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Key findings
� Pay and conditions in the ECEC sector are extremely low
in comparison with similar positions in other parts of the
children’s sector.

� Government has made substantial progress in improving
the qualification levels of staff in the ECEC sector, and also
in extending the range of routes to achieving qualifications.

� Raising pay and conditions for staff has a key role to play
in improving skills, and thus quality, within the ECEC sector.
If this is not addressed it may jeopardise other initiatives to
improve qualifications of staff and raise quality in settings.

� The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) has expanded
the role of ECEC workers by merging the concepts of
education and care. There is now little justification for those
in ECEC services to have much poorer pay and conditions
than other professionals in the sector.

� ECEC work must be seen as a viable career option for all
people in order to recruit the most talented and committed
staff. There needs to be a range of routes to entering work
in the ECEC sector to ensure the best chance of obtaining
quality staff.

� It seems unlikely that pay and conditions for ECEC staff,
especially those working in the private, voluntary and
independent (PVI) sector, can be raised without direct
intervention.

� The report makes a series of recommendations designed
to encourage greater attention to be applied to addressing
issues around pay and conditions in the ECEC workforce,
including that the Government should establish a high-level
social partnership group with a clear remit to address the
detrimental impact of poor pay and conditions in the sector.
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This is the first briefing paper in a new series by
Daycare Trust looking at a range of policy issues related
to childcare and early years education. This paper
focuses on the early childhood education and care
(ECEC) workforce and has been funded and supported
by the TUC. We are grateful for the valuable input of the
unions representing workers in the sector which helped
in the development of this report.
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1. Introduction
In ten years, since the publication of the 1998 National
Childcare Strategy, early childhood education and care
(ECEC) has become an increasingly important area of
policy at national level. The Government has introduced
a series of initiatives designed to expand the amount of
ECEC provision and its availability, and raise the quality
of the services offered. However, despite significantly
increased state expenditure on ECEC and an emphasis
on workforce development, the ECEC workforce remains
among the most poorly qualified, lowest paid and least
valued of all professions in the UK.

There is a longstanding Government commitment to
tackling this. For example, as far back as 2004 the then
Minister for Children, Margaret Hodge MP, stated:

“I’m absolutely determined that we’re not going to allow
childcare to expand with another low-paid workforce.
Our children deserve much better.”1

The following year the Children’s Workforce Strategy
consultation paper recognised the need:

“to ensure that providers across the [ECEC] sector have
incentives to employ professional staff, including the
means to pay the higher salaries that such workers
command.”

and also that:

“…a better qualified workforce will mean rising levels of
pay…”2

Yet despite a wealth of research and analysis on the topic
there have been few concrete moves to increase the pay

and conditions of ECEC workers – particularly those
working in the private, voluntary and independent (PVI)
sectors – towards a level commensurate with
professionals working in other children’s services.

On 1 September 2008 a new integrated care and
education framework for providers, the Early Years
Foundation Stage (EYFS), was introduced. This is a first
attempt to eradicate the distinction between what
constitutes ‘education’ and what constitutes ‘childcare’ for
the under-five age group. Traditional views identifying
‘educator’ as a more specialised role than ‘carer’ have
contributed greatly to ECEC workers often feeling that
they are the poorer cousins of the wider children’s sector
and that their work is undervalued. This view has been
reinforced by inferior rates of pay and working conditions
in comparison to other children’s workforce professionals
and the gendered nature of the workforce. However, with
the introduction of the EYFS, it is hard to see how these
traditional boundaries governing pay and status can
continue to be justified.

This paper takes stock of the present state of the ECEC
workforce and considers current Government measures
aimed at improving the quality of ECEC staff on the
ground. It then argues that in light of the increasing
importance of the ECEC sector in improving quality and
delivering positive outcomes for children, and the
progress being made through initial steps to
professionalise the ECEC workforce, more needs to be
done to tackle the persistent problem of poor pay and
working conditions for ECEC employees. This needs to be
considered alongside the other rapid developments taking
place in the sector, or the Government may find itself
unable to deliver the best outcomes for children.
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2. The ECEC workforce and
the links to quality

Before going on to look at Government strategy and the
specific problems relating to pay and conditions, this
section briefly outlines why the ECEC workforce is now
perceived as having such a crucial impact on improving
quality in ECEC services.

Quality in ECEC settings – links to
workforce qualifications3

A factor that has increasingly directed Government policy
on the ECEC workforce, and in particular the focus on
raising the level of qualifications held by ECEC staff, is the
research evidence that has emerged showing the direct
impact of staff on the quality of care offered by ECEC
settings.

A briefing paper by Professor Edward Melhuish published
by Daycare Trust in 2004 distinguished between the
‘process’ and the ‘structural’ aspects of quality in ECEC
service delivery.4 Melhuish argued that the ‘process’
elements – mainly covering the more intangible factors
governing the relationships and interactions between
ECEC staff and children – are the most important in
determining a quality experience for children and
indicating positive outcomes. In short, the quality of care
given by staff is the most important determinant of a
quality experience for a child in ECEC services.

The Effective Provision of Pre-school Education (EPPE)
project has guided much recent UK thinking and policy-

making around improving quality in ECEC services.5 A
major longitudinal study, the EPPE project found that:

“Children made more progress in pre-school centres
where staff had higher qualifications, particularly if the
manager was highly qualified. Having trained teachers
working with children in pre-school settings (for a
substantial proportion of the time, and most importantly as
curriculum leader) had the greatest impact on quality…”

It particularly highlighted the importance of quality ECEC
services in helping to prevent the most disadvantaged
children falling behind in terms of development and
achievement.

Similar findings have been reported in other research. For
example the Neighbourhood Nurseries evaluation
highlighted the importance of a well-qualified workforce in
providing high quality provision and positive child
outcomes.6 More recently the Millennium Cohort Study
(MCS) has supported many of EPPE’s findings around the
impact of ECEC provision on children’s development and
life chances – particularly the importance of a qualified
teacher in improving educational quality.

