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Foreword

Early years education and care students have many reasons for

entering the sector; they love working with children, the reward of

seeing these children grow and develop, and the fact that every single

day brings something new. 

However, early years students and workers also have many reasons for leaving the

sector; low pay, poor working conditions, lack of career progression, and lack of

professional recognition. Many students fear if they remain in early years they will

not be able to afford a mortgage or  unexpected expenses, and will need to move

to another sector in order to earn enough to live comfortably. 

Covid-19 arrived in Ireland early in 2020 and presented a host of issues for the

sector. Cracks in the sector created by low pay and funding issues began to show

with the closure of services. However, when the state implemented funding for

services during Covid-19, hope was given to the sector that a state funded early

years model was possible, with fair wages and conditions, and more affordable

care for parents. 

Covid-19 also presented many challenges for education; students were learning

remotely online throughout the pandemic, and many felt it draining and isolating,

and that they were missing out on practical learning experiences. Many students

also said the impact of the pandemic would affect their choices about future

study, as well as decisions about staying in the sector. 

As an early years student about to graduate and enter the workforce, I've

witnessed these issues first-hand in many settings. As an early years educator, I

worry for my future and those of my peers and colleagues if conditions in the sector

do not change soon. 

                       

Aoife Ryan
Early Childhood Education student, 
DCU 



Introduction
This survey was carried out by SIPTU'S Big Start Campaign. The aim  of the survey was

to give voice to Early Childhood Education and Care students, regarding professional

recognition and identity, as well as their perceptions of studying and working during

Covid-19. 

The responses received demonstrated the stark reality for early years students; that

they are entering a workforce knowing they will be undervalued and underpaid.

Professional recognition and identity has been a long-standing issue in the early years

sector, impacted by poor pay and conditions of work, varying qualifications, and lack of

governmental and societal recognition. All these issues were cited in the responses as

barriers to a graduate led workforce and reasons for high turnover within the sector.

The sector has also been pushed further into crisis by  Covid-19 and these effects

have been felt by students as well. For the past year, all third level students have been

studying remotely, which has impacted their ability to receive hands-on experience in a

very practical field and many feared this would affect their learning and opportunities

once they begin working. 

The early years sector has come so far in the last 20 years regarding policy, legislation

and professionalism but this has not changed how early years educators are viewed,

valued and treated.  This report will paint a picture of what it means to be an early years

student in Ireland and how they feel about entering a sector in crisis.

This report was compiled by
Aoife Ryan, a fourth year Early
Childhood Education student at
DCU. The research was carried

out as part of her final year
placement project. 
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The survey received a total of 945 responses from students studying various

early childhood courses in Ireland, ranging from Fetac Level 5 to PHD Level 10.  

The highest level of education held by the majority of those surveyed was the

Leaving Certificate (26.8%) and so this was the first qualification many students

were undertaking. A high number of participants also already held an early years

qualification, with 20.2% holding a Level 5 and a further 20% holding a Level 6. 

 There was an increase in students who already held a Level 5, compared to 18.8%

in last year's student survey (SIPTU, 2020). From these statistics we can see that

over 40% of students are also qualified to work in the sector and are completing

further qualifications. 

A total of 536 students said that they were currently studying for a Level 8

degree. The second highest level of responses was from those studying a level 6

(128), followed by Level 5 (96). There was almost double the number of responses

from those studying for a Masters related to early years, with 41 participants

compared to 22 last year (SIPTU, 2020).  

Of those surveyed, 628 were studying at a university or third level college with

the remainder attending a college of further education or completing an online

course. Half of the participants (473) also reported they are currently working in

the early years sector.  

Those surveyed represent a wide variety of students and workers in the early

years sector spread across a number of counties and educational institutions, and

the survey hopes to reflect their views and opinions on issues in the sector

including professional identity, study and work during Covid-19. 

Participant Profile
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What qualification are you

studying?  
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Professional Recognition
Professional recognition for early years educators has been a pressing issue over

the last few years. Research in the early childhood field has demonstrated the

importance of high quality care and education for children from birth to six years of

age, and that this age is a critical period for children's development (French, 2007). 

