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Introduction 

Building Blocks is a sector-wide survey open to all early years and childcare professionals working in 

England, from childminders to nannies, to staff working in schools, nurseries, pre-schools and 

playgroups. The survey looks at a wide range of issues affecting the workforce, providing a valuable, 

regular health check on the state of the childcare and early years sector in England. 

Focus on the workforce 

This report is the second in a two part series, and focuses specifically on our survey results related to 

the childcare and early years workforce. The previous report, 30 hours: one year on, which was 

published in August 2018, presented our findings related to the new 30 hour entitlement.1 In this 

report, we look at job satisfaction, experience, qualifications and training, working conditions, 

finances and future plans. 

What we found 

Our key findings include these points: 

 There is evidence of downward trend in qualifications levels for childminders, with an 

increase in those with no qualifications and a drop in those with a full Level 3.  

 Just two per cent of group-based practitioners and one per cent of childminders reported 

they were currently studying for a qualification; around a fifth of practitioners achieved their 

last qualification over 10 years ago. 

 There is a widening qualification and training gap between more experienced practitioners 

and those who joined the sector in the past eight years. 

 A majority of practitioners reported increased costs across the board, notably for learning 

resources, council tax, food, business paperwork, insurance, and training. 

 Nearly half of group-based practitioners (46 per cent) reported that they have raised their 

fees in the past year, and 42 per cent expect to do in the next year. Childminders were much 

less likely to have raised fees in the past year or to say they plan to do so in the future. 

 Vacancy rates have decreased since the last survey, particularly for those delivering 30 

hours. Just over half of practitioners (52 per cent) reported no vacancies, and for those 

delivering 30 hours it was 56 per cent. 

 The key reason for leaving the sector for childminders remains lack of demand for places/ 

work (44 per cent). For group practitioners, it is still inadequate pay (52 per cent).  

                                                           
1 See PACEY (2018), 30 hours: one year on (Bromley: PACEY). 

https://www.pacey.org.uk/Pacey/media/Website-files/building%20blocks/Building-Blocks-2018-30-hours-FINAL-03-08-18.pdf


 
 

©Professional Association for Childcare and Early Years 2018        4 

 

 Job satisfaction in childcare and early years remains remarkably high, with a strong majority 

– 93 per cent – reporting that they find it rewarding to work in the sector. However, there 

has been a drop of three per cent since our last survey. 

We make a series of recommendations at the end of the report which outline practical steps 

government and local authorities need to take now to ensure the sector can recruit and retain 

dedicated and talented people that will provide high quality care and education for children. 

Methodology 

The Building Blocks 2018 survey was carried out online in the spring of 2018, between 20th March 

and 8th May 2018. We received 2,129 total responses from individual practitioners from a wide 

variety of settings from every region in England.  

Profile of respondents 

A majority of respondents (85 per cent) reported that they work primarily in domestic settings 

(childminding settings and Childcare on Domestic Premises). Around 13 per cent work primarily in 

non-domestic early years settings, including day nurseries, pre-schools, playgroups, schools and 

nursery schools, crèches and before- and after-school clubs. Nannies, also known as home 

childcarers, made up a very small number of respondents (two per cent). 
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Qualifications and CPD 
Since our last survey, further evidence has been published to support the link between qualifications 

and training and high quality early years provision.2 We asked respondents about what qualifications 

they hold; how much CPD they do per year; and whether it makes a difference. Our previous surveys 

have found that both have a beneficial impact on confidence and especially everyday practice.  

Qualifications  

Recent research has found evidence of an emerging downward trend in qualification levels in the 

childcare and early years sector.3  This year’s survey found a downward trend for childminders in 

particular. The number of childminders reporting that they do not hold any childcare or early years 

qualifications has increased by three points since the last survey to 12 per cent. The number of 

childminders reporting that the highest they had achieved was a partial Level 3 qualification 

increased by six points to 14 per cent, and the number who reported their highest qualification was 

a full Level 3 fell by three points to 45 per cent. Eight per cent of childminders said their highest 

qualification was a Level 6 (graduate) qualification, the same as before.  

For group-based practitioners, the number reporting that Level 3 was their highest qualification was 

down four points to 24 per cent. However, the number of those reporting their highest qualification 

was a Level 6 (graduate) was up five points to 61 per cent.  

As in the past, practitioners from Ofsted-graded “outstanding” settings of all types were more likely 

to hold higher qualifications across the board. 

