National Professional
Qualification (NPQ):
Early Years
Leadership
Framework

October 2021

Acknowledgements
This National Professional Qualification Framework was developed in consultation with
the following members of an Expert Advisory Group and in collaboration with a wide
range of early years leaders, academics and experts:
Sara Bonetti

Education Policy Institute

Matilda Browne

Reach Academy

Jan Davies

Penguins Nurseries

Michael Garstka

Chairman of the London Early Years Foundation;
and Bain & Co.

Julian Grenier

Sheringham Nursery School and Children’s Centre

Sam Hillman

Exeter College

Sian Marsh

Best Practice Network

Gill Mason

Kids Planet Day Nurseries

Phil Minns

Ofsted

Wendy Ratcliff

Ofsted

Iram Siraj

Oxford University

Laura Upton

Leicestershire County Council

The content of the framework and its underpinning evidence have been independently
assessed and endorsed by the Education Endowment Foundation (EEF).

2

Contents
Acknowledgements

2

Contents

3

Summary

4

About this guidance

4

Who is this guidance for?

4

Introduction

5

One – Culture

11

Two – Child Development, Curriculum and Assessment

13

Three – Additional and Special Educational Needs and Disabilities

17

Four – Professional Development

20

Five – Organisational Management

23

Six – Implementation

28

Seven – Working in Partnership

32

References

34

3

Summary
About this guidance
This publication provides guidance from the Department for Education (DfE). It sets out
the knowledge, skills and behaviours that will be developed by teachers when they
participate in the National Professional Qualification for Early Years Leadership
(NPQEYL).

Who is this guidance for?
This guidance is for:
•

leaders of Private, Voluntary or Independent (PVI) nurseries, headteachers of
school-based nurseries, and childminders with leadership responsibilities applying
for, or participating in, this NPQ

•

leaders who are encouraging staff to undertake this NPQ

•

organisations developing and delivering NPQs.
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Introduction
Strengthening the support and development offer for early years leaders during
their career
Great leadership is the foundation upon which a world-class education system is built. At
the heart of great leadership is shared, evidence-informed understanding of what works.
A child’s experiences between birth and age five have a major impact on their future life
chances. Our priority is to help early years leaders to continuously develop their
knowledge and skills throughout their careers so every child gets the best start in life.
National Professional Qualifications (NPQs) are a set of prestigious professional
qualifications, already widely recognised by the school sector. They are voluntary and
have to date been designed to support the professional development of teachers and
school leaders at all primary and secondary schools. We are now expanding NPQs to
include early years.
The NPQ for Early Years Leadership complements the current suite of NPQs aimed at
teachers and school leaders by providing training and support for early years
practitioners, teachers and leaders, whether they work in Private, Voluntary and
Independent nurseries, school-based nurseries, or as childminders. It will support
practitioners, teachers and leaders to develop expertise in leading high-quality education
and care, as well as effective staff and organisational management.
High-quality provision can be measured through both process quality and structural
quality.
Process quality includes the nature of children’s interactions with each other and
teachers and practitioners, the way staff address children’s needs, the type of
educational activities conducted, and children’s daily experiences in the
nursery. Structural quality relates to more tangible areas of provision such as the number
of children within the group and staff-child ratios, as well as the characteristics of staff
quality linked to their training, development and retention.
The content framework for this NPQ is based on the evidence about leadership in early
years as well as high-quality education and care and draws on advice from the Expert
Advisory Group mentioned above. It also builds on the expert guidance already
established in the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) statutory framework.
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The 2021 suite of National Professional Qualifications
In 2021, three existing NPQs in Senior Leadership, Headship and Executive Leadership
were reformed to ensure they were underpinned by the latest and best evidence. Our
NPQ in Middle Leadership was replaced with three new NPQs for teachers and school
leaders who want to broaden and deepen their expertise in specialist areas.
The 2021 NPQs comprise the:
•

National Professional Qualification for Leading Teacher Development (NPQLTD)
– for teachers who have, or are aspiring to have, responsibilities for leading the
development of other teachers in their school. They may have responsibilities for the
development of all teachers across a school or specifically trainees or teachers who
are early in their career.

•

National Professional Qualification for Leading Behaviour and Culture
(NPQLBC) – for teachers who have, or are aspiring to have, responsibilities for
leading behaviour and/or supporting pupil wellbeing in their school.

•

National Professional Qualification for Leading Teaching (NPQLT) – for teachers
who have, or are aspiring to have, responsibilities for leading teaching in a subject,
year group, key stage or phase.

•

National Professional Qualification for Senior Leadership (NPQSL) – for school
leaders who are, or are aspiring to be, a senior leader with cross-school
responsibilities.

•

National Professional Qualification for Headship (NPQH) – for school leaders who
are, or are aspiring to be, a headteacher or head of school with responsibility for
leading a school.

