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Professional award criteria and guidelines for initial professional education (Level 7 

and 8) degree programmes for the Early Learning and Care sector in Ireland. 

 

1. Introduction and Context 

With the publication of “First 5, a whole of government strategy for babies, young children 

and their families”, (DCYA, 2018), a comprehensive ten year policy framework has been set 

out for Early Learning and Care (ELC)1.  Government’s commitment to a graduate led 

workforce by 2028 is a very significant development in the journey to professionalization of 

the sector.  In relation to the development of professional awards the PACG form an 

important part of a suite of professional awards from Level 5 to Level 8 on the National 

Framework of Qualifications for the Early Learning and Care sector2.  This suite of 

professional awards will provide essential building blocks for the creation of professional 

pathways for existing practitioners and new entrants to the profession, which will be clearly 

articulated in the forthcoming workforce development process.   The Professional Award 

Criteria and Guidelines (PACG) were published in April 2019 following approval by the 

Ministers of Education and Skills and Children and Youth Affairs.   

The PACG specifically focus on the professional dimension of practice in the ELC sector 

which must be integral to the professional formation of Level 7 and Level 8 graduates.  As 

well as outlining the learning experience for direct entrants into degree programmes, it 

provides guidance and criteria on the journey from entry for a candidate with the current 

set of FET qualifications (mainly Level 5 or 6 major awards in ECCE) onto a Level 7 or Level 8 

undergraduate course to their exit as an early childhood educator graduate. It is intended 

that the criteria and guidelines will enable initial professional education course providers to 

design and deliver a course (including professional practice placement) that develops the 

                                                 
1 In line with “First 5, a whole of government strategy for babies, young children and their families” (2018, DCYA), which 
uses the term Early Learning and Care sector as the overarching descriptor of the sector, the C&G and this document use 
that term also to describe the sector.  In describing the existing qualifications, it has been decided to continue to use the 
term Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC).  In relation to new professional programmes, degree providers have 
expressed a wish to have the option to continue to use ECEC as the descriptive term in the title of the new degrees.  This 
aligns with the term provisionally used here to describe graduates from the new professional degree programmes, which is 
early childhood educator.  Final titles for occupational roles in the Early Learning and Care sector will be agreed as part of 
the Workforce Development Plan, including a planned consultation process with those working in the sector, which will 
follow the publication of these documents.   
2 QQI is currently setting out professional award descriptors for major awards in ELC at levels 5 and 6 (FET) and the criteria 
and guidelines has been used to map across descriptors from levels 5 to 8 as part of this work.  
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necessary values, knowledge(s) and practices in their graduates to enable them to practise 

as professional early childhood educators.  

The PACG are inclusive of both academic and professional indicators expected of early 

childhood educators. Finally, but perhaps most critically, they aim to improve the 

experiences and outcomes of our youngest citizens in Early Learning and Care settings. It is 

not intended that these criteria and guidelines will standardise and homogenise the delivery 

and content of all Level 7 and Level 8 courses in Ireland; rather it aims to ensure that all 

graduates, irrespective of the institution in which they complete their programme of study, 

have received full preparation for professional practice.   

In order to translate the content and intentions of the criteria and guidelines into practice, 

DES and DCYA in collaboration with Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQI), at the request 

of higher education institutions (HEIs), have developed protocols to ensure that all 

processes for the validation of programmes of learning aligned with the Criteria and 

Guidelines will align with established processes within and external to HEIs.  The two 

Departments will establish a Qualifications Advisory Board (QAB) to manage the review of 

all new programmes for their coherence with the Professional Award Criteria and Guidelines 

for the Early Learning and Care sector in advance of their submission for validation by their 

authorised validation body (i.e. QQI or HEIs). Each HEI will be invited to submit proposals for 

new programmes for review by an expert panel overseen by the Qualifications Advisory 

Board. Membership of the QAB will be by appointment by the two Ministers.  Upon 

completion of its deliberations, the QAB will recommend a list of education and training 

programmes leading to the new professional awards to the Ministers for approval.   

 

2. Qualifications Advisory Board 

The Qualifications Advisory Board will not be statutory in its initial establishment.  It will 

comprise of an independent chair and experts in the provision of higher education 

programmes of learning in Early Childhood Education and Care.  The QAB will have three 

key roles: 
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1. To review programme proposals and establish their coherence with the Professional 

Award Criteria and Guidelines 

2. To manage a quality assurance process to support the implementation of new 

programmes leading to professional awards. This will include the establishment of 

expert panels to visit HEIs to review implementation of the new programmes. 

3. To advise the Department of Education and Skills and the Department of Children 

and Youth Affairs whether the programme, once validated as a professional award, 

could be considered for inclusion on a revised list of recognised professional 

qualifications3,4,5. 

