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This critical analysis will discuss the fundamental characteristics found in a catalytic leader and how one supports and equips children to overcome issues that impact their lives as well as sociological factors. After this, there will be a discussion on the role of the Children’s Commissioner for Wales and how they have protected the rights of children to date, Finally, there will be a critical examination on how poverty affects children and analyse the early interventions and services that are in place to prevent children from experiencing poverty throughout their time in early years.
Section 1:
The idea of leadership is often associated with one person motivating and assisting those around them to achieve an end goal (Harvard Business Review, 2004). Leadership is normally appointed to an individual and are seen as having a powerful position and are the head of the decision making (IMD, 2023). Stobierski (2019) agrees suggesting that leaders are often put in an authoritative role. Although, many now view this type of leadership as outdated (Sergiovanni, 2007) and should therefore see leadership as everyone coming together to have a clear vision on the settings practices and what is in the best interests of the child (Ang, 2012). This view of leadership is becoming a new desired strategy within early years settings as it gives every practitioner an opportunity to take a leadership role and come together collectively to share their goals and empower each other to become leaders together (McDowell Clark, 2012). Sims et al., 2015) agrees, however, they believe that early years practitioners confidence in this development of leadership is yet to be strongly evident in settings due to lack of knowledge and understanding. McDowell Clark (2012) similarly states that many early years practitioners are leaders throughout their daily practice but struggle to this due to not having a management status. 
Anybody in the early years can be a catalytic leader since they make decisions constantly throughout the day and contribute to building the pedagogy in the setting. Likewise, it's advantageous to consider how much of a difference leaders can make in a child’s life when given the chance to take the initiative and bring about change in the early years (Cooper, 2014). Additional to this Rodd (2013) discusses an early years practitioner may become a catalytic leader in the field by helping others and themselves to make changes without the need for authority. Nutbrown (2012) believes that all practitioners should aim to be catalytic leaders no matter their position in the setting. In order to reach full potential as practitioners and have a successful setting (Nicolson et al, 2018), is it crucial early years practitioners evaluate how they lead, why they lead, and where they may bring about good change for the setting. By taking this into account, early years practitioners may change the way they view leadership and discover that anybody can be a catalytic leader by realising that being a leader has more to do with their practitioner attributes and qualities than the title or job they are assigned (Douglass, 2019).
McDowell Clark (2012) state that catalytic leaders can educate themselves and others including children about religions, cultures, and backgrounds which helps everyone embrace individuality and creates and environment where everyone feels respected and appreciated which in turn fosters a comfortable environment for children and families. Moreover, catalytic leaders may improve learning environments for children by recognising and lowering exclusion risks and barriers to education. They can do this by serving as role models and actively encouraging others to adopt inclusive practises (Guralnick and Bruder, 2016). Having said this, everyone tends to be biased, even if they intend not to be. This might lead to everyone believing that their plan or approach is the best one to employ without considering the thoughts and opinions of others, which would prevent an  environment from working together to achieve the same objectives (Gerritson, 2020). Additionally, Sarij-Blatchford and Hallet (2014) emphasise the value of working cooperatively to create an inclusive environment for children rather than relying solely on the work of one leader, but Rodd (2013) claims that there is limited access to training and role models that would convey this to potential catalytic leaders.
Many positives come with being a catalytic leader in an early years settings but it requires hard work to create change for the better but a report from the National Centre for Social Research suggest that practitioners are now leaving their jobs due to not feeling they are being paid fairly considering the emotional and physical demands that come with being an early years practitioner (Guant, 2020). Another result of this can affect the effort a practitioner puts into their work due to feeling like their efforts not being recognised. Lawler (2020) has a similar view whilst discovering that working in an early years setting requires high qualifications but this is not reflected in the pay which in turn contributes to the high level of staff turnover resulting in the quality of service being offered inadequate. 
However, practitioners continue to improve their skills even with the lack of pay in order to advance their knowledge and raise standards within the setting. This includes carrying out paediatric first aid training and health and safety training which the setting are required to support practitioners to achieve (Care Council for Wales, 2016). There are barriers to accessing those specific training aids due to a lack of time because early year’s practitioners are under constraint with the demands of the job and also a lack of funding. Many settings do not have the funds to pay for individuals to complete non-essential training (Bonetti, 2022).
