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Introduction
The need for an early years workforce development strategy
The quality and qualifications of the childcare and early years workforce are steadily improving
and have never been better. The overwhelming majority – 85% – of early years registered
providers are now ‘good’ or ‘outstanding’ according to Ofsted, an 18% rise in five years.1
Childminders in particular have made great strides.2 In addition, nearly three-quarters of the
childcare workforce now hold a relevant Level 3 or higher qualification, a 12% increase since
2005.3 Evidence set out in this briefing demonstrates these two achievements are linked –
better qualified early years practitioners deliver higher quality care. This progress is all the
more remarkable given it has taken place against a backdrop of rising costs,4 persistent low
pay,5 a dramatic decline in local authority support for training and professional development,
and an increase in responsibilities placed on settings by government and regulators.6
But the sector has reached tipping point, with increasing evidence that early years practitioners
are severely under strain. There has been a 5% decrease in the childcare workforce in Britain
since 2005,7 with a significant drop in the number of childminders8 and a high staff turnover
rate for nurseries.9 PACEY’s recent sector-wide survey, Building Blocks: the state of the childcare
sector in England, discovered a childcare workforce highly motivated by the work they do, and
highly respected and relied upon by parents, but on the verge of making decisions about
whether their businesses are viable for the future.10 Just over a quarter of both group and
childminding settings felt less or much less confident about their future business than 12
months ago. Almost 70% of all childcare providers said they had no plans to grow their
businesses in the next year; over a quarter of them were less confident in the future of their
business than they were a year ago. A fifth of childminders were uncertain as to whether they
would still be working in childcare in twelve months’ time.11 Moreover, this increased insecurity
has come at a time when the Government is seeking to double the free childcare entitlement for
3- and 4-year-olds of working parents. To make the most of this substantial public investment –
and leave a lasting legacy on the quality of early education and care for young children in
England – it must be accompanied by a commitment to work with the sector to ensure the longterm sustainability of the workforce.
In 2012, the Nutbrown Review called on the Government to present a ‘long-term vision’ for the
early years workforce. 12 Although this has not been fully realised, there have been a number of
positive initiatives in recent years to improve the rigour and consistency of childcare and early
years qualifications and attract new entrants to the sector. These include the move from Early
Years Professional to Early Years Teacher Status (EYTS); an improved Level 3 entry
qualification known as Early Years Educator (EYE); an early years apprenticeships scheme; and
an early years stream of the Teach First leadership development programme. In response to
concerns voiced by the sector, the Government recently made GCSE requirements an exit rather
than an entry requirement for Level 3 qualifications and apprenticeships. While these reforms
are very welcome, there is an urgent need for a more strategic and joined-up approach to
workforce development from both the Government and the sector as a whole. For example, the
current focus on new qualifications and entry requirements does not address how the 400,000
childcare professionals already working in the sector can be supported to further improve and
progress their careers.
What is needed now is a coherent workforce development strategy that seizes on the increasing
professionalism of the sector – and the momentum from the doubling of the free childcare
entitlement – and supports and incentivises practitioners to continuously improve their skills,
gain higher qualifications and progress their careers. The strategy must recognise the key
barriers that prevent many members of the workforce from doing this at the moment, notably a
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lack of time, funding and support to undertake continuous professional development (CPD); an
absence of clear pathways up to Level 3 and beyond; and persistent low pay regardless of
qualification level.
Other countries in the United Kingdom are taking a more strategic approach to workforce
development of the childcare and early years sector, as are other sectors in England such as
social care, social work and health visiting. The Scottish Government recently commissioned an
independent review of the childcare workforce which has recommended the creation of a
strategic group to oversee a 15 year vision and development plan for workforce reform.13 The
Welsh Government is committed to a 10-year workforce plan that covers issues such as
minimum qualification levels, graduate leadership, CPD and career pathways, with an
implementation plan due to be published next spring.14
Cathy Nutbrown observed that the biggest influence on the quality of early education and care
is its workforce.15 A more strategic approach to workforce development in England will enable
the sector to attract talented new entrants, as well as motivate existing members of the
workforce to remain in the sector and improve their skills. There is evidence that better trained
and qualified childcare professionals are more confident and provide better outcomes for
children – and that high quality settings are more sustainable over time.