The QAB will be supported by a small secretariat.   

 

The secretariat is overseeing a call for submissions in October 2019 for programmes 

intended for commencement in September 2020 or 2021.  These may then be pre-approved 

by the QAB for validation by an awarding body as appropriate6.  Within two years of 

commencement, the QAB will conduct a quality assurance review of the implementation of 

the programme. This will include the visit to the HEI by an expert panel to see the 

programmes in operation and to review and make recommendations on its operation and 

content7.  A similar process will be put in place to allow HEIs to submit new programmes for 

commencement in September 2022.   

 

While these processes will remain open on an annual basis for the consideration of new 

professional degree programmes, HEIs are strongly advised to prepare their new 

programmes for commencement by September 2022.  New graduate entrants to the 

                                                 
3 It should be noted that proposed programmes may be pending validation with awarding bodies.  Post validation review 
will take place within two years of commencement of the programme.  
4 The review and revision of the existing DCYA list of recognised qualifications for the Higher Capitation payments will 
commence in 2020 and will result in the establishment of a new list of recognised professional awards that are eligible for 
incentives for professionalization of the ELC workforce. Staff who currently are eligible for incentives will continued to be 
eligible after the revised list is established by DCYA. 
5 It should be noted that students enrolling on degree programmes commencing in September 2022 and later will only be 
eligible for DCYA incentives if their qualification is listed on the revised list of professional awards in ECEC.  
6 To minimise duplication for HEIs that are validated by QQI, the information requested will be aligned with that requested 

by QQI for their validation processes, although there will be additional material requested for this process.  QQI has 
indicated that they will not submit a new programme to their validation process unless it has first been pre-approved by 
the QAB. 
7 QQI has agreed that their programme review process (5 years after initial validation) will take significant cognisance of 
findings and recommendations and implementation thereof that may emerge from this review. 
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profession emerging from programmes other than the new professional programmes who 

begin their degree from September 2022 onwards or complete it after August 2026 will no 

longer be eligible for funding incentives put in place by DCYA to promote professionalization 

and graduate employment in the Early Learning and Care sector.    It should be noted that 

graduates employed in the sector post 2026 who were previously deemed eligible will 

remain eligible for those incentives.   
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Appendix 1 

Level 7 and Level 8 Degree Programmes for the Early Learning and Care sector in 

Ireland - Pre-approval requirements prior to validation application  

  

Introduction 

The PACG sets out the values, knowledge(s) and practices essential for all professionals 

working in the field of Early Learning and Care. They will inform the future development of 

undergraduate programmes and will complement the current existing development of 

professional awards in further education and training currently being undertaken by Quality 

and Qualifications Ireland, (QQI). The objective of the criteria and guidelines developed is to 

ensure that all awards offered in Ireland as Initial Professional Education (IPE) for early 

childhood educators will have the capacity to prepare graduates for the complex and 

challenging roles they will occupy.   

To support institutions in developing their programmes the purpose of this document is to 

help applicants present their applications and programmes consistently and systematically. 

However, it is the applicant’s sole responsibility to ensure that all the criteria are addressed. 

This information needs to be developed in conjunction with the Professional Award Criteria 

and Guidelines (PACG) for Level 7 and Level 8 Degree programmes and the Professional 

Award-type descriptors (PATD) annotated for QQI Early Learning and Care Awards. These 

are available at:- https://www.education.ie/en/The-Education-System/Early-

Childhood/professional-award-criteria-and-guidelines-for-initial-professional-education-l7-

8-degree-programmes-elc-ireland.pdf 

 

Part 1:  provides information for applicants and guidelines for completing and presenting an 

application for consideration.  

 

Part 2:  provides the application form to be completed for award consideration. All applicants 

must use the template provided and complete all sections. Responses must be received by 

12th December 2019 (for 2020 applications), 31st March 2020 (for 2021 applications) and 31st 

of March 2021 (for 2022 applications). Responses must be sent by email.  

https://www.education.ie/en/The-Education-System/Early-Childhood/professional-award-criteria-and-guidelines-for-initial-professional-education-l7-8-degree-programmes-elc-ireland.pdf
https://www.education.ie/en/The-Education-System/Early-Childhood/professional-award-criteria-and-guidelines-for-initial-professional-education-l7-8-degree-programmes-elc-ireland.pdf
https://www.education.ie/en/The-Education-System/Early-Childhood/professional-award-criteria-and-guidelines-for-initial-professional-education-l7-8-degree-programmes-elc-ireland.pdf
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Part 1 

In consideration of your application please demonstrate how your overall programme content meets 

the essential programme content for professional awards for Level 7 and Level 8 degree 

programmes for the Early Learning and Care sector in Ireland. The programme proposed should 

provide rich and diverse learning experiences for students to develop their values, knowledge(s) and 

practices as they develop as early childhood educators.  It is essential that personal and professional 

development experiences that enable students to become reflective practitioners and prepare them 

for professional practice in the Early Learning and Care profession are included.  Programmes should 

consider the evolving professional formation of the participant and provide opportunities for 

students to gain knowledge of working with children, families, diverse communities and how to 

translate that knowledge into action.  

