support relationships with families and communities they live in (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2018b).
The Reggio Emilia approach has inspired early years pedagogy around the world.  Renowned for its high-quality practice and supporting parent partnerships and resilience.  Reggio Emilia indicate that participation and research by practitioners are two vital concepts to consider when building relationships with children (The Foundation Stage, 2007).    In turn, supporting the importance of parent partnerships. The Te Whariki Curriculum is made up of weaves of involvement from parents, children, practitioners and the community as a whole.    By involving all concerned in the education and care of the child helps to build up these strong relationships with the families.  In addition, this can help to indicate any sociological factors the children and families may be experiencing, and of which can then be supported by the practitioner promptly with the help from early interventions on offer (Ministry of Education, 2017).  
Unfortunately, these interventions do not always happen easily and come with challenges.  Audit Wales (2014) highlight that the demands for support of sociological factors are high. Purely because local services seem to be responding to the impacts of people facing ACEs, rather than addressing the causes.   Furthermore, Audit Wales (2014) claims that the multiagency services who are working with those individuals experiencing ACE’s, are not consistently working collaboratively, neither are they providing united services of support.  
Research undertaken on parents was carried out to ascertain the barriers of accessing support services.  The consensus showed that most parents could not access the services provided for various reasons including, mental health and wellbeing of both the child and the parents.  Children’s behavioural issues and finances to name just a few.   The top two reasons for getting the support is lack of clarity on how to access these services and the limited services on offer (Action for Children, 2021).
The Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2018b) states that services providing support for Ace’s should be mindful of five easy principles in conducting a children’s rights approach.  A Children’s Rights Approach is embedded by placing The United Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) at the centre of planning.  Also ensuring children’s rights are mentioned in all aspects of decision making, creating policies and practice and making sure the children in their care are aware of their rights as a child (The Children’s Commissioner for Wales, no datea).   Additionally, the principles should include equality, embedding the children’s rights, empowerment, accountability and participation.   By carrying out these principles will ensure that awareness is raised of ACE’s in Wales and children and families are supported correctly (The Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2018b)
Following results of a study conducted to research the effects that the COVID 19 Pandemic had on children aged under 5.   The results found that many families experienced bereavements, illness, low income or living in poverty.   As a result of these sociological factors children suffered in their development of which included social and emotional, cognitive and speech and language.    Notably by not having the availability to access the of support from early years practitioners in being able to access help from multiagency groups and early interventions, left a detrimental effect on the Childrens' wellbeing.    Consequently, early years practitioners who participated in the study, emphasised the importance their role has of supplying families with play-based, neighbourhood family support groups.  More importantly increasing the universal early childhood care and education that is on offer for all children aged two to three years.    In these pre-school sessions ensuring that the focus is on free play, creativity and exploration, rather than a structured routine.   This in turn would therefore support the children's holistic learning and wellbeing (Welsh Government, 2021). 
From these arguments one could conclude that it is important to remember the importance the role a practitioner has when becoming a catalytic leader providing high quality early years practice, support and making available early intervention strategies.  An amalgamation of these points can hopefully support reducing the impact of sociological factors in children and families allowing children (Education Scotland, 2020).  


Section 2 – The Children’s Commissioner for Wales 
The Children’s Commissioner for Wales is currently a lady by the name of Rocio Cifuentes, her job role is to be an advocate for children’s rights and the highlight the importance of these.  Children’s Commissioner for Wales looks at how decisions made by government bodies in Wales affect the rights of children (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2023c).    Furthermore, Citizens Advice (2023), state that the role of the commissioner is to meet with children in Wales to listen to them about issues that may affect them and how they think the commissioner and the team could support them.  The commissioner can support these children in society by telling others who could possibly make a difference and improve these areas of issue. The Childrens Commissioner for Wales has powers to promote change for children, this has been granted since 2001, established by the Care Standards Act 2000 and is an advocate for children’s human rights found in the Children’s Commissioner for Wales Act 2001 (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2023f).