Social Care Wales (2017) discuss how practitioners may express their feelings about their performance and recognise and appreciate both triumphs and problems during supervisions and evaluations. While practitioners may freely express their thoughts and ideas and concentrate on CPD activities to expand their skill set, supervisions and appraisals are the perfect time to promote their catalytic leadership (Social Care Wales, 2017). It also gives management opportunities to discuss with practitioners how they feeling within their role as it important to support everyone in the team but also individually to be a successful catalytic leader (WJEC, 2019). 
Catalytic leadership can also benefit the families or the children in the setting. Asquith (2021) believe that catalytic leaders are equipped with the skills to support families who are facing challenges. These challenges may could include children with additional learning needs or financial problems so catalytic leaders can guide families to the correct support groups and information that can provide them with further support (Spurgeons, 2022). Similarly, this helps families feel supported by having this information from the catalytic leader because they may now have the knowledge to access organisations such as flying start or the free school meal funding which in turn contributes to a child’s well-being (Virtual Lab School, 2021).
In conclusion, catalytic leaders are becoming a benefit to early years settings because this approach gives everyone involved a chance to support children and families demands effectively as well as share out the work in the setting instead of all the responsibilities being placed on one leader. Early years graduates are becoming the forefront of this approach as they are entering early years settings with a new viewpoint and skills to further develop the setting. Early years catalytic leaders will hold shared skills and values which will create an environment that is welcome of new ideas and views and that no one is made to feel inferior to one another. This new approach will abolish ideas about leaderships just being those with a management or leadership status which in turn will create a strong workforce within the early years setting.
Section 2:
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) is an international agreement among all governments that accept they require to meet the needs of children and listen to what they say (Save the Children, no date). The UNCRC sets out rights for every child no matter gender, ability, religion or ethnicity (Welsh Government, no date). The Welsh Government wanted to improve children’s lives for the better and be considered in everything they do and therefore in 2004 they implemented the UNCRC in all of their policy making (Senedd Cymru, 2021), and further, in 2011, Wales was the first country in the UK to make the UNCRC law in Wales which created the Right’s of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011 (Welsh Government, 2015). To further protect children’s rights, Mukherjee (2021) discusses that children’s rights impact assessments (CRIAs) were established to ensure the Welsh Government and the ministers consider the impact on children when creating policies and laws. 
The first children’s commissioner to be appointed in 2001 was Peter Clarke who had a strong passion for children’s voices being heard and therefore set up the office needed to continue the work to protect children (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2016). As stated by the Welsh Government (no date, a) in 2008, Keith Towler took over the role of children’s commissioner for Wales and during his time within his role, he published various reports on advocacy, play, child protection, children trafficking, and children with disabilities. Keither Towler was also a programme director for save the children where a lot of his work focused on children in poverty and helping those children have more access to facilities around them which they may not normally have access to due to their current situation (Taylor, 2008). 
Sally Holland was the next to take up the role of the commissioner in 2015 where she put the rights and wellbeing of children at the forefront of all her work. This is evident in her work as she points out the Welsh Governments failure to provide children with additional learning needs appropriate access to suitable transport to take them to their provided place of education (Child’s Commissioner for Wales, 2019). Her work also consisted of making mental health services more readily available for children in Wales, as well as bullying prevention and taking steps to reduce poverty (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2023a). Addition to this, Welsh Government (no date, b) explains that she campaigned for punishment against children to be banned in Wales which was successfully passed in March 2022 where anyone in Wales is not legally allowed to use physical punishment on children. Rocio Cifuentes is now the current children’s commissioner and her job is to promote and protects rights of children who live in Wales. Prior to becoming the children’s commissioner, she was the chief executive for ethnic minorities and youth support team charity in Wales and set the charity up in 2005 (Commissioner for Wales, 2023b).
The Right Way - A Children's Rights Approach in Wales, which is a document published by the Children's Commissioner for Wales, encourages individuals who deal with children to prioritise children's rights in order to better all facets of their life (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2017). Together (2017) indicates that this guidance will assist public organisations in providing children and young people with the chances to contribute to their communities and country, as the Commissioner for Wales desires to see Wales recognise children and young people as active citizens with significant contributions to make. 
