100YEARsS
Early Education Nuffield

The British Association for Early Childhood Education Fou nda’tlon

Scottish Supplement to the Final report from the
Comparative analysis of early years workforce
policy in the four UK nations (EYWA4N) project

Early Education May 2026



Scottish supplement to the EYWA4N project final report

© Early Education, 2026
ISBN 978-0-904187-87-8

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or
transmitted in any other form or by any other means, electronic, mechanical
photocopying or otherwise without the express permission of the publishers.

Citation format

Early Education (2026) It is rocket science: professionalising the early
childhood workforce in Scotland — Supplementary Report of Scottish data
generated by A comparative analysis of early years workforce policy in the four
UK nations (EYWA4N) project. St Albans: Early Education.

The other reports from this project are:

e |tis rocket science: professionalising the early childhood workforce in the
UK - Summary and Recommendations from the Comparative analysis of
early years workforce policy in the four UK nations (EYW4N) project

e |tis rocket science: professionalising the early childhood workforce in the
UK - Final report from the Comparative analysis of early years workforce
policy in the four UK nations (EYWA4N) project

e Interim Report of the Comparative analysis of early years workforce policy
in the four UK nations (EYWA4N) project

All the reports are available to download at: www.early-education.org.uk/early-years-
workforce-policy-in-the-four-uk-nations-a-comparative-analysis/

Cover image: Jude McQuaid (age 4), St Lawrence's Nursery Unit, Fintona, Omagh,
Co. Tyrone, Northern Ireland

Published by
10 YEARS
1923 - 2023

Early Education

The British Association for Early Childhood Education

Fountain Court, 2 Victoria Square, St Albans AL1 3TF

T: 01727 884925

E: office@early-education.org.uk

W: www.early-education.org.uk

Charity registered in England and Wales no. 313082

Charity registered in Scotland no. SC039472

A company limited by guarantee registered in England no 39554

1 Early Education


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

Scottish supplement to the EYWA4N project final report

Scottish Supplement to the final report of the
comparative analysis of early years workforce policy
in the four UK nations (EYWA4N) project

Contents

ACKNOWIEAGEMENTS ... 3
Scottish Supplement Executive SUMMaAry...........ccoooiiiiiiiiii e 4
Scottish Supplement FUll REPOI........coooriiie e 7
I [ 01 Yo [ [ 1] o I 7
2. Scope and definitioNS .......cooiei i 7
3. Aims, objectives, Methodology ...........uuiiiiiiiiiiiiii 8

4. The Scottish literature on policy affecting Early Learning and Childcare and
early primary professionals.............oouuuiiiiii i 9
5. Scottish summary findings ... 15
ST B 1 (= Y= R 15
5.2 FOCUS GIOUPS ..uniiiiiiie e ettt ettt e et e e e et e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e aaa e e e eennnas 15
6. A closer look at the Scottish interview data............ccccooooiiiiiiiiiiii, 18
7. A closer look at the Scottish focus group data ..., 25
8. Discussion and Scottish-tuned recommendations ............cccccccceieiiiiiieieeeiinnn. 30
=) 1= =Y Lot P 34
GlOSSAIY ..ttt 37

2 Early Education



Scottish supplement to the EYWA4N project final report

Acknowledgements

This Scottish Supplementary Report expands on the Scottish data presented in the
Interim and Final Reports from a one-year project, A comparative analysis of early
years workforce policy in the four UK nations (EYWA4N), funded by the Nuffield
Foundation and conducted by Early Education with the University of Plymouth,
University of Sheffield, Stranmillis University College: a College of Queen's
University Belfast, University of Strathclyde, University of Wales Trinity Saint David,
running from February to December 2025.

The Nuffield Foundation is an independent charitable trust with a mission to advance
social well-being. It funds research that informs social policy, primarily in Education,
Welfare and Justice. The Foundation has funded this project, but the views
expressed are those of the authors and not necessarily the Foundation.

Professor Dame Cathy Nutbrown and Professor Verity Campbell-Barr shared the
leaderships of the four nations study during 2025, while Beatrice Merrick managed
the project. We gratefully acknowledge their leadership, as well as the collaboration
and support of the overall project team. The sharing and comparing ethos across the
four nations has been richly informing, enjoyable and stimulating.

We are especially grateful to our Scottish interviewees and focus group participants.

We are pleased to have had the opportunity to meet in person to discuss our findings
with Mr John Swinney, First Minister of Scotland and Ms Natalie Don-Innes, Minister
for Children, Young People and the Promise, in February 2026.

Our dissemination process has been supported and eased by Siobhan Mackay and
Scott Sutherland, ELC Directorate, Scottish Government. Thank you both.

Scottish Project Team

Co-Investigators, Scotland:
e Emeritus Professor Aline-Wendy Dunlop, University of Strathclyde
e Dr Marion Burns, Independent Consultant
e Dr Lynn McNair, University of Edinburgh

Research assistant: Dr Jillian Adie, Independent Researcher
Project Manager: Beatrice Merrick, Early Education

Advisory Group Members

We also gratefully acknowledge the support of the Project Advisory Group with
representation from all four nations and particular workforce expertise. A full list of
members is included in the final report. Scottish members: Jane Brumpton, former
CEO Early Years Scotland, Marie McQuade, Programme Lead BA Childhood
Practice, University of Glasgow and Scott Sutherland, ELC Directorate, Scottish
Government.

3 Early Education



Scottish supplement to the EYWA4N project final report

Scottish Supplement Executive Summary

Scotland has made sustained progress in early learning and childcare (ELC),
underpinned by a strong policy vision, higher qualification requirements, and an
explicit commitment to children’s rights. National guidance, most notably Realising
the Ambition, has provided a coherent pedagogical framework, and the workforce
remains highly committed, skilled and values-driven.

Progress made in Scotland is recognised nationally and internationally, however,
evidence from the Early Years Workforce 4 Nations (EYWA4N) project shows that the
sustainability of this progress is now at risk. Persistent workforce pressures threaten
quality, stability and equity across the system. Scotland has reached a critical
implementation and review point, where policy ambition must be matched by
coherence, fairness and sufficient infrastructure to support the profession.

This Scottish Supplement to the Early Years Workforce 4 Nations (EYW4N) report, /t
is Rocket Science: professionalising the early years workforce in the UK, details the
Scottish findings from the study and sets out recommendations for a Scottish
audience.

A system under strain

Scottish stakeholders described a system under strain, with early years
professionals experiencing low morale, insecurity and fatigue, despite strong
professional commitment. Recruitment and retention difficulties are widespread,
particularly in private, voluntary and independent provision, driven by pay inequity,
fragmented conditions of service, limited career progression, leadership pressures
and rising complexity of children’s needs.

The expansion to 1140 funded hours is widely supported in principle and has
increased access for families, but has also produced unintended consequences,
including a two-tier workforce, erosion of degree-level leadership capacity, and
increased reliance on newly qualified or insufficiently supported staff. Workforce
instability is increasingly recognised by stakeholders as a risk to quality.

Research-based recommendations for a sustainable profession

The Scottish research identifies four interdependent areas for action, each
accompanied by clear recommendations.

1. Quality qualifications

Scotland has one of the most highly qualified ELC workforces in the UK, but routes
into practice are variable in depth, consistency and practice experience.

Recommendations

e Review college and SVQ qualifications to ensure equivalence of content,
pedagogical depth and placement experience across all routes.
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Review BA Teaching degrees and PGDE programmes to strengthen early
years (0—8) content and practice.

Consider renewing an early childhood teacher specialism.

Develop a clear national training framework, including recognised and
quality-assured CLPL providers.

2. Fair pay scales and conditions

Pay remains the single greatest threat to workforce stability. While the commitment
to the real Living Wage is valued, it is widely seen as a minimum baseline rather than
recognition of professional status.

Recommendations

Develop and adopt a national pay scale and conditions of service for the ELC
profession.

Ensure parity of funding and remuneration across local authority and
partner-provider sectors.

Guarantee the real Living Wage in practice, not only in policy intent.

Work towards alignment with pay scales of comparable education and care
professions.

3. Professional progression, leadership and support

Existing qualified staff are carrying disproportionate responsibility for mentoring,
leadership and system stability, often without protected time or recognition.

Recommendations

Establish a national professional progression framework spanning ELC and
early primary (0-8).