A report by Children’s Commissioner for Wales in the year of 2020 entitled 'Building Blocks: Inclusion in the Foundation Phase’.  The report is a quality early years foundation phase program that focuses on children with Social Emotional Behavioural Difficulties (SEBD) their experiences and inclusion in the Foundation Phase (Baci, 2020).  Subsequently the report resulted from desperate families calling the Commissioner’s team concerned that their children were being taught in isolation or worse, being excluded and not having access to any form of education because of their behaviour.    The Commissioner and team at the time, were extremely concerned that there could possibly be more children whose families had not come forward. Who in turn would be facing similar challenges, not being able to have access to a basic human right of education.   (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2020d).   Articles 28 and 29 of the UNCRC states the child’s right to an education and how it should be administered in line with a child’s human dignity (UNICEF, No Date)
After investigation and showing clear evidence of high numbers of exclusions in young children around Wales.    The Children’s Commissioner for Wales formed an action plan to be taken to the Welsh Government for immediate actions to be put in place.   Together with further recommendations for the Government to cover in the spring of 2021.   The Commissioner therefore developed a toolkit for the Government to share with schools around Wales, to be used with immediate affect (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2020d).  
The toolkit works in conjunction with the ‘Building Blocks’ document and supports a children’s rights approach to wellbeing.     The toolkit acts as an aid to support practitioners by acting as a guide for schools allowing them to think about supporting all children including those experiencing social emotional behavioural difficulties, in the best way possible. (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2020e).     One strategy in the toolkit, looks at rather than teachers managing a child’s behaviour they must build positive relationships and connections with the child to establish the reasons behind the behaviour.  The toolkit states that to build these positive relationships, the practitioner must support the child by being empathetic and validating their feelings whilst reassuring the child, showing comfort and protection (Cooper, Hoffman and Powell, 2017).  Supporting this strategy of positive relationships, Bowlby’s (1969, 1973) theory of attachment indicates that it is human nature for children to seek comfort and support from their care givers.  By experiencing this care, a set of affinitive emotions and behaviours will shape children's ongoing experiences as they grow into adults (Lawford, Doyle and Markiewicz, 2018).  
However, the success of this strategy comes with its challenges.  From the Building Blocks Report one can see that a child’s home life can attribute to challenges, when communicating and developing relationships with the children.    Communication between the child, peers and teachers are seen as a challenge.  Many of these children enter education in the foundation phase with absolutely no experience of attachment or knowing how to express their feelings or communicate.  Having a communication difficulty can cause a child to get frustrated and use negative behaviour as a response (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2020f).   NHS (2023) describes positive attachments as love, care and security given by carer givers.  Without these secure attachments children will find it difficult to manage feelings.  If early attachments are there but perceived as negative. This can result in difficulties with mental wellbeing and building relationships.  
Another challenge in implementing changes for inclusivity of children with behavioural needs is the issue of class size and funding.  A study which looked at teaching children with diverse needs reported that large class sizes made teaching harder.  One teacher said that by having too many children in class poses a problem of giving that one learner the time and support they need.  This view was indicated by all the teachers involved and frustration on their part by being unable to adhere to the children with diverse needs (Mahlo 2017).  
With the issue of funding in mind a survey carried out in various maintained nurseries in June 2021 found the demand from children with Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) decreased that school year.  Funding controls unfortunately were expected to reduce or become increasingly harder to obtain which ultimately will affect the way in which the schools support these children.  Consequently, 26 percent of schools have said that accepting children with SEND would be unaffected by these reductions but were mindful of the impact this would have on the quality of support (Early Education, 2021).
Section 3 – Mental Health in Children
In the UK between the years of 2021 and 2022, 53,337 new mental health detentions were recorded under the Mental Health Act 1983.  This number could possibly be higher due to incomplete and unsubmitted data (NHS 75 Digital, 2023).   There are many sociological factors that can contribute to the deterioration of a person’s mental health.  Such factors include bereavement or being diagnosed with a serious illness.   Granek et al. (2019 p.1695) conducted a study which explored the perceptions of some oncologists and nurses on the possible causes of mental health on their cancer patients they treat.  A range of reasons were established from the findings including side effects from treatment, lack of support, loneliness, death and the worry of leaving loved ones in a state of bereavement. As a result of the findings a patient centred approach with regards to support and understanding of treatment should be the focus.  In addition, other attributing factors of poor mental health are people who live in environments with high rates of poverty and crime.   A study shows that in the UK, four in ten people who live with incomes below the lowest income threshold, suffer from a severe mental health disorder (OCED, 2012).  According to Horwitz, (2010), it is important to remember that the recent changes in the social response of mental health issues have an increase in people reaching out for professional help and the stigma relating to this has readily declined as a wider range of conditions have come to light.   
