
The importance of 
career progression and 
development



What jobs are available in early years? 

The Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary defines the word ‘career’ as “the series of jobs that a person 
has in a particular area of work, usually involving more responsibility as time passes”. There was a 
time when most people started their working life on the bottom rung of the ‘ladder’ in a particular trade 
or occupation, and if they were lucky, managed to work their way up that same occupation ladder at 
least a little before they retired, 40 years later. Those days are long gone and nowadays, the majority of 
people switch between different occupations and even different industries several times in their lifetime, 
moving both up and down as well as sideways to achieve progression in their chosen career. 

The job market has changed 
dramatically over the last 50 years, not 
only with the advent of the technological 
revolution and the invention of the 
internet, but also with the expectations 
that people now have about their own 
opportunities and the responsibility 
they have to carve out their own path. 
The days of people staying in jobs for 
years waiting to fill the proverbial ‘dead 
men’s shoes’ are long gone. People are 
now much more proactive in searching 
for their ideal jobs, retraining when 
necessary and creating their own 
pathway to the career of their choice. 
Like everything in life, what you put into 
your career, is generally what you get out 
of it. And the early years profession is no different. 

Some people enter the early years profession to fulfil a life-long goal, others view their work as a ‘job’ 
to earn money; some need the flexibility to work around school holidays or are returning to work after 
having children; others still are continually looking for more responsibility to earn more money, and 
there are those who go one step further and want the freedom of owning their own business so set up 
their own nurseries or childcare businesses. 

Whatever stage you are at, understanding the options you and/or your staff have to develop their skills 
and steer their careers in the direction they want to go, has benefits not only for the individuals, but for 
the setting, the staff in general and ultimately the children in your care.
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What is a career?

There are many jobs available in the early years field which people often overlook when thinking about 
the profession as a whole. It’s easy to remember the roles of childcare worker or nursery manager, but 
have you ever thought about how many other roles could potentially come under the early years banner 
or could have a career path that starts, or has roots in the early years setting. 



How about?

Why is career progression and development important?

No one likes to feel that they are stuck 
in a rut, have no place to go and no 
space to grow. We all need to develop 
and grow as people throughout our 
lifetime and just because we eventually 
leave compulsory education at 16 or 
18, doesn’t mean that we should stop 
learning. In fact, the benefits of keeping 
our brains active and partaking of 
lifelong learning have been identified 
by research. According to a review 
paper by Laal (2012), lifelong learning is 
defined as learning where “education is 
diverse, adapted to the individual and 
available throughout our lives”1. 

The study grouped and summarised the benefits of lifelong learning into three categories, as: 

• Being able to cope with the fast-changing world
• Receiving greater pay cheques by increased job opportunities
• Living an enriching and fulfilling life

When lifelong learning is undertaken in a formal setting, as part of a job or to advance a career, then 
the benefits are wide-ranging and can be felt by both the employers and the employees. 
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• Childcare worker or playgroup assistant
• Nanny
• Early years teacher
• Room supervisor
• Play therapist
• Special educational needs carer, teacher or 

assistant
• Special educational needs coordinator (SENCo)
• Nursery manager/owner
• Chef
• Forest school leader
• Play worker or workshop leader
• After-school club worker
• Child nutritionist
• Early years teacher
• Education consultant

• Educational psychologist
• Teaching assistant
• Teachers (primary or secondary)
• Family support worker
• Social worker
• Youth worker
• Children’s nurse
• Community development worker
• Counsellor
• Paediatrician
• Paediatric psychotherapist
• Speech and language therapist
• Early years consultant or expert
• Early years lecturer
• Early years mentor or trainer

So, although a new recruit in the industry may start as a Level 2 Childcare Apprentice, if they are 
motivated and have the right support and training, there are many different ways that they could guide 
their career as they grow older, gain experience or qualifications. 



• Greater motivation and a sense of 
purpose

• Increased job satisfaction
• Higher paid jobs
• Improved job opportunities
• Greater positive impact on children
• Developing natural abilities
• Maintaining brain function
• Decreases stress
• Improved wellbeing

Benefits for employees
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• Better staff morale and retention
• Improved staff wellbeing
• Better qualified staff
• Increased loyalty 
• Greater productivity
• Inclusive educational environments
• A culture of sharing best practice
• Makes an impact in the industry by 

creating more experts
• Increases the reputation of the 

setting

It is possible to start in childcare without any qualifications at all. Many teenagers supplement their 
pocket money as babysitters after all. However, if you want to progress and make childcare or early 
years your career, then soon it will be necessary to gain some qualifications related to your job, such 
as a paediatric first aid qualification or an entry-level childcare qualification such as Level 2 Childcare. 
If you start as a childminder working in your own home and look after one or more children under 
the age of 8 (England) or 12 (Wales) to whom you are not related, on domestic premises for reward 
(money), for a total of more than two hours a day, then you are required by law to register as a 
childminder, which means you will need to undertake a required number of qualifications. However, 
most employers and parents would prefer to place their children in the care of qualified staff (even at a 
basic level) to give them a level of security and reassurance, which increases the motivation of service 
providers to expand their knowledge and gain professional qualifications. And so, the professional 
development begins. 