In this context, it is easy to see why the impetus for up-
skilling the ECEC workforce has grown over the decade
since the National Childcare Strategy was published. The
next section will go on to look at how government policy
has developed during this time.
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This section explores the various initiatives that have
been put in place by the Government since 1998 to
develop the ECEC workforce.

National Childcare Strategy
The focus on improving workforce skills has evolved
gradually under the present government. The National
Childcare Strategy published in 1998 set a target to improve
the quality of childcare. But although statements in this
paper such as, “All those looking after children will be able to
get the help they need to do a good job”8 indicated some
future direction in relation to up-skilling the workforce, the
strategy did not predict how far improving quality would, in
time, be directly linked to reshaping the workforce.

Inter-departmental Childcare Review
This document from 2002 identified the need to expand
the ECEC workforce in line with the expansion in
provision, although this was still not directly related to
raising levels of qualifications or improving quality in
settings. It did, however, note that:

“childcare wages are low relative to other occupations –
including domestic cleaners and checkout operators.”9

Ten Year Strategy for Childcare
The Ten Year Strategy for Childcare, published in 2004,
first set out clearly the Government’s plans to improve the
quality in ECEC settings and, drawing on the EPPE
research discussed earlier, saw improving skills in the
ECEC workforce as a key means to achieving this.
Measures around workforce development – which have
subsequently been introduced – included:
� a commitment to a graduate-led workforce
� a single integrated qualifications framework
� the introduction of a specific early years professional
qualification
� a commitment to promoting diversity in the workforce.

These measures were elaborated upon in a workforce
reform strategy for the wider children’s sector (the Children’s

Workforce Strategy). Additionally the ten year strategy also
first mooted the idea for what is now the EYFS.

Although the strategy did announce “a financial package
that will create incentives for providers from all sectors to
increase the quality of their provision, without
compromising the affordability for parents”10 there is no
explicit reference to addressing imbalances in pay levels
within the ECEC workforce. Such packages have been
made available through various funds passed to local
authorities to distribute (such as the Transformation Fund
discussed later), but in most cases these have not yet
directly linked improved quality to improved pay and
conditions for the ECEC workforce as a whole.

Children’s Workforce Strategy
In 2005 the Government consulted on the Children’s
Workforce Strategy which mapped out objectives to
achieve its goal of improving outcomes for children and
young people. The strategy is predicated around four
central areas:
� recruiting more high quality staff
� retaining staff through better development and career
progression
� strengthening inter-agency working
� promoting stronger leadership and management.

The strategy encompasses all professions working with
children, but recognises there are “particular challenges”
for the ECEC sector, especially in the context that the
workforce represents “the single biggest factor
determining the quality of childcare”.11

In practice government strategy has so far helped to
improve access to training and raise the level of
qualifications of ECEC staff, but has been less effective in
addressing the issue of salaries and the status of the
ECEC workforce as a whole, as this paper will show.

Building Brighter Futures: Next steps for the Children’s
Workforce, published in 2008 recognised the progress of
the Children’s Workforce Strategy and heralded the
establishment of a new Expert Group on the workforce,

3. Policy context and
Government initiatives
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significantly altered perceptions of the role of workers in
ECEC services by recognising care and education as
concepts indistinguishable from one another with regard
to the under-five age group.

Children’s Workforce Development
Council
In order to help deliver part of the Children’s Workforce
Strategy the government established the Children’s
Workforce Development Council (CWDC) in 2005. The
CWDC’s initial brief in relation to ECEC is concerned with
trying to raise the minimum bar for qualifications, as well
as attempting to bring about some equivalence in status
with other children’s sector professions.

CWDC’s primary work around ECEC so far has been to
develop and promote new qualifications (discussed below)
and provide support to those completing them. But whilst
it has recognised the problems relating to low pay and
poor conditions in the workforce, it has been unable to do
much practically to address them. One reason for this is
that CWDC’s remit is largely concerned with facilitating the
supply of a qualified workforce, but does not at present
have the scope to affect the demand for this workforce by
ECEC providers. Indeed this is a matter which perhaps
currently sits best within the ‘market management’ role
given to local authorities in the Childcare Act 2006.

CWDC is also beginning to take on a role in relation to
sustainability – particularly to ensure settings can afford to
release staff members for training. This will be picking up
former strands of the Transformation Fund (discussed below)
that have been left open after it ended earlier this year.

Foundation Degrees and Early Years
Professional Status
In 2001 Early Years Sector Endorsed Foundation Degrees
(EYSEFD) were introduced. This was the first higher level
qualification for workers in ECEC, designed particularly to
encourage people with relevant work experience and
vocational qualifications to achieve a degree level
qualification.16

which is developing a new long-term “action plan” for the
children’s workforce due to be published shortly after this
paper.12 Specifically relating to the ECEC workforce,
though, Building Brighter Futures mainly strengthens the
existing objectives of the Children’s Workforce Strategy –
principally the development of a graduate-led workforce in
ECEC. It also states that:

“Our focus will primarily be on the private, voluntary and
independent (PVI) sector because that is where the
workforce is least well qualified and standards are most
variable.”13

Children’s Plan
Published by the DCSF in 2007, the Children’s Plan
provides a holistic vision for the ongoing development and
improvement of initiatives and services for children, young
people and their families. The Children’s Plan reiterates
elements of the Children’s Workforce Strategy – embraced
within the wider Early Years Quality Improvement
Programme – with a broad focus on training and
development as well as stressing the importance of
leadership. It makes a specific commitment to increasing
spending on the Graduate Leader Fund (discussed below).
The Early Years Quality Improvement Programme sets out
the clear ambition for all settings to be graduate-led by
2015 and also an aspiration for all ECEC staff in group
settings to achieve a minimum level 3 qualification and all
childminders to achieve a minimum level 2 qualification
“over time”.14 There is no explicit mention of addressing
pay and conditions in the ECEC workforce, although it
does state that “public funding and demand from parents
need to create a higher quality early years workforce”
recognising the importance of government resources in
helping to achieve this.15

Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS)
Whilst not specifically focused on workforce
development, the introduction of the EYFS in September
2008 has helped to reinforce national standards for
workforce qualifications in legislative terms. But most
importantly, as this paper discusses elsewhere, it has
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EYSEFDs have largely been overtaken by the introduction of
the Early Years Professional (EYP) status – which takes
holders to level 6, equivalent to qualified teacher status
(QTS). EYP status provides a clear professional standard at
graduate level for practitioners working with children from
birth until 6 years old (when the EYFS ends). There are four
different pathways to achieving EYP status taking between
four months part-time to 15 months full-time depending on a
candidate’s existing qualifications and experience.17 The
pathways also allow flexibility for different levels of work-
based and teaching-based routes to achieving this status.

Transformation Fund and Graduate
Leader Fund
Given the target to achieve a graduate-led workforce by
2015, government has recognised that financial support
needs to be put in place to ensure staff can afford to
access training and PVI settings can afford to pay
appropriate salaries to new graduates entering the sector.
Consequently as part of the workforce strategy the
Government introduced the Transformation Fund, worth
£125 million a year over the two years to 2008. The fund
was allocated to local authorities and agencies such as
CWDC to support quality improvement and the
recruitment, training and development of staff working in
the ECEC sector, and was organised into a number of
broad strands (see Figure 1). The fund allowed settings to
draw up to £8,000 to supplement the salary of a graduate
employee.

However, despite potential demand being high, the fund
was underspent in most areas. Partly this was because
the fund, being ringfenced, did not allow local authorities
to use money to administer it in the way they would have
liked. But with regard to graduate salaries, many settings

were discouraged from using the funding stream because
of its short term nature and a fear that they would have to
let the staff member go when the fund ended in 2008.18

In response the Government has replaced the
Transformation Fund with the Graduate Leader Fund (GLF),
introduced in early 2008. The fund is worth £305 million
over the next three years and is specifically focused on
securing graduate early years professionals for the PVI
sector. Under the GLF the figure that can be allocated for
funding graduate salaries is unlimited. In order to prevent
similar problems of short-termism, Government has taken
the unusual, but very welcome, step of making an ‘in-
principle’ commitment to funding it until 2015, which
highlights the importance with which this target is viewed.
Other strands of the Transformation Fund have now been
added to streams within the wider General Sure Start
Grant (GSSG), and within funding for new initiatives such
as Every Child A Talker, part of which can involve funding
language-related training for ECEC staff.

Figure 1

Transformation Fund strands
Quality improvements

Additional cost of employment

Wages of staff (existing)

Mentor payment (for setting)

Cover costs (for setting)

Books, travel or childcare costs for individual

Bursary payment for individual

Course/tuition fees
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4. The present ECEC workforce –
issues to be addressed

Having explored the policy context, this section draws on
data (in related boxes) from the most recent Childcare and
Early Years Providers Survey, and is centred around five key
aspects:
� Demographics
� Pay and conditions
� Recruitment and retention
� Qualifications
� Status.

Each aspect is then discussed further to analyse how
governmental strategy is impacting on efforts to raise
quality in ECEC services through up-skilling the workforce.

Box 1: Demographics
There are 336,300 paid staff positions employed in the ECEC
workforce in the UK – an increase of 16% since 2003.20 This
represents overall filled employment places – however it is
known that many ECEC staff hold more than one job in the
sector, therefore caution is advised in using this figure as an
overall number for individuals working in the sector. The
sector also has high levels of part-time employment places,
particularly situated in sessional care settings.

The ECEC workforce is overwhelmingly female with less
than 2% of employees being male.21

The age of the ECEC workforce varies considerably between
types of setting. For example childminders and staff in
sessional providers were much more likely to be older (with
around three-fifths aged over 40 and well over 90% older
than 25 years of age). However, staff in full day care
providers were often younger, with over a third aged below
25 years.22

Statistics on the ethnicity of the ECEC workforce are patchy
– in the Childcare and Early Year Providers Survey 2007
definitive data was only collected from childminders and
early years provision in maintained schools.23 In maintained
settings the number of employees from a black or minority
ethnic (BME) background ranged from 2–12% depending on
the type of provider. 7% of childminders were from a BME
group.24 These figures compare with 9% of the working
population as a whole being drawn from BME communities.

19

Demographics
The broad demographic of the ECEC workforce contains
some factors in common with the workforce in many
other low-paid occupations – for example it contains more
part-time workers, and more women. The overwhelming
proportion of women working in the sector is crucial as it
reflects wider issues in UK society around women
receiving lower pay than men. As of April 2007 the
gender pay gap stood at 12.6% for full time work and
39.1% for part-time work.25 A report by IPPR containing
voices from the ECEC workforce suggests that one of the
principal reasons that work in ECEC services is so poorly
paid is that it is seen as ‘women’s work’, stating that:

“On a number of occasions low pay and the perceived
low status of the early years sector was explicitly
linked to gender and the very high proportion of
women working in it.”26

Conversely, the number of males reported to be working in
the sector remains low27 and this may partly be a reflection of
the poor pay and conditions for ECECworkers. For instance
in Norway, where pay and status for ECECworkers are closer
to parity with other children’s sector workers such as
teachers, the percentage of menworking in ECEC services
stands at 8.8% – at least four times the figure in England and
Wales.28 A previous target by government to raise the
number of males working in ECEC services from 2% in 1998
to 6% by 2004 was not achieved.29 This is one of the few
aspects of the ECEC sector to remain unchanged during the
last decade – it is likely that to increase the proportion of men
working in ECEC one of the issues the Government must
consider is the problem of low pay in the sector.