Protect contractual time for CLPL, mentoring and leadership, recognising
these as core to quality.

Ensure access to regular in-service/professional learning days for all early
years staff.

Strengthen mentoring arrangements and support the mentors themselves.
Actively promote gender and ethnic diversity across the workforce.

4. Registration, recognition and representation

While professional registration is valued, the current regulatory and inspection
landscape is experienced as fragmented, confusing and burdensome.

Recommendations

Consult on a single professional title for those working in ELC, applied
consistently across Scotland.

Move towards a single dedicated regulatory body for early childhood
professionals aged 0-8, with access to a graduate register linked to pay,
conditions and professional learning.

Early Education
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e Establish one inspection body for services working with children 0-8.
e Explore the role and value of a dedicated professional union for the early
years sector.

From ambition to implementation

Scotland’s early years policy ambition remains widely supported and respected. The
central challenge identified by the research is implementation: ensuring policies are
delivered consistently, fairly and sustainably across all settings and sectors.

Key additional actions identified by stakeholders include:

e Reviewing the implementation of the 1140 hours expansion.

e Protecting adult-child ratios, with students and Modern Apprentices remaining
supernumerary.

e Streamlining and filtering national frameworks and guidance to improve
accessibility and reduce burden.

e Strengthening joined-up working across ELC and early primary, and
embedding children’s rights across all services.

Key message

High-quality early years provision depends on high-quality professional conditions.

This research is clear that Scotland must now invest not only in policy ambition, but
in the people, structures, pay, qualifications and professional recognition that make
ambition deliverable.

If Scotland wants a robust and equitable early years system (0-8), professionalising
the early childhood workforce is not optional - it is essential.
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Scottish Supplement Full Report

1. Introduction

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.

The purpose of this supplement is to expand on the Scottish data that was included
in the four nations report, so that Scottish audiences may have access to the wider
Scottish data set.

The key findings and combined recommendations from the Final Project Report are
revisited here through a Scottish lens, to ensure material specifically relevant to the
Scottish context of policy affecting those who work in both Early Learning and
Childcare and Early Primary (ELCEP) is made visible.

The key findings are presented under four headings

Quality qualifications

Pay scales

Professional progression framework
4. Registration

Wn =

2. Scope and definitions

Across the UK, the Early Years Workforce (EYW) encompasses a diverse group of
professionals who support children from birth to age eight in services overseen by
education settings/local authorities, and private, voluntary, or independent (PVI)
settings. However, the term “workforce” itself is increasingly seen as inadequate,
failing to reflect the depth of expertise, care, and pedagogical commitment of those
working in early education and childcare. Equally the status and identity of early
years educators is challenged through the lack of clear terminology, differences in
pay and conditions between and across Scottish Council areas, the mixed market
nature of provision and the fragmented use of language to describe roles, positions
and expectations of those who work with young children. All project reports
acknowledge the complexity of this work, the high levels of knowledge and skill
needed by educators, the sheer commitment they make and values they uphold.
Therefore In line with the data, all reports adopt the use of “professional” in later
discussions to reflect and value the highly skilled work that professionals working in
early years education and childcare and early primary education (ELCEP) undertake.
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3. Aims, objectives, methodology

Our four nations project reports have set out the aims and objectives of the overall
project, here we include these aims and objectives that have guided the research so
that readers of this supplement can refer easily to them. Where we do provide
additional detail is in the methodology section, as we expand on the implementation
of the project, in Scotland. We intend that the Scottish Supplement is a companion to
the Final Project Reports, so providing an opportunity to interpret findings for
Scotland and provide some Scotland specific insight into main recommendations.

3.1 Aims
This project aimed to inform EYW policy development across the UK, by:

1. developing an understanding of the operational success of EYW strategies in
the four UK nations by: generating a UK-wide understanding of strengths and
weaknesses of EYW policies

2. informing policy makers about how known and entrenched EYW difficulties
might be addressed with reference to identified successful approaches
internationally.

3.2 Ethical approval and research integrity

Ethical approval was obtained from the Research Ethics and Integrity Board at the
University of Sheffield. Due attention has been paid throughout to issues of informed
participant consent, confidentiality and anonymity throughout the project. We have
negotiated with participants their preferences in terms of identification or anonymity.

Ethical approaches set out by the British Educational Research Association are
being adhered to throughout the life course of the project and research integrity is
scrutinised and maintained across the study.

All Scottish data was available to the project as a whole, and was drawn on for
comparative purposes, leaving the opportunity to draw out a Scottish specific
narrative.

3.3 Methodology

Our research into policy affecting Early Learning and Childcare and Early Primary
Professionals (ELCEPP) began with a Literature Review - in Scotland we found a
small but interesting set of peer-reviewed published journal articles directly focusing
on policy, and a very big set of “grey” literature made up of policy at national and
local level and a considerable body of guidance. The Literature Review informed the

interview design. l

The next step was for each country set out to interview a set of people in leadership
roles that could have a clear link to policy creation and implementation.10 key roles
were identified and interview invitations made nationally and internationally. The
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Scottish Interview Respondents (n=11 including one pilot interview and one interview
with two participants) delved deeply into a range of topics.

3

The analysis of all the interviews led to key topics for further discussion in national
focus groups. In Scotland we held five such focus groups which included people
(n=19) from all parts of Scotland who were fulfilling many different roles.

¢

We undertook two of the international interviews, with New Zealand and Iceland. As
with the full range of international policy focused interviews found shared insights
and common challenges across countries, with contextualised national responses to
these.

4. The Scottish literature on policy affecting Early Learning and
Childcare and Early Primary professionals (ELCEPP)
(A fuller literature report is available in the separate Scottish Literature Supplement)

ELCEPP in Scotland play a crucial role in shaping children’s educational and
developmental outcomes. Here, we define early years professionals as those who
work with children aged 0-8 years old, whether in Early Learning and Childcare
(ELC) or in the early years of Primary Education. Policy initiatives, including the
Early Years Framework (2008) and the Children and Young People (Scotland) Act
2014, had aimed to strengthen qualifications and to professionalise the “workforce”,
with the principal degree-level qualification for leadership in ELC being the BA in
Childhood Practice. However, the literature consistently identifies persistent
challenges relating to diversity and status, role ambiguity, pay disparities, training
accessibility, leadership capacity, and recruitment and retention, and the cumulative
burden of regulation and accountability for professionals working across ELC and
early primary. The review synthesises Scottish and Scotland-relevant evidence on
these issues, drawing on key policy and research sources commonly referenced in
current debate.

Policy landscape

Over two decades, Scottish policy has shifted towards recognising early years
practitioners (EYPs) as professionals, requiring both higher qualifications and
registration with the Scottish Social Services Council (SSSC). The Childhood
Practice Award was introduced in 2008 to support degree-level qualifications for
early years leaders and to reinforce a professional identity for the workforce. Despite
progressive policy intentions, implementation challenges remain, particularly in
ensuring consistent training, development opportunities, support and recognition for
EYPs. Retention pressures linked to pay disparities, workload and limited career
progression are recurrent across the UK literature (BERA, 2017).

9 Early Education
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Across the UK, early education was becoming increasingly formalised, raising
concerns that early years settings were being shaped more by school-oriented
targets than by children’s needs (BERA, 2017). Within this sits a continuing
discourse about “school readiness” and the role of early education in preparing
children for formal schooling. Scottish policy and guidance, however, reflects a
broader understanding of being ready for school, attending to children’s social,
emotional and physical development, rather than just cognitive benchmarks (Scottish
Government, 2020) and stresses the importance of schools being ready for children.

Scotland has increasingly adopted a holistic and child-centred approach to early
years education, emphasising play pedagogies. Some of the most prescriptive forms
of early years professionalism seen in other nations have been resisted, although
practitioners still report pressures linked to compliance, documentation and
regulatory demands (Allan, 2024). These pressures are heightened by inspection
activity (Humes, 2022; Burns and Dunlop, 2024), and also by a fragile sector (Audit
Scotland, 2023) and financial pressures (Scottish Government, 2026). ELCEP
settings in Scotland are inspected by multiple agencies, and local authorities also
impose quality assurance processes, leading to overlapping and sometimes
competing requirements and additional, administrative burdens for staff (Joyce et al,
2023). Attempts to align inspection demands to focus more strongly on children’s
experience and reduce the burden on staff have met with concerns about feasibility
of sustained cross-agency collaboration, including those raised in response to
Professor Ken Muir’s report (Scottish Government, 2022; Burns and Dunlop, 2024).