•

National Professional Qualification for Executive Leadership (NPQEL) – for
school leaders who are, or are aspiring to be, an executive headteacher or have a
school trust CEO role with responsibility for leading several schools.

Reforming the National Professional Qualification content frameworks for 2021
In collaboration with an Expert Advisory Group, we consulted extensively with the sector
to design the reformed suite of NPQs for 2021. This included invaluable input from
teachers, school and trust leaders, academics and experts.
The frameworks set out two types of content. Within each area, key evidence statements
(“Learn that…”) have been drawn from current high-quality evidence from the UK and
overseas. This evidence includes high-quality reviews and syntheses, including metaanalyses and rigorous individual studies. In addition, the NPQ frameworks provide
practical guidance on the skills that teachers and school/trust leaders should be
6

supported to develop. Practice statements (“Learn how to…”) draw on both the best
available educational research and on additional guidance from the Expert Advisory
Group and other sector representatives.
The NPQs have been designed around how to support all pupils to succeed. This
includes those pupils identified within the four areas of need set out in the Special
Educational Needs and Disability (SEND) Code of Practice, and children in need of help
and protection as identified in the Children in Need Review.
The Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) independently reviewed the frameworks to
ensure they draw on the best available evidence and that this evidence has been
interpreted with fidelity. References for evidence underpinning each section are provided
at the end of each framework.
The NPQ frameworks have also been reviewed by a wide range of sector bodies
including unions and special educational needs and disability experts.
National Professional Qualifications available from 2022
From autumn 2022, two further NPQs will be available. They build on the new pathway
for teacher and leader development and progression, accessible at all stages of a
teacher or leader’s career. The methodology for the development of these NPQs remains
the same as for the 2021 suite; the EEF has once again independently reviewed the
content frameworks to ensure they draw on the best available evidence and that this
evidence has been interpreted with fidelity.
The 2022 NPQs comprise the:
•

National Professional Qualification for Leading Literacy (NPQLL) – for teachers
who have, or are aspiring to have, responsibilities for leading literacy across a school,
year group, key stage or phase.

•

National Professional Qualification for Early Years Leadership (NPQEYL) – for
leaders qualified to at least Level 3 with a full and relevant qualification 1 who are, or
are aspiring to be, managers of Private, Voluntary and Independent nurseries,
headteachers of school-based or maintained nurseries, or childminders with
leadership responsibilities.

1 “Full and relevant qualifications” are defined as qualifications that demonstrate depth and level of learning appropriate
to specified outcomes of full early years, childcare or playwork qualifications. The qualification should have valid,
reliable assessment and awarding procedures and must include an element of assessed performance evidence.
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Professional Early Years Leadership
Leading a nursery requires a wealth of strategic and operational knowledge. The role is
reliant on working with and through colleagues to ensure every child gets the best start in
life.
Early years leaders need to have a strong understanding of their context, community and
the children and adults they work with. They also need to have expertise across a
number of areas related to their role (e.g. high-quality early education and care, parental
engagement, additional and special educational needs, and organisational management)
and in approaches that, through working with their colleagues, enable their nursery to
keep improving (e.g. professional development and implementation). They must
understand the relationship between these different areas, how they can change over
time, how to set an ambitious vision for their nursery, and how to establish the unique
culture and conditions which can shape the experiences of children and be a deciding
factor in practitioners, teachers and leaders remaining in the profession.
This framework is a codification of essential knowledge, skills and concepts that underpin
successful leadership of a high-quality nursery. It sets out what those leading a nursery
should know and be able to do within the areas related to their role and in relation to
approaches that enable their nursery to keep improving.
Providers of this qualification will design a curriculum that draws on and blends together
sections from across this framework, and which is responsive to the needs of the
participants who are taking the course and considering the context of their nursery (or
school).
The course curriculum should aim to develop expertise that is flexible and allows
participants to respond to the challenges they will encounter in a range of contexts. It
should develop expertise that can be applied to both identifying and addressing
persistent and common challenges in nursery leadership.

Terminology
Throughout this NPQ framework:
‘Nurseries’ refers to Private, Voluntary and Independent nurseries, school-based and
maintained nurseries, and childminders.
‘Children’ refers to all babies and children aged 0–5.

8

Updating the National Professional Qualification content frameworks
The NPQ frameworks will be kept under review as the evidence base evolves. As in any
profession, the evidence base is not static and research insights develop and progress.
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National Professional Qualification (NPQ):
Early Years Leadership Framework

This qualification is for leaders qualified to at least Level 3 with a full and relevant
qualification, who are, or are aspiring to be, managers of Private, Voluntary and Independent
nurseries, headteachers of school-based or maintained nurseries, or childminders with
leadership responsibilities

One – Culture
Learn that…
1.

2.

