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Chief Executive’s foreword 

I’m pleased to introduce Social Care Wales's early years and childcare annual report for 2025 to 2026. Early years and childcare has been within Social Care Wales’s remit for over fifteen years, and during that time worked well with the sector to support recruitment, induction and qualifications. This year’s report shows that we continue to grow and learn how best to support the early years and childcare sector in Wales. 
 
Early years and childcare professionals play a vital role in shaping children’s earliest experiences. These experiences affect their well-being, development and lifelong outcomes. The sector supports children's development, but also their families. It helps parents and guardians support their children’s learning and play and helps them access work and learning themselves.  

At Social Care Wales, we know that strengthening the workforce is one of the most powerful ways to improve experiences for children and families who use early years and childcare services.

As a strategic delivery partner for the Welsh Government, we focus on supporting a workforce that’s skilled, confident, valued and well supported, so babies and young children can thrive in safe, nurturing and developmentally rich environments.  

This year, we’ve focused on a wide range of work to improve on well-being, attract more people into the sector, build confidence and strengthen knowledge.  We’ve continued to develop and improve the services and support we offer.  We work closely with colleagues and partners across the early years and childcare sector and you’ll see a strong theme of collaboration throughout this report, with practitioners, settings, regional partners and national organisations.  

This work wouldn’t make a difference without the passion, professionalism and expertise of those working across early years and childcare settings every day. You play a vital role supporting children and families in our communities.  The children and families, and those who have shared their time, insights and experiences have helped us make sure our work responds to your needs and challenges. 

As we look ahead to 2026 to 2027, we remain committed to building on these strong foundations. We’ll continue to work together to support the workforce and improve the quality of early years and childcare services across Wales. 

Sarah McCarty
Chief Executive
Social Care Wales



Introduction 
Social Care Wales supports a diverse early years and childcare sector. It includes childminders, crèches, full day care and sessional day care settings. Across these categories, 2,881 settings are registered with Care Inspectorate Wales, and provide 63,776 places for babies and young children. (Source: Care Inspectorate Wales, Chief Inspectors annual report 2024 to 2025) 
Care Inspectorate Wales’s Childcare and play self-reporting data tool shows 15,437 workers across the sector. This figure shows paid staff only and don’t include volunteers, who make a significant and invaluable contribution.

Social Care Wales plays a strong role as a strategic partner in delivering key areas in early years and childcare for Welsh Government. These key areas sit under Social Care Wales’s strategic plan and focus on the following outcomes: 

· The early years and childcare workforce has the right qualifications, knowledge and skills. They show the right values, behaviours, and practice needed to support babies and young children’s development and well-being.
· Early years and childcare services attract, recruit, and retain people with the right values to meet the needs of babies and young children now and in the future.
· An early years and childcare workforce that is recognised and valued so babies and young children experience stable, nurturing, and consistent care.
· Improved well-being for the workforce to make sure they’re equipped to give the best possible experiences for babies and young children.

The early year and childcare team operates in line with Welsh Government’s remit letter, which outlines a clear programme of work focused specifically on early years and childcare. 
Delivery is structured around four core objectives: 

· enhancing well-being 
· increasing attraction to the sector 
· building confidence
· strengthening knowledge. 

Each of these objectives has a direct line of sight to improving children’s daily experiences in settings by strengthening the quality and confidence of the workforce.
As part of Social Care Wales, the team supports and delivers a wide range of work to strengthen and develop the early years and childcare sector. We design our work to support high quality, nurturing and developmentally rich practice, making sure that the workforce help achieve better outcomes for babies and young children. We work collaboratively across the organisation and align with key priorities to give a clear and effective offer for the workforce, children, and families.
We work closely with internal teams, including well-being, compassionate leadership, equality, diversity and inclusion, strengths-based practice, qualifications, and the Welsh language. We use this shared expertise to improve the quality of care, relationships and learning environments for children. (Appendix 1: Well-being: evidence of effective cross team collaboration)
This joined-up approach makes sure our work is connected, aligned, and informed by expertise from across Social Care Wales. This helps us deliver an effective offer for the sector, improving children’s experiences and outcomes.

[bookmark: _Hlk219977195]Early years team: our role and priorities 
Early years and childcare work at Social Care Wales works alongside other organisations.  National frameworks, legislation, and Welsh Government plans guide this work. We help link policy, practice, and workforce development to make sure that early years and childcare service is consistent, high quality and rights-based. This helps the workforce deliver warm, nurturing and developmentally appropriate experiences for children. (Appendix 2: Key national areas of alignment).
This report summarises the work and shows impacts on the early years and childcare sector. It focuses on how stronger workforce practice improves children’s well-being, learning and daily experiences.



