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Summary

The comparative analysis of early years workforce policy in the four UK nations
(EYW4N) project is a response to the widely acknowledged challenging climate that
is being felt in the early years workforce (EYW) in England, Northern Ireland,
Scotland and Wales. Drawing together literature, interviews and focus groups with
national stakeholders and interviews with international experts in early years
education and childcare, culminating in data from over 80 experts, the evidence is
clear in demonstrating sustained challenges in recruitment, retention, remuneration,
professional recognition, qualifications, and status for those working with young
children. In all four nations, a largely fragmented approach to workforce
development, with a lack of clear EYW strategy has created a crisis that is not only
felt daily by those working in early years education and care, but is also at risk of
undermining the quality of early years services that are at the heart of providing
children’s foundations to learning, development, and life.

While each nation has its own distinct policy landscape and is at different points in
identifying solutions and enablers for supporting the EYW, they all face systemic
challenges around a fragmented qualification system, poor career progression, low
professional status and poor pay. However, there are examples of EYW policy
developments in the four nations, and internationally, that indicate the ingredients for
an aspirational workforce strategy that centres on quality qualifications, registration,
status and progression. The following presents the key findings from both the interim
and final report of the comparative analysis of early years workforce policy in the four
UK nations (EYW4N) project, drawing together recommendations and identifying
policy enablers for an effective EYW strategy in each of the nations.

Key findings

Mandatory entry level qualifications significantly shape societal views of the EYW, as
do the qualifications of those who are leading early years education and childcare.
Participants in all UK nations agreed that there was a need for minimum
qualification standards in the profession and that there should be no unqualified
staff where this was permitted. Participants were aware that for some nations, this
required a greater distance to travel than in others. As such, nations supported the
idea of a “working towards” status, whereby an individual could be registered on a
course and an active member of the workforce. However, it is of paramount
importance to provide a clear time frame within which staff will need to achieve such
qualifications, to prevent an indefinite “working towards” status. In Scotland, SSSC
qualification conditions stipulate a completion deadline (usually within 3 years).
Further, drawing from the Welsh model, there should be a cap on the number of
“‘working towards” staff per setting.

Across all nations, stakeholders agreed early years qualifications should have
minimum entry requirements. While GCSEs and National 5s were seen as
possible indicators of proficiency in literacy and mathematics, it was recognised that
they were not the only indicators of ability, with participants emphasising the need for
proficiency in written communication in order to be able to contribute to child
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documentation and parental engagement. In Wales, this extended to proficiency in
Welsh. Participants in England and Northern Ireland also suggested that entry
requirements should include demonstrating that an individual had some experience
in working with children (such as a number of hours work experience in a setting), so
that those entering the “working towards” status would be aware of the challenges
and rewards of working with children, and drop-out rates would be reduced.

Participants were clear that at present the EYW suffers from a fragmented and
confusing entry system, underscoring the need for clearer, and high-quality
pathways. Notwithstanding the differences in the UK’s four nations, UK stakeholders
emphasised the need to work towards developing a graduate-led sector in all
nations, bringing the UK in line with the international trends for graduates in the
EYW. The qualification frameworks that have been developed in Wales and Scotland
(for example) were seen to be important steps in creating clarity around
qualifications and progression routes. However, in all nations, participants were clear
that the focus on higher level qualifications should be for those working with children
of all ages. Equally, all qualifications should be of a high quality, combining both
theory and practice, so that employers could be assured that newly qualified staff
would come equipped with the core knowledge and skills required for working with
young children, ultimately focused on an understanding of children’s learning and
development.

Across the UK focus groups, participants were clear that there was a need for well-
defined progression routes for the EYW and that these needed to be aligned
with similar sectors, such as teaching. Ultimately, the disparities in the different
qualification requirements between those in the maintained and statutory sectors and
those in the non-maintained and non-statutory sectors needed to be removed (where
they exist), ensuring that there was alignment between the EYW and other sectors
within the teaching professions. Such an alignment would in part be achieved by a
move towards a graduate-led EYW, but also ensuring parity and/or equivalence
between graduate qualifications for the early years and qualified teacher routes, as
well as in having equivalent induction years and associated mentoring, with time to
pursue professional development opportunities.

The strong narrative of the challenges the EYW faced in having appropriate social
status and recognition was associated with a sense that the workforce was seen
as a lesser counterpart to teaching in primary or secondary schools. Recent policy
developments focussing on school-based expansion of the early years sector in
England, for example, was seen to contribute to a narrative that PVI provision was
not of the same quality. While international interviews signalled that there was
responsibility from within the sector to develop a more positive narrative of working in
early years education and care, they also demonstrated how a clear workforce
strategy, focused on graduate-led provision, was a contributor to signifying the status
of the profession.