3.
4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

Learn how to…

High-quality early years provision has a long-term positive Establish and sustain the nursery’s strategic direction,
effect on children’s life chances, particularly for children
including by:
from disadvantaged backgrounds.
• Using a range of data, the expertise of colleagues and
Practitioner and teacher expectations can affect child
experience of the wider community in its creation and
outcomes; setting goals and activities that challenge and
ongoing refinement.
stretch children is essential.
• Ensuring the strategic direction sets ambitious standards
Setting clear expectations can help communicate shared
for all children.
values that improve culture.
• Regularly communicating this strategic direction to the
Early years practitioners, teachers and leaders have the
whole nursery community.
ability to affect and improve the wellbeing, motivation and
• Ensuring all aspects of the nursery’s approach to
behaviour of their children.
continuous improvement are aligned to each other and
Early years practitioners, teachers and leaders are key
around this strategic direction.
role models, who can influence the attitudes, values and
• Paying particular attention to securing alignment between
behaviours of their children.
curriculum, assessment and teaching, and of these to the
Early years practitioners, teachers and leaders can
nursery’s ambitious goals for its children.
influence children’s resilience and beliefs about their
ability to succeed, by ensuring all children have the
Establish and sustain an effective culture across the nursery,
opportunity to experience meaningful success.
including by:
A culture of mutual trust and respect between colleagues
• Championing evidence-based practice and ensuring that
fosters effective relationships and supportive professional
children’s teaching is informed by the best available
environments.
evidence and research.
Building practitioners’ and teachers’ alignment around the
• Articulating, modelling and rehearsing practices that
intended culture of a nursery can create coherence in a
11

nursery and give direction and purpose to the
practitioners’ work teaching children.

contribute to the intended culture of the nursery and the
responsibilities every member of the nursery community
has in its creation.

12

•

Using intentional and consistent language that promotes
challenge and aspiration for all children, and professional
development and high professional standards for all
colleagues.

•

Implementing and monitoring the effects of policies to
create an environment for all children and colleagues
where everyone feels welcome, safe and able to learn from
mistakes.

Two – Child Development, Curriculum and Assessment
Learn that…
1.

High-quality early education is essential to improve
children’s outcomes.

2.

Experiences in infancy and early childhood critically
shape child and adult development, including physical
and emotional health.

3.

The rate of learning development for children is higher in
the period from birth to six years old than any other time
in their lives.

4.

Children are likely to develop and learn at different rates
and to require different levels and types of support from
practitioners and teachers to succeed.

5.

Children make better all-round progress when adults form
warm, interactive relationships with them, providing
babies and children with a secure emotional base that
may have a significant impact on their future emotional
and social development.

6.

The disadvantage gap already exists in nurseries but can
be reduced through high-quality early education.

7.

High-quality early education can maximise outcomes and
close gaps in attainment, especially for children from
disadvantaged backgrounds, boys and children with
special educational needs.

8.

Focusing on language and communication is especially

Learn how to…
Plan and deliver care and a high-quality curriculum to
support child development, including by:
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•

Ensuring there is a clear vision, shared by everyone
working within the nursery, regarding pedagogy and
curriculum planning, which should be underpinned by
formative assessment, tailored to children’s needs and
grounded in the overarching principles of the EYFS.

•

Sharing effective teaching approaches and adapting levels
of support and content depending on children’s age and
stage of development, until children can master activities
independently.

•

Ensuring the curriculum includes a regular amount of time
dedicated to developing early numeracy, including
approaches that develop specific mathematical skills, e.g.
counting or estimating.

•

Creating opportunities for indoor and outdoor play that
balance more structured adult-directed activities with childinitiated play.

•

Ensuring the key person approach underpins all provision
for babies’ and children’s care and learning and that key
persons encourage babies to interact with others, explore
their bodies and objects around them, inside and outdoors.

important for young children and will support the
development of a range of early literacy skills as well as
their wider knowledge and understanding.
9.

Establish and sustain communication, language and literacy
approaches to support children’s learning, including by:

Ensuring children master foundational concepts and
knowledge before moving on is likely to build children’s
confidence and help them succeed.

10. Communication and language approaches consistently
show positive benefits for young children’s development,
including their spoken language skills, their understanding
of language, and their early reading skills, including for
children from disadvantaged backgrounds.
11. Early literacy skills provide fundamental knowledge;
reading comprises two elements: word reading and
language comprehension.
12. Early literacy approaches, including activities that aim to
develop letter/sound knowledge and phonological
awareness, can have a positive effect on early learning
outcomes for all children.
13. Dedicated time regularly teaching specific mathematical
concepts and skills in the early years and using early
mathematics and numeracy approaches, including the
use of manipulatives, can have a positive impact on
teaching for all children.
14. Approaches to develop children’s personal, social and
emotional development (PSED) can have a positive
impact on behaviour, social interactions and attitudes to
development.

•

Modelling and supporting quality talk, including the sharing
and elaboration of ideas, conversations between adults
and children, conversations between children, and
supporting the communication skills of babies and toddlers.

•

Developing and extending children’s language through
careful, deliberate planning in each area of teaching, with
opportunities built in for plenty of repetition.