2025 to 2026: Our year at a glance


Our first early years and childcare workforce survey
We received 939 responses to our first early years and childcare survey 2025. The responses give us valuable insight into what’s working well across the sector and the key issues and challenges the workforce faces. A full report has been published and you can read our key findings here: Early years and childcare workforce survey 2025:… | Social Care Wales.

Regional work
The team have built strong relationships and networks in each county in Wales. This work strengthens collaboration and helps practitioners take part fully. They share feedback, respond to changes, and access opportunities that are available.
We’re building a clear picture of any issues, needs, and good practice across Wales.
We monitor and respond to any gaps in access in each county, and take action in the regions to address them. 

Pathways to childcare trainers
We saw less people take part in our young person’s programme when we moved from in-person to online delivery when our capacity reduced. To address this, we’ve introduced a new Pathways to childcare train the trainer model. We have sixteen trainers across four counties to deliver the programme in person in schools. This supports a more flexible hybrid approach and strengthens engagement.

Enhanced careers information offers for young people.
We’ve developed a training session for young people who can’t access childcare careers information in their schools or colleges. The programme was designed based on feedback from young people, so it meets their needs and priorities. So far, fifty young people have registered to take part.

Childcare careers and progression training for post sixteen learners
We’ve created a training session for schools and colleges  for young people aged sixteen and over. The session focuses on progression routes and careers in childcare. It shows the range of career pathways and uses real-world examples to show the opportunities to progress.. The session was created in response to feedback from both teachers and students. The presentation is now available for schools and colleges to access. 

A National early years and childcare conference
We held a National early years and childcare conference in north Wales for the first time, bringing together 140 delegates. Four settings showcased their excellent practice on a national stage, highlighting innovation and high-quality work across the sector.

Work trials
A total of 103 settings have signed up to offer work trials to Pathways to childcare participants after they complete the programme.

Baby resources
We created a resource for practitioners that lists resources available to support their work with babies.


Our approach

We continue to use a reflective, learning‑focused approach when we work with the early years and childcare sector. This has improved the impact and strengthened accountability.

Working in the regions has helped us understand local contexts and workforce experiences. This has helped create stronger relationships, more engagement with surveys, training and feedback, and has given us more reliable evidence to inform priorities. 

We regularly evaluate sector feedback and information and use it to guide decisions and adapt support to meet identified needs. This approach helps us make timely, clear improvements and share learning across regions. By listening to practitioner voices and investing in reflective professional development internally, we’ve strengthened workforce confidence, capability and sustainability. Together, these show clear progress in improving support for the sector and directly help create better experiences and environments for babies and young children across Wales.

Risks and issues in the early years and childcare sector
The early years and childcare sector in Wales still faces complex and linked set of risks. These affect workforce capacity, market stability, public protection and the delivery of national policy. Recruitment and retention is still a challenge. Low pay, limited career progression and more regulatory and accountability demands drive these challenges. Competition from other sectors makes this situation worse.  Childcare providers recruit from the same workforce pool as retail, hospitality, school support roles and elements of health and social care. These other jobs often offer similar or higher pay, more predictable working hours and less safeguarding and regulatory responsibilities, making them attractive to current and potential early years and childcare staff. This has resulted in difficulties to attract new entrants and keep experienced practitioners. This affects staffing levels, leadership continuity and service sustainability.
Welsh Government policies such as the expansion of funded childcare and  improving equity, access and Welsh‑medium provision can also shape these risks. While these ambitions are widely supported, they can place extra demands on a workforce and provider base that’s already stretched. Without sustained progress in workforce supply, pay, conditions and market support, there remains a risk that policy ambition will continue to exceed what the sector can deliver.
Together, these challenges show the need for better workforce planning, targeted market‑stability interventions and continued collaboration at national, regional and local levels. This will help manage risk and build a resilient, high‑quality early years and childcare sector in Wales.
Social Care Wales early years and childcare team challenges:

· Despite recruitment challenges, organisational changes, and individual circumstances, the team has continued to deliver its work. It’s adapted to reduced capacity and found new ways to maintain progress throughout the year.

· Early years and childcare professionals are not currently subject to individual professional registration requirements. As a result our direct digital reach into the workforce is limited, which can make it challenging to share and promote our work effectively. Addressing this is still an ongoing area of development.