Participants were broadly in support of professional registration where this was not
already in place, and signalled that it needed to have different levels, with clear
nomenclature. In many of the focus groups the sense was that registration was not
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what was needed as a first step in developing an EYW strategy but could come later.
Participants felt that a registration system could only be put in place after the entry
requirements and quality of qualifications had been addressed, but there was a need
for clarity as to whether the level of registration (such as “working towards”, “entry”,
“higher”) would be tied to qualification level, role status and/or time in the sector. A
registration system needed to ensure agreed, consistent terminology, with focus
group participants and international stakeholders signalling that this should be

developed with the workforce.

As indicated above, routes for progression need to be established for the sector,
including clear demarcation based on qualifications, with associated pay. On the
issue of pay, notwithstanding the challenges of establishing national pay scales,
participants felt there was a need to ensure there was pay progression in line with
career progression, with funding levels set at a rate that could support this,
especially where national minimum wage rates were eroding pay differentials
between roles. International interviews indicated that progression routes needed to
be aligned with associated professions, particularly school-based ones, to try to
minimise competition for the same staff-base.

The broad support for national EYW strategies would not need to be at the expense
of localised solutions for the provision of initial qualifications, degrees and
mentoring. International examples demonstrated the possibility of having harmonised
expectations, with scope for localised responses. Across the data, there were
examples of where localised responses could bring together training providers
(colleges and universities), local authorities and the EYW to develop initiatives that
responded to local need. Importantly, local networking was seen to provide a system
of support for the workforce that offered mentoring and coaching as a form of
professional development. The degree of localising would need to be cognisant of
the number of professionals and the geographical and transport infrastructure of an
area and/or utilise online technologies. An example from one province in Canada
demonstrated the sustained impact that mentoring can have in retaining the
workforce, signalling the need for professional mentoring at all levels.

Recommendations

The recommendations below are a response to the evidence that all four UK nations
would benefit from workforce strategies that were better articulated, with clear
implementation plans and adequate funding, addressing the issues raised by the
current fragmented approach to EYW policy. However, it is recognised that each of
the four nations of the UK is at a different stage of workforce policy development,
with different levels of progress towards aspects of EYW policy development,
implementation and evaluation. The combined recommendations below thus draw on
the comparative possibilities between the UK'’s four nations to offer illustrative
examples of where policy has begun to be effective in the operationalising of an
EYW strategy. Key to the recommendations is the foundational structure of a staged
approach, where certain developments are dependent on others being already in
place, such as the aspiration for a graduate-led profession requiring a system of
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high-quality qualifications and the funding and progression routes that would enable
non-graduates to attain these.

1. Quality qualifications

a) Introduce a commitment to achieve a graduate-led workforce in all nations, with
clear time-limited targets and mechanisms by which these will be achieved'.
Degrees need to be relevant to working in early years education and childcare,
with a core focus on children’s holistic early learning and development.

b) Establish a clear qualification framework relevant to all sectors, with articulated
qualification levels that demonstrate a well-defined progression in knowledge and
skills.

c) Undertake research to identify how best to achieve a consistent level of quality
in the delivery of qualifications with an aim to reduce the proliferation of
qualifications by weeding out those which do not meet workforce requirements.

d) Develop a quality assurance mechanism for qualification implementation
and delivery that enables the sector to have confidence that those with
recognised qualifications will be ready to support children’s development and
carry out the varied elements of their roles.

e) Review qualifications both in terms of content and in terms of children’s age
range so as to limit the fragmentation seen across sectors, with a goal of a
unified qualification structure for children from birth to eight, up to and including a
recognised teacher qualification for this age range.

f) Remove the option for new unqualified staff to be employed and (where not yet
in place) replace with a “working towards” status that requires that an individual is
registered on an appropriate CQFW Level 3 qualification or higher.? In-work
mentors should be qualified at least one level higher than the trainee whom they
are mentoring.

g) Where not yet in place, for statutory requirements to be adjusted so that a CQFW
Level 3/SCQF Level 5 is the minimum qualification requirement for working in
early years education and childcare3.

" In recognising the different trajectories of the UK’s four nations in recruiting and retaining graduates,
we believe that it is achievable for England to achieve (as a minimum) 50% graduate-led by 2030, for
Wales and Northern Ireland to achieve (as a minimum) 25% and that Scotland should aspire to 100%
graduate-led. By 2035, Wales and Northern Ireland should be 50% graduate-led.