 

                                                           
2 See, for example, S. Bonetti and K. Brown (2018), Structural elements of quality early years provision: a 
review of the evidence (London: Education Policy Institute); E. Melhuish and J. Gardiner (2017), Study of Early 
Education and Development (SEED): Study of Quality of Early Years Provision in England (London: Department 
for Education). 
3 S. Bonetti (2018), The early years workforce: a fragmented picture (London: Education Policy Institute). 
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https://epi.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/Early-years-structural-quality-review_EPI.pdf
https://epi.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/Early-years-structural-quality-review_EPI.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/723736/Study_of_quality_of_early_years_provision_in_England.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/723736/Study_of_quality_of_early_years_provision_in_England.pdf
https://epi.org.uk/publications-and-research/early-years-workforce_analysis/
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Only two per cent of group practitioners and one per cent of childminders reported that they are 

currently studying for an early years qualification, and around a fifth of practitioners reported 

receiving their last qualification over 10 years ago. 

 

The survey also found a qualification gap between more and less experienced childminders. Those 

who have been in the sector for under eight years are nearly twice as likely to hold no qualifications 

as more experienced childminders (19 per cent compared to 10 per cent). There is a similar gap 

when it comes to partial, and especially full, Level 3 qualifications for childminders.4 It is less 

noticeable for group-based practitioners. Whilst it is to be expected that childminders who have 

been in the sector longer have had more time to gain higher qualifications, the gap is also an 

indication that it has been more difficult for childminders to obtain a full Level 3 in the past eight 

years, and that it is increasingly acceptable for childminders to have no or lower qualifications. 

 

                                                           
4 For a partial Level 3, there is a 13 point gap between childminders who have been in the sector under and 
over eight years, and for a full Level 3 there is a 22 point gap.  
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Continuing professional development (CPD)  

PACEY’s definition of CPD is anything done to maintain and improve knowledge and skills, such as 

training; attending meetings and workshops; reading factsheets, practice guides, and magazines; 

and/or accessing peer support programmes. The amount of CPD being done by practitioners has 

remained steady since our last survey. Around 46 per cent of childminders and 52 per cent of group 

practitioners reported doing over 20 hours per year – a similar amount to last time. Only two per 

cent of childminders and three per cent of group practitioners reported doing none. As last year, 

practitioners in Ofsted-graded “outstanding” settings were more likely to have done more than 20 

hours per year – this time by seven points. 

 

When asked what would incentivise them to do more CPD, childminders chose greater accessibility 

(52 per cent), greater affordability/subsidy (47 per cent), and more time (43 per cent). For group 

practitioners, affordability was the main issue (67 per cent), followed by more opportunities in the 

local area (37 per cent), and more time (32 per cent). 
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Just as last time, most practitioners reported having done specialist training. The most common 

training done by childminders was Prevent (68 per cent), SEN (57 per cent), speech and language (50 

per cent), nutrition (50 per cent), and allergens (49 per cent). For group practitioners, it was Prevent 

(78 per cent), SEN (74 per cent), advanced safeguarding (69 per cent), speech and language training 

(58 per cent), and children’s emotional/social wellbeing/mental health (54 per cent).  

However, practitioners who have been in the sector for under eight years were less likely to have 

undergone specialist training than more experienced people. Although 66 per cent of these have 

done Prevent training, fewer than half have done any of the specialist training mentioned above. 

Impact of qualifications and CPD  

In last year’s Building Blocks we found that qualifications and particularly CPD have a striking impact 

on all practitioners’ confidence and everyday practice. They have less of a reported impact on career 

and income. However, the perceived benefits of both qualifications and CPD are stronger for group-

based practitioners than childminders. This year, however, there has been a five to seven point drop 

in the percentage of the perceptions of a range of benefits of qualifications and CPD, particularly for 

group practitioners. The “benefit gap” identified in the last survey between childminders and group-

based practitioners has therefore narrowed considerably, particularly when it comes to CPD. 

 

Financial prospects and confidence 

A primary aim of the Building Blocks survey is to gauge the financial health of the childcare and early 

years sector, and how confident people feel about the future. We asked practitioners about how 

profitable their settings are; when they had last raised fees and whether they were likely to raise 

them in the future; and how many unfilled places they had. We also asked about their financial 

prospects and future plans, as well as whether they would be impacted by Brexit. 
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Profitability  
A majority of childminders reported that their setting made a profit in the last 12 months (71 per 

cent – exactly the same figure as last time). For childminders currently delivering 30 hours, the figure 

was 77 per cent. In contrast, only around a fifth of group practitioners (21 per cent) said they made a 

profit (around the same as last year). However just over a third (34 per cent) reported that they did 

not know, making comparisons difficult.  