 A professional workforce is required to provide this care and education. However,

the early years sector still does not receive the recognition and respect it deserves.  

 

Nearly 90% of those surveyed believed the sector is not recognised by the

Government or society. When asked why, several common themes emerged. Many

students cited pay as both a barrier to achieving professionalism and a

consequence of not being valued as professional. Students said they worried they

would struggle financially to make ends meet when they enter the workforce as the

current rates of pay are far too low. 
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No
89.8%

Yes
10.2%

Do you feel  early years is recognised by 

the government and society?  



The issue of 'poverty wages' is prevalent in the early years as evidenced in The Early

Years Professionals Survey (Greer-Murphy, 2019), with 94% of early years

professionals stating they do not believe current wages are fair and many educators

have difficulty with unexpected expenses. 

While many respondents were studying for a Level 8,  there was much

dissatisfaction about the fact that having a degree still does not guarantee higher

wages or more recognition, with one student saying “When I tell people what I am

doing in college their response is "Childcare?" with a look of judgement.” Another

student believed things would need to change to retain more graduates saying

“There would be more graduates in the sector if the conditions were better.” 
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Low investment in the sector has contributed to low pay and poor conditions, such

as lack of proper maternity leave and pensions, with one student saying "I don't think

the early years sector is recognised fully because there is little investment in the

sector." Currently Ireland invests just 0.1% of total public spending in early years

education, compared with the OECD average of 0.8% for other European countries

and compared with 3.5% investment in primary education.



Of those surveyed, 82.6% stated they would consider themselves a professional

when they graduated. Professional qualification, professional pay and recognised job

title ranked as the top three most important things contributing to this professional

identity. Regarding professional qualifications, two thirds of students surveyed

entering the workforce will hold a Bachelor’s degree in early years. 

However, students identified that qualification level does not necessarily affect

wages. One student said “For a level 8 degree the most you will receive is 11 euro an

hour maybe even less. This is not the accurate amount that we should receive for

paying student costs to undertake this degree for four years and having gained the

experience and knowledge in this sector”. It is clear students feel disappointed in how

they are treated as degree graduates in the sector.

Nearly 90% of respondents feel current rates of pay do not reflect qualification level

with students citing the lack of pay scales as a leading issue and “Many working within

the sector are on a wage of just above minimum wage”. Currently, just over half of

participants are working in the sector. Of these, 47.2% are earning between €10.20

and €12.29, below the living wage, and a further 77 students were only earning the

minimum wage. Less than 7% of all those surveyed were earning €15 or more per

hour. 

 

Professional Identity
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Many students added that they earned more per hour in part time jobs in sectors that

did not require qualifications with one student saying “To be honest I would get the

living wage stacking shelves in a supermarket.” Many students also contrasted the

pay of early years educators with primary and secondary teachers with one student

saying "It is a job that requires a qualification and one of the most important in looking

after young children, whose development is aided by our nurturing and interactions,

yet we are treated less than primary school and secondary schools with no pension

schemes, sick leave, health or life insurance or even job security."

Several students expressed frustration at the fact that educators in sessional and

term time services are only paid 38 weeks of the year, with one student saying they

will hold an honours degree and yet “will still have to sign on for job seekers allowance

for the school holidays. I am not a job seeker.” 

Do you feel the rate of pay

reflects

 qualification level? 
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No
89.2%

Yes
10.8%



Factors influencing 

professionalism 
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A recognised job title was the third most important factor influencing

professionalism for students. However, there is much variation in the early years

sector when it comes to job titles beginning with qualifications themselves. Of the

students surveyed, the majority were enrolled in courses entitled Early Childhood

Education or Early Childhood Care and Education. However, there was several other

courses titles selected, such as Early Childhood Studies, Childcare, Early Learning and

Care, Early Years and Childhood Studies, and Child Youth and Family Studies. Overall,

there was at least 20 different variations in course titles across the different levels.