The public funding environment is set to remain challenging over the next five years. However
the substantial investment in early education and childcare that is being made through the TaxFree Childcare scheme and the doubling of the free childcare entitlement for working families
provides a vital opportunity to support workforce development. This briefing makes a series of
practical recommendations, many of which do not require additional public funding, which seek
to remove barriers to entry and progression and support the sector to retain and make the most
of the talented individuals already working in childcare and early years.

The link between high quality and qualifications
The first five years of a child’s life have a long-term impact on his or her future health, wellbeing, and educational attainment.16 High quality childcare supports a child’s full development,
including creativity, curiosity and self-confidence, which is essential not just for school but later
life. And only high quality childcare has been found to improve children’s cognitive and social
development outcomes and narrow the gaps between the most and least disadvantaged
children.17 Unfortunately in England, too many children, particularly those living in areas of
deprivation, are still attending early years settings that are not of a high quality.18
Early years specialists across the globe agree that the key to providing high quality childcare
and early education is well-trained and qualified professionals.19 A number of studies have
found quality to be closely associated with qualifications, leading many experts to assert that
the key to high quality is upskilling the workforce. In England, the Effective Provision of PreSchool Education (EPPE) study found a close relationship between higher staff qualifications
and higher quality provision.20 According to Ofsted, non-domestic settings (such as nurseries)
with three-quarters (75%) or more of staff qualified to Level 3 or above are significantly more
likely to achieve better inspection results than those with less qualified staff.21 Other studies
have found that unqualified staff have a negative effect on quality.22 Graduate leadership in
particular has been associated with narrowing the gap between the most and least
disadvantaged children.23 However, a major US study found that practitioner quality is complex,
and that there is no simple relationship between staff level of education, quality within the
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setting or children’s learning outcomes.24 It should also be noted that most studies pertaining to
quality have looked at 3- and 4-year-olds in group settings.
In any case, it seems that it is not the qualifications themselves that lead to high quality care, but
the ability of better qualified practitioners to create a high quality pedagogic environment.25
This is difficult to define, but the critical element appears to be the way in which practitioners
involve children, simulate interactions with and between children and use diverse scaffolding
strategies such as guiding, modelling and questioning.26 Children need to be engaged in
meaningful activities that promote their conceptual understanding of the world and construct
positive adult–child relationships.27 It is therefore vital to support and improve practitioners’
competence to communicate and interact with children.28
Another key benefit of higher qualifications is that they theoretically should lead to better pay.
In countries with higher entry requirements, early years practitioners are paid more and their
job has a higher status than in countries with lower pay.29 In the Nordic countries, where three
years or more of training at higher education level has long been an entry requirement for a
childcare and early years career, pay is significantly higher than in England. For example, the
average annual salary for a childcare worker in a group setting is £13,330 in England compared
to £20,350 in Denmark and £22,450 in Sweden.30 For childminders it is a similar picture. While
in England, the average salary of a childminder is only £11,400, it is £21,500 in Denmark and
£20,150 in Sweden.31
In England, qualification levels and requirements are also significantly lower than in many other
countries.32 The overall proportion of graduates working in the PVI early years sector in
England remains low at around 13%.33 The Nutbrown Review called for all practitioners who
deliver the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS), including childminders, to be qualified to Level
3 or higher by 2022. Good progress has been made: as of 2013, 84% of nursery workers and
66% of childminders in England hold a full and relevant Level 3 qualification.34 However an
obstacle to the full realisation of Nutbrown’s recommendation is the rising cost of Level 3
courses, which have increased sevenfold in the last three years, from £250 in 2012 to £1,900,
while local authority support has diminished.35 GCSE requirements in English and Maths pose
an additional hurdle.