Similarly more work needs to be done to encourage BME
groups into the ECEC workforce. This was highlighted in a
Daycare Trust study into the views of BME workers in ECEC
services earlier this year, which recommended that
“recruitment campaigns [and] information should be
disseminated through local ‘ambassadors’ or ‘workforce
champions’” and also that “information and training must
also be made available in a range of languages”.30 Better
pay and conditions may also help to encourage more
workers from BME groups into the sector.
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Box 2: Pay and conditions

Figure 2. Average (mean) hourly pay31

£6.90 £9.30 £7.00

£9.80 £14.30 £8.70

£7.10 £9.50 £7.10

£5.90 £7.10 £6.10

Full day care Full day care in Sessional care
children’s centres

All staff

Senior
managers

Supervisory

Other paid
staff

£22.10 £17.90

£19.60 £17.70

£10.40 £10.40

£8.70 £8.30

Nursery schools Primary schools with
nursery & reception classes

All staff

EY Teachers
(EYTs)

Nursery
Nurses

Other paid
staff

Figure 2 – drawn from data published in the
Childcare and Early Years Providers Survey
2007 – shows how average (mean) pay for
ECEC workers varies quite substantially across
the sector, depending on factors such as level
of qualification and in particular the type of
setting employed in. The most striking
disparities are between the state-led settings
(mainly full day care in children’s centres,
nursery schools, and primary schools with
nursery and reception classes) and the PVI
settings (mainly full day care and sessional
care). Staff working in full day care in children’s
centres – where provision is more usually (but
not exclusively) provided by local authorities –
earned £9.30 per hour compared with staff in
PVI sessional and full day care who earned just
£7.00 and £6.90 per hour respectively.
Although these figures represented a general
increase across all types of staff, in comparison
with other professionals in the children’s sector
they are still very low. The table also shows
that in the maintained sector qualified early
years teachers earned £19.60 per hour, nursery
nurses £10.40 per hour, and even ‘other paid
early years support staff’ received £8.70 per
hour.32

This is besides the enhanced terms and
conditions (such as pension contributions,
holidays, maternity pay and sick pay
allocation) that are generally felt to be better in
the maintained sector than in PVI settings.
Unfortunately this report was not able to find
extensive research information about working
conditions in the ECEC sector. However,
informal interviews with providers and staff
suggest that additional benefits such as sick
leave or redundancy pay are most often set at
the statutory minimum levels in the PVI sector
but are higher for employees in state-led ECEC
provision.
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School crossing patrol attendants

Childminders + related occupations

Nursery nurses

School mid-day assistants

Sports + leisure assistants

Care assistants + home carers

Educational assistants

Playgroup leaders + assistants

Nursing auxilliaries + assistants

School secretaries

Careers advisers + vocational guidance

Youth + community workers

Nurses

Sports coaches, instructors + officials

Midwives

Social workers

Speech + language therapists

Probation officers

Education officers, schol inspectors

Primary + nursery educ teaching professionals

Higher educ teaching professionals

National average

£ / hour 0 4 8 12 16

Figure 3. Average hourly rates for Labour Force Survey children’s occupation groups33

Figure 3 shows the average salaries of a range of children’s
professionals to demonstrate how low the pay for ECEC staff
is in comparison with others.

Pay is recognised to be extremely low for the majority of
ECEC workers at the bottom end of the pay-scale for the
sector. A report by the Low Pay Commission in 2007
highlighted that in the childcare sector “over 10% of jobs
were paid at the level of the adult National Minimum Wage
(NMW), and nearly 20% were paid below this level”.34 Again
the problem is primarily situated in the PVI sector with a
subsequent study finding that:

“In April 2007, 7.6 per cent of childcare jobs in the voluntary
sector paid at the minimum wage, as did 7.1 per cent of jobs
in the private sector. While for public sector childcare
organisations, only 1.7 per cent of jobs were paid at the
minimum wage.”35

A survey of PVI providers conducted for the same report showed
that just under two-thirds of respondents reported increasing pay
rates to comply with National MinimumWage rises.

Childminders are self-employed and therefore their incomes
fluctuate vastly. However, a recent survey by the National
Childminding Association (NCMA) showed that 53% of
childminders earned less than £7,000 per annum, with more than
half of those surveyed workingmore than 40 hours per week.36
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Pay and conditions

The EYFS and the changing role of
ECEC workers
The fact that many ECEC workers are paid so poorly in
relation to other colleagues in closely linked professions –
particularly early years teachers in schools – is not
revelatory. What is new, however, is the disintegration of
one of the central reasons that has been used to ‘justify’
such disparities. In the past the UK has held to the
common concept of ‘childcare’ being a practice in many
ways unrelated and inferior to the ‘education’ of children.
This has led to an interpretation – largely unchallenged –
that those ‘caring’ for children should not be rewarded as
highly as those ‘educating’ children.

This paper argues that this partial justification has now
disappeared entirely with the introduction of the EYFS in
September 2008. Not only does the EYFS merge the
concepts of childcare and education as to be
indistinguishable for the under-5 age group, it also
requires all formal providers of ECEC to work to this
framework in order to meet basic registration
requirements. Now that all of our ‘childcarers’ are also
seen to be ‘educators’ (and also that conversely our
‘educators’ must embrace the role of ‘childcarer’) it can
surely no longer be justifiable, practical or ethical to
maintain a situation where some professionals working
with our youngest and most vulnerable children are paid
so substantially less than others.