•

Reading aloud stories and talking with children about them
to build familiarity and understanding, and exploring
vocabulary in wider contexts once children know a story
well.

•

Supporting children’s language comprehension and
awareness of sounds in words, for example by teaching
rhymes, poems and songs.

•

Supporting children to read unfamiliar words by saying the
sounds corresponding to the letters in the words and then
blending the sounds together.

Effectively manage children’s behaviour and support
children’s personal, social and emotional development,
including by:
•

15. Self-regulation skills are important for ensuring children
14

Ensuring practitioners and teachers feel confident in
forming supportive relationships with children that put the
child’s experiences at the centre of their thinking and
underpin social and emotional development, e.g. helping
them to manage their emotions, have confidence in their

can effectively manage their thoughts and behaviour, and
are consistently linked with successful learning.

own abilities and develop a positive sense of self, or
supporting toddlers to develop new close relationships.

16. Good relationships between children can be promoted by
setting a clear approach to supporting children to
understand the importance of respecting nursery rules
and routines and behaving correctly towards others.

•

Supporting colleagues in providing adult modelling to
children and guidance on how to look after their bodies e.g.
through healthy eating and managing personal needs
independently.

17. Highly trained managers, practitioners and teachers with
a good knowledge of child development are crucial in
determining the quality of children’s early education.

•

Modelling how to resolve problems, supporting interactions
between children.

•

Understanding the impact of social and emotional teaching
strategies on children’s behaviour, social interactions,
attitudes to education, and education itself, through highquality teaching and commitment to the approach.

•

Understanding the responsibilities for managing children’s
behaviour in an appropriate way, as outlined in the EYFS.

19. Effective formative assessment, clearly linked to a
planned curriculum, is critical to early years education
and care because it provides practitioners and teachers
with information about children’s understanding and
needs.

•

Ensuring that a positive, responsive, predictable and safe
environment is maintained consistently across the nursery
e.g., supporting babies and children to learn about getting
the support they need through expressing themselves
emotionally and physically.

20. To be of value, practitioners and teachers must use
information from assessments and observations to inform
the decisions they make.

•

Developing warm and responsive relationships between
staff and children and establishing clear boundaries and
routines which are age-appropriate, and enable children to
understand the importance of rules and routines and
behaving correctly towards others.

18. Targeted teaching and support through one-to-one or
small group interventions can have a positive impact on
children’s outcomes, depending on their age, especially
for those from disadvantaged backgrounds. High-quality
training for practitioners and teachers is important to
support effective delivery of interventions.

21. Working with colleagues to identify efficient approaches
to assessment is important; recording assessment can be
onerous and have a disproportionate impact on workload.

15

Support practitioners and teachers to develop a strong
understanding of how assessment can improve teaching and
transition, including by:
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•

Ensuring that assessment is used to monitor progress and
diagnose specific capabilities and difficulties, and that it
informs teaching practices across the nursery, including
targeted support where required.

•

Understanding that assessment can be based on
professional expertise, interaction with children and
observations shared by parents and carers, and should not
require excessive paperwork or physical evidence that
cause prolonged breaks from child interaction.

•

Using assessments to inform an ongoing dialogue between
practitioners to support successful transitions, for example,
when a child starts, or moves to, a new childcare setting.

Three – Additional and Special Educational Needs and Disabilities
Learn that…
1.

The SEND Code of Practice (2015) and Equality Act
(2010) state that all children and young people are
entitled to an appropriate education, one that is
appropriate to their needs, promotes high standards
and the fulfilment of potential.

Learn how to…
Ensure all children experience success, including by:
•

Ensuring that the nursery and all practitioners and
teachers fulfil statutory duties with regard to the SEND
Code of Practice (2015) and Equality Act (2010).

The SEND Code of Practice sets out four areas of need
(communication and interaction; cognition and learning;
social, emotional and mental health difficulties; and
physical and/or sensory needs). Considering these
primary needs is a useful first step, but a more detailed
understanding of an individual child is required for
action to be beneficial.

•

Ensuring all practitioners and teachers meet the
requirements in the EYFS framework to support
children’s learning and development requirements unless
an exemption from these has been granted.

•

Developing a curriculum that is designed to be ambitious
and meet the needs of all learners, including those with
SEND or EAL.

3.

Children with special educational needs or disabilities
are likely to require additional or adapted teaching;
working closely with colleagues, families and children to
understand barriers and identify effective strategies is
essential.

•

Supporting practitioners and teachers to make
reasonable adjustments or adaptations to ensure that
children with SEND can engage in activities, while
maintaining high-quality teaching and high expectations
for all.

4.

Adapting teaching and care in a responsive way,
including by providing targeted teaching to children who
are learning at different rates, is likely to increase
children’s outcomes.

5.

Seeking to understand children’s needs, including their
different levels of prior knowledge and potential barriers
to learning, is an essential part of education and care.

2.