Around four per cent of childminders reported making a loss (and three per cent of childminders 

delivering 30 hours), and 13 per cent of group practitioners. The proportion who reported breaking 

even was 15 per cent for childminders and 19 per cent of group practitioners. 

 

Costs 

We asked respondents whether costs had increased, remained the same, or decreased for a number 

of common outgoings for childcare settings. This year, a large majority of all respondents reported 

increased costs across the board, particularly for learning resources (74 per cent), council tax (73 per 

cent), food (73 per cent), business paperwork (71 per cent), insurance (66 per cent), and training (64 

per cent). Very few respondents reported declining costs in any area, and only a quarter or less said 

that costs had remained the same in some areas (for example rent or mortgage payments). 

Fees  

We asked respondents when fees at their setting had last been raised, and whether they thought it 

was likely they would increase in the next year. Childminders were half as likely to have raised their 

fees in the past year as group practitioners (23 per cent compared to 46 per cent). This trend looks 

set to continue going forward, with 44 per cent of childminders reporting it is likely they will raise 

fees in the next 12 months, compared to 66 per cent of group practitioners. For childminders 

delivering 30 hours, half reported they are likely to raise fees – six per cent more than the average. 
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Vacancy rates  

We asked respondents about their vacancy rates. Around 45 per cent of childminders reported that 

they had at least one unfilled place they would like to fill, down from half in 2016. For childminders 

delivering 30 hours, the figure was 39 per cent. As for group practitioners, 69 per cent reported they 

had at least one vacancy, down from 77 per cent last time. As last time, Ofsted-graded “outstanding” 

settings were the least likely to have vacancies; only 35 per cent had at least one unfilled place.  

 

Brexit 

The vast majority of respondents to our survey reported that they hold British nationality, including 

96 per cent of childminders and group-based practitioners. Around four per cent of childminders 

reported holding a nationality of another EU or EEU country, and one per cent hold a nationality of a 

country outside the EU/EEA.  

Very few respondents reported that they thought it was likely that their setting would be affected by 

Brexit. That said, group-based practitioners were more than double to think it was likely than 

childminders (15 per cent compared to six per cent). London-based practitioners of all types were 

also more likely to think this (19 per cent compared to seven per cent). Nevertheless, a majority of 
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all respondents said it was unlikely their setting would be affected by Brexit, including 64 per cent of 

childminders, 51 per cent of group practitioners and 53 per cent of all London-based providers. 

 

Financial confidence  

When it comes to the financial prospects of their setting over the next year, childminders were more 

confident and group-based practitioners slightly less confident than last year.  

For childminders, a fifth (20 per cent) reported they are more confident (up three per cent), and 42 

per cent reported they are as confident (up 2 per cent). The number that are less confident has 

dropped seven points to 28 per cent. For group-based practitioners, 15 per cent were more 

confident, 17 per cent were as confident, and 42 per cent were less confident. Practitioners from 

Ofsted-graded “outstanding” settings were more pessimistic about their settings’ financial prospects 

than others. 
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Group practitioners, however, were more likely to predict that their setting is likely to grow in the 

next year (35 per cent). However, this is down 15 points since 2016.  Around the same number of 

childminders as last time reported they were likely to grow in the next year (29 per cent). 

Practitioners in Ofsted-graded “outstanding” settings were less likely to predict that their setting 

would grow. 

 

Future plans  

There was a slight increase in the number of respondents saying they were planning to be working in 

the sector in 12 months’ time (84 per cent, up four points). This was due to a four point increase in 

the number of childminders stating this. For group-based practitioners, however, there was a four 

point increase in the number saying they were not planning to still be in the sector.  
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The key reasons childminders gave for leaving the sector were lack of demand for places/lack of 

work (44 per cent), followed by regulation and inspection requirements (37 per cent). For group-

based practitioners, the key reason, as last time, was inadequate pay (52 per cent). This was the only 

reason cited by a majority of group practitioners. These are roughly the same findings as last time. 
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Childcare and early years careers  

One of the key aims of the Building Blocks survey is to better understand the career trajectories of 

the childcare and early years workforce. We ask practitioners from across the sector about their past 

and current experience, working hours and overall job satisfaction. 