Notably one needs to consider the affect mental health has on young children and how these impact on their lives, if parents are not getting the support needed to help care for their children.  Signs that the child may need some support with their wellbeing are that a child may be worried about their parent, may have to take on the role of caring for other members of the family, feeling isolated or being bullied and not being able to confide in a responsible adult (NSPCC, 2021).  
It is said that children with parents who suffer a mental illness are likely to be at a high risk of suffering with mental health issues through adolescence and adulthood.  A study carried out in 2012 included families with and without a parent with mental health issues who at the time had children aged between 11 and 16 years.   Questionnaires were filled out with parent child interaction and their mental health in mind.  The results showed that children with a parent suffering with a mental health issue did not receive as much interaction and came across as living in a very negative environment as opposed to those parents not suffering with their mental health (Loon et al.2014).  Supporting this statement, Heradstveit (2021) found from research that many children who grow up with mental illness in the home lead them to suffer psychiatric problems in adolescence and childhood.  
Sir Francis Bacon once said, ‘knowledge itself is power’ (Azamfirei, 2016). An early intervention strategy can be used providing families and children with knowledge and information about mental health issues and living with these conditions.  For example, a study examined the use of a digital video disc (DVD) to highlight and educate children with parents who are experiencing mental illness.  From watching the DVD this improved the children’s understanding of mental health and allowed them to show empathy towards their parents whilst clearing up any misconceptions. The children stated that they were happy to discuss the DVD with parents but said that they would not confide in others about their parent's mental health in the fear of being bullied (Grove, 2015).  BBC News (2019) reported that 75% of people in the UK who had experienced bullying in the last year said their mental health had been affected of those bullied 41% were left feeling anxious and 33% had thoughts of ending their lives.  Supporting this statistic NSPCC (2023) maintain that the effects of bullying continue into adulthood with worst cases driving children and young people to self-harm or worse still have suicidal thoughts.    
In addition, there are charities and support services over the UK who support and guide families and children who are suffering with their mental health and wellbeing.  Dewis Cymru (2023) is an organisation in Wales who offer up to date support and advice for families with children suffering from mental health issues.   Dewis Cymru was created because of the Social Services and Wellbeing Act 2014.  The law ensures people and carers get the help they need to make life better. 
Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS).  CAMHS in Wales is a multiagency service combining NHS Wales professionals and other key multiagency partners who as a partnership, plan and design services to support young people and their families learning from the voice of the child to effectively improve access to quality services in turn will lead towards improved outcomes for the patient and family (NHS Wales, no date).  CAMHS offers support in the form of Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) this supports with depression, anxiety and traumas (NHS Manchester, 2023).   CBT is described as a type of talk therapy, teaching you to cope with your problems by providing you with skills related to how your thoughts, attitudes and beliefs influence your actions and how you feel (Mind, 2021).  
Although the CAMHS service offers support, there are challenges to face.  Many people have experienced problems in accessing the services because of the system becoming highly exhausted.  As a result of these findings improvements had to be made.  CAMHS In-Reach pilot programme in Wales has been recently implemented, aiming to improve access from specialists for support of children and families and increasing the school’s role when responding to internal issues (Brown et al, 2023).   Implementation this approach will support the opportunities to develop trusting, positive relationships.  However, this will also require expert training and a whole school approach with support and mentoring for the teachers involved (The British Educational Research Association (BERA) 2021)
To conclude this section, although mental health has reduced slightly since the COVID 19 Pandemic it is still very much a problem in society for children and their families. There is hope that with the support of The Children’s Commissioner for Wales advocating our children’s rights and listening to their voices these children will get the support they truly need.  It is important to remember that everyone can be a catalytic leader to help support and fight for the rights of children in our care, we must make ourselves heard.
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