· Pathways to childcare sessions for young people have been challenging to deliver. The team has limited capacity, so sessions have moved online. However, schools have been hesitant to take part, preferring face-to-face sessions. To address this, the team has recruited trainers, promoted the offer, developed a new booking system, and given online sessions for young people who can’t access support within education settings. These efforts are beginning to make an impact, and participation now steadily increasing.



What have we continued to do?

Pathways to childcare

We’ll make sure the programme reflects what’s happening in the sector and reaches potential workers at the right time to help grow the workforce.

The Pathways to childcare programme includes a number of work streams that support potential early years and childcare workers. The programme streams of work include both the adult and young person courses, work trials, monitoring and measuring impact, as well as networking and raising awareness across sectors in Wales. Welsh Government recognises it as a high profile and an effective programme of work designed to help recruit people into the sector. 

Feedback from participants within the Pathways to Childcare programme includes:

“The Introduction to childcare course was incredibly useful as it provided a solid foundation in understanding the physical, emotional, and cognitive development of children. The course also helped me build confidence in handling different situations, from managing routines to responding to children’s needs effectively. Overall, it deepened my understanding of the importance of early childhood care and prepared me for future roles in the childcare field.”

“This course is very informative and offers a range of resources, case strategies, and case studies. It provides great insight into the sector-how to get started, how to find a job, and what potential roles you can pursue. 
I truly appreciate this course and highly recommend it to anyone who is interested.”

“I am now working at a childcare setting. I help and do whatever I can, singing and playing with the children, supervising mealtimes, changing nappies, cleaning up, or tidying when not on a school run. I only do part time, but it suits to both of us as I have my toddler to care for and they happy with me doing 16 hours a week. In the meantime, I am at college studying towards childcare. My new work are also planning to put me on a safeguarding and first aid course soon. I’ve had my DBS check and an introduction to first aid course already.”


Key points: Pathways to childcare

Activity

· The team introduced work trials for individuals completing the course. 103 settings are now registered to offer placements. 
· Attendance on the adults’ course has increased by 15.9 per cent, showing growing interest in early years and childcare careers. 
· Demand for courses for young people’s courses has fallen by 66.6 per cent. The team has set out actions to address this in the pages above.  
· The team have developed two new sessions to meet emerging needs. This includes an online session for young people not in education, and a post‑sixteen session focusing on childcare career pathways. 
· The team introduced a new booking system for Pathways to childcare school sessions  has been implemented to improve access and reduce administration. 
· Schools have responded positively, with eight requests submitted in the first week.

Working together

· We work with local childcare training programmes to deliver Introduction to childcare sessions as part of their courses. This helps us take  a consistent and shared approach to supporting new entrants into the sector.
· We work closely with Careers Wales to raise awareness and make sure individuals can easily access clear, accurate and relevant guidance.
· We deliver session slots with partners and sector professionals. Working Wales and Coram PACEY lead parts of the training to explain the support and opportunities they offer, while guest speakers from the sector share their own career journeys to inspire potential childcare workers.

 Impact so far

· Twenty‑five individuals have moved into employment after completing the course, showing positive progress.
· One individual used the programme to decide that childcare was not the right career for them, showing the value of making an informed decision.
· Five work trials have been completed, and another 23 more are in progress, showing growing interest and partnership from sector settings.
· Referrals from Careers Wales have increased by 1.9 per cent following extensive promotion.
· Parents continue to be a key audience for the programme, with 45.5 per cent of attendees identifying as parents.

Feedback received from work trial participants includes:

“I completed day one of my two-day trial and discovered that working in childcare is not a good fit for me. So, I ended the trial to free up the space for someone who will be a better fit.

A few points which I learnt during my trial is I prefer a more structured environment which is quite different from the curiosity approach. I also found working one on one with some of the children quite rewarding but the multiple demands of different needs and behaviours at once was quite overstimulating.

I really appreciate the opportunity that both the setting and you have given me and it was a valuable experience.”


Continuous professional development

We support the early years and childcare workforce to keep learning and developing throughout their careers. We offer a range of opportunities to help people develop professionally and personally, for themselves and their setting.

We offer continuous professional development in many ways. These can include monthly practitioner or manager information and training sessions, a spring and summer school for managers, annual conference, and lifelong learning week.

Feedback received from participants enhancing their continuing professional development includes:

“Thanks for always putting on very good training. I enjoy all the training I do with yourselves and always come out of training knowing I’ve learnt something. It’s never a wasted few hours” (Nursery manager)

“Although sessions I have attend have been online they are still interactive where participants can add comments to the live online chat or ask questions. It is always great to hear from others attending, as often participants are from across Wales and so good practice can be shared widely.”