Past and current experience 

Well over a third of respondents (37 per cent) reported having worked in childcare and/or early 

years roles for 20 years or more. Just over half (51 per cent) have worked in the sector for between 

four and 19 years. The number of years of experience is relatively similar across setting types.  

 

 

As in the past, respondents under the age of 30 are more likely to work primarily in non-domestic 

settings, while those over 45 are significantly more likely to be childminders. 

 

A number respondents reported working in different childcare/early years roles in the past. For 

example, some childminders said they previously worked in group settings such as day nurseries (16 

per cent), pre-schools (13 per cent) and playgroups (12 per cent). Around 14 per cent of 

childminders previously worked as a nanny. For non-domestic settings, the most commonly held 

0

10

20

30

<6 mos 6-11 mos 1-3 yrs 4-7 yrs 8-11 yrs 12-15 yrs16-19 yrs20-25 yrs26-30 yrs31-35 yrs36-40 yrs >40 yrs

%

How long have you worked in childcare/early years?

All Childminders Group-based practitioners

0

5

10

15

20

25

<20 20-25 26-30 31-35 36-40 41-45 46-50 51-55 56-60 61-65 Over 65

%

What age bracket do you fall into?

All Childminders Group-based practitioners



 
 

©Professional Association for Childcare and Early Years 2018        15 

 

previous roles were in day nurseries (58 per cent), pre-schools (47 per cent), and before- or after-

school clubs (22 per cent), and school nurseries (21 per cent). Just over a fifth (21 per cent) reported 

previously being a childminder. 

 

Working conditions 

The childcare sector is famed for its long hours, and nearly a third of respondents (32 per cent) 

reported working over 50 hours per week. However, as in the past, long hours were more common 

for childminders than group-based practitioners. Over a third of childminders reported that they 

worked over fifty hours per week, compared to only 16 per cent of group-based practitioners.  

 

Childminders were also significantly more likely to report that their setting offers highly flexible year-

round care, with three-quarters or more reporting that they provide early morning, evening and/or 
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holiday care. However 39 per cent of group-based practitioners reported that their setting doesn’t 

offer any flexible or holiday care (down from 43 per cent last time).  

 

Childminders have traditionally worked on their own, however, a fifth of childminders (20%) said 

they have at least one assistant working with them, or work with another childminder, down three 

per cent since 2016. However, only around two per cent of childminders currently have an 

apprentice in their setting, compared to 38 per cent of group-based practitioners. 

Nearly half of childminders (44 per cent) and 37 per cent of group-based practitioners reported 

doing more than one childcare/early years role on a regular basis. For childminders, the most 

common additional role cited was “childminder” – chosen by 42 per cent of those who said they are 

doing more than one role. More research is needed to understand what is meant by this. Around 

five per cent said they are working as a babysitter, and between one and two per cent working in a 

before-/after-school/holiday club or playgroup.  

Job satisfaction  

Job satisfaction in childcare and early years is still remarkably high, with a strong majority – 93 per 

cent – reporting that they find it rewarding to work in the sector. However, there has been a drop of 

three points since the last survey, mostly due to the responses of group-based practitioners.  

Whilst six per cent of childminders said that it was not rewarding, for group practitioners the figure 

is now 10 per cent, up six points since 2016. 
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A number of respondents commented that the “paperwork” required for their role was less 

rewarding than working with children, and in some cases was making them reconsider working in 

the sector. Others mentioned the damaging impact of low pay and/or funding for 30 hours.  

I love working with young children, but the increasing workload and stress led to me deciding 

to leave the profession this year after 21 years as an Early Years Teacher. –School nursery 

staff, East of England 

I find I am enjoying my job less and less lately, though, due to Ofsted, paperwork, local 

authority, funding and lack of funding/training. Our hourly rate for funded children has just 

been cut by over 70p per hour. –Childminder, North West 

Though I love the job I do (as a level 4 practitioner with 30 years’ experience and currently a 

deputy manager) because of the low rate of pay for “free” funded hours I am considering 

leaving to work at Asda to stack bread, as I’d be significantly financially better off! –Day 

nursery manager, South East 

Conclusions and recommendations 

Previous Building Blocks surveys have found that the childcare and early years workforce as a whole 

is remarkably experienced, and that the overwhelming majority of practitioners find their work 

rewarding. This year’s survey does little to dispel this dedicated portrait of the workforce, which 

staffs thousands of childcare and early years settings in England, 94 per cent of which are now 

graded “good” or “outstanding” by Ofsted.5 In addition, a majority of respondents plan to stay in the 

sector, and Brexit does not appear to be a big concern.  

