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1. Introduction

This report presents final findings for the project A comparative analysis of early
years workforce policy in the four UK nations (EYW4N). The interim findings of the
EYWA4N project (Early Education, 2025) revealed a deeply concerning and persistent
crisis across the UK’s early years workforce (EYW). Despite varied policy
landscapes in England, Northern Ireland, Scotland, and Wales, all four nations
grapple with systemic challenges: fragmented qualification frameworks, poor career
progression, low pay, and diminished professional status. These issues not only
undermine recruitment and retention but also jeopardise the quality and sustainability
of early years provision. The interim report identified that policymakers must
acknowledge that piecemeal reforms and underfunded initiatives have failed to
deliver lasting change (Early Education, 2025). In recognising that strategic, well-
funded, and unified responses are urgently needed to elevate the EYW and ensure
equitable outcomes for children and families, this report seeks to build on the interim
findings to consider both international examples of EYW policy implementation and

what a EYW strategy might look like in the UK’s four nations.

In the interim report, stakeholder insights underscored the damaging effects for the
EYW of inconsistent standards, unclear progression routes, and inadequate
preparation for practitioner roles. Disparities in funding and differences in
governance between sectors—particularly between schools and private, voluntary,
and independent (PVI) settings—have created inequities in pay, recognition, and
working conditions. These divisions are compounded by a lack of professional voice,
limited unionisation, and, in three out of four nations, the absence of a registration
system. The undervaluing of early years work, often performed by a predominantly
young and female workforce, perpetuates low status and poor retention. Diversity
and inclusion remain pressing concerns across the four nations, with under-
representation of men, ethnic minorities, and bilingual practitioners (in Wales) all
highlighting the need for targeted recruitment strategies.

Despite the numerous challenges, the interim report did signal that there is cause for
cautious optimism. Across the UK, examples of successful policy interventions
demonstrate that change is possible. England’s Graduate Leaders Fund, Scotland’s
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qualification upgrade initiatives and recent publication of Core Knowledge and
Values, Northern Ireland’s Early Years Specialist role and inter-departmental
collaboration, and Wales’ bilingual workforce planning and anti-racist policy
integration, all offer promising models. These successes show that when policies are
coherent, well-resourced, and collaboratively implemented, they can strengthen the

workforce and improve outcomes.

This report builds on the interim findings, with additional data from our interviews and
focus groups in the UK and internationally, to focus on what a successful EYW policy
implementation might look like across the four nations. In particular, the report
considers what the nations can learn from each other. The emphasis is not just on a
call for change or a request for more and better, but an examination of how an
effective EYW strategy can be realised in each of the four nations. The ultimate goal
is to support the development of coherent, inclusive, and effective EYW strategies
that reflect the diversity of provision and the complexity of workforce needs across
the UK.

A summary of our conclusions and recommendations from both this report and the

interim findings is available as a separate document.
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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 care. This report calls for a more fitting
nomenclature—one that elevates the status and identity of early years educators and
acknowledges the complexity of their roles, something specifically addressed in
focus group discussions (see section 5.4.2). In line with the data, the report adopts
the use of professional in later discussions to reflect and value the highly skilled work

that those working in early years education and childcare undertake.

Defining the EYW is complicated by the mixed-market nature of provision and the
fragmented terminology used across the four nations (Early Education, 2025).
Wales, for instance, refers to “Early Childhood Play, Learning and Care” for birth to
five, while “Early Years” spans birth to seven. Scotland uses “Early Learning and
Childcare” (ELC) for provision in the years before school start, and England’s Early
Years Foundation Stage covers birth to five, though reception-age children fall under
the schools’ frameworks for funding and teaching ratios. Northern Ireland’s continued
use of “childcare” reinforces a policy divide between education and care, with

significant consequences for professional recognition and investment.

These terminological inconsistencies have far-reaching implications. The use of the
term “childcare” often diminishes professional recognition, associating the work with
low qualifications and ascribing lower status to caregiving than education. Funding
disparities between school-based and PVI settings exacerbate sectoral inequities,
while differing professional requirements, inspection models, and curricula across
the UK create a fragmented system. Most critically, early years has often been a
lower government priority compared to primary and secondary education, stalling
long-term investment in workforce development and professionalisation,
notwithstanding that in Scotland there has been a strong early years policy focus
since 2008. However, it is noted that some national Government documents signal a
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shift in this sense of priority (e.g. Department for Education, 2025; Scottish Social

Services Council, 2025), making a renewed focus on EYW timely.

The scope and definitions are arguably complicated further when we consider
comparisons with examples from outside the UK. However, this is not a report about
reviewing international models or agreeing international terminology. The focus here,
is on what are the lessons that can be learned from the experiences of other

countries in developing an EYW strategy.

Early Education Page 9



It is rocket science: professionalising the early childhood workforce in the UK

3. Aims, objectives and methodology

Given that the interim report has already set out the aims and objectives of the
project, the below acts as a reminder as to the aims and objectives that have guided
the research. Where we do provide additional detail is in the methodology section, as
additional data collection has sought to add to the interim report to develop a more

nuanced understanding of the findings.

3.1 Aims

This project aims are 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 Obijectives

The project objectives are therefore to:

1. create a shared evidence-base of the four UK nations on the operational
success or failure of recent EYW policy approaches in the UK, learning from
countries outside the UK where appropriate

2. identify policy options with a strong likelihood of operational success for short
and long-term actions and policy frameworks

3. engage policy makers in discussion with one another and the sector about

EYW challenges and priorities.

3.3 Intended outcomes
1. EYW policy in the four UK nations has greater operational success through
being informed by experiences across and beyond the UK.
2. Improved understanding of the shared challenges and contextual differences
for the four UK nations has opened up an appreciation of possibilities and

implications for adaptation and transferability of approaches.
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3. Dialogue between stakeholders has created channels for ongoing sharing of

issues and solutions.

3.4 Methodology

This study sets out to build a comprehensive and forward-looking overview of EYW
strategies across the UK, with a view to informing long-term, sustainable policy
development. Recognising the distinct national contexts of England, Northern
Ireland, Scotland, and Wales—as well as the regional nuances within each—the

project is grounded in a commitment to both national relevance and local sensitivity.

The interim report, drawing on 15 years of national and international scholarship,
alongside grey policy literature, identified existing workforce strategies and
interventions that have shaped the sector (see section 4). This foundational review
guided a series of expert interviews with stakeholders across the UK, ensuring that
the study is not only evidence-informed but also enriched by lived experience and

practitioner insight.
In the interim report, the project focused on:

1. What are the major EYW challenges in each of the four UK nations?

2. What government-level interventions have had a positive impact on EYW
recruitment, retention, status, remuneration, and qualification levels across
the UK in recent years?

3. What have been the characteristics of operationally successful international
EYW policy interventions?

4. What short-, medium- and long-term actions would drive positive change, and

how might these best be embedded in EYW policymaking?

This final report further explores the above questions, while taking a more directed
approach to furthering the emerging findings. As such, focus groups with key groups,

sought to consider specific aspects of the interim findings as follows:

1. Our interview data highlighted concerns that some staff are unqualified.
Should there be minimum qualifications for all educators working with babies,

toddlers and young children?
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2. Some of our interview participants felt that some EYW staff are not

sufficiently equipped to do their job. Do all educators need a core of skills

and knowledge to do their job well? What would these core skills include?

3. Our data reveal concerns about the lack of professional recognition in

the EYW. Should there be a system of professional recognition within the
ECEC sector for each nation of the UK?

4. Some of our interview participants felt that low pay is a factor in

attracting, training and retaining people into the EYW. Should there be

enhanced remuneration linked to qualifications levels within the EYW?

5. Our data suggest that the lack of appropriate terminology to refer to

those in the EYW is problematic and the term “workforce” itself is

inadequate. Would a new, more consistent terminology - to describe the EYW

and those within it — help to raise their status and address inconsistencies?

While the intention had been to undertake only focus groups, the logistics of getting

busy professionals together at a single time proved problematic (even with the use of

online technologies), leading to some additional individual interviews. In some

instances, time pressures led to fewer groups being undertaken in some nations

than in others. Table 1 therefore summarises the groups and participants:

Table 1: Summary of focus group participants

Country

Group 1

Group 2

Group 3

England

Local authority
(n=3)

Educators (n=1)

Training providers,
lecturers (n=4)

researchers who
deliver Early Years
Practitioner Status
degrees. (n=3)

Northern Ireland | Early Years SureStart
Specialists (n=7) Specialists (n=4)

Scotland Lecturers and Early years Early Years
researchers of professionals with | professionals
Early Years Local (n=2) and representing
professional national focus rurality and
education (n=3) (n=2) workforce diversity
Local Authority (n=6)
(n=5)

Wales Lecturers and Early years Local authority

experts including
advisory teacher,
Welsh medium non
maintained early
years setting
owner and

maintained school
setting, early years
teachers and
development
professionals
(n=4)
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manager, umbrella
organisations’
representative
(n=3)

In Scotland, two further focus groups were conducted to capture the desired broad
range of views, due to difficulty in arranging times to suit multiple participants. Focus
Group 4 (n=5) was attended by Early Years Education professionals, lecturers and
regulators and a Scotland wide early years movement, while Focus Group 5 (n=3)
was attended by Local Authority teachers and early years professionals who also
had advisory roles. Overall, in Scotland there were 19 Focus Group participants, with

participants falling into more than one category.

A further focus group was conducted with members of the project team to reflect on
the emerging findings from the project and draw out what were the enablers and

inhibitors to effective EYW reform evident in the data.

In addition, ten international stakeholder interviews were undertaken to explore
examples of EYW policy innovation that had emerged from the literature review.
International stakeholders were identified as being individuals with expertise in EYW
in their respective country and/or internationally. Countries were selected on the
basis of their own EYW policy reforms in the hope of identifying successful
examples. The interviews were conducted, not with the purpose of policy borrowing,
mimicking or copying, but to ascertain what lessons can be learned from the
experiences of other contexts. Represented countries included Estonia, Ireland, New
Zealand, Iceland, Canada and Germany, but also extended beyond this where the
interviewees had knowledge of EYW reforms across Europe and through to South
America. The interviews considered examples of policy enactments, framed by the
international challenges of securing a high-quality EYW, seeking to identify
innovative models that might provide insight for EYW policy development across the

UK’s four nations.

Based on a combination of the interviews and focus groups with key stakeholders, a
series of case studies have been developed to illustrate the lived experiences of

policy. The case studies are grounded in the data, offering an in-depth illustration of
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EYW reform in action. The case studies therefore offer illustrative insights of how

EYW and broader early years reforms are experienced by those in the sector.

3.5 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.
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4. Summary of findings from the literature review

Across the UK, the Early Years Workforce (EYW) is universally recognised as central
to delivering high-quality early education and care. And yet, each nation faces
distinct challenges shaped by its policy history, governance structures, and socio-
economic context. What emerges is a fragmented picture of workforce development,

with pockets of innovation and persistent structural barriers (Early Education, 2025).