Support colleagues to meet individual needs without
creating unnecessary workload, including by:
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•

Encouraging line managers to promote the use of welldesigned resources.

•

Providing opportunities for colleagues to share effective
approaches for intervening with individuals and small

6.

Adaptive teaching is less likely to be valuable if it
causes the early years practitioner to artificially create
distinct tasks for different groups of children or to set
lower expectations for particular children.

groups rather than planning different content or activities
for different groups of children or taking children out of
their room for interventions, unless this is absolutely
necessary.

7.

The SEND Code of Practice (2015) states that leaders
of early years nurseries should establish and maintain a Ensure all leaders, practitioners and teachers can identify
culture of high expectations for all children, which
any additional needs early and ensure appropriate referrals,
expects those working with children with additional
including by:
needs, SEN or disabilities to include them in all the
• Ensuring nurseries have clear policies, processes and
opportunities available to other children so they can
procedures in place when considering whether a child
maximise outcomes.
may have an additional need (e.g. information sharing
8.
Identifying needs accurately and then putting the right
between key workers and the Special Educational Needs
provision in place is important to give children with
Co-ordinator (SENCO), or collaboration with other
additional needs and SEND the best opportunity to fulfil
professional agencies).
their potential; however, identifying needs at an early
• Supporting practitioners and teachers to help identify
age offers little value if action is not taken to address
children who need further support, using different forms
them.
of assessment (including formative assessment, targeted
9.
Care should be given when identifying children as
observations, understanding of their unique personal
SEND; multiple components can affect a child’s
circumstances) to gather a holistic picture of each child.
development or behaviour, such as environment and
• Supporting practitioners and teachers to make
changes in routine.
appropriate referrals, without over-referring (e.g. through
10. Specialised teaching in early years, especially for
child development and early language training).
language and communication skills, can benefit children
• Highlighting that, if needed, practitioners and teachers
from disadvantaged backgrounds and those for whom
should draw on specialist support when educating
English is an additional language (EAL).
children with SEND, particularly the SENCO.
11. The SEND Code of Practice (2015) states that
• Facilitating joint working with education, health and care
practitioners and leaders should recognise that a delay
professionals to communicate a child’s additional and
in learning and development in the early years may or
special educational needs and disabilities to support a
may not indicate that a child has SEND (i.e. that they
18

have a learning difficulty or disability that calls for
special educational provision). Equally, difficult or
withdrawn behaviour does not necessarily mean that a
child has SEND.

tailored transition (e.g. from nursery into reception).
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Four – Professional Development
Learn that…
1.

Helping practitioners and teachers (including leaders
themselves) improve through evidence-based
professional development that is explicitly focused on
improving learning outcomes/teaching can be a costeffective way to improve children’s academic outcomes
when compared with other interventions, and can narrow
the disadvantage–attainment gap.

2.

Effective professional development is likely to involve a
lasting change in practitioners' capabilities or
understanding so that their teaching changes.

3.

Professional development should be developed using a
clear theory of change, where facilitators understand
what the intended educational outcomes for practitioners
and teachers are and how these will subsequently impact
child outcomes. Ideally, they should check whether
practitioners and teachers learn what was intended.

4.

5.

6.

Learn how to…
Ensure colleagues engage in effective professional
development, including by:

Whilst professional development may need to be
sustained over time, what the time is used for is more
important than the amount.
More effective professional development is likely to be
designed to build on the existing knowledge, skills and
understanding of participants.
The content of professional development programmes
should be based on the best available evidence on
20

•

Aligning professional development priorities with wider
improvement priorities and focussing on a shared
responsibility for improving outcomes for all children.

•

Making use of well-designed frameworks and resources
instead of creating new resources (e.g. sources of subject
knowledge, the EYFS Framework, early years level 2 and
3 practitioner qualifications, early years teacher standards,
the Early Career Framework and associated core induction
programme for early career teachers, ITT Core Content
Framework where appropriate, and the suite of National
Professional Qualifications).

•

Ensuring that time is protected for staff to plan, test and
implement new, evidence-informed ideas.

•

Developing a team of colleagues who can facilitate a range
of professional development approaches.

•

Making reasonable adjustments that are well-matched to
practitioner and teacher needs (e.g. in content, resources
and venue).

•

Ensuring that any professional development time is used
productively and that all colleagues perceive the relevance
to their work.

effective pedagogies and classroom interventions and
aim to enhance capabilities and understanding in order to
improve child outcomes. Professional development that
focuses on developing evidence-informed early language
and numeracy approaches can be impactful on children’s
learning.
7.

8.

9.

Practitioners and teachers are more likely to improve if
they feel that they are working within a supportive
environment, where both trust and high professional
standards are maintained.
Supportive environments include having the time and
resource to undertake relevant professional development
and collaborate with peers, and the provision of feedback
to enable practitioners and teachers to improve.

•

Ensuring that the professional environment for all staff is
supportive with sufficient time for high-quality dialogue and
collaboration.