There is also an economic benefit to people developing their skills and working on their careers as this 
leads to greater GDP as people become more qualified and skilled in the marketplace and are able to 
command greater salaries. 

Benefits for employers

How to create a culture where career progression and development are 
encouraged



Ways to encourage greater career development for your staff and in your 
setting
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1. Create a buddy or mentor system

Mentors and buddy systems are well-known for helping people learn new skills with a work 
environment by caching in on the existing experience and expertise within your setting. It could 
be that you assign a mentor to a new trainee which will not only help the trainee, but if you can 
add some mentor development training for the mentor as well, you can effectively upskill both 
colleagues and gain better qualified staff in the bargain too. 

Like most industries, it is important to provide entry-level places into the workforce so many settings 
provide childcare apprenticeships offering a Level 2 or Level 3 Childcare qualification. Since many 
apprenticeships can be up to 95% funded by the Apprenticeship Levy, a lot of settings can gain staff 
who are training on-the-job, with little cost to themselves. 

However, as discussed, it is important to 
consider the career progression and development of all staff and not just those who are 
entering the industry for the first time. This includes helping 
people gain more responsibility in their roles, expanding and 
increasing both their knowledge and skills and 
creating pathways into management. 

The Council for Awards in Care, Health 
and Education (CACHE) have a career 
progression may which shows different 
routes into and through early years careers 
which you can access here. They also 
accredit many courses from entry- level 
to management and graduate level to help upskill the 
profession. 

2. Ask your staff for feedback on what they would like/need

We all need feedback to help us understand what we are doing well, and where there is room 
for improvement. Many settings are initially scared to ask for feedback from either their parents 
or staff, but ‘biting the bullet’ and being open to new ideas will allow your company to grow 
faster and take your staff with you. It’s often too late to address your setting’s ‘lack of career 
opportunities’ on the day you receive a colleague’s resignation, so finding out what your staff 
would like and need for their own development on a regular basis, will give you the chance to 
make changes in time. 

https://www.cache.org.uk/for-learners/choosing-early-years-as-a-career
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4. Offer time out for Continued Professional Development (CPD)

There are many companies in the market offering CPD courses. Parenta, for one, offer a range of 
CPD courses to keep your staff engaged and up to date. The time commitment for these can range 
from an hour to a few weeks or months, depending on the course undertaken, but they can upskill 
your staff, enhance the reputation of your setting, and impact positively on the children you care 
for. 

5. Consider employing an HR specialist, consultant or agency to help you

Professional development is one area of your own setting’s development plan that you might want 
to outsource if you have the time/money available. It might mean that you employ the services of 
another professional such as a consultant or training company who can train all your staff in one 
area all at once (for example on storytelling, SEN or music development), or they could work with 
individuals on specific things. Either way, be open to the opportunities that third party companies 
offer. 

3. Encourage staff to take a proactive role in their own development

Do you regularly encourage your staff to do their own personal development plans? If not, why 
not? They can help you and your staff assess their skills, identify gaps or highlight areas for 
development be that sideways or upwards. For example, if you have childcare workers who 
are trained in Level 3 Childcare and who don’t want to progress into management for whatever 
reason, you can still help them develop in their career by allowing them to gain parallel skills and 
qualifications such as a Level 3 qualification in Play Work or an SEN awareness qualification such 
as an Autism Awareness or Dyslexia Awareness course, which could help them become the go-to 
person in your organisation for these skills. 

6. Make use of networking opportunities

Networking allows you to keep in touch with others in your industry, to share experience, best 
practice and knowledge. And you never know when your networking might be able to help you 
create a career development opportunity with others in your area either – for example, two or three 
settings could ‘share’ the services of a specialist e.g. a music, art or drama specialist, and EAL 
teacher or a special needs or sensory needs expert.

7. Follow developments in the industry and keep up to date with training 
and legislative requirements

This really speaks for itself. Keeping up to date with new legislation means that you can stay 
compliant with any laws or Ofsted requirements that come out, such as changes to the EYFS and 
the Early Learning Goals and offer training accordingly. 
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8. Be adaptable and flexible 

Think ‘outside the box’ and encourage your staff to do the same. In a changing industry and 
changing and challenging times, being adaptable and flexible in your approach to everything 
within your setting allows for growth. Think of the massive growth that we have seen over the last 
year in the use of remote learning technologies and the skills that people have developed over 
that time in using and becoming confident with them. Just because we will eventually see the end 
of lockdowns does not mean that all the webinar and online training skills you have acquired will 
be lost – the most flexible and adaptive settings will use this to their advantage to find innovative 
ways of interacting with their staff and families. Is there an opportunity here for you to create an 
online-learning lead or family liaison role?

9. Delegate and give opportunities for responsibility

The ability to delegate and develop staff is a fundamental skill for all would-be leaders so make 
sure you are encouraging others to take on new responsibilities and help them to grow into the 
roles. As your business grows, you will need other people to take on some of your workload, which 
means letting go of some aspects and learning to trust and develop others.  

