
End the Exodus
Time to Value Early Years and School Age Care Staff

Our Proposals: Value Early Years and School Age Care staff

Every child deserves the best start in life. Yet, staff turnover and retention in 
Early Years and School Age settings across Ireland result in children missing 
out on consistent relationships, stable routines and high-quality experiences. 
This would not be tolerated in primary or secondary level education. 

Early Childhood Ireland has three essential steps that the government must 
take in Budget 2027 to raise terms and conditions for staff and to demonstrate 
that this professional workforce is valued and respected. 

Early Childhood Ireland Budget 2027 Submission

Early Childhood Ireland is calling on the government to prioritise the Early 
Years and School Age Care workforce in Budget 2027. Staffing remains 
a major day-to-day pressure in settings throughout Ireland. There are 
both recruitment and retention challenges. High levels of staff turnover 
impact young children directly, and uncertainty about staffing leads to 
room closures and undermines plans for expansion, locally and nationally.

• Name a date to introduce pay parity for Early Years and School Age Care graduates

• Double the Graduate Premium in Core Funding

• Invest in 3 in-service days per year for every setting



There are approximately 42,000 staff who provide care, education and support to 
247,000 children in settings across Ireland every day1. 

There are up to 46,0002 children aged under 3 years on a waiting list for an Early 
Years place in Ireland, and the Department of Children, Disability and Equality 
estimates a total shortfall in 2030 of approximately 14,0003 places for children under 
5 years. It has never been more important to ensure that we have enough staff to 
meet the growing needs of young children.

Year on year, recruitment challenges and the exodus of staff from settings are cited as 
the biggest challenges facing Early Childhood Ireland’s members throughout Ireland. 
Bringing Early Years and School Age Care graduates in line with public pay would 
guarantee the continued operation of Early Years and School Age Care settings across the country 
and stem the tide of qualified staff leaving for better-paid jobs in education, retail and other 
sectors. Meanwhile, we are urging an increase to the Graduate Premiums.

Despite their critical role in the most formative years of a child’s life, laying the foundation for 
lifelong learning and child well-being, Early Years and School Age Care professionals do not 
receive the recognition and status they deserve. The provision of paid in-service days would 
meaningfully contribute to the recognition and valuing of their critical role in our Early Years and 
School Age Care system. 

Pay parity for Early Years and School Age Care Graduates

The latest available data from Pobal show that the average staff turnover rate stands at 24.5% 
nationally, rising to 37% in some areas4. 

This is having a significant impact on children’s access to and participation in Early Years and 
School Age Care, as settings must often close rooms. Children’s relationships with key staff are 
also negatively impacted.

Bringing Early Years and School Age Care graduates under public-sector pay and conditions, in line 
with teachers, would be a turning point for the workforce and our Early Years and School Age Care 
system. The government needs to announce the date for this in Budget 2027. The government 
must also make provision for recognition of prior learning and experience for all staff, regardless 

of their qualifications. 

Double the Graduate Premium 

Graduate Premiums are paid to providers to assist settings in retaining qualified staff members 
through a wage uplift. Under Core Funding, the grant Early Years and School Age Care providers 
receive towards their operating costs from the state directly assists in increasing affordability for 
families, quality in services and sustainability for providers. 

Yet, since its introduction, there has been no increase in the Graduate Premium. In the last four 
years, that has been the equivalent of a pay cut for graduates, given the rate of inflation and the 
recent cost-of-living crisis.  

Early Childhood Ireland is calling for a doubling of Graduate Premiums. This would increase the 
Lead Educator and Manager Graduate Premiums from €4.44 to €8.88. 