•

Developing staff training plans with practitioners and
teachers across the nursery.

•

Ensuring that practitioners and teachers are supported
during their induction period.

Conduct, and support colleagues to conduct, regular expertled conversations (which could be referred to as mentoring
or coaching) about all aspects of their roles, including by:

Professional development is likely to be more effective
when design and delivery involves specialist expertise
from a range of sources. This may include internal or
external expertise.

10. Practitioner developers should choose approaches that
suit the aims and context of their professional
development programme. Successful models have
included regular, expert-led conversations about practice,
teaching development groups, and structured
interventions. However, these activities do not work in all
circumstances and the model should fit the educational
aims, content and context of the programme.
11. It is the responsibility of providers to ensure that all
practitioners and teachers receive induction training to
help them understand their roles and responsibilities.
21

•

Building a relationship of trust and mutual respect between
the individuals involved.

•

Tailoring the conversation to the expertise and needs of
the individual (e.g. adapting conversations to be more or
less facilitative, dialogic or directive).

•

Creating strong support for practitioner supervision,
including opportunities for teachers and practitioners to
raise questions, clarify responsibilities, and strengthen
performance and skills related to children’s development
as well as an opportunity to discuss professional
progression.

12. All nurseries with early career teachers undertaking
statutory induction must adhere to the regulations and
relevant statutory guidance.
13. Nursery staff with disabilities may require reasonable
adjustments; working closely with these staff to
understand barriers and identify effective strategies is
essential.
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Five – Organisational Management
Learn that…

Learn how to…
Ensure the protection and safety of children and colleagues,
including by:

1.

Leaders have a duty of care to children and practitioners
and teachers.

2.

All practitioners and teachers have a responsibility to
provide a safe environment in which children can learn.

•

Ensuring safeguarding is the first priority of every colleague
in the nursery.

3.

Nurseries and their practitioners and teachers are an
important part of the wider safeguarding system for
children.

•

Understanding and complying with the law and statutory
guidance related to safeguarding (including Keeping
Children Safe in Education) and health and safety.

4.

Good financial, human and educational resource
management, strategic planning, employee relations and
risk management are the foundations of a good nursery.

•

Working with other agencies (e.g. children’s social care
teams) to share information and support wider child
protection work.

5.

Different types of nurseries are funded through different
mechanisms. Each mechanism has different financial
regulations associated with it.

•

Overseeing and enabling clear, effective safeguarding and
health and safety policies, processes and systems within
the nursery.

6.

Different types of employees have different terms and
conditions.

7.

8.

A nursery leader’s professional responsibilities include
leading, managing, deploying, and developing
practitioners and teachers, including appraising and
managing performance.

Establish and oversee effective systems, processes and
policies for managing admissions, exclusions and appeals,
including by:

Leaders must follow the ratio and qualification
requirements as outlined in the EYFS. A higher staff-tochild ratio, with consideration of qualifications, can have a
significant impact on the quality of care that children
23

•

Understanding and complying with the relevant law and
statutory guidance.

•

Creating fair and inclusive policies, processes and
systems.

9.

receive.

•

Practitioners and teachers with higher qualifications are
consistently identified as a predictor of higher-quality
education and associated with better child outcomes.

Ensuring that colleagues understand and carry out their
responsibilities, including complying with data, recording
and reporting requirements.

•

Ensuring best practice in planning, commissioning and
monitoring alternative provision.

10. The provision of accessible and sustainable childcare can
help protect against poverty and strengthen equality of
opportunity by facilitating parental employment, reducing Prioritise, allocate and manage resources (including
family expenses, and supporting child development.
financial, human and educational) appropriately, effectively
and efficiently across the nursery to ensure sustainability,
including by:
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•

Understanding the financial mechanisms (and associated
regulations) through which the nursery is funded.

•

Recognising that there is a strong connection between
strategic decisions related to the curriculum, occupancy,
deploying practitioners and teachers, and the associated
resource implications, and using this knowledge to inform
decision making.

•

Considering the opportunity cost of any allocation
decisions.

•

Proposing a prudent budget to those responsible for
governance and overseeing and enabling clear, effective
financial policies, processes and systems within the
nursery (e.g. procurement, audit, expenses).

•

Making good use of financial benchmarking information to
inform the nursery’s spending decisions.

•

Understanding how to read accounts, statements and
forecasts and using this to plan finances and appropriately
monitor the budget.

•

Considering a range of appropriate income generation
activities to maximise funding streams whilst ensuring
transparency and fairness of charging practices for parents
and carers, and supporting families through providing
affordable and sustainable childcare.

•

Learning how to use and implement marketing techniques
and plans to increase uptake of places in nurseries.

•

Developing and implementing a technology infrastructure
that is good value for money, supports nursery operations
and teaching, and is safe and secure.

•

Developing and implementing policies, processes and
systems that ensure nursery premises are secure, well
maintained and meet any statutory requirements (e.g.
health and safety or hygiene in any dining areas).