Qualifications without incentives?
Providing training to up-skill the workforce in line with the
implications of the EYFS is vitally important. This paper
has already drawn attention to the considerable progress
the Government has made in this area in a short space of
time. However, the present strategy argues that facilitating
a general rise in pay before the ECEC workforce is up-
skilled might be considered illogical as it may reduce
incentives for staff to gain additional qualifications, but, in
theory, a better qualified workforce will in time begin to
make demands that will force up their pay and conditions.
This latter argument has applied to similar up-skilling
exercises conducted in the teaching and social work

sectors in the past. However, taking into consideration the
current structure of the ECEC sector it is unclear whether
the current mixed market – where over 80% of provision is
offered by PVI settings working to very tight profit-
margins37 – will make it possible to raise pay and
conditions across all settings without further intervention.

Thus the present strategy runs contrary to the laws of
market economics – it may be possible to recruit higher
grade staff into the sector, but it will prove extremely
difficult to retain them without a clearer career path and a
reasonable wage to aim for. In all likelihood the strategy
will fail to make any significant impact unless more is
done to reward and value the ECEC workforce. If we wish
the UK to deliver internationally-admired standards in
ECEC we must not only attract high calibre individuals into
the workforce but retain them too. This cannot be done
on wage levels that often scarcely raise many recipients
above the National Minimum Wage (NMW), if at all.

The National Minimum Wage
The Transformation Fund and The Graduate Leader Fund
are clear steps in the right direction to address these
problems, and should be applauded. But even with the full
subsidy on offer there are many providers who would
currently still be hard-pushed to pay a salary that can
compete with what a graduate could reasonably expect to
earn in other areas of the children’s workforce. It also
needs to be remembered that it will take some time to
establish a graduate-led workforce and more attention
should be given to the pay and conditions of staff below
graduate level – at least during the present transitional
period. Qualifications are also improving at lower levels
across the ECEC workforce and these people need to be
better rewarded too if we are to attract the best quality
staff to look after our youngest citizens. Unfortunately,
though, this does not appear to be happening yet, given
the high proportions of workers still being paid the NMW
or just marginally above. Beyond this, the statistics
outlined above suggest that many childminders38 are
probably paying themselves well below the NMW –
especially once their business costs are taken into
account. This is despite the vast improvement in their
qualification levels over recent years.
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However, it is fair to say that the NMW has helped greatly
to ensure a modest increase in pay for many ECEC
workers over the last decade – including those aged
under-21, despite them receiving lower rates of NMW.
The problem is that there has been little progress in
raising remuneration further towards what might be better
representative of a ‘living wage’. Also worrying are the
number of cases that continue to be exposed where ECEC
employers are flouting regulations in exploitative fashion.
Strikingly, the very first prosecution for non-compliance
with the NMW was against an ECEC proprietor and only
recently a NMW enforcement project which targeted the
ECEC sector during 2006/7 had a 17% ‘strike rate’, with
404 cases registered for investigation by HMRC
compliance teams.39 Where the NMW is being breached
it may be likely that other regulations governing staff
working conditions and benefits are also being ignored.

More needs to be done to ensure employers comply with
regulations around the NMW and working conditions. This
paper recommends that settings should be required to
provide details of staff pay and conditions as part of their
Ofsted Inspection. If Ofsted inspected this data with
appropriate input from officials in departments such as
BERR, HMRC and the Low Pay Commission, it would
enable more frequent checks for illegal employment
practice by ECEC settings. This could provide both a
deterrent to settings abusing NMW stipulations and help to
more easily catch those that persist in breaking the rules.

The difficulties of working on low pay
As the research outlined in section two shows, the quality a
child experiences in ECEC provision is heavily dependent
on their interactions with members of staff. Therefore it is
vital that staff are able to concentrate fully on providing the
highest quality education and care without distraction.
However, current pay and conditions may be affecting this.
Evidence that this might be the case is put forward in a
report published by IPPR in 2008. The report contains
interviews with ECEC workers and highlights the difficulties
they experienced in balancing doing their best for the
children they care for at work with the pressures of living in
often breadline circumstances.40 Interviewees commented
on the stress they felt living close to the poverty line and

how this inevitably affected their concentration at work at
times. Low pay also led to those interviewed reporting low
esteem, de-motivation at work, and a high number of staff
leaving the ECEC sector (often against their ideal wishes) to
pursue higher wages in areas such as retail or secretarial
roles. It is understandable that many ECEC workers in this
position are unlikely to be able to fully focus on the young
children in their care if they are worried about being able to
care for themselves or their family.

Unfortunately, though, there appear to be few initiatives
(beyond the Graduate Leader Fund) to raise overall pay
levels in the childcare sector. For example a pan-London
report on improving the quality of the childcare workforce
in this region contains extensive recommendations on
strategies for improving the training, profile and image of
childcare workers as well as advising on where funding
might be available to resource this. However the report
sidesteps the issue of pay entirely. Instead it recommends
that local authorities:

“Encourage childcare providers to offer non-financial
rewards such as flexibility, annual leave and professional
development opportunities.”41

Whilst these would all be welcome improvements in
conditions, many of the present problems of profile and
status are linked to pay levels. If the Government’s strategy
for improving quality in ECEC services is to fully embrace its
potential, then these issues cannot continue to be avoided.
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Recruitment and retention42

A professional workforce must aim to hire professional-
calibre staff. It is time for ECEC to be considered as a
realistic and desirable career option – not a route that
young women with few academic qualifications are
pushed into, regardless of whether they are suited to a
role in the sector. Despite the improvement in available
qualifications; routes into training; and aspirations for a
graduate-led workforce, working in ECEC services is still
often seen as a career path for those who have ‘failed’ in
other areas. In part this is likely to relate to the poor pay
and limited opportunities for career progression. This
attitude not only devalues the quality of care provided to
children, it also does a disservice to the vast numbers of
talented people who choose ECEC work as a vocation.

