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Catalytic Leadership Portfolio

Section 1
The definition of catalytic leadership, according to Connor (2013) and Toomer, et al. (2018), is the ability to communicate across all types of sectors and organisations to empower people using their ideas and affect a new way of working which leads individuals and communities to achieve their highest aspirations – an approach to leadership that is not dependant on a person’s title or authority (McDowell Clark, 2012).
In relation to the Early Years, catalytic leadership presents as an individual who, regardless of authority or status within a setting, brings about change through progressive action (Siraj-Blatchford and Hallet, 2014). In addition to this, Gandolfi and Mills (2022), describe practitioners within the Early Years as activists, pursuing an agenda which has been built upon practices which facilitate social, cultural, racial and environment justice.  Practitioners who are transforming their own profession to benefit the children who they work with by enabling a better future for them (Gandolfi and Mills, 2022; Nicholson, et al. (2020).
Linking this to Ella Baker, a catalytic leader who founded the Student Non-Violent Co-ordinating Committee, effecting change by challenging white supremacy and racism (Parker, 2020), catalytic leaders are practitioners who are not interested in being leaders, but in developing partnerships and working with others to create  leadership amongst them.
However, catalytic leadership has risks. Taking the lead and facilitating change takes courage and confidence which can be hard to find whilst working in early years settings (McDowell Clark, 2012; Gandolfi and Mills, 2022).  Therefore, a supportive working environment is required to provide transformative and co-active spaces, communication capacity and individual development routes towards collective consciousness, in-line with the philosophy of Ella Baker (Parker, 2020).
Additionally, when the catalytic leader asks the opinion of others within the early years setting, they are unaware of what their answers will be.  Acting on the requests of others can be difficult due to regulations and policies (Connor, 2013) effecting the working relationships between practitioners in a negative aspect.
Within the early years, there are sociological factors which create an increased challenge within catalytic leadership as they impact on children.  The Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2023) states that poverty is a complex problem involving a range of issues, but defines it as when a person’s resources are well below their minimum needs.  Poverty affects around 200,000 children within Wales which equates to 1 in 3 of the total population – a large proportion of children attending early years settings in Wales (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2023; Child Poverty Action Group, 2023).
According to Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (Maslow, 1943), children require their basic needs to be met before they can develop and flourish, eventually achieving the pinnacle of his model – self-actualization.  Two of the basic needs listed are food and water (Maslow, 1943). Consequently, living in poverty impacts the development of children because it impacts upon these basic needs being met (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2023; Child Poverty Action Group, 2023).  If parents do not have the means to pay for food or the household bills, they are not able to provide healthy nutrition and clean water to the children in their care. As well as affecting the provision of basic needs, this also impacts upon the health of children (Child Poverty Action Group, 2023).
Furthermore, Lewis (2021) explains that poverty is a significant force upon the drive for change to Welsh Government policy and development of new policies (Invernizzi, 2016).  Agreeing with the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2023) when they state that a concerted effort needs to be made by all relevant parties to help solve all the issues that relate to poverty, Lewis (2021) explains that Welsh Government should engage proactively with stakeholders to work in partnership to address the issue of poverty and the impact it has on children’s wellbeing.  These opinions connect to the idea of catalytic leaders evoking change to enable a more positive future for children (Gandolfi and Mills, 2022; Nicholson, et al. (2020).
Similarly, another factor effecting children is ACEs – adverse childhood experiences.  Research has established that the experience during early years builds the foundation upon which healthy mental health grows (Children and Young People Mental Health Coalition, 2021). Harvard University (2023) agree, stating that these experiences structure the architecture of children’s’ developing brains, moreover that negative experiences impact children’s life-long health and wellbeing. McCaskill (no date) testifies this, explaining that traumatised brains will always look different to non-traumatised brains.
When children encounter negative experiences during their early years, not only does this impact upon their future health, but can cause mental health issues during childhood (NSPCC, 2022), the most common being depression, anxiety and behavioural problems (NSPCC, 2022; Harvard University, 2023).
ACEs are common and include violence, domestic abuse, and exposure to substance abuse.  Nadine Burke – Harries (2015) explains that the concept of early adversity, ACEs, should not be marginalised as it applies to the entire population when factors such as the types of discipline methods a parent uses, parental mental health issues and parental separation are considered under the umbrella of ACEs. Public Health Wales (no date) agree, stating that ACEs ‘cross every social boundary’, therefore affecting an increasing number of children within early years.