Tensions between policy goals and practice are therefore recurrent. It has been
recognised for some time that sustaining child-centred learning with intensifying
accountability pressures can be a struggle for some settings (BERA, 2017). The
literature suggests that reliance on standardised checklists in inspection can be
experienced as undermining professional judgement by insufficiently attending to
context (Joyce et al, 2023). Similar tensions have been reported in primary schools,
where accountability and standards resulted in pressures to implement curriculum in
P1 consequently shaping how teachers engage with children’s ELC experiences
(Cassidy, 2005).

The expansion of funded ELC hours has added further pressure. While the policy
aims to increase access to high-quality early education, it has been associated with
workload intensification, staffing shortages (Dunlop, 2015) and uneven
implementation of professional learning policies (Mills, 2025). The recently published
1140 hours expansion evaluation report (Scottish Government, 2026) highlights
continuing staffing challenges, in particular the migration of staff seeking better pay
and conditions by moving from the private and voluntary providers to public sector
roles. Overall, the literature suggests that more streamlined, supportive and
reflective approaches to quality assurance could reduce pressure while maintaining
focus on improvement (Joyce et al, 2023).

10 Early Education
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Professionalisation of the early years workforce

Training, qualifications, and career progression

The Scottish Government’s professionalisation agenda is linked to raising
qualification expectations and strengthening professional standards. Scotland has
made progress in qualification levels across the sector, but the literature highlights
continuing barriers to accessing training, particularly for those already in
employment. Many practitioners have struggled to balance work, study and family
responsibilities, making further education difficult (BERA, 2017; Dunlop, 2015;
Wingrave & McMahon, 2015). Durden et al, (2016) show how online learning can
support professional development for childcare providers, improving accessibility.
and meeting statutory requirements, however unequal access to digital resources
and the need for practice-based learning remain important constraints.

Better alignment between initial training, induction and ongoing learning has long
been recommended (Donaldson, 2010). Evidence suggests Professional Review
and Development (PRD) and Continuing Professional Development (CPD)
processes vary across local authorities and settings, and inconsistent policies
contribute to uneven development experiences (Early Education, 2025). CPD is
managed differently for early years staff compared to teachers, with limited clarity
about the rationale for this difference (Mills, 2025).

Professional identity, status and recognition

Despite efforts to professionalise the sector, early years professionals report
continuing struggles for recognition and parity with primary school teachers, even
where responsibilities align closely (Dunlop, 2020; Joyce et al, 2023; Mills, 2025).
Early years professionals are not consistently afforded the recognition associated
with teaching, and low-bar entry routes into parts of the ELC sector are often cited as
shaping external perceptions of status (Joyce et al, 2023).

The Donaldson Report (2010) emphasised that early years educators should have
access to the same high-quality professional learning as teachers. However, the
literature suggests a continuing perception gap between early years practitioners
and other professionals, particularly primary teachers, shaping both professional
identity and status (Wingrave & McMahon, 2015; Joyce et al, 2023). Early years
professionals may be perceived as “caregivers” (Dunlop, 2015) or “just looking after
children” (Couper & Mackie, 2016), rather than skilled educators. Such perceptions
can undermine their professional identity and reduce the attractiveness of the sector
as a career.

An underlying current of comparison between ELC professionals and teachers
remains (Joyce, et al, 2023). Variability in job titles and roles in ELC contributes to
fragmentation and confusion, weakening a shared professional identity (Early
Education, 2025). While the BA Childhood Practice supports personal and
professional development, the literature suggests it is not consistently accompanied

11 Early Education
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by an onward development route, contributing to some staff moving into teaching or
other sectors (Joyce, et al, 2023; Mills 2025).

Pay, recruitment and retention

A major challenge is low pay relative to qualification requirements and job
responsibilities. The expansion of funded ELC hours has increased demand for
qualified staff, yet low wages remain a barrier to recruitment and retention (Dunlop,
2015; Joyce et al, 2025). Despite policy changes requiring degree-level qualifications
for leadership roles, salaries remain significantly lower than those of teachers
(Dunlop, 2015; Wingrave & McMahon, 2015, Allen, 2024). Pay levels also vary by
setting type, contributing to uneven retention capacity across the sector (Joyce et al,
2023).

The teaching profession benefits from a national pay scale, while an equivalent
structure does not exist for ELC professionals (Joyce et al, 2023). Combined with
limited progression routes, this creates a risk that the sector will struggle to attract
and retain high-quality staff as was found ten years ago (Wingrave & McMahon,
2016). Many practitioners reported high expectations and long hours without
adequate financial recognitions, contributing to dissatisfaction and burnout (Dunlop,
2015). Turnover and “sector leakage” are current themes, with practitioners leaving
for better paid roles or moving into primary teaching (Mills, 2025).

The expansion of funded childcare under the Children and Young People (Scotland)
Act 2014 required rapid recruitment, placing pressure on recruitment and retention
systems. The literature suggests recruitment demands have, at times, outpaced
workforce development, increasing reliance on temporary or underqualified staff
(Dunlop, 2015; Wingrave & McMahon, 2015). In recent years, further workforce
implications have emerged through funding for an additional year in ELC for children
deferring school entry (Simpson et al, 2025).

The ELC sector is frequently described as not being viewed as a long-term career
choice (McDonald, 2017). Donaldson (2010) suggested enhanced professional
recognition and support are required to improve retention and sustain workforce
quality.

Leadership and workforce support

Leadership in the early years sector significantly shapes staff morale, professional
learning and retention. Mills (2025) found that effective leadership can foster a
culture of learning and growth, while weaker leadership contributes to staff feeling
unsupported and undervalued. Mentorship and professional support may also be
affected by reduced teacher presence in ELC (Dunlop, 2020). In addition, increased
administrative and regulatory demands place additional pressures on managers,
reducing time available for staff development and mentoring (Dunlop, 2015; Joyce et
al, 2023).
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Workforce inequalities

The evolving structure of the early years workforce has contributed to unclear role
definitions and continuing professional tensions, particularly between teachers and
early years practitioners (discussion at the Scottish Launch, 24/03/26). Some
teachers perceive themselves as holding leadership and mentoring responsibilities,
while others view practitioners and teachers as contributing equally to children’s
learning and development.

Research also points to contradictory practitioner perceptions of identity and role.
Some recognise distinct skill sets across professional groups, while others resist
taking on responsibilities traditionally assigned to teachers (e.g., coordinating
transitions, managing staff cover). This lack of clear differentiation can create
workplace tensions and may affect collaboration, especially in settings operating
under staff pressure. Such issues were explored through a lens which understood
the imbalance embedded, rather than of their own making, in ELC power relations
and discourses (Allan, 2024).

Impact of qualifications on children’s outcomes

The impact of improved workforce qualification levels on children’s outcomes
remains unclear in the Scottish evidence base (Dunlop, 2020; Joyce et al, 2023).
While it is widely accepted that better-qualified staff can support higher quality
learning experiences, Scotland lacks strong comparative evidence demonstrating
whether teachers or graduate-level practitioners have a different impact on children’s
learning and well-being.

Education Scotland’s (2012) report Making the Difference: The impact of staff
qualifications on children’s learning in the early years found that high-quality
experiences resulted from the combined strengths and talents of professional staff,
including both teachers and highly qualified early years practitioners. However, it did
not provide conclusive evidence about whether teachers or graduate-level
practitioners have a greater impact.

Similarly, the 2019 Scottish Government National Improvement Framework and
Improvement Plan highlight the importance of teacher professionalism in improving
learning outcomes, while acknowledging that evidence linking teaching quality and
pupil outcomes is under-developed in the Scottish context.

Evidence from other countries has suggested that both teachers and well-trained
EYPs can deliver high-quality education (Sylva et al, 2004). However, the lack of
comparative Scottish studies constrain evidence-informed decisions about optimal
workforce composition and the conditions needed to sustain quality at scale.