1 Early Learning and Childcare Data - Pobal 
2 Pobal Data on Early Years - Capacity – Pobal.ie 
3 Parliamentary Question No. 1201, 10 June 2025 
4 Workforce: mobility - Pobal 

https://www.pobal.ie/data-library/early-learning-and-childcare-data/
https://www.pobal.ie/data-library/capacity/
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/question/2025-06-10/1201/
https://www.pobal.ie/data-library/workforce-mobility/


Invest in 3 paid in-service days for every setting

Budget 2027 should make provision for 3 in-service days per year, with the cost borne by the state, 
to allow Early Years and School Age Care settings to have dedicated time for staff to complete 
Continuous Professional Development (CPD) within working time. This would be modelled on 
the in-service days used in primary schools, where full-time teachers are required to be available 
for work on 195 days per year, of which at least 5 are non-teaching days. As in primary school 
settings, these dates would be decided in advance of the year. 

Currently, most Early Years and School Age Care staff participate in Continuous Professional 
Development in their own time and often at their own expense. While CPD for this workforce is 
mandatory in one-third of European countries, it is optional in Ireland5. Providing in-service days 
allows dedicated time for educators and practitioners to meet their CPD requirements during 
working hours and standardises access to ongoing professional development in Early Years and 
School Age Care settings. Non-contact time is a necessary resource for educators to develop new 
skills, complete training, and manage workloads. It should be supported within Early Years and 
School Age Care, just as it is within the primary system. 

Costings 

Figures provided by the Department of Children, Disability and Equality estimate that the annual 
cost of these measures stands at €598,850 million6 7 8.

Budget 2027 Proposals  (Million)

Pay Parity for Graduates (NFQ Level 7 or above) €495

Doubling of Graduate Premium € 98.8

Funding 3 In-Service Days for CPD € 5.05

Total € 598,850

Time to recognise Early Years and School Age Staff 

None of the government’s current plans to reduce fees and increase capacity will be effective 
unless the government can offer a strong level of security to staff and settings.

Naming a date for pay parity for Early Years and School Age Care graduates during the lifetime 
of this government will offer immediate reassurance to staff, providers and families. Doubling 
the Graduate Premium is a necessary measure to immediately offer a fair and proper financial 
incentive. Investing in Continuous Professional Development underscores the importance of a 
valued workforce who are trusted to care for and educate young children.

5 Continuing professional development for teachers working in early childhood and school education 
6 Parliamentary Question No. 215, 20 May 2026  
7 Parliamentary Question No. 216, 20 May 2026  
8 Parliamentary Question No. 218, 20 May 2026 

https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/eurypedia/ireland/continuing-professional-development-teachers-working-early-childhood-and-school
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/question/2026-05-20/215/#pq_215
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/question/2026-05-20/216/#pq_216
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/question/2026-05-20/218/#pq_218


If you want to understand the future of a country,
do not start in its universities. Start in

its kindergartens, crèches and nurseries9.

About Early Childhood Ireland
Early Childhood Ireland is the leading national children’s advocacy and membership organisation. 
We work in partnership with Early Years, School Age Care and Childminding settings to ensure 
that every child is thriving and learning. We advocate for an effective and inclusive system which 
values, supports and invests in childhood, children and services.

About Early Years and School Age Care in Ireland
Early Years and School Age Care is provided to children aged 6 months to 15 years in both centres 
and childminders’ homes.

Currently, over 247,011 children avail themselves of some form of Early Years and School Age 
Care. There are 4,906 also known as settings, pre-schools, crèches, or after-school10 11. There are 
an estimated 13,000 childminders who care for approximately 52,000 children12.

9 OECD Report: Building Strong Foundations for Life (2025)  

10 No. of Early Years Services Registered with the Early Years Inspectorate 2025 - Dataset - data.gov.ie 

11 External_Register_School_Age.pdf 

12 CSO, 2022 

mailto:Policy%40earlychildhoodireland.ie?subject=
https://www.earlychildhoodireland.ie/
https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/oecd/en/publications/reports/2026/05/building-strong-foundations-for-life_94626d20/02bf8efe-en.pdf
https://data.gov.ie/en_GB/dataset/no-of-early-years-services-registered-with-the-early-years-inspectorate-2025
https://www.tusla.ie/uploads/content/External_Register_School_Age.pdf