2 Those who are “working towards” should meet clear criteria in regard to being registered on an
approved course, with a clear timeframe attached to the completion of the course, befitting of its type
and level. For example, in line with the Scottish model, a person may not hold the working towards
status for any more than three years (other than where a course provider has approved valid
extenuating circumstances for interruption or extension). In line with Welsh guidance, we propose a
limit of not more than 20% of the staff-base of a setting may be “working towards” a minimum
qualification

3 In recognising the different trajectories of the UK’s four nations, for the Level 3 minimum to be in
place in England and Wales by 2030 and Northern Ireland by 2035.
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h)

b)

d)

Ensure that entry routes onto courses require demonstration of satisfactory
English/Welsh and numeracy, allowing for the equivalency of GCSEs/National
5s to be demonstrated.

For entry onto courses to require demonstration of a minimum of 30 hours
experience working with children from birth to eight.

Where staff are already in employment, but unqualified or at Level 2, or
without the satisfactory demonstration of English/Welsh and numeracy, for local
authorities to work with further and higher education providers to determine local
EYW plans in support of the ambition of Level 3 being the prerequisite minimum
qualification Level.

Pay scales

For each nation to establish a working group with appropriate sector
representation from within the EYW and associated professions with the aim of
creating national pay scales in each of the UK’s nations.

Professional progression framework

Introduce a localised statutory duty to provide termly network support meetings
as a form of mentoring for all staff in support of continued professional
development.

In support of alignment between the EYW and teaching, introduce a newly
qualified status for all graduates, with a national induction and probationary,
period that has a right to two group-based mentor meetings in their first year of
employment.

Introduce a national induction and probationary, for all newly qualified Level
3/Level 5 staff (where in place) that includes a right to two group-based mentor
meetings in their first year of employment.

In support of aligning the EYW and school sectors, introduce a statutory
requirement for three in-service training (“INSET”) days per academic year
for all forms of early years education and childcare provision.

Registration

Linked to a clear qualification framework, develop a single system of
registration in all nations, with recognisable professional titles that signal level
and status. Where a registry is in place, ensure that its function supports the
recommendations made above.

To consult with the EYW on consistent job titles and roles in support of
developing a clear progression framework in all nations. For the progression
framework to include the newly qualified status, with an associated induction and
probationary period in line with the progression framework above.
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c) As part of the system of registration, for governments to monitor and address
diversity in the workforce to ensure it represents all sections of the population
and reflects the diversity of children in settings.

Policy Enablers

Across the UK nations, and through examples from the international interviews, there
were indicators as to what would help facilitate the implementation of policy. In some
instances, there was evidence that it was possible to have too much policy
development, making it hard for the EYW to keep a pace with the level of change,
but also impacting on the ability to communicate policy effectively. Communication
with the EYW, along with support structures and mechanisms are therefore an
essential part of the effective implementation of policy.

Examples from Scotland, Wales and the Republic of Ireland all highlighted the
importance of consultation with the EYW. In Scotland, the Scottish National
Guidance for the Early Level — Early Education into Primary was seen to have
facilitated a sense of ownership felt within the sector, while the curriculum for non-
maintained funded settings in Wales was viewed as collaborative and the Early
Childhood Play, Learning and Care in Wales was also seen to be effective in bringing
sectors together. In the international interviews, more than one interviewee spoke of
the effective way the EYW had been consulted in Ireland as a part of the workforce
reforms taking place there. In the UK focus groups consultation was associated with
giving the sector voice and was seen to be particularly important in the area of
determining the professional nomenclature of the sector.

Previous policy initiatives in the UK also signalled that policy implementation is
facilitated by having effective support structures and mechanisms in the sector. In
England, the Graduate Leadership Fund was seen not just to be about the funding
that was put into the sector, but also the localised network meetings that were put in
place giving graduate leaders a chance to come together to discuss professional
practice, forming a network of mentoring. The example of Estonia suggests that
localised networks could encompass training providers such as colleges and
universities working alongside local authorities, while Canada offers an example of
where when mentoring was introduced early it helped support retention.

In Northern Ireland, the Early Years Specialist provides another example of where
networking was effective in providing support to the sector, but also where fostering
parity between the sectors contributed to a sense of improved professional profile.
The registration system in Scotland was another example of affording professional
status to the EYW, but also making transparent to parents the expected skills and
qualifications of the people who would be working with their children.

Read the full report at:

www.early-education.org.uk/early-years-workforce-policy-in-the-four-uk-nations-a-
comparative-analysis/
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