Collaboration and transition challenges

ELCEP practices are central to implementing policies designed to reduce inequality
through the delivery of high-quality ELCEP approaches. Professionals play a key
role in supporting all children and families through Getting it Right for Every Child
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(GIRFEC), which encourages collaboration across early years settings, social
services and healthcare to provide integrated support. Early years staff are well
positioned to identify children at risk of poor outcomes, and to support timely
intervention (Dunlop, 2015), this support is essential in the current socio-economic
climate. Couper & Mackie (2016) suggested that early years professionals should be
equipped to recognise signs of trauma, respond appropriately and work alongside
other services to provide whole family support.

Differences in expectations and standards between ELC and primary settings were
recognised by Cassidy (2005) and are highlighted by Burns (2022), with implications
for children’s learning experiences and transitions to primary school. The literature
has suggested structured collaboration between professionals is not always
consistent, leading to uneven support for children starting school (Cassidy, 2005;
Dunlop, 2015, Burns, 2022). Despite ELC professionals often holding key
information about children’s learning, P1 teachers do not always value or use this
information to inform their practice, potentially undermining early years expertise and
weakening continuity (Cassidy, 2005).

Polarisation of pedagogical approaches, such as positioning “delivery of care” as
less important than literacy and numeracy, can further fragment sectors and
complicate transitions (Wingrave & McMahon, 2016). Donaldson (2010) suggested
transitions could be strengthened through improved collaboration and joint
professional development across ELC and primary. Notably, Wingrave & McMahon
(2016) highlight limited training for EYPs on curriculum delivery, while Dunlop (2015)
points to the importance of multi-agency partnerships to support holistic responses to
children and families.

Conclusion

The literature indicates that Scotland’s early years professionals continue to face
persistent challenges in professional recognition, pay, training access, workforce
expansion pressures, and collaboration with schools. While policies have sought to
professionalise the sector, ongoing pay disparities, inconsistent professional
development processes, limited progression routes, and the burden of regulation and
accountability continue to undermine workforce stability. Additionally the 1140 hours
expansion evaluation reports there is “no regularly-collected, robust data on the
experiences and wellbeing of the ELC workforce.” (Scottish Government, 2026: p63).

Changes in school entry policies and debates about the age of starting formal
schooling have potential workforce implications. In particular, the growing number of
school entry deferrals may increase demand for extended ELC placements and
staffing needs across ELC and primary (Simpson, et al, 2025). If Scotland introduced
a later school start age, as mooted in 2022, this would require differentiated
professional education to support a coherent Early Level curriculum, alongside
associated infrastructure considerations.
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Overall, the literature suggests that workforce planning requires an integrated
approach to pay and conditions, development pathways, role clarity across ELC and
primary, leadership capacity, and proportionate approaches to quality assurance to
ensure continuity and coherence.

5. Scottish summary findings

5.1 Interviews

Interviews with stakeholders (see Table 1) highlight a sector with strong foundations
and a deeply committed workforce, but one that is facing increasing and
interconnected challenges. Scotland’s ELC system is widely recognised for its
ambition and progress, particularly in expanding access and raising qualification
levels. However, there are growing concerns about long-term sustainability,
workforce stability, and the impact of current policy and funding approaches on day-
to-day practice.

The early years of primary school education face similar and different challenges —
embracing play pedagogy for children at the Early Level of Scotland’s Curriculum
raises issues about capacity to implement current guidelines given poorer staff:child
ratios, limited play resources and reported raised levels of additional support needs
encountered in schools. For newly qualified teachers our research also highlighted
fewer opportunities in initial teacher education for practical experience of the early
years (ELC).

5.2 Focus groups

The focus groups (see Table 2) reinforced many of the themes emerging from the
stakeholder interviews, while offering a more collective and solution-focused
perspective on the future of Early Learning and Childcare workforce. Participants
affirmed the sector’s enduring strengths in staff dedication, professionalism, and
commitment to high-quality provision, yet also highlighted persistent pressures
relating to workforce morale, retention, qualification pathways, and inequalities
across settings. In contrast to the interview data, which often highlighted the lived
realities and tensions of current policy implementation, the focus group placed
stronger emphasis on practical actions, system coherence, and professional
progression. Discussions generated a series of recommendations aimed at
strengthening the qualification frameworks, improving pay and recognition, creating
clearer leadership and career pathways, and ensuring greater coherence across
regulation, inspection, and policy guidance. Taken together, the focus groups
provide an important forward-looking perspective, identifying realistic structural
changes needed to support a sustainable, skilled, and valued early years workforce
across Scotland.
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Table 1: Summary of Scottish Interviews

Scottish supplement to the EYWA4N project final report

Workforce strengths included: staff ambition, high quality provision and professionalism.
Workforce challenges included issues around retention of staff, workforce resilience, low

mood, not feeling valued, inexperienced workforce, gender disparity, Additional Support
Needs impact on workforce, partnership support, staff feeling isolated, career opportunities,

stress
Key policy issues Qualification requirements
- Pay - Career pathways
- Registration - Qualification pathways
- Policy drivers - Levels of qualification
- Quality - Higher-level qualifications
- Disconnect between ELC and - Quality
Primary - Cost of qualification
- Cost of childcare - Staff development
- Flexibility
- Nursery closures
- Expectations
- Workforce stability
Status Roles Relationships
- Equity - Clarity of role - Relationships with
- Feeling valued - Expertise families
- Recognition - Autonomy - Parent/child
- Professional - Regulation relationships
registration - Pressure - Relationships across
nursery and primary
- Relationships across
Scotland
Leadership
- There is a leadership demand on existing staff to support new staff
- Negative impact of 1140 and recruitment on degree level leadership — lowering of
requirements, but there should be more than one person with a degree in each setting
- Arange of bodies providing training — need a clear and recognised leadership
pathway
- Previous generations had time to grow into leadership roles
- Affects deployment of staff
- Working context — leadership may or may not impact quality
Funding Other issues

- Cost of provision
- Inequity across sectors
- Government investment

- Partner providers — funding from Local -

Authority

Learning from other countries
Pedagogy

Covid pandemic

Attendance (post Covid)
National support

Education theory and practice
Quality of care

Policy Implementation — the same policies and initiatives were understood by some to be
successes and by others were seen as challenges or as having unintended consequences

- Relationship with National Bodies
- Early Years Collaborative

- Universal nursery places

- 1140 hours

- Universal system

- Realising the Ambition

- Curriculum for Excellence

Quality Improvement Framework
Rural areas — access to provision
Shared Inspection Framework
Relationships

UNCRC Act

Outdoor play
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Table 2: Summary of Scottish Focus Groups

Workforce strengths included staff dedication, high quality provision and
professionalism, while acknowledging issues around issues of minimum
qualifications

Workforce challenges included issues around retention of staff, workforce
resilience, low mood, not feeling valued, mentoring inexperienced staff, gender
disparity, supporting children with additional needs, partnership support, staff
feeling isolated, career opportunities, stress.

Review and strengthen qualification pathways: review college and SVQ
qualifications to ensure equivalence in content knowledge and practical
experience; review BA Teaching and PGDE routes to ensure sufficient 0-8
content and appropriate practice experiences; consider renewing the concept of
an early childhood teacher specialism; and develop a clearer training
framework, including recognised CLPL providers

Create fairer pay and conditions: develop a national pay scale and conditions
of service; ensure qualifications are properly recognised in renumeration; secure
parity of funding and pay across local authority and partner-provider sectors;
guarantee the real Living Wage in practice, not only in principle.

Build a stronger professional progression framework: protect time for CLPL,
mentoring and leadership; support existing qualified staff who mentor and lead
others; ensure all early years staff have access to regular in-service/professional
learning time; strengthen progression routes across qualifications and roles.

Improve registration, recognition and representation: consult on a single
professional title for those working in ELC; consider a single dedicated
regulatory body for early years 0-8; consider a single inspection body; and
explore the value of a dedicated union for the early years sector.

Focus on implementation, coherence and accessibility: review the
implementation of the 1140 hours expansion; protect adult-child ratios, with
students and Modern Apprentices remaining supernumerary; improve joined-up
working across sectors and disciplines; filter and streamline key frameworks and
guidance to make them more accessible; and deepen understanding of
children’s rights, poverty, ASN, and core professional values

17

Early Education




Scottish supplement to the EYWA4N project final report

6. A closer look at the Scottish interview data

6.1 Key strengths

In Scotland the ELC sector is underpinned by a passionate, skilled and values-driven
workforce. Many practitioners view their role as a vocation and demonstrate a strong
commitment to delivering high-quality experiences for children and families. National
frameworks provide a clear foundation for practice, with a shared understanding of
child development, play-based learning, and pedagogy.

