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The Association of Childhood Professionals welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to this 
government in relation to Budget 2015. 
 

“A growing body of research recognises that early childhood education and care (ECEC) brings a 
wide range of benefits, for example, better child well-being and learning outcomes as a foundation 
for lifelong learning; more equitable child outcomes and reduction of poverty; increased 
intergenerational social mobility; more female labour market participation; increased fertility rates; 
and better social and economic development for society at large.”
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These benefits are conditional on the quality of the care and education that is provided and there is both 
national and international evidence that quality provision in these areas stems from a quality workforce.  
 
The OECD

2
 has set out five key policy levers to promote increased quality in early childhood care and 

education. These are: 
 

1. Setting out quality goals and regulations 
2. Designing and implementing curriculum and standards 
3. Improving qualification, training and working conditions 
4. Engaging families and communities 
5. Advancing data collection, research and monitoring 

 
In Budget 2015, the ACP calls on this government to prioritise investment for improving the qualifications, 
training and working conditions of all early years practitioners so that children, families and the wider 
society can benefit from the resulting high quality care and education. Increasing the quality of education 
and care in the early years supports cross departmental policies so the returns on investment are 
multiplied and overall spending reduced.
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The economy is showing signs of recovery and on this 25th Anniversary of the UN Convention on the 
Rights of the Child it is an opportune time for the Government of Ireland to demonstrate its commitment to 
the youngest citizens of this country by prioritising investment in the early years. Current government 
spending in the early years is a meagre 0.4%, with only 0.2% invested at preschool level.  Public 
investment in ECEC is crucial and a series of policy documents advise that at least 1% of GDP should be 
allocated to ECEC

4
. High quality provision of care and education is central to providing for the rights of 

the child and this high quality can only be delivered through a professional workforce that is properly 
resourced and remunerated. In Budget 2009 €320 million was cut from the early years budget. Now that 
the economy is experiencing growth Budget 2015 needs return this money to the early year sector 
through incremental increases in investment over the duration of the, soon to be published, national early 
years strategy. Such reinvestment would ensure that Ireland narrows the gap with the OECD average 
spend of 0.7% of GDP and is the only way to support the delivery of high quality care and education in 
the early years. 
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Key recommendations: 

1. Increase investment to ensure that the professionals working in the early years are 
resourced and remunerated for all aspects of their role in providing high quality care 
and education. 

2. Increase investment for an interim period to support existing staff to gain the 
necessary qualifications required to provide high quality care and education. 

3. Increase investment in all areas of early years to ensure sustainability while providing 
high quality care and education 
 

 
 
Recommendations: 

1. Increase investment to ensure that the professionals working in the early years are resourced and 
remunerated for all aspects of their role in providing high quality care and education. 
 

The provision of high quality care and education is inextricably linked to the working conditions 
experienced by staff in the profession.

5
 Investment is necessary to ensure the following: 

 High staff-child ratios and low group size 

 Policies that guarantee decent wages
6
 and other benefits (e.g. pensions, sick pay, etc.) 

 Wages that incorporate ‘non-contact time’ for administrative, maintenance and other essential 
duties

7
 

 Reduction in  staff turnover 

 Good working environment  

 A competent and supportive management 

 Access to mandatory and non mandatory continuing professional development 
 

Current levels of capitation do not adequately support paying practitioners a wage that is commensurate 
with all aspects of their job. Much of the work that is required to provide high quality care and education is 
unpaid

8
 and this is unsustainable in a profession that sees many earning little more than minimum wage

9
 

despite increasing levels of qualifications.
10

 
 
The ECCE Scheme needs to be extended as it currently makes seasonal workers of early childhood 
professionals. Staff working in sessional services are only paid for 41 weeks of the year and must apply 
for social protection payments for the summer period. Many practitioners are thus not earning a living 
wage

11
 

12
 and as a result there is a difficulty with retaining qualified, experienced practitioners in the 

profession.  
 
Continuing Professional Development (CPD) is required for the provision of high quality care and 
education. Capitation needs to be sufficient to allow access to both mandatory and non mandatory CPD 
for all members of the early years workforce. 
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Supporting Children with Additional Needs: There is little or no funding for the provision of required 
personnel to support children with additional needs in early years. Current minimum ratios and the 
absence of sufficient investment make it extremely challenging to provide for children with additional 
needs in centres and practitioners are overextending themselves to do so without necessary supports. 
 
 

2. Increase investment for an interim period to support existing staff to gain the necessary 
qualifications required to provide high quality care and education. 

 
Commencement of higher qualification requirements for staff and the roll-out of a new training support 
programme are two of the priorities set by the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs in 2014. Frances 
Fitzgerald announced a €3 million Learner Fund over 2 years and said that “Increasing staff qualification 
requirements is a key objective of my 8 point agenda to improve quality standards in early years and 
childcare services. International evidence tells us that raising the qualification levels of staff working with 
children is key to improving the quality of services.” This Learner Fund will support all existing 
practitioners to gain their required NFQ Level 5 childcare qualification and leaders in ECCE Scheme 
rooms to gain an accredited Level 6 childcare qualification. This discriminates against the staff working in 
rooms with children age from birth to three and also against the children in these rooms. “Higher 
qualifications are found to be strongly associated with better outcomes.” 
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 The sensitive periods for brain 

development in the area of language, numbers, peer social skills and emotional control peak between 1-3 
years of age

14
 therefore it is important for children of this age category to be cared for by highly qualified 

and competent practitioners. 
 
