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Our organisation was formed to support the development of good ideas and good experiences for 0-3 year olds and their parents and care

Workforce capacity and sustainability
Bullet point 7 What is the best way to change perception of the early years sector and ensure that it is considered to be a highly valued, rewarding profession
Unless the value of working with our youngest children gains the recognition it deserves, the quality of early years provision in England is at risk (Social Mobility Commission 2020). Early years professionals are the key link between children’s experiences in early years settings and children’s wellbeing and outcomes. 

The September 2025 introduction of 30 hours publicly funded provision for children from the age of 9 months in working families puts heavy demands on the quality of the early years workforce working with under threes. Demands which early years practitioners and teachers, as Ofsted notes (Ofsted 2025) may not yet be fully able to meet. Workforce, recruitment, retention and wellbeing are preconditions for the successful implementation of the expansion of the programme of funded hours, as noted by the National Audit Office (2024).

Ensuring improvements in the pay and employment conditions of the early years workforce, linked to a clearly defined career structure, are most urgently needed for the early years private sector workforce. This should go hand in hand with the articulation of a national early years workforce strategy providing a framework of recognised training routes and valid qualifications and outlining a career structure.
 
Among other issues, such initiatives ought to address the lack of gender (DfE 2018) and  ethnic diversity (BERA 2022) in the entire early years workforce, including in public sector provision, such as maintained nursery schools and primary school nursery classes. Such greater diversity is likely to enhance pedagogical quality and thereby affect children’s outcomes.

The findings from a 2025 interim report of a comparative study of early years workforce policy, led by Dame Cathy Nutbrown, (BAECE/Nuffield Foundation 2025) addresses shared workforce challenges, including its low professional status, in the four UK nations. A wide range of issues, including those mentioned above, are among those this report identifies as requiring strategic responses from government.  The enforcement of pathways towards career progression and a recognised career structure, alongside good pay and employment conditions, are issues that successive governments have entirely shied away from (DfE 2017).
 
The proposals in Giving Every Child the Best Start in Life do not yet go far enough in indicating how to ensure that early years workforce roles are considered part of a highly valued and rewarding profession and are experienced by practitioners and teachers as such.
In contrast, the Irish Government’s recent policy developments in this domain serve as an example of what is possible with the right commitment, appropriate financial support, and effective interdepartmental collaboration. 

This government successfully tackled the implementation of a career structure for the – entirely private sector early years workforce in 2021. (Early Years and Childcare Coalition, 2023).

September 2022 saw the publication of two legally binding early years workforce Employment Regulation Orders (Department of Enterprise, Tourism and Employment 2023) comprising career structure, minimum pay, and other employment terms and conditions. 
This ‘core funding’ (Department of Children, Disability and Equality, 2022) was implemented by the Irish government in 2022/2023, as recommended by  an Expert Group (Government of Ireland, 2021) tasked with developing proposals for a new funding model for the Irish early years system. The Irish early years employers and employee representative bodies are now in their fourth year of collective bargaining about appropriate early years workforce wage rates.

Very importantly, the Irish government adopted a comprehensive early years workforce plan 2022-2028 that had been developed alongside the new funding model and dovetails with the requirements of the 2022 Employment Regulation Orders.

Supervision for professionals working with the first 1000 days of life
Supervision, in the sense of an allocated time for reflection on practice, is an important resource for most of the professions engaged with the first 1000 days of life. Community professionals, such as health visitors and speech and language therapists, have long had supervision as a right; in 2017 supervision became mandatory for staff in settings. 
FYIR’s Secretary, Nick Peacey, was last year co-director of a team commissioned by the DfE to develop a framework to promote quality supervision in education settings (Supervision in Education Network, 2025)  Typically, the senior staff of early years settings lead supervision for staff. But consultees to the programme consistently reported that managers themselves did not always receive supervision. This is hard to check: Ofsted does not report specifically on supervision, but in terms of ‘changing perception of the early years sector and ensuring that it is considered to be a highly valued, rewarding profession’, proper care for leaders in the field will be exemplified by ensuring supervision is available.  