Programme objectives and outcomes should be clear and consistent with the award sought. Each 

module objective and learning outcome should be clear and communicated to students. Access, 

transfer and progression arrangements must be in place and be fair and transparent. The mode, 

method and location of programme delivery must not compromise or dilute the overall integrity of 

the professional award. 

Programme staff must be qualified and capable with expertise and experience in Early Learning and 

Care. Normally staff should be qualified to one level above that which the participant on the 

programme is expected to attain.  Allied professionals may also engage with students for discrete 

aspects of the course (e.g., psychologists, nutritionists etc.).  Programme staff should be research 

active and take lead roles in relation to conducting, supervising and publishing research. The 

application should demonstrate how opportunities will be provided for individual, group and 

experiential learning in face-to-face and on-line learning and teaching contact hours. 

Significant opportunities must be evidenced for personal and professional development to support 

the development of reflective practice, problem solving, intentionality and critical thinking and the 

capacity to become practitioner researchers with a disposition for lifelong learning.  A minimum of 

35% of the overall duration of the course must be allocated to structured, supervised, assessed 

professional practice placement, in appropriate settings. 

A range of fair, transparent and consistent assessment methods should be used that capture the 

incremental acquisition of values, knowledge(s) and practices of students. Assessment should be 

both formative and summative with a clear relationship between learning outcomes, learning 



7 

 

experiences and assessment criteria. The programme’s written curriculum should be well-structured 

and fit for purpose. 

Supervised Practice Placement 

Professional practice placement experiences should be incremental/spiral in nature and be integral 

to each phase of the programme. Professional placement experiences should provide students with 

an opportunity to observe experienced professionals and be supported to reflect on these 

observations in a variety of Early Learning and Care settings. Professional practice placements should 

provide opportunities to integrate theory and practice and apply knowledge to practice.  

Professional placements should also provide opportunities for students to develop and demonstrate 

the required values, knowledge(s) and practices to work with young children in the context of their 

setting, family and community under the supervision of more experienced professionals. 

Furthermore professional practice placement experiences should support the student in critically 

engaging in self-reflection and self-evaluation of their own practice and provide opportunities to 

engage in professional conversations with more experienced professionals (setting based 

practitioners and supervisors) around their practice.  
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Part 2 

 

 Application Details: * Denotes additional supporting information may be required to be submitted. 

 

Name of Educational 

Institution   
  

Address of Educational 

Institution  
 

Name of programme     

Contact for Educational 

Institution (Name and 

position)  

  

E-mail 
 

Phone  

   

  

Details of programme:    

NFQ Level    

Title of Programme  

 
 

Title of qualification  

Course Code   

Awarding body  

Number of credits  

*Number of modules and      

contact hours per module  
 

Total number of contact 

hours 
 

Expected duration of course      

(Full Time) 
 

Expected duration of course    

(Part Time) 
 

Number of course places  
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Learner requirements: 

General entry requirements:- 

Academic Personal suitability 
 

Will there be an advanced 

entry option for students? 
 

Will the programme enrol     

International students? 
 

Will the programme enrol  

Erasmus Exchange students? 
 

Is there a minimum English 

language proficiency level 

required? If not how will the   

necessary knowledge of        

English to communicate 

effectively during the course 

and while on placement be 

assessed?  

 

*How do you ensure your 

programme is well managed 

and meets the highest 

governance standards? 

 

How will the following range 

of attributes be developed 

through the Programme in 

place:-  

- academic attributes? 

- professional practice  

    attributes? 

- professional personal  

    attributes? 

 

How will the programme 

develop a sense of 

professional identity among 

students? 

 

In what ways will students   

be prepared for complex   

and challenging roles in  

Early Learning and Care? 

 

How will the principles of       



10 

 

First Five8 underpin the  

programme being offered to 

students?  

Is there a code of 

professional conduct in place 

for students? 

 

*What are the documented 

procedures in place relating 

to the repeating of modules 

and practice placement?  

 

*Are exit awards available to       

learners?  If so, please give 

details. 

  

  

How will future graduates be      

prepared to develop a strong   

commitment to learning and 

continuous professional 

development? 

 

Are there learning 

progression opportunities for 

students following 

completion of degree? 