There exists a European target of achieving a 60% graduate led workforce by 2020. “The level of initial 
professional preparation for ECCE should be BA level with at least one staff member qualified at this level 
in each room or with each group of children and sharing responsibility with other qualified staff.” 

15
 Low 

paid practitioners are not in a position to fund the college fees or associated costs required to access a 
degree in early childhood education and care. Nor are they in a position to return to college on a full time 
basis. To achieve an experienced, graduate led workforce investment needs to be put in place to support 
these practitioners to return to college while remaining in work. This is an interim need. New entrants to 
the profession can access pre-service training at a level appropriate to them and will be able to access 
subsidised full time places in colleges. The wealth of experience that is currently available in this 
profession should not be lost in the move to a graduate led workforce. 
 
“More specialised education and training of staff is found to be strongly associated with stable, sensitive 
and stimulating interactions in ECEC settings.” 
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3. Increase investment in all areas of early years services to ensure sustainability while providing 

high quality care and education 
 

Providing high quality care and education costs money. In general, parents cannot afford the real cost of 
this provision and require governmental support to subsidise the cost.

17
 Ireland currently invests 0.2% of 

GDP in early years care and education. This is far short of the European average and the recommended 
investment rate of a minimum of 1%

18
 

Centre based early years care and education is heavily regulated in Ireland and this prevents providers 
from operating as viable commercial entities while providing high quality care and education. The 
government must subsidise provision to ensure that it is sustainable and of high quality. 
Budget 2015 must: 

 Provide sufficient funding to allow services to meet regulatory requirements 

 Ensure that there is adequate funding to support the implementation of the practice frameworks, 
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Síolta and Aistear. There is substantial evidence that investment in initial professional preparation 
is cost-effective if complemented by a coherent policy on professional development, supported by 
specifically qualified staff (e.g. pedagogical coordinators or advisers).This is evidenced in recent 
publications by both the DCYA and the DES.

19
 Continuous professional development, 

accompanied by specially qualified staff needs to take place over extended periods of time and 
needs to be focused on transforming collective and individual practices.

20
 These frameworks 

provide the blueprint for the provision of high quality early years care and education in Ireland and 
a continuing professional development tool for practitioners working with children in the early 
years. Funding is required on two levels: 

1. To support DCYA rollout of training and supporting resources 
2. To financially support early years services to avail of the training. 

 Support services to meet staffing and operational costs of the service (e.g. wages, rent/mortgage, 
PRSI contributions, water charges, commercial utilities, etc.) Early years services are being 
charged commercial rates despite not being able to operate within a traditional business model.

21
  

Rates are calculated based on location and size of premise, amongst other factors. However 
these services are unable to increase the capacity of provision as ratios are dictated by 
regulations and most services are unable to increase their fees as they are contracted to deliver 
the ECCE Scheme. Jobs are at risk as a result of these charges and this budget needs to 
address this situation. 

 Increase investment to provide secure level of funding for services. The ECCE Scheme is 
currently provided on a per capita basis and fluctuations in numbers enrolled mean that there is 
no job security for the early years workforce. Sustainability issues are also arising due to 
oversupply of childcare places in some areas as a free market policy applies.

22
  

 The Early Childhood Care & Education (ECCE) Scheme, which provides one year (38 weeks) of 
free pre-school education, should also be extended to younger children if it is to have maximum 
impact in supporting children’s development. “It is easily forgotten that the Free Pre-School Year 
represents just 3% of a child’s entire life up to that time and, although it comes relatively early in 
the life of a child, it is not early in terms of child development. This supports the case for earlier 
intervention...”

23
 

 Support services to maintain and improve the physical environment to ensure that it provides for 
the holistic needs of each individual child and meets regulatory requirements. 
 

The DCYA is not in a position to directly provide early years education and care for all that require it and 
so contract independent providers (community and private) to increase provision. These services have to 
be sufficiently subsidised to ensure that provision is of high quality care and education. Anything less is 
unacceptable and potentially damaging for children. 
 
Conclusion 

Investment in early years education and care is an investment in the future. Research indicates that this 

investment will yield great returns in social capital and in saved future expenditure in intervention and 

prevention services.
24

 This budget must begin the process of serious investment in our children and in the 

professionals who work with them. This budget should be the first of many steps taken to develop high 

quality provision and thus demonstrate the priorities and values of this Government. 
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The Association of Childhood Professionals is the professional body representing practitioners in early 

years and out of school care and education. We aim to  

• Be the collective identity and represent the voice of childhood professionals 

• Promote and engage active membership 

• Advocate and seek support for the initial training and continuing professional development of 

childhood professionals 

• Advocate and campaign for recognition of childhood professionals including their professional 

status and equitable pay and work conditions 

• Raise awareness of the value and contribution made by the childhood professional to the lives of 

children, families and society as a whole 

 

Association of Childhood Professionals 

Dundanion House, 

Blackrock, 
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Mob: 086 272 4013 

Email: info@acpireland.com 
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www.facebook.com/acpire 
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