•

Drawing on the experience and expertise of colleagues
with specialist knowledge in organisational management.

Recruit, develop, support and appropriately manage all
colleagues, including by:
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•

Ensuring recruitment and appointment processes are
broad and inclusive, and based on open and fair criteria, to
attract the best range of candidates for all roles.

•

Having high expectations, communicating regularly and
clearly, considering practitioner and teacher motivations

and workload, prioritising professional development, and
holding colleagues to account for their performance.
•

Ensuring appraisal processes are aligned to the core aim
of improving teaching quality and child development.

•

Ensuring that all nursery leaders recognise that assessing
practitioner expertise through singular approaches (e.g.
lesson observations) is limited and that they should use
multiple methods of data collection to make inferences
about practitioner and teacher quality.

•

Understanding and adhering to the law and statutory
guidance related to employment (including management of
misconduct, grievances, redundancy, flexible working,
equality and reasonable adjustments) and policy and
processes related to pay and conditions.

•

Considering the expertise different colleagues have and
deploying and delegating to practitioners and teachers to
maximise the use of that expertise.

•

Creating and regularly reviewing succession plans in
collaboration with those responsible for governance,
particularly for critical roles across the nursery.

•

Overseeing and enabling clear, effective HR policies,
processes and systems within the nursery (e.g. induction).

Ensure rigorous approaches to identifying, managing and
mitigating risk, including by:
•
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Creating and implementing policies, processes and
systems that ensure all colleagues act in accordance with

the law and statutory guidance while empowering
professionals to exercise their judgement where
necessary.
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•

Ensuring policies, processes and systems are well
designed (e.g. are clear and proportionate) and
consistently implemented to avoid significant negative
effects on professional culture and workload.

•

Ensuring the approach to risk management involves
regular, reported reviews and considers the likelihood and
impact of any risk (including significant emergencies)
alongside any mitigating actions and contingencies.

•

Creating systems for feedback that allow policies,
processes and systems to be reviewed and improved.

Six – Implementation
One of the characteristics of effective nurseries, in addition to what they implement, is how they put those approaches into practice. This
section sets out some important principles of implementation: the process of making, and acting on, effective evidence-informed
decisions. The principles and activities can be applied to a range of different nursery-improvement decisions – programmes or
practices; whole-nursery or targeted approaches; internally or externally generated ideas. The statements should be treated as guiding
principles and activities, rather than as a rigid set of steps.
Learn that…
1.

2.

Implementation is an ongoing process that must adapt to
context over time, rather than a single event. It involves
the application of specific implementation activities and
principles over an extended period (e.g. implementation
planning, ongoing monitoring).

Learn how to…
Plan and execute implementation in stages by:

Successful implementation requires expert knowledge of
the approach that is being implemented and the related
area of practice (e.g. promoting positive behaviour),
which is shared amongst practitioners and teachers.

3.

Implementation should involve repurposing existing
processes and resources (e.g. governance, data
collection) rather than creating a separate set of
procedures.

4.

Effective implementation begins by accurately diagnosing
the problem and making evidence-informed decisions on
what to implement.

5.

Thorough preparation is important: time and care spent
planning, communicating and resourcing the desired

•

Ensuring that implementation is a structured process,
where nursery leaders actively plan, prepare, deliver and
embed changes.

•

Prioritising appropriately by making a limited number of
meaningful strategic changes and pursuing these
diligently.

•

Reviewing and stopping ineffective practices before
implementing new ones.

•

Recognising the complexity in managing parallel
improvement projects within a nursery (e.g. identifying
competing and aligned priorities, deploying overall capacity
and resources, managing multiple work streams,
considering interdependencies between projects).

Make the right choices on what to implement by:
●
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Identifying a specific area for improvement using a robust

changes provides the foundation for successful delivery.
Leaders should keep checking how ready their
colleagues are to make the planned changes.
6.

7.

8.

diagnostic process, focusing on the problem that needs
solving, rather than starting with a solution.

Implementing an approach with fidelity (i.e. as intended)
increases the chance of it impacting positively on practice
within the nursery and child outcomes. Any approach
should specify which features of the approach need to be
adopted closely and where there is scope for adaptation.
A combination of integrated activities is likely to be
needed to support implementation (e.g. training,
monitoring, feedback) rather than any single activity.
Follow-on support (e.g. through high-quality coaching) is
key to embedding new skills and knowledge developed
during initial training.
Delivery of a new approach is a learning process –
expect challenges but aim for continuous improvement.
Monitoring implementation is an essential tool in
identifying, and acting on, problems and solutions.

9.

●

Providing credible interpretations of reliable data, which
focus on the knowledge and understanding of children.

●

Examining current approaches, how they need
to change and the support required to do so.

●

Adopting new approaches based on both internal and
external evidence of what has (and has not) worked
before (e.g. child outcome information collected by the
nursery and research-based guidance).