                                                           
5 Ofsted (2018), Childcare providers and inspections as at 31 March 2018 (London: Ofsted). 
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Nonetheless, our survey reveals some warning signs that should be heeded. Firstly, there has been a 

drop in job satisfaction for group-based respondents since the last survey. These practitioners are 

also less likely to find qualifications and CPD as beneficial as they did previously – and to commit to 

staying in the sector. Group respondents are less confident in their setting’s financial prospects this 

year – despite evidence of rising fees and declining vacancy rates. The main reason given for leaving 

the sector is, as last time, low pay. Research has revealed that pay in the early years sector compares 

very poorly to the wider workforce6, and this is an issue that needs to be addressed as matter of 

urgency, along with improving career progression routes and pathways. 

For childminders, confidence in the future has risen, and more childminders are saying that they 

plan to stay in the sector. However, it is concerning that the qualification levels of childminders 

appear to be falling after a decade of progress. Registered childminders in England are not required 

to hold any formal qualifications7, but the number with no qualifications fell from more than a third 

in 2008 to 17 per cent in 2016, and 69 per cent of childminders have a full Level 3 childcare 

qualification according to official statistics, up from 41 per cent in 2009.8 These achievements are 

now at risk. 

It is also worrying that the key reason childminders gave for leaving the sector was the lack of 

demand for places. We are living during a period of unprecedented demand for childcare, yet the 

number of registered childminders in England has dropped by over a quarter (27 per cent) since 

2012.9 Childminding should be thriving, and urgent steps need to be taken now to improve 

recruitment and retention of childminders in England. 

Official government statistics have recently revealed that nearly 22,000 practitioners have left the 

sector since 2016, including 5,700 childminders.10 In light of all of these findings, PACEY is continuing 

to call on government and local authorities to: 

                                                           
6 Ceeda (2018), About Early Years Annual Report 2017-2018 (Stockton on Tees: Ceeda). 
7 However, they are assessed by Ofsted on their suitability to provide childcare, and, if they are caring for 
children under five, to deliver the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) curriculum. Qualifications and training 
help them to do this effectively. 
8 S. Panayiotou, S. McGinigal, J. Kent, C. Smit, C. Witsø and E. Edwards-Hughes (2017), Survey of Childcare and 
Early Years Providers: England 2016 (London: Department for Education). 
9 Ofsted (2018), Childcare providers and inspections as at 31 March 2018 (London: Ofsted). 
10 Department for Education (2018), Childcare and early years providers survey: 2018 (London: Department for 
Education). 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/childcare-and-early-years-providers-survey-2016
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/childcare-and-early-years-providers-survey-2016
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/childcare-providers-and-inspections-as-at-31-march-2018
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/childcare-and-early-years-providers-survey-2018?utm_source=b31f08bf-c15a-478a-9ff2-c56bbf2a3a37&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=govuk-notifications&utm_content=immediate
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Ensure the childcare entitlements are funded sustainably 
 Review the rates paid to providers for delivering the free entitlements on a regular, 

preferably annual, basis to ensure they are sustainable and take into account providers’ 

changing costs.  

 The rate should be high enough to enable all settings to be able to pay graduate-level wages 

to at least one member of staff. 

Improve qualification levels and career pathways 
 Support everyone working in the sector, including childminders, to achieve a full and 

relevant Level 3 qualification within no more than three years of registration.  

 Require prospective childminders in England to pass the introductory childcare course as a 

condition of registration, as is the case in Wales. As in Scotland, this mandatory course 

should be linked to CPD and early years career pathways. 

 Reinstate the target that every setting in England should benefit from graduate leadership. 

 Replace Early Years Teacher Status (EYTS) with a new early years route to Qualified Teacher 

Status (QTS), specialising in the years from birth to seven. There should be accessible and 

affordable routes for individuals holding EYTS or its predecessor Early Years Professional 

Status (EYPS), to be able to access routes to obtain QTS as a priority. 

Raise awareness of childminders 
 Increase awareness of childminding settings, so that parents, other registered providers and 

other professionals working with children understand they are regulated in the same way as 

other early years providers, offer high quality care and can provide funded places. 

 Ensure local authorities, children’s centres and health visitors promote childminders as an 

option to parents seeking a funded place. 

 Ensure that childminding settings are well represented in the childcare offer provided by 

local authorities, and that there is local authority help to facilitate partnerships between 

childminders and other settings. 
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