Initiatives elsewhere to increase the qualification levels of childcare workers have met with
success. For example, New Zealand has developed an early years workforce composed primarily
of qualified teachers.36 One of the key drivers has been funding supplements for settings
dependent on the percentage of staff who are qualified teachers.37 In North Carolina, the Smart
Start programme provided salary supplements to workers who had progressed towards higher
qualifications. The independent evaluation of the programme found it led to a significant
increase in the quality of child care.38
Closer to home, the Transformation Fund (TF) and the Graduate Leader Fund (GLF) supported
practitioners in England to reach graduate level between 2006 and 2011. The independent
evaluation of the GLF found evidence that specialised early years graduate training pathways
can lead to improvements in quality in group settings within the PVI sector.39 Settings which
gained a graduate leader made significant improvements in quality for pre-school children as
compared with settings which did not. The evaluation also found that the more time graduates
spent in rooms with children, the greater the impact they had on the quality of provision in that
room. However, graduates only spent a minority of their time (35%) working hands-on with
children, and this tended to be with 3-and 4-year-olds rather than younger children, a
phenomenon that continues to be the case in many group settings.
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A major review of the quality of early childhood education and care for under 3s recommended
that in addition to holding a full and relevant Level 3 qualification, all practitioners should have
access to support from a graduate.40 A recent OECD study similarly recommended that staff with
lower levels of education work alongside staff with higher qualifications.41 For childminders,
this could be through partnerships with schools, children’s centres and nurseries.
In order to register with Ofsted, prospective childminders in England need only to attend a
relevant introductory childcare training course: they do not need to actually pass it.42 This is a
missed opportunity, given that those who do pass are more likely to go on to achieve a full and
relevant Level 3 qualification. Since introducing a requirement to pass the introductory
childcare course in Wales in 2002, Care and Social Services Inspectorate Wales (CSSIW) has
reported an improvement in the quality of childminder provision. Childminders in Scotland will
soon be required to complete a new quality standard before being allowed to register, which
will include a training and induction programme focused on good outcomes for children and be
linked to further career pathways.43

Increasing qualification levels: PACEY recommendations
1. In order to support the aim of increasing quality within the sector, everyone working in
childcare and early years, including childminders, should be supported to achieve a full
and relevant Level 3 qualification within no more than three years of registration.
2. Prospective childminders in England should be required to pass the introductory
childcare course as a condition of registration, as is the case in Wales. As in Scotland, this
mandatory course should be linked to CPD and early years career pathways.
3. The Early Years Education Entitlement should be used to incentivise higher
qualifications. For example, all group settings in receipt of the entitlement could be
required to have a certain percentage of staff with Level 3 qualifications and regular
contact with a graduate leader. Childminders could be required to be working towards a
Level 3 qualification, and have regular contact with a graduate leader, for example
through partnerships with schools, children’s centres and nurseries.
4. Settings should receive a supplement from government or local authorities for
employing more highly qualified staff, with bands operating in relation to the proportion
of staff with Level 3 qualifications upwards.44
5. A programme along the lines of the Graduate Leader Fund (GLF) should be reestablished to support more members of the early years workforce to reach graduate
level.
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The case for continuing professional development (CPD)
Whilst qualifications are undoubtedly critical, research has shown that continuing professional
development (CPD) is also essential in order to maintain a high quality and up-to-date early
years practice.45 CPD refers to regular ongoing opportunities for people already working in a
sector to update or enhance their skills.46 There is strong evidence that when early years
practitioners receive high quality training, the learning and wellbeing of the children in their
care improves.47 PACEY’s Building Blocks survey found that one of the key benefits of both
qualifications and training is increased confidence, and that providers with higher Ofsted grades
are more likely to have undertaken CPD.48
CPD need not be expensive; it can be about learning from existing good practice and can be
delivered through meetings, workshops, conferences, subject training (both face-to-face and
online), field-based training, supervised practices and mentoring. In order to be most effective,
training needs to be ongoing49, targeted to the needs of practitioners50 and linked to actual
practice.51 The Nutbrown Review recommended a ‘blended approach’ to CPD, with ‘high quality
materials, work-based learning and support, visits to other [outstanding] settings, experiences
which challenge thinking, attending conferences, and provision of mentoring from outstanding
leaders and peers’.52
Professional development is particularly important for childminders, most of whom work alone,
without peer support, supervision or management – and have fewer opportunities for training
and development.53 Research has shown that supportive social relationships are key to
successful professional development for childminders.54 Childminders who belong to high
quality55 networks are more sensitive, responsive to children’s needs and score higher on
environmental rating scales.56 A recent study of the quality of childminder provision in England
found that one of the key factors affecting quality was participation in a Quality Improvement
Programme or Quality Assurance Scheme, which involves extra training, advice and guidance
and professional support.57
Increasing and changing demands from government and regulators, combined with dwindling
support from local authorities,58 necessitate high quality CPD delivered in flexible, cost-effective
and innovative ways. Ofsted is committed to more challenging inspection processes to drive
improvement from settings – or remove them from registration altogether. A new ‘requires
improvement’ grade has replaced ‘satisfactory’, and there is an expectation that registered
childminders and group settings should be accessing training to improve their practice and
keep up to date. The 2-year-old progress check requires practitioners to share their
professional judgement with health visitors and parents so that children are given the support
they need early. There is an increasing focus on 2-year-olds from deprived areas, with 40% of
the most disadvantaged now entitled to 15 hours of free childcare per week.