There has also been significant progress in workforce development, with increasing
numbers of staff holding relevant qualifications. This has strengthened professional
knowledge and contributed to a more consistent approach to quality across the
sector, although some vocational qualifications generated mixed perceptions.

It became mandatory to hold qualifications and the numbers of people now
doing higher level qualifications, because once people get a taste for it, they
keep going. So we've got people going way beyond the BA, doing the Masters.
I've got people doing doctorates now in early years, which is fabulous. (S2)

Literally everyone went crazy to get people trained [when 1140 was introduced)].
Now there's another issue that I've got is that they've just shot people through
their SVQ 3. Nine months seems to be a figure these days to get through your
SVQ 3, so we're basically having people that come through the door with a
qualification, but they've actually got a lack of depth and knowledge. So we've
we have got staff that aren't particularly well trained these days. (S5)

The Early Primary sector similarly benefits from highly committed teaching
practitioners who are similarly engaged with Getting it right for every child, the
Curriculum Improvement Cycle, Realising the Ambition, meeting additional support
needs and balancing requirements to continue working towards reducing the
poverty-related attainment gap. Fewer opportunities to develop an early years
specialism in teaching and learning were noted by interviewees.

But they had a passion in the early years sector. Whereas | think we've got that
gap now. We are you, you're even at ITE. They spend what, a week or so in
nursery and | think that's the bit about early level. (S7.1)

National Guidance for the Early Years 0-8 was also viewed by interviewees to be a
key strength in Scotland.

Do you know that the way that Realising the Ambition was written - by people
who really understood what we're trying to do in the language and you know,
just the tone and the way it was developed was just gorgeous? So yeah, I think,
| think if it's not a policy, well, it should be. (S7.1)
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Registration, albeit with two different bodies, and the links between qualifications and
registration were seen as a strength, and a policy in which Scotland leads across the
UK.

Consistency around qualifications around access to training and learning
around professionalism of the workforce has been really positive. And like |
said, they are one of the most qualified workforces we have in Scotland across
the social services sector. So there has been some real positivity there. (S8)

The real importance of Early Years 0-8 being led by people with highly relevant
experience came though many interviews — with highly qualified people with specific
expertise being valued while recognising the passion which accompanies early years
“know-how”.

6.2 Workforce pressures

Despite these strengths, interview participants spoke of workforce challenges as a
central concern. Recruitment and retention are increasingly difficult, with low pay,
high workloads and limited career progression cited as key factors. The expansion to
1140 funded hours has increased demand for services, but this has not been
matched by sufficient growth in workforce capacity, while the impact of these
developments on early Primary Education also needs to be recognised.

As a result, many settings report losing experienced practitioners and relying more
heavily on less experienced staff. This is contributing to increased pressure on staff
teams, with reports of low morale, stress and burnout. There is also a widespread
perception among practitioners of feeling undervalued.

Unintended outcomes of policy initiatives were also cited as a challenge for ELC and
Primary educators, including ELC scrutiny from two inspection bodies, albeit with a
shared Quality Improvement Framework.

| think that is going to be extremely difficult [Shared Inspection Framework].

You know, if you're looking at one set of documents for this, the rest of the
school and this shared framework for the nursery class which bears no
connection to the rest, you know, because at least you could connect HGIOELC
to, you know, the school documents as they read across, in the new Shared
inspection framework that's just lost. (S2)

Yeah, it's the legacy, isn't it? | mean, | think just if you don't mind it just in terms
of sort of staff morale, I think it we all know it, but | think we need to recognise
this disproportionate level of scrutiny that we have all tried to, you know
influence. (S7.1)

The current ELC inspection mess threatens to have a sorry impact — is this
unintended — the competition particularly from the Care Inspectorate leaves
staff on the frontline. The quality of inspection visits must be challenged too —
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they can be minimal — on Education Scotland side too unless the inspectors
have relevant expertise. (S10)

Interviewees also cited low mood in the workforce as a key challenge, and that this
was generated by a sense of policy exhaustion, particularly linked to the expansion,
supporting new staff, attendance issues in early primary and working hard to meet all
children’s needs and rights.

I don't know if this has been exacerbated by the expansion or not, but there's a
very low mood within the workforce and | would say in the last 20 years is at the
lowest it's ever been. | would say that is teachers as well as local government
staff. My LA still has teachers in all its nurseries, although that is becoming
more and more of a challenge because | don't think early years staff feel
valued. (S7)

Across interviewees the main issues and pressures facing the workforce included
some ongoing pay challenges.

6.3 Pay, Status, registration and inequality

Pay and professional recognition are recurring issues across all stakeholder groups.
Early Years Practitioners are often paid significantly less than other professionals
with comparable qualifications, particularly teachers. This contributes to a perception
that ELC is viewed primarily as “childcare” rather than as a vital part of the education
system.

| think also for providers and for Scottish Government overall trying to
attract...more early years practitioners into the profession, that is really difficult
when it's not perceived as a respected and valued career choice. (S1)

There is an ongoing, almost timeless challenge around the comparatively low
salary levels that we have in early education, you know, particularly in
comparison to other sectors and | think we've reached a particularly challenging
point right now for the workforce with the rises in the cost of living...some staff
(in PVI but not exclusively) just can't afford to stay working in the early years
any longer. (S9)

Differences in pay and conditions between local authority settings and those in the
private and voluntary sectors have created a two-tier workforce. This disparity is
seen as a major barrier to recruitment and retention, particularly in the private and
voluntary sector, and raises concerns about fairness and consistency across the
system.

There are real issues with regard to how staff feel about the role, how valued or
not that they feel, and because of this huge divide in the way that the local
authority staff and the PPI staff are paid. (S1)

1140 has created a two-tier workforce. (S2)
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Issues of who the workforce are and of diversity in the workforce were also raised.

| think the biggest issue is “Who are the early years workforce, what is their
professional identity?” So that would be my big overall issue.(S3)

They have a very, | would say, care orientated focus and there is that tension
between what's their, what is their main professional identity? Is it workers in
care or is it as important as professionals in early education? So | think there's
an identity crisis which is too strong, but there's an identity issue with who folk
are, you know. (S3)

There is and always has been some challenges around the diversity of the
workforce and who we have in that workforce in terms of the make-up of the
workforce, both in terms of age, in terms of sex of the workforce, in terms of just
diversity matching communities has been quite a challenge over that period of
time. The expectation in terms of the knowledge and skills of the workforce is
now quite different from where it was when we first started out in terms of
regulation of the workforce as well through a number of the policy
developments. (S8)

A persistent challenge lies in nomenclature, with so many role titles across Scotland
causing role and identity confusion while emphasising differences in pay, conditions
and registration.

And you know, | personally believe yes because they are having such an
essential teaching role, whether they're called teachers or not in the ...
formative stages of children's development. But | find myself being an outlier in
some conversations where they are not treated as a professional group. They
are treated as a workforce. And | think there's a really big difference in those
words. And people don't understand that sometimes. (S3)

So too the lack of non-contact time for ELC professionals surfaced strongly:

...one of the ones that struck me is in relation to the contractual entitlement to
non-contact time. So we recognise for our teachers in primary and secondary
schools that that non-contact time is absolutely vital for planning evaluation,
professional learning, professional dialogue and so on. But we don't have that
as a standard part of our early educator contracts. (S9)

6.4 Policy and implementation challenges
A number of interviewees talked of identity, ownership and shared understandings as
a real challenge to policy implementation.

... underneath all of that, | think there's all sorts of really good things in
Scotland about policy development and having an early level that recognises
that it crosses over between early learning and childcare and primary school,
all, all that stuff's really good, with a big focus on the whole child. Excellent.
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We've got some real practical things underneath, where that has brought

7

tensions into the system, about... I'm going to use “ownership”. (S3)

There is strong support for the overall direction of ELC policy, including the
expansion to 1140 hours. However, stakeholders consistently report that
implementation has been challenging. Many feel that changes have been introduced
at pace and without sufficient resourcing, leading to unintended consequences at a
local level. Disparities and inconsistencies were also seen to be a threat to effective
systems.