It is important to remember the significance of which early years practitioners have on children and their development (Murray and McDowell-Clark, 2013; Donaldson, 2015). The emphasis on practitioners is significant to the centre of Norwegian Kindergarten pedagogy (Dardanou and Gamst-Nergard, 2021) where it is explicated that they are highly skilled and qualified within regulations and formal assessments to ensure that the children in their care are provided with safety, belongingness, and wellbeing (Dardanou and Gamst-Nergard, 2021; Wolf, 2021).  This emphasis on the practitioners is justified through the pedagogical belief that the health, wellbeing and success of children through all aspects, starts in the early years (Wolf, 2021).
Moreover, Bowlby’s attachment theory asserts that good attachment is vital to children’s emotional wellbeing in the short and long term (Bowlby, 1978; Musgrave, 2017) .  When a child develops a secure attachment during the early years, important skills such as self-esteem, self-reliance and resilience are fostered leading to increased long term wellbeing (Bowlby, 1978; Musgrave, 2017).  Moser, et al. (2017) concurs, stating that early years settings should be happy, secure, engaging and foster belonging – all of which is facilitated by the practitioner – to support children to grown into healthy and valued citizens.  Furthermore, the role of the practitioner is promoted by the link this creates with the four purposes of the new Welsh Curriculum to create capable and creative individuals ready to play a part in work and society (Welsh Government, 2020).
There are challenges to meeting the demands that the sociological issues above present to early years practitioners and their ability to be a catalytic leader. To establish a setting with is operated by a catalytic leader (Murray and McDowell-Clark, 2013), there must be mutual respect amongst staff and a mutual understanding of the ethical principles which underpin the pedagogy of the setting (Dyer, 2016).  Staff need to work cohesively and have integrity to create, share and maintain these core values (Robinson, 2016; Dyer, 2016).
Gandolfi and Mills (2022), write that many practitioners with a strong sense of social justice are being challenged by rigid and potentially un-just curriculum systems.  Additionally, practitioners can be confronted by a fear of not performing adequately to meet set targets (Cooper, 2014; Robinson, 2016).  Moreover, Gandolfi and Mills (2022) describe an inherent fear of inspections, where the culture is to facilitate results and evidence, using the children as ‘human capital’ to maximise the their productivity within education.  The definition of excelling is narrow and difficult to meet, pressuring practitioners and children to conform to developmental norms and facing consequences, such as not receiving specific support they require or, in severe cases, being encouraged to enrol in a different setting (Gandolfi and Mills, 2022; McClusky, et al., 2015).
As such, there is a lack of support for practitioners (Cooper, 2014; Nicholson, et al., 2020) within early years settings whose aim is to be more catalytic, despite catalytic leaders being desirable to achieve a forward thinking, socially just and rights supporting pedagogy (Robinson, 2016; Gandolfi and Mills, 2022). The very target of the Welsh Government’s new curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2020).
Section 2
Rocio Cifuentes is the current Children’s Commissioner for Wales (CCfW) since April 2022.  Like previous Commissioners, she will hold her post for the next seven years. (CCfW, 2023a).  As stated by Cook, et al. (2008) her role is to ensure that the Welsh Government policies and legislations benefit children and young people (Waterhouse,  2000).  In doing so she will safeguard and promote the rights and welfare of children in Wales (Invernizzi, 2016).  Furthermore, under section 7b of the Care Standards Act 2000, the CCfW has the power to challenge Welsh Government to review the exercises and functions if they deem them not beneficial to children and young people (Cook, et al., 2008; Waterhouse, 2000).
Wales was the first nation in the United Kingdom to enact a Children’s Commissioner in 2008, three years before the other nations.  The CCfW was created as a result of a Waterhouse Report recommendation (Waterhouse, 2000).  Initially, the role was to protect the rights of children and young people in care, but an Act of Parliament – the CCfW Act 2001 – gave the Commissioner additional powers to allow them to protect the rights of all children and young people (Cook, et al., 2008; Waterhouse, 2000).
The CCfW has been involved in the creation of several policies within Wales.  In March 2021, they commissioned ‘The Right Way – A Human Rights Approach to Education in Wales’ to support the enablement of a human rights education in education duties under the duties of the Welsh Government (2021) Curriculum and Assessment Act.  It is described as a ‘principled and practical framework’ (CCfW, 2023b).