At the same time, fewer childcare professionals are receiving training and support from their
local authorities, which now only have a duty to support ‘requires improvement’ settings. With
vast discrepancies in the quality and accessibility of training offered by different authorities, in
many places the onus is now on providers to identify and fund suitable training and support for
themselves.59
In view of these new challenges, and taking into account all of the available evidence, a recent
influential study recommended that CPD for childcare professionals should:
a) promote understanding of how young children develop (theory) and of how to apply
this knowledge (practice)
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b) include practical opportunities to link theory and practice within a supportive
environment
c) help them to engage and support children and families with diverse needs and
backgrounds
d) develop their capacity to reflect on and adapt their practice
e) develop their leadership and management skills and
f) prepare them for working with health services and with children's social care.60
The Nutbrown Review called for CPD to be prioritised by individuals and settings – and for
more mentoring to be available to new practitioners. A majority of childcare practitioners say
they value professional development, with 82% of providers saying that a minimum level of
CPD is important.61 However, while most childcare providers are motivated to develop their
own professional skills, there is a real risk that the rising costs of training and lack of availability
and flexibility will impact on their ability to develop their own practice and progress their
careers. It is frequently difficult and time-consuming for settings, particularly small ones, to
identify suitable and affordable training. Given that most providers lack both time and
resources, there is a pressing need to make this process far easier. Some interesting work is
being done in Wales, where the Welsh Government, in partnership with the early years and
childcare sector, has developed CPD Principles which are due to be launched shortly in an
accessible web-based resource.
Crucially, there also needs to be a better link between CPD, career progression and obtaining
further qualifications.62 At present there is no regulatory requirement for childcare
professionals in England to undertake CPD. Social workers, on the other hand, must commit to
CPD to remain registered with the Health Care and Professions Council (HCPC). Nurses and
midwives have to register every three years with the Nursing and Midwifery Council to
continue practicing, and one of the conditions of registration is 35 hours of CPD per year.63 All
teachers in Scotland must also undertake 35 hours of CPD per year.64
Childcare and early education practitioners are also required to undertake CPD in a number of
countries, including Finland, Sweden, Austria, Japan and Korea.65 In Finland, professional
development is mandatory for all early years workers, including childminders.66 It is delivered
by a range of providers,67 and the costs are shared between the government, employer and the
individual. In New Zealand, while CPD is not mandatory, a renewable licensing system for all
early years professionals helps to identify development and training needs and ensure a high
quality workforce.68

Incentivising CPD: PACEY recommendations
6.

In line with the recommendation in the Nutbrown Review, the childcare and early years
sector, in conjunction with government, should develop a CPD and qualification web
portal that sets out and makes all induction, training and qualification modules easily
accessible. It should also provide information on career pathways (see recommendation
10 below) and where practitioners can access grants, loans, bursaries or other funding
sources. This portal would act as a one-stop shop for anyone wishing to progress their
early years career.

7. The childcare and early years sector should further develop and facilitate peer
mentoring and support networks, along the lines of PACEY Local, to help practitioners
grow and progress their careers.