"The sessions I have attended through Social Care Wales have been both informative and inspiring. The sessions have provided me with a deeper understanding of the key principles, challenges, and opportunities within the early years sector. The sessions offered practical strategies and approaches that I can directly apply, both in my practice and in supporting students. As well as positively impacting my own practice, I have no doubt that these sessions have also had a positive ripple effect on the students we teach. I would definitely recommend similar sessions to others in the sector."

Key points: Continuous professional development

Activity

· Training Hubs have supported 245 practitioners and managers, strengthening access to high-quality learning opportunities. 
· 209 people took part in learning week activity, demonstrating strong interest in sector wide professional development. 
· We supported thirty-three participants in the autumn and spring summer schools and provided targeted opportunities for progression and reflective learning. 
· 140 delegates attended the National early years and childcare conference, promoting sector collaboration and shared learning. 
· Subscriptions to our newsletter grew by 13.2 per cent, rising to 3,200 subscribers, broadening the reach of sector information and updates.

Working together

· Officers across Social Care Wales worked together to deliver a range of sessions during Learning week, showing strong partnership across the organisation. 
· Teams across the region shared and promoted sessions, helping more people take part across the sector. 
· Professional bodies and subject matter experts led the sessions, sharing their specialist knowledge and expertise and using the platforms to reach the sector and strengthen workforce understanding.

Impact so far 

· Practitioner and manager participation in continuing professional development has increased by 34.5 per cent, showing more participation across the sector. 
· Delegates gave positive feedback and learning points.
· Delegates said the information has led them to review their work practices.
· People shared stories about the impact on children in settings.


Feedback received from participants enhancing their continuing professional development also includes:

“People sharing the information were so engaging and informative - very well delivered.”

“I will be able to impart the information from the session to the settings I visit.”

“I really enjoyed participating in the Early years learning week.  I found the sessions I attended really informative and I like the level of input from other professionals and attendees. These sessions are on a participatory level which I feel are more beneficial to practitioners in the early years sector. I am currently studying for my BA Hons in Early Childhood studies, and the Social Care Wales sessions really help with my personal studies as well as enhancing my professional ones. I would recommend all practitioners attend these sessions as you do come away with a good knowledge and get feedback from fellow practitioners.”


Working together: engaging and involving stakeholders and the sector

Reflective practice visits
[bookmark: _Int_3wlbio1N]To strengthen collaboration with the sector, the team takes part in hands-on learning placements in early years and childcare settings. These visits give our team a chance to see high quality practice, build relationships, and better understand the sector while developing their own professional learning. By spending time in real life, frontline environments, staff gain valuable insight into the experiences, pressures, and achievements of practitioners, managers, babies, and children. This helps ongoing professional development, lets the team connect theory with practice, strengthen reflective skills, and increase their ability to apply learning within their roles. These insights have been highly beneficial. They’ve expanded professional knowledge, strengthened sector relationships, and made sure our work stays informed by evidence, forward thinking, and responsive to the needs of the workforce, children, and families in our communities.

Feedback from early years and childcare team members includes:

“Being immersed in the settings and getting ‘stuck in’ has strengthened my confidence as it has given me that first hand understanding of the realities of working in that sector. I left feeling inspired, informed, and motivated to continue developing my skills.”

“The session was very positive and provided useful insight into the issues childminders are currently facing. Despite these challenges, the group showed strong commitment to professional development, with members regularly seeking training and two having completed their Level 5 qualifications. The child led play session was highly effective, with all children engaged and interacting through simple, imaginative play. The visit also strengthened the group’s awareness of Social Care Wales’s resources and support, ensuring they know how to access further guidance when needed.”

Early years workforce in the four nations 
[bookmark: _Int_DMisGz8j]The team has played an active role in the Early years workforce in the four UK nations (EYW4N) project. Early years workforce policy in the four UK nations: a comparative analysis - Early Education  We contributed to the advisory group and supported cross team engagement. The report compares workforce policy across the UK, identifying shared strengths, challenges, and opportunities for improvement. It will inform evidence-based recommendations to strengthen workforce development and support better alignment and collaboration across the four nations.