Common Challenges Across All Four Nations

« Fragmented qualification systems: Within each nation there are varying
qualification requirements, all of which are considered to be to some extent
flawed, leading to confusion, limited portability, and inconsistent professional
standards.

« Low pay and status: The EYW remains undervalued, with low remuneration
and limited career progression deterring recruitment and retention.

« Workforce shortages: All nations report difficulties in attracting and retaining
qualified staff, particularly in disadvantaged areas and specialist settings.

o Sectoral divides: A persistent split between education and care, and between
state and PVI settings, creates inequities in funding, regulation, and
professional recognition.

e Gender and inclusion gaps: The workforce is overwhelmingly female, with
low representation of men and ethnic minorities, reinforcing stereotypes and

limiting diversity.

England

England’s EYW has suffered from years of policy volatility and underinvestment. A
fragmented qualification landscape and inconsistent career pathways have eroded
professional identity. The new Best Start in Life (Department for Education, 2025a)
strategy signals renewed commitment, with £1.5 billion pledged to improve outcomes
and workforce development. However, success will depend on coherent qualification

reform, equitable pay structures, and sustained investment in CPD and leadership.

Northern Ireland
Northern Ireland’s EYW has been shaped by political instability and a long absence
of strategic planning. The sector remains divided between statutory nursery

schools/units and under-resourced PVI settings. Recent policy momentum, including
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the anticipated development of an Early Learning and Childcare Strategy, offers
hope, but the region still lacks an operational framework. A comprehensive, cross-
departmental strategy is urgently needed to unify standards and elevate the

workforce.

Scotland

Scotland has made notable strides in professionalising the EYW, particularly through
the BA in Childhood Practice and mandatory Scottish Social Services Council
(SSSC) registration. The long slow decline in GTCS-registered teachers with an
early childhood specialism in ELC settings raised concerns about pedagogical
leadership. As growing numbers of practitioners have achieved graduate status (n=
3,993 FTE), there is now a new generation of pedagogical leaders registered as
Lead Practitioners with the Scottish Social Services Council. Aspirational policies
have not always translated into consistent implementation, and disparities in pay,
CPD access, and career progression continue to undermine workforce stability
(BERA-TACTYC, 2017), with the EYW remaining undervalued and yet to develop a

strong sense of its own educational value (Joyce et al., 2023).

Wales

Wales’s EYW is deeply embedded in national goals around children’s rights, child
poverty reduction and valuing children’s cultures, heritage and bilingualism. The
Early Childhood Play, Learning and Care (ECPLC) vision and Curriculum for Wales
2022 promote a unified, rights-based approach to early education and care (Welsh
Government, 2014). Yet the sector remains divided between maintained and non-
maintained settings, with separate governance and qualification standards.
Recruiting Welsh-speaking educators is a growing challenge, and the lack of a
specialist early years teaching qualification limits pedagogical depth in some
settings.

Early Education
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4.1 Updating the Literature Review

Since the publication of the Interim Report, there have been further responses to the
pervasive EYW crisis. The National Foundation for Educational Research (Felmons
and Worth, 2025) report, The Early Years Workforce in England 2025, provides a
data-driven overview of national trends, confirming that despite the need for recent
workforce growth intended to meet expanded government childcare entitlements,
pay remains significantly lower than for comparable workers, and staff turnover is
notably high, particularly in PVI settings. Our earlier findings had indicated that
experts in England welcomed the extension of the childcare entitlement for parents
in England but cautioned that the expansion of places had not adequately
considered the pressures on the workforce, particularly the existing recruitment and
retention challenges. Evidence from NFER further supports the need for a
comprehensive national EYW strategy that addresses the professional status and

associated career pathways of the EYW.

The Institute for Public Policy Research (IPPR), in response to the low pay and high
staff turnover challenges in childcare (and other areas such as social care), has
identified that if left unaddressed, this could jeopardise the Government’s missions
on opportunity and growth (Evans, 2025). The report discusses the need for
minimum standards for pay, training and working conditions for a number of
professions, including childcare, calling for a Fair Pay Agreement, as is being piloted
for school support staff. The report makes clear that childcare policy success hinges
on resolving workforce shortages and improving training, aligning with findings from
the interim report. IPPR call for a national body to agree on national standards for
pay, terms and conditions that are aligned with qualification and continued

professional development (Evans, 2025).

The Bristol Manifesto (Giampapa and Bowen, 2025) offers a place-based policy
response to the challenges faced by the EYW, arguing for localised solutions to
address the undervaluing of early years education and childcare roles, further adding
the need to look at the issue of career progression. Beyond adding to the calls for a
need to review national and regional pay structures and working conditions, the
report recommends a citywide mentoring programme to support the workforce,
alongside a local professional career map and support for professional development,
including leadership. Through the adoption of a place-based approach, there is
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consideration of how flexible working models could be developed, particularly where
providers look to work alongside each other in providing flexible options to
employees. The placed-based approach echoes elements of the international
interviews (discussed in section 5.1), through considering how colleges can work
more closely with the EYW to address professional development needs, while
suggesting there is something to be explored in looking at economies of scale,
whereby providers work together to address the challenges around favourable

working conditions.

A report by the Yorkshire and Humber Policy Engagement and Research Network (Y-
PERN) also looked at a geographic specific response to early years education and
care, aligned to the region's growth goals through a Systems Provision Approach
(The Yorkshire and Humber Policy Engagement and Research Network, 2025). The
report signals challenges like those identified in the interim report, such as
expansions in government entitlement for parents, but with concerns around the
rates of funding for the viability of providers. Recruitment and retention are a key
challenge for the EYW, alongside poor pay, poor career progression and inadequate
training. The report cites a drop in early years education and childcare places,
including childminders. While citing a fragmented sector, that is largely private, and
geographical disparities as challenges, it also draws attention to the challenge of
inadequate data to be able to make regional, policy relevant strategic plans.
However, despite the challenges, it highlights the role of local authorities in
supporting services and also emphasises the role of early years education and
childcare services in supporting regional economic growth. The report calls for more
stakeholder engagement to support a EYW strategy that tailors training to need,
while also improving the quality of training in support of improved uptake. The report
also cites the Sure Start model as an effective one, echoing the interim findings of
the early years workforce policy in the four UK nations project (Early Education,
2025).

In a series of briefing documents, Save the Children have outlined their “No Limits to
Childhood” campaign (Save the Children, 2025a). The second briefing, outlines what
families and communities desire in the UK Government’s Child Poverty Strategy,

specifically focusing on Childcare and Education (Save the Children, 2025b). Set
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against a context of a record high 4.5 million children living in poverty in March 2025,
with signs that this is likely to worsen without policy changes, the briefing identifies
that high-quality, accessible early years education and childcare are critical for
addressing poverty. Current systems often disadvantage low-income families
through high costs and complex funding rules. The recommendations propose
scrapping the two-child limit and benefit cap and introducing a universal 15-hour
childcare offer for all children aged two to four, while also addressing issues like the

high cost of the school day and systemic discrimination within the education system.

The Elevate Great and Henry Smith Foundation (2025) provided a rapid review of
early childhood education and care (ECEC) financing across ten European
countries, comparing them against the system in the UK, particularly England, citing
a state of funding crisis. The review seeks to provide evidence for a radical
transformation of the UK's ECEC system, shifting its focus from primarily supporting
parental employment to prioritising child wellbeing and outcomes. Key patterns
identified in successful European models include universal access regardless of
parental status, progressive funding mechanisms that cap family costs, a
predominance of public or publicly controlled non-profit provision, and sustained
investment in workforce development (Elevate Great and Henry Smith Foundation,
2025). The document concludes that systemic reform is necessary, as the UK's high-
cost, complex, and predominantly for-profit model is proving unsustainable for

families, providers, and achieving equitable outcomes for children.

Each of these reports signals that things need to change. Early years education and
childcare continues to offer significant value to children, families and society, but, as
indicated in our interim report (Early Education, 2025), and the data collected
subsequently, this is not matched by effective EYW strategy in each of the four

nations.
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5. Findings

5.1 International workforce strategies

The international interviews echoed aspects of the findings in the interim report
regarding the challenges that other nations faced in their EYW development. Issues
such as a lack of diversity in the workforce, recognition for professional status, staff
burn out and general recruitment and retention challenges were evident in countries
including Estonia, Germany, Canada, New Zealand and Ireland, along with a
concern that where the early years and childcare services were fragmented, through
being provided by a mixed economy of providers, with different training routes, it
created a complex landscape in which to develop EYW policy. However, amongst
the shared challenges, were examples from other nations that offered illustrative

examples of how an EYW strategy could evolve in the UK’s four nations.

The discourse surrounding early years education and childcare, and the need to
firmly recognise these as the foundations to children’s education, featured in all
international interviews. A participant from Ireland talked of the need to celebrate the
contribution of early childhood education to a number of cross-cutting policy areas,
while participants with considerable international expertise emphasised the need to
see the EYW as a profession, where the title given to job roles is about more than an
individual, but a signal of the contribution that early childhood education and care
makes to wider society. One participant talked of seeing early years education and
childcare as a public service, and how this contributes to raising the status of the
sector, acknowledging that steps have been taken in this direction in Scotland and
Wales. In contrast, in Ireland, a participant spoke of the need for the sector to be
proud in calling themselves early childhood “educators” - not “carers” or

“practitioners”, nor needing to be called “teachers”, but educators in their own right.

In recognising how early childhood education and care provision is a cross-cutting
policy area, interviewees talked of the need to take a more systems-based approach
to policy development, discussing how EYW policy should not happen in isolation,
stressing the need for government departments to work together. For example, in
Canada there was acknowledgement that teaching was facing challenges in

recruitment and retention and that this could result in a loss of staff from the EYW as
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individuals move into working in schools. A participant from Iceland also discussed
how there were challenges for teacher recruitment, but noted that while in early
years there would be questions about whether qualifications should change
(ultimately lowered), you would not have the same conversation of primary school

teachers.

Findings from the interim report had highlighted how there could be movement of
staff between the EYW and school-based occupations, with concern in England (for
example) that an expansion of early years provision within schools might see staff
leaving the PVI sector as they searched for different working terms and conditions.
Similar concerns were also in place in Northern Ireland. In Wales it was noted that
there was a sense of staff being “poached” or being attracted by the more family-
friendly hours of the school sector. Also in Wales, Teaching Assistants were identified
as moving class, which could see them move out of the early years education and
into later stages of primary school. The examples illustrate how EYW reforms need
to work alongside related occupations, such as primary teaching, as well as working
across PVI and maintained sectors. As such, one participant from Canada discussed
how an EYW career framework would need to factor in related professions, with
another from Ireland emphasising the need to have a professional development plan

that considered roles, structures and career paths.