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8. Local authorities should remove barriers to accessible and affordable training and
development for early years providers in their area. Although most local authorities no
longer provide free training, many continue to require settings to attend local authorityapproved courses. This limits choice and accessibility for many providers and
potentially drives up costs. It also leads to significant duplication of effort on the part of
local authorities.
9. Government should consider amending the registration and inspection framework to
require a minimum level of CPD per year, as is the case for other professions such as
social work and nursing (and for childcare professionals in other countries). Ofsted
could require early years providers to provide evidence of this CPD as part of a revised
leadership and management focus at inspection.

The need for clearer career pathways and progression routes
The childcare workforce has long been made up primarily of low-paid women with few
qualifications and minimal training.69 Although conditions and prospects within the sector are
improving, pay and qualification levels in England remain far lower than in many other
European countries70 and the workforce is still overwhelmingly (98%) female.71
Despite the increasing professionalism of the sector, all too often there is a lack of a clear links
between training, higher qualifications and better pay and opportunities. For example,
supervisors or managers of group settings, who are generally required to have at least a full and
relevant Level 3 qualification, do not have a significantly higher annual salary than the less
qualified workers they manage (on average, they are paid £3,550 more per annum).72 In
contrast, in Denmark and Sweden, supervisors and managers are paid significantly more than
their staff (the annual salary difference is £12,450 and £6,800, respectively).73 One of the
reasons for this, according to a recent study, is the poor vocational qualification system in
England, with its proliferation of weak qualifications.74 In countries such as Germany, there is a
closer match between occupation title and qualifications attained and clear financial incentives
to obtain further training.75
With the doubling of the free childcare entitlement in England, now is the time to map out a
more coherent early years career made up of a range of well-defined roles linked to
qualifications and clear routes to more senior positions, as well as to other related sectors such
as teaching, social care and social work. PACEY’s research shows that the majority of childcare
professionals in England work in a variety of settings throughout their career – often starting
out as a nursery assistant, then moving on to become a nanny before either returning to a more
senior role in a nursery or establishing a childminding business. Some practitioners go on to
establish their own nursery, whilst others move into new related careers, for example as
teachers or teaching assistants, or social care workers or social workers. This existing fluidity
and flexibility in the sector needs to be taken account when mapping out career pathways and
progression routes.
The recent Scotland review into the childcare workforce called for ‘greater coherence in career
progression, better conditions and more advancement of the workforce through an entitlement
to appropriate ongoing professional development, initial and higher qualifications; and greater
parity of remuneration and service conditions.’76 Key national bodies in Scotland have already
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identified and defined a number of roles and responsibilities which are linked to an associated
progression of qualifications.77 Both England and Scotland have developed a ‘Common Core’
describing the essential skills, knowledge, understandings and values that all people with
children and young people and their families should have that could be further built upon.78
Other sectors have also made progress in this area. For example, a recent review into education
and training for care assistants recommended the development of a clear training pathway and
qualification, as well as innovative, work-based learning routes, to allow them to move more
easily into working as nurses.79 In the field of social work, a new Professional Capabilities
Framework (PCF) sets out what social workers are expected to be able to do at each stage in
their career. This is underpinned by a Knowledge and Skills statement which clearly lists
everything practice supervisors and leaders need to know and be able to do. Three levels of
social work practice are mapped out and backed up by assessment and accreditation.80
In 2012, the Nutbrown Review called for an early years career path in England that is
structured, clear and easy to understand. Six job titles were proposed from Early Years
Assistant/Trainee to Early Years Teacher. The Review called for Early Years Teachers to have
Qualified Teacher Status (QTS), with the same pay and benefits as the rest of the teaching
workforce – a critical step to developing clear progression routes linked to increased reward
over time.
In response, the Government created a new position of Early Years Teacher, but without QTS.
Early Years Teachers are paid less than other teachers and cannot work in maintained primary
schools beyond reception class. There are currently four routes in to Early Years Teacher Status
(EYTS), lasting from three months to three years depending on existing experience and
qualifications.81There is still a need for an early years specialist route to QTS to attract the most
talented and ambitious entrants to the early years profession. As the Scotland review observed,
‘every strong profession has good initial graduate entry routes’.82 This would also help to
address the current teaching shortage in England, as Early Years Teachers over time could also
choose to work in primary and secondary schools.