WeCare Wales
We work closely with WeCare Wales as our national recruitment campaign partner. We hold regular stakeholder and team meetings to agree shared priorities and coordinate clear messages across both sectors. We run events together that promote career opportunities in social care and early years. We also work together to develop resources, support national campaigns, and respond together to recruitment challenges. We jointly produce video case studies that highlight the diverse roles and opportunities within the early years and childcare sector, helping to promote childcare as a valued and rewarding career. Regional connectors work closely with the early years and childcare team to promote shared work, share sector intelligence, and support the Pathways to childcare trainer scheme, making sure messages are consistent and joined up across all regions.



National early years and childcare conference, September 2025

[bookmark: _Int_lpAjd0qz]We delivered a national early years conference with 140 delegates, most were practitioners from across the sector. The event created a collaborative space where professional bodies, subject matter experts, and early years settings shared knowledge, theory, and practical ideas. Stallholders showed the range of support available to the workforce. Experts shared theoretical insights, and practitioners showed how these approaches are used in real settings. The conference also gave delegates opportunities to network, connect, share ideas and support each other. One setting got direct guidance from a leading body on a complex issue. A local college promoted its offer and saw an increase in uptake on an upcoming childcare programme. Several settings said they went on to use the practical ideas gained on the day, and one area plans to run a similar conference in their own region. The event highlighted the value of bringing people together to share experience, strengthen relationships and collectively improve practice across the workforce.

Feedback received from conference delegates includes:

“Thanks again for the invite. It was incredibly useful for the college. I met managers I have dealt with via email, face to face and was able to share learning and development opportunities for their settings.
Meeting with other stakeholders is always incredibly valuable and good for us to build invaluable relationships. Two council childcare leads shared our Level 4 and 5 offer yesterday morning, spreading the word for us, and I’ve been inundated with emails. All very positive”

[bookmark: _Int_yGN7Hi0F]“I just wanted to say how fantastic the event was. If I am honest, I don’t always leave conferences feeling like I have genuinely learnt something new but yesterday was different – the speakers were incredibly inspiring, and we are looking forward to cascading those visions down to the childcare sector. While every speaker brought something valuable to the day, it was especially refreshing to hear from a ‘real life’ childminder. Her approach and the experiences she creates for the children in her care were really uplifting. Sam’s talk also stood out – her passion for her team and the emphasis she places on staff well-being was powerful, and her approach plays a key role in staff retention. We will be following up on the leadership and management training that Bex mentioned. Her enthusiasm and passion for what she does really came across, and I think her energy would resonate well with a childcare audience.
Thanks again to you and your team for such a well-organised and inspiring day”

Consultations

The early years and childcare team has taken an active role in Welsh Government consultations. We review proposals, give detailed feedback, and share sector insight to help shape future policy. This work makes sure that the views and experiences of early years and childcare practitioners are included in the updated regulatory frameworks and national plans. Our input supports changes that strengthen quality, improve consistency, and strengthen support for the workforce across Wales. This shows our commitment to informed, collaborative policy development.
Consultations have included:
· Exceptions to Childcare Registration and Proposal for a Voluntary Approval Scheme (Wales)
· National Minimum Standards (NMS) for Regulated Childcare: Proposed Changes 2025.

Newsletter

A regular newsletter helps us engage the early years and childcare sector. It gives timely updates on key developments, upcoming events, and new training opportunities. This helps practitioners stay informed about changes that may affect their work and strengthen awareness of the resources and support available from Social Care Wales. Subscriber numbers has continued to increase, but we know that we can improve the format. We’re looking at link performance, click ‑throughs, and overall use to make the content more relevant. As part of this work, we plan to include a wider range of early years and childcare information and updates from across Social Care Wales to strengthen engagement with the sector.

Early years and childcare workforce survey 2025

We received 939 responses to our first early years and childcare survey 2025. The responses give us valuable insight into what’s working well across the sector and the key issues and challenges the workforce faces. 
We needed a purposeful and flexible approach to get this level of participation. Many early years and childcare practitioners work outside formal registration processes and have limited digital access. To address this, we drew on regional networks, contacted settings directly, engaged through work trials, and met face-to-face with practitioners from across the sector. This helped us to capture views from a sector that can be underrepresented in national surveys. A full report has been published and you can read about the key findings here 
Early years and childcare workforce survey 2025:… | Social Care Wales


Feedback from practitioners post survey includes:

“Practitioners facing barriers to participating due to limited access to IT during working hours and the lack of individual email accounts.”

“Timing creating additional pressure, as several consultations and surveys were released simultaneously, competing with other major priorities such as the NMS consultation and legislative updates.”