Students who work in the sector were asked what job title they would give

themselves. Once again there were differences in the titles provided; early years

educator, childcare worker, childhood professional, room leader, childcare manager

and early years practitioner were just some of the names listed. 

While this may seem like a small issue, having multiple titles for educators in services

actually creates confusion and division. A suitable job title supports professionalism

as early years workers feel recognised for their work. Early years workers do not have

one name that represents them all, unlike primary and secondary teachers. This

creates a lack of unity and identity amongst workers in the sector. One student cited

that there is "no true name of professionals in our sector" and this has a negative

impact on how workers are viewed. Many students felt having the words ‘educator’ or

‘teacher’ in a job title was important, to emphasise the importance of both education

and care in the sector. 

What's In a Name? 
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The First 5 government strategy (Department of Children and Youth Affairs, 2019)

committed to implementing a graduate led sector by 2028, with a focus on raising the

status and value of early childhood educators, and improving pay and conditions to

attract and retain educators. Yet of all the students surveyed, nearly a third said they

do not intend to remain in the Irish early years sector after graduation with a

considerable number of those intending to leave the sector completing a Level 8

degree. The early years sector is losing a significant portion of highly educated,

professional and qualified students every year when they graduate. 

The main reasons respondents gave for leaving was that they wanted to complete

future study, mainly a Masters in Primary Teaching where they would be “properly

recognised.” Others wished to travel before furthering their career, or “move abroad

where my qualifications are recognised and appreciated.” For example, an early

childhood degree makes educators qualified to become a kindergarten teacher in

Australia, where they would receive equal pay and recognition as other primary

teachers there (Australian Children's Education and Care Quality Authority, 2020). 

 

One student discussed the danger of the poor pay and conditions for creating a

graduate led sector: “I feel all ECCE students past and present are being very much

let down by the Government. We are not being treated fairly (...). They will drive all

graduates out of Ireland leaving them with no educators for this sector.”

 

Retention and Recruitment
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Do you intend to work in the

Irish early years sector after

graduation? 
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It would be impossible to survey students this year and not examine how Covid-19

has impacted studying and working for early years students. From March 2020 all

third level learning has taken place remotely online with lecturers delivering content

through live classes and pre-recorded sessions. According to respondents, this had

both negative and positive implications. Many students felt they lacked motivation

and concentration while engaging in online learning and it was difficult learning about

something hands-on from an online course. Most of the students also cited the lack

of social interaction with friends and peers as very difficult, especially if they had only

started the course; it was “very isolating.”  

Other students also felt the workload was heavier online and also complained screen

time was a serious issue. They stayed on their laptop all day going between lectures

and assignments further exacerbating the difficulties of staying focused and

concentrating on online learning with students calling it “very draining.” 

 

Many also said they would postpone future study such as a Master's degree until

college resumed on campus and that they would not be able to manage another year

studying online.  

Impact of Covid-19
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However, many students also found positives when it came to studying remotely.

Students who were no longer commuting had extra time in their day and found this

very beneficial for completing assignments and catching up on reading, as well as

added downtime. Others cited that online learning was easier to manage and more

flexible as many lecturers recorded the class and they could watch it at a later date.

Some students with children at home also found it helpful as they could work classes

in with their busy schedule and family life. Many students in Ireland struggle with the

expenses that come with third level education such as high bus fares, costs of

renting near college, and supplies like books and laptops. Online learning has made

college more accessible for many as they said they were saving money on travel,

food, and accommodation by studying remotely. 

For many students, the way in which their college adapted to online learning affected

their experience. Some students felt their colleges and lecturers adapted poorly and

IT skills were an issue while others said “learning materials and online classes and

teacher support were exemplary.” Institutions with a well-established online

presence pre Covid-19 certainly had an advantage as they made the switch to online

learning quickly and efficiently. Many Level 5 and 6 courses already took place online

so students felt there was no difference there.  
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However, there was a definite lack of student support available for many. Students

cited costs as a considerable issue this year: “fees too high considering college

facilities aren’t being used and we are at home having to pay extra electricity among

other bills such as laptops etc.” Another student felt the Government has not

provided sufficient student support during the pandemic, saying “although the

Government has stated they are refunding €250 to all 3rd level students, this does

not go very far in terms of college fees, books, materials and now with studying from

home needing sufficient equipment, electricity and heating bills.” 