Ownership. Who's responsible? Who's the lead? Is it school? Is it not school?
Is it a teacher? Is it not? A teacher is an early years worker ... and in Scotland
they can't be because they don't have a teaching qualification. So that's the
legal definition of being a teacher. So there's all of that. And | think we've done
well to start the whole qualifications debate around about early years work. But
it's inconsistent. They're called different things across the nation. There's
different requirements of levels of qualification and all of that creates ... a lot of
flux and movement in the system. (S3)

| believe that some people that we are calling early years workers are indeed
teachers or we are treating them as teachers, therefore we should be
supporting them and have an infrastructure around about them that is about
professional development and competence and all that kind of stuff. (S3)

This flux in the system includes increased pressure on staff, greater complexity in
delivery, and a perceived shift in focus from child development to supporting parental
employment. In addition, multiple inspection and regulatory frameworks can create
confusion and contribute to a lack of coherence across the system. However, for
others expansion was also understood as an opportunity.

So whilst we, you know, have different perspectives on the expansion and you
know when it has brought its challenges, | do think it's also brought its
opportunities. And | do think we need to recognise that. So you know, from my
own perspective, what it's allowed me to do is build career progression into the
workforce in early years in my local authority. (S7.2)

| think the 1140 hours in the expansion, for all there have been some
unintended challenges around that, | think everyone would see that as being a
really positive development in terms of access to those funded places and the
expansion now into two year olds as well....and alongside that, the regulation of
the workforce has meant that we've been able to deliver a consistent standard
in terms of quality of provision, in terms of expectation, skills and knowledge of
the workforce that go alongside the national standard that sits alongside. (S8)

Interviewees reflected on policies that had raised the status and focus on the
workforce in Scotland, contributing to a growing sense of professionalism. The Early
Years Collaborative, the Christie Commission with an assets-based approach, and
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being able to quantify the impact of early childhood provision and policy. Real
opportunities for collaboration were forged through such policy developments.

6.5 Risks to quality

Workforce instability is beginning to impact on quality. Settings report concerns about
maintaining consistent, high-quality provision where experienced staff are leaving
and teams are under pressure. Sectoral disparities were highlighted.

Yeah, sectoral disparity | think is you know, a general theme. You know that |
think it's probably time to have a rethink in terms of the roles that we have, the
qualifications that we have. They do feel a wee bit out of date, you know. So
what skills and knowledge and expertise are required? (S7.2)

At the same time, practitioners are supporting a growing number of children with
complex additional needs, often without adequate access to specialist support.
Limited time for professional learning and development further restricts the sector’s
ability to respond to these challenges effectively.

Staff retention, and retirals were also seen as a threat to quality.

Does 2/3 of Early Level not matter as much as the other one third? So there's
just, ... they're just the different directorates, different quality inspection
frameworks, all of these things have just added to people feeling isolated from
the bigger picture, and I think that's your point in terms of the central team and
that does concern me, S7(2), that as people move on who've dedicated their
career to early years who is just steeped with that same knowledge of passion
coming into backfill? (S7.1)

Interviewees were also clear about within sector disparities that do not serve children
and families well — as families choose their provisions skilled and experienced
people are needed in every type or provision.

This is a generalisation, but largely the terms and conditions in the PVI sector
are not comparable to the terms and conditions in our local authority settings
and what we've seen over a number of years, | think it was particularly evident
during the years of expansion, we've also had reports of staff moving from local
authority to local authority, and that's been challenging at times. (S9)

Reference to the Nordic countries and the value placed on early childhood
professionals and provision informed comparisons made by some interviewees.

What you've got in the Nordic countries largely are very different taxation
systems, very different cultures, in the way that people view taxation and social
Justice and family life and all these other things. (S9)

Such approaches were nevertheless understood as informative and aspirational.
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6.6 Funding and system sustainability

Funding is identified as a key underlying issue. Many stakeholders believe that
current funding models do not fully reflect the true cost of delivering high-quality
ELC, particularly within the private and voluntary sectors. This is contributing to
financial strain, with some providers reducing services or closing altogether.

There is also concern about the lack of long-term investment compared to
international models. Without a more sustainable funding approach, there are
questions about whether current policy ambitions can be maintained. One
interviewee saw a need to involve all political parties in advocacy for the early years.

Professor Ken Muir who was charged with reviewing Scottish Education and
understands the significance of the early years of children’s lives, who asserts
that all reporting should go to parliament (every political party to have equal
access) and then debated in parliament as a shared issue. (S10)

Yet other interviewees acknowledge the massive investment Scottish Government
has made in the early years despite continuing and ongoing funding challenges.

One of one of the other things I've noted is the really challenging fiscal situation
that we're working in currently and you know the financial constraints. The other
thing which is really complicated, but | think one of one of the positive things all
although you know there would be many people that would argue it should go
much further. (S9)

The relationship between national and local government in Scotland was revisited in
the Verity House Agreement (2023) with a shared commitment “to tackle poverty”,
“transform the economy” and to deliver “sustainable person-centred public services”,
while there are safeguards, for the early years there are also concerns.

The pressing issue, | suppose, for us as well as is the Verity House Agreement.
You know, before we had ring-fenced funding where we could protect our
workforce if you like and the access to training and qualifications. | feel that that
has left our sector a little bit vulnerable and that's quite political. (S7)

Funding, and with it, sustainability remain a pressing concern.

6.7 Interviews concluded that:

Although Scotland’s ELC sector is built on strong foundations, including a clear
policy vision and dedicated professionals, there is a consistent message that the
system is under strain. Addressing key issues - particularly pay, workforce
conditions, funding, and policy coherence, within and across policy 0-8 - will be
critical to ensuring long-term sustainability. With sustained investment and a more
joined-up approach, there is a significant opportunity to strengthen provision for our
younger children to ensure high-quality outcomes for children, families, and
communities.
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7. A closer look at the Scottish focus group data

We held five Scottish focus groups with 19 participants drawn from across Scotland,
including university staff and postgraduate students, local authority management,
third sector colleagues, FE staff, independent trainers, recently retired Care
Inspectorate/HMIE professionals, and lead practitioners. Participants reflected a
sound professional and geographical spread across central Scotland, the North East,
North West, and the Islands.

Participants highlighted the prolonged policy focus on early childhood in Scotland.
Strengths included curriculum guidance, an emphasis on leadership and on play
pedagogy and extended hours for children. With the exception of the national
curricular guidance (RtA) and a growing focus on the Curriculum Improvement Cycle
(CIC) affecting the 3-18 curriculum, each was also seen to be imperfect in some way.
Some unintended outcomes such a crisis of staffing affecting the implementation of
the 1140 hours expansion, in which the burden on qualified staff has increased and
the risk of improving hours of access in the interests of family employment has
threatened the quality of what can be offered. Practitioners have worked consistently
towards increased qualifications, but this is not recognised well in terms of pay and
conditions, growing professionalism and anomalies in registration, inspection, union
representation and status, as part of an increasingly well qualified leadership in early
childhood.

Nevertheless, Scotland has made significant progress over the last two decades
towards: a more degree-led workforce, professional registration, clearer professional
standards, a strong national practice guidance base, especially Realising the
Ambition: Being Me and parallel guidance expected as an outcome of the CIC.

At the same time, participants felt that the sector had reached an important review
point. The issue is no longer simply introducing policy, but asking whether policy is
being implemented well, consistently, and fairly across settings and sectors.

Our focus group participants said...

7.1 Qualifications matter — but quality and consistency in programmes of
study matter more

Participants strongly supported the idea that educators working with babies, toddlers
and young children need a core knowledge base, particularly in child development,
play, speech and language, additional support needs, communication with families,
socio-economic awareness, anti-racist and critically reflective practice.

However, they also raised serious concerns about the variation in qualification routes
and the uneven quality of preparation. There was a strong feeling that some
pathways, particularly some college and SVQ routes, do not consistently prepare
staff for the realities of practice.
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Participants also warned against a simplistic focus on “minimum qualifications,”
asking whether this risks normalising a minimalist view of what is needed to work
well with young children.