(Feedback from the engagement session (post‑survey) has been used to inform and improve planning for next year.)


Regional working

We work regionally across Wales to connect with childcare professionals, sector leaders, and partners. We work together regularly to share developments, understand new challenges, exchange good practice, and shape the support available to the sector. By taking part in childcare forums, events, and meetings, we continue to gather sector insights and raise awareness of what Social Care Wales offer. Heading? 

Early years and childcare practitioners within regions have highlighted the benefits of this approach, which includes:

“The discussion highlighted how childcare practitioners create far reaching, indirect benefits by sharing their knowledge in everyday interactions - with parents, colleagues, and wider communities - helping to model positive approaches to child development, strengthen informal support networks and generate practical solutions that can influence families across generations.”

Sharing this insight is important as it demonstrates the broader impact and value of the childcare workforce, much of which is often unseen, and reinforces why their skills, expertise and professional judgement are central to children’s well-being and family support.

Working together is key: our values

Respect everyone

· [bookmark: _Int_3J4XhCKb]We’re always learning, attending meetings, taking part in training, listening to provider feedback, and looking at patterns and trends.
· We contribute to a variety of groups including the National Minimum Standards review, the Exceptions order and the Early years workforce fair work forum. We bring data and feedback together to help improve the sector.
· We facilitate the Early years and childcare network to bring voices together.

Always learning

·  We consider the ‘so what,’ analyse feedback, hold sessions looking at other views and give interactive space for discussion.
· We improve our own knowledge through training, reading and experiences.
· We visit settings to gain practical knowledge and ask for feedback from practitioners and managers.

Professional approach

· We reply to every enquiry, comment, and feedback we get.
· We keep our promise to respond, refine, and developing the work streams.
· We inspire the sector through storytelling and giving them space to share.

Involve people

· We look for opportunities to work with a wide variety of settings and establishments.
· We visit colleges and schools to discuss developments with young people, including their ideas into our work.
· We follow participants journeys with a genuine interest about what works for them and where they’re going on their journey. 

Reflections

Vicki Neale, Head of Early Years and Childcare 

This year has been very busy, but more importantly, it’s led to real impact across all areas of our work. Our first early years and childcare workforce survey marked a key milestone. It achieved an impressive 4 per cent response rate from an unregistered workforce. The survey gave us clear evidence of sector pressures, including recruitment and retention challenges, rising needs in children, and financial strain on settings. What we once knew anecdotally is now backed by the voices of the workforce.

The team has stayed flexible, responsive, and firmly focused on impact, continually asking “So what?” What difference are we making, how are children benefitting and how are we supporting the workforce?

Team reflections

“This year for me has been about growth, I’ve learnt that things don’t always go smoothly but can still be productive and successful.”

“I’ve learnt that people who work in early years and childcare are amazing and really want to make a difference to children’s lives.”

“I’ve learnt to step outside of my comfort zone more as this is where growth is achieved. Equally it’s important to manage well-being.”

“I’m proud of the development of the work trial process and pathways to childcare and how well our team works together.

The biggest challenge for me personally has been navigating a change is role, although it has felt really rewarding to tackle that challenge and develop. I would sum up the year as an overall positive challenge. I really feel proud of what we’ve achieved as a team and the direction we’re going in. Working regionally has really helped understand the offer of services and how we can support them.”

“I am proud of our adaptability. We have encountered some hurdles this year with young people’s programme changes and staffing capacity, but we have been creative and thought around issues identifying positive actions and solutions.”

“I am proud of running the first ever virtual learning week with 338 people attending across the week. Staff are still not registered so getting as many responses as possible for the survey was challenging, but we got 939 responses, which is an achievement in itself”.

“It has been a privilege to work with people who have a passion for early years and childcare.”


Moving forward

The early years and childcare team are looking forward to build on what we achieved in 2026 to 2027. We are committed to strengthening and extending the reach of our current offer, developing new opportunities, and working with regional partners. We want to make sure that improvements in workforce knowledge and confidence lead to better experiences for babies and young children. The team will remain responsive to the increasingly rich knowledge from the sector, making sure this insight continues to shape and refine future work, so it positively influences children’s care, learning, and well-being.

We support early years and childcare workers at every stage of their career. We help those who are thinking of a career in early years and childcare, through entry level roles, and onward into progression pathways. We offer resources, training, and opportunities for practitioners to access information, engage in professional learning, and share their views. By strengthening practitioner skills, confidence, and reflective capacity, we help create nurturing, responsive and developmentally rich environments that support babies and young children. This supports early development and long-term outcomes. We keep an ongoing conversation with the workforce. This helps shape and influence future programmes and workstreams, so they stay meaningful and grounded in sector realities. (Appendix 3: An early years and childcare workers journey through Social Care Wales).