10. Think long-term sustainability

This follows on from the last point. It may be that you need to think of an exit strategy for 
a business that you have developed over time, or it might be that you need to plan for the 
‘unthinkable’ when your most trusted aid and right-hand colleague hands in their notice to go 
travelling!! If you have not planned for sustainability in the long run, by developing the skills and 
knowledge of other staff, then the ‘travel bombshell’ will hit you hard. Much better to have taken 
the time to train up a good deputy who can step easily into the role, than to be left high and dry 
without your right-hand person!

11. Encourage and reward loyalty, initiative and innovation

As part of developing your career progression map, you need to be prepared to reward people 
who take on extra responsibilities, show initiative or help your organisation in other ways. This 
can be in wage rises but you can also offer other benefits and rewards too. Set aside a budget for 
career development and training and use it well to bring rewards back to yourself.

12. All work and no play – allow time and space for ideas

Finally, allow yourself and your staff time and space to come up with ideas. It could be a once-a-
month lunch or after-school brainstorming session, a meal out, an annual conference or INSET day. 
But make time to write your plans and come up with ideas. It will reap many rewards. 



1. Laal, M. Benefits of Lifelong Learning. Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences 46 (2012) 4268 – 
4272. 

• Parenta Training
• https://www.cache.org.uk/for-learners/choosing-early-years-as-a-career
• https://nationalcareers.service.gov.uk/ 
• Professional Association for Childcare and Early Years 
• Early Years Alliance
• Early years career progression map

To conclude, if you want to have the best 
staff you must invest regularly in them 
as people. People are your setting, so it 
is no good investing in a great building 
if you can’t retain or attract staff to work 
in it. On the other hand, a setting that 
develops and encourages its staff will 
reap the rewards a long time into the 
future. 

Funding is available for many 
apprenticeships, and CPD courses, 
so there is no excuse not to upskill, 
motivate and retain your staff now. 

For more information on careers and training in early years, see:

References
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Did you know… 

Parenta trains over 2,500 apprentices a year within the early years sector and works with hundreds 
of early years settings, offering advice and training for staff from CPD and Level 2 childcare through 
to Level 5 management. Contact us today for all your apprenticeship and training needs!

https://www.parenta.com/our-training-courses/
https://www.cache.org.uk/for-learners/choosing-early-years-as-a-career
https://nationalcareers.service.gov.uk/
https://www.pacey.org.uk/working-in-childcare/childminders/
https://www.eyalliance.org.uk/
https://www.cache.org.uk/for-learners/choosing-early-years-as-a-career
https://hello.parenta.com/parenta/form/ParentacomBookingsTrainingEnquiryPreQualification/formperma/hkUmFwP032neqgpC67G5bjj42IgyVqhKfOSecSm6CeQ


MARKETING SOLUTIONS

WEBSITE DESIGN

• Our childcare websites generate genuine interest and leads from 
parents and carers

• We specialise in designing and building childcare websites so you 
can rest assured that our team know what Ofsted and parents/
carers are looking for

SOCIAL MEDIA

• We assist you with setting up and using your social media 
accounts in no time to help you increase your setting’s visibility

BRANDING & DESIGN 

• Showcase your setting with branded products.  From newsletters to 
logos and prospectuses to business cards, we take care of all your 
branding needs

Updated: 01/03/2021

Working together for our children

        0800 002 9242             hello@parenta.com 

www.parenta.com

Parenta, 2-8 London Road, Rocky Hill, Maidstone, Kent, ME16 8PZ
Reg No 05249690

Follow us on social media @TheParentaGroup

Parenta Solutions

SOFTWARE

NURSERY MANAGEMENT - ABACUS

• Save hours by reducing planning time by 50%

• Speedy invoicing to all parents and carers in minutes

• Instant view of all financial reports

• Manage payments and track debt

ONLINE DAILY DIARY - DAYSHARE

• Share every magical moment of each child’s day with their parents 
and carers with our online diary software

EYFS LEARNING JOURNEY TRACKER - FOOTSTEPS 2

• Record meaningful and detailed EYFS observations

• Improve essential safeguarding and save hours of time

• Reduce your workload and spend more time with the children

• Identify at a glance each child’s development pathway

PARENT PORTAL APP

• Bringing parents and carers closer to their child’s day by providing 
a timeline of their progress

• Download Parent Portal App on Android or iOS

TRAINING

Increase employee motivation and keep staff for longer within your 
setting by offering training – the ideal tool for you to develop your 
team.

Parenta courses include:

• Level 2 Childcare

• Level 3 EYE Diploma

• Level 5 Childcare Leadership Qualification

• Business Admin Levels 2 and 3

• Advanced Qualifications in Team Leading and Management

PLUS … Parenta offers a free recruitment service - no fees!

ONLINE CPD COURSES

No deadlines, no time restrictions, no classroom! Support your 
staff or further your professional development with our online CPD 
accredited courses

FEE COLLECTION

• We collect fees, allowing you to focus on childcare, not credit 
control

• Fee collection reduces stress about pay day

• Maintain good relationships with parents

• Eliminate bad debt from your setting

• We operate on a 98% success rate across the board