●

Ensuring it is suitable for the nursery context, recognising
the parameters within which change will operate (e.g.
policies) and where the nursery is in its development
trajectory.

●

Assessing and adapting plans based on the degree to
which colleagues are ready to implement the approach
(e.g. current staff motivation, expertise, training and
development).

The confidence to make good implementation decisions
is derived, in part, from confidence in the data on which
Prepare appropriately for the changes to come by:
those decisions are based. Reliable monitoring and
evaluation enable nurseries to make well-informed
● Being explicit about what will be implemented, and the
choices, and to see how their improvement efforts are
overall desired outcomes.
impacting on teacher and practitioner knowledge, nursery
● Specifying the elements of the approach that appear
practices and child outcomes.
critical to its success (i.e. the ‘active ingredients’) and
10. A nursery’s capacity to implement an approach is rarely
communicating expectations around these with clarity.
static (e.g. staff leave, contexts change). Sustained
● Developing a clear, logical and well-specified
implementation requires leaders to keep supporting and
implementation plan, and using this plan to build collective
rewarding the appropriate use of an approach and
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checking it is still aligned with the overall strategy and
context.

understanding and ownership of the approach.

● Using an integrated set of implementation activities that
11. Implementation benefits from dedicated but distributed
work at different levels in the nursery (e.g. individual
nursery leadership. Senior leaders should provide a clear
teachers/practitioners, whole-nursery changes).
vision and direction for the changes to come. At the same
time, implementation is a complex process that requires
Deliver changes by:
feedback from staff and shared leadership
● Managing expectations and encouraging ‘buy-in’ until
responsibilities.
positive signs of changes emerge.
12. Implementation processes are influenced by, but also
● Monitoring implementation (including by clearly assigning
influence, nursery climate and culture. Implementation is
and following up on the completion of critical tasks) and
easier when practitioners and teachers feel trusted to try
using this information to tailor and improve the approach
new things and make mistakes, safe in the knowledge
over time (e.g. identifying a weak area of understanding
that they will be supported with resources, training, and
and providing further training).
encouragement to keep improving.
● Reinforcing initial training with expert follow-on support
within the nursery.
●

Prioritising the ‘active ingredients’ of the approach until
they are securely understood and implemented, and then,
if needed, introducing adaptations.

Sustain changes by:
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●

Using reliable monitoring and evaluation to review how the
implementation activities are meeting the intended
objectives and continue to align with nursery improvement
priorities.

●

Continuing to model, acknowledge, support, recognise and
reward good approaches.

●

Treating scale-up of an approach as a new implementation

process (e.g. from one area to another).
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Seven – Working in Partnership
Learn that…
1.
2.

3.

Learn how to…

Good relationships and partnerships are a foundation of a Work in partnership with parents and carers, including by:
good nursery.
● Ensuring the nursery provides practical approaches to
Parental engagement is consistently associated with
support parents and carers to help their children with
children’s subsequent academic success. Leaders should
learning at home including: encouraging families to chat,
recognise the importance of effective engagement with
play and read with their children; and helping them to
parents and, where children lack this support, make
manage their time, effort, and emotions.
additional provisions to support education and
● Communicating carefully to encourage positive, two-way
development.
dialogue about learning, focusing on building parents’ and
The interactions that take place in and around the home
can support children’s learning and development.

4.

Working effectively with parents and carers can be
challenging and is likely to require sustained effort and
support.

5.

Sharing effective practice between nurseries and
between phases of education, and building capacity and
effective mechanisms for doing so, is key to closing the
attainment gap. To improve performance, nursery leaders
need to collaborate and work with colleagues and other
relevant professionals within and beyond the nursery,
including local authorities, and other relevant external
agencies and bodies.

carers’ efficacy and avoiding stigmatising, blaming, or
discouraging parents and carers, and ensuring
practitioners and teachers communicate in the same way.

● Enabling careful planning of group-based parenting
initiatives (e.g. regular workshops), ensuring that the time
and location is convenient, recruitment is face-to-face,
relationships are built on trust and the environment is
informal and welcoming.
● Ensuring that more structured, evidence-based
approaches are offered to provide additional sustained
support where needed, starting by assessing needs and
asking parents and carers about what would help them.
● Providing clear, specific and targeted information to
parents and carers.
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● Building strong communication strategies with parents and
carers to support the early identification of children with
SEND.
● Handling parental complaints effectively by developing a
fair and non-adversarial procedure that is easy to use and
understand.
Work in partnership with nurseries, agencies and services,
including by:
● Training and equipping practitioners and teachers within
mainstream services to effectively identify and refer
families to relevant evidence-based interventions.
● Understanding the full range of organisations around the
nursery, how they interact with the nursery and each other,
and any statutory relationships or duties that exist between
organisations.
● Ensuring that colleagues work with other agencies (e.g.
children’s social care teams) to share information and
support wider child protection work.
● Building partnerships with relevant phases of education to
support children and parents during transition.
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