Welsh Government values the team’s contribution to the evolving workstreams. Over the past year, the team has focused on identifying the “so what” of our work. We’ve clearly showed the impact on individuals, settings, and the wider sector. We can now see this impact more clearly in better experiences of babies and young children. Improvements in staff practice, emotionally attuned practice and environment quality lead to better interactions, stronger relationships, and more opportunities for development. We now treat evaluation as a continuous learning process. We refine our approach, respond to feedback, and make sure we use both qualitative and quantitative evidence to understand how changes influence children’s lived experience in settings.

The team is committed to its work and looks forward to developing new ideas, strengthening partnerships, and expanding support for the workforce. We’ll continue to focus on what matters most making sure that babies and young children across Wales experience safe, nurturing, high-quality care that supports their early learning, well-being, and development.

Appendix 1 – Well-being: working together across teams effectively 

The well-being team has strengthened its work by improving coordination and working effectively with other teams. The early years and childcare team has helped support and extend this work across the sector. Visits to the well-being webpages have increased by 109 per cent. This shows the well-being team’s focused work and the early years and childcare team’s support in promoting and embedding this information in early years and childcare practice.
The early years and childcare team has been the link between the well-being team and practitioners, creating stronger engagement across the sector. This joint approach has also helped grow the well-being network, which now includes seventy-three early years and childcare practitioners.
We work closely with the well-being team and regional partners. Together, we tailored well-being courses in two areas of Wales designed around their specific local needs and identified gaps. Working across teams has helped identify practitioners who can take part in national events, including storytelling workshops. This has raised professional visibility and helped share best practice. Partnership working has also supported the delivery of specialist training, such as strengths-based practice.
[bookmark: _Int_ubf8wMVR]As a result of this coordinated effort, more practitioners now use strategies introduced through the well-being offer. There is an increased awareness of mental load and they recognise early signs of well-being issues. Increased use of the well-being framework, webpages and network shows the positive impact of the well-being team’s work, supported by the early years team, and has strengthened practitioner well-being and its reach across the sector.
Feedback from participants accessing well-being training includes:

“I always refer back to this when I need to help staff or myself, made me think about the importance of starting these conversations about caring with the staff in my team.”

“It has been one of the best courses I've attended - by supporting our mental health we are better able to care for the children (you can't pour from an empty cup)” - childminder.

“It has helped me to better understand why I should take care of myself, helped me with supervisions, I have a better understanding of well-being at work.”


Appendix 2: Key national areas of alignment

Working in line with national early years policy
· Early Childhood Play, Learning and Care Plan in Wales 
· https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2026-03/early-years-play-annual-infographic-2026.pdf

Welsh Governments overarching national plan for early childhood nought to five, brings together all national policies relating to early childhood with a focus on:
· high quality, inclusive, childcare and play
· access to provision
· workforce development.
Early years team alignment:
These priorities guide how the Social Care Wales early years and childcare team develops training, resources, induction, and support for the early years and childcare sector. We build our work plans on what has worked well and focus future outcomes.
Childcare legislation and regulatory standards
Our work follows the statutory frameworks that guide regulated childcare in Wales including.
· National Minimum Standards for regulated childcare | GOV.WALES
· The Child Minding and Day Care (Wales) Regulations 2010
· Childcare Act 2006 and associated Welsh regulations.
These standards make sure children up to age 12 in Wales receive safe, high quality and consistent care, play and learning environments. 
Early years team alignment:
We support these legal standards for quality and safety. We do this by developing the workforce and giving guidance including induction, resource development, and training. 
National children’s rights frameworks
We’re committed to Wales’s rights based national commitments:
· Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011
· UN Convention on Rights of a Child (UNCRC) - UNICEF UK
Early years and childcare team alignment:
Social Care Wales early years and childcare team bases its work on a rights-based approach. This is shown through training, guidance, and workforce practice.
We focus on promoting children’s well-being, listening to their voices, participation, and keeping them safe.
National education frameworks
· Curriculum for Wales - Hwb
Early years and childcare team alignment:
The work focuses on early years childcare, play, learning and development. It also supports the workforce to use play based approaches and holistic developments. This links with national education policy. 
Workforce development strategies
Social Care Wales support and work together towards Welsh Government’s ambitions to build a highly skilled early years, childcare and play workforce, including:
Early years workforce plan