In exploring effective policy systems, some interviewees stressed that overly
centralised models do not work as they limit the potential for localised responses. In
Estonia, there was discussion about securing the capacity of the equivalent of local
authorities to support the development of an effective system, while also
acknowledging that cross-departmental working had been essential for their own
EYW developments. The Estonia model was regarded as having harmonised
expectations, with a common vision that struck a balance between utilising data to
inform decisions, while maintaining localised autonomy. The localised model in
Estonia extended to working with universities to support the delivery of professional
development, while even setting up MyMunicipality, a portal which allows parents to
view what kind of education and training the EYW have in a local area. An Icelandic
participant also noted the role of universities in providing training and professional

development opportunities, and how universities had a role in supporting innovative
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pedagogy. The localised model is also similar to those beginning to emerge in Bristol

and West Yorkshire, as discussed in 4.1 (the updated literature review).

In Germany, there was reference to local flexibility rather than uniform standards that
must be fulfilled everywhere, recognising that it would be a challenge to enforce the
same standards in all local areas. While the local flexibility recognises the federal
nature of the German system, the differences seen in provinces in Canada illustrates
how local flexibility can be administered in different ways. One colleague with
knowledge of many international models also discussed how the possibility of
fostering localised responses to workforce challenges still had alternative initiatives
that had yet to be fully explored, such as how brokering relationships between
private sector providers could offer economies of scale in terms of management and
CPD (for example). The example of the Bristol Manifesto discussed in the updated
literature review, signals a shift towards “place-based” policy as an opportunity for
localised responses, as did the West Yorkshire Combines Authorities report.
However, a participant from New Zealand talked about how flexibility can be
misinterpreted and cautioned that a flexible approach should not become conflated
with lowering qualification requirements. Equally, as is discussed later in the report,
in Scotland, the Early Learning and Childcare expansion which increased funded
childcare to 1140 hours for eligible children, is supported by a National Standard. To
receive funding, ELC providers must demonstrate that they meet the National
Standard, which ensures high quality, flexibility and sustainability, However,
interpretation of the National Standard at Local Authority level risks 32 variations in
delivery of the scheme. Our Interim Report notes that localised initiatives can support
national policies, and there are positive local examples of leadership, CPD and
mentoring programmes to support the workforce in Scotland. However, the number

of variations in delivery can be an unintended outcome of localised implementation.

One participant, with knowledge of a range of international models, drew on their
understanding of the EYW to acknowledge that issues of career progression are
challenging when there are not clear routes, suggesting careers can become
lotteries based on opportunism as opposed to having clear paths. There was
reference from another participant that in Canada, the mixed qualification routes

available created a degree of stress for individuals in terms of knowing which route
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to take through the qualification landscape. Another participant, based in the UK, but
with international expertise, discussed how not having clear qualification routes and
career opportunities created challenges within the sector, such as not preparing
people to become leaders, while also questioning whether UK-based Level 3
qualifications such as those found in England were sufficient for preparing people to

take on leadership roles:

It's like finding unicorns, because they're not out there. They haven't had...
and the Level 3 training doesn't prepare them for the job, and they don't want

that level of accountability. (International Expert, UK Based)

Several of the international interviewees acknowledged that where a degree was not
the minimum requirement for the EYW, this was falling behind international
standards, with Ireland offering an example of where the move to a graduate
workforce was key in changing the way in which people thought of the early years

education and care profession.

The mandatory requirement for a qualification, | think that was huge. It was

very, very significant... It speaks volumes of the profession.
Later adding:

Setting a target for a 50% graduate-led workforce sends a very clear signal.
OK, again, | would say, does it go far enough? No, | don't think it does. But |
admire the tenacity of a government that says we're going to set a target and

we're going to do our best to try and reach it. (Ireland Expert)

Many participants talked of the need to “raise the bar” and have a graduate-led
workforce, while acknowledging the need to look at the content and duration of
courses. One participant spoke about how investing in low level qualifications was
not the right approach, and that the focus should be on higher level qualifications. In
Ireland, there was discussion that funding for graduate study should be tied to time in
the sector (implying a need to return funds if someone left the profession or commit
to working in the sector for a number of years), with another international participant
stating that when the funding for early years services follows the child, it does not

necessarily provide sufficient resource to invest in the profession.
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In Estonia there was discussion that there should be a minimum set of professional
standards, but that the expectations rise as the responsibility of the individual

increased, such as becoming a manager.

The professional standards place the greatest emphasis on supporting the
child's development, creating a child-centred growth environment, early
detection and support of special needs, and cooperation with families... To
this end, higher requirements have been set for the qualifications of managers

and assistant teachers. (Estonian Expert)

In several instances, international interviewees discussed that it was not just about
qualification level, but what someone needed to know for working with children (that
is, what the qualification stood for in terms of knowledge, skills and understanding).
An Irish colleague spoke of the need to not just consider qualification level, but to
consider the knowledge, skills and competencies required of the workforce,
particularly in the context of increasing recognition that children are coming from
more diverse backgrounds. As one interviewee discussed in relation to Canada,
there needs to be recognition of the knowledge needed to work with children,
including that which extends beyond traditional conceptions of knowledge and skills,

to also include something in relation to values.

An Irish colleague also discussed how the workforce did not have to constitute just
those with degrees, as a combination of qualifications and roles can be effective, but
that this needs to be looked at alongside other quality indicators, such as ratios. For
example, one interviewee spoke about how models of Recognition of Prior Learning
could be beneficial but needed to ensure that there was evidence of an individual’s
commitment to working with children, going on to consider how long it takes for
someone to develop their ability to communicate with a child. Relatedly, it was
suggested that qualification requirements needed to take account of the pre-requisite
knowledge and skills needed for implementing an effective early years’ curriculum.
As such, some participants discussed how workforce reforms needed to work
alongside other developments, such as curriculum change, as these all shaped what
core competencies would be required of the workforce. However, essentially,

interviewees stressed that there needed to be agreement from within the profession
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on what acceptable entry routes were. One interviewee highlighted that calling for
graduates and experience-based routes at the same time created confusion as to
what the sector wanted the prerequisite qualifications to look like. Drawing on the
Irish example, consulting with the sector was seen as a way to agree what the
combination of qualified professionals should be within an early years and childcare
setting. Conversely, the Icelandic pre-school model constantly resists bureaucratic
and top-down approaches, which are seen to create an unintended pressure on the

sector to respond to such policy changes.

From the international examples, it was evident that a graduate-led workforce also
required people with other levels of qualification. However, it was also evident that
when changes to qualification requirements came in, it could be hard for the
profession to respond, with a need for appropriate financial support to support
people undertaking qualifications and training. The Icelandic model offered a note of
caution, whereby changes in qualification requirements should not contribute to a
proliferation of routes. Citing the move to a Masters-qualified workforce in Iceland,
the Icelandic expert discussed how the focus on getting more people at Masters
level had led to both those with those with sociology and psychology degrees being
able to undertake the Masters, and drawing on those with a high-school background,
questioning if this was diluting the specialised knowledge and skills that are needed

for early childhood education and care.

...when it became a master's degree, even fewer [people signed up] so, we
haven't got up the number of, we haven't been able to educate enough
preschool teachers to work in the preschools. So, what do you do? Because
you still have so many places opening and you have the families and the
children wanting to come. So we have the, we have people who have been
taking courses at high schools, so they have been offering courses through
the years, so, and that's one of the group people who do not have formal
education but have been taking courses. And then we have people who have
different kind of university education people, people who have, for example
Bachelor degree in psychology or sociology, or all kinds of people who are
maybe finish their university degree and they haven't decide what to do with it
or haven't got what they. So they come and work in the preschools. (Icelandic
Expert)
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Different entry routes to the profession can offer opportunities for people to have
fulfilling careers working with children, but the quality of the implementation of those
routes is important if the EYW is to have confidence that professionals will come with

the knowledge and skills that contribute to high-quality pedagogy.

While our interim report encountered some praise of the apprenticeship model from
participants in England and Wales, one international participant questioned the
effectiveness of apprenticeships without mentors in the workforce to support them,
suggesting that the apprentice model depended on availability of a skilled mentor to
learn alongside. A successful peer-mentoring scheme in Canada, where new and
experienced professionals come together to share pedagogical practice, identified
the benefits of mentoring in developing mutual learning between new and
experienced colleagues. The Canadian mentoring scheme identified there was an
impact on retention, feeling valued and wellbeing where the mentoring took place,
with the mentoring being structured as monthly meetings that were recognised as
CPD.

The Canadian mentoring scheme was a response to an EYW retention challenge,
and it was interesting to note that across countries, recruitment and retention of the
EYW was difficult. However, the interview with the participant from New Zealand
signalled the need to consider the response to EYW challenges in a way that did not
forego a focus on quality. Recruitment and retention challenges could lead towards
policy responses that were focused on quantity of staff, with flexibility measures
being seen as a means by which to lower quality standards in the drive for quantity
(similar to those seen in Iceland). For the New Zealand participant, there was a
concern that a focus on professionalisation was being lost there and that positive

policy impact might now be reversed.

Drift in the opposite direction to where we wanted to go. So away from
qualified staff, away from professionalising of the early childhood workforce.
And there's a big fear about a race to the bottom in terms of standards. (New
Zealand Expert)

Aligned with the findings in the interim report, the international interviews
demonstrate that quantity should not be at the expense of quality.
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Summary

The international interviews highlighted the interplay between having sufficient staff
to work in early years education and childcare services and ensuring the staff were
qualified, with the knowledge and skills needed to support children's learning and
development. The international examples illustrated the need to have an agreed,
minimum qualification level, with degrees being the international standard.
Degrees were seen both to offer a quality standard and to contribute to professional
status, although it was noted that the latter was still a challenge. The international
interviews also demonstrated the need for EYW reform to work alongside primary
school systems, recognising that these are two related professions, that should not

be competing.

From the international interviews, policy enablers for effective EYW strategies were
identified as having a degree of localised flexibility, but to not view flexibility as an
opportunity to lower standards; and having mentoring to support the sharing of good
practice and develop leadership. The international interviews also emphasised that
early years education and childcare were a public good, and this needed to be

reflected in the resourcing of EYW strategy.

5.2 Policy enablers
The focus groups asked participants what was needed for an EYW strategy, with

consensus that:

e Yes, minimum qualifications are needed for all professionals working with
babies, toddlers and young children

e Yes, all educators need a core of skills and knowledge

e Yes, there should be a system of professional recognition

¢ Yes, there should be enhanced remuneration

e Yes, there is a need for consistent terminology.

However, the focus group participants were pragmatic in identifying that saying yes
to each of these areas was not sufficient, and there was a need to explore what this
might look like in practice, particularly considering what might support, enable and
facilitate moving towards each of these areas.
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The interim report had identified the piecemeal approaches with which policy had
developed across the UK’s four nations, and a consequential sense of a lack of
policy direction. Where policies existed, it was felt that they provided positive
direction, such as The Welsh Government’s 10-year workforce plan (Welsh
Government, 2017). Similarly in England, the focus group discussions found the
publication of Best start in life (Department for Education, 2025a) to be encouraging,
with an accompanying sense of waiting for the details to understand implications for
EYW reform and/or strategy. Clear EYW policies were therefore broadly welcomed,
and aligned with the broader narrative and evidence that highlighted the importance
of early years education and childcare for children, families and wider society
(Nutbrown, 2021; Pascal, Bertram and Cole-Alback, 2020).