  

Programme Delivery 

How will the programme be 

delivered:- 

- Class based 

- Outreach 

- Blended 

- Online 

Please give full details and 

rationale for delivery type.   

 

How do you ensure the 

learning environment is 

consistent with the needs of 

programme learners? 

  

 

What consideration has been 

given to the breakdown of 

individual, group and 

experiential learning 

experiences per module? 

 

                                                 
8 First 5, is a whole of government strategy for babies, young children and their families, 2019-2028, (2018, DCYA)  
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*What supports are in place 

to support student wellbeing 

and welfare? 

 

*What supports are in place 

for students with additional 

learning needs? 

 

How will the programme be 

assessed? Formative and 

summative. Please provide 

sample assessment 

instruments. 

 

Are there documented    

policies/procedures in place  

in relation to Accreditation  

of Prior Learning (APL) and  

Recognition of Prior  

Learning (RPL) in the 

assessment of candidates? 

 

*Qualifications of 

programme staff 
 

*Experience of programme 

staff and evidence of being 

research active. 

 

What is the ratio of students 

to teaching staff? 
 

Is there a code of 

professional practice for 

lecturers? 

 

 Professional Placement 

In what setting types will 

students complete their work 

practice? 

 

*Is there a requirement to 

complete work practice with 

different age groups of 

children? Please give details. 

 

What is the credit weighting 

given to the completion of 

work practice?  

 

What is the duration of work 

practice in hours? 
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Is this differentiated for 

practising experienced early 

years practitioners? 

 

*Please provide information 

on how work practice will be 

supervised within the setting 

by setting staff? 

 

Where the student is 

themselves a sole trader 

practitioner, please provide 

the alterative arrangements 

in place to support them. 

 

What are the minimum 

qualifications and experience 

of staff within the setting 

supervising work practice? 

 

Are there documented 

protocols and procedures in 

place for visiting assessors 

from the HEI? 

 

What are the minimum 

qualifications and experience 

of visiting assessors from the 

HEI of work practice? 

 

Please provide evidence of 

work practice assessment 

tools. 

 

  Quality Assurance Mechanisms 

Please provide information in relation to the quality assurance processes of your programme. 

These may include the following but are not limited to these. This list is not exhaustive. 

 A student course handbook providing full details of programme, module descriptors, 

outcomes and expectations.  

 Professional Placement handbook for Supervisors and Students. 

 Information on how placement practice is recorded. 

 Procedures to ensure that students are placed in appropriate settings for work practice. 

 Protections in place for students while on placement. 

 Agreements/MOU/organisational structures and supports in place with professional 

placement settings. 

 Evidence that assessment methods are fair, transparent and consistent. 

 Student evaluation of programme. 
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 Continuing professional development (CPD) opportunities for visiting placement 

tutors/supervisors. 

Outline of the programme including learner outcomes. (Refer to Part 1 criteria). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Year 1 

List of modules 

Year 2 

List of modules 

Year 3 

List of modules 

Year 4 

List of modules 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 
*(Attach further evidence) 
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Documentation enclosed    

 Please tick checklist as appropriate  Tick  

 1.  Application Form details completed in FULL.  
  

2.  Full programme documentation. This should include comprehensive details of 
each module available on the programme and expected outcomes together 
with a structured written curriculum. This should also include programme 
duration, method of delivery, assessment methods, and entry standards for 
students and details of programme staff, including qualifications and 
experience.   

  

 

 3.    If the programme is validated for external / outreach delivery, all validation 

document for  this mode of delivery must be included as at point 2, with 

particular emphasis on the mode of  delivery and suitability of the external / 

outreach location and staff.  

     

 4.    A detailed description of supervised work practice arrangements is essential. 

It should contain details as to the duration of the practice placement, 

methods of assessment, nature of the practice setting (i.e. in an Early Learning 

and Care service provider or other setting) and supervision arrangements.   

  

5.    Additional information as relevant which provides information relating to the 

quality assurance processes of the programme. 

 

    

Please Note: The Qualifications Advisory Board (QAB) reserves the right to request further 
supporting documentation to assist in this assessment process.  
  
N.B. Failure to submit all application requirements in full may lead to your application 
being rejected and a requirement to start the application process again.  
  
The Qualifications Advisory Board reserves the right to determine the relevance of the 
content of the award. 

  
On receipt of this application form, a letter of receipt with a unique reference number 
will be issued to you. You should use this reference number in any contact you have with 
us in regard to your application.  

  
I understand that the information provided by me may be used by the Department of 

Children and Youth Affairs (in conjunction with the Department of Education and 

Skills) to assess the suitability of the qualification(s) stated to be recognised as a DCYA 

Early Years Recognised Qualification.  
 

Applicant Signature (by 

named contact on behalf of 

Educational Institution:  

  Date:    

 