The solution is finding a qualification that combines practice in early years with
the theory of children development... (SFG2)

Many of the students...have an HNC in childhood practice and they have never
set foot in an early years centre. How can that be? (SFG2)

| think we would also aspire to educators, educators being highly qualified,
highly skilled, experienced members of staff. [SFG6]

Initially | was thinking, yes, yes, there needs to be a minimum qualification, but |
do recognise the different pathways and bring that diversity. [SFG8]

So perhaps it's not minimum qualification we think about perhaps it's ratios
around qualified. [SFG8]

That we've got minimum qualifications | think is the trouble. It's the depth of
those qualifications, the differences between them, depending on whether you
go through the route of a college or university or you do it on the shop floor and
the difference is phenomenal. And | think that is one of the key problems.
[SFG12]

Discussion also raised the issues of sustaining quality of practice and what is
needed to support staff development “on the job”.

[We] would have a really significant workforce problem. So | think there's
something around that too, but also sometimes when people grow through the
role and you train them on the job and you work hard to deliver really good
training for them. [SFG6]

You can also grow them in a way that means that they become highly skilled
practitioners too, so I think there is a role for thinking that educators don't
always have to come in completely qualified and all of those things, but you're
supporting them through that process and having, you know, mentors highly
qualified people that can support them through that. [SFG-6]

Obviously, the training on the job will depend on the quality of the provision, the
quality of the trainers, which is crucial. (Roles) also, but so | think there is
definitely scope for that.....I would think that most local authorities have a
required qualification in terms of a practitioner course, | would think that that's a
standard. [SFG9]

Disparities between apparently equivalent routes to qualifications were also
highlighted:
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They need to look at the level of qualifications and at what goes into a
qualification and why are the two routes. To an HNC or an SVQ, although
they're supposed to be the same when you get them, why are they completely
different? [SFG12]

7.2 Registration and recognition are valued — but the system feels
fragmented

There was support for professional recognition and for the role of regulatory bodies,
but also a strong desire for: one dedicated regulatory body for everyone working in
the early years, clearer professional recognition, better alignment across qualification
frameworks, stronger recognition of the sector’s complexity and expertise.

Participants felt that current arrangements can be confusing, fragmented, and
insufficiently tailored to the early years sector.

A professional body ensures that people are constantly refreshing and
upskilling. (SFG)5)

Some participants were very concerned about the notion of “working towards”
qualifications that registration currently allows, for example:

Before SSSC each LA had its own staffing standards — eg at least half of staff
had to be qualified — now “working towards” can result in some rooms with all
staff “working towards”. [SFG12]

Where | think there maybe needs to be some kind of thinking about numbers,
is around the ratio of qualified and unqualified staff [SFG8]

Discussion highlighted a real concern about capacity for movement across the SSSC
register from a totally different sector of social services to work with young children,
and that is deemed possible and acceptable:

... people already and now having moved from adult social services and to
children'’s services — and the idea that just go in and do it and shift across parts
of the register without the underpinning core knowledge of a child development
and play is and of child protection is concerning- it's actually in place now and
it's part of what we're going to be doing... [SFG15]

7.3 Pay, parity and conditions remain major concerns

Across the groups there was a very consistent view that renumeration does not
reflect the complexity, responsibility, and qualification levels required in working with
young children.

Participants acknowledged Scotland’s commitment to the real Living Wage, but
stressed that this has not yet resolved due to inequity within and across sectors, lack
of parity between local authority and partner providers, poor recognition of
qualifications, and the wider culture of undervaluing early years work:
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If you don’t feel valued by your employer, then it’s really hard to do a good job.
(SFG3)

We have to (pay properly). We have to look at it from pre-birth to 8. We have to
value that sector. We have to pay them properly. We have to resource it
properly and once we do that then we'll attract people because they will
understand that their contribution and the value that we place upon it means
something to everybody. You know, these poor people are struggling at the
moment, really struggling with these extended hours and lack of time for
meetings and everybody working different shifts and all the different patterns
and the expectations of the parents. And | mean I, I, my heart bleeds for them
and primary one and two are not in any better state with inclusion and. ...lack of
any extra support, | mean, you know, there used to be EYPS in the primary
ones and a lot of them have been cut and they're really, really struggling.
[SFG16]

7.4 Terminology and status matter

Participants highlighted the confusion caused by multiple job titles across Scotland
and greatly supported consultation on a single national title. At the same time, there
was clear rejection of the term “workforce”, which many felt fails to recognise the
professionalism, complexity and expertise involved in early years work.

We can’t even come up with a name that everybody recognises. [SFG2]

...while we've got all these inconsistencies in how early years is disseminated
across the nation, then there's no good talking about a title because we need to
get need to get it fair: fairness and equality across the board. [SFG12]

One of the issues around, particularly the earliest practitioner profession not
being valued is the fact that their role is diverse, complex, multifaceted, but also
the fact that if I'm going away back now to academic literature. It's been well
documented for some time. There is no clear name for the profession in
Scotland. We've been through the nursery nurse strike for that and the Adam
Ingram paper and then the Siraj-Kingston review (2015) recommended a
national title for the role. [SFG15]

Whatever the current title... the status of those who work in the education and care of
young children are affected by the fragmentation and inconsistencies across early
childhood provision:
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And the feminization as well, so that you're further devalued through the
feminization of it, of the, of the sector. And | think what Jane Osgood's written
about is the fragmented, fragmented nature of the sector, we don't have a
single body that can advocate for practitioners, whether they're teachers,
whether they're apprentices, whether they're practitioners of 20 or 30 years for
the masters in pedagogy, we don't have a professional body, so | think actually
that what might be a good thing is to think about that. [SFG14]
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Status and representation for those working in early childhood emerged as a priority,
as voiced here:

If you don't actually have a name then it adds to the complexity. It means things
lack clarity (which) means people can't argue for themselves. They can't
actually articulate and advocate for themselves for their own professional status
and their own professional value. [SFG15]

and further:

| absolutely reject the term “workforce” because it does not acknowledge the
complexity, the roles and the skills knowledge that are required and that doesn't
help people either for that status to be acknowledged or valued, so practitioner
again practise is important, but it doesn't always recognise that.... Academic
Skills that might be required, so I'd like them to be acknowledged as the
professionals that they are... Maybe new terminology (would raise status) but
not on its own. That's why | think we should call them early years educators
[SFG12]

7.5 Leadership, mentoring and joined-up working are essential

A repeated message was that existing qualified staff are carrying significant
responsibility for: mentoring new entrants, supporting apprentices, leading
improvement, sustaining practice quality.

Participants stressed the need for: protected time for mentoring and CLPL, clearer
leadership pathways, support for rural settings, better joined up working across
sectors and disciplines, and stronger links between ELC and primary. They also
made the relationship between skills, qualifications and leadership:

Around the leadership now | am passionate ... about the leadership that's
happening or not happening, you know. When | was in my local authority role |
saw many head teachers who just stood away from their early years settings
and they just let them get on with it. Now, where is the leadership coming if
we've not got highly skilled, highly qualified people who are on the floor?
[SFG13]

7.6 Policy is strong — implementation is uneven

Participants valued Scotland’s policy ambition and repeatedly praised Realising the
Ambition as a major strength. However, they also described the volume of guidance
as overwhelming and noted that the same policies can be experienced either as
supportive or as burdensome, depending on local implementation.

There was a sense that Scotland now needs to focus on reviewing implementation,
evaluating outcomes, and improving coherence.

Our participants did not question the value of Scotland’s ambition for young children.
They recognised significant progress and spoke positively about key national
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developments. However, they also made clear that policy aspiration must now be
matched by consistency, coherence, proper recognition, and fair implementation.

8. Discussion and Scottish-tuned recommendations

Over the last two decades Scotland has made significant headway towards a
degree-led workforce and to creating a registration body (Scottish Social Services
Council) which includes three levels of Early Learning and Childcare (ELC)
registration (support worker, practitioner and lead practitioner) with opportunities to
register with conditions while “working towards” the appropriate level. The General
Teaching Council for Scotland (GTCS), as the independent regulator for education,
sustains registration for all those with teaching degrees. ltis a legal requirement for all
people employed as teachers in local authority (including in ELC) and independent schools
in Scotland to be registered with GTCS. Teaching graduates are eligible for a guaranteed
probationary year, which includes on the job mentoring. As part of agreed national terms
and conditions of employment, college lecturers must also register with GTCS: important
for the quality of practitioner programmes such as HNC. Thus both regulators set
professional standards and require professional updates as part of sustaining
registration, monitoring educators’ fitness to practice and ensuring confidence in their
registrants. The childcare workforce is the most qualified of all sectors on the SSSC
register and, as a result, has the fewest fitness to practice issues across the register.