Each nation was at a different stage of EYW reform, but this offered the opportunity
to look across the different nations to unpack what had both helped and hindered
reform previously. It was apparent that it was possible to have an overabundance of
policy initiatives, without clear coherence or direction. Examples of professionals
feeling they were struggling to keep apace and abreast of changes when multiple
reforms were rolled out at the same time came through in the focus groups. As
reflected in the international interviews, EYW reform needed to be cognisant of wider
early years reforms, such as curriculum changes. Viewing EYW reform as part of a

wider system would mitigate against the potential for unintended consequences of

policy.

The communication and implementation of policy plans was also seen as key,
highlighting that a document on its own does not instigate change. As one Welsh

participant noted:

ECPLC [Early Childhood Play, Learning and Care plan]... nails down the
importance of play and learning... but it just exists as guidance. Practitioners
try to refer to it, but it’s seen as more like a luxury rather than something that
needs to be implemented. We know that ECPLC would benefit children for
generations to come. We’re calling for ECPLC to be made statutory by the

next Welsh Government, so it has to be implemented in early years settings...
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To implement ECPLC, it can’t be seen as an added extra. It needs to be a

core part of the profession. (Wales, Local Authority Focus Group)

Combined with the earlier reference to waiting for the detail on Best start in life
(Department for Education, 2025a) in England, these two examples illustrate that it is
not enough to have policy documents alone, the effectiveness come in the specifics

of the implementation.

The interim report has already highlighted that where there is consultation with the
sector it can help facilitate the communication of policy intentions, as well as
generate a sense of ownership. Scotland’s Realising the Ambition - Being Me,
National Practice Guidance for Early Years in Scotland (Scottish Government, 2020)
and the Children and Young People (Scotland) Act 2014 (Crown and Database
Right, 2014) offered examples of the sense of ownership that could be generated
within the sector when there was effective communication and consultation, while the
Curriculum for Non Maintained Funded Settings (Welsh Government, 2024) was
cited as having been developed through a process that felt collaborative. Similar
examples have already been presented from the international interviews,
demonstrating how collaboration and communication can enable effective policy
implementation. Importantly, communication and consultation generate a sense of

strategy being developed with the sector, not imposed on it.

Focus group participants also echoed findings from the interim report, that policy
implementation needed to have effective structures around it to support delivery. For
example, Early Years Specialists in Northern Ireland play a key role in bringing
together different early years sectors (public, private, voluntary) to provide
mentoring, training, and advisory support, thereby fostering a collaborative focus on
improving the quality of provision. The coming together of professionals was also
seen to be a part of the effective delivery of the Graduate Leadership Fund in
England, which involved not just funding for qualifications, but also a local level
network of leaders, facilitated through local authority meetings.

In a focus group with local authority representatives in England, the need for policy
makers to work with the sector was also seen as a strength and illustrated the role of
local authorities in implementing policy. As part of this, there was discussion of the

benefits of having local adaptability in the implementation of policy. Discussing the

Early Education Page 29



It is rocket science: professionalising the early childhood workforce in the UK

Department for Education’s Policy Lab, one local authority talked about the
collaborative nature of the lab and how in looking at the delivery of wrap around

childcare, there were benefits to being able to adapt things at a local level:

It [local adaptation] gave us quite a lot of strength to move some of these
policies forward, so whatever the strategy is... | really think it needs to be with

the sector. (England Local Authority Focus Group)

Localised implementation was also evident in the international interviews and while
this reflected the structures of the respective countries (e.g. the federated systems in
Canada and Germany), it also signalled the distinctiveness of different regions of a
county. However, the data also illustrated that local adaptability needed to be
monitored to ensure that it did not result in fragmentation. Focus groups in England
signalled variability in the support available and funding mechanisms, with Scotland
presenting a similar cautionary tale in terms of funding, but also quality. Therefore, a

balance is needed between the local and the national.

In Scotland, one focus group participant also discussed the importance of evaluating
implementation. Citing the Early Learning and Childcare expansion, the participant

stated:

There's no real sort of evaluation of how well we've done it, or whatever, you
know that. So, it's been there a wee while now ... and | don't think the
expansion has brought clarity. | think it's muddied a lot of things even more

and perhaps we need to look at that. (Scotland Local Authority Focus Group)

The participant discussed that knowing the expansion has taken place was
insufficient and there was a need to consider what the impact of that had been for
the profession, considering both intended and unintended consequences. Evaluation
of implementation would therefore support looking at the balance between the

national policy and local delivery.

Summary
The policy enablers can be summed up as cohesion, consultation,
communication and coming together, where policies are reviewed to ensure they

are joined up; the EYW are consulted on workforce developments and that policy is
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effectively communicated, with opportunities for professional to come together.
Cohesion does also require adaptability, in that, for the policy system to operate

effectively, there might be a need for minor regional variation.
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3.5 Qualification requirements

Explorations of qualification requirements focussed on what should be the minimum
entry qualification requirements for working in the sector, and what might be the
requirements to enter onto qualification pathways. The focus groups also explored
progression structures, emphasising moving towards being graduate-led where this
was not already the case. Participants were aware of the challenges in moving
towards minimum entry qualifications and having a graduate-led workforce, and that
the EYW could often disagree on what this looked like, but believed there was a
need for bold policy direction to move away from unqualified people working with

young children.

5.3.1 Entry requirements

Should there be minimum qualifications for all educators working with babies,
toddlers and young children?

As emphasised in the interim report (Early Education, 2025) and reiterated in the
focus groups, qualifications need to equip an individual to do the job. In one focus
group of those involved in the delivery of early years and childcare qualifications of
varying levels in England, when asked if there should be minimum qualifications for
all educators working with babies, toddlers and young children, the answer was a

”m

resounding “yes”™ The same response also came from those working in Local

Authorities in England, while the Sure Start focus group in Northern Ireland stated:

It's unthinkable not to have people working with children at the earliest
opportunity and not have some level of a qualification. (Northern Ireland Sure

Start Focus Group)

In all nations it was emphasised that the need for qualifications for babies was as
important as it was for older children. In a Northern Ireland focus group, minimum
entry qualifications were regarded as essential to ensure quality and to safeguard
children. And across the nations, many asked why society would not want to ensure

this level of quality for children?

Policy decisions setting minimum qualification requirements were seen to impact on
social perceptions of the workforce. As seen in the international data, mandatory

qualification requirements were seen to be a significant step forward for both
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professional recognition and quality of services in Ireland. The Sure Start focus
group in Northern Ireland also acknowledged the progress that had been made in
terms of the number of people undertaking training, with the training providers focus
group in England stating that often staff gained higher qualifications than the
minimum needed. However, across the data participants were clear that there should
be a minimum qualification for entering the EYW and a move away from unqualified
staff.

Table 2 outlines current qualification requirements across the UK. The table
highlights the complexity in the different requirements across the nations, but also
between different types of provision. Even where professionals may be delivering the
same curriculum, but in different contexts (i.e. PVI or maintained), there are
differences in qualification requirements, often centred around whether or not
Qualified Teacher Status (QTS) is required. The difficulty in compiling a summary
table of qualification requirements is evidence of the complicated landscape that has
been created. (The table does not include data on teaching assistants, although it is

noted that professionals do move into such roles).
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Table 2: Minimum qualification requirements for early years providers

registered as
manager/lead practitioner
will be expected to have
or to be working towards
a relevant SCQF level 9
qualification (a degree-
level qualification).
Nursery teachers register
with the GTCS.

qualifications.

Support worker level: must have or
work towards a relevant
qualification at SCQF Level 6
(Scottish Higher)

Practitioner level: must have or
work towards a relevant
qualification at SCQF Level 7
(SVQ 3/HNC)*

Leadership Minimum requirements for Max proportion of
requirements qualified staff unqualified staff
allowed
Scotland SSSC registered staff 100% qualified or working towards 0%

Wales — non-

Recognised Level 3

Full day care: 60% of “staff (other

20% of total staff. (full

maintained qualification plus at least than person in charge)” to hold at day care settings '
settings 2 years’ experience of least at Level 2 AND at least half of | 50% of total staff
working in a day care these to have a qualification at level | (sessional care)
setting * 3. At least another 20% of all “other
staff” must be “working towards” a
level 2 or 3 qualification.
Sessional care: At least 40% with
Level 2, at least another 10% of all
‘other staff’ must be “working
towards” a level 2 or 3 qualification.
Wales — Teachers in maintained
maintained settings (Schools) require
settings QTS either via BA
(Primary Education) or
PGCE Primary.
England - Level 3 “full and relevant 50% at least Level 2 “full and 50%
non- qualification or Level 6 relevant qualification”
maintained Early Years Teacher/Early
(PVIs) Years Professional/
Qualified Teacher Status
England - Level 6 Early Years In addition to the teacher, at least n/a
maintained Teacher/ Early Years one person qualified at Level 3
sector Practitioner / QTS
(schools)
Northern Manager: At least QCF 50% - at least QCF Level 2 50% - and should at least
Ireland — non- | Level 5 relevant Diploma in either Playwork or Child | be working towards their
statutory occupational qualification | Care, Learning and Development. QCF Level 2 within a
provision and 2 years’ experience reasonable time
working with children
aged 0-4 years.
Team leaders: At least
QCF Level 3 Diploma in
Child Care, Learning and
Development or Playwork
Northern Those in a Nursery
Ireland — School or class must hold
statutory a Level 6 or PGCE with
provision QTS.
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1. Department for Education (2025b), 2. Department for Education (2025c), 3. Department of Education (2023), 4. Scottish
Government (2025a), 5. Welsh Government (2023)
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In one Scottish focus group a participant noted that it was not just minimum
qualifications that needed to be considered, but the proportion of staff with different
qualification levels in any given setting. Further, the ratios of those with different
qualification levels needed to be considered for those working with children of all
ages. In Scotland, one focus group discussed how it was important that those with
lower-level qualifications did not all end up working in the baby room (for example).
As can be seen in Table 2, all nations have varying qualification ratios, and across
the focus groups participants recognised that the EYW would have professionals
with different qualification levels, but there was a clear emphasis on the need for

minimum qualification requirements.

It was acknowledged by one Welsh participant that some recognised qualifications
took time to complete and could impact recruitment and retention of staff. Across the
data participants were aware that a move away from unqualified staff could not
happen overnight. The same Welsh participant discussed how introductory courses
might provide a step into the sector whereby individuals who were unqualified could
be supported to gain knowledge and skills to support children, while reflecting some
of the tensions of balancing the needs for supporting quality provision and workforce

challenges.