 

Irish students gaining their first undergraduate degree are eligible to attend third

level institutions (excluding private institutions) for free under the ‘Free Fees

Initiative’. However students must still pay the ‘student contribution’ to cover costs

of student services and examinations, which can be up to €3,000 per year, unless

they qualify for maintenance grants. This is a considerable cost particularly this year

with students engaging in online learning. 

Student support during Covid-19
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Students also expressed frustration at the way the early years sector has not been

prioritised during Covid-19.  They said Covid-19 highlighted how critical the sector is

to society and recognised early years educators as ‘essential workers’. However,

they stated it was disheartening to be some of the first back to work in June yet still

not recognised as professionals. Another student stated that the Government do

not recognise the risks early years educators are putting themselves through at

work. They do not have the ability to social distance from children and staff in their

room and that there is “not the same respect for educators as there is for teachers.”  

 

Of those surveyed, 40% felt their student status affected their employment

conditions and opportunities during Covid-19. One respondent said in their

experience “students were the first to lose jobs” and that the restrictions hindered

their ability to work. Some students also said the online hours for college did not suit

jobs and they could not balance the two. Another student said “online college is not

taken seriously by my job and I am given a lot more hours.” 

A total of 423 students surveyed worked in a service during the pandemic with 46%

of those stating they felt unsafe attending work. Amost half (47%) of students were

prevented from undertaking physical placement this year and most of these

students felt this would negatively impact their learning and job opportunities after

graduation. Some students said they lacked confidence in their abilities without

doing placement this year to try out their practical skills and that they are “losing rich

learning experiences from being out in practice.” 

 

Prioritisation of the sector during Covid-19
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Vaccines were also a considerable concern for many students. Several respondents

expressed disappointment and anger that early years workers are so far down on the

list and that “during this whole covid pandemic there is not one mention of preschool

teachers getting the vaccine when we have worked through the lockdowns.” 

This issue was further exacerbated with the announcement on March 31st of a

revised vaccine rollout schedule which prioritises vaccines by age group. This pushes

a significant number of early years staff working in direct contact with children with

little PPE and nosocial distancing to the bottom of the list.  Frustration was noted

from students, with one saying “This pandemic has really opened my eyes as how the

Government views our work. First to reopen after lockdowns and no support at all.” 

 

Has lack of placement impacted 

your learning and job opportunities?
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From the beginning of their career, early years students feel they are not important,

recognised or worthy of professional pay and working conditions. The Government

are funding tuition for early years students completing degrees. Yet, a third of

graduates feel their only option is to leave due to the poor pay and conditions with

which they are faced. The fact that a significant portion of educated, knowledgeable

and experienced students are exiting the early years workforce every year should be

a huge warning sign to the Government that the sector needs serious and immediate

change. The sector is in crisis and until the Government addresses it, these problems

will only continue to drive educators away from the sector until it collapses. 

Conclusion 
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Recommendations for 
Change
In order to address the issues of low pay and poor conditions in the sector, increased

government investment and a mechanism for state funded early years education is

crucial. Increased funding and investment would allow for fair wages, improved

working conditions and greater affordability for parents. This would further support

the professionalisation of the sector. 

In  order to further support professionalisation of the sector, union membership for

early years educators is essential. This will provide workers with representation and

the ability to campaign for professional pay and better working conditions.
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Appendix 

Age

Where are you currently

studying? 
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Are you currently working in

the sector? 

What is the name of your

course? 
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What is your current rate of

pay per hour? 

How long have you been

working in the sector? 
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Did you feel safe and comfortable

attending work?

Would you consider yourself a

professional after graduation? 
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Do you feel your position as a

student impacted your employment

conditions during Covid-19?  
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Has Covid-19 prevented you from

undertaking physical placement this

year?  
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Do you intend to stay in the Irish

early years sector after graduation?