The early years sector’s greatest asset is the more than 400,000 people already working in it.
Not all of them aspire to be graduates or Early Years Teachers, and it is essential that there are
varied progression routes that enable them to progress too. The sector has yet to address how
to make the most of its talented non-graduate staff, for example how to develop their skills;
support them to grow in their chosen area of expertise (for example caring for children with
disabilities or special educational needs); or to move into different roles. There is currently no
clear pathway for progression without GCSEs in English and Maths, and there is a need for
greater support to help Level 2 and Level 3 practitioners in particular achieve these. There has
been a drop in take-up of early years apprenticeships since the GCSE requirements came into
force, with 43% of nurseries unable to find apprentices with the right level of qualifications.83 A
greater recognition of strengthened functional skills equivalents (FSE) as an alternative to
GCSEs would go some way in helping Level 2 practitioners to progress their careers.
At the moment it is also difficult for many early years practitioners, particularly those on a
work-based training route, to find the time and resources to enrol in higher education leading to
a Foundation Degree or a full BA degree. There is a need for improved links between the
vocational and tertiary education systems to enable them to do this. Settings should be
incentivised to support their staff to undertake further study, for example by making a
contribution towards tuition fees, or providing paid or unpaid study leave. More also needs to
be done to inform the workforce of existing funding, bursaries, loans and other support
available to help them progress to Level 3 and beyond.
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Improving career pathways and progression routes: PACEY recommendations
10. A task force of representatives of the childcare and early years sector, in conjunction
with government, should clearly and comprehensively map out the early years
profession, including entry points and different career pathways and specialisms84
within and beyond the sector. The task force should also consider how to improve
university routes for existing practitioners. Finally, it should look at how to better
promote the early years profession to the wider public, particularly to potential entrants
who may not have previously considered it.85
11. The mapping exercise should clearly set out what steps Early Years Teachers (EYT) can
take to gain Qualified Teacher Status (QTS), as recommended by the Nutbrown Review,
so that they have access to the same pay and conditions as the wider teaching
profession.

Conclusion
The need for long-term investment in the early years workforce
Recent research has pointed to huge economic gains from investment in the early years and its
workforce. The Nobel Laureate James Heckman has asserted that it yields greater economic
returns than investment in any other sector of education, including schools and training and
apprenticeships.86 It is perhaps for this reason that so many recent major reviews of childcare
and early education have made recommendations concerning the early years workforce. For
example, a better-trained workforce was a key recommendation of the Tickell Review on the
Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS)87 and the top recommendation of delegates to the Sutton
Trust’s 2012 social mobility summit.88 Earlier this year, the House of Lords Select Committee on
Affordable Childcare recommended that as a priority, the Government should review the
allocation of resources within the early education and childcare support budget to ensure that
settings can employ highly qualified and fully trained staff.89
Many childcare providers will see some uplift in pay due to the new living wage and the
increase in the hourly rate paid to providers for delivering government-funded early education
and childcare. However, this alone will not be enough to ensure that the workforce continues to
improve. There is a need for a workforce strategy that sets out a clear plan to reward and
motivate existing practitioners to stay in the profession and progress their careers. Scotland and
Wales are already doing this, as are other countries and professions. Motivation on the part of
childcare practitioners is not the issue; the key barriers are lack of time and funding – and the
fact that often higher qualifications often do not lead to better pay and opportunities. In this
new, more professional era of childcare and early education, three core components are
necessary to provide the highest quality care and education possible for children and their
families:
a) the commitment of childcare professionals to continuously improve (both to benefit the
children in their care and to progress their careers)
b) access to the affordable, flexible CPD that childcare professionals need to do so; and
c) this commitment being recognised, with CPD and higher qualifications leading to better
pay and opportunities within the sector and beyond.
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This policy briefing has made a number of practical recommendations to both government and
the sector as a whole to try to make this vision a reality. The doubling of the free childcare
entitlement provides a significant opportunity for government to build on: further investment
in the workforce will pay dividends in the long run and is needed to ensure that working in the
early years is not a less well paid, lower status and less skilled job than working with older
children.90
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