Fi'n teimlo fel byddai fe'n dda i gael rhyw fath o gwrs falle 6 mis i roi fel
‘baseline’ i bobol... falle bod hwnna'n ffordd i nhw fod yn gymwys. Ti'n
gwybod, ddim yn gymwys yn llawn, ond bod nhw ddim yn ‘unqualified’ chwaith

— bod nhw'n 'working toward'".

| feel it would be good to have some kind of six-month course to give people a
baseline... maybe that would be a way for them to be considered qualified.
Not fully qualified, but not unqualified either — working toward it. (Welsh Focus
Group P1)

Similarly, participants in England, felt that a mechanism to gain experience of being
with children would be beneficial prior to beginning a course, with the suggestion that
an individual should demonstrate they had done a specified number of hours work

experience with children before enrolling.
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Focus groups also explored whether there was a need for entry requirements onto a
course that would lead to being qualified to work in the early years. In England

participants spoke about how the EYW had aspects of their role where they needed
to write reports or communications to parents and that this therefore required a level

of English proficiency. As one Northern Ireland participant said:

You are going into a profession where you are at the crux of children's very
early learning, and you need to be competent in basic skills. Plus, you're also
going to be communicating with parents and outside agencies and if we're
looking at a profession with professional standards, then we have to ensure
that our workforce reflects that, and it just devalues the profession if we say
anybody with no skills can come in. (Northern Ireland Sure Start Focus

Group)

In Northern Ireland, English and mathematics competence was seen as a necessary
foundation, with potential to explore whether benchmarks in addition to GCSEs could
be considered sufficient. In Wales, focus groups also considered the need for
literacy and numeracy skills; however, there was debate over the mechanisms of
demonstrating these and whether GCSE should be the only measure or whether

other broader competencies also need to be considered.

Furthermore, in Wales, participants noted that there were inconsistencies in Welsh
language ability and a lack of confidence even among those with formal
qualifications. While those in the sector considered it could be “disappointing” when
those with some Welsh language qualifications could not communicate in Welsh,
others wondered if requiring Welsh stopped some people, worried about their
language proficiency, from applying for jobs. Reference was made in focus groups
and interviews to positive early years language initiatives to support the workforce in
practice such as Croesi’r Bont and training provision such as Cam wrth Gam which

support confidence and language proficiency.

Participants were pragmatic in recognising the challenges in setting minimum
qualification standards in that it would take time, and that it would be challenging in
the current EYW landscape. What was apparent in the responses was that it needed
to be clear what a qualification was qualifying someone holding it to do, and that it

was of a high standard. In England, there was reference to how some college and
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university qualifications did not come with “full and relevant” status and that young
people believed they were becoming qualified to work in the EYW, only to find on
completion of the course that this was not the case. In Wales, notwithstanding the
efforts of Social Care Wales to bring clarity around the qualifications that were on the
Social Care Wales' list of required qualifications, it was recognised that at times the
marketing of early years related courses by different training providers or
organisations might not be transparent in what employment opportunities the

qualification would afford.

In Northern Ireland, participants called for clarity around what a qualification actually
qualified someone to do and assurance that the qualification was of a high standard.
In Scotland, there was discussion of how staff could have the same SVQ, but
dependent on the route and course taken, there could be differences in the
knowledge and skills of the professional. The discussions echoed the findings of the
interim report, and others before it (Bonetti, 2018; Yates, Gunter and Cattan, 2024),
that a plethora of entry routes and qualifications were creating a confusing landscape
for those looking to enter the EYW and that more needed to be done to ensure

consistent quality and content of courses.

The issues around entry requirements thus pertained to two factors. First, that there
should be a minimum qualification for the EYW and that there needed to be a move
away from unqualified staff being counted in ratio where this existed. Second, that
entry onto a qualification needed to ensure there was a prerequisite of evidence of
proficiency in maths and English (and/or Welsh) — although GCSEs and National 5s
might not be the only way to determine this proficiency - and that applicants had prior

experience of working with children.

Equally as pressing, and as discussed in the interim report, qualifications needed to
be implemented well and to be of a high standard (and not mis-sold). Qualification
frameworks were often seen to be aspirational, and the work that went into
developing them was acknowledged, but the concern lay in the implementation, both
regarding the plethora of qualifications on offer and the lack of clear quality

assurance of how they were delivered by training providers.
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5.3.2 Professional knowledge and skills

Do all educators need a core of skills and knowledge to do their job well? What
would these core sKills include?

The quality of the qualifications on offer to those in and looking to enter the EYW led
to discussions of the knowledge and skills needed for working in the profession.
Across the focus groups, there were discussions of how participants were aware of
some individuals who might possess formal credentials but lacked the essential
qualities needed to work effectively with young children or individuals who had the

essential qualities, but not the qualification.

My gut says yes ... | feel that perhaps babies and young toddlers more than
older children... they’re a lot more vulnerable and just sort of beholden to the
people who care for them. So part of me thinks absolutely they should be a
minimum, but then the head bit of me says some people have got

qualifications, still haven’t got it. (Welsh Focus Group P4)

In many focus groups, participants were conflicted in recognising that at times there
could be highly experienced professionals, who worked really well in supporting
children’s learning and development, but might not have a qualification. Participants
valued experience and recognised that sometimes people had not had the

opportunity to gain a qualification.

Perhaps people who haven't had the opportunity to have a qualification have
come from raising their own children and being a childminder, a category of
people who have become exceptional, and | don't use that word lightly, but
exceptional practitioners and who have brought probably some maturity as
well, which | think is really important about that lived experience, | suppose
that whilst | think qualifications are important, it's complicated. (Scotland Early

Years Professionals and Regulators Focus Group)

Experience was valued by participants, but with the broader evidence on the impact
of qualifications on quality, participants still felt there was a need for minimum
qualification requirements. What was needed was to ensure that everyone in the
EYW had access to quality qualifications.

As was found in the stakeholder interviews (Early Education, 2025), participants in

England were critical of the quality of the qualifications:

Early Education Page 39



It is rocket science: professionalising the early childhood workforce in the UK

Yeah, | don't rate Level 2. | think Level 2 is a waste of paper, and a waste of
people's time, because they're not qualified to do anything, really, and again,

it's hard work. (England Practitioner Focus Group)

The focus group with local authorities in England discussed the need for greater
rigour of qualifications and concerns that some qualifications presently did not cover
sufficient content on child development. In Wales, the Level 3 CCPLD qualifications
did include child development content and required 700 practice hours to be
completed. However, in Wales participants also reinforced the need for potential
members of the EYW to learn about child development, and to ensure that
knowledge came together with practice. Furthermore, focus group members in
Wales also highlighted child development knowledge should be prioritised further in

school-based teaching qualifications.

Y 6 mis 1af 'na o ddim dysgu am ofal plant... ond pethau ymarferol. Mae'n rili

isie ti cael y gwybodaeth ‘knowledge’i gyd-fynd gyda'r gwaith ymarferol.

That first six months isn’t about learning childcare... just practical things. You
really need the knowledge to go alongside the practical work. (Welsh Focus
Group P1)

“l do feel there needs to be some sort of standardised something for all
educators... | think it's really, really important that staff have a sound
knowledge of number, of language, of child development... educators,
whether assistants or teachers, don't have that knowledge of how children

develop let alone how they learn and how to teach.” (Welsh Focus Group P3)

In Scotland, discussions around degree qualified professionals clarified that it was
not about just any degree, but one that had content that covered learning and
development of children in their early years. In England, participants discussed that a
primary education degree could not be conflated with being able to work in early
years education, as it may not have covered working with children from birth to five
years of age. This sentiment was also shared by some focus group participants in
Wales where qualified teacher status is not recognised as a practice qualification in
the non-maintained 0-5 year old sector. In Wales, the Social Care Wales list of

recognised qualifications includes specialist Early Years Practitioner Status degrees,
Early Education
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and these are the only degrees accepted to work in the non-maintained sector,
alongside other vocational qualifications. In Northern Ireland, participants in the early
years specialist focus group discussed the need for everyone to have a degree, but
that the degree needed to cover content of age relevant child development

knowledge.

Across the focus groups there was deliberation around a range of core knowledge
that was necessary for working with children, such as understanding high-quality,
play-based pedagogy (England and Wales), safeguarding (England and Wales),
statutory training in additional needs (Scotland and Wales), understanding
attachment and infant learning (Northern Ireland), team work, communication skills
and resilience (Wales), social skills and critical self-awareness (Scotland), and how
to support families experiencing socio-economic disadvantage (Scotland).The sense
in the focus groups was that individuals required a combination of knowledge, skills

and dispositions and values, which required both theoretical and practical input.

Participants were keen to emphasise the relational and emotional aspect of working
with children, whereby nurturing relationships and emotional warmth were important
aspects of the professional role. For example, in Northern Ireland there was an
emphasis on recognising the importance of empathy and other emotional attributes
as being equally important as making the connection between theory and practice. In
Wales, participants similarly emphasised that there was something more than
knowledge and skills needed for working with young children, as was also reflected

in the international interviews.

Wales also offered an example of how the professional knowledge required of those
in the EYW needed to be considered alongside associated professions to ensure
parity. For example, the lack of a specialist early years teaching qualification in
Wales meant educators in school settings were general primary graduates, not
trained in early childhood pedagogy, while those in non-maintained settings often
held relevant qualifications but lacked parity in status and pay. Furthermore, the
practice of HLTAs leading nursery classes—sometimes in place of qualified
teachers—raised concerns about educational quality and workforce equity.
Moreover, the absence of a unified professional registration system for all early years

educators could reinforce sectoral divisions and limit career mobility.
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The interim report had highlighted a concern with the quality of qualifications on offer
and that individuals were not being adequately prepared for working with children.
The additional data collected and presented here demonstrates that across the
nations, the consensus was that the central tenet of professional knowledge was
understanding child-development. The emphasis on child development knowledge
for working with children has been identified more broadly (Georgeson and
Campbell-Barr, 2017) but also relates to international evidence of child development
knowledge being the cornerstone to professional knowledge in the EYW (Campbell-
Barr, 2019). Equally, the relational and emotional aspect of working with children and
supporting their development was also evident, demonstrating that more than just

knowledge and skills was needed as a professional.

5.3.3 Progression

Across focus groups the need for progression routes to be clearer was a key theme,
and that England, Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales would benefit from more
streamlined routes. As discussed under section 5.3.1 on entry requirements, there
was discussion in Wales that progression routes could start with entry courses,
which might reflect the current requirements allowing for 20% of staff to be “working
towards” a qualification in the non-maintained sector. However, the content and
timescales to achieve these qualifications was also debated in terms of supporting
recruitment and retention while also proving effective quality. In Northern Ireland,
there was a sense that a single accredited pathway was needed, and that the

presently, inconsistent delivery of NVQ courses could not provide this.