It is written in a clear and inviting, easy to read format with tables and illustrations included throughout making it more accessible to practitioners and teachers alike (Together Scotland, 2023; CCfW, 2022), at any level, supporting catalytic leadership. 
Although stating it is guidance to support the Curriculum and Assessment Act, during the introduction is explains that it also supports the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 (CCfW, 2021).  This act was made lawful three year previous to the Curriculum and Assessment Act, therefore, this reference could seem tokenistic to practitioners and those with additional learning needs or disabilities, diminishing the impact upon practitioners (McClusky, et al., 2015; Trinity College Dublin, no date).
However, despite this criticism, the inclusion of this act within the Right Way Framework advocates for equitable education and, as stated by Miles (2022), radical action is required to create an equitable education system for all (McClusky, et al., 2015).  
Furthermore, page five of the document is written ambiguously, describing the Right Way as a supporting guidance document to help ‘you’ meet ‘all your statutory duties’.  Ambiguity points towards the notion of optional choice (McClusky, et al., 2015; Trinity College Dublin, no date).  To increase the standing of the document and encourage practitioners to follow its guidance, policies or acts could be made lawful supporting the Right Way framework (CCfW, 2022; McClusky, et al. 2015).
From page ten onwards, the Right Way Framework document lists several recommendations for practitioners to follow to enable a rights-based curriculum within education settings. The discussion will not be based upon two of them.
Firstly, the recommendation, 
“Identify key individuals or a team with responsibility to take forward your action plan, and to support others to develop their practice.  Implementation of your action plan should be reflected in the performance management and appraisal of individuals”. (CCfW, 2021).
This statement supports the idea of catalytic leadership, however it does not provide means for which it could take charge as a leadership system.  This is because it states, ‘identify key individuals’, suggesting that an individual who has been appointed as a leader will make the decision of who to appoint as ‘key individuals’.  Catalytic leadership allows for any individual, regardless of standing, to become a leader (McDowell Clark, 2012) .  However, when is states, ‘… should be reflected in the performance management and appraisal of individuals.’ (CCfW, 2021), this suggests that a leadership philosophy where individuals are supported and treated equally – working in partnership rather than in a hierarchical set-up (Dyer, 2016; Parker, 2020; McDowell Clark, 2012).
Conversely, implementing and maintaining the above recommendation could be difficult.  It is well known that time and funding place constraints upon education settings (CCfW, 2023; Ball, 2021).  As such, when stated ‘support others to develop their practise’ (CCfW, 2021), it may not always be possible to achieve this.  Sharing ideas points towards a catalytic method of developing practice (Gandolfi and Mills, 2022), but other methods include courses.  Attending a course costs money, but also implicates the setting as the practitioner will need to be replaced for the duration (Ball, 2021).  This creates not only a concern regarding time, but also adds to the financial impact when costs of bank staff, extra shifts or supply practitioners are considered (Hazell, 2017; Ball, 2021).  
As much as the capacity for professional development is empowering and provides opportunities for individual skills to be kept up-to-date facilitating a highly skilled workforce, considerations need to be made for older and longer time-served practitioners (Richter, et al., 2015).  These practitioners may believe that they have been doing a good job so therefore do not need to develop their practice (Richter, et al., 2015).  Additionally, they may believe that the younger practitioners, as not as experienced, do not meet criteria to advise them (Richter, et al., 2015; Soisangwarn and Wongwanich, 2014).  This can create disagreements and arguments amongst practitioners, impacting upon the culture of the workplace. 
Consequently, despite the benefits of following the recommendation, do the implementation difficulties over-shadow the implementation.  Moreover, as this is merely guidance, rather than lawful, will this further influence whether the recommendations are fulfilled (CCfW, 2022; McClusky, et al. 2015).

Secondly, the recommendation,
“Refer to the UNCRC and UNCRPD in all policies and other documents relating to vision and values”. (CCfW, 2022).
The Right Way does not state any reasons why they should be included.  If practitioners do not understand why they need to do it then they may well not do it (Dyer, 2016).  This is further impacted upon when it is considered that guidance is suggesting this rather than policy or law (CCfW, 2022). In addition to this, including the UNCRC and the UNCRPD in all policies and documents may appear tokenistic (Trinity College Dublin, no date).  Those reading them may not see the importance of such rights if they are seemingly ‘slotted into’ wherever they may fit (Trinity College Dublin, no date).