10 Year Childcare, Play and Early Years Workforce Plan: Review and Refresh
National professional standards and qualification pathways.
Early years and childcare team alignment
The All-Wales induction framework and qualification standards help make sure that people carry out their work consistently across the country.
National well-being, safeguarding and inclusion priorities
· Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018

· Violence against Women, Domestic Abuse and Sexual Violence (Wales) Act 2015


· Cymraeg 2050: Welsh language strategy | GOV.WALES

· Anti-racist Wales Action Plan: 2024 update [HTML] | GOV.WALES


Early years and childcare team alignment:
Social Care Wales early years and childcare team supports national plans by putting practices and principles into leadership, workforce development, and practice across the early years, childcare and play sector. We turn national policy into practical, sector led change including: 
· well-being resources, training, and frameworks 
· bilingual, accessible materials, resources, and training 
· supporting leadership approaches that challenge structural and institutional racism 
· developing professional resources that emphasise inclusion, fairness and respect
· offering learning and development, training sessions promoting reflective and anti-racist practice.
Childcare and Playwork Fair Work Forum
The Childcare and Playwork Fair Work Forum is a social partnership group committed to improving fair work conditions for those working within the childcare and playwork sector. 
The forum has been established to allow representatives of trade unions, employers, stakeholders and the Welsh Government to work together to identify and take forward actions that will lead to better outcomes in relation to fair work in the childcare and playwork sector in Wales.
Early years and childcare team alignment
Being on the childcare and playwork fair work forum helps the early years and childcare team influence and shape national workforce priorities through a social partnership approach. The forum gives us direct insight into emerging policy developments, sector challenges, and and key areas of focus including improving well-being and further support for recruitment and retention challenges. This helps us make sure the needs and experiences of the early years and childcare workforce are represented in discussions that affect them. Being part of the forum helps us understand the sector supports evidence informed decisions and helps us align our work with wider fair work principles, which helps support and guidance we provide to the sector.







Appendix 3: An early years and childcare worker’s journey through Social Care Wales

“I am thinking about my career and options, I like children but is it for me?”
[image: Group brainstorm with solid fill]


Courses available

· In education: Young Person's Introduction to Childcare sessions (schools)
· Not in education: Young Person's Introduction to Childcare
· Post 16:  College Progression course enquiry
· Adults: Introduction to childcare 
· In a group: Introduction to childcare bespoke sessions.
· Need extra support: If you’re unsure of face barriers to access, contact us. We’ll work with you to complete the programme in a format suitable for your needs.



“Early years and childcare sounds promising but is it really my thing?”
[image: Thought with solid fill]


More information

· Post course workbook gives valuable links, case studies and learning resources.
· Experience work trial in a childcare setting.
· Refer to Careers Wales | Careers Wales.
· Take a look at case studies and information on apprenticeships and working in childcare on WeCare Wales.
· Read Social Care Wales’s apprenticeship information.





“I’ve got a job in early years and childcare, how do I learn and progress?”
[image: Brainstorm with solid fill]



· Work through the All Wales induction framework 
· Complete our learning modules 
· Take a look at our early years and childcare resources 
· Check out our well-being training and community resources.
· Subscribe to our newsletter.



“I’ve been working a while in early years and childcare how can I get support?”

[image: Lightbulb and gear with solid fill]

More information

· Join our practitioner training hubs
· Take part in our national conference, share good practice and learn from others.
· Share your experiences, inspire others by guest speaking on our courses.
· Tell us what it’s like for you, complete our survey.
· Share your experience through a case study.
· Become a WeCare ambassador.

“I’m supporting others now and a manager in early years and childcare, help me learn.”
[image: Users with solid fill]

More information

· Complete the induction framework for childcare managers
· Use our guides: recruiting well, induction frameworks, work placement guide and effective supervision. 
· Attend our manager training hubs.
· Link in with the compassionate leadership programme.
· Bring your voice to the Early Years Network.
· Link in with our regional work.
· Offer the early years and childcare team reflective practice visit opportunities. 

Appendix 4: Useful links

Social Care Wales early years and childcare information

· Information

· Resources

· Training

· Qualifications 

· Learning modules 

· Welsh language resources 

· Recruitment and work placement guidance

· Well-being

· Rights and strengths-based practice

· Newsletter subscription 


Pathways to childcare

· Introduction to childcare  (adults)

· )

· Online sessions for young people

· School sessions booking

· Setting sign up for work trials.
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