Career progression was associated with advancement in knowledge and skills, most
frequently in association with improved qualification levels, while also being tied to
roles and responsibilities. The interim report has already highlighted that
apprenticeships were seen as favourable in supporting progression in England, and

this was also apparent in the Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales focus groups:

We’'ve had some staff through the apprenticeship scheme... it's almost like
changed everything... they’re part of that team and they’re learning that way
of working from the beginning. (Welsh Focus Group P9)
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We find that those who come through the foundation apprentice scheme into
the modern apprentice scheme is showing a really good pathway because of
the.building blocks of experience and knowledge that they're building up
through that. (Scotland Early Years Professionals Focus Group)

In Scotland, training people through employment was seen to provide different
routes to becoming qualified, but it was also noted that on-the-job models required

quality provision and quality mentors.

In England and Wales, participants discussed the need for a model like the Newly
Qualified Teacher (NQT) two-year statutory induction period to be adopted for the
whole of the EYW, with appropriate mentoring in place for newly qualified members
of staff. The Canadian mentoring initiative discussion in section 5.1 would suggest
that effective staff mentoring in the early stages of entering the profession could have
a considerable impact. Equally, the Early Years Specialist role in Northern Ireland
during the Preschool Expansion Policy, where settings led by less-qualified staff
received mentorship, guidance on curriculum and pedagogy, and help preparing for
inspections, was identified in the interim report as raising quality and building their
capacity. The focus on mentoring reflects earlier findings that professional networks,

facilitated at a local level, were seen to have an impact on the quality of pedagogy.

Case Study: The Early Years Specialist Model in Northern Ireland - a model of
good practice

The Early Years Specialist (EYS) model in Northern Ireland offers a strong example
of effective professional support and quality assurance in early years education.
Introduced under the Pre-School Education Expansion Programme (PSEEP) in
1998, the initiative aimed to widen access to funded pre-school places while
maintaining high and consistent standards across non-statutory settings. At that time,
many leaders held qualifications at NVQ Level 3 or below. The EYS role was
created to provide structured mentoring, curriculum advice, and reflective support,

ensuring consistent, high-quality practice.

Today, EYSs continue to provide essential support in non-statutory settings. Such
professionals are required to hold qualifications typically at Level 6 or equivalent in
early years education, ensuring pedagogical expertise. As qualifications have

increased, many leaders now act as their own EYS, however the recent Early Years
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Insights Report (September 24) by the Education and Training Inspectorate identified
this as a challenge as leaders “may not have the appropriate level of objectivity,

support and challenge that an external EYS could provide”.

EYS visits are complemented by “clusters”, which foster networking, collaboration,
and shared learning, while also enhancing the professional profile of early years
practitioners. Some organisations now use Quality Mentor to reflect a broader,
relational approach to improvement. The role has evolved to provide coaching and
mentoring to build skills and capacity of leaders and teams for continual empowered

self-improvement.

The success of the model lies in its sustained, partnership-based approach,
balancing accountability with developmental support and embedding improvement
within a culture of collaboration. It offers a coherent and adaptable framework from
which other UK nations can learn in their efforts to strengthen early years quality and

workforce development.

There was also a request from the Welsh and Northern Ireland focus groups for

transparency and clarity in terms of progression:

Career progression and a route map for training... so it's very clear how you
move through that profession... you've got that clarity right from the outset.
(Welsh Focus Group P6)

It's being able to see working in early years as a career, having pathways and
ways of developing yourself and because you've invested in that, being able
to then progress through a career. (Early Years Specialist Focus Group,
Northern Ireland)

The call for clarity in progression aligns with the earlier findings for more clarity in the
suitability of qualifications on entry. In England, discussions of the proposal for
registration set out in Best start in life (Department for Education, 2025), also raised
the notion of clarity of progression routes, with participants questioning whether

registration would be tied to qualification level and/or progression (see section 5.4).
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In Scotland, there was endorsement of the registration that was in place but calls for
one single registration body dedicated to early years. The benefits of registration for

one Scottish participant were that:

A professional body ensures that people are constantly refreshing and

upskilling. (Scotland Early Years Professionals Focus Group)

Thus, registration was associated with professional development, demonstrating the

need for alignment between clear progression routes and professional registration.

5.3.4 Graduate leadership
In Northern Ireland, participants linked career progression to developing routes that
supported a graduate-led model of the EYW, with “strong pedagogical leadership”. In

Scotland, one participant talking about research they had undertaken concluded:

| finished the study feeling that a minimum level of qualification at degree level
is not, is no longer, an unreasonable thing to suggest. (Scotland Local

Authority Focus Group)

Similarly, in England, participants discussed the need to commit to a graduate-led
workforce, and the need to establish what types of graduates should lead an early
years setting. Whilst teachers with Qualified Teacher Status (QTS) were graduates,
training providers in one focus group considered the merits of recognising other
graduate qualifications, such as Early Childhood Studies Degrees, as providing
appropriate pedagogical leadership. There was praise for the former Early Years
Professional Status (EYPS) due to a feeling that it was clearly structured against
professional standards, however the current problematic lack of parity between QTS

and Early Years Teachers (EYT) and EYPs remained an issue.

Social Care Wales worked with the Higher Education (HE) sector in Wales to map
childcare competencies (NOS) to Early Childhood/Early Years degrees so they could
qualify graduates to work in non-maintained early years settings. Some of these
Welsh HE degrees were also recognised as part of the Early Childhood Studies
Degree Network. Such work was welcomed by some participants in strengthening
the links between practice and theory and an aspiration towards a graduate
workforce. Such degrees were Level 6 qualifications in terms of academic content

but were mapped in terms of NOS and formed part of the Social Care Wales’s wider
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qualification framework alongside other acceptable leadership qualifications at Level
3 and 5. Therefore the degrees supported graduates working in and progress to
leadership roles in the non-maintained early years sector. It was anticipated that as
these qualifications became more prevalent, they might support more graduate roles

and leaders.

As outlined in the interim report, Scotland updated the BA Childhood Studies Degree
in 2008 to a BA Childhood Practice Degree, allowing graduates to register as Lead
Practitioners with SSSC, and aligning qualifications and registration. However, the
Scottish model also signalled the need to consider how related occupations worked
alongside each other due to the movement of degree professionals between the
different sectors. While Scotland had seen an overall increase in the number of
graduates, the composition of the type of graduate qualification (i.e. GTCS registered
teachers versus other graduates) had shifted. The Scottish model highlights the
need to resolve the problematic relationship between teaching qualifications and

other graduate routes for the EYW across the UK.

Across the nations and across the focus groups, participants discussed the
problematic divide between the qualification requirements for those working in
different sectors. Comparisons were frequently made to teaching, where it was

socially expected that a teacher would hold a degree:

Now, wider society everybody knows a teacher's got to be... a degree-
educated person, right? We're the only profession [ELC] where you don't need
a degree in order to practice, so if you're a nurse, if you're a teacher, if you're
a dental hygienist, if you're a lawyer, if any of these jobs, you have to be
degree qualified before you get let loose. (Scotland Early Years Education

Professionals)

In England, in the training providers focus group, participants acknowledged how
there would not be the need to ask about workforce qualifications for teachers as
everyone expects them to be degree qualified. The interim report also highlighted the
persistent divide between the qualification requirements of those working in the PVI
sector and those in state-funded nursery schools and nursery units, whereby the
latter had teachers with QTS. However, it was not just the presence of a degree that
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contributed to the divide, but also who was able to hold QTS. While associated with
a degree, QTS was also seen as a commitment to an induction period and

associated mentoring, things that were lacking for the EYW.

Table 2 above presents an overview of leadership requirements in the UK’s four
nations. Table 3 shows the number of staff with degrees and, where the data was
available, the number of leaders with a degree. While the data for England highlights
the different qualifications profile for maintained and non-maintained settings, data
was not found for maintained/statutory settings in the other nations. The data
demonstrates that often leaders are obtaining higher qualifications than is required of
them. And while there are gaps in the data, the UK can be aspirational in committing
to a degree led EYW.
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Table 3: Graduates in the leadership and workforce in the early years in the four UK nations

England (2024)5 Northern Wales (2023)8 Scotland
Ireland (2023)
Current % of staff | Group-based School-based Private & No data currently available on
at different providers (PVIs) | providers: voluntary staff registered with SSSC
qualification levels providers © (although they do collect this
Unqualified 10% 4% 3% data and may publish it in
Level 2 10% 9% 21% 9% future)
Level 3 60% 8% 47% 47%
Level 4 4% 37% 1%
Level 5 5% 3% 26% (L50r6) | 17%
Level 6+ 11% 42% 3% (L7+) 4%
Current % leaders | 44% of senior 93% of 22% qualified no data found 80% teachers and graduates
with a relevant managers headteachers and to Level 6 or (holding SCQF level 9 or
graduate qualified to Level | early-years co- higher above) 2* (made up of 12%
qualification 6 or higher.® ordinators are teachers and 68% other
qualified to Level 6 | Breakdown: graduates (holding SCQF level
or higher 21% Level 3 9 or above) 3*
2% level 4; 20% non-graduates working
55% level 5 towards graduate qualifications
18% level 6 ax 7
3% level 75

1. Department for Education (2025c¢) 2. Department of Education (2023) 3. Scottish Government (2025a) 4. Welsh Government (2023) 5. Adair & McMullen (2025)
6. Department of Education (2023) 7. Scottish Government (2025b) 8. Alma Economics (2024) 9. Department for Education (2025d)

2* GTCS registered teachers and head teachers. Includes teachers in ELC centres, centrally employed teachers, and home visiting teachers.

3* Includes staff that hold either: (i) a degree level benchmark qualification required by the SSSC for registration as a manager/lead practitioner; (ii) a degree
level (SCQF level 9 or above) qualification relevant to early years and are working towards a degree level benchmark qualification required by the SSSC for

registration as a manager/lead practitioner; or (iii) a degree level (SCQF level 9 or above) qualification sufficient to meet the registration standards of another
regulatory body (e.g. Nursing and Midwifery Council, General Medical Council).

4* Staff that do not hold degrees (SCQF level 9 or above) relevant to early years, but are working towards a SSSC benchmark degree level (SCQF level 9 or
above) qualification required for registration as a manager/lead practitioner.
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5.4  Professional recognition and registration

Should there be a system of professional recognition within the ECEC sector for
each nation of the UK?

The strong narrative that the EYW lacked professional recognition was evident
across the focus groups. A particular distinction emerged in England between how
the EYW outside schools were seen as “lesser” than teachers in schools, which
participants saw as unjustified and not reflective of the professional work being
undertaken by those in early years education and childcare (Trainer Focus Group).
Some participants felt that recent policy developments in support of schools
providing more early years places was compounding a view that the PVI sector had

poorer quality provision.

Because basically they're implying that the school-run ones will be better than
the likes of us. Which | don't agree with at all. (England Practitioner Focus

Group)

The distinction between teachers and the EYW was also apparent in discussions of
professional recognition with a view that in England, parents and wider society knew
and understood what a teacher was, but the same could not be said of the EYW. In
Wales, the use of the term childcare was seen to contribute to the negative
connotations and lower status than those who were teachers. In Northern Ireland,
concern was raised in relation to the lack of parity between teachers and the EYW,
with the EYW being seen as “the poor Cinderella”. For PVI providers located near
the border with the Republic of Ireland, there were additional recruitment, retention
and status challenges, due to better pay and working conditions in the Republic of

Ireland.