Despite this, creating a high prominence to the UNCRC and UNCRPD can increase knowledge and understanding (CCfW, 2022).  When it is easier to find the information, it is easier to take the information in (University College Dublin, no date).  As such, it may also have a greater impact upon practitioners and individuals alike, constructing an environment more centred upon children’s rights practise and, consequently, enabling human rights education (Gandolfi and Mills, 2022; McDowall Clark, 2012). Additionally practitioners and other individuals reading the setting’s documents relating to vision and values may take the information is greater consideration if it is supported by these important acts (CCfW, 2022).
However, if documents and policies have already been created, it is time consuming to edit them to include the UNCRC and UNCRPD (Wiserd, 2016).  Not only this, by re-distributing them adds to time constraints.  Practitioners have busy schedules and expecting them to re-read and learn the policies and documents can impact greatly upon their time (Roberts, 2019; Mthiyane, et al., 2019).  If practitioners are expected to do this is their own time this can create tensions between staff members and leadership, but also remove the cohesive supportive practice of the setting (Wiserd, 2016Roberts, 2019; Mthiyane, et al., 2019).  
In conclusion, the Right Way provides an easy to understand and follow framework of advice for practitioners to implement a rights based education within all education settings.  However, despite providing evidence-based benefits towards early years settings, it also creates some tensions and difficulties.  Ultimately, if the CCfW wishes the Right Way to be implemented within all settings, it should petition for it to become lawful rather than guidance.  In doing this, practitioners will be legally required to follow the framework initiating an environment where children’s rights are promoted, celebrated and understood fostering the best environments for children to learn and develop in.
Section 3
The trauma of Adverse Childhood Experiences can be devastating. Not only are the physical injuries sustained through violence often life-altering, children’s brains are particularly vulnerable to physical violence in both visible ways, such as shaken baby syndrome, and less visible ways such as emotional disturbances, psychological scars and the ability to form and sustain good, healthy relationships (Harvard University, 2023; Kimburg and Wheeler, 2019).  Without forming positive relationships and having their basic needs met, children are not given a template for future relationships, or the means from which to achieve their full potential (Birth to 5 Matters, no date; NSPCC, 2021). 
Flying Start is a Welsh Government support initiative which targets families with children under four who live in Wales’ most deprived areas (Welsh Government, 2019). It includes provision for free high-quality childcare, an enhanced health visiting service, parenting support and access to speech and language therapy (Welsh Government, 2019).  The focus of this review will be the childcare element of the initiative.
As ACEs are more likely to occur in vulnerable populations (Welsh Government, 2021a), such as deprived areas, services such as Flying Start are important to tackle them and build stronger, more resilient families and communities. This action can help to reduce the prevalence of ACEs, in turn reducing the current and future demand on public services (Welsh Government, 2021; Public Health Wales, no date).
Albert Bandura’s social learning theory expresses that learning is complex and children’s behaviours are learnt through observations of the behaviour of others and the consequences which are subsequent to it (Aubrey and Riley, 2019).  As such, children model what they see and hear, therefore, being exposed to ACEs such as abuse, neglect and household dysfunction would exemplify negative observations and children would continue that behaviour towards others as they grow and develop into adults (McCaskill, no date; Welsh Government, 2021a).  The practitioners in the Flying Start setting can model positive behaviour to children who may be experiencing ACEs (Welsh Government, 2019).  
Additionally, Flying Start practitioners are able to use play as a method of facilitating healthy relationships between themselves and the other children in the setting (Welsh Government, 2019).  As such, this can mitigate the psychological affects ACEs may have caused to the child (Welsh Government, 2021a). Play is a developmental skill which is innate in children and can be utilized as a Positive Childhood Experience (Jamieson, 2020). The importance of it can be seen in The Welsh Assembly Government’s Play Policy (2002) who state, ‘It is the very freedom and child centeredness of play that makes it such an effective and comprehensive learning process.’  As children play their brains develop, their muscles grow stronger, they develop good social and life skills and it benefits their emotional and behavioral skills (Jamieson, 2020).  As Sutton Smith (1997) states, ‘play is the lense through which children experience their world and the world of others’.
The significance of play can be seen when one looks particularly at the emotional, behavioral and social benefits. (Singer, Golinkoff and Hirsh-Pasek, 2006). When children play it creates joy which releases endorphins that improve their mood. Children can test things out in play without suffering any consequence. This increases their calmness, resilience, adaptability and their ability to deal with change (Jamieson, 2020). 