Key policy developments have included expansion of the child’s hours entitlement in
Early Learning and Childcare, investment in raising workforce qualifications (which
now links to the current review of National Occupational Standards for the four UK
nations) through for example, a National Induction Resource and targeted funding for
“Excellence and Equity leads” based on information from the Scottish Indices of
Multiple Deprivation (SIMD). Existence of Forums like the College Development
Network and Childhood Practice Providers Group which aim for consistent delivery
of these qualifications is also recognised.

Scottish Education policy is devolved to the Scottish Parliament. In turn the Scottish
Government devolves the responsibility for policy implementation to the 32 Scottish
Local Authorities, who have the statutory duty to provide childcare services. This
relationship was adjusted in the 2023 Verity House agreement.

Our EYWA4N Interim Report notes that localised initiatives can support national
policies, and there are positive local examples of leadership, continuing professional
development and mentoring programmes to support the workforce in Scotland.

It is widely acknowledged that there has been a continuing and compelling focus on
young children and their families in Scotland at both national and local level. It is also
clear from interview and focus group data that the volume of policy guidance can be
overwhelming at setting level. Aspirations sit side by side with day-to-day
experience.
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As a country that embarked as far back as 1996 with its publication of a Curriculum
Framework for the Pre-school Year and subsequent developments, one of the
greatest “on the ground” practice successes in recent years has been Realising the
Ambition — Being Me , the Scottish National Practice Guidance for Early Learning
and Childcare. All Focus Group respondents spoke to the strength of this resource
and its influence on practice — while expressing concerns about the ability to
implement guidance (as opposed to policy). Many expressed a concern that the 4
capacities should foreground planning rather than subject areas for the youngest
children.

This continuing level of Scottish Government commitment to young children has
reached a review point, rather than a primary need to establish such initiatives as
registration bodies. The tenor of our Interviews and Focus Groups therefore included
discussion of the extent to which policies were successfully implemented and what
could enhance implementation now. Respondents made strong recommendations for

a single dedicated regulatory body for everyone working in ELC

e one inspection body

e a dedicated union

e consultation on and review of the 1140 hours expansion implementation

e protection of adult-child ratios, with students and Modern Apprentices being
super-numerary

e consultation on a single title for people who work in ELC, to be applied
nationally across all Local Authorities

e a national pay scale and conditions of service should be developed and
adopted, central to which is recognition of the qualifications which drive the
quality of children and families’ experience

e recognition that, while the Scottish Government’s National Standard for
services delivering funded Early Learning and Childcare (ELC) states that
childcare professionals delivering the 1140 hours should be paid at least the
real Living Wage (rLW) - and we remain the only part of the UK to fund the
payment of the real Living Wage to ELC staff in the private and third sectors,
and this commitment also applies to childminders delivering funded ELC -
there is much to do to ensure parity of funding and remuneration across Local
Authority and partner providers, and to guarantee the real Living Wage in
practice. Respondents also reflected on the Real Living Wage as a low bar —
setting a minimum expectation linked to low status - and the disparity with pay
scales for other education and care professionals, e.g. primary teachers,
nurses

e areview of college and SVQ qualifications to ensure the content knowledge
and experience is equivalent within and across qualifications. Concerns about
lack of placement experience

e areview of BA Teaching degrees and PGDE to ensure sufficient content on

the early years of life 0-8 and suitable practice experiences
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consideration of renewing the concept of an early childhood teacher
specialism

deepening understandings of obligations on all public services to meet
progress children’s rights as incorporated into Scots Law

building on initiatives to address children’s rights in relation to the poverty-
related attainment gap, the prevalence of Additional Support Needs and the
need for core knowledge and values

improving joined up working across and within sectors and disciplines
filtering key frameworks and guidance to improve accessibility for early years
educators 0-8 (e.g. the Quality Improvement Framework, The Standard for
Career-long Professional Learning, the Strategic Framework for Parental
Involvement, Parental engagement, Family Learning and Learning at Home)
the importance of supporting existing qualified staff through dedicated CLPL
time contractually, enabling their wellbeing and professional resource to fulfil
mentoring and leadership of new entrants to the professions 0-8

We have reflected this thinking in the following overall Scottish Recommendations
which align to the high-level recommendation headings from the full Early Years
Workforce in the Four Nations Report.

The Early Years Workforce in the Four Nations recommendations

viewed through a Scottish Lens

1.

32

Quality Qualifications

e Areview of college and SVQ qualifications to ensure the content
knowledge and experience is equivalent within and across qualifications

e Areview of BA Teaching degrees and PGDE to ensure sufficient content
on the early years of life 0-8 and suitable practice experiences

e Consideration of renewing the concept of an early childhood teacher
specialism

e ATraining Framework including verified CLPL providers

e Qualifications routes

e Leadership and mentoring of inexperienced and newly qualified staff

Pay Scales

e Anational pay scale and conditions of service should be developed and
adopted

e childcare professionals delivering 1140 should be paid at least the real
Living Wage

e ensure parity of funding and remuneration across Local Authority and
partner providers, and to guarantee the real Living Wage in practice

e Ambition for alignment with pay scales of associated professions
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3. Professional progression framework

e The importance of supporting existing qualified staff through dedicated
CLPL time contractually, enabling their wellbeing and professional
resource to fulfil mentoring and leadership of new entrants to the
professions 0-8

e Mentoring for all staff in support of continuing professional development

e Aligning EYW qualifications and teaching qualifications

e Recognising the importance of workplace support and mentoring for all
who are on the upskilling journey

e Supporting the mentors

e Ensure all staff have access to in-service days each academic year for
all forms of early years education and childcare provision

e Ensure gender and ethnic diversity in the workforce

4. Registration (and Representation)

e Consultation on a single title for people who work in ELC, to be applied
nationally across all Local Authorities

e Asingle dedicated regulatory body for everyone working in ELC 0-8/
Access to a graduate register linked to pay and conditions and continuing
professional development

e One inspection body for all working with children 0-8

e Adedicated Union for the Early Years

In Scotland there has been a constant momentum for change for our youngest
children, their families and the professionals who work with them across the early
years of life from pre-birth to eight years of age. Vitally, in terms of human
development, these years offer and shape children’s futures. Dedicated
professionals with high quality educational opportunities form a backbone of Scottish
policy which echoes this strong message from our respondents:

If we want a robust early years provision 0-8, we must invest not only in policy, but in
the people, structures, qualifications, relationships and conditions that make high-
quality practice possible.
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Glossary

ADES - Association of Directors of Education Scotland

AHDS - Association of Head Teachers and Deputes in Scotland
ASN - Additional Support Needs

BACP - BA Childhood Practice

BERA - British Educational Research Association

CfE - Curriculum for Excellence 3-18

Cl - Care Inspectorate

CPD - Continuing Professional Development

CLPL - Career Long Professional Learning

COSLA - Convention of Scottish Local Authorities

ECEC - Early Childhood Education and Care

EIS - Educational Institute of Scotland

ELC - Early Learning and Childcare

ELCEP - Early Learning and Childcare and Early Primary
ELCEPP - Early Learning and Childcare and Early Primary Professionals
ES - Education Scotland

EYS - Early Years Scotland

FOI - Freedom of Information

FTE - Full time equivalent

GIRFEC - Getting it right for every child

Give Them Time - The campaign for a further year of nursery funding for ALL
children legally deferring their primary one start in Scotland.

GTCS - General Teaching Council for Scotland
GUS - Growing up in Scotland longitudinal study

HMIE - His Majesty’s inspectorate of Education (Inspects all education settings for 3-
18 year olds)

LA - Local Authority

PRD - Professional Review and Development
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Pl - Primary 1

QIF - Quality Improvement Framework (Inspection for 0-5 year old settings)
RtA - Realising the Ambition- Being Me, National practice guidance
SCMA — Scottish Child Minding Association

SG — Scottish Government

SSSC - Scottish Social Services Council

SERA - Scottish Educational Research Association

SVQ - Scottish Vocational Qualification

Upstart — Campaign for a kindergarten stage for 3 to 7 year olds in Scotland

UNCRC - United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child — incorporated into
Scots Law in 2024
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