In Wales, participants spoke about how there was no appreciation for what went into
working with children, such as assessments and planning and that the role was
misunderstood by the general public and that raising status of the profession across

sectors was important.

| think the general public sees it as low paid, low qualifications... that you’re
just playing with the children... | don’t think they consider the work that goes
on behind the scenes you know — assessments, planning, paperwork. (Welsh

Focus Group P1)
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Fi'n credu bod statws uwch gyda athro athrawes... mae eisiau codi statws.
"I think teacher has a higher status... we need to raise the status."” (Welsh

Focus Group P1)

There was much discussion on professional registration and what this would or
would not bring to the EYW in England, Northern Ireland and Wales. Many
participants questioned how a registration system would work, who would pay for the
registration and who would monitor the system and hold the information. However,
the core questions were around whether registration would operate based on level of
qualification, role within a setting or some other indicator to demonstrate a distinction

between “entry” and “advanced” status.

Part of me thinks it’s really sensible in terms of suitability to work with
children... but it’s the cost... who’s going to pay for that?... Professional status
would help... but they just really need to think about how that would work...
who would hold the information? (Welsh Focus Group P9)

Many of the focus groups, expressed the view that registration was not a top priority
in developing an EYW strategy, but could come later once issues around the quality

of qualifications had been addressed.

| don't think the lack of a register is what is leading to the lack of respect or
recognition of the workforce. To me, that announcement and suggestion felt
more like a sticking plaster and a kind of PR story than anything that's actually

going to benefit the sector at all. (England Local Authority Focus Group)

In Wales, Bonetti and Cooper’s (2022) Independent Review: Registration of the
Childcare, Play and Early Years (CPEY) Workforce in Wales highlighted an overall
agreement by stakeholders involved of the benefits of developing a registration
system for the EYW workforce. However, due to a perception of other priorities within
the sector and the lack of consensus in a government consultation on the matter, the
Welsh Government had decided to pause further work on registration. Discussion in
focus groups in this report although broadly positive on registration was also

cautious regarding its implementation.
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In Northern Ireland, there were calls for a government-backed professional body that
would oversee the EYW and ensure professional standards, but comments from
Wales highlights that it was not just a matter of creating a register, but also
maintaining clear conditions as to how and why someone was able to be on the

register.

“Yes, but... if they're trained and supported correctly... there's no point
registering somebody... they've got to be answerable then to that.” (Welsh

Focus Group P5)

“It has to be more than just signing up... it has to mean that you're doing
something to keep up to date... but also there's the risk of it being another

hurdle if they're not getting that knowledge base.” (Welsh Focus Group P4)

The Welsh participants reflect earlier discussions on professional knowledge and
professional development (see 5.3.2) and that EYW reform needed to operate as a
system, where a registration system must work alongside ensuring the quality of

qualifications and establishing a core knowledge base for the profession.

Further questions arose in England as to whether a registration system would be
linked to pay. Participants in two of the focus groups considered how teachers had a
national pay scale and questioned whether registration for early years professionals

would also see the introduction of national pay scale for the EYW.

As outlined earlier and in the interim report, Scotland already has a registration
system, with the interim report highlighting that this has contributed to recognition of
the professional status of the sector (Early Education, 2025). However, as discussed

earlier under progress (5.3.3), there were call for a single early years registration.

Case Study: Registration for early years professionals and teachers in
Scotland

In Scotland, two bodies register and regulate professionals working with young
children. The General Teaching Council for Scotland (GTCS) (founded 1965)
registers teachers (and manages the Teacher Induction Scheme). The Scottish
Social Services Council (SSSC), established in 2001, registers the Early Learning

and Childcare (ELC) workforce as part of wider social services regulation. Roles,
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contracts and CPD expectations therefore differ by register, even where core

competences overlap.

For a new ELC practitioner, safe recruitment includes PVG Scheme membership for
regulated work with children (under the Protection of Vulnerable Groups (Scotland)
Act, updated by the Disclosure (Scotland) Act 2020). Employers normally ensure the
PVG disclosure is received before regulated duties begin. Once in post, the
practitioner must apply to SSSC within three months and be fully registered within six
months. The application includes ID and (where available) a recognised qualification
(eg HNC Childhood Practice or SVQ Social Services (Children and Young People) at
SCQF level 7). If the qualification is in progress, SSSC adds a qualification condition
with a completion deadline (typically within three years). Registrants complete an
annual declaration/fee and keep simple records of continuous professional learning
(CPL) for audit. Lead practitioner/manager roles normally require degree-level
Childhood Practice (SCQF level 9 or above).

For teachers, Initial Teacher Education (ITE) programmes are accredited by GTCS.
On graduation, teachers gain Provisional Registration and, through the Teacher
Induction Scheme, a guaranteed probationary year (or the Flexible Route). After a
successful induction year, Full Registration is awarded. In recent years, the supply of
newly qualified teachers has often exceeded permanent vacancies, leading some to

periods of supply or fixed-term posts.

Both regulators uphold competence and ethical codes that protect children, families
and professionals. Views differ on whether a single register for all early childhood
roles would simplify pathways; several respondents in this project favoured that

direction.

5.4.1 Remuneration and conditions of service

Should there be enhanced remuneration linked to qualifications levels within the
EYW?

The gap between the policy rhetoric on the importance of early years education and
the remuneration of the workforce was evident across the data (Early Education,
2025). Low pay and status were identified as contributing to the challenges of EYW

recruitment and retention experienced across the EYW in all four nations.
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lllustrative examples demonstrated how lived experience of policy was often
influenced by the unintended consequences of one policy decision in relation to
another. For example, some participants discussed how changes to minimum wage
raised pay for those staff earning least, thus reducing pay differentials between staff
on different grades, limiting a sense of progression, or how increases in funding
could be inconsequential if statutory requirement changes placed a burden on costs.
In the local authority focus group in England, participants acknowledged that
changes in what settings could charge for was negatively impacting on business

models, as was also articulated by one practitioner:

We can't charge extra, we can't do this, we can't do that. Well, we're telling
our parents, you know, it's a voluntary contribution, but if we don't have it, we
can't run, because my funding now is less than my wages bill, which is

ridiculous. (England Practitioner Focus Group).

Calls for additional funding were common across the focus groups in all nations, with
frequent references to the financial challenges early years settings faced in operating
a viable business. As emphasised in the interim report, funding and financial
sustainability are a major cross-cutting issue, where both parents and providers are
left struggling (Early Education, 2025). The emphasis on keeping fees affordable,

was to the detriment of the profession as it means low wages.

Pay disparities between the maintained and PVI sectors were frequently cited,
alongside differing conditions such as working hours and access to professional
development time and input. In Northern Ireland, one participant gave the example of
how a member of the EYW could find themselves on pay that was one-third of what
a teacher received, despite being in an equivalent role. In England, the increase in
the number of schools offering nursery provision was seen to be contributing to
localised employment markets whereby employees were turning down job offers

from the PVI sector in favour of the conditions being offered by schools.

In focus group discussions, participants felt that pay structures needed to be
reviewed not just within the EYW, but across associated professions, with a clear
sense of whether pay was attached to qualification level or the role held. For
example, in England, a participant discussed how an unqualified Teaching Assistant
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could be paid more than a Level 3. As such, there was a sense that there should be

transparent career frameworks with associated pay structures.

A shared understanding of what a career in early years could actually look
like, and what that means, and the skills that you can develop, and where it
can take you. And whether it is, you know, you end up. You've done... you've
become a manager, well done, great. Maybe then you could become an area
manager in a larger chain, or you could go into local authority, or you could go

into research. (England Local Authority Focus Group)

In Wales there was also consideration of the tensions in terms of pay, roles and
qualifications with a suggestion of rewarding roles and responsibilities and not just
higher qualifications. This also highlighted the disparity between school and non-
maintained settings, in terms of teachers all being graduates while non-maintained

setting qualifications were broader and more diverse.

You could end up having a lot of people training to be a level 5 but not doing
any level 5 work... they’re like sitting in the system effectively doing Level 3

work. (Wales Local Authority Focus Group)

Byddai fe'n definitely yn rhoi rhyw fath o initiative i bobol i cario ymlaen gyda
addysgu... os byddai'r tal yn dibynnu ar y gradd neu'r swyddi ychwanegol.

It would definitely give people some kind of initiative to continue with their
education... if pay depended on their degree or additional roles. (Welsh Focus
Group P1)

While the universal agreement for improved remuneration for the profession was
evident across the focus groups, the findings illustrate that there was a close

association between remuneration, associated terms and conditions, and status.

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. (Scotland Local Authority Focus Group)

While participants agreed that remuneration should be linked to qualifications, it was

evident that this also needed to be associated with roles. Often the discussions on
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remuneration interplayed with those on registration, demonstrating that the two need

to be considered alongside one another.

5.4.2 Workforce voice, representation and identity (Terminology)

Would a new, more consistent terminology - to describe the EYW and those within it
— help to raise their status and address inconsistencies?

In the focus groups, participants explored the need for consistent terminology across
the EYW. In Northern Ireland, there was a strong sense that terms were needed to
reflect the value of those working in early years, while being understandable for
parents. Terms like “pedagogue” were seen as more suited to academia, with a

preference for terms like “educator” to convey a sense of shared understanding.

And the term pedagogue was put forward then, but the sector rejected that
and | think probably rightly so, what do people understand by the name
pedagogue? | think that was always going to be problematic. (Scotland

Lecturers and Researchers Focus Group)

Similarly in England, participants did not feel “pedagogue” conveyed meaning, being
drawn instead to terms that were reflective of early years being the first stage of a

child’s education.

In Wales there was also support for positive terminology with “educator” or
“professional” being suggested by some participants and others considering
practitioner as a more inclusive term. However, there was an acknowledgement
that changing names/terms was only part of a more complex issue in terms of
valuing the sector. The term “teacher” was acknowledged by some as being viewed
as more important, while others suggested the word “educator” was better to
encompass the cross-sector roles, as a teacher is a specific status and registered

qualification.
Others felt “professional” was more pertinent than “educator” because:

Early years professional is probably the best terminology... educator implies
the child is coming into a school-like environment... and we know that’s not

good for children in the early years. (Welsh Focus Group P10)

Calling them early years educators would raise the status... the term

education or educator puts it on a level with teacher... it moves away from all
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of those negative connotations that are with the childcare term... it moves us

away from that mindset. (Welsh Focus Group P6)

Across the England focus groups there was broad agreement that there was a need
for a more consistent terminology for the EYW, but as can be seen in the other
nations, a lack of consensus as to what those terms should be. In the local authority
focus group, participants were clear that they did not like it when settings referred to
staff as “the Level Two” or “Level Three”, but particularly when people were referred
to as "the unqualified”. In the training provider group, participants spoke of how
reference to a Level 3 or Level 6 was meaningless, with praise for the NNEB
(National Nursery Examination Board) as it was felt that this has a recognised status.
The NNEB was founded in 1945 and was recognised in England and Wales, existing
until it merged with the Council for Early Years Awards to form CACHE (Council for
Awards in Care, Health and Education). The favouring of the NNEB was associated
with its robustness as a qualification (both length and content), signalling that some

professional qualifications can be closely associated with professional identity.