John Bowlby’s attachment theory links adverse behaviour in adolescence and adulthood to the absence of a significant and positive attachment figure during early childhood (Bowlby, 1978; Aubrey and Riley, 2019). Bowlby (1978) suggests that a child’s relationship with a main caregiver is essential for healthy social, emotional and cognitive development, which ACEs cause detriment to, influencing negatively upon how these children will parent their own children in the future (Steele, et al, 2016; NSPCC, 2021).  
Flying Start practitioners can become the consistent person in the child’s life (Birth to 5 Matters, no date; NSPCC, 2021), creating a positive secondary attachment figure benefitting their development because this relationship will give them a secure base from which to create templates of healthy relationships and behaviour (Musgrave, 2017). According to Bowlby (1978) the child will feel happy and secure if the practitioner is responsive and sensitive to the child’s needs and consistent in this response (Musgrave, 2017; Aubrey and Riley, 2019).
Positive childhood experiences and relationships protect young children from negative influences and behaviours thus reducing children’s exposure to ACEs (Jamieson, 2020; NSPCC, 2021; Welsh Government, 2021a).  Flying Start practitioners can deliver this to the children in their care (Welsh Government, 2019), with research indicating that one positive influence in a child’s life can provide the buffer to adverse childhood experiences, allowing children to develop positivity and resilience (Jamieson, 2020).
Moreover, this links to Urie Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological theory, where it states that both the immediate and wider environments which a child is subjected to directly impact upon the developing child (Aubrey and Riley, 2019).  Flying Start will become part of the child’s mesosystem affording greater impact upon their development.  This is more so if the parents develop a good relationship with the practitioners. For the practitioner, it is important not to lose sight that the parents or guardians are the experts on their child. As DES (1990) state, ‘Parents are their children's first and most important educators and should therefore be involved in their early years learning experiences’. Inclusion can be fostered if the practitioner is fluid and responsive to the needs of the child and their family offering support when it is required (Burke – Harries, 2015; Birth to 5 Matters, no date).
Nevertheless, there are criticisms of early intervention. It may be considered that as Flying Start focusses on defined geographical areas, selected via accordance with measures of relative disadvantage, that it can become a ‘post code’ lottery (Welsh Government, 2018).  As such, it may not target all families in need and it reduces accessibility to services designed to help families (Welsh Government, 2021b).
Additionally, although families live in the defined Flying Start area, they may not require the support the service provides, thus saturating it with low level parenting issues (Welsh Government, 2018; Welsh Government, 2021b) and removing the focus from the children and families who are affected by such issues as ACEs.  Moreover, the families who live outside of the area may be affected by such issues but unable to access support due to their address (Welsh Government, 2018; Welsh Government, 2021b).
However, as Cooper (2020) states, ‘parenting in poverty is different not deficient’.  Consequently, it may be judged that Flying Start encourages a preconceived bias through the catchment area requirement for attendance (Welsh Government, 2021b).  In essence, families living in poverty, may not be experiencing ACEs and therefore do not require such complex support with their children (Welsh Government, 2018; Welsh Government, 2021b).
Furthermore, according to Turner (2019), early intervention often focuses on the sociological issue, i.e. poverty, rather than the root cause.  Agreeing with Ella Baker (Parker, 2020), who stated that, ‘To think in radical terms is getting down to and understanding the root cause’, Turner (2019) described that governments need to provide funding and freedom to develop broad prevention approaches, such as a living wage, affordable housing and childcare, to tackle the issues.  As Flying Start provides childcare, it may be considered that it is the beginning of a radical approach towards the root causes of sociological issues.  However, tackling one part may not provide the answer to the problem.
To conclude, as Welsh Government (2019) state in the Flying Start guidance, to achieve the greatest impact and facilitate effective support, good communication between those accessing the support, the community it serves, plus the multi-agency teams within it, is imperative.  Therefore, a catalytic leadership approach where practitioners inspire and empower others to achieve their upmost could be beneficial.  Also, leading with good practice may encourage other practitioners to follow increasing the quality of the Flying Start childcare provision.  Additionally, this may be achieved through creating good relationships amongst the practitioners, cultivating effective teamwork and constructing relational leadership.  All of this can promote transformative action where practitioners become agents for change, motivating fellow practitioners to harness new concepts, ideas and pedagogy to provide high quality childcare which children will gain the most benefit from.  Including all of this may facilitate improved impact Flying Start has on mitigating ACEs, their prevalence and the impact they have on children.
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