In Wales, a children’s commissioner is appointed to work with children and young people, up to the age of eighteen or twenty-five if they have been in care (Citizens Advice, 2023).The commissioner for Wales aids children in learning about their rights under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) and whose thoughts and feelings are listened to (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2023). The executive office (2022) explains the children’s commissioner plays a vital role in safeguarding children and young people, as well as promoting their interests and rights. Because the Children's Commissioner is independent of Welsh Ministers, she is able to assess the actions of the Welsh Government and carry out her mandate to protect and advance the rights and wellbeing of children. Each year, a report from the Children's Commissioner is released, and it includes suggestions on how to improve how we view children's rights (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2021).
The Welsh Government is one of the defined public organisations that the Children's Commissioner has the authority to evaluate the effects of proposed exercise of powers for. She also has the authority to help a child in specific situations (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2022). Carmarthenshire County Council (2022) explains that the commissioners responsibility is to make sure that families and children have access to free school meals, that families are eligible for funding for uniform and equipment, and that school uniform is affordable. However, as suggested by the Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2023c) the Commissioner does not have the authority to take action in subjects such as immigration and asylum that have not been developed to the Senedd. Rocio Cifuentes family arrived in Wales as refugees from Chile and therefore she has an understanding towards this matter and feels more needs to be done for children who arrive illegally in the UK with their families (Adamson et al, 2021).
The children’s commissioner has now established that children who are recognised as being at risk will be out on a child protection register (CPR) so it makes support services aware the need for safeguarding and if there were any issues then social services or police can be informed (NSPCC, 2021). This follows alongside articles nineteen and thirty-four of the UNCRC that states children should be protected from violence, abuse and neglect (Unicef, 2019). The Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 explains that a child's rights and safety must be protected if settings and organisations, consider that the child is in danger, both physically and emotionally (Social Care Wales, 2022).
The new guidance by the children’s commissioner now requires schools to record any incidents of bullying that happen in the setting (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2017). There are also other legal support frameworks and procedures in place to protect children throughout their time in education. This includes the Education 2002 Act which requires settings to protect children from harm by minimising risk where possible (Child Law Advice, 2022), and therefore, many settings have in place an anti-bullying policy that ensures children can learn without the fear of being bullied (Educate and Celebrate, 2016). The Equality Act 2010 requires schools to work closely with children to ensure they are protecting children’s rights and removing discrimination and harassment towards children in the setting (Department of Education, 2014). As described by Unicef (no date), the ‘Right Way’ approach makes sure children know their rights and how they affect them and from this knowledge and promoting rights, children are prevented from bullying.
To conclude this section, the rights of children are now of the biggest significance in ensuring that their welfare is safeguarded in all areas of their life. Significant improvements to the legislation and the educational system over the last century have aided in defending and securing children. The organisation of children's commissioners has aided in advancing children's rights, ensuring that children are aware of them, and ensuring that their perspectives are taken into account.

Section 3:
There are many sociological factors that effect a child’s life experiences and cause challenges to their development. Poverty can have a profound effect on a child’s life (Tucker, 2018) so this is what will be critically evaluated. Article twenty four and twenty seven of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (Unicef, 2019) states that children should have access to adequate healthcare, food, and water as well as a good standard of living. However, the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2023) inform that twenty-seven percent of children in the United Kingdom live in poverty and therefore unfortunately not all children have access to these rights. 
As stated by Public Health Scotland (2021), children who experience poverty consistently are more likely to experience hardships even throughout their lifetime. This includes health conditions, social issues and negative educational results (Wickham et al. 2016). Research by Gupta (2007) suggests that many families who live in poverty are likely to have children who were born with a low birth weight and are at higher risk of having health conditions leading into adulthood such as high blood pressure, lung disease, and cardiovascular disease. Bradshaw (2018) agrees whilst also suggesting those children living in disadvantaged circumstances are at greater risk of obesity because of lack of nutritional food such as fruit and vegetables. Overall, this is because households cannot afford to buy healthy foods due to the price of them so have no option but to buy the cheaper foods which tend to be high in fats and sugar (Food Ethics Council, 2023).