The CWDC’s response to the Children’s Workforce
Strategy (2006) concluded that as a general rule there was
not necessarily a direct link between levels of pay and
reward, and recruitment and retention across the
children’s workforce. However it also stated that in some
ECEC occupations it did find lower pay to be a significant
factor in the high turnover of staff. This is important – as
it can have an effect on the quality of care. Melhuish,
summarising research on quality, concludes that:

“Staff retention is important. Every time a familiar
caregiver leaves children suffer a loss. Where this
happens over and over the possibilities for establishing
sustained relationships and complex communication
necessary for maximising developmental potential are
greatly reduced.”44

It is bewildering for a young child – maybe just a few
months old – to experience a continual change in their
caregiver, and it may have adverse effects on their
development. This can be particularly important when
considering the needs of looked after children. But the
IPPR research highlights that too often the low pay and
conditions for ECEC staff force people to reluctantly leave
the sector in search of greater financial stability.45 The
present situation does not benefit either staff or children.

It seems that recruitment rates vary between types of

provider too. The Childcare and Early Years Providers
Survey 2007 states that:

“Recruitment rates among early years providers have
been relatively stable over the years compared with
recruitment rates for childcare providers.”46

“Early years providers” are predominantly maintained
settings delivering ‘education’, while “childcare providers”
comprises mainly PVI settings delivering ‘care’. Given the
disparities in pay and status between ‘carers’ and
‘educators’ discussed in this paper, it might be reasonable
to infer that the fluctuating recruitment rates for “childcare
providers” may be partly related to the poor pay and
conditions in the sector?

Box 3: Recruitment and retention
The length of service of staff varies by type of setting. Staff
working in sessional care and in maintained settings are
substantially more likely to stay at a setting longer than
those in full day care, where three quarters of staff had
stayed less than five years compared to roughly half of
staff in the other types of setting. This is reflected in the
high turnover rates of full day care settings:

Figure 4
Type of provider Staff turnover rate
Full day care 15%
Sessional care 11%
Primary schools with nursery 6%
and reception classes
Nursery schools 5%

Similarly, substantially more full day care providers
reported that at least one staff member had left in the
previous 12 months (62%) compared to sessional care
(40%), nursery schools (33%) and primary schools with
nursery and reception classes (28%).

The recruitment rates across the various types of ECEC
settings in 2007 varied from 20% in nursery schools to
38% in full day care settings. Sessional care recorded a
rate of 27% and primary schools with nursery and
reception classes 25%.
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Qualifications
This is the area where most progress has been made in
developing the ECEC workforce. Successive Government
initiatives outlined above have begun to raise standards
across the whole ECEC workforce which in turn is
beginning to raise quality in settings. A recent report from
Ofsted, reviewing the latest inspection cycle, noted that
although quality still varied across the country, overall:

“the quality of childcare and early education in day-care
settings inspected has risen year on year. Providers have
made a wide range of improvements for children in
response to issues raised at their previous inspection.”52

Daycare Trust has consistently called for half of all ECEC
staff to be qualified to level 3 by 2011 and applauds the
Government for statistics in the Childcare and Early Years
Providers Survey 2007 showing this to have been achieved
already (with the exception of childminders).

It is important, though, that a clear focus is kept on
addressing issues that may arise as the new structure for
training the ECEC workforce is constructed. For instance
current routes into the ECEC workforce allow people to
easily enter at a later age. Typically this includes parents
with school-aged children who are looking to return to the
employment market and to whom the working hours of
many ECEC settings are attractive as they allow them to
collect their own children from school. Such potential
employees may not have the requisite qualifications
initially – and may find it more difficult to afford the
necessary time and money to gain them, given they are
likely to have a young family. Nevertheless, people from
this demographic group represent a valuable source of
potential employees who might bring additional skills from
previous roles to the sector.

EYP status has the potential to help address this, given it
both represents a gold standard to attract young and
talented graduates into the sector but at the same time
allows existing workers to easily build on qualifications
they already hold. It is hoped that the different pathways
to achieving the status will help to attract a wider range of
potential people into the workforce. But it is important

that EYP status does not become the poor relation in
comparison to the Early Years Teacher (EYT) status. Whilst
the GLF will help to boost salaries for qualified EYPs, care
must be taken to ensure that both remuneration and
opportunities for progression are broadly commensurate
with those available to EYTs to prevent it becoming a
second-class status. This is likely to be challenging given
large numbers of EYPs will be situated in the PVI sector
where pay and conditions are not set. It is vital that some
form of national evaluation of the EYP role is undertaken
to set a benchmark for how much EYPs should be paid.

Such major structural changes to any sector will always
take time to come to fruition and the present initiatives
pursued by the Government are admirable. However,
although the target for ECEC settings to be graduate-led
by 2015 appears to be on course, there must be no room
for complacency. This report has already identified the
potential for low pay and poor conditions to threaten
progress as the deadline for this target approaches. The
Government must move to address this issue in tandem
with improving qualifications.

It may be advisable too for the Government to monitor the
experience of New Zealand which is currently working
towards establishing an all-graduate workforce within its
ECEC sector.53 This may be a useful model for the future
development of UK services, although it should also be
recognised that there must still be work-based routes to
obtaining qualifications and room for support staff roles in
settings too. In an ideal workforce a role akin to that of
classroom assistant in schools might help to avoid losing
valuable experience, knowledge and skills in the existing
workforce, as well as provide alternative routes into
working in ECEC. However, the ultimate aim should be for
non-graduate workers to be supported at all times by a
graduate member of staff.
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Status
Until the last decade most ECEC services were situated in
the PVI sector, with little formalised protocol for contact
with other children’s services such as schools, social
services and health services. Although the majority of
ECEC provision still remains outside the state sector,
recent mechanisms provided for local authorities to direct
local childcare markets for public benefit (such as those
contained in the Childcare Act 2006), and a general
increase in the state’s support to the ECEC sector, have
helped to embed ECEC in the wider framework of local
services more than ever before.