Despite the positive views expressed for the NNEB (and the SNNEB in Scotland),
participants in both Wales and England felt “nursery nurse” was a confusing term
that would be associated with nursing in a medical context. In one Welsh Focus
Group participants discussed how a term like “practitioner” was useful but was

unlikely to contribute to raising the professional status of the workforce.

Participants broadly agreed on the importance of working with the sector to develop
role titles that accurately reflect both the caring and educational dimensions of the

role.

Rather than imposing a name, | think it's about going back to the profession
and asking people what would you like? That [gaining consensus on a
professional job title] | think would be a real huge step forward for people in
feeling that they had an identity and that everybody understood what that

meant. (Scotland Lecturers and Researchers Focus Group)

Focus group members felt that clearer terminology would contribute to better
parental understanding of the role. Participants also discussed how terminology

could signal different qualification levels and/or seniority. However, it was also
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evident how nomenclature for the EYW needed to be considered alongside
associated professions and professional knowledge and qualifications.

5.4.3 Diversity and inclusion
The interim report highlighted the need for a more diverse EYW, with the focus
groups also discussing the lack of men working in the profession and the limited

cultural and ethnic representation in some parts of the UK.

Yeah, absolutely agree with [name of participant]. And how do we extend that
work with the fathers then to maybe seeing the early years sector as
something attractive to males as well? Because | think it's very important that
young, especially boys, both boys and girls see male educators because |
know that in primary schools they also have a lack of male teachers and it's

very important | think today. (Northern Ireland Sure Start Focus Group)

What is happening to the educator that's coming from different minoritised
groupings? So that they reflect and mirror and support the diversity of children
today... | think it is something that does need addressing... We do know that
there's a disparity for students from minoritised groups in early childhood and
their experiences, and then what their experiences are in the sector. (England

Training Provider Focus Group)

Participants discussed the need for the profession to be more representative of the
communities in which they were working. For example, in Northern Ireland in the
Early Years Specialist Focus Group, one participant acknowledged “the beautiful
diversity” that is present in early years settings and that training needed to consider
working with diverse groups of children, but also that the workforce should reflect the

diversity of communities.

With the family and children and | think with that as well, the diversity of
children, you know, it's not just Catholic and Protestant in Northern Ireland
anymore. Um, you know, we have a beautiful diversity and | suppose | would
like to see a little bit more of that knowledge built into our practitioners and
especially from a shared education point of view and you know this is, this is
our opportunity ..... it is more than Catholic and Protestant now and ... | would
like to see that a little bit more in their training. (Northern Ireland Early Years

Specialist Focus Group)
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In Wales, the Diversity and Anti-Racist Professional Learning (DRAPL) initiative was
a Community of Practice funded by the Welsh Government and was regarded as a
very positive development for Wales. The Anti Racist Wales Plan and the Social
Care Wales initiatives also encouraged people to join the EYW, such as “We Care
Wales”. The Welsh examples offer evidence of where targeted initiatives to raise
awareness and support recruitment into the sector from diverse communities can

have a positive impact.

In Scotland, the Lecturers and Researchers Focus Group discussed the relationship
between entry routes into the EYW and supporting the diversity of the workforce,
whereby different qualification routes afforded different opportunities for
professionals. In England, the Training Providers Focus Group acknowledged how
early childhood degrees often supported widening participation, providing the
opportunity to gain a degree for people who did not always think it would be possible

to do so.

In Wales, the Welsh Government’s commitment to expanding Flying Start and
implementing the Welsh Language and Education (Wales) Bill 2025 was seen as
positive but would further increase demand for bilingual, qualified educators—
especially in regions with fewer Welsh speakers. As highlighted in the interim report,
there is a need for Welsh medium and bilingual skills at all levels of the EYW (Early
Education, 2025).

In some focus groups participants discussed how the EYW often had a low socio-
economic status, contrasting this with how early years education and childcare were
positioned as policy tools for seeking to improve socio-economic status. Socio-
economic deprivation remains a pressing concern across the nations, with early
years education being recognised as a key lever in addressing these inequalities, yet
the EYW requires a coherent, integrated workforce strategy that aligns qualifications,
pay, and professional standards across all settings, if there is to be any potential for

elevating their own low socio-economic status.

Case Study: Welsh-Medium Early Years Provision
A day care provider highlights both opportunities and challenges in delivering Welsh-

medium early years education. The setting serves families who value Welsh
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language immersion alongside inclusive English communication. To meet these
expectations, the nursery prioritises recruiting bilingual practitioners who can

confidently use both languages in play-based learning.

Bilingual staff strengthen cultural identity and community engagement. Children who
speak Welsh at home benefit from continuity, while others with limited Welsh skills
gain exposure to the language and pertinent support. Practitioners in the setting use
natural language switching during songs, stories, and outdoor play, fostering
linguistic confidence and cognitive flexibility. Engaging parents in their preferred

language also builds trust and encourages participation in community events.

Recruitment, however, remains difficult. The local workforce offers a limited pool of
qualified Level 2+ practitioners, and candidates often lack confidence in the Welsh
language or contrastingly may overestimate their skills. This “golden ticket”
combination of qualifications and language ability restricts recruitment, forcing
leaders to balance quality, staffing ratios with bilingual skills. Competition from other
bilingual settings in terms of recruiting bilingual staff, and sector-wide retention
issues add pressures which are likely to increase to meet Welsh Government
priorities such as Cymraeg 2050: Welsh Language Strategy, Welsh Language and
Education (Wales) Act 2025 and Early Childhood Play, Learning and Care (ECPLC)

Plan.

To address this, the nursery partners with local colleges for placements and part-time
roles, and accesses funded CPD. Staff have enrolled on Cam wrth Gam for Welsh-
medium childcare qualifications and engaged with Croesi’r Bont and Camau
programmes to embed Welsh in daily routines. Training from Early Years Wales and
Cwlwm has also supported bilingual practice. While recruitment challenges persist,

these initiatives have improved staff confidence, language skills, and overall quality.

Summary

Across the focus groups it was apparent that there was a need for minimum
qualification requirements in all four of the UK nations. While participants
appreciated that experience brought knowledge and skill to the profession, it was

clear that experience alone was not sufficient. In recognising the challenge in moving
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towards full qualified status, participants were pragmatic in seeing the use of a
“‘working towards” status, as used in Wales, as being an important step in any
workforce strategy. Participants were clear that those entering early years
qualifications did need to demonstrate proficiency in maths and English, but that
there might be assessments other than GCSEs (for example) to demonstrate this
proficiency. Further, there was evidence that experience of working with children
should be considered as an entry requirement for early years and childcare

qualifications.

The quality of qualifications was also seen as an important factor for any EYW
strategy. Child development knowledge was seen to be at the heart of any quality
qualification, but the range of different qualifications on offer, with different routes and
structures, was seen to be undermining confidence in the consistency and quality of
the qualifications and failing to provide certainty that individuals would have the child
development knowledge needed of the profession. Participants recognised the
quality of the work that the EYW undertook, but that current early years and

childcare qualifications did not always guarantee this quality.

In line with international standards, participants identified the need for a graduate-led
workforce, with a clear progression route map, with agreed terminology to reflect the
educative and care function of the profession. Pay and conditions remained a
challenge for the profession, with a sense that it needed to be looked at alongside
associated professions, particularly primary school teaching, to try and reduce the
competition for staff between the sectors. International interviewees also illustrated
how the employment and career market between early years education and primary
school education needed to be reviewed to create a more holistic system. Further,
across the data there were examples of where policy developments needed to be
looked as part of a wider system and not in isolation in order to minimise the

potential for unintended policy consequences.
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6. Concluding Remarks

Across the interim report and the data presented here, over 80 UK stakeholders and
ten international experts have provided their perspectives on EYW strategy and

policy formation. The consensus is:

o Yes, minimum qualifications are needed for all professionals working
with babies, toddlers and young children.

o Yes, all educators need a core of skills and knowledge.

o Yes, there should be a system of professional recognition.

o Yes, there should be enhanced remuneration.

However, there is also realism amongst the stakeholders that not everything can be
achieved at once and that it is possible for there to be too much strategy. Equally, it
is evident that some aspects of an EYW strategy need to come before others in
order to have effective implementation and impact. Based on the perspectives of the

stakeholders, an effective EYW strategy would consider:

Professional
progression Registration
framework

Quality

gualifications

Based on the perspectives of the stakeholders, a coherent, quality, qualification
structure is needed. Much has been achieved across the nations in developing
qualifications, but the implementation of the qualifications requires a process that
can ensure the quality of them and provide assurances to the EYW that
professionals will come prepared and equipped with the knowledge and skills
needed to support children’s holistic learning and development. The issues of
qualification proliferation and fragmentation must be addressed before professional

progression frameworks and registration can be considered.

The persistent divide between workforce requirements for those working in the PVI
sectors and those in state-maintained services also needs to be resolved. Ultimately
it is inequitable that two professionals can be working with children of the same age,
delivering the same curriculum, but have differing qualification requirements
dependent on their place of work. It is also inequitable that the same two
professionals can find they have very different pay and conditions.
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Appropriately valuing the EYW reflects the contribution that these professionals
make to children’s learning and development. While experience is important in
enabling professionals to develop their knowledge and skills, the stakeholders were
clear that there is a need for a minimum qualification requirement in all UK nations
and that there needs to be a removal of unqualified staff working in early years
education and childcare provision. All educators need a core body of knowledge and

skills grounded in understanding children’s learning and development.

The consolidating and quality assuring of EYW initial qualifications requirements,
needs to form the basis of developing a workforce strategy with clear progression
routes and associated induction and mentoring. A progression framework needs to
include graduate leaderships in recognition of the contribution of graduates to the
quality of early years education and childcare. With a professional progression
framework in place, it can form the basis of determining the terms and conditions of

registration.

Based on the stakeholder data, a summary and series of recommendations have
been compiled (see below) for an EYW strategy in each of the UK’s four nations.
Key to the development of an EYW strategy is working with the workforce. As
evidenced across the data, collaboration and consultation can contribute to an

enhanced sense of professional recognition.

Follow this report and the associated recommendations, each of the UK’s nations will

develop a country specific summary and recommendations in 2026.

The other reports from this project are:

It is 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

Interim Report of the Comparative analysis of early years workforce policy in
the four UK nations (EYW4N) project

These are available to download at: www.early-education.org.uk/early-years-

workforce-policy-in-the-four-uk-nations-a-comparative-analysis/
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