The stability of the early years workforce: using a place-based approach to undertake a comparative analysis 

By the age of five, there is already a gap in attainment based on socioeconomic background. This gap persists through school years and impacts on people’s ability to be socially mobile. And yet, the early years workforce faces significant reputational issues, for instance it is sometimes seen as “just childcare” and there is an underappreciation of the crucial roles those working in the sector have to play in the development of children. This in turn leads to issues of recruitment and retention of a high-quality skilled workforce.
 The stability, therefore, of the early years workforce matters, because quality is harder to achieve in the absence of stability. In disadvantaged communities, having stable early years education is even more important for the development of children, as research suggests children from disadvantaged backgrounds may be  less likely to hear as many words or see as many gestures at home, and are more likely to be in less resource-rich home environments.
 

Workforce stability can be analysed in three different ways. Firstly, it is about retention within the sector – to what extent are people leaving the early years workforce altogether. Secondly, movement between providers – to what extent are workers moving between different providers and why?  Thirdly, movement within the institution itself setting – are early years workers moving to different roles within the same institution, and how, if at all, is this relevant for the stability of the workforce within particular early years settings? 

We also know that there are diverse providers in the sector; many children are educated in private, voluntary or independent settings while others may be being taught in larger nurseries, some of which are attached to primary schools.   

We expect that early years providers in urban and rural settings face different types of barriers to recruitment and retention. We also expect that in some geographies, the workforce is local, and likely to remain local. Further to this, there are not huge incentives for workers to move into more isolated areas; for instance, for early years workers to travel significant distances to work. Therefore there is a limited and localised labour market for providers, and a limited and localised employment market for early years workers, in some areas. 

The Social Mobility Commission is, therefore, inviting proposals for research to undertake a study of the barriers affecting stability within the early years workforce, by adopting a place-based approach. Our State of the Nation in 2017, highlighted some significant regional disparities in social mobility, and across the proxy indicators at each life course including the early years indicators. This is an opportunity to shed light on some of the regional and local disparities in the stability of the early years workforce. 
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