Additional to this, Chaudry and Wimer (2016) found poverty can also have an effect on child’s mental well-being. Based on a survey conducted that involved frontline support workers who are involved in children’s lives, it was reported that sixty five percent of children’s mental health had been impacted from poverty (Reason Digital, 2019). Jakovljevic, et al. (2016) also points out that a reason for this is because children in poverty are exposed to more trauma and stressful life events compared to those living in higher income households. This in turn can have a detrimental affect on their experience during school and may struggle to escape poverty once they reach adulthood (Catie’s Closet, 2021). Catie’s Closet (2021) further explains how poverty stresses can impact the child’s ability to concentrate and demonstrate appropriate behaviours during school resulting in poor school progression which in turn effects their mental health. Children’s mental health is largely affected because of having fewer opportunities to socialise with friends, being able to discover hobbies or join clubs and so feel socially isolated (Sudarsan, 2022). Children in poverty are said to be at greater risk of bullying due to factors such as poor hygiene and unfavourable behaviour which according to Campbell, et al. (2019) puts children at higher risk of committing crimes or attempting and committing suicide during adulthood. 
The Welsh Government (2022) state they are committed to tackling poverty for children in Wales and have been dedicated to this since The 2010 Children and Families (Wales) Measure made it the ministers duty to develop strategies that overall help improve children’s lives. However, the Joseph Rountree Foundation and the Bevan Foundation (2015) discuss the unrealistic view the government had to eliminate child poverty 2020 with statements from the Welsh Government later admitting they lacked resources and budget and therefore would not be able to achieve their target (BBC, 2016). NSPCC (2015) agreed with this when revising the child poverty strategy for Wales and expressed how unrealistic this suggestion was due to facts such as Wales having the highest number of child poverty in the United Kingdom. 
Another programme created to help children and families who live in the most deprived areas of Wales is Flying Start (Welsh Government, 2017). It helps give families quality free childcare for children aged two to three years old. Flying start works alongside health visitors in order to make sure children and families are receiving the support they need (Thomas, 2021). The space provided in the flying start settings gives children the opportunity to freely express themselves, explore, and have fun all through play (Newport City Council, 2023). As suggested by Blaenau Gwent (no date), flying start gives staff important time with children that health visitors may not due to their caseload so any additional support needed for a child could easily be identified and programmes could be put in place.
Discussions from a Welsh Assembly Committee did however, raise concerns about the lack of evidence to suggest that children and families are experiencing positive results from the flying start programme (South Wales Argus, 2018). Also, as previously mentioned, children and families can access flying start depending on their postcode. BBC (2018) found many families who were living in poverty and low income households were not eligible for flying start because they lived outside the catchment area resulting in vulnerable children being excluded from this critical support. The Welsh Government therefore dedicated a small amount of funding towards programmes for those outside the flying start area (Welsh Government, 2014). Based on evidence from public health Wales, two thirds of those classified as living in low income households are outside the geographical area and therefore feel the small amount of outreach funding will not be sufficient enough to meet the needs of the families living out the flying start areas (Thomas, 2021).
Families who are on universal credit are eligible to apply for the free school meals for their child attending school as well as the pupil development grant which helps pay for uniform that is required for school as well as technology that may be needed to complete homework for example (CPAG, 2020). Evidence suggests there are profound benefits children gain academically from having a nutritional and balanced diet (The Royal Children’s Hospital Melbourne, no date) however, more than forty percent of children living in poverty are not eligible for the free school meals because parents have low income jobs therefore showing that many families are not benefiting from this programme (Bevan Foundation, 2018).
To conclude, a large portion of the population in Wales are still struggling with the issue that is poverty. The interventions in place that aim to help children and families living in poverty are however having an impact of the outcomes on children’s well-being and reducing negative effects later in life. Having said this, due to the area a child lives in or the benefits the family receives, many are still unable to gain access to these interventions. Unrealistic aims such as eliminating poverty is unlikely due to challenges and barriers that many are still facing.
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