Quality and Outcomes
Bullet point 1 Has cross government working on early years improved?  
A case is being made with increasing frequency for multi-agency/cross departmental/whole systems engagement for (at least) the first 1000 days. Such collaboration requires high level support and while, too often, early years provision has been seen as acceptably ‘covered’ just by collaboration of the Departments of Education and Health and Social Care, it is now widely accepted that cross government collaboration is needed for the system to progress. 

Dame Andrea Leadsom’s Early Years Development Review brought together civil servants from six ministries. But consistent inter-ministerial collaboration in pressurised political environments is never easy without the sort of overarching authority given to Andrea Leadsom by the then Prime Minister, particularly when Government is seeking savings by reducing civil service numbers. 
Frank Field’s 2012 review ‘The Foundation Years (0-5 years of age)’ argued that Government should ‘maintain proper oversight of and promote integrated service working’ by creating the role of a ‘Cabinet Minister for the Foundation Years.’ The appointment would demonstrate, Lord Field wrote, how the Government publicly recognises ‘the significance of this period of life as the base for future life achievements’.  Frank was the first Chair of FYIR and never changed his view that such a Cabinet position was essential for integration of Early Years programmes across Departments.
Bullet point 4 How can the role of parents, the home learning environment, and family friendly working policies impact on school readiness, and what further support is needed in this area? 
Spending priorities must always recognise the fact that babies and infants spend more time with parents and family than in any setting. The most important hub, for impact on school readiness and for every other desirable developmental goal, is the family. 

The ability to settle into/benefit from free nurseries and ‘school readiness’ strongly depends upon what happens in the earliest days and months. Michael Marmot has written  “Stress associated with poverty will damage children’s brains… The impact on health inequalities will be seen, not just in this generation….” 

In evidence to the Education Committee (Solving the SEND Crisis Inquiry), the Institute of Health Visiting explained the need for the presence of health visitors in the community. (Institute of Health Visiting 2025a) :
‘Through their universal reach, health visitors work with all families from pregnancy to school entry; they are widely trusted, and their support is welcomed by families. With a breadth of skills that straddle child and adult health (physical and mental health), child development, social needs and safeguarding, they can ensure that families get the right support, including during long waits for assessments in specialist services’. 

Whilst the health visitor workforce has reduced by some 46% in the last decade, the needs of babies, children and families have increased and the work of health visitors has become more challenging.  In the current environment of extended childcare placements for infants during the first 1000 days of life the health visitor is the professional best placed to stay in touch with the quality of caregiving in both home and setting, probably the most critical variable for a child’s long-term development towards school readiness.  
Bullet point 6  How useful are the current metrics for assessing quality and outcomes? 
There is a range of potentially useful metrics already in place around the first 1000 days of life. For this age group, the best approach to usefulness may be the simplest: rather than seeking to introduce or change metrics, ensure that those in place work properly.  The outsourcing of services has made data collection burdensome and expensive for responsible authorities – it may not get done. For example, even national data on breast feeding is less useable than it should be because of unreliable collection.  Half the local authorities in the country may not appear in the final compilations of published data. ‘5 regions did not pass data validation and do not have a breastfeeding rate published. In the other 4 regions, there is a 20.8 percentage point gap between the North East, which is the lowest at 38.5%, and the East of England, which is the highest at 59.3%.’ OHID (2024) Breast feeding at 6 to 8 months 2023-2024 Statistical Commentary. 
Health reviews have a role as universal metrics as well as being individual assessments. England, unusually, mandates such reviews without specifying that they must be carried out by a qualified health visitor and face to face - some commissioners imagine that it is possible to assess a baby by phone, with all the health and safeguarding implications that idea brings! 
Giving Every Child the Best Start in Life includes a paragraph on data; it does not go far enough in emphasising the urgency of improvement in this vital field.
Bullet Point 11: Is there more that could be done to improve quality and the outcomes for children in early years settings which is missing from the Government’s Giving Every Child the Best Start in Life Strategy?  incorporating
Bullet point 7 What role does Ofsted play in the quality of early years provision? 
Bullet point 8  What role will the increased number of Stronger Practice Hubs play? 
We welcome the Government's commitment to creating Best Start Family Hubs (BSFHs), new institutions which seek to take the best of their inheritance from the previous government’s reforms while injecting key elements of the effective Sure Start centres.  But Giving Every Child the Best Start in Life under-emphasises the core understanding that made Sure Start so effective: that raising a child is ideally a social endeavour In which infant, parents, and carers can flourish in networks of care, friendship and shared experiences through the first 1000 days - whether in a Hub or elsewhere. 