Similarly, recent structural changes to children’s services
made in the Children’s Act 2004 have meant ECEC
settings are now more likely to have contact with other
children’s professionals (eg teachers, health workers,
social workers) as part of an integrated working
environment under the auspices of the local children’s
trust – and in some cases within a children’s centre or as
part of an extended school.

Thus the status of ECEC workers has risen during the last
decade, but not necessarily to the level enjoyed by other
professions in the children’s sector. The increase in
amount of integrated services for the under-5 age group is
helping to professionalise ECEC staff and strengthen
working relationships between the ECEC workforce and
staff in other children’s services.

Nevertheless, despite the status of ECEC services rising as
part of the present Government strategy to help improve
child outcomes, the persistent perception of a lack of equal
status in relation to some other professions felt by many
ECEC workers – as well as how this is defined in their pay
and conditions – could threaten to destablise efforts to grow
and improve the quality of the workforce. It is also important
to remember again that the introduction of the EYFS has
now significantly dissolved previous conceptual boundaries
between the roles of carer and educator in relation to the
child, which serves to exacerbate such feelings.

This can cause problems in how ECEC workers relate to
other staff – particularly teachers – as well as difficulties in

Box 4: Qualifications
Registration requirements for group childcare under the
EYFS state that “all supervisors and managers must hold a
full and relevant level 3 qualification and half of all other
staff must hold a full and relevant level 2 qualification.”

A full list of NVQ levels and their equivalence to other
qualifications is shown in Figure 5.

Figure 5
NVQ Level Equivalent qualifications

1 GCSE (grade D-G); Foundation level GNVQ
2 GCSEs (grade A*-C); Intermediate level GNVQ
3 A-level, Vocational A-level (Advanced GNVQ)
4 Higher level qualifications, BTEC Higher nationals
5 Higher level qualifications, BTEC Higher nationals
6 Honours degree
7 Masters degree, PGCE, NPQICL
8 Doctorate

There has been steady progress in recent years in raising
the qualification levels of staff working in ECEC. For instance
in 2003 as the sector was expanding and taking on more
junior staff just 52% of ECEC staff working in full day care
held a level 3 qualification but in 2007 it had reached 61%.48

Similarly in 2003 only 16% of childminders held a level 3
qualification but by 2007 it had increased to 41%.

However, it is still possible for someone to be working within
ECEC without any qualifications at all. Most recent figures
indicate that 15% of the ECEC workforce have no
qualifications, and a further 18% are qualified to below level
3 standard.49 The basic minimum requirements for
childminders are that they “must have attended a training
course within six months of registration and must hold a
current paediatric first aid certificate at the point of
registration”.50

The proportion of settings reporting they had a member of
staff responsible for early years professional leadership who
had achieved or was working towards achieving Early Years
Professional (EYP) status (discussed in Section 3) was
highest among full day care settings in children’s centres
(14%), followed by full day care settings (11%) and sessional
settings (9%).51 The Government’s target is for an EYP or
equivalent level qualified member of staff to lead every ECEC
setting by 2015, and every children’s centre by 2010.
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reconciling the gaping pay gaps between ECEC workers
and most other professions in the children’s sector. For
instance in a Foundation Stage Unit partnership with a PVI
provider it is possible that a reception class teacher could
be paid around double the salary of a pre-school leader
even though they are ostensibly working alongside each
other in extremely similar roles.

This problem is likely to be exacerbated by the
commissioning culture which has made local authorities
the ECEC ‘provider of last resort’ and encourages ECEC
services – including those within children’s centres – to be
provided by PVI providers wherever possible.54 This will
mean that in future more staff are likely to be working in
the PVI sector than at present, with less protection over
their pay and status than those in the state sector.

The union role
Where there is union representation in the sector, ECEC
workers benefit from better pay and conditions and
there is also a perceptible difference in the status
attributed to them. It is no coincidence that the ECEC
workforce in the state sector (eg schools, local authority
nurseries and children’s centres) is much more highly
unionised and, as the data in this paper graphically
highlights, this is the part of the sector where workers
have the best pay and conditions. As well as negotiating
better terms of employment, unions provide a strong
collective voice that supports a professional identity and
status for the profession within the sector and across
wider society.

These positive outcomes mean that a unionised
workforce is also in the interests of employers as well as
helping to provide young children with a higher quality of
care and education. Employers benefit from good
employment relations and having a trained, experienced
and motivated workforce that can be directly consulted
with on the challenges facing the sector in expanding
and improving provision.

The increasingly important role of unions in supporting
learning and training at work, especially through the rise
of the union learning representative (ULR) over recent

years, means that unions have huge potential for
supporting further professionalisation of the workforce.
In particular, the widely recognised expertise of ULRs in
supporting employees lacking confidence to engage in
learning, often for the first time since leaving formal
education, could be a key means of supporting more
career progression opportunities for low-paid staff with
minimal qualifications in the sector.

Unions also support career progression and skills
development in a number of other ways by supporting
continuing professional development of staff. This may be
as a result of direct negotiations with individual employers,
wider agreements (especially in the public sector) or
through the union voice on bodies such as CWDC.

However, as proposed in the key recommendations in this
report, there is also an urgent need to bring unions,
employers and Government together at a higher level to
develop a coordinated strategy to tackle some of the key
challenges facing the ECEC workforce and the associated
outcomes affecting service delivery. Whilst unions already
do this through the relevant structures in the sector and
through direct contact with Government, there is a need to
take a more strategic approach by establishing a social
partnership body with a clear remit, especially with the aim
of improving pay and conditions.

Whilst it would be in the interests of many ECEC employees
in the PVI sector to enjoy the collective negotiating strength
of their counterparts in the public sector, there are
significant barriers facing unions in organising in this area.
The inherent structure of the PVI sector, with large numbers
of small employers, high turnover rates and a large degree
of casualisation makes it very challenging and resource-
intensive for unions to make headway.