“The huge success of the early years social provision, Sure Start, depended to a great extent on the creation of social capital in these centres, replicating our evolutionary origins. ‘ A children’s centre is more than a location for doing things for families. It is also a micro-neighbourhood where they and the staff do things for each other,’”(Kraemer 2023)

The Strategy contains occasional references to the relationship-building that the Sure Start story suggest Hubs need to build (informal play sessions/’stay and play’ pp 17/18 and ‘BSFHs will be….relationship-centred’.(p.19). But the document misses the point, supported by a mass of research, that relationship-building must be the core, not the add-on, of any Hub designed to help deliver the school-readiness by which Ministers will measure their success.   

The pillars of parenting support
Fortunately, the grant award expectations for Best Start Family Hubs 2025/2026 (Government UK 2025) are less vague about the approach required to make use the lessons of Sure Start.  These criteria are explicit and could be used to promote good practice across the system:
‘This funding must be invested in services for babies aged 0 to 2 and promote bonding and attachment, with a focus on sensitive and attuned parenting, laying strong foundations for both social emotional and cognitive development.’ 
(This expectation is strongly attuned to the views of Schore (1994) that policy should be based on the principle that the tasks of infancy and the early years are a) the establishment and continuation of secure, consistent attachment; b) the gradual development of affect 
(emotional) regulation in the child.) 
Expectations of services awarded grants are set out as ‘Pillars of parenting support’.
‘Parenting support offers should centre round three types of activity: Evidence based interventions, parenting interventions and community outreach…..
By peer support, we mean support provided by fellow parents and carers. This might be in the form of parent and baby groups which provide a safe space for parents to form a strong network. This kind of informal relationship building between parents can play a pivotal role in sharing advice, messaging and support. … A good quality peer support programme should provide one-to-one and/or tailored support for a diverse range of parents and carers..’ (Government UK 2025)

A recent editorial in a peer-reviewed journal sees this approach as vital if parenting is not to be an individualistic task in which the pressures on parents and carers can create severe mental stress and worse; it argues that politicians should seek to create beneficial ecosystems for the well-being of children.  ‘By recognizing that parents and children are part of a larger ecosystem, we pave the way for a future where the well-being of children is a shared priority across all sectors of society.’(Luijk & Roseboom,2025)

To embed that the lessons of Sure Start in Best Start Family Hubs in the English local authority system that recently years been notorious for the ‘post code lottery’ of services it offers 0-3 year olds and their families (see, for example, UNICEF UK/NSPCC 2024,ONS/Ofsted 2024), a systematic approach to promoting the Pillars of Parental Support, as defined above, could be valuable: 
· DfE/Ofsted to check that the expectations for awards of funding make a difference to practice in Best Start Family Hubs 
· Professional development within a comprehensive workforce strategy (see page 3) to include showcasing through modelling and shared practice the Pillars of Parental Support, particularly ‘parenting interventions’ as set out in the grant criteria 2025-2026.
· Ofsted early inspection of Best Start Family Hubs to include assessment of the settings’ development of the Pillars of Parental Support.
· The Stronger Practice Hubs (a good model but currently under-resourced and far too thinly spread: we welcome the doubling of their number), to lead in peer professional development on evidence-based models that ensure the lessons of Sure Start are acted on. 
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