Nevertheless, unions are engaged in a range of
recruitment strategies in the PVI sector and many national
employer organisations also recognise that increased
union coverage would be a positive step in addressing the
challenges of low pay and poor conditions and the
associated impact on the quality of education and care.
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5. Conclusion
The Government has made significant progress in putting
in place the structures to grow the quality of staff working
in ECEC services. There is a much clearer framework for
ECEC qualifications; there are greater opportunities
available for training and development; ECEC workers are
increasingly working in conjunction with other children’s
professionals helping to both broaden their capabilities
and raise the status of the ECEC sector. All these factors
are vitally important in creating the environment to entice
better qualified staff into the workforce, as well as up-
skilling those existing ECEC workers.

However, this paper has shown that there are still
fundamental problems likely to surface in the future
relating to pay, conditions and the status of workers in the
sector. The ECEC workforce will not consistently attract
or retain the calibre of person that present aspirations
demand unless they are able to earn a wage comparable
to the other professionals they are expected to work
alongside in the wider integrated approach to children’s
services that is developing.

It is not that this issue is not recognised by all major
stakeholders. There is common agreement across the
ECEC sector (including from most ECEC employers
themselves) and within Government that pay and
conditions of the workforce are too low and this is a threat
to universally-held ambitions to improve quality. What this
paper has sought to highlight is the need to start
examining this problem more closely now that the
qualifications and aspirations of ECEC workers are
beginning to rise, alongside increasing, and justifiable,
expectations of commensurate reward.

But we also recognise that there is no simple solution to
this problem. At present many ECEC providers in the PVI
sector – the sector where pay and conditions are
recognised to be poorest – are working to extremely tight
profit-margins, and a great many are making a loss.55

Organisations such as the Pre-school Learning Alliance and
National Day Nurseries Association report that many of
their members express a desire to improve the amount
they are able to pay their staff, but higher pay would mean
higher fees and they also recognise that many parents
would simply be priced out by further increases. Especially
as any increase would come on top of sharp rises in the
price of childcare already – Daycare Trust’s Annual
Childcare Costs Survey has recorded above-inflation
increases in costs in every year since it was first conducted
in 2001.56 With staffing representing roughly 80% of a PVI
provider’s present costs,57 it is hard to envisage where
such settings could find savings elsewhere in their
budgets to direct towards improving the pay of their staff?

With this in mind it is difficult to see where else a
wholesale improvement in pay and conditions for ECEC
workers could come from without government
intervention. A Daycare Trust report highlighted this in
2005 stating that “no other country has achieved a well-
qualified early childhood workforce without adopting a
tax-based supply subsidy”.58 That the Government has
recognised this already and begun to address issues
around the upper tiers of the workforce, via the
graduate leader strand of the Transformation Fund and
now the GLF, is to be applauded. However, below the
level of leadership the majority of the ECEC workforce

“no other country has
achieved a
well-qualified early
childhood workforce
without adopting a
tax-based supply
subsidy”
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continues to experience extremely poor pay and
conditions with no prospect of improvement in sight.
If prospective workers do not see incentives to
achieving better qualifications to work in the ECEC
sector then the best of them will be attracted
elsewhere, possibly even before entering the sector in
the first place. The danger that the present strategy in
relation to the workforce might fail to revolutionise
quality and standards within the ECEC sector is real.
But intervention now to provide such incentives in the
form of better pay, status and working conditions for
all levels of qualified staff could still minimise these
risks. Given the significant investment that has already
been made in improving training and qualifications for

the ECEC workforce, this paper questions whether the
Government is really willing to jeopardise these gains
simply by ignoring issues relating to remuneration?

Many members of the ECEC workforce are being asked
to demonstrate a new diversity of professional skills as
‘educators’ by the introduction of the EYFS. In return they
should receive equivalent professional rewards more in
line with other areas of the children’s workforce. This
paper concludes by making a series of recommendations
designed to encourage the Government to direct greater
attention and resources towards increasing pay within
the mixed-market economy, and to improve the quality of
the ECEC workforce generally.

Recommendations
� Government should establish a high-level social
partnership group involving Government, employers and
trade unions and give it a clear remit to look at the
detrimental impact of the poor pay and conditions that
affect a high proportion of the ECEC workforce. This
would assess the longer-term impact this will have on
quality improvement targets, and make recommendations
for steps to bring about a significant improvement in the
pay and conditions of all ECEC workers over time.

� Government should set new standards for pay and
conditions to improve in line with the aspirations to
improve qualification levels.

� More information should be collected about working
conditions and benefits for staff working in ECEC
settings, especially in the PVI sector. This could
potentially be included in future Early Years and
Childcare Providers Surveys.

� More needs to be done to ensure that the status –
including pay and conditions – of Early Years
Professionals is commensurate with those of Early
Years Teachers. This should encompass a national
evaluation of the EYP role and a pay benchmark set in
line with other relevant professionals.

� Measures should be put in place to enable all staff to
have the opportunity to acquire a relevant qualification
equivalent to NVQ Level 3 by 2015.

� Half of all childminders should hold a relevant
qualification equivalent to NVQ Level 3 by 2011.

� ECEC providers should be required to provide details
of staff pay and conditions as part of Ofsted Inspections
to ensure they are complying with minimum wage
regulations.

� Government should withdraw the pressure for local
authorities always to focus on commissioning and
consequently be a provider of ‘last resort’ for
childcare services.
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campaigning translate into policy change, including
the establishment of the national childcare strategy.
However, access to quality childcare services is still
dependent on where families live and on their
income. Daycare Trust is uniquely qualified to give a
voice to parents facing a multiple range of
challenges. Please support our campaign for
universal quality affordable childcare.

Daycare Trust offers a range of services, including an
information line, publications, consultancy, training
and membership. Contact us for details